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Summary – Frederick the Great and the Meanings of War,
1730-1755
Adam Lindsay Storring
This dissertation fundamentally re-interprets King Frederick the Great of Prussia as
military commander and military thinker, and uses Frederick to cast new perspectives
on the warfare of ‘his time’: that is, of the late seventeenth to early eighteenth
centuries. It uses the methodology of cultural history, which focuses on the meanings
given to human activities, to examine Frederick and the warfare of his time on three
levels: cultural, temporal, and intellectual. It shows that Frederick’s warfare (at least
in his youth) was culturally French, and reflected the towering influence of King
Louis XIV, with Frederick following the flamboyant masculinity of the French
baroque court. Frederick was a backward-looking military thinker, who situated his
war-making in two temporal envelopes: broadly in the long eighteenth century
(1648-1789), which was dominated by the search for order after the chaos of religious
and civil wars, but more specifically in the ‘Century of Louis XIV’: the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Frederick embraced French military
methods, taking inspiration from generals like Turenne and Luxembourg, employing
aggressive French battle tactics, and learning his concept of ‘total war for limited
objectives’ from French writers like the Marquis de Feuquières. Frederick also
sought to surpass the ‘personal rule’ of the Sun King by commanding his army
personally.
This work shows the early eighteenth century as a liminal period, which saw the
Louisquatorzean paradigm interact with the beginnings of the Enlightenment,
developments in scientific methods, and the growth of the administrative capacity of
states, all of which would exercise an increasing influence as the century progressed.
The combination of older traditions and newer ideas placed enormous pressure on the
monarchs of this period, and this was seen in Frederick’s strained relations with his
generals.
Finally, this work examines how ideas are created. It shows military knowledge in
the early eighteenth century as the product of power structures (and often an element
within them). Military command was itself an element in the assertion of political
power, and Frederick depended on ‘the power of (military) knowledge’ to maintain
his authority with his generals. Power, however, is negotiated, and knowledge is
typically produced collectively. In the early part of Frederick’s reign, the Prussian
war effort was a collective effort by several actors within the Prussian military
hierarchy, and ‘Frederick’s military ideas’ were not necessarily his own.
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Introduction

This dissertation fundamentally re-interprets King Frederick the Great of Prussia
(reigned 1740-1786) as military commander and military thinker, and uses Frederick
to cast new perspectives on the warfare of ‘his time’: that is, of the late seventeenth to
early eighteenth centuries. It uses the methodology of cultural history, which focuses
on the meanings given to human activities, to examine Frederick and the warfare of
his time on three levels: cultural, temporal, and intellectual. It shows that Frederick’s
warfare (at least in his youth) was culturally French, and reflected the towering
influence of the France of King Louis XIV in the early eighteenth century, with
Frederick attempting to emulate the Sun King not only in cultural but also military
terms. Quite in contrast to his reputation as an ‘austere, thrifty [military] workaholic’,
Frederick in fact went to war in the tradition of the flamboyant masculinity of the
French baroque court.1 The present work shows Frederick as a backward-looking
military thinker, who situated his war-making in two temporal envelopes: broadly in
the long eighteenth century (1648-1789), which was dominated by the search for
order after the chaos of religious and civil wars, but more specifically in the ‘Century
of Louis XIV’: the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, dominated by
Louisquatorzean ‘absolutist’ monarchy and its associated masculinity, and by the
literature of the French grand siècle. Frederick embraced French military methods,
taking inspiration from generals like Turenne and Luxembourg, employing aggressive
French battle tactics, and learning his concept of ‘total war for limited objectives’
from French writers like the Marquis de Feuquières. Portrayals of Frederick as part of
a ‘German way of war’ must therefore be rejected.2 Frederick also sought to surpass
the ‘personal rule’ of the Sun King by extending this to the military sphere and
commanding his army personally.
This work also shows the early eighteenth century as an important liminal period –
culturally, politically, intellectually, and also militarily – which saw the
1

Christopher Clark, Iron kingdom: the rise and downfall of Prussia, 1600-1947 (London
etc., 2006), p. 84.
2
Robert M. Citino, The German way of war: from the Thirty Years' War to the Third Reich
(Lawrence, KS, 2005).
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Louisquatorzean paradigm interact with the beginnings of the Enlightenment,
developments in scientific methods, and the growth of the administrative capacity of
states, all of which would exercise an increasing influence as the century progressed.
The combination of older traditions and newer ideas placed enormous pressure on the
monarchs of this period, and this can be fully seen in Frederick’s strained relations
with his generals.
Finally, this work examines how ideas are created, and in the process it finally
overturns the focus on the person of the king that has continued to dog the military
history of Frederick’s reign, ending the ‘great man’ tradition that has survived in
operational military history even as it has been rejected by the rest of the historical
profession. This work shows military knowledge in the early eighteenth century as
the product of power structures (and often an element within them). Order was
actually seen by contemporaries as military efficiency, armies were conceived as a
household just like the state itself, and concepts of military knowledge focused on the
nobleman or ruler commanding an army. Military command was itself an element in
the assertion of political power, and Frederick depended on ‘the power of (military)
knowledge’ to maintain his authority with his generals. Power, however, is
negotiated, and knowledge is typically produced collectively. This work shows that,
in the early part of Frederick’s reign, the Prussian war effort was the result of a
collective effort by several actors within the Prussian military hierarchy, and therefore
that ‘Frederick’s military ideas’ were by no means necessarily his own.

The Meanings of War
John Keegan noted that ‘war . . . is . . . an expression of culture’.3 Culture, however,
is everything. Keegan described it as ‘that great cargo of shared beliefs, values,
associations, myths, taboos, imperatives, customs, traditions, manners and ways of
thought, speech and artistic expression which ballast every society’.4 Historians now
recognize that every form of human activity can be defined as part of human culture,
so that all history is cultural history. Cultural history is therefore defined by its
methods rather than by any specific subject matter, and focuses on the meanings that
3
4

John Keegan, A history of warfare (London, 1993), p. 12.
Keegan, History of warfare, p. 46.

2

humans attach to things.5 The study of war has recently embraced the cultural turn
(particularly since the experience of Afghanistan and Iraq showed the limitations of
attempts to fight war and explain it on the basis of technology).6 Emile Simpson has
for instance emphasized that military force can be understood as a language, with the
meanings that humans ascribe to it fundamentally important for shaping it.7 The
present work follows this methodology. It explores both Frederick and his time from
the perspective of the ‘meanings’ that were attached to war in the early eighteenth
century and which shaped it. This approach is valuable because it gets us as close as
possible to how contemporaries experienced war, rather than dividing it into
categories like culture and temporality devised by historians. It also ties war closely
to the broader cultural context that created it.

Cultural and Intellectual Histories of War
A series of works have sought, often with great imagination, to identify the
connections between eighteenth-century warfare and its broader political, social,
cultural and intellectual context, and to use this to shed more light in both directions.
Elizabeth Krimmer and Patricia Anne Simpson emphasized the importance of
studying ‘the nexus of war and Enlightenment discourse’, as did Daniel Hohrath.8

5

Miri Rubin, ‘What is cultural history now?’, in David Cannadine, ed., What is history now?
(Basingstoke, 2002), pp. 80, 84-5, 90-1; Megan Vaughan, ‘Culture’, in Ulinka Rublack, ed., A
concise companion to history (Oxford, 2011), p. 233-8.
6
Jeremy Black, War and the cultural turn (Malden, MA, and Cambridge, 2012), passim, esp.
pp. vii-ix, 1-3, 15-16, 153-5, 159-64, 171-4. For previous claims of the transformative power
of technology, see Geoffrey Parker, The military revolution: military innovation and the rise
of the West, 1500-1800 (2nd edn., Cambridge, 2001); Michael Ignatieff, Virtual war: Kosovo
and beyond (London, 2000), pp. 164-77, 210-3; John U. Nef, War and human progress: an
essay on the rise of industrial civilization (New York, NY, 1968), pp. 303, 315-25; Alvin and
Hedi Toffler, War and anti-war: survival at the dawn of the 21st century (London, 1994), pp.
52-80. For criticism of the concept of technologically-focused ‘revolutions in military
affairs’, see Jeremy Black, ‘Eighteenth-century warfare reconsidered’, War in History, 1,
(1994), p. 217; Andrew N. Liaropoulos, ‘Revolutions in warfare: theoretical paradigms and
historical evidence – the Napoleonic and First World War revolutions in military affairs’, The
Journal of Military History 70 (2006), pp. 363-84.
7
Emile Simpson, War from the ground up: twenty-first-century combat as politics (London,
2012), passim, esp. pp. 1-5, 15-38, 61-3, 67-9, 98-100, 127, 232-3, 243.
8
Daniel Hohrath and Klaus Gerteis, eds., Die Kriegskunst im Lichte der Vernunft: Militär
und Aufklärung im 18. Jahrhundert (2 vols., Aufklärung 11 and 12, 1999-2000); Elizabeth
Krimmer and Patricia Anne Simpson, eds., Enlightened war: German theories and cultures
of warfare from Frederick the Great to Clausewitz (Rochester, NY, 2011), (quotation,

3

Peter Paret gave an example of this, studying the Prussian defeat in 1806 from the
operational, cultural and intellectual perspectives.9 Max Jähns laid the basis for an
intellectual history of eighteenth-century warfare with his three-volume 1889 work,
but he did not seriously explore the broader context in which military treatises were
produced.10 In 1977, Henning Eichberg argued that a Baroque fascination with
geometry fundamentally influenced not only warfare but also dance, fencing, riding,
architecture, painting and many other elements of elite culture.11 Azar Gat argued in
1989 that Newtonian physics, the Enlightenment, and the Neo-classical movement in
art led to military ideas focused on exact calculation.12 More recently, David Bell has
argued that the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, at the end of the period,
reflected the cultural revolution of the Romantic Movement, and that the warfare of
the long eighteenth century that preceded it was shaped by a noble culture of
restraint.13 James Whitman argued that long-eighteenth-century warfare could be
explained in legal terms as the product of a ‘law of victory’.14 Anders EngbergPedersen also argued that geometry and calculation dominated warfare in the long
eighteenth century, succeeded by an ‘empire of chance’ in the Napoleonic period
which reflected developments in contemporary literature.15 Most recently, Christy
Pichichero has argued that eighteenth-century warfare was directly influenced by the
Enlightenment, with war one of the major areas in which enlightened ideas were
actually put into practice.16

Elizabeth Krimmer and Patricia Anne Simpson, ‘Introduction: enlightened warfare in
eighteenth-century Germany’, in Ibid, p. 2).
9
Peter Paret, The cognitive challenge of war: Prussia 1806 (Princeton, NJ, and Oxford,
2009).
10
Max Jähns, Geschichte der Kriegswissenschaften: vornehmlich in Deutschland (3 vols.,
Munich and Leipzig, 1889).
11
Henning Eichberg, ‘Geometrie als barocke Verhaltensnorm: Fortifikation und Exerzitien’,
Zeitschrift für Historische Forschung 4 (1977), pp. 17-50.
12
Azar Gat, The origins of military thought from the Enlightenment to Clausewitz (Oxford,
1989), pp. 26-94.
13
David A. Bell, The first total war: Napoleon’s Europe and the birth of warfare as we know
it (New York, NY, 2007).
14
James Q. Whitman, The verdict of battle: the law of victory and the making of modern war
(Cambridge, MA, and London, 2012).
15
Anders Engberg-Pedersen, Empire of chance: the Napoleonic Wars and the disorder of
things (Cambridge, MA, and London, 2015).
16
Christy Pichichero, The military Enlightenment: war and culture in the French empire
from Louis XIV to Napoleon (Ithaca, NY, 2017).

4

The imaginative links between war and culture made by these works are inspiring, but
they suffer from trying to make generalizations about the whole long eighteenth
century. Bell and Engberg Pedersen treated the period before 1789 only briefly, as a
contrast to the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, which were their prime focus.17
Patrick Speelman’s work on Henry Lloyd offers a case study for the later eighteenth
century, and the present work aims to emulate this for the earlier period.18 Christian
Ayne Crouch has used the case study of the French in Canada to offer revealing
insights specifically on the cultural meanings attached to war.19 Erik Lund produced
an important study from the perspective of the history of science.20 The work of
Jürgen Luh benefited from a strong grounding in the wars of Frederick the Great but,
in trying to explain the whole period, Luh also focused only on two aspects: war as a
reflection of the nature of contemporary states and of noble culture.21 This study
takes a much wider perspective, also discussing aspects of contemporary intellectual
life, examining the influence of early eighteenth-century understandings of history,
and looking at how military ideas were developed in practice. Johannes Kunisch
examined war’s connection to its broader context again and again, including in works
rooted in the case studies of irregular warfare and of Frederick himself.22 This work
will, however, revise a number of his conclusions, using new methodological
approaches including gender history and the history of science. The case study of
Frederick, and the perspective of actual military operations, also puts the claims of
Eichberg, Gat and Engberg-Pedersen into serious doubt, at least for the first half of
the eighteenth century.

17

Bell, First total war, pp. 24-83; Engberg-Pedersen, Empire of chance, pp. 10-67.
Patrick J. Speelman, Henry Lloyd and the military enlightenment of eighteenth-century
Europe (Westport, CT, and London, 2002).
19
Christian Ayne Crouch, Nobility lost: French and Canadian martial cultures, Indians, and
the end of New France (Ithaca, NY, 2014).
20
Erik A. Lund, War for the every day: generals, knowledge, and warfare in early modern
Europe, 1680-1740 (Westport, CT, London, 1999).
21
Jürgen Luh, Kriegskunst in Europa, 1650-1800 (Cologne, Weimar, Vienna, 2004).
22
Johannes Kunisch, Der kleine Krieg: Studien zum Heerwesen des Absolutismus
(Wiesbaden, 1973); Johannes Kunisch, Das Mirakel des Hauses Brandenburg: Studien zum
Verhältnis von Kabinettspolitik und Kriegführung im Zeitalter des Siebenjährigen Krieges
(Munich, 1978); Johannes Kunisch, Fürst – Gesellschaft – Krieg: Studien zur bellizistischen
Disposition des absoluten Fürstenstaates (Cologne, Weimar, Vienna, 1992); Johannes
Kunisch; Friedrich der Grosse: der König und seine Zeit (Munich, 2004).
18

5

‘Frederick the Unique’
King Frederick II of Prussia offers the best possible case study for examining the
varied ways in which eighteenth-century warfare interacted with its broader context.
Not only a ruling prince but also a general, famous for his attachment to the nobility,
and deeply involved with the intellectual and cultural life of his time, Frederick allows
the historian to examine the interaction of political, military, social, cultural and
intellectual factors in one person. Recent years have seen an outpouring of new
research on Frederick, marking the king’s 300th birthday but also reflecting the slow
return of Prussian history to the German academic mainstream brought about by
Christopher Clark’s 2006 work Iron kingdom.23 The new works have fundamentally
changed our understanding of Frederick. He has been revealed to be homosexual.24
Far from there being a contradiction between Frederick’s intellectual interests and his
war-making, as previously claimed by Theodor Schieder and Friedrich Meinecke,
Jürgen Luh has shown that Frederick used both war and culture in the single-minded
pursuit of glory in all its forms.25 Andreas Pečar showed that Frederick’s writings
were not genuine expressions of his ideas but rather texts written to have an effect on
particular audiences.26 Thomas Biskup has shown that, far from despising court
ceremonial, Frederick made full use of it when it suited him.27 The perspective on
23

Clark, Iron kingdom. For the impact of this book on the perception of Prussian history, see
Richard J. Evans, Cosmopolitan islanders: British historians and the European continent
(Cambridge, 2009), pp. 26-7.
24
Reinhard Alings, ‘“Don’t ask – don’t tell” – War Friedrich schwul?’, in Generaldirektion
der Stiftung Preußische Schlösser und Gärten Berlin Brandenburg, ed., Friederisiko –
Friedrich der Grosse: die Ausstellung (Munich, 2012), pp. 238-47; Tim Blanning, Frederick
the Great King of Prussia (London, 2015), pp. 176-180, 445-8; Wolfgang Burgdorf,
Friedrich der Große: ein biografisches Porträt (Freiburg, Basel, Vienna, 2011), pp. 23-4, 76103.
25
Jürgen Luh, Der Große: Friedrich II. von Preussen (Munich, 2011), pp. 9-111, (esp. pp. 913, 23-4, 35-6); Friedrich Meinecke, Machiavellism: the doctrine of raison d’etat and its
place in modern history, trans. Douglas Scott (London, 1957), pp. 275-7, 290-1, 297, 301,
308-9; Theodor Schieder, Friedrich der Groβe: ein Königtum der Widersprüche (Frankfurt
am Main, 1983), pp. 102-3, 106, 112, 114, 123, 125-6, 285-6.
26
Andreas Pečar, ‘Friedrich der Große als Autor: Plädoyer für eine adressatenorientierte
Lektüre seiner Schriften’, in Michael Kaiser and Jürgen Luh, eds., Friedrich der Große – eine
perspektivische Bestandsaufnahme: Beiträge des ersten Colloquiums in der Reihe
„Friedrich300“ vom 28./29. September 2007
(http://www.perspectivia.net/content/publikationen/friedrich300-colloquien/friedrichbestandsaufnahme/pecar_autor, last accessed 27 November 2017); Andreas Pečar, Die
Masken des Königs: Friedrich II. von Preußen als Schriftsteller (Frankfurt am Main and
New York, NY, 2016).
27
Biskup, Thomas, Friedrichs Größe: Inszenierung des Preußenkönigs in Fest und
Zeremoniell, 1740-1815 (Frankfurt am Main and New York, NY, 2012).
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Frederick has changed so far that William Hagen in 2013 expressed himself
‘surprised’ that any historian still ‘feels the need to fence with the ghosts of Leopold
von Ranke, J.G. Droysen, Heinrich von Treitschke, Reinhard Koser, Otto Hintze and
Gerhard Ritter’.28 The present work would not go quite so far, and makes substantial
use of the older historiography where appropriate: particularly the works of Becker,
Berney, Bratuschek and Koser on Frederick’s youth.29 The most important area not
touched by the new research is the operational military history of Frederick’s reign,
and the present work uses new perspectives to re-interpret it substantially.
The new works, however, only present new information about Frederick: they do not
use a re-examination of Frederick to change our understanding of his time more
broadly. Moreover, despite replacing nationalistic hero-worship of Frederick with a
more critical perspective, they retain a fascination with the person of the king,
described by contemporaries as ‘Frederick the Unique’.30 Even Franz Szabo’s
ferocious criticism of Frederick’s generalship followed this trend, as his entire book
on the Seven Years War focused primarily on attacking the reputation of the Prussian
king.31 This focus on Frederick as an individual is surprising, since it is also a
commonplace among military historians that Frederick’s generalship perfected the
normal practices of his time rather than introducing any marked innovations.32 The
only exception to this pattern is Blanning’s The culture of power and the power of
culture, which placed Frederick firmly at the heart of the transformation of European
monarchy in response to the rise of the public sphere.33
28
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31
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History Quarterly 40 (2010), p. 564.
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Frederick’s Time
This dissertation shows Frederick as operating within two temporal envelopes.
Broadly, Frederick saw his ‘time’ as being the long eighteenth century: the period
1648-1789 that followed the European religious and civil wars (the Thirty Years War
in Germany, the French Wars of Religion, the Fronde, and the English Civil Wars).
The determination to prevent a repetition of the chaos of these wars shaped both the
domestic and international political structures of the long eighteenth century.34 The
term ‘absolutism’ has been criticised as a description of the governmental system in
Europe at this time. Clearly, it refers more to an ambition of rulers to be the only
source of law in their states, or their representation of themselves as such, rather than
to any totalitarian control they exercised. Instead, the political culture of these states
could be described as ‘post-Westphalian’, not in the discredited sense of a
‘Westphalian’ system that supposedly enshrined state sovereignty, but because, after
the disasters of religious and civil wars, they promised above all to bring order
through a strong state, whether or not this was actually achieved.35
Within this broader context, Frederick as a young man located himself specifically in
the period from the late seventeenth to the early eighteenth century that was
dominated by the example of King Louis XIV of France. Militarily, this was the age
of uniforms (introduced in the late seventeenth century) and of the linear tactics
34
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35
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Europe’s dynastic rivals, 1550-1780 (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 10-11; Andreas Osiander,
‘Sovereignty, International Relations, and the Westphalian Myth’, International Organization
55 (2001), pp. 251-87; Guy Rowlands, The dynastic state and the army under Louis XIV:
royal service and private interest, 1661-1701 (Cambridge, 2002), pp. 2-9; Peter H. Wilson,
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inaugurated by the invention of the flintlock musket and the bayonet, but before the
transformation in the power of artillery at mid-century.36 Politically, this period saw
the start of the transition from concepts of monarchy sacralised by secrecy to an
increasing focus on the emerging the public sphere.37 Intellectually, this period saw
the beginnings of the Enlightenment but not yet its more strident anti-monarchist
forms (in Frederick’s case, ‘the Enlightenment’ meant almost exclusively the French
Enlightenment, as he showed little interest in developments in Germany).38 It also
preceded the big improvements in administrative systems, both civil and military,
which in the later eighteenth century saw the much greater use of statistics in
government, better cartographic data, and the appearance of divisions, corps and
formal staff systems to help generals to command.39 This gave the earlier period a
different attitude to knowledge. It is well known that the traumatic experience of the
Seven Years War, 1756-1763, deeply changed Frederick, altering his selfrepresentation, his military tactics and strategy, and the organisation of his army, and
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in Museum für Naturkunde und Vorgeschichte Dessau et al, eds., Fürst Leopold I. von
Anhalt-Dessau (1676-1747) >> Der Alte Dessauer<<: Ausstellung zum 250. Todestag
(Dessau, 1997), pp. 17-22; Luh, Kriegskunst in Europa, pp. 160-75, 183-5; Hew Strachan,
European armies and the conduct of war (London, 1983), pp. 16, 23, 32-4.
37
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(Princeton, NJ, 1959), pp. 98-101, 110-4, 144-79, 184, 329; Catherine Volpilhac-Auger,
‘Voltaire and History’, in Nicholas Cronk, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Voltaire
(Cambridge, 2009), pp. 139, 145-6. On the variety of enlightenments in different countries,
see Dorinda Outram, The Enlightenment (2nd edn., Cambridge, 2005), pp. 3-10; Roy Porter
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pp. 14, 16, 19-24, 30-2.
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Hamish Scott has referred to the period 1763-86 as Frederick’s ‘second reign’.40 This
dissertation treats the second half of the eighteenth century as a distinctly different
period, in which the meanings of war changed. It focuses on the warfare of
Frederick’s youth, illuminating the liminal phase in which the Louisquatorzean
paradigm interacted with new intellectual, cultural and administrative developments.

Military Ideas
This dissertation uses Frederick as a central clearing-house to examine concepts of
war in the early eighteenth century. It cannot hope to cover all the meanings of war in
this period, but focuses on those meanings highlighted by what Frederick read, wrote
and did. The books Frederick read about war – not just military treatises but also
literary fiction – provide evidence not only of the development of his own ideas but of
broader views within the (overwhelmingly French) literary culture he identified with.
Similarly, Frederick’s correspondence, particularly with his generals, is important as
evidence not only of his ideas but also of those of the wider circle of generals and
ministers around him, providing the ‘Prussian’ perspective to match the ‘European’
perspective of the books he read. Since, as noted above, Frederick’s writings were all
aimed at particular audiences, the king’s words are themselves powerful evidence of
the views of those whom he expected would read them. In examining what Frederick
wrote about war, this work traces military ideas not just in his famous treatises but
also his poetry and history writings. Anthony Grafton has noted that ideas are not just
expressed in written texts but can be ‘embodied in texts, images, buildings, songs,

40
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tactique" of 1770’, in Friedrich300 – Studien und Vorträge: Studien und Vorträge zur
preußischen Geschichte des 18. Jahrhunderts der Stiftung Preußische Schlösser und Gärten
(http://www.perspectivia.net/publikationen/friedrich300-studien/luh_action, last accessed 24
November 2017); Christopher Duffy, The army of Frederick the Great (2nd edn., Chicago, Ill,
1996), pp. 229-32. On military organization, see Winkel, Im Netz des Königs: Netzwerke
und Patronage in der preußischen Armee, 1713-1786 (Paderborn, Munich, Vienna, Zürich,
2013), pp. 208-14. On diplomacy and grand strategy, see Frank Althoff, Untersuchungen
zum Gleichgewicht der Mächte in der Außenpolitik Friedrichs des Großen nach dem
Siebenjährigen Krieg (1763-1786) (Berlin, 1995), p. 268.
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films, and other media’, and this dissertation also examines the practical expression of
ideas through the training of troops and the movements of armies.41
Despite exhaustive discussion of Frederick’s reading habits, the question of how his
reading of military history influenced his generalship has been strangely neglected.
Historians have noted Frederick’s interest in the classical histories of Rollin,
Montesquieu and Caesar, and in Voltaire’s works on French history and on Charles
XII of Sweden, and have used this to inform debates about Frederick’s philosophy of
history writing and his ideas about greatness.42 The German General Staff identified
in 1899 the key works of military history and military science that Frederick read –
principally those of the Marquis de Feuquières, the Marquis of Santa Cruz, the
Marquis de Quincy, the Chevalier de Folard, the Marquis de Puységur, Maurice de
Saxe, and the Memoires of the great French general Turenne. However, since the
General Staff claimed that Frederick recognized principles far beyond the ideas of his
time, they criticized the works of Feuquières, Santa Cruz, and Quincy as presenting
only the conventional wisdom of their age.43 Their conclusion that ‘Frederick
towered so much above his contemporaries that . . . after 1745, he only occasionally
taught them and no longer learned from them’ left little scope for discussing what
Frederick learned from books.44 Karl Linnebach, writing in 1936, claimed Frederick
as a proponent of the ‘breakthrough’ tactics that were then popular, and argued that he
was fundamentally influenced by Folard, despite admitting that Frederick left the
column out of his Extract of Folard’s work, and never employed columns in battle.45
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Johannes Kunisch wrote three dedicated chapters on Frederick as general in
successive books, but did not mention in any of them the influence of books Frederick
had read upon his generalship.46 Kunisch noted that Frederick extensively read
military literature, but the only specific work he named was Voltaire’s history of
Charles XII.47 Christopher Duffy’s military biography noted Frederick reading Rollin
and the campaigns of Charles XII, but did not mention any of the key contemporary
works of military science or military history. Duffy noted Frederick’s education in
fortification and siege warfare from Major Senning and Prince Leopold of AnhaltDessau, however, and some instances where this played a role on campaign.48 Duffy
went considerably further in his updated The army of Frederick the Great in 2000,
noting that Frederick drew directly on Santa Cruz for his 1757 ‘Parchwitz Address’
before the battle of Leuthen, and in his disgrace of the Regiment of Anhalt-Bernburg
after its flight in front of Dresden in July 1760.49 Duffy did not, however, go beyond
these two examples to establish broader conclusions about how Frederick’s reading
influenced his military actions and military writings. The present work will use the
works Frederick read to illuminate the diverse meanings of war in this period, and to
show how the king interacted with them.
It is possible to establish fairly clearly which books of contemporary military science
Frederick read. The catalogue of his library lists numerous titles, but we cannot
assume Frederick read all of them.50 Bogdan Krieger researched the king’s reading
habits in detail, but the best evidence for whether Frederick read a book is whether he
mentioned it in his writings.51 Even when Frederick mentioned a work, however, this
is no guarantee that he actually read it. In his 1781 Instruction for the inspectors of
infantry, Frederick recommended that his officers read Gustaf Adlerfeld’s Military
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history of Charles XII King of Sweden.52 The present author has examined the copy
of this work formerly held in the Potsdam City Palace, and found that it was not even
bound, casting some doubt on whether it was in fact read.53 The other copy was held
in the library of Schloss Charlottenburg, which the king never used.54 It is therefore
unclear whether Frederick had read Adlerfeld before recommending it to his officers.
Frederick’s favourite work of military science was the Memoires of Antoine de Pas,
Marquis de Feuquières, a French general of the time of Louis XIV.55 Frederick
clearly read the work as crown prince in the 1730s, mentioning Feuquières in
December 1738 in a letter to his friend, Colonel Camas.56 In June 1740, Frederick
listed Feuquières’s work as one of the two books to be read aloud to the cadets of the
Berlin cadet school at mealtimes.57 In November 1741, he sent 25 copies to
Hereditary Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau, ordering him to distribute them to his
officers.58 The work was clearly widely known, as Frederick referred to it casually in
letters to Voltaire and the Marquis d’Argens.59 In October 1745, the only military
works which Frederick requested be sent to him after the plundering of his personal
library by the Austrians at Soor were Feuquières’s Memoirs, Nicholas Deschamps’
Memoir of the two last campaigns of Monsieur de Turenne in Germany and Voltaire’s
Fontenoy poem.60 It may be assumed from this that Frederick kept a copy of
Feuquières constantly with him.
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Beyond this, Frederick was very fond of the works of the Marquis de Quincy, another
general under Louis XIV.61 He had a special edition made in octavo format to read
them more easily, published a German edition in 1771 for which he wrote the
foreword, and recommended the work to his officers again in 1772 and 1775.62 Early
evidence of Frederick’s reading of Quincy can be seen from his description of Prince
Eugene’s 1702 attempt to surprise Cremona (one of his favourite battles) in his 1740
Refutation of the Prince of Machiavelli, which included details mentioned by Quincy
but not by Feuquières, such as the name of the detached Imperial commander, the
Prince de Vaudémont.63 Similarly, during the Prussian planning for the surprise
attack on the Austrian-held fortress of Glogau in February 1741, Frederick
emphasized the importance of properly guarding the gate through which the cavalry
would enter, perhaps reflecting Quincy’s description of the crucial importance of
Eugene’s similar provision at Cremona, which saved his troops from being cut off
when the French counter-attacked (again a detail not mentioned by Feuquières).64
Frederick also referred frequently, although often critically, to the ideas of the
Chevalier de Folard, whom he tried in 1748 to contact.65 In 1753, he published an
Excerpt of Folard’s work, with an introduction that criticized Folard and picked out
Feuquières, Quincy and the Spanish Marquis of Santa Cruz as the most important
military authors.66 Frederick’s emphasis specifically on Feuquières, Quincy and
Santa Cruz – all authors from the turn of the seventeenth to the eighteenth century – is
indicative of how fundamentally his war-making was rooted in this period.
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Two tracts were prepared for Frederick in the 1730s by Prince Leopold of AnhaltDessau: on the duties of each military rank, and on siege warfare.67 Frederick clearly
read the text on siege warfare, as he wrote to his friend Colonel Camas discussing it,
and copied it almost verbatim during his own siege of Brieg in April 1741.68
Frederick also spoke of Maurice de Saxe with enormous respect.69 He was present at
the exercises de Saxe conducted, based on Folard’s ideas, at Mühlberg in 1730, and
described them in his Memoires to serve as the history of the House of
Brandenburg.70 Frederick conducted a lively correspondence with de Saxe from late
1745, in which they discussed appropriate methods for conducting military operations
and analyzed de Saxe’s 1746 victory at Rocoux.71 De Saxe also visited Berlin and
Potsdam in July 1749, and could conceivably have given Frederick a copy of his
Reveries, written in 1732 but first published in 1756.72 The Memoires of the Imperial
field marshal Raimondo Montecuccoli were another important contemporary work of
military science, and Frederick certainly discussed Montecuccoli’s campaigns,
although he only explicitly mentioned Montecuccoli’s Memoires once in his
writings.73 There were several editions of Monteuccoli’s work in Frederick’s
libraries, and the 1756 edition in the Breslau library was likely bought for reading on
campaign during the Seven Years War.74 Frederick wrote contemptuously in
February 1753 of Jacques-Francois de Chastenet, Marquis de Puységur’s Art of war
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by principles and rules as containing ‘much boredom and pedantry’, describing
Puységur as a mere ‘school master’.75 His contempt for Puységur was just as
important for his art of war as his admiration of Feuquières, Quincy and Santa Cruz.
The present work will show, in contradiction to the claims of Gat and EngbergPedersen, that Frederick, and the authors he favoured, did not seek to establish
mathematical ‘principles and rules’ for war.

The Operational Perspective
War, however, is a practical activity, and historians studying ideas about war must be
able to show not just that they existed on the theoretical plane but also whether they
found practical expression. Indeed, the practical context often shows that military
ideas were not intended to have a direct practical purpose but instead reflect power
struggles within the military or its political leadership. Matthew Ford showed, for
instance, that the choice of firearms in the British and American armies in the First
and Second World Wars was the result not of objective calculations of their
effectiveness but of competition between different groups and different institutional
cultures within each army.76 Tom Ricks portrayed the development of the United
States Army’s doctrine in the 1970s not as a response to the operational lessons of the
Vietnam War but rather an attempt to strengthen the army as an institution, countering
attempts at political control and restoring institutional pride.77 Fred Kaplan argued
that the United States’s new manual for counterinsurgency in 2006 was not only a
response to battlefield conditions in Iraq but also represented one faction within the
US armed forces trying to achieve dominance for their ideas.78 While, in all these
cases, ideas (or the weapons which expressed them) were not developed solely to
achieve military effectiveness, it is only possible to understand the real intentions of
those developing them when the practical (operational military) context is understood.
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The practical context is also a rich field – indeed, an essential one – for revealing the
meanings of war. While the cultural history of war has blossomed in recent years,
operational military history – the details of battles – still remains neglected by the
broader historical profession. Crouch, in her fascinating cultural history of the Seven
Years War in French Canada, emphasized that she ‘limit[ed] . . . descriptions’ of ‘the
myriad battles’, ‘minimizing the distortions caused by focusing exclusively on
marches, campaigns, and strategic schemes’ and ‘privileging the reconstruction of the
context of military camps (as opposed to battles) in the winter quarters of . . . cities (as
opposed to those in besieged forts)’.79 The present work takes precisely the opposite
view. It shows that battles, and the details of military campaigns, are rich in cultural
meaning, and it uses the decisions of generals and the manoeuvres of their armies as
powerful evidence of ideas about war.
The wealth of detailed research on the operational military history of the reign of
Frederick the Great – conducted particularly before 1914, by historians associated
with the General Staff – means that Prussian military history is particularly well
placed to provide the perspective of military operations on culture and thought. The
General Staff histories have been rightly criticized for their present-mindedness,
imposing the dogma of the battle of annihilation onto the military history of the
eighteenth century.80 Nevertheless, while the more recent works of Duffy, Kunisch
and Showalter have overcome the nationalist hero-worship of the General Staff
histories, they cannot match the detail of the General Staff works and, since they are
not based on archival research, are in little position to reinterpret the existing
narrative. This can be seen, for instance, from the example of Frederick’s 1758
Zorndorf campaign.81 The present work uses the operational narrative provided by
79
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the earlier works as key evidence for illuminating the intellectual and cultural history
of the Prussian army.

The View of the Generals
By making extensive use of archive sources, however, this work challenges existing
assumptions about the operational military history of Frederick’s reign, and at the
same time uses Frederick’s relations with his generals to show the development of
military ideas. A wealth of printed primary source material exists for Frederick’s
campaigns, but almost all of it was written by Frederick himself. The published
Oeuvres de Frédéric le Grand included three volumes of his military writings, while
the German General Staff printed many of Frederick’s orders in its multi-volume Die
Kriege Friedrichs des Großen.82 Reinhold Koser lamented in 1904 that the huge
Politische Correspondenz Friedrichs des Grossen published only letters written by
Frederick, not the replies of his generals.83 This has created a situation comparable to
that which for many decades applied to research on Winston Churchill. Churchill was
allowed to publish large numbers of his own wartime papers in his History of the
Second World War, but barred from publishing any of the responses. Readers were
therefore unaware that Churchill’s military ideas had often been dismissed by his
experienced generals. For Churchill, later research has corrected this impression, but
Prussian operational military history has continued to focus overwhelmingly on
‘Frederick the Unique’.84
The present work builds on the pioneering work of historians of what could be called
‘the Potsdam school’, who have demonstrated that, despite the destruction of the
1756-1763 (13 vols., Berlin, 1901-14), VIII, pp. 117-54; Otto Herrmann, ‘Zur Schlacht bei
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Prussian War Archive in 1945, royal and princely correspondence still provides a
wealth of primary sources for Prussian military history.85 The letters written to
Frederick by his generals reveal a much more contested relationship than has been
recognised in the existing military histories of Frederick’s reign. Only a tiny
proportion of these letters have been published. Field Marshal Kurt Christoph von
Schwerin, for instance, was the most senior soldier accompanying Frederick in his
invasion of Silesia, and overall commander during Frederick’s absence from late
January until early February 1741.86 Yet the Politische Correspondenz published not
one single letter from Frederick to Schwerin during the period from the invasion up to
the battle of Mollwitz in April 1741, and only four of Frederick’s letters to Schwerin
for the whole of the First Silesian War.87 The Œuvres published one, very short
missive from Frederick to Schwerin on 10 January 1741, presumably chosen because
it included an injunction to, ‘look after your person, if you love me; it is more
precious to me than ten thousand men’ and, ‘for the love of God, look after my
soldiers and your person’.88 The Politische Correspondenz also published no letters
from Frederick to Schwerin between the wars or during the Second Silesian War.89
For Field Marshal Prince Leopold of Anhalt Dessau, a substantial number of
Frederick’s letters were printed in the Politische Correspondenz, and Leopold von
Orlich’s 1841 Geschichte der schlesischen Kriege nach original-Quellen printed
substantial portions of Frederick’s correspondence with him, although again only
Frederick’s letters, not the responses. The House of Anhalt-Dessau was still an
independent dynasty in the mid-nineteenth century, and held copies of Frederick’s
letters in its own archives.90 In contrast, it was only after the fall of the Hohenzollern
monarchy that Schwerin’s descendent, Dettlof von Schwerin, was able to publish a
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biography of his predecessor which printed excerpts from at least some of the critical
letters the field marshal had written to Frederick.91
This is not to say that historians have not had access to the letters of Frederick’s
generals. The user sheets in the relevant files in the Secret State Archive read like a
roster of the great names of Prussian military history: Koser, Herrmann, Volz,
Kessel, and numerous officers of the General Staff.92 These historians were, however,
constrained by an assumption that Frederick was a military genius, and that conflicts
with his generals simply represented the latter’s failure to recognise this. Major
General von Bonin’s 1878 examination of Frederick’s relationship with Prince
Leopold, based on the correspondence in both the Berlin and Dessau archives, noted
the king frequently seeking Leopold’s advice, and even admitted that, in mid-1741,
Leopold had to teach Frederick about cavalry tactics.93 Bonin, however, ultimately
upheld the view of Frederick as a military genius, summarising his account of
Frederick learning from the Old Dessauer with the comment that, ‘even genius could
not completely dispense with a practical preparatory education in war’.94 He
concluded that the quarrels between the two men ‘cannot be blamed on the king’ but
resulted from the experienced field marshal’s unwillingness to accept his position as
‘apprentice to a great master’.95 Thus, even having noted the evidence that Frederick
had to learn from one of his generals, Bonin felt unable to draw the conclusion that
the king was not such a genius as had been claimed. The General Staff, noting that
Frederick learnt about war from his generals, nevertheless maintained that this was
only of limited relevance: ‘even Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau seems never to
have exercised a particular influence’.96 The present work will change this view
substantially, demonstrating the collective production of military knowledge.
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The neglect of operational military history in recent decades has meant that the earlier
works on Frederick’s generalship were never revised, despite their recognized flaws.97
Bernhard Kroener argued that Frederick’s conflicts with Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau
resulted from different concepts of war-making: Frederick’s bold and decisive
campaigns as against the Old Dessauer’s more methodical approach. This view was
not without some foundation, but it ignored Frederick’s great reliance on Leopold’s
military expertise.98 Christopher Duffy criticized Frederick’s generalship, noted his
reliance on Prince Leopold’s advice in mid-1741, and his acrimonious conflict with
Field Marshal Schwerin earlier that year. He did not, however, recognise that
disputes between Frederick and his generals continued throughout the First and
Second Silesian Wars, nor did he note how frequently Frederick was obliged to
delegate to his generals responsibility for issues where he lacked the necessary
expertise.99 The present work will take the case study of Frederick’s relations with
Schwerin and Prince Leopold during the First Silesian War, balancing this with the
perspective of his peacetime interactions with his officers 1746-1756. It will dismiss
hero-worship, but also temper the excessive criticism of scholars like Szabo, showing
that Frederick had a good understanding of many aspects of war. It will show the
campaigns as a process of intellectual collaboration between king and generals, and of
conflict between ideas of royal power and the reality of limited knowledge. In the
process, it will attack the ‘great man’ theory of history that has remained strong in
operational military history even as it has been discarded by the rest of the historical
profession.

Culture, Ideas, and Time
The first chapter of this dissertation – ‘Order’ – will set Frederick in his broader
temporal context, looking at how warfare in the long eighteenth century was shaped
by the promise of post-Westphalian states to bring order after the chaos of religious
and civil wars. It will show how war reflected the duty of the state to ensure the
97
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welfare of its subjects, and how concepts of war were shaped by (changing) ideas
about government and economics. The second chapter – ‘Glory’ – will begin to
reveal the towering influence of Louisquatorzean France, showing that Frederick’s
famous dispute with his father was expressed through a clash of masculinities, with
Frederick adopting the masculinity of the court of Louis XIV. The third chapter –
‘Knowledge’ – will investigate the ideas of Eichberg, Gat, Engberg-Pedersen and
Kunisch that Newtonian physics and the Enlightenment led to attempts to make
warfare a calculated science. It will show that war in the early eighteenth century
remained first and foremost the domain of glory-seeking nobles, and that military
knowledge in the early eighteenth century was seen not as a science but as depending
on the personal ability of the nobleman or ruler who commanded an army. The fourth
chapter – ‘History’ – will present war as the reflection of contemporary
understandings of history, showing that Frederick primarily located his war-making
temporally in the age of Louis XIV, while reaching back to classical history for
examples of conquerors who could change the face of a states system. The fifth
chapter – ‘Power’ – will examine war as a reflection of the exercise of political
power, noting that military knowledge was itself a form of power. The sixth and
final chapter – ‘The Military Laboratory’ – will delve deeper both into the negotiated
way in which power is exercised and the collective way in which knowledge is often
created, showing the Prussian high command as comparable to the collaborative work
of scientists in a laboratory.
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Order

This chapter shows that warfare was fundamentaly shaped by the long-eighteenthcentury idea of the ordered state. Although such ideas did not achieve the level of
control they aimed for – whether of states, societies or armies – it is also not correct to
dismiss them as merely rhetoric and representation: they strongly shaped patterns of
military behaviour. Even Frederick, who had little interest in the routine of military
life, came fully to understand and apply ideas of how to order troops, and order was
so highly prized that contemporaries genuinely saw it as a key measure of military
effectiveness. Similarly, ideas that the ordered state should ensure the welfare of its
subjects and soldiers were more than mere rhetoric, and were seen as practically
beneficial, although they were also balanced against other considerations. This
chapter also examines concepts of how order should be administered, showing that
concepts of the state as comparable to the ruler’s household led to a focus on the
small details of war, at the level of the regiment. This was a phenomenon peculiar to
the early eighteenth century, as the later part of the century would increasingly
conceive of states (and armies) in much broader terms.
A key claim to legitimacy of ‘absolutist’ (or ‘post-Westphalian’) states in the long
eighteenth century was the promise to ensure order and security after the chaos of
religious and civil wars.1 Frederick’s favourite book, Voltaire’s Henriade,
exemplified this emphasis on monarchical authority to ensure order.2 Mark Raeff
argued that this promise of order was translated into a ‘well-ordered police state’
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regulating society.3 Recent research has shown, however, that ‘absolute’ rulers did
not have absolute power, the ‘police state’ could be ‘disordered’, and even military
regulations were often not in practice enforced. Instead, scholars have stressed the
use of order as a rhetorical device, and an element of monarchical display.4 There
was, for instance, a persistent topos describing the state as a perfectly-functioning
machine.5 Andre Wakefield has shown that German cameralist writers were valued
not because their supposed scientific methods for government could actually be
implemented, but because they presented a positive image of the well-ordered
princely state.6 Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer showed that the experimental
method in science was welcomed because it promised intellectual order comparable to
the political order sought in Restoration England.7 Similarly, Jürgen Luh has argued
that military methods in Europe after 1650 aimed not so much to achieve military
efficiency but to display princely power and present princely armies as paragons of
order. While the muskets carried by infantrymen were next to useless, their drill
over-complicated, and their complex battle formations fell into confusion under
battlefield conditions, their smart uniforms, upright bearing and precise movements
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on the parade ground gave an impression of the ordered warfare promised by states in
this period.8
This chapter will engage with Luh’s work, and use the military example to shed light
on the interaction between theories of ordered administration and practice. It will
show that, although the ‘well-ordered military state’ was not achieved completely,
ideas of order and concepts of administration were more than mere rhetoric, and
substantially influenced the behaviour of soldiers.9 Despite claims that he was
uninterested in the routine of regimental business, Frederick himself was fully
inducted into, and practiced, the precepts of the ordered military world. Moreover,
the example of the Prussian cavalry shows that contemporaries saw order not just as
rhetoric or self-representation but actually as military efficiency. Concepts of
administration that considered ‘economics’ to be household administration, and
equated both with the ruler’s household or court, also shaped war, leading to a focus
on the regiment (the military household, and the place for acquiring royal favour).
While such concepts did not produce either a society or an army that worked like
clockwork, they did produce a view of armies centred on regiments and their
companies, and an idea of soldiering focused on small details. Such concepts were an
expression of early eighteenth-century ideas of administration, but their enduring
importance for the Prussian army had serious practical consequences over time. By
the later eighteenth century, the reviews that were the proud expression of its
‘absolutist’ order looked increasingly out of place, and in 1806 the Prussian senior
commanders would fail to develop proper strategy as they continued to follow a
regimental-based idea of war that reflected now very out-dated ideas of
administration.10
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Rulers also had a long-standing duty to ensure the welfare of their subjects, and in the
long eighteenth century this included ending the depredations of soldiers against
civilians and limiting conflict only to the uniformed soldiers of states, thus bringing
the same order to warfare as they promised to bring to society at large.11 Recent
research has shown that eighteenth-century warfare continued to be destructive for
civilians, but Erica Charters has argued that, at least in the case of Britain, the ‘fiscalmilitary state’ really did take measures to ensure the welfare of soldiers, because
demonstrating that it was ‘caring’ was essential for its legitimacy.12 Luh argued that
other European states certainly did not achieve this.13 The final section of this chapter
will demonstrate that Frederick and his generals did recognize that it was in their
interests to ‘conserve’ both soldiers and civilians, and made practical efforts to
achieve this, but that such ideas were also balanced against other factors, and might
be set aside if military or political necessity pointed in a different direction.

Concepts of Order
‘Wherever there are troops’, said Santa Cruz, ‘justice is respected and subjects
obey.’14 This reflected the consensus among the military authors read by Frederick.
Montecuccoli, from the perspective of the later seventeenth century, stated bluntly
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that ‘order was born with the world’.15 He also explicitly stated the role of armies in
ensuring this order:
No state can be at rest, nor repel injuries, nor defend the law, religion or
liberty without arms . . . Without them His Majesty the prince cannot be
respected, either by his subjects . . . or by foreigners, which is the source
of wars.16
Feuquières similarly argued that, even for a ‘peaceable prince’, it was necessary to
have strong military forces so that his neighbours should ‘not trouble the tranquility of
the state’.17 It is well known that the Hohenzollern monarchs followed such ideas of a
strong army as a guarantee of respect from other powers, and thus of order in the
international system. Frederick William I’s ambition to achieve ‘great respect in the
world’ is well known.18 His son clearly understood this at an early age, as his 1732
Natzmer letter also looked forward to a time when ‘the King of Prussia would be able
to make a fine figure among the great rulers of the earth and play one of the major
roles’.19
Feuquières, who had served under the famous drillmaster Jean Martinet, also
emphasized, however, that armies themselves must be ordered:20
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On the maintenance and the exact observation of military discipline
depends the conservation of the army, that of the country, and the success
of enterprises . . . Without the subordination of the humble to the great, no
obedience. Without obedience, no execution . . . The exact observation of
military discipline is a means without which war in the long term can
neither be waged nor sustained.21
Montecuccoli agreed:
Order is a disposition or situation of all things in the place, rule and
manner suitable to them. All of these things give birth to happy success
and, in contrast, disorder gives birth to misfortunes and confusion . . . The
histories are full of examples where very great armies without order were
entirely ruined by small ones in good order.22
Quincy agreed: ‘there is not a state where order, discipline and subordination are so
necessary, and where they need to be more regularly observed, than in war, where
faults are always considerable, and of a dangerous consequence.’23 Santa Cruz
argued that ‘the disciplined soldier is valiant because, knowing what he has to do, he
is more audacious’.24 Maurice de Saxe did not go quite so far, but nevertheless
affirmed that, ‘discipline . . . is the soul of the whole military race’.25 His letters to
Frederick emphasized the value of discipline for the effectiveness of an army.26
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As the visible expression of this ordered war, authors emphasized excellence in the
execution of drill movements. Montecuccoli stated that, ‘the men . . . must exercise.
Without this it will not be an army but a confused mass of big men’, and Feuquières
emphaised the importance of frequent exercises to maintain discipline. 27 Moreover,
both for tactical purposes and to protect civilians, authors called for soldiers to be kept
constantly in their ranks, whether on the march or on the battlefield.28 These authors
– from France, Spain and the Habsburg Empire – demonstrate that ideas of ordered
warfare were a common phenomenon across Western Europe.

Neuruppin
Frederick’s relationship to the ordering of the military world has subject to some
dispute. While Frederick’s advocacy of strict discipline in general is well attested, his
personal involvement in the details is less clear.29 Countering the claims of some pre1914 historians, Jürgen Luh has argued that Frederick as crown prince did not involve
himself in regimental business during his period as regimental colonel-proprietor
(‘Inhaber’, or ‘Chef’) of Infantry Regiment No.15 at Neuruppin, 1732-1740,
preferring literary ideas of military glory to the routine of regimental administration.30
Certainly, Frederick’s correspondence with his father’s minister Grumbkow shows a
sharp drop-off in mentions of his regiment after the early years of his rehabilitation, as
Frederick focused on issues of European power politics that were clearly of much
greater interest to him.31 In a 1738 letter to Voltaire, Frederick referred to May as
‘that season which is for me the semester of Mars’, implying that it was only during
27
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the period of preparation for the annual review that he focused his attention on his
regiment.32 Even when writing to Frederick William, Frederick sometimes said that
he had merely been informed of something by the colonel-commandant, or had
‘found’ measures being taken (presumably on the initiative of the commandant).33
The second chapter will show Frederick’s preference for military glory, inspired by
French literature, in contrast to his father’s emphasis on the punctilious performance
of duty, as an example of the competing masculinities of the period. Nevertheless,
there is substantial evidence that Frederick came to understand the mechanics of drill
better and better during his years in Neuruppin, and this shows the practical influence
of such ideas of order.
Crucially, Frederick’s proprietorship of his regiment was ‘audience-oriented’.34 It
was part of his rehabilitation after his attempted flight in 1730, and Frederick
administered his regiment to the degree necessary to impress his father and those
close to him.35 Frederick’s activity as regimental proprietor therefore stressed the
elements of military life that his father considered most important, focusing especially
on the annual reviews, held in Berlin in May or June each year, when Frederick
William personally inspected the regiments.36 Frederick’s correspondence with his
intimates, describing his anxiety about each upcoming review and his relief upon
successfully completing it, made clear its importance.37 The 1735 review, where
Frederick William embraced his son in front of the troops and promoted him to major
general, represented the culmination of Frederick’s personal rehabilitation.38 The
general reviews, and the special reviews which often followed them, where Frederick
32
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William would pick out tall soldiers for his Giants Guard, stressed smart uniforms,
excellence in drill movements, and impressive-looking soldiers: all part of the
appearance of order as a reflection of princely power highlighted by Luh.39
Achieving smart uniforms was relatively straightforward. Frederick at one point
described the effect of ‘a little flour thrown on the heads of the soldiers’, and it may
be assumed that he was able to leave this to his company officers and NCOs.40 In
contrast, like all regimental proprietors, Frederick went to great efforts, and expense,
to acquire impressive-looking soldiers.41 The frequent mentions of recruitment in
Frederick’s letters to his father show that it was important for him to show evidence
of working assiduously at it.42 In July 1732, Frederick protested at being instructed to
provide 30 men for the regiment of Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau, lamenting that
he did not have as much money to recruit ‘big men’ and make his regiment ‘beautiful’
as the ‘Old Dessauer’ had.43 At a time when Frederick had very little room for
manoeuvre indeed, it is noticeable that he saw the retention of attractive soldiers
within his regiment, and the means to recruit more, as justifiable grounds for
complaint. He also clearly saw recruitment as a good pretext for asking to borrow
money, as he did from his father’s intimate, the Austrian ambassador Seckendorff,
also in July 1732.44
Drill movements were a much more complex matter, and it seems that Frederick’s
learning process here was slow. His letters to his father even as an eight-year-old
described watching his proprietary company of Infantry Regiment No.18 at Cöpernick
exercising and performing firing practice.45 One of the first steps in Frederick’s
rehabilitation was to request his father, repeatedly, in December 1731 and January

39

Becher, Regiments-Chef, pp.18-9. For similar developments in Britain, see Matthew
McCormack, Embodying the militia in Georgian England (Oxford, 2015; online edn., 2015),
pp. 88-9.
40
Œuvres, XVI, p. 360.
41
Christopher Duffy, Frederick the Great: a military life (London, 1985), p. 11.
42
Briefe an seinen Vater, pp. 16, 24, 25, 29, 31, 61, 65, 77-8, 88, 99, 107, 125, 136, 152, 159,
163, 165; Œuvres, XVII_III, pp. 6, 69-70, 71, 87-8, 103, 128, 133-4.
43
Becher, Regiments-Chef, pp. 47-8; Œuvres, XXVII_III, p. 197 (quotations: ‘grosse Kerls’,
‘schön’).
44
Œuvres, XVI, pp. 29-30.
45
Œuvres, XXVII_III, pp. 6-8.

31

1732, to send him a copy of the Regulation for the royal Prussian infantry of 1726.46
Writing to Grumbkow in 1732 and 1733, however, Frederick described exercising the
troops only in general terms, although his letters to his father in 1733 and 1735
mentioned the component elements of drill.47 Although Frederick visited the Potsdam
exercises, which set the standard for the rest of the Prussian army, he also brought
officers from his regiment with him or indeed sent them in his place, showing that he
relied on them to spread good practice to the regiment.48
Frederick’s letters in later years, however, showed the ability to describe drill in
increasing detail. In 1734, while campaigning with Prince Eugene’s army on the
Rhine, Frederick described at length how the Duke of Bevern drilled the Hessian
troops, noting such details as the way their grenadiers were deployed, how they
loaded their muskets, and the fact that they were unable to fire by divisions.49
Frederick also described the exacting standards of Prince Eugene, exercising the
Habsburg troops for three hours a day.50 By 1739, in a series of letters over the
course of April, Frederick was able to describe to his father each stage in the
preparation of his regiment for the annual review. First the men were exercised ‘by
rank’.51 Then they were exercised as whole battalions, ‘by divisions’, before moving
on to firing practice.52 On 27 April 1739, only 23 days after his letter describing the
first steps of the process, Frederick was reporting that his regiment was now ready for
the review, and he would investigate to see if there were any final details missing.53
No doubt the regimental officers played a large role in actually conducting the
training, but it seems clear that Frederick at least understood the stages in theory.
Perhaps the most eloquent testimony to Frederick’s developing understanding not just
of the mechanics of drill but the effect it was intended to have on soldiers can be seen
from his letter to the Count of Schaumburg-Lippe on 4 May 1739 at the end of the
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process of preparation just described, in which he told him that, ‘we are here occupied
in creating men out of creatures who have no more than the shape of them’.54 Ilya
Berkovich has shown that the key aim of basic training, including drill, was to
socialize soldiers in a separate military identity, inculcating a sense of differentness
from the civilian population.55 Frederick went on to describe the process as
specifically aimed at placing men within the ordered structure of princely warmaking:
Military legislators, we are none the less charged with the art of driving
men. It is a continual study of the human spirit, whose goal is to render
very coarse souls susceptible of glory, to reduce beneath discipline
mutinous and unquiet spirits, and to cultivate the morals of dissolutes,
libertines, and villains. Ungrateful as this work appears, it is done with
pleasure; this phantom called glory . . . animates and encourages one to
render a disordered troop capable of order and susceptible to obedience.56
Frederick continued to follow such ideas as king. His statement in his General
principles of war, written for the benefit of his officers, that ‘the fortune of states is
due to the discipline of armies’, was entirely in line with contemporary military
literature.57 In orders issued both during Silesian Wars and the period of peace 174556, Frederick emphasized the importance of exact and swift drill movements.58 One
of his guard officers, von Oelsnitz, produced a 1753 tract on quartermaster-sergeants,
which focused on addressing the various causes of ‘disorders’ in the alignment of the
troops and in the setting-up of camps.59 Moreover, it is clear that Frederick was not
only focused on the practical value of drill but also considered it important that the
troops should maintain a good appearance. In his Instruction to Field Marshal
Schwerin on 24 January 1741, in which Frederick gave Schwerin command in Silesia
54
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in his absence, the king considered it important, alongside giving dispositions for the
newly-won province, to order changes to the style of hats worn by two of the cavalry
regiments.60 Frederick’s June 1742 Regulation for the cavalry and dragoons,
alongside prescriptions for the swift and exact performance of drill movements,
ordered officers to ensure ‘that their cavalrymen always have their hats sitting well on
their eye-line’.61 Despite his preference for dreams of glory over the routine of
regimental business, Frederick had absorbed the contemporary emphasis on the
importance of impressive-looking soldiers, and now practised it himself.

Order as Military Efficiency
Jürgen Luh, noting that the Prussian infantry’s feats on the drill square were crucial in
establishing their reputation as the best in Europe, argued that the ordered appearance
of soldiers could have greater political impact than their actual achievements on the
battlefield.62 The case of the Prussian cavalry shows, however, that contemporaries
saw order not only as an element of representation but actually as crucial for
effectiveness in battle.
The famous reorganisation of the Prussian cavalry, which Frederick himself hailed as
one of his greatest military achievements, was primarily focused on the imposition of
order among them.63 Although, as will be described in the last chapter, there was an
adjustment of the cavalry’s tactics – with an emphasis on charging at the gallop,
sword in hand – the reorganisation primarily involved the imposition of more rigorous
drill: a reflection of the search for order.64 As the last chapter will emphasize, Prince
Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau was actually the most influential figure in the reforms, and
both he and Frederick responded to the cavalry’s defeat in the skirmish at Baumgarten
on 27 February 1741 primarily by stressing the more rigorous imposition of order.
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Leopold wrote to Fredrick recommending that two officers who had not done their
duty should be punished ‘with the greatest rigour’.65 Frederick similarly wrote to
Lieutenant General Schulenburg, proprietor of the regiment which had been broken,
that:
The regiment lacked the proper order and subordination: the whole
misfortune has happened because the men are talking back and there is a
lack of subordination from the officers, since if everyone had done what
Lieutenant Colonel Diesfort ordered . . . it would have been easy to repel
the rabble of hussars . . . Since I have myself to an extent been present and
seen on other occasions that, when you have ordered something, the
officers have argued with it, or when the officers have said something to
the dragoons, the latter have dissented from it and done what they wanted,
so I recommend you once again most strongly to introduce good order,
subordination and discipline in the regiment.66
The General Staff noted that much of the reorganisation of the cavalry after the April
1741 battle of Mollwitz simply involved enforcing proper observance of the
regulation issued for the cavalry in 1727.67 On 25 May 1741, Frederick wrote to
Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau that, ‘in particular, the cavalry still in many cases lacks the
proper subordination’. He was therefore requiring that it exercise five times a week
for at least an hour.68 Leopold wrote back acknowledging the need for the cavalry to
be better drilled, and by late August 1741 Frederick was also able to write with
satisfaction that ‘my cavalry is . . . in such an order as I would wish’.69
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‘Order’ did not just mean a good appearance and the proper alignment of hats. In an
instruction to all his cavalry regiments on 1 March 1741, after Baumgarten, Frederick
specifically described order in terms of tactical effectiveness:
All that the [enemy] hussars can do is to break a squadron’s composure
and order, pursue those who flee, and cut them down. Thus, the only and
surest defence against them is to maintain close ranks and stay in order, so
that they are not able to achieve anything.70
Moreover, order was not just seen as giving tactical advantages over light cavalry. In
June 1741, when Frederick ordered that the cavalry regiments in Brandenburg be
dispersed in cantonments, Leopold opposed this on the grounds that, by threatening
the cavalry’s discipline, this also threatened the adoption of their new tactics:
Because of how far apart their quarters will be, it will not be possible to
hold the regiments in the proper discipline, and whereas they are currently
beginning to [master] the drill exercises and how to attack according to
Your Majesty’s order, this would in a short time be forgotten [italics
mine].71
Order (or discipline), closely connected to drill, was therefore seen as key to
battlefield effectiveness. By late July, after three months of drilling, Leopold was
assuring Frederick that ‘the . . . cavalry regiments are . . . in such a condition that
Your Royal Majesty can expect good service from them’.72 The emphasis on order
was seen in a slew of orders and regulations from Frederick for his cavalry over the
following years, emphasizing that the troopers should be able to mount and dismount
and execute all drill movements quickly, and charge in tight formations.73
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Assessing the value of this imposition of order and discipline for battlefield
effectiveness lies beyond the scope of this work, which examines the meanings of
war, not the mechanics of combat. Nevertheless, John Keegan and Rory Muir have
shown that combat in the long eighteenth century depended most importantly upon
moral factors. While the effectiveness of infantry musket fire in line may be doubted,
cavalry charges depended on breaking the enemy psychologically, and the value of
order and cohesion for achieving this should not be under-estimated.74 Frederick,
Maurice de Saxe and Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau all described the superb discipline of
the Prussian troops as an important part of their superior combat effectiveness.75
Whatever the actual truth, order was at least thought to be of vital importance in
achieving victory in battle.
The expectation that irregular – disordered – troops would be less militarily effective
is clearly seen in Frederick’s correspondence with Leopold during the latter’s
command of Prussian forces in Upper Silesia from April to June 1742. Leopold
himself, describing the situation on his assumption of command, opined that, if the
Habsburg Hungarian irregular forces were ‘not reinforced with German regiments
[i.e. regiments who fought in the disciplined western-European style], one cannot
believe that they will be in a condition to attempt anything against Your Royal
Majesty’s corps’, or to attack through the mountain passes.76 These were ‘more
robbers than soldiers’.77 The field marshal was soon forced to change his opinion,
however, as he found the Habsburg irregulars swarming all over the country,
harassing ship traffic on the Oder and making it extremely difficult for the Prussians
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to bring supplies to their forces in Upper Silesia.78 By occupying the mountain
passes, the irregular troops also made it impossible to gather any information on
Habsburg forces in Moravia.79
Frederick, however, dismissed the field marshal’s lamentations, telling him again and
again that ‘the mountains of Upper Silesia are occupied by nothing more than
‘tolpatschen’ [Hungarian infantry] and comparable rabble’.80 ‘You have nothing
more than hussars, Vlachs and pandours to worry about’.81 ‘Your Honour will have
nothing particular to expect of the enemy, apart from hussars and comparable
rabble’.82 The enemy were, ‘nothing but hussars, farmers and tolpatschen’.83 Even as
he began to recognise the threat posed by these irregular troops to the Prussian lines
of communication, Frederick expressed his confidence that Leopold would ‘reduce
this motley rabble to respect’.84 Frederick’s words here were part of a wider dispute
with Leopold over strategy, as will be described in the final chapter, but they also
speak to a genuine inability to believe that soldiers who were not disciplined would be
able to achieve anything.
As discussed below, Frederick actually raised large numbers of light cavalry during
the First Silesian War. In a question that touched at the heart of contemporary ideas
of ordered states creating ordered warfare, King George II of Great Britain asked the
Prussian Field Marshal Schwerin in June 1743, ‘for what purpose Your Majesty
[Frederick] wanted such a quantity of hussars’. Schwerin, understanding that this
question implied criticism of such irregular troops, hastened to reply not only ‘that
78

GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.97 C: Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau to Frederick, 14.5.1742,
18.5.1742, 23.5.1742, 2.6.1742, 11.6.1742.
79
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.97 C: Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau to Frederick, 4.5.1742,
8.5.1642, 11.5.1742, 21.5.1742, 23.5.1742.
80
Orlich, Geschichte der schlesischen Kriege, I, p. 358 (quotation: ‘das Gebürge nach OberSchlesien hin mit nichts als mit Tolpatschen und dergleichen Gesindel besetzt wäre’).
81
Orlich, Geschichte der schlesischen Kriege, I, p. 359 (quotation: ‘haben Sie nichts als von
huzaren, Walachen, und Panduren zu besorgen’).
82
Orlich, Geschichte der schlesischen Kriege, I, p. 360 (quotation: ‘Ew Liebden von dem
Feinde nichts sonderliches zu gewärtigen haben werden, außer was etwa von Husaren oder
dergleichen Gesindel’).
83
Orlich, Geschichte der schlesischen Kriege, I, p. 363 (quotation: ‘nichts als huzaren bauren
und Talpatschen’). See also GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.97 C: Frederick to Leopold of
Anhalt-Dessau, 27.5.1742; Orlich, Geschichte der schlesischen Kriege, I, p. 365.
84
Orlich, Geschichte der schlesischen Kriege, I, pp. 367, 372 (quotation: p. 367: ‘dieses
liederliche Gesindel in respect zu halten.’).

38

experience had shown that one could get good service from them, . . . [but] that Your
Majesty would surely get the best from his because . . . with the application with
which he works and the regular payment that he would furnish to them, he would
discipline them better than the Hungarians were’ [italics mine].85 Schwerin thus
maintained that the Prussian hussars followed the expectations of ordered warfare,
and that they would be militarily more effective for it. In December 1741, as he
advanced into Moravia, Schwerin had told Frederick that he was keeping the uhlan
cavalry which the Prussians had recruited close to his infantry ‘to discipline a little
these tricksters who do nothing but steal, scout, and commit a thousand disorders.’86
Thus, the conventional wisdom of the age, which Frederick had learnt in Neuruppin,
saw the ordering of soldiers as important not only to display the power of their rulers
but actually to ensure their effectiveness on the battlefield. Frederick applied this as
soon as he went on campaign, and continued to do so for the rest of his reign. In the
later eighteenth century, the Prussian army’s obsession with drill would come to seem
increasingly out-dated, mocked by Clausewitz as an ‘exact inefficiency’. Some
historians have argued that the trauma of the Seven Years War led Frederick to
abandon operational flexibility in favour of the minutiae of drill.87 It seems clear,
however, that, as in so much else, Frederick’s attitude to the importance of drill was
formed in the 1730s and 1740s and was representative of the ideas of the early
eighteenth century.88 As Martin Rink noted, the Prussian reviews represented the
apogee of ‘the absolutist army’. What changed was not the king’s approach but the
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intellectual context, as the ordered soldiers of ‘absolutist’ rulers were no longer seen
as the key to battlefield effectiveness.89

The Regimental Economy
The idea of the ordered state, however, meant more than just orderly lines of soldiers.
It also involved ideas of administrative practice, and these similarly influenced the
military. In the German lands in the early eighteenth century, the financial aspects of
the state were seen primarily as an extension of the ruler’s household, with household
and government together part of a ruler’s court. Contemporary authors described the
well-ordered household as a machine just like the well-ordered state (or army). Only
gradually, in the course of the eighteenth century, did the science of government turn
from being primarily ‘Kameralwissenschaft’ – the administration of the ruler’s
domains – to ‘Staatswissenschaft’ – the administration of a whole state.90 This shift
was mirrored in the military sphere, where it has been argued that the concept of
‘strategy’ as a level of activity above the tactical movements of units did not appear
until the latter part of the eighteenth century, and divisions – permanent units above
the level of the regiment –only slowly started to appear in the course of the century.91
This section will demonstrate that King Frederick William I saw the army as a
military household, and bequeathed this approach to his son.
In August 1731, a year after Frederick’s failed attempt at flight, Frederick William I
wrote responding to his son’s request to be re-admitted into the army. After
emphasising the need for a soldier to show ambition and toughness, and castigating
Frederick’s interests in the effeminacies of French culture, Frederick William moved
on to the importance of good ‘Wirthschaft’ (sic), a term that in modern German
89
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means economics, but which at the time meant the administration of house, property
and other necessities of life, and which was sharply divided from ‘commerce’,
meaning trade for profit. The king also used the word ‘Haushaltung’, which had a
similar meaning.92 He told Frederick:
I do not know . . . whether you are really serious about applying yourself .
. . to Wirthschaft . . . I will therefore observe whether you become a good
Wirth (sic) and whether you no longer manage your own money in such a
dissolute way as you have done before; for a soldier who is not a Wirth
and cannot manage money, who saves nothing and accrues debts, is an
utterly useless soldier. For King Charles XII of Sweden was otherwise a
brave and hearty soldier, but he was no Wirth. When he had money, he
threw it away. Afterwards, since he had no more, the army perished and
was bound to be totally defeated . . . This can also be seen in many
officers, as you yourself know. For example, the captains who are good
Wirthe and have no money from their families usually nevertheless have
the best companies among the infantry. But the captains who have money
to spend but are not Wirthe mis-spend everything and still have bad
companies. The one who has money to spend and is also a good Wirth,
their company is always the best. Therefore I tell you that you should
busy yourself earnestly with your own household (‘Menage’) and
householding (‘Haushaltung’), give your own money the most careful,
diligent attention . . . When I will see that you are a good Wirth and learn
to manage your own household sensibly, . . . I will make you a soldier
again.93
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Frederick William thus compared the administration of a company to the
administration of a whole war effort, and compared both to the administration of a
household. Tim Blanning has argued that Frederick William I’s political testament
reveals an attitude to the government of a state comparable to ‘an English squire
totting up his estates’, and this focus on the small scale clearly applied to the military
sphere as well.94 Famously, the king chose never to take a rank higher than
regimental colonel.95 The present work will demonstrate, however, that, at least in the
first part of his reign, Frederick himself envisaged the army in similar terms.
It is well known that all western European armies in this period were based around the
institution of the regiment.96 Historians have long noted the existence of a ‘company
economy’, under which captains took responsibility for keeping their companies
equipped and up to strength, keeping un-spent funds for their own profit but also
sometimes obliged to contribute their own money.97 The financial management
involved in the company economy can be seen from Schwerin’s praise for the future
hussar commander Hans Joachim von Zieten for being thrifty (‘haushälterisch’) as an
ensign.98 Otto Büsch protrayed a nobleman’s mangement of a company as directly
comparable to the management of his estate.99
Alongside the company economy, focused on the finances of captains, there was a
‘regimental economy’, in which regiments were important pieces of royal patronage,
and colonel-proprietors were not only responsible for maintaining regiments in good
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condition but also possessed substantial patronage of their own through the
appointment of regimental officers, even where these appointments had to be
confirmed by the ruler. Guy Rowlands has examined this for the French army.100
Regimental proprietors also used their own patronage networks to recruit soldiers and
officers.101 Here, as Peter-Michael Hahn has noted, the army intersected not with
economics but with the role of the court: another part of the ruler’s household,
attractive to nobles as a place to access prestige and royal patronage.102 Frederick,
describing in his Refutation of the Prince of Machiavelli how a prince should
command his army personally, stated that he ‘must . . . preside over the army as if
over his residence’.103 Carmen Winkel has emphasized that the praise Prussian
regimental commanders received if their regiments performed well at reviews was
important ‘symbolic and economic capital’, and invitations to Frederick’s autumn
manoeuvres at Potsdam were treated as valuable gifts.104 If the company economy
was a cash economy, the regimental economy was – to borrow Andreas Pečar’s
description of courts – an ‘economy of honour’.105
Frederick William thought in terms of the regimental economy. In his Instruction to
his successor, he expressed the size of the army in terms of battalions. Describing
how it should be increased, he listed the numbers of infantrymen to be recruited by
each of the existing regiments, and the number of new regiments these soldiers would
form. For the cavalry, Frederick William descended to the level of companies,
proposing the recruitment of 10 additional cavalrymen per company.106 Frederick, in
contrast, expressed the size of the army not only in battalions but also in the total
number of soldiers under arms: evidence of the shift Blanning identified from
Frederick William’s view of his territories and army as his personal patrimony to
100
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Frederick’s larger view of a state.107 Carmen Winkel has demonstrated, however, that
the patronage network represented by the regimental ‘economy of honour’ remained
hugely important for Frederick.108 Even on campaign, Frederick’s correspondence
with Prince Leopold in particular, and to a lesser extent Schwerin, focused not just on
the larger military operations for which both were responsible but also on their
respective regiments: especially recommendations for promotion or requests on
behalf of officers.109 Leopold, in particular, often remarked on the condition of
particular regiments and the work of their colonel-proprietor or colonel-commandant
in training and maintaining them.110
The regimental economy, however, involved more than simply visualising the army
as a collection of regiments. It also encouraged a focus on certain activities. As
noted above, the regimental ‘economy of honour’ focused on success at the annual
review, where colonels needed well-drilled and impressive-looking soldiers to secure
royal accolades. The importance of drill has already been discussed, but the
regimental economy also taught Frederick to focus on recruiting soldiers, even where
he lacked clear ideas about their use.
As crown prince, Frederick made substantial efforts to secure each recruit, enlisting
the help of his friend Colonel Camas and even the French ambassador La
Chetardie.111 The Saxon diplomat Suhm, whose value to Frederick was primarily for
his intellectual achievements, translating Christian Wolff’s work into French, was
also put to considerable trouble providing Turk and Bosniak recruits (captured by the
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Russians) for Frederick in 1739.112 Frederick recorded the acquisition of recruits
from as far afield as Sweden, Hungary, Italy, Holland and Denmark.113 Even Voltaire
noticed the efforts made to secure each tall recruit, remarking – in jest – that, ‘if on
the road I meet a big lad of six feet, I will tell him, “come quickly to serve in the
regiment of my prince”.’114 As king, Frederick continued to maintain his own
personal regimental economy, taking an active interest, even while on campaign, in
the acquisition of new soldiers for his own regiment.115
Frederick, however, also clearly imbibed his father’s concept of the whole army and
war effort as an enlarged company/regimental economy. This included the king
intervening personally in recruitment issues, even when it related only to a single tall
recruit. In a series of letters in September 1732, Frederick proposed to his father that
his officers violate Mecklenburg sovereignty to kidnap a particularly tall shepherd
who grazed his flocks near the border.116 In 1733, he asked his father to intervene to
protect recruiters who had received the permission of the Duke of Lorraine to recruit
in his lands but had been arrested in the territories of the King of France.117 Again, in
1737, Frederick asked his father to intervene when one of his officers, recruiting in
Schaffhausen in Switzerland, absconded with the money given to him.118 On one
occasion, Frederick told his father that he had acquired a soldier who had previously
deserted from the King’s Regiment. He reported that the man was ‘healthy’ and 5’ 10
½” tall, and asked whether the king would like him back or whether he would give
him to Frederick.119
Frederick famously expanded the Prussian army on his accession, although this
reflected decisions taken beforehand.120 He also intervened in the small details of
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recruitment, just as his father had done.121 From the first days of his reign, he was
negotiating to enable Prussian recruitment in Poland, the Empire, and the Habsburg
lands.122 He also oversaw arrangements for the recruitment of dragoons.123 Once
Silesia had been occupied, Frederick ordered the Prussian units there to make up their
strength through local recruitment, and also to gather additional recruits for the rest of
the army.124 He received regular reports on this.125 On 1 March 1741, he emphasized
to Schwerin that the regiments should make particular efforts to find ‘attractive’
recruits, reflecting again the aesthetic aspects of order.126 In 1749, trying to please
Frederick after incurring his displeasure, Schwerin described how he had recruited
‘six beautiful men’ for his company as an ‘example . . . to my captains to maintain
their companies well’.127
Most notably, despite his contempt for irregular troops, Frederick from the beginning
emphasized the importance of recruiting them. He augmented his hussars, and this
was a decision taken on his accession, not a response to the practical difficulties of
dealing with Austrian hussars in Silesia.128 On 24 January 1741, he ordered Schwerin
to raise a free company from the mountainous duchy of Teschen at the eastern
extremity of Upper Silesia, and to recruit Hungarians, and Schwerin also.
recommended the recruitment of French and Walloon light troops.129 Frederick
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responded positively when Polish volunteers proposed to establish a light cavalry unit
in his service, ordering Schwerin to recruit not just a company but a whole
regiment.130 He also hoped to recruit many hussars from Poland.131 He made efforts
to recruit further light troops from Wallachia.132 Even in May 1742, at the same time
as expressing scorn for irregular troops, Frederick was still trying to recruit Polish
uhlans, and he explicitly recognised that light cavalry was needed to defeat Habsburg
irregulars.133
This assiduous recruitment activity was all the more surprising given that Frederick
did not set out a doctrine for how the Prussians should actually use light troops.
Although he issued wartime Instructions for his hussars, his inter-war military
treatises only mentioned the threat posed by enemy light troops.134 Just as the
imposition of order on the heavy cavalry was equally or even more important in their
reorganisation than any changes in tactics, so his grounding in the regimental
economy clearly led Frederick to engage fully in the recruitment of light troops, even
without having much idea of how to use them tactically.
Conversely, however, Frederick was interested in light troops only in so far as they
were able to integrate into ordered warfare and the Prussian army’s regimental
economy. In 1742, it was order and economy which Frederick praised when
commenting on the development of the Natzmer Hussars: ‘the proprietor and officers
of this regiment are no longer as neglectful as before, and are introducing a better
order and economy (‘Haushaltung’) in the regiment’.135 Even the embarrassing defeat
of Prussian cuirassiers by Austrian hussars at Kranowitz in May 1742, which should
130
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have demonstrated the effectiveness of irregular cavalry, was instead seen primarily
in terms of the regimental economy: Prince Eugen of Anhalt-Dessau was dismissed
from Prussia service because he had caused prestigious cuirassier regiments to be
damaged, and his dismissal itself had serious implications within Frederick’s
patronage network.136 In 1755, Frederick was still writing wistfully about the
theoretical advantages of establishing several permanent regiments of light infantry,
but then concluded that it would be easy enough to recruit them from deserters once
war started.137 Whereas a ruler who had been taught to see running a war as
analogous to running a company was well-used to recruiting troops of many kinds, in
a military system that saw the army as part of the courtly ‘economy of honour’, there
was little place for units which could not be distributed as prestigious objects of royal
patronage. Fritz Redlich has noted the exclusion of light troops from the
company/regimental economy as a common feature across Europe in this period, Rink
noting that they ranked lowest among the regiments.138 Peter Paret has noted that the
swift evolution of the Prussian hussars into battle cavalry rather than skirmishers was
primarily an attempt to match the prestige of the other line regiments, and the
Habsburg army’s reform of its Croat units before the Seven Years War to make their
weapons and tactics comparable to those of the line regiments may well have been
similarly motivated.139 This did not reflect a failure on the part of either army to
recognise the importance of light troops: the Habsburgs pioneered light infantry and,
as emphasised above, Frederick went to considerable lengths to recruit light cavalry.
Rather, it showed the pre-eminent importance of the company/regimental economy,
which led all generals and even kings to focus on developing the economic and
symbolic capital of their troops through assiduous recruitment, but had little place for
units that did not have symbolic capital in the ‘economy of honour’ of the ruler’s
household/court.
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The Military Household
This view of war focused primarily on the regiment involved an attempt to regulate
the army like a household. In his 1748 Instruction for the infantry major generals,
Frederick explicitly stated that the regimental economy meant a focus on the small
details of military life:
In times of peace and in garrisons, the general is actually only a colonel
[proprietor of a regiment]. I will, however, always give the greatest
consideration to those who busy themselves with all the small details,
since it is better that an officer maintains his craft. If he takes his eye off
something, he forgets it totally and completely, and if he cannot exercise a
company or a regiment and march it away, how does he hope to manage
with a brigade or corps? In cities, however, where there are large
garrisons, or where a corps comes together, there the colonel must be set
aside and only the general considered.140
Frederick went on to describe the duty of a major general in the field, regulating
the military society as if it were a regiment. Notably, just like the ambitions of
the civilian ‘police state’, this included not only maintaining order but also
intervention in the morals of the soldiers.141
Every general who receives a . . . brigade must imagine that he is just as
responsible for it as he must be for his own regiment . . . He must pay
great attention to all the small things, namely order in drill exercises, . . .
likewise that everything is alert and vigilant among the sentries, that the
officers do not gamble, do not take special leave from their brigades, and
also that the lads do not step out of their battalions or out of their
regiments.142
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Frederick was encouraging his generals to apply the principles of a colonel-proprietor,
managing a regiment, to regulating the larger household formed by a brigade.
Frederick repeated this in his Instruction for the cavalry major generals. ‘In
peacetime or in garrison, the cavalry major general does only the duty of a colonel.
Nevertheless, they have the opportunity to distinguish themselves if they keep their
regiment in good order’.143 ‘The major general commanding a brigade must have a
very careful eye for each and every thing necessary to the service and must be
answerable that everything takes place with exactitude’.144 ‘Everything which good
order demands must be observed with the greatest accuracy’.145 ‘A detached corps’,
said Frederick, ‘should be looked on as just like a general’s own regiment, and he
should look after it in the same way.’146
Frederick’s General principles of war expressed the same concept of the regimental
economy as an inspiration to intervene to regulate the details of military society.147
Discussing the provision of supplies for troops in winter quarters, Frederick, writing
in French, stated that, ‘the commander in chief should involve himself in all of this
economy (‘économie’) . . . If the commander in chief has time, he would do well to
visit several quarters himself, to look after the economy (‘économie’) of the
troops.’148 Frederick thus espoused the military Wirthschaft whose importance his
father, writing in German, had impressed upon him back in 1731, and emphasised that
it involved intervention in details. The first words of the first article of the General
principles stated: ‘the institution of our troops demands an infinite application from
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those who command them’.149 Describing the qualities of a good commander,
Frederick emphasised the importance of ‘not neglecting, as if they were beneath him,
those little details which hold so strongly to great affairs’.150
This focus on the small details of military life was clearly not just restricted to
Prussia, as the military works which Frederick read were aware of it, even though
they were generally critical.151 Maurice de Saxe was most forthright, criticising
generals ‘who only know how to . . . lead troops methodically’. ‘Very few people
occupy themselves with the great matters of war’, he said: ‘officers spend their lives
exercising their troops and believe that the art of war consists only of this element’.152
This phenomenon was clearly not limited only to the eighteenth century:
commentators have also noted a tendency in modern armies for general officers to
continue to be anchored in the processes associated with regimental business.153
Santa Cruz reflected on the tendency of commanders to focus on small details when
he declared that ‘nothing shocks the officers of an army more than continually seeing
the general interfering in the functions of subordinates’.154 He recommended that
generals should ‘think only of important duties regarding the army, and . . . pass the
lesser ones onto subordinates’.155 Although Santa Cruz produced a work setting out
the complex calculations necessary for appropriate supply arrangements, he did not
think it necessary to include these in his Military and political reflections, as it was
unnecessary for a commanding general to concern himself with this.156 However,
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Santa Cruz also urged generals to take great care to determine the number of their
effective troops, and to intervene in the regimental economy, ensuring that colonels
did not claim to have more men in their regiments than they actually had.157 De Saxe
noted the need for a general to administer his army, using the word ‘menager’ just as
Frederick William had used the German word noun ‘Menage’.158
Just as the ‘police state’ was ‘disordered’, or had merely representative purposes, so
the degree to which this ‘infinite application’ for ‘each and every thing necessary to
the service’ was actually achieved is open to some question. As will be described in
chapter three, military treatises of the time frequently called on generals to take
account of every detail on campaign, but this was more a hope than an expectation.159
Certainly, Frederick’s intervention in a wide variety of small details of military life
has been noted by scholars.160 In his Directive to Schwerin on 24 January 1741,
Frederick like a good regimental officer, discussed the provision of new equipment
for the units in Silesia, noting the need for tents for the summer campaigning. 161
Whereas, as will be noted in a later chapter, the instruction said little about supply
arrangements for the forces in Silesia, it entered into many small tactical details,
specifying for instance that the units watching the Austrian-held fortress of Neisse
should build palisade fences, and should be relieved every eight days to keep them
fresh. Frederick ordered all the regiments to build spiked defences, and described
how they should be laid out. He discussed a number of measures for encouraging
Prussian soldiers to feel hatred and contempt for the Austrians.162 Moreover, just as
Frederick William I had required Frederick to send him the monthly lists of his
regiment, so Frederick required his generals to send him the monthly lists of the
regiments under their command.163 This was in accord with Santa Cruz’s advice,
demonstrating that Frederick and his father here reflected not a specifically Prussian
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focus on efficient administration, but rather the broader administrative culture of the
early eighteenth century.164
After 1763, reflecting the transition from Kameralwissenschaft to Staatswissenschaft,
Frederick would move somewhat away from the regimental economy, centralising the
recruitment process, and introducing inspectors who acted as intermediaries between
the king and most of the regiments.165 The Prussian army, however, did not introduce
a system of corps, or even permanent divisions.166 Peter Paret has noted that, in 1806,
‘the army was run like a platoon’. At the battle of Auerstädt, senior officers went to
the front line rather than maintaining overall command, so that the Duke of
Brunswick was killed while ‘acting like a regimental officer’ in trying to ‘bring [his
troops] forward’.167 Dennis Showalter has argued that the focus of Prussian officers
primarily on the minutiae of regimental business was part of the decay of the Prussian
army in the later eighteenth century, but in fact this was an accurate reflection of what
had been the common approach in Europe in the early eighteenth century: a concept
of administration (whether of a state or an army) as household management.168 As
with its continued emphasis on precision in drill movements, the Prussian army of
Frederick the Great was representative of its time, and showed that theoretical
concepts of order and regulation had direct practical impacts.

Conservation
Protecting their subjects from the ravages of war was a key plank of the legitimacy of
states, and Erica Charters has emphasized that, at least in Britain, this extended to
ensuring the welfare of soldiers as well. Scholars have argued that eighteenth-century
soldiers were valuable commodities, and that commanders sought to preserve them as
164
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much as possible.169 Jürgen Luh, in contrast, has argued that, apart from Britain,
states demonstrably failed to ensure proper supplies and medical care for their
troops.170 The final section of this chapter will show that not only did states need to
be seen to care for the welfare of subjects (including soldiers) but there were good
practical reasons for doing so, and that, as Charters has shown in the British case,
Prussian commanders did make genuine efforts to care for their soldiers. It will also
emphasize, however, that such arguments should not be taken too far. Ensuring the
welfare of subjects and soldiers could be important for both practical and reputational
reasons, but other practical considerations might also override this.
Frederick’s rhetoric about ensuring the welfare of his subjects is well known. His
1738 Considerations on the present state of the European body politic criticised
princes for neglecting ‘that multitude of men whose salvation is entrusted to them . . .
those thousands of men who are entrusted to them’.171 Frederick looked toward a
world where, ‘rather than continually planning conquests, [rulers] . . . are working
only to ensure the good of their people’.172 In his 1740 Refutation of the Prince of
Machiavelli, Frederick stated that ‘it is . . . the good of the people who he governs
which [a prince] should prefer to all other interest’.173 Subjects were ‘an infinity of
men whom it should be their [rulers’] duty to protect and make happy’.174 His history
works from the inter-war period also emphasized that a ruler should look after ‘the
good of his people’ and ‘the welfare of his subjects’.175 These texts were propaganda,
written for public consumption.176
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Beyond such enlightened idealism, however, the military authors read by Frederick
also emphasized that generals should ensure the welfare of their soldiers. Santa Cruz
quoted Vegetius that ‘a general should take care of the whole army, and of each
soldier individually’. ‘Your position as a general obliges you to interest yourself’ ‘for
. . . [the] reasonable comfort of your troops’, he said. ‘Above all . . . they should be
well cared-for in the hospitals’.177 He described at some length how the soldiers
should be properly provided for.178 Maurice de Saxe and Puységur also emphasised
the importance of officers looking after their soldiers.179
Frederick’s Orders for the generals of infantry and cavalry and of the hussars, as well
as for field officers and battalion commanders, issued on 23 July 1744 as the army
marched off for the Second Silesian War, reflected such ideas:
Military service consists of two parts: in the conservation of the troops
and in ordering them. Each is inseparable from the other. How does it
help a corps to be complete if it is without order, and what does it help a
corps weakened and melted by attrition if it is also ordered?180
The order listed proper food, the prevention of desertion, and good recruitment as the
component parts of conservation, and specified how marches were to be ordered and
recruitment undertaken.181

des Hauses Brandenburg”’, in Michael Kaiser and Jürgen Luh, eds., Friedrich der Große und
die Dynastie der Hohenzollern. Beiträge des fünften Colloquiums in der Reihe
„Friedrich300“ vom 30. September / 1. Oktober 2011
(http://www.perspectivia.net/content/publikationen/friedrich300-colloquien/friedrichdynastie/pecar_geschichtsschreibung, last accessed 1 December 2017); Andreas Pečar, Die
Masken des Königs: Friedrich II. von Preußen als Schriftsteller (Frankfurt am Main and
New York, NY, 2016), pp. 51-68.
177
Santa Cruz, Reflexions militaires, I, p. 195 (quotation: ‘une raisonnable commodité de vos
troupes, pour lesquelles votre qualité de leur Général vous oblige de vous interesser . . . un
Général doit avoir soin de toute l’armée, & de chaque soldat en particulier . . . surtout qu’elles
soient bien soignées dans les Hôpitaux’).
178
Santa Cruz, Reflexions militaires, I, pp. 195-9.
179
Jacques François de Chastenet de Puységur, Art de la guerre par principes et par règles (2
vols., Paris, 1748), II, p. 71; Saxe, Reveries, pp. 9-14, 19.
180
Œuvres, XXX, p. 129 (quotation: ‘Der Soldatendienst besteht in zwei Stücken, nämlich in
der Conservation der Truppen und in der Ordnung. Eines ist von dem andern inséparable.
Was hilft ein completes Corps ohne Ordre, und was hilft ein durch Abgang geschwächtes und
geschmolzenes Corps, wenn auch Ordre darin ist?’).
181
Œuvres, XXX, pp. 129-31, 133

55

Certainly, Prussian commanders in the Silesian Wars loudly stated their adherence to
such ideas. In February 1741, defending himself against furious accusations from
Frederick that his orders for provisioning of the troops in Lower Silesia had not been
followed, Schwerin maintained:
All that Your Majesty said to me on that point was to recommend me to
take care of the troops as his dear children and as the apple of his eye. I
have made all my dispositions on this basis, so that they should not lack
anything necessary.182
In 1743, Schwerin boasted to King George II of Great Britain of how the Prussians
had been able to campaign in Silesia in December 1740 and January 1741 without
suffering excessive desertion or sickness: a tour de force of conserving valuable
troops.183 As the Prussians began to advance into Moravia in December 1741,
Frederick told Schwerin, ‘take a few precautions . . . for the security and subsistence
of the troops’, and later, ‘I hereby recommend to you most heartily the security and
conservation of my troops’.184 In the early stages of the 1744 campaign in Bohemia,
Schwerin assured Frederick that ‘I will take all the care imaginable so that the troops
want for nothing’.185
This, however, was more than mere rhetoric. Frederick had learnt the conservation of
soldiers as part of the regimental economy, following the principles of his father,
who, in his concern to protect his valuable soldiers, once required civilians to remove
powder from the Potsdam magazine during a fire, while keeping his Giants Guard
under cover.186 The two greatest threats to the retention of soldiers were desertion
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and sickness, and the frequent mentions of both of these in Frederick’s letters to his
father throughout the 1730s show that he learnt the importance of preventing them.187
Ilya Berkovich has shown that, despite some exemplary punishments, preventing
desertion involved negotiation rather than compulsion.188 Frederick’s understanding
of the motives of deserters can be seen from a March 1738 letter in which he
mentioned that, ‘a warrant officer who has been with the regiment for twelve years
and has always followed orders well has deserted’. This was indeed a strange
occurrence, and Frederick commented, ‘I cannot understand what could have
motivated this’.189 Frederick followed contemporary practices of conciliation in
response to desertion, on several occasions asking for ‘pardon letters’ to persuade
Prussian deserters to re-enlist, a practice clearly encouraged by his father, as
Frederick William provided even more letters than were requested.190 Frederick also
tried to attract deserters from other armies.191 A March 1739 letter showed Frederick
also reflecting typical contemporary ideas of balancing clemency with exemplary
punishment: no doubt on the advice of his experienced regimental officers. He
reported a desertion plot organised by a man who had already previously deserted
once. Frederick told his father that, ‘since the lad has aggravating circumstances, it is
to be expected that [the court martial] will sentence him to death. This example will
be not unhelpful, and will, I hope, deter other even worse offenders from their
plans’.192

187

For reports on sickness, Briefe an seinen Vater, pp. 4, 8, 28, 37, 43, 49, 60, 64, 66, 72-3,
76-7, 79-80, 88-9, 91-5, 102, 104, 107, 118, 120, 125, 131, 134, 137-41, 144, 149-51;
Œuvres, XXVII_III, pp. 75, 80, 120, 124-6, 129, 132, 135-6. For reports on desertion, see
Briefe an seinen Vater, pp. 103, 109, 125; Œuvres, XXVII_III, pp.65, 71, 103.
188
Berkovich, Motivation in war, pp. 55-127, 228-30.
189
Briefe an seinen Vater, pp. 133-4 (quotation: ‘ein unter oficir so über 12 jahr unterofisir
bei dem Regiment ist, und sich jederzeit guht auf geführet von Commando Desertiret ich Kan
nicht begreifen wohr solches zugehet’).
190
Briefe an seinen Vater, pp. 9-10, 13-14, 178; Œuvres, XXVII_III, p. 67.
191
Briefe an seinen Vater, p. 174; Œuvres, XXVII_III, pp. 81, 131.
192
Œuvres, XXVII_III, p. 130 (quotation: ‘weilen der Kerl sehr graviret ist, so glaube, dass
sie ihm das Leben absprechen werden. Dieses Exempel wird nicht undienlich sein und will
ich hoffen, dass dardurch andere schlimme Gemüther von ihrem Vorhaben mögen gestöret
werden.’).

57

It is well known that generals in the long eighteenth century were concerned to
conserve the lives of their valuable soldiers in battle.193 On 2 May 1741, for instance,
during the Prussian siege of the Austrian fortress of Brieg, Prince Leopold of AnhaltDessau wrote to Frederick emphasizing the importance of avoiding casualties to
‘Your Royal Majesty’s very brave infantry’.194 In response, Frederick boasted
afterwards that the Prussians ‘did not lose a single man’ in digging the entrenchments,
and suffered only five killed and two wounded during the siege in total.195 When
congratulating Frederick for his 1742 victory at Chotusitz, Leopold also lamented
‘that Your Royal Majesty . . . has lost so many brave officers and soldiers’. In the
same letter, the field marshal had the great embarrassment of having to describe the
losses of the prestigious Cuirassier Regiment of Prince Friedrich in the skirmish at
Kannowitz: ‘Your Royal Majesty can well imagine how sharply this wounds me to
the heart that this regiment has lost so many’.196
Conservation also included the provision of sufficient food and medical supplies. In
December 1736, Frederick wrote to his father concerned about the scarcity of grain
and its high price, asking for supplies to be issued cheaply to his soldiers.197 In
November 1738 he acknowledged an order from his father to ensure that his regiment
was properly supplied with meat in case of a march.198 In March 1739, reporting the
march of the second battalion of his regiment from Nauen to Neuruppin, Frederick
said, ‘I am concerned . . . that the bad weather and bad roads they have had on the
march will give them many sick’.199 Frederick followed such principles as king when
he for instance ordered bread to be distributed free of charge to the corps of Leopold
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of Anhalt-Dessau in Brandenburg in April 1741.200 Letters from Frederick to
Schwerin described how regiments should care for their wounded, and Frederick’s
generals regularly expressed concerns about the availability of regimental surgeons.201
At one of the most fraught moments of the First Silesian War, described in detail in
chapter five, Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau justified his decision, on 20 April 1742, to
disobey Frederick’s orders and take a different march route into Bohemia on the
grounds that he acted ‘for the conservation of Your Royal Majesty’s regiments’,
which could only find the necessary supplies on the route he was taking.202
Cavalry, with its valuable horses requiring special care, was seen as requiring
particularly careful conservation. Frederick’s January 1741 Directive to Schwerin
had entered into considerable detail on this matter, ordering that, ‘every squadron
commander must take the greatest precautions for his horses, so that these are
properly watered and fed’, adding that the horses should be ridden every second day
to keep them in shape.203 The work of regimental officers in maintaining their horses
in the right condition was a frequent topic of correspondence.204 In one case,
Frederick lamented the failure of a lieutenant colonel to ensure the ‘conservation’ of
his company, whose horses he had allowed to get into particularly bad condition.205
The discussion between Frederick and Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau in summer 1741
over whether it was necessary to send the cavalry regiments of Leopold’s corps in
Brandenburg into cantonments revolved around the question of how best to
‘conserve’ the soldiers. Leopold repeatedly stated that he was sure Frederick’s
intention was to ensure the ‘conservation of the cavalry’: his argument, which he
ultimately persuaded Frederick to accept, was that sending them into cantonments
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would not achieve this. 206 He assured him on 6 July that the cavalry were ‘in
excellent condition, and will be properly conserved . . . here in the camp’.207
Contemporaries also saw it as essential to hold soldiers in discipline to prevent them
from alienating civilians, or from destroying supplies that would be useful to the
army. Feuquières emphasized the need for discipline to ensure that soldiers took
their firewood from woods rather than destroying valuable houses, and noted the
danger of ill-disciplined soldiers alienating the subjects of newly-conquered
territories.208 Campaigning on the Rhine in 1703, the Duke of Villars forbad his
troops on pain of death to damage the country as they marched through it, as they
would have need of it for sustenance when they returned.209 Montecuccoli noted that,
‘without . . . [discipline], the troops are more pernicious than useful, more dangerous
to their friends than to their enemies.’210 Frederick’s cavalry general Robert Scipio
von Lentulus brought out the thin line between ‘foraging’ – the ordered taking of
supplies by a disciplined army – and individual theft by ill-disciplined soldiers when
he noted in his 1753 tract on foraging that any soldiers who might ‘plunder and
maraud’ should be arrested and ‘must be punished’.211 Lentulus described foraging as
a process carefully supervised by officers.212 Quincy described marauding – which
destroyed valuable supplies for the army as well as impoverishing the countryside –
and desertion as comparable threats to the conservation of the army, both to be met
through strict discipline.213 He claimed that, when French troops entered the allied
duchy of Mantua in 1701:
Prohibitions were published . . . [warning] the officers and soldiers, on
pain of cashiering and death respectively, to demand nothing from the
206
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inhabitants [of the city of Mantua] nor from the other subjects of the Duke
of Mantua, but to live in an exact discipline with their pay.214
Feuquières summed up this consonance of discipline and conservation when he noted
that a general must be, ‘wise, to maintain discipline in his corps, and so that an allied
prince should make no complaints against him; and far-sighted, so that the troops do
not suffer from any shortage of sustenance.’215
Frederick clearly absorbed the notion that there was a link between ‘conservation’ –
both of troops and of valuable civilians – and the maintenance of ‘order’. During his
time as a volunteer with the army of Prince Eugene on the Rhine from July to
September 1734, during the War of the Polish Succession, Frederick’s diary often
referred contemptuously to the ‘typical confusion’ of Eugene’s army on the march.
Frederick lamented to Camas that, ‘the present campaign is a school from which one
may profit from the confusion and disorder which reigns in this army’.216 In contrast,
after a march by his regiment in June 1738, he expressed pleasant surprise that ‘we
have had almost no marauding’.217
To prevent marauding, Frederick issued orders on 4 December 1740, just before the
invasion of Silesia, that no soldier should step out of ranks on the march without
permission, and that any stepping out of ranks with permission must be accompanied
by an NCO.218 This was in accord with the recommendations of Quincy.219 On 13
March 1742, ordering Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau to march his troops through Silesia
(now a Prussian province), Frederick, emphasized that the prince must keep the
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regiments to the set march route, ‘so that during the march very good and exact order
will be maintained and no excesses occur’.220 He followed it with an order on 27
March to ‘look after [‘menagiren’] my Lower Silesian lands on your march’.221 Like
so many others, the13 March order intertwined many issues of the conservation of
both troops and civilians, discussing supply arrangements, ordering Leopold to avoid
the city of Neisse to spare the soldiers the epidemic there, and noting that following
the assigned march routes would reduce not only marauding but also desertion.222
Similarly, Frederick’s December 1740 order also described in detail the duties of
officers to look after the welfare of their men, once again emphasizing the connection
between order and welfare.223
Unsurprisingly, the December 1740 order does not seem to have been exactly
observed, leading Frederick to issue a further order on 4 January 1741, expressing his
anger that, ‘notwithstanding the fact that I have ordered all regiments marching to
Silesia . . . to maintain the most exact order on the whole march’, the regiments were
not only taking all the food from the villages but pressing money from the places
where they were quartered, and taking corn and bread to carry with them. He
emphasised that Silesia was a ‘land that I absolutely want to preserve’, and that overforaging meant that there would not be enough food left for the other Prussian
regiments following behind. He therefore repeated his orders ‘that you should at once
. . . introduce the sternest order so that they maintain exact order on the march’.224
Schwerin, worrying in November 1741 about Prussian exactions on the people of
Upper Silesia, emphasized that, ‘if we have to live until the month of March in these
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cantons, we must live with economy and order’, and that antagonising the local
population would also prevent the Prussians from recruiting.225
Schwerin appealed to such principles of conserving valuable subjects in November
1741, when he argued that establishing a new fortress on the confluence of the Neisse
and Oder rivers would, among other things, ‘conserve the bourgeois and the people’
of the existing fortresses of Brieg and Neisse, who were already heavily burdened
with the numbers of soldiers that they had quartered in their houses.226 He also wrote
with concern that the inhabitants of Upper Silesia were fleeing to Poland and Moravia
because of Prussian demands for supplies and labourers.227 Schwerin stressed that
this was damaging to the Prussians: ‘this very much reduces the payment of rations
and portions [of forage], because the money they provide to these people [the
labourers] and then the loss of subjects itself completely disrupts their economy.’228
‘If this continues, I foresee that the regiments there will suffer, which, in my opinion,
ought to be the principal consideration, along with their conservation’.229
Concepts of the ‘conservation’ of valuable soldiers and productive citizens were
balanced, however, against other political and military objectives. In August and
September 1741, Frederick, keen to show his concern for the welfare of his men,
asked whether the high rates of sickness in Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau’s camp
reflected inadequate doctors. Leopold explained to him that the sickness was caused
by the army remaining in the same place for too long: five months.230 He sent
increasingly urgent letters asking for permission to move to a different camp,
repeatedly appealing to this on the basis of ‘conservation’ of the troops and the
maintenance of ‘good order’.231 Frederick, however, was most concerned with the
political role of Leopold’s corps, which had been established to deter Saxony from
225

GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 R: Schwerin to Frederick, 30.11.1741 (quotation: ‘Sy nous
devons Subsister jusque au moins de mars dans ses Cantons, il faut que nous vivions avec
oeconomie et ordre’).
226
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 R: Schwerin to Frederick, 30.11.1741 (quotation:
‘conserverait les Bourgeois et les peuples’).
227
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 R: Schwerin to Frederick, 30.11.1741, 5.12.1741,
8.12.1741.
228
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 R: Schwerin to Frederick, 8.12.1741
229
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 R: Schwerin to Frederick, 30.11.1741.
230
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.97 B: Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau to Frederick, 18.8.1741.
231
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.97 B: Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau to Frederick, 24.8.1741,
29.8.1741, 9.9.1741 (quotations, 29.8.1741: ‘conservation’, ‘guter Ordnung’).

63

entering the war against him.232 He acknowledged that moving the camp was
‘necessary for the conservation of the people’, but was concerned not to alarm the
Elector of Saxony, and insisted that any movement should be away from the Saxon
border.233 Leopold had to assure him that the proposed new camp at Grüningen was
no closer to the Saxon border than the current one, and promise to explain the reasons
for the move to the Saxon and Hanoverian governments, before Frederick gave the
required permission.234
Further evidence that the welfare of Frederick’s soldiers could be trumped by other
objectives, was seen in May and June 1742, during Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau’s
tenure of command in Upper Silesia. Frederick repeatedly emphasized that ‘Your
Honour will take every care that the troops are properly conserved (‘conserviret’)’,
‘so that no particular may be lacking which contributes to their maintenance and
conservation’, ‘Your Honour will make the most express arrangements so that my
regiments are supplied with the proper subsistence’.235 He also expressed great
concern for the many Prussian sick, ordering the establishment of a hospital at
Ottmachau.236 As will be described in detail in chapter six, however, when Leopold
repeatedly reported that it was not in fact possible to supply the regiments in such
positions, that they were being ‘totally ruined through lack of subsistence’, and that
conditions for the sick were dreadful, Frederick saw the retention of Upper Silesia as
too important to permit the troops to withdraw to better-supplied positions.237 While
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this was clearly the appropriate decision in strategic terms, it showed that the
conservation of his soldiers was only one consideration in his mind, and had to be
balanced against the political objects of the war.
Such attitudes were not restricted only to Frederick. When Schwerin in September
1741 proposed a plan for a Prussian advance into Upper Silesia, he proposed that the
Prussians bring their supplies with them along the Oder, noting that, ‘if one takes only
forage from the inhabitants and does not pillage the towns’, they would gladly sell the
Prussians beer and schnapps, ‘and, so that they can deliver these to the army, one
must leave them their carts’. He made clear, however, that these efforts to conserve
the inhabitants were entirely for a practical purpose, as one would ‘take them and
plunder them, if one wants, if one is going to quit the country’. On the other hand,
If one wants to winter there, one must look after (‘menager’) them [the
inhabitants] as much as possible, so that the people do not quit their
habitations and can furnish the maintenance of the troops during the
winter.238
When Schwerin marched on into Moravia in December 1741, he issued an order to
his troops that, whereas in Silesia they had to pay for their food in cash, ‘in Moravia .
. . they can allow themselves a few days of free forage and good food for recreation.
Robbery and plundering is, however, forbidden on pain of disgrace, corporal or
capital punishment.’239 While thus paying lip service to the need for order, Schwerin
essentially permitted his troops to take food as they wished.
While Schwerin recognised the need to conserve Moravia in order to live off it, he
noted that it might also become necessary to do the opposite. Calling on 9 January
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1742 for further advances to the frontiers of Austria, Schwerin argued that this
territory:
Would allow His [Majesty’s] army to subsist at its ease all of next
summer if this country is managed (‘en menageant ce paÿs) during the
winter, while ruining and despoiling it when He retires his troops, if He
finds this appropriate to his interests [italics mine]. Until now, as long as
one thinks to live with an army, even though it is in enemy country, it is
always appropriate to conserve the country to one’s rear, since the forage
and bread magazines are not alone sufficient to allow an army to
subsist.240
Again, the conservation of a country was an entirely practical issue, and Schwerin
was happy to refer in passing to its destruction if this was militarily appropriate.
Frederick and Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau took an even less scrupulous view, both
favouring the rigorous exploitation of Upper Silesian money and labourers to build
the new Prussian fortifications at Neisse.241
Thus, not only was it important for Frederick (just like the British state of the period)
to present himself as ensuring the welfare of his subjects and his soldiers, but
contemporaries recognised that it was practically advantageous for armies to maintain
the numbers of their soldiers and keep them supplied, and this principle was so
important that Prussian generals even used the concept of ‘conservation’ in debates
with each other. Frederick and his commanders genuinely took steps to try to provide
for their soldiers and to protect the lands they fought in, whose produce was of
practical value to them. The Prussian example, however, is a reminder that such ideas
should not be taken too far: other strategic considerations were also in play, and in
certain circumstances they might be considered more important than conserving
subjects or soldiers.
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Conclusion
The Prussian example demonstrates the huge influence of concepts of the ordered
state – regulating the lives of its subjects and ensuring their welfare – upon warfare
during the long eighteenth century. Such ideas were not just used for representative
purposes or as part of monarchical display. Even Crown Prince Frederick, more
interested in military glory than in the routine of regimental business, acquired a good
understanding of military drill during his time as regimental proprietor. The
impressive drill movements of Prussian soldiers certainly played an important role in
contemporary impressions of the strength of the Prussian state, but Frederick and his
commanders also genuinely considered the imposition of order and discipline upon
the Prussian cavalry as important to ensuring their effectiveness in battle, and research
on combat in the long eighteenth century suggests that there may have been
substantial truth in this. Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau genuinely believed, until events
brutally disabused him, that irregular Habsburg forces would be little threat to his
forces in Upper Silesia in 1742.
Moreover, the conceptualization of states as like the households of rulers gave
warfare in the early eighteenth century a distinctive character. Frederick William I
described the administration of a household, a company of soldiers, and a whole war
effort as all following the same principle. He taught Frederick to see the army as a
collection of regiments, with the king expected to intervene directly in each of them –
focusing on a mass of small details – to ensure the smooth regulation of the military
household. Only gradually, during the eighteenth century, did concepts of
administration move to consider the state as a larger entity beyond the household, and
this could be seen in the military sphere with the establishment of divisions and corps
and, in the Prussian case with Frederick’s centralisation of recruitment and creation of
inspectors to oversee the regiments.
Not only should the early eighteenth-century army be administered like a household,
but, as Carmen Winkel and Guy Rowlands have shown, the patronage ‘economy of
honour’ was central to the functioning of armies, and the army was thus comparable
to that most important of all households, the ruler’s court. The various concepts of
‘regimental economy’ had the contradictory effect that, on one hand, Frederick was
well versed in methods of recruitment, and enthusiastically recruited even irregular
67

troops. On the other hand, since regiments of irregulars had no value in the ‘economy
of honour’, Frederick only retained those units that were able to adapt themselves to
the standards of ordered warfare.
As part of bringing order, it was indeed important, as Erica Charters has argued, for
states in this period to show themselves as ‘caring’, whether of soldiers or civilians,
and Frederick used this as an important part of his propaganda. Jürgen Luh’s
criticism of the failure of states in this period to provide for their soldiers should be
moderated: Prussian commanders wanted to have as many soldiers as possible, and in
the best possible condition, and took practical steps to achieve this. However, both
the reputational and practical aspects of caring for soldiers had to be balanced against
other practical considerations that might lead in a different direction. Disease or
hunger among the troops, and exactions against civilians, might be acceptable to serve
broader strategic objectives. Ideas of the ordered state were not mere rhetoric and
display, and following them was often considered to have practical benefits, but there
were also other ‘meanings of war’ in the early eighteenth century.

68

Glory

‘Warfare’, John Keegan claimed in 1993, ‘is an entirely masculine activity’.1 This
may jar on modern ears, and Keegan’s claim that ‘women . . . never, in a military
sense, fight men’ has been disproven by more recent research.2 Nevertheless, it is
clear that war is deeply connected to constructions of masculinity.3 This chapter
explores these connections, using them to achieve a more nuanced understanding of
the relationship between eighteenth-century warfare and noble culture, a subject that
has been increasingly contested by historians. It uses the example of Frederick the
Great and his father to show that there were multiple elite ‘masculinities’ in the earlyeighteenth century, creating a similar diversity within ‘noble war-making’, and that
the most important model was that of King Louis XIV of France.
Noble values were a crucial code of behaviour underlying eighteenth-century warfare:
they even inspired common soldiers.4 There has, however, been considerable dispute
among historians as to how precisely these values shaped war. Johannes Kunisch
portrayed noble glory-hunting as fundamentally reckless, standing in contradiction to
calculated and mechanistic methods of waging war. He portrayed Frederick’s bold
risk-taking as inspired by traditions of noble glory-hunting.5 David Bell, in contrast,
argued that noble values led not to irrational violence but to restraint and calculated

1

John Keegan, A history of warfare (London, 1993), pp. 75-6 (quotation, p. 76).
Emerald M. Archer, Women, warfare and representation: American servicewomen in the
twentieth century (London etc., 2017); Klaus Latzel, Franka Maubach, Silke Satjukow, eds.,
Soldatinnen: Gewalt und Geschlecht im Krieg vom Mittelalter bis heute (Paderborn, Munich,
Vienna, Zürich, 2011); Keegan, History of warfare, p. 76.
3
R.W. Connell, Masculinities (Cambridge, 2005), pp. xv, xx, 83.
4
Ilya Berkovich, Motivation in war: the experience of common soldiers in old-regime
Europe (Cambridge, 2017), pp. 165-8, 229; John A. Lynn, Battle: a history of combat and
culture (new edn., Cambridge, MA, 2004), pp. 139-42; Martin Wrede, ‘Einleitung: die
Inszenierung der mehr oder weniger heroischen Monarchie: zu Rittern und Feldherren,
Kriegsherren und Schauspielern’, in Martin Wrede, ed., Die Inszenierung der heroischen
Monarchie: Frühneuzeitliches Königtum zwischen ritterlichen Erbe und militärischer
Herausforderung (Munich, 2014), p. 25.
5
Johannes Kunisch, Fürst – Gesellschaft – Krieg: Studien zur bellizistischen Disposition des
absoluten Fürstenstaates (Cologne, Weimar, Vienna, 1992), pp. 3-6, 19-21, 28-31, 36-7, 723, 81, 138-42, 156-9; Johannes Kunisch, Friedrich der Grosse: der König und seine Zeit
(Munich, 2004), pp. 106-8, 123, 167-8, 173, 176, 182, 209-10, 219-21.
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methods in war.6 Jürgen Luh similarly noted that points of noble honour considerably
impeded the movement of armies.7 James Whitman played down the role of the
nobility entirely, arguing that eighteenth-century warfare saw the triumph of royal
sovereignty over the aristocratic tradition of the duel.8
This chapter will refute the arguments of Whitman, showing that winning noble glory
in battle was also crucial for ruling princes, who employed writers to narrate their
brave deeds. However, ideas of noble manliness were deeply contested between
aristocrats, and even ideals of courage in battle varied. Whereas Matthew
McCormack has argued that eighteenth-century battle tactics led to fundamentally
passive concepts of courage, based on bravely enduring fire in the restrained manner
described by Bell, this chapter will show that there was an alternative tradition which
celebrated aggressive attacks, sword in hand.9 Frederick, inspired by the French
courtly masculinity of the age of Louis XIV, initially tried to adopt the almost superhuman masculine courage described in pre-novel fiction, and to lead his men from the
front. Such ideals proved to be beyond him, however, and he was forced to restrict
himself to stoically exposing himself to danger, in a manner closer to the ideas of his
father.

Masculinities
Frederick provides a powerful example of the contested elite masculinity of the early
eighteenth-century. Frederick’s famous dispute with his father had many dimensions,
and has even been explained as a straightforwardly political dispute.10 There was,
6

David A. Bell, The first total war: Napoleon’s Europe and the birth of warfare as we know
it (New York, NY, 2007), pp. 42-5, 50, 82-3, 136, 190-1, 215, 241, 254, 280, 302-4.
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Jürgen Luh, Kriegskunst in Europa, 1650-1800 (Cologne, Weimar, Vienna, 2004), pp. 20818.
8
James Q. Whitman, The verdict of battle: the law of victory and the making of modern war
(Cambridge, MA, and London, 2012), pp. 135-71.
9
Matthew McCormack, ‘Dance and drill: polite accomplishments and military masculinities
in Georgian Britain’, Cultural and Social History, 8 (2011), pp. 321-2.
10
Benjamin Marschke, ‘Vater und Sohn: Friedrich der Große und die Dynastie der
Hohenzollern’, in Michael Kaiser and Jürgen Luh, eds., Friedrich der Große und die
Dynastie der Hohenzollern: Beiträge des fünften Colloquiums in der Reihe „Friedrich300“
vom 30. September / 1. Oktober 2011
(http://www.perspectivia.net/publikationen/friedrich300-colloquien/friedrichdynastie/marschke_vater, last accessed, 29 November 2017).
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however, also a strong gendered element to it and this had important military
dimensions, which should lead us to alter commonly-held evaluations of the
Hohenzollern rulers.
R.W. Connell has noted that a wide variety of different masculinities exist at any one
time and that comparatively few men meet a specific norm of masculinity. Indeed, it
is argued that ‘men are not permanently committed to a particular pattern of
masculinity . . . [but] make situationally specific choices from a cultural repertoire of
masculine behaviour’.11 Historians should therefore be cautious about defining
particular ‘types’ of historical masculinity. This chapter will refer to two competing
masculinities, but will do so in the knowledge that others existed, and that even the
two referred to here were no more than repertoires of behaviour, from which
individuals could pick.
An influential pattern of elite masculinity in Europe, especially in the later
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, was what Wolfgang Schmale has called
‘baroque masculinity’: associated with the court of Louis XIV of France and those
who emulated him. While celebrating male strength, it involved civility of manners
and delighted in the company of women, often in order to sire children. Reflecting
the increasing commercial wealth of parts of Europe, ‘baroque masculinity’ involved
conspicuous consumption and display, including impressive clothes.12 Typical of this
is Guy Rowlands’s description of French junior officers of the late seventeenth
century:
Many of them got heavily into debt to acquire fancy periwigs, waistcoats
and coats with huge sleeves. To put on a good show for their fellows and
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Connell, Masculinities, pp. xviii-xx, 36-7, 77-81 (quotation, pp.xviii-xix). See also Marian
Füssel, ‘Studentenkultur als Ort hegemonialer Männlichkeit? Überlegungen zum Wandel
akademischer Habitusformen vom Ancien Régime zur Moderne’, in Martin Dinges, ed.,
Männer – Macht – Körper: hegemoniale Männlichkeit vom Mittelalter bis heute (Frankfurt
am Main and New York, NY, 2005), pp. 85-7; Benjamin Marschke, ‘Competing post-baroque
masculinities: pietist masculinity and Prussian masculinity in the early eighteenth century’, in
Pia Schmit, ed., Gender im Pietismus: Netzwerke und Geschlechterkonstruktionen (Halle
(Saale), 2015), pp. 197-9.
12
Marschke, ‘Competing post-baroque masculinities’, pp. 199-204; Wolfgang Schmale,
Geschichte der Männlichkeit in Europa (1450-2000) (Vienna, Cologne, Weimar, 2003), pp.
123, 126-33, 148.
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attract a reputation as a good man they also indulged in excessive eating
and drinking.13
This form of masculinity was explicitly seen by contemporaries as French. It was
opposed by those who advocated less civil forms of male behaviour, involving course
manners and excessive drinking, and who thought that conspicuous consumption and
fine clothes weakened tough manly virtues. Such critics called those who followed
French fashions ‘effeminate,’ ‘fops’, and ‘petit maîtres’.14
The clash between these competing masculinities was seen in many countries
throughout the eighteenth century. Marian Füssel described the conflicting styles of
masculinity among German students in the late eighteenth century, some of whom
favoured the courtly fashion of fine dressing and gallantry – with Parisian dancing
masters and silk stockings – while others saw this as unmanly, and favoured fighting
in the streets and hard drinking.15 Matthew McCormack noted competing
masculinities expressed in the debate over the militia in Britain. British
commentators of both the late seventeenth and mid eighteenth centuries criticized the
alleged ‘luxury’ brought by commercial wealth, which they claimed was degenerating
English martial virtues and making men effeminate. ‘Fopperies and fashions’ –
conspicuous consumption and fine clothes – were explicitly described as reflecting
French culture, and ‘polite’ manners were criticised. On the other side, McCormack
noted voices advocating the value of civility in a commercial society.16 This chapter
argues that Frederick followed French courtly ‘baroque’ masculinity, and that
clashing ideas of masculinity were an important element in his conflict with his
father. It accepts that Frederick was probably homosexual, but expressly does not
argue that his sexuality influenced the form of masculinity he embraced.17
13
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On 28 August 1731, King Frederick William I wrote to Frederick responding to his
request to be readmitted into the army. The king’s furious letter, written in German,
was interspersed with frequent expressions in French which highlighted the deeply
cultural and gendered nature of the famous conflict between father and son: a conflict
which revolved fundamentally around the crown prince’s fitness to be a soldier.
You . . . write to me that you now want be a soldier, but I believe that this
does not really come from your heart . . . For I have got to know you well
from your youth on, and also made every effort to inspire in you an
appropriate ambition, desire and inclination for the craft of a soldier. But
I did not succeed because you have perverted the ambition into arrogance
. . . As I have told you a thousand times, a soldier who has ambition and
honest desire for the profession must also have an inclination to
everything that is manly and not to that which is effeminate (‘weibisch’).
He should not spare himself but rather expose himself at once, and should
always be present when there are occasions for proving himself. Further,
he should not complain about cold weather or heat, nor about hunger or
thirst, and should gladly bear the greatest fatigues that there can be. But .
. . on hunts, journeys and other occasions you have always sought to spare
yourself, and preferred to seek out a French book, des bons mots, a
comedy book or flute playing rather than duty or fatigues . . . But what is
it worth, if I really tickled your heart? If I have a maître de flûte come
from Paris with several dozen pipes and music books, likewise a whole
band of comedians and a great orchestra, if I prescribe loud Frenchmen
and French women, also a couple of dozen dance masters along with a
dozen petits-maîtres and have a large theatre built, you would certainly
like this better than a company of grenadiers; for the grenadiers are, in
your opinion, only riff-raff, but a petit-maître, a little Frenchman, a bon
mot, a little musician and a little comedian, that appears something nobler,
that is royal, that is digne d'un prince. These are your sentiments, if you
will truly examine yourself; at least this is what was introduced to you
from childhood on by rogues and whores.18
445-8; Wolfgang Burgdorf, Friedrich der Große: ein biografisches Porträt (Freiburg, Basel,
Vienna, 2011), pp. 23-4, 76-103.
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Œuvres de Frédéric le Grand, ed. J.D.E. Preuss (30 vols., Berlin, 1846-56), XXVII_III, pp.
20-1 (quotation: ‘Du schreibst mir . . . , dass Du itzund lieber ein Soldat sein wollest; doch
glaube ich, dass Dir dieses nicht recht von Herzen gehe . . . Denn Ich Dich von Jugend auf
wohl habe kennen lernen, auch Alles angewandt habe, Dir eine rechtmässige Ambition, Lust
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die Ambition in Hoffart verkehret hast . . . ein Soldat, der Ambition und rechtschaffene Lust
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Frederick William thus firmly positioned the famous dispute with his son within the
competing masculinities of the eighteenth century. Christopher Clark has described
Frederick William’s ascent to the Prussian throne as inaugurating a ‘cultural
revolution’: ‘a comprehensive reversal of values and styles’ ‘in the sphere of
representation and culture’, away from ‘the ‘baroque’ style of monarchy inaugurated
by [King] Frederick I’.19 Whereas Frederick I had aped the court of Louis XIV,
Benjamin Marschke has noted that Frederick William introduced a style of
masculinity that stressed hard drinking, swearing and brutal hunting events. Frederick
William and his associates despised those who followed Baroque fashion, calling
them fops (‘petit-maîtres’) and women (‘Weiberleben’).20 In 1727, Frederick William
removed dance lessons from the curriculum at the cadet academy (although he
restored them in 1730). This decision was taken on religious grounds, and Marschke
has noted that Pietism’s own (separate) form of masculinity was also opposed to
baroque conspicuous consumption and display.21
The king made substantial efforts to involve Frederick in his definition of manliness,
bringing him to the Tobacco College – the main meeting place for his inner circle –
and demanding regular reports of his hunting activities.22 In 1728, Prince Leopold of

und lieber ein französisches Buch, des bons mots oder ein Komödien-Buch, oder das
Flötenspiel gesuchet, als den Dienst oder Fatiguen . . . Aber, was gilt es, wenn Ich Dir recht
Dein Herz kitzelte, wenn Ich aus Paris einen maître de flûte mit etlichen zwölf Pfeifen und
Musique-Büchern, imgleichen eine ganze Bande Komödianten und ein grosses Orchester
kommen liesse, wenn Ich lauter Franzosen und Französinnen, auch ein paar Dutzend
Tanzmeister nebst einem Dutzend petits-maîtres verschriebe, und ein grosses Theater bauen
liesse, so würde Dir dieses gewiss besser gefallen, als eine Compagnie Grenadiers; denn die
Grenadiers sind doch, nach Deiner Meinung, nur Canailles, aber ein petit-maître, ein
Französchen, ein bon mot, ein Musiquechen und Komödiantchen, das scheinet was Nobleres,
das ist was Königliches, das ist digne d'un prince. Dieses sind Deine Sentiments, wenn Du
Dich recht prüfen willst; zum wenigsten ist Dir dieses von Jugend auf von Schelmen und
Huren eingeflösset worden’).
19
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Anhalt Dessau gave Frederick a gift of a horse and set of hunting dogs.23 When, in
the 1720s, young Frederick wore his hair long, wore gloves, used a silver fork (all
aspects of baroque conspicuous consumption and display), and failed to engage in
hunting and hard drinking, Frederick William called him ‘effeminate’, another
popular contemporary accusation thrown at baroque fops.24
Alongside his well-known interest in French culture, Frederick also fully embraced
conspicuous consumption and display. Thomas Biskup has shown that the long-held
image of Frederick’s spartan court is false: the king certainly used impressive display
when it suited him.25 Christopher Duffy has noted Frederick’s love of diamond rings
and embroidered coats as crown prince, and his long hair.26 Blanning has noted that
this taste for luxury and extravagance continued after Frederick’s accession. It is seen
for instance in his huge collection of snuffboxes. Given Frederick’s homosexuality,
Blanning depicted this enjoyment of display as a form of ‘camp’.27 It is, however,
questionable whether this modern term can be applied to the eighteenth century.
Rather, Frederick was practising typical baroque conspicuous consumption.28 An
example of this in the military sphere took place during Frederick’s 1734 campaign
with Prince Eugene’s army on the Rhine, after his father had to return to Berlin early
due to illness. The Bavarian secretary Barth noted that:
Immediately after his father’s departure, the Crown Prince of Prussia
equipped himself with new clothes, smart beyond all measure. Since the
King’s departure, he has also given his servants a completely new, very
rich livery.29
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These new clothes on campaign were an investment in baroque display, defiantly
undertaken as soon as his father’s back was turned. They were also about soldiering,
as Frederick tried to stand out more on campaign.
Indeed, soldiering was often associated with the extravagant display of ‘baroque
masculinity’. Matthew McCormack noted British commentators arguing that
Frederick William I’s own emphasis on the fine appearance of his soldiers amounted
to ‘fopperies’. In his conspicuous consumption, the king supposedly ‘spared no
expence [sic]’ in equipping his troops, who ‘were to him . . . ornamental china’.30
Such criticism reflected the fluidity of eighteenth-century masculinities, and showed
how closely war-making in the long eighteenth century was connected to ideas of
extravagant display, even when practised by those who affected to despise such
‘foppery’. Indeed, it has been noted that impressive uniforms were a major reason
why common soldiers enlisted.31
McCormack argued that, in the competing masculinities of mid eighteenth-century
Britain, the British regular army followed concepts of polite civility (reflecting
Schmale’s ‘baroque masculinity’), in contrast to the more emotional approach of the
militia.32 If this is true for the British, it was certainly not the case for the Prussians.
Richard Gawthrop claimed that the strict sense of duty that came to be associated with
Prussian society reflected Frederick William’s enforcement of the religious values of
Pietism, and Marschke has argued that Frederick William’s adoption of Pietist values,
rejecting luxury and stressing the fulfilment of duty, reflected not just religion but
also Pietism’s opposition to the masculinity of the baroque court.33 The reports of
Prussian spies during the 1750s show that they internalised ideas of competing
‘Der Kronprinz von Preußen hat sich gleich nach der Abreise seines Papa ganz neu und über
die Maßen propre equipirt, auch seit des Königs Abreise seiner Dienerschaft eine ganz andre,
sehr reiche Livree gegeben.’).
30
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Benjamin Marschke, Absolutely Pietist: patronage, factionalism, and state-building in the
early eighteenth-century Prussian army chaplaincy (Tübingen, 2005), p. 5.
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military masculinities, and celebrated Frederick William’s concept of soldierly
manliness based on the rigorous performance of duty. General Winterfeldt, reporting
on the Hanoverian infantry in 1755, told Frederick, ‘one cannot imagine anything as
ponderous and neglectful as they really are’, thus contrasting them with punctilious
Prussian attention to duty.34 A report a few months later noted the weak Austrian
defences at Olmütz, lacking magazines and provisions, and with very few cannon, so
that the fortress would fall in a few days if attacked, but remarked that, ‘in general,
the good Austrians, as is their wont, are unconcerned, and live in laughter’.35 This
contrasted Austrian levity with Prussian sobriety. In contrast, when asking for an
increase in the garrison of the fortress of Glatz, Heinrich August de la Motte Fouqué
assured Frederick that his soldiers would be hard-working: ‘this . . . corps would not
be free of duty from one day to another’.36 The first chapter has shown, however, that
Frederick William’s focus on the maintenance of order within regiments reflected not
just Pietist masculinity but also concepts of the well-regulated post-Westphalian state.
Just as Frederick William’s Giants Guard embodied precisely the concepts of baroque
display that he affected to despise, so stern Prussian devotion to duty was both a
reflection of absolutist political thought and, contradictorily, a reaction to the
effeminacy of the baroque court. This suggests that a variety of different
masculinities were represented within armies, just as they were in noble society in
general, and that it would be unwise to claim that any one masculinity was dominant.
The interaction of different masculinities within eighteenth-century officer corps
would be a valuable topic for further research.

French Culture
It is well known that French literature was one of the most important battlegrounds in
the culture war between father and son. In a letter on 3 May 1731, Frederick William
told his son that it was the books he read that had led him astray.37 Friedrich-Karl
34

GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.601 F: Winterfeldt to Frederick, 16.6.1755 (quotation: ‘Mann
kann sich so was shweres und nachläßiger nicht vorstellen, als Sie würkl seyn.’).
35
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.601 F: Winterfeldt to Frederick, 19.11.1755 (quotation:
‘überhaubt sind die guten Oestreicher nach ihrer Gewonheit unbekümmert, und leben ins
Gelach hinein.’).
36
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.603 C: Fouqué to Frederick, 8.7.1753 (quotation: ‘dieses . . .
corps würde nicht länger dan einen Tag um den anderen freÿ vom dienste bleiben’).
37
Œuvres, XXVII_III, p. 15.

77

Tharau has shown, however, that Frederick William and his associates were by no
means opposed to education: they promoted many officers who had been to
university, and Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau specifically sought out students from the
University of Halle for his regiment. Tharau argued that Frederick William simply
believed that education should have a practical application.38 Tharau recognised,
however, that Frederick William’s preferences for certain cultural and intellectual
activities over others also reflected a rejection of French culture, and Marschke has
shown that this culture war reflected competing masculinities.39 In his instructions for
Frederick’s education, Frederick William emphasized that the prince should be kept
away from ‘operas, comedies and other worldly vanities’.40 In 1728, Frederick
William considered it important enough to emphasize in his political testament that
‘my dear successor must also not admit that any comedies, operas, ballets,
masquerades, or balls be held in his lands and provinces’, and he specifically related
these entertainments to questions of appropriate male behaviour by comparing them
to the keeping of mistresses.41 As noted above, it was also Frederick’s interest in
comedies and music – the entertainments of the baroque court – that his father picked
out in his 1731 letter as examples of his lack of soldierly manliness. This was not
opposition to education but rather to a particular culture, understood in terms of
masculinity.
Jürgen Luh has noted that Frederick’s long struggle with his father led him to do
many things simply because they were the opposite of what Frederick William
wanted, and clearly this was an important reason for Frederick’s interest in books.42
He famously assembled a clandestine library as a teenager, even though it is unlikely
that he read many of the books in it: the point was to oppose his father and, as
Blanning has noted, the considerable debts Frederick incurred in this period (another
38
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form of conspicuous consumption) were also a rejection of his father’s ostentatious
parsimony.43
Frederick’s choice of reading material was a direct identification of himself with the
culture of Louis XIV of France: Frederick William I’s opposite both culturally and in
his model of masculinity. Frederick’s favourite literature – classical literature, and
French literature of the seventeenth century (the ‘grand siècle’) – and his favoured
authors such as Boileau, Bossuet, Corneille, Molière and Racine, had all been used to
support the glory of the Sun King.44 Voltaire also contributed to the glorification of
Louis XIV through his works on Louis and his grandfather, Henry IV.45 It is well
known that Frederick modelled himself on Louis XIV in many respects, especially in
cultural terms, and this dissertation demonstrates that Frederick’s war-making was
primarily oriented toward the era of the Sun King.46 In reading the literature of the
French grand siècle, Frederick was associating himself with Europe’s dominant
monarchical and cultural tradition: one that also celebrated glory in war.
Much of this literature actually propounded similar values to those of Frederick
William. Racine’s Iphigenia, for instance, exemplified ideas of dutifulness, filial
piety and obedience to kings when she willingly offered herself as a sacrifice in
obedience to her father.47 It was not the content of these ‘operas and comedies’ to
which Frederick William was opposed, but their association with French baroque
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courtly culture. Indeed, there was a political dimension to this, as Frederick William
worried that Frederick would be too friendly to France when he became king.48
Earlier historians suggested that Frederick’s interest in reading implied a preference
for peaceful and cultural activities over war-making.49 Friedrich Meinecke and
Theodor Schieder therefore presented Frederick’s wars as reflections of a
fundamentally contradictory personality.50 It has been noted, however, that
intellectuals of the time (including many figures of the early Enlightenment) took an
ambiguous attitude to war. While seeing it in principle as wrong, they accepted that
princes would inevitably want to engage in it, and sought to encourage them to do so
in as humane a way as possible.51 Arnold Berney and Johannes Kunisch have noted
that the works of Voltaire, Racine and Corneille all helped to inspire Frederick’s
ambitions for military glory.52 The French tradition could combine sensitivity and
appreciation of literature directly with military virtues, seen for instance when the
great general Condé allegedly cried at a verse by Corneille.53 Rather than running
counter to his father’s ambitions for him to be a soldier, Frederick’s literary interests
were a means for building a separate masculine identity following the tradition of
Louis XIV of France, which celebrated glory in war.
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Literary War
If Frederick’s preference for French literature reflected Louisquatorzean masculinity,
how did this literature (and masculinity) then shape his approach to war? As noted
above, the literature of the French grand siècle was an element of royal
representation. This section will describe how Frederick used the plays of Racine and
Corneille to present his military activities to his family members and to French
intellectuals, inviting them to compare him with these famous literary figures. It is
well known that French intellectuals were crucial to Frederick’s public relations and
ambitions for posthumous fame, but the examples below show that such literary
examples were also important for other German princes.54 Many examples come
from the Seven Years War, but it is clear that they are also representative of the
earlier period. Beyond representation, there is also evidence that these literary heroes
genuinely inspired Frederick’s military actions.
The plays of Racine were among Frederick’s favourite works.55 He attended many
performances of Iphigenia, and used it as the model for his libretto Iphigenia at
Aulis.56 The play was very critical of the destruction of war fought for princely glory,
but Frederick chose instead to focus on Racine’s description of the military prowess
of Achilles.57 Twice during the Seven Years War, writing to his sister Amalia in
September 1758, then to Voltaire in the dark days of March 1760, Frederick defiantly
maintained that Prussia’s prospects remained good, quoting Achilles’ assurance to
Clytemnestra that he would save Iphigenia from sacrifice by force of arms: ‘this
oracle is more sure than that of Calchas’.58 Frederick thus compared himself to
Achilles, while expressing contempt for organised religion and justifying the resort to
war. French literature here provided a narrative for his war-making.
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Racine’s Mithridates was performed at Rheinsberg in 1736.59 Days before risking
everything at the battle of Leuthen in 1757, Frederick referred, in a letter to Prince
Henry, to the dramatic scene where Mithridates laid out his plan to surprise the
Romans, who had brought him near defeat, by invading Italy itself.60 Henry had
criticised Frederick’s generalship, and Frederick used Mithridates to illustrate his
hopes for a turn of fortune.61 During the Seven Years War, Mithridates became
useful to Frederick as an example of a stoic hero fighting on in spite of defeats,
reflecting the Prussian king’s shift to portraying himself bravely facing adversity.62 In
March 1760, Frederick told the Marquis d’Argens that, in the case of disaster, he
would know how to ‘end it like Mithridates’ (commit suicide).63 In winter 1758-9,
just months after he had compared himself to Achilles, Frederick repeatedly used
Mithridates’s impassioned recounting of his defeat by Pompey, declaiming the
passage to his reader de Catt after his October 1758 defeat at Hochkirch.64 He
thereby showed himself to de Catt as able to find the appropriate literary quotation
even for a defeat. In his Discourse of the Emperor Otho to his friends after the loss of
the battle of Bedriac, written to d’Argens at the lowest point of Frederick’s whole
career, on 5 January 1762, just before he learnt that the death of the Tsaritsa had
saved him from destruction, Frederick opened by echoing the opening words of
Mithridates’s plan for the invasion of Italy.65 While the work claimed to admit that
all was lost, Frederick, then negotiating with the Tartar Khan and Ottoman Empire to
intervene on his side, was inviting d’Argens to remember (and remind others) that
Mithridates – bold king and stoic – had similarly planned to distract his Roman
enemies by allying with Parthia.66
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Corneille’s play El Cid was similarly helpful for Frederick’s representation. In
August 1761, as it seemed he might again escape any lasting damage from his AustroRussian opponents, Frederick wrote to the Marquis d’Argens hoping that, ‘the combat
will end for lack of combatants’.67 The phrase came from Corneille’s description of
the hero Rodrigo’s victory over the Moors, when he captured two of their kings and
was named ‘El Cid’. The combat ended because all the Moors had fled or been killed
or captured. 68 Frederick surely did not see his perilous survival as comparable with
this resounding victory, but he nevertheless tried to associate his own military
reputation with Corneille’s hero, ‘the support of Castile and the terror of the Moor’.69
While the examples cited above were directed at Frederick’s siblings, and at French
intellectuals who might pass his comparisons on to their literary contacts, Frederick
also used examples from the literature of the French grand siècle to represent his
military successes to other German princes, and there is evidence that these literary
examples had importance for Frederick beyond their use for representative purposes.
In February 1744, flushed with his conquest of Silesia in the First Silesian War, and
just about to enter the lists against Austria for a second time, Frederick wrote a Mirror
of princes for young Duke Karl Eugen of Württemberg on his departure from Berlin
to become reigning duke. Frederick hoped the rest of Europe would echo his view of
the duke that, ‘his virtue exceeds the number of his years’.70 This was a reference to
the scene in Corneille’s El Cid where Rodrigo told Count Gomes that he would fight
him even though the count was the greatest warrior in Spain, whereas Rodrigo was
scarcely of age. ‘Courage ignores the number of one’s years’, he declared.71 This
scene had been on Frederick’s mind for some years. In July 1735, responding to his
sister Wilhelmine’s news that she had been hunting, Frederick joked that, ‘your first
efforts will be master strokes’.72 This had been Rodrigo’s response to the count’s
taunt that he, ‘who we have never seen with arms in his hands’, would never be able
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to ‘measure up to me’.73 We may imagine Rodrigo’s words resonating greatly with
Frederick in the 1730s, given his father’s accusations that he lacked manliness. When
Frederick, in letters to Grumbkow in 1737 and 1738, promised that he would show
‘temerity’, vivacity’ and ‘impetuosity’ when he came to the throne and ‘make
glorious use’ of the ‘preparations’ made by his father, this was directly comparable to
Rodrigo’s promise to the count that, ‘I will attack recklessly’.74 By 1744, having
risen to the greatest glory through his first action, just as El Cid had done in
Corneille’s play, Frederick was able to tell the young duke that he too should aspire to
become the young man whose first blow astounded the world, while reminding him
and his family that they should maintain good relations with the man who now
represented himself as Germany’s El Cid.75
The strongest evidence of direct influence from French theatre on Frederick’s military
plans comes from Mithridates. The scene from Racine’s play which Frederick quoted
to Prince Henry in 1757 included a description of the Italian peninsula, ‘empty of
legions which might defend it’, with the Roman forces engaged in the east, that was
eerily comparable to the state of Silesia when Frederick invaded in 1740; stripped of
troops through the campaigns on the Danube.76 While Frederick could not have
known this in the 1730s, a 1737 letter he wrote to Grumbkow predicting the decline
of the Hapsburgs on Charles VI’s death, and the opportunity he would have to profit
from it, also quoted Racine’s Athaliah, showing that the French playwright was in his
mind when thinking about grand strategy.77 Frederick’s call for a confederation of
German princes against the ‘despotism’ of Austria and France in his 1738
Considerations on the present state of the European body politic may have been
inspired by Mithridates’s plan in this same scene to enlist allies, including ‘proud
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Germany, . . . against the tyranny’ of Rome.78 Frederick’s familiarity with these
works, and his use of them to represent his war-making, makes it conceivable that the
feats of the fictional El Cid and Mithridates helped inspire his own military
enterprises. French literature of the grand siècle was and always had been primarily
of representational importance for those monarchs who modelled themselves on the
baroque court of Louis XIV. There is evidence, however, that monarchs found in
what Frederick William I called ‘operas, comedies and other worldly vanities’ direct
inspiration for martial feats. Differing masculinities thus directly shaped approaches
to war.
Christopher Clark, following the ideas of Jonathan Steinberg, has argued that there
were two types of Hohenzollern monarch: ‘type-A’: ‘expansive and expensive,
ostentatious, detached from the regular work of state, focused on image’, and ‘typeB’: ‘austere, thrifty, workaholic.’ He argued that Frederick the Great followed his
father’s pattern, establishing a similarly homo-social court and becoming a ‘type-B’
monarch. When it came to war-making, however, it was to the ‘expansive and
expensive’ traditions of baroque monarchy that Frederick turned to inspire his bid for
military glory.79 Frederick rebelled against his father by associating himself with
Europe’s dominant monarchical and cultural tradition; one which allowed him to
express warlike ideas literally in a different language, in terms expressly abhorrent to
Frederick William, and using a different symbolic vocabulary. This Francophone
vocabulary was then of enormous use when presenting his war-making to the
European public sphere. The competing masculinities of the early eighteenth century
thus offered different concepts of how to be a man, a king and a war leader.
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Heroes
Beyond general warlike ideas, the French fiction that Frederick read articulated a
specific concept of manly courage in battle. The comparison with Napoleon is
instructive here. David Bell, building on the ideas of Stephen Englund, has argued
that ‘Napoleon saw himself . . . as . . . a character in a novel’, and Frederick also
clearly compared himself with fictional heroes like Corneille’s El Cid, and Racine’s
Achilles and Mithridates.80 For Napoleon, the development of the novel, with its
much more detailed and realistic depiction of characters, enabling readers for the first
time to relate to literary characters like normal people, was important for the creation
of his personality cult. Bell called him ‘the first who could speak to his audiences in
familiar, personal terms and be accepted as a man of the people even while presenting
himself as an extraordinary genius.’81 Frederick as a young man, however, was
reading works whose characterization of their subjects was generally much more
limited: these were ‘romances’ (the term is used advisedly), presenting not believable
stories of ordinary people but mythical tales of princes and unreachable paragons of
virtue (and military prowess).82 When Frederick took the field in the image of these
heroes, he was trying to match up to truly superhuman standards, including on the
battlefield.
The portrayals of heroic manliness in these works demonstrate that there were not
only several different elite masculinities in Europe in the early eighteenth century but
also a variety of concepts of how to display manliness on the battlefield. It has been
argued that the long eighteenth century had a ‘battle culture of forbearance’, reflecting
both the restraint imposed by ‘civilised’ manners and the linear tactics of the age of
the socket bayonet, which required troops to stand in line and endure enemy fire.83
The first chapter has shown that such tactics were the product of concepts of order
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that aimed to reduce levels of violence just as civility did, and for the same reason.84
The superhuman characters in the works of fiction read by Frederick, however, just
like the works of contemporary military historians, presented examples of reckless
feats which showed a much more active form of courage.
Voltaire’s Henriade was probably Frederick’s favourite book. Frederick’s writings
show a deep familiarity with the work, demonstrated by numerous quotations from
almost all of its ten songs.85 The Henriade was critical of the destruction wrought by
war, for instance in the appalling episode when the hero D’Ailly accidentally killed
his own son.86 However, it also lauded the achievements of the heroes fighting on the
side of the right, and in particular described the heroism of Henry IV himself.87 Song
IV described Henry returning from England at the point when his army was being
attacked:
At the mere name of Henry the French rally,
...
In that moment Henry appears among them,
Shining like the thunderbolt at the height of the tempest,
He flies to the first ranks, he advances at their head,
He fights, the enemy flee, he changes the destiny of battle,
Lightning is in his eyes, death is in his hands.
All the commanders rally around him,
Victory returns, the Leaguers disperse,88
Song VI described how, when his soldiers approached the walls of Paris, Henry,
‘armed with a bloody steel, covered with a shield, / . . . flew at their head, and
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mounted first’, then eagerly pursued the fleeing enemy when the outer defences were
captured.89
In Song VIII, describing the climactic battle of Ivry, Voltaire told how, in the thick of
battle, ‘Henry pushes, advances and makes a route.’ Henry not only saved the life of
his friend Biron, who was surrounded and on the point of death, but killed one of the
enemy commanders, Count Egmont, in single combat.90 This was precisely the kind
of military glory that Frederick was writing poems about in the 1730s, and it was a
notably active form of heroism: Henry did not merely endure danger, but personally
dealt out death.91
Voltaire’s other major work of the 1720s about a modern monarch, his History of
Charles XII, was in a similar vein. In contrast to the Henriade – an epic poem with
poetic licence – this was a factual work of history, yet it described Charles’s deeds in
even more heroic, not to say fantastic terms. Charles always led his troops from the
front, sword in hand.92 At the Battle of Narva in 1700, he was wounded in the arm
and had two horses killed under him, yet still continued to fight.93 In 1701, when his
army used boats to attack the Saxon-Polish army on the far bank of the Duna River,
Charles, ‘was mortified to be only the fourth to step ashore.’94 At Hołowczyn in
1708, (by Voltaire’s account) his Russian opponents were entrenched on the far side
of a marsh, yet ‘Charles surmounted all obstacles’, and was so confident that he did
not even bother to wait for all his infantry to arrive: ‘he threw himself into the water
at the head of his footguards, he crossed the river and the marsh, often having the
water above his shoulders.’ Having acquired a horse during the combat, the king
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insisted that a wounded Swedish officer mount it instead, while he continued the fight
on foot at the head of his infantry.95
As well as showing courage at the head of his men, Voltaire’s Charles XII also
demonstrated the kind of stoic endurance of pain and privation which Frederick
William was referring to when he told Frederick that ‘a soldier . . . must . . . expose
himself’.96 While pressing the siege of Poltava in 1709, shortly before the famous
battle, Charles was wounded in the leg. As Voltaire described the incident, ‘one did
not remark on his face the slightest change that could lead one to suspect that he had
been wounded: he continued calmly giving his orders.’ Only when Charles’s servant
noticed his whole leg covered with blood, and the pain became overwhelming, did he
allow himself to be carried to his tent, where a skilled surgeon saved his leg.97 During
the defence of Stralsund in 1715, the house where Charles was working was hit by a
shell and half of it destroyed, yet the king continued dictating letters without
appearing to notice.98 He gave audience to the French ambassador in the area most
exposed to enemy fire, so that Voltaire remarked, ‘to send a man to the trenches or on
an embassy to Charles XII, it was the same thing.’99
Such tales reached their apogee with the description of Charles’s 1718 campaign
against the fortress of Frederickshall, in scenes evocative of Frederick William’s
admonition that a soldier should ‘not complain about cold weather or heat, nor about
hunger or thirst’.100 On this campaign, conducted in Norway in December, ‘several . .
. soldiers were falling dead of cold at their posts, and others were almost frozen’. Yet
for Charles:
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His constitution hardened by eighteen years of punishing travails had
fortified itself to the point that he slept in the open field in Norway in the
heart of winter on straw or a sheet, covered only with a coat, without his
health being affected.101
The Charles depicted in this passage was a superman: an unreachable example.102
Voltaire’s work was not intended to be hero-worship, but to contrast Charles –
representing traditional martial virtues – with Peter the Great of Russia, who actually
developed his land.103 Voltaire said that his purpose was to show ‘the folly of
conquests’, since even such a successful king as Charles ended up ‘so unfortunate’.104
It is clear that Frederick understood the purpose of Voltaire’s work, as he discussed
the contrast between Charles and Peter in correspondence with Voltaire in 1737-8.105
Nevertheless, he still sought to associate himself with Charles’s glory.106 Frederick
had a map of the Swedish siege works at Frederickshall among his papers, complete
with precise details about where, when and how Charles had met his death: testimony
to his abiding interest in the Swedish king.107
Fénelon’s Telemachus had also been among Frederick’s favourite works from
relatively young childhood.108 Although vocally pacifist, fiercely condemning war
waged for princely glory, Fénelon’s work, like those of Voltaire mentioned above,
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also celebrated martial virtues.109 Telemachus and Mentor were both capable of
leading their soldiers sword in hand, as demonstrated when Mentor led the soldiers of
King Acestes to defeat the invading Himérians.
Mentor shows in his eyes a daring that astonishes the proudest
combatants. He takes a shield, a helmet, a sword, a lance: he deploys the
soldiers of Acestes, he marches at their head . . . I am close to him, but I
cannot equal his valour . . . Death runs from rank to rank everywhere
beneath the blows . . . Mentor, having succeeded in putting the enemy to
flight, tears them to pieces, and pursues the fugitives as far as the
forests.’110
Telemachus achieved similar feats of martial strength, for instance when his counterattack routed the troops of King Adrastes and he killed many of their commanders in
hand-to-hand combat.111
Fénelon’s heroes not only demonstrated courage sword in hand but also qualities of
fortitude. During the campaign against Adrastes:
Telemachus showed himself indefatigable in the rudest travails of war; he
slept little . . . The army having few supplies in this camp, he decided to
silence the murmurs of the soldiers by voluntarily suffering the same
hardships as them. His constitution, far from weakening through such a
hard life, fortified itself and became tougher every day.112
This was not quite comparable with Charles XII’s almost supernatural resilience to
cold and hunger, but it was certainly an exhortation to withstand the rigours of
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campaigning. Despite its pacifism, therefore, Telemachus was another work setting
out for Frederick, from a very early age, the image of a heroic king at war (although
Frederick did not mention the figure of Telemachus in his writings about war or in his
correspondence while on campaign, so Fénelon’s hero cannot be seen as a specific
model for his war-making).113

Noble Glory
Such concepts of military heroism, however, were not limited only to the ‘operas and
comedies’ of the French grand siècle but reflected a much wider noble culture.
Military history writing of the time focused on recounting the feats of individual
noble officers, and especially sovereign princes, sometimes in terms scarcely less
fantastical than in works of fiction. Voltaire, who was very critical of such battlehistory, explained that his History of Charles XII was not like the kind of gazette that
people were used to, and that, ‘if one has omitted several small combats given
between the Swedish officers and the Muscovites, this is because one has not
pretended to write the history of these officers but only that of the King of
Sweden’.114 A classic example of what Voltaire meant was one of Frederick’s
favourite works, Quincy’s Military history of the reign of Louis the Great, King of
France: essentially the French official history of the wars of Louis XIV.115 Focused
particularly on the War of the Spanish Succession, which was described in five of its
seven volumes, it described equally the strategies of generals, the movements of
armies and the tactical events of battles. However, it also recounted at length tales of
the individual heroism of particular officers and generals, and especially members of
ruling families. After describing a battle, Quincy frequently listed by name the noble
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officers killed, wounded and captured.116
Describing the 1701 battle of Carpi, Quincy described the French general the Count
de Tessé attacked by an enemy officer armed with two pistols, but refusing to take
any weapon other than his cane.117 Describing the hopeless French attacks on wellprotected Imperial positions at the following battle of Chiari, Quincy nevertheless
praised the courage of the French commanders, describing ‘a combat of four hours
during which the Duke of Savoy exposed himself like a common soldier . . . Marshal
Villeroi exposed himself much during this action, as did Marshal Catinat’.118
Quincy’s account of the 1706 battle of Turin also described the commanders on both
sides – Prince Eugene, the Duke of Orleans and Marshal Marsin – fighting at the head
of their men, with Marsin killed and Orleans hit three times in the cuirass and
dangerously wounded in two places, while Eugene led the cavalry of his right flank to
rout the French.119 At Malplaquet in 1709, Quincy described the courage of the Old
Pretender, James Francis Edward Stuart, who charged at the head of the Gardes du
Roi in spite of suffering from fever at the time: ‘he exposed himself to the fire of
cannon and musketry with great sang froid, and charged the enemy with an . . .
extraordinary intrepidity’.120 Such tales of courage were clearly part of the selfrepresentation of rulers and high nobles.
Prominently described in Quincy’s work were the feats of the most successful French
commander of the War of the Spanish Succession, the Duke of Villars. As well as
describing Villars’s successful campaigns, particularly his defeat of Eugene at Denain
in 1712, Quincy described numerous occasions of Villars showing his courage, and
his ability in close combat.121 Describing the 1701 campaign in Italy, Quincy noted
that Eugene organised an ambush of the party escorting Villars and the Prince of
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Vaudemont as they travelled to join the main French army in Italy. Villars, however,
led the cavalry escort so vigorously that the attackers were defeated and their
detachment almost destroyed.122 Quincy’s account of Malplaquet, where Villars was
joint commander of the French forces, described how he repeatedly led his troops in
counter-attacks until wounded in the knee by the furious enemy fire and forced to
retire.123 As Quincy described it:
Marshal Villars . . . remedied with much prudence and sang froid all the
disadvantages caused by the great number of enemies which he had to
fight. He placed himself personally at the head of his troops, charged the
enemies with his typical valour and, knowing that there are occasions
when there is no longer a question of preserving oneself, he exposed
himself so much that he was dangerously wounded.124
Villars’s own Memoires, which Frederick apparently read in the 1730s, as he referred
to them accurately in his 1738 Considerations on the European body politic, went
even further than this, describing the marshal’s feats in terms comparable to
Voltaire’s fictional heroes.125 The second volume of the Memoirs (published after
Villars’s death) described his impressive 1703 campaign first to manoeuvre Louis of
Baden away from the Rhine and then nearly destroy the Imperial army of Count
Styrum at the first battle of Höchstädt.126 It also described Villars’s daring attack at
the head of his cavalry to capture the enemy entrenchments at Kinzig covering Kehl,
noting that this was very risky: ‘it is certain that . . . a few squadrons of enemy
cavalry . . . would have been able to capture Marshal Villars, but they feared to be
captured themselves’.127
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The account of Malplaquet in the third volume of the Memoirs gave only the barest
account of the tactical course of the battle, but went into great detail about Villars’
courage. It referred to his ‘martial air, which one has always seen in the most perilous
actions’. Villars at one point rushed to support his threatened left flank: ‘at his
arrival, all was restored . . . one saw him several times fly like a Mars between the
greatest fire of the two armies’.128 The description of Villars’s 1733-4 campaign in
Italy – when he was 80 years old – included feats of single combat that would have
been impressive in a person half his age.129 In May 1734, responding to an Austrian
attack across the Po, ‘Marshal Villars, whose age and infirmities had not been able to
slow the ardour with which he had always marched against the enemy, took 80
grenadiers and marched at the front.’ Accompanied by the King of Sardinia and his
garde du corps, he pressed on so quickly that they outstripped the troops behind and
‘suddenly found themselves surrounded by 400 men of the enemy . . . The King of
Sardinia . . . expose[d] himself willingly to the greatest dangers’, and Villars told him,
‘true valour finds nothing impossible’. Villars repeatedly charged the enemy at the
head of his men, ‘and took himself to all the most perilous points to inspire everyone,
having at the same time always an eye on the King of Sardinia to ensure his safety
and to admire the valour of that prince, which was much in evidence on that
occasion.’ By the time French reinforcements arrived, Villars had already put the
enemy to flight.130 Such feats, from a general who died a month later, were almost as
incredible as those of Voltaire’s Henry IV and Fenèlon’s Telemachus.131 The reckless
feats ascribed to Villars put ideas of restrained eighteenth-century concepts of courage
sharply into focus. The achievements of the King of Sardinia at his side also make it
clear that James Whitman’s claims of a distinction between noble war-making and the
wars of sovereign princes is not correct: sovereigns were just as keen to win glory
128
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through exposing themselves on the battlefield and, for this reason alone, war in the
long eighteenth century was not solely about securing ‘the verdict of battle’.132

Heroic Generalship
Moreover, the contemporary authors Frederick read – mostly French, of course – not
only associated such conspicuous courage with high nobility but specifically
described it as one of the duties of a general. The Memoirs described Villars
exposing himself during the 1703 siege of Kehl, and referred to his courage as
characteristic both of a hero (‘héros’), fighting bravely in the front line, and a captain
(‘capitaine’): a skilled general.133 The contemporary Dictionary of Trévoux noted
that ‘the ancients would particularly give the title of héros to those who distinguished
themselves from other men by an extraordinary valour . . . The military virtues,
bravery, firmness, intrepidity characterise the héros’.134 It defined a capitaine as a
‘man of war who understands war and who wages war well: a great warrior.’ It went
on: ‘Capitaine also speaks in relation to the qualities necessary for command’, saying
for example, ‘this general was more soldier than capitaine.’135 The military literature
read by Frederick often used capitaine in the sense of a general, with Quincy
particularly emphasizing the difference between an ordinary general or capitaine and
a truly great commander, a ‘grand capitaine’.136 The Memoirs of Villars mentioned
both the héros and grand capitaine in the same passage, describing how:
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The presence of Marshal Villars, who passed the night in the trench,
contributed much there, since he would make it a pleasure and indeed a
glory to find himself there and to expose himself at the most dangerous
places, to animate and encourage others by his example, and in this he
followed the maxim of a grand Capitaine, who would say that ‘a general
must expose himself as much as he exposes others’. One can say further
that, in all the battles and all the sieges, one has seen him face the greatest
perils with that martial audacity which is the character of the greatest
Héros.137
In his account of the 1705 battle of Cassano, Folard, while picking out the typical
examples of noble valour (with lists of the noble officers killed), particularly stressed
the importance of the courage of generals in inspiring their troops, noting for instance
that two particular brigades ‘were a great assistance due to the intelligence and
courage of their commanders’.138 At the height of the battle, Folard described how
the Imperial troops were ‘sustained by the courage and good conduct of their general
[Prince Eugene], but he could not long animate them with his presence and good
grace in the greatest perils: he was injured by a bullet which obliged him to retire’.
He added, however, that ‘our general [the Duc de Vendôme] was no less grand
Capitaine’.139
There was enough disorder to have disconcerted any other man than
Monsieur de Vendôme, who exposed himself as if he were an adventurer
whose life is without consequence. He had several officers killed
alongside him, also several of his domestics.140
Folard described how ‘the presence of Monsieur de Vendôme, who was adored by the
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troops, made them forget the peril which he shared with them’.141 Such tales – often
of generals ‘exposing’ themselves to danger rather than more reckless feats sword in
hand – presented Frederick with numerous examples of courageous leadership in
battle.

The Hero King
Frederick’s 1740-1 invasion of Silesia demonstrates the influence of these literary
ideals of heroism on how he conducted his campaigns, right down to the movement of
individual units. The Henriade was clearly the most important work of literature in
Frederick’s mind during the twelve months leading up to the invasion. He wrote an
introduction for a new edition of the work, then composed the Refutation of the
Prince of Machiavelli avowedly in imitation of Voltaire’s epic.142 In a November
1740 letter to his friend Algarotti, Frederick hoped that his invasion of Silesia would
give him a place in the Palace of Destinies described by Voltaire in his book, showing
that he was specifically trying to emulate the glory of Voltaire’s Henry IV.143
In December 1740, as Johannes Kunisch has said, ‘everything that [Frederick] now
undertook in the field appears as a reflection of literary figures’.144 On 23 December,
just seven days after his troops had crossed into Silesia, Frederick wrote to Voltaire
comparing himself to ‘Charles XII’s chess king’.145 It was a reference to Charles’
puppet King of Poland, Stanislas Leszczynski, but was surely in fact an invitation to
compare Frederick with Charles himself, who had reached the peak of his power
when he pursued the retreating Saxon armies through Silesia in 1706. The following
141
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day, Jordan reported news in Berlin of the capture of Breslau, saying, ‘circumstances
have never been better described in a romance than they are in this report.’146 Jordan,
one of Frederick’s intimates, surely knew what his master wanted to hear. Frederick
was acting out his own work of literature and emulating the deeds of the literary
characters he had read about, especially Voltaire’s hero kings.
On 28 December 1740, having blockaded Glogau, the first Austrian fortress in Silesia,
Frederick left Field Marshal Schwerin with the bulk of his forces to secure the
territory to the south up to the Bohemian border, and himself struck out on his own at
the head of an elite force of grenadiers, hussars, the Bayreuth Dragoons and his
squadron of royal guards Gensdarmes, racing to get to the Silesian capital of Breslau
and occupy it before Austrian troops could arrive.147 Already on 23 December he had
written to his sister Wilhelmine that, ‘we will soon advance on Breslau . . . the gates
will be open to me, and we will find too little resistance to dare pretend to real
glory.’148 Probably he remembered Song VI of the Henriade, where Henry IV’s army
had stormed the walls of Paris and the king himself, ‘armed with bloody steel,
covered with a shield’, had mounted first on the parapet.149 Instead, the citizens of
Breslau sensibly declared their city neutral, so that Frederick was forced to emulate
another aspect of the Henriade: Henry’s generous agreement for the voluntary
surrender of Paris to his troops. This was less to his taste, as seen from his defiant
statement in the 1746 draft of his History of my own times that he would have been
prepared to take the city by storm if necessary.150 Frederick’s taste for storming cities
was seen again three years later in his orders to Field Marshal Schwerin before the
advance into Bohemia in 1744, Frederick telling him that he intended ‘to attack . . .
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[Prague] with a storming hand’.151 Only force of circumstances forced him to
conduct a regular siege.152
Frederick’s dash to Breslau showed not just his desire for glorious battle, but also his
personal leadership of his troops, from the front. Frederick had famously told
Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau that ‘this expedition I reserve for myself alone’.153 In
capturing Breslau, Frederick showed that he reserved for himself not just overall
command of the campaign but leadership of the elite spearhead itself, in the style of
Henry IV, Charles XII, and Villars. This reached its apogee at the battle of Mollwitz
on 10 April 1741. There, Frederick chose not to take up the normal position of an
army commander in the centre, where he could have overseen the whole battle, but
rather the time-honoured position of honour on the right flank, again in the company
of an elite unit: the Grenadier Battalion of Winterfeldt. When the Austrian cavalry
attacked, Frederick tried to put himself at the head of the elite Karabiner regiment of
cavalry, but was instead swept along in the rout of his horsemen. Frederick’s attempt
to follow the idea that of a warrior king who would attack ‘at the head of his guards’
and ‘mount first’ on the parapet in the style of Henry IV and Charles XII, left him not
in command of any unit above the level of a regiment, and it was General
Schulenburg, commander of the Prussian right flank, and Schwerin and Hereditary
Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau, commanding the Prussian infantry, who oversaw
counter-measures to repel the Austrian attack.154
As is well known, Frederick’s attempt to become a hero king miscarried so badly that
he had to be persuaded to flee the field of Mollwitz so that Schwerin and Prince
Leopold could win the battle in his absence.155 He had already been in such a position
on 27 February, when his attempt to carry out a personal reconnaissance along the
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Bohemian border with a tiny escort led him to be nearly captured by Austrian hussars
at Baumgarten.156 After the experience at Mollwitz, Frederick was forced to give up
trying to emulate the sword-in hand heroics of Voltaire’s super-heroes and of Marshal
Villars. At the following battle at Chotusitz, on 17 May 1742, he was notably
cautious, holding back the infantry of his corps behind that of Hereditary Prince
Leopold, whose troops were allowed to bear the brunt of the Austrian attack before
Frederick came in at the end to scatter the enemy and bring victory.157 While
Frederick intervened in future battles to rally fleeing units, he never again tried to lead
an attack sword in hand: leadership of the advance guard was always delegated to a
general.158 Writing to Maurice de Saxe in November 1746, Frederick already
reflected wistfully that, ‘in the first flush of youth, . . . one sacrifices everything to
brilliant actions’.159 Instead, Frederick reverted to the other more passive
contemporary idea of courage: ‘exposing’ himself stoically to danger. When Field
Marshal Schwerin met King George II of Great Britain in 1743, for instance, he
described Frederick’s tough endurance during the ‘harsh season’ of the initial
Prussian invasion of Silesia in December 1740. He said the British king was amazed,
asking ‘how it was possible that, working with such constancy, he [Frederick] had
been able to sustain such fatigues’.160 Frederick’s general thus portrayed him as ‘not
sparing himself’, and withstanding the rigours of winter campaigning.
Frederick specifically used references to French literature, and particularly the works
of Voltaire, to express his discomfort at not being able to achieve the heroic feats he
aspired to. In his Epistle on the employment of courage and on the true point of
honour, glorifying Prussian feats in the Silesian Wars, Frederick referred to the
charge of the Bayreuth Dragoons at Hohenfriedberg in terms similar to Voltaire’s
description of the attack of Henry IV’s army against Paris.161 It was a defiant attempt
to compare his own campaigns with those of Voltaire’s heroes, but Frederick now
156
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referred only to his soldiers, not to himself. Unlike Napoleon, whose novels had
provided him with realistic depictions of normal people, Frederick’s imagination had
been filled by literary characters who were unreachable paragons, and by allegedly
factual literature which glorified and exaggerated the feats of nobles and princes.
Such models were more than human, and emulating them proved to be beyond him.
Frederick’s discomfort was most clearly seen in his Reflections on the military talents
and character of Charles XII, King of Sweden. Written in November 1759, after
Frederick’s disastrous defeat at Kunersdorf in August of that year, this work was a
coded recognition to his generals that he had made mistakes in previous campaigns.
Frederick had repeatedly compared himself to Charles in his historical writings, both
in his History of Brandenburg and his History of my own times, and his description of
Charles’ defeat at Poltava was closely modelled on Kunersdorf.162 Indeed,
Frederick’s entire description of Charles’ military career can be seen as a comparison
with his own.
The only occasion when Frederick mentioned Voltaire in his work on Charles XII was
in the aftermath of Poltava, when Charles and his men found themselves trapped
against the Dnieper river, and the king saved himself with a small force of cavalry.
Voltaire said:
Almost all the officers believed that they would await the Muscovites on
dry land, and that they would conquer or die on the banks of the Dnieper.
Charles would without doubt have taken this decision, if he had not been
overcome by weakness.163
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Frederick, tellingly, took grave offence at this, calling Voltaire, ‘an author . . . who
got his military education from Homer and Virgil.’164 He continued:
Sovereigns must certainly despise danger, but their character obliges them
at the same time carefully to avoid being taken prisoner, not for their own
sake but for the disastrous consequences that would result for their
states.165
The vitriol of Frederick’s rebuttal was telling. He could have criticised many points
in Voltaire’s history of Charles. Voltaire, for instance, did not question Charles’s
mistaken decision to turn toward Ukraine in 1708, whereas Frederick drew on his
1752 political testament to analyse possible routes in detail.166 Voltaire’s description
of the battle of Poltava was inaccurate, and Frederick, drawing on the personal
experience of Field Marshal Keith to analyse the Russian position, could have pointed
this out.167 The Prussian king took issue with Voltaire on this one point only, and his
purpose was to justify to his generals his own flight from the battlefield of Mollwitz,
emphasizing that Charles himself had also once fled from the battlefield.
Pečar has argued that Frederick’s literary life involved playing a series of roles, and
the intellectual history of his wars shows that this extended to his military life and
perhaps his reign as a whole. 168 In the military sphere, however, acting the part of the
literary hero involved more than fine words and clever self-portrayal: it had to be
played out on the battlefield, preferably sword in hand. This Frederick attempted to
do in 1740-41, and in the process the French literature which he embraced as a
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rejection of his father’s masculinity had a direct impact on the way he waged war,
right down to the level of which units he chose to command.

Conclusion
Thus, despite the claims of Whitman, the noble search for glory substantially shaped
early eighteenth-century warfare, including for sovereigns like Frederick. Disputes
among historians about whether noble culture fostered aggression (as Kunisch
argued), or restraint (as Bell maintained) are no surprise, since the early eighteenth
century saw competing elite masculinities, with a variety of ideas of how to display
noble courage. Frederick’s dispute with his father illustrated this, the crown prince
adopting the masculinity of the French court of Louis XIV in opposition to his father,
who rejected both the politeness and the flamboyant display associated with such
‘baroque masculinity’. Frederick William I espoused masculinity that involved tough
endurance of privations and the punctilious performance of duty, and Prussian
officers in the 1750s proudly distinguished themselves from the officers of other
armies, who allegedly neglected their duty. All contemporary armies, however, wore
uniforms that reflected ‘baroque’ concepts of display, and no one army (or individual)
can be defined as following one particular masculinity. Rather, individuals adopted
aspects from the various competing masculinities of the time.
Frederick the Great followed the model of masculine courage laid out in French
literature of the grand siècle. This espoused not only passively ‘exposing’ oneself to
danger (portrayed by McCormack as the eighteenth-century ideal of courage) but
aggressively attacking the enemy, sword in hand. The extraordinary feats of the
heroes Frederick read about reflected not only the style of pre-novel fiction, which
presented exemplary models rather than believable characters, but also the
exaggerated terms with which contemporary military histories and memoirs
celebrated the heroism of nobles and princes. Not only was Frederick’s strategy
inspired by French literature but he also sought directly to emulate his literary heroes
on the battlefield, personally leading the spearhead that captured Breslau in December
1740, and attempting to lead the Prussian right wing at Mollwitz in April 1741. His
literary models were super-human, however, and he was unable to emulate them,
shifting instead to ‘exposing’ himself to danger as his father had described, rather
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than leading his men sword in hand. The competing masculinities of the time thus
offered Frederick, too, a variety of models for displaying courage in battle.
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Knowledge

This chapter examines the relationship between warfare in Western Europe in the
early eighteenth century and its intellectual context. It argues that numerous previous
historians have misunderstood the relationship between war in this period and the
intellectual and scientific movements of the time. Despite a superficial connection
between the two, the example of Frederick the Great, his generals, and the military
authors he read, shows that the well-ordered warfare of the period was not a product
of geometry or Newtonian physics, as has been claimed. Claims of a radical break
from ordered eighteenth-century warfare to Napoleonic warfare that recognised the
complexities of terrain and the play of chance are also incorrect. The earlier period
certainly sought perfect knowledge, but recognized the existence of uncertainty and
the need to respond to it. Its solution to both was to rely on outstanding qualities from
the sovereigns and great noblemen who commanded armies. It therefore relied
overwhelmingly on personal knowledge. In contrast, not only would advances in
statistics and cartography in the later eighteenth century offer generals (and states)
more scientific information to control their environment, and not only would the
Romantic movement embrace uncertainty, but the development of large staffs would
give generals institutions to provide them with knowledge, reflecting the increasing
growth of more powerful states. In contrast, the early eighteenth-century approach to
military knowledge focused on the figure of the ‘military absolutist’ general, who was
expected to unite all knowledge in their own person.
A recurring trope among historians for many decades has been that the eighteenth
century tried to reduce war to mathematical calculation. Johannes Kunisch and
Bernhard Kroener argued that the eighteenth century as a whole saw a mechanistic
approach to war, reflecting ideas of the state as a machine.1 Henning Eichberg argued
1
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that both fortification and drill in this period reflected an obsession with geometry and
a mechanical view of the world.2 Azar Gat, reflecting the earlier ideas of Robert
Quimby, identified a ‘military school of the Enlightenment’. He argued that it was
inspired particularly by neo-classicism and Newtonian physics, and that it tried to
identify universal principles underlying war comparable to those which Newton had
identified underlying the universe. Gat argued that these ideas were already visible in
military thought in the late seventeenth century.3 John Lynn made similar
arguments.4 Anders Engberg-Pedersen argued that, ‘in the eighteenth century
military theory was guided by geometry . . . and a disciplined choreography of
troops’, and that this reflected a search for a universal order of things.5 He argued
that military thinkers of the period tried to eliminate both chance in war and the
varieties of terrain, creating ‘flat media inscriptions of the space of war’.6 Jürgen Luh
similarly argued that Frederick the Great did not appreciate the importance of terrain
until after the Seven Years War.7 Jay Luvaas claimed that Frederick favoured the
principles of siege warfare as a guide for strategy and tactics.8 Stephen Neff argued
that statecraft as a whole in this period was characterised by ‘calculation . . . in the
spirit of the new sciences of mathematics and mechanics, with the goal being the
maximisation of the national interest.’9
While these works present interesting interpretations, they suffer from attempting to
make generalizations for the whole period. The value of a more detailed case study
2
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can be seen from Harm Klueting’s work on the role of statistical calculation in
statecraft in the period. By setting theoretical texts alongside the practical activities
of statesmen, Klueting was able to show the very limited direct influence that
theoreticians of ‘political algebra’ actually had on government in this period.
Moreover, he emphasized change over the period, with a move from qualitative
categories of analysis in the earlier eighteenth century to an increasing use of statistics
by governments from around 1760 onwards.10 Erik Lund, focusing on the later
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, showed that generals needed a broad
range of skills and experience, with the methods of the scientific revolution only one
element.11 This chapter follows such approaches, focusing on the period before the
growth of statistical approaches, and questioning claims of the influence of academic
ideas on warfare that was still dominated by nobles.
Engberg-Pedersen’s work makes important contributions to our understanding of the
Napoleonic Wars, but his characterisation of eighteenth-century warfare is
problematic. Firstly, his portrayal of the eighteenth century’s geometric approach to
war, and its flattening of the landscape, relied heavily on texts on siege warfare.
Indeed, Engberg-Pedersen claimed that, in the age of Vauban ‘the defensive
fortications [and] . . . the offensive works used in the attack of a fortress’ constituted
‘the entire field of war.’12 As this chapter will show, while siege warfare in the long
eighteenth century did involve mathematical calculation, texts on siege warfare
written not by engineers but by noble generals (and kings) did not make calculations
to the same degree. Indeed, Engberg-Pedersen himself conceded reservations to his
thesis. He noted that siege warfare ‘gradually began to decline’ ‘after Vauban’s death
in 1707’, raising significant questions about his claim that, ‘eighteenth century
military theory was guided by geometry’.13 He also entered a reservation to his claim
that it was the Napoleonic Wars that saw ‘the appearance of the third dimension in the
form of the terrain’.14 He admitted that, already during the War of the Spanish
10
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Succession, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, there was ‘the beginnings of a
shift from a geometrically ordered space to a space that is conceived geographically
and topographically’, so that ‘knowledge of the terrain became essential to the
conduct of war’.15 This chapter will show that it is not correct to see military thought
in the long eighteenth century as unable to recognise and respond to the play of
chance or to the varieties of terrain. The value of Engberg-Pedersen’s work is its
emphasis on the different response of the later period, embracing uncertainty, in
contrast to absolutism’s attempt to reduce the world to order.
Azar Gat also qualified his claim of a search for fundamental rules of war in the
eighteenth century, noting that military thinkers of the mid to late eighteenth century
recognized a distinction between elements of war amenable to rules and, on the other
hand, a ‘sublime’ element that depended on individual genius.16 The example of
Frederick reveals a much more significant limitation on Gat’s claims, as Frederick’s
favourite military authors almost all belonged to the late seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries – broadly speaking, the era of Louis XIV – whereas the authors
whom Gat designated as the ‘military school of the Enlightenment’ belonged
overwhelmingly to the mid and late eighteenth century.17 Not only the Marquis de
Feuquières but also the Marquis de Quincy and the Chevalier de Folard were all
generals under Louis XIV. The Marquis of Santa Cruz had served in the Spanish
army in the same period, while the Imperial Field Marshal Raimondo Montecuccoli
belonged to the mid seventeenth century. Although Gat discussed the work of
Montecuccoli, and later Maurice de Saxe, he did not mention Feuquières and Santa
Cruz, and mentioned Quincy only in passing.18 These books – the key theoretical
works influencing Frederick in the period before the Seven Years War – can be seen
as representing a ‘military school of high absolutism’, which sought to achieve perfect
control over war, but did not attempt to achieve this through mathematical
calculation, if only because techniques of quantification had not yet developed
sufficiently to enable this. Reflecting the nature of states in this period – especially
their attempts to bring order to the infinite unpredictability of the world, and their
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limited capacity to achieve this in practice – military authors tried to regulate war
much like contemporary police ordinances, with maxims covering all possible
situations. Ultimately, however, their only solution to the complexities of war was to
call for a superhuman ability from commanders, with a perfect knowledge of the
country, anticipating everything and taking advantage of opportunities. This reflected
the way in which warfare before the age of Napoleon was limited to the opticalacoustic presence of the commander, but it also reflected the focus of contemporary
states on the person of the ruler, and ideas of war as primarily an activity where
nobles won glory.19 In cases where the general was unable to anticipate everything,
contemporary authors were much more willing than has thus far been recognised to
accept the play of chance in human affairs, and they urged generals to take advantage
of this as much as possible.

Calculation
The military treatises of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries read by
Frederick were primarily practical manuals on how to conduct the different elements
of war. Much like the attempts of contemporary police ordinances to regulate society,
they tried to set out how commanders should act in almost any given situation.20
These, however, were maxims, rather than fundamental rules. It is hard to detect
Newtonian physics in them, or the rules of geometry. Montecuccoli for instance set
out maxims for offensive and defensive warfare, as well as describing how to march,
how to besiege a fortress, how to fight a battle etc.21 The Marquis de Quincy’s
Maxims and Instructions on the Military Art, part of his French official history of the
wars of Louis XIV, described how to march, how to camp, how to forage, how to
cross a river etc.22 A particularly large section set out maxims for fighting battles,
19

On war limited to the optical-acoustic presence of the commander, see Martin van Creveld,
‘Napoleon and the Dawn of Operational Warfare’, in John Andreas Olsen and Martin van
Creveld, eds., The evolution of operational art: from Napoleon to the present (Oxford, 2011;
online edn., 2011), pp. 9-32.
20
On police ordinances, see Marc Raeff, The well-ordered police state: social and
institutional change through law in the Germanies and Russia, 1600-1800 (New Haven, CT,
and London, 1983).
21
Raimondo Montecuccoli, Memoires (new edn., Paris, 1746), pp. 86-91, 96-106, 135-153,
188-205.
22
Charles Sevin, Marquis de Quincy, Histoire militaire du regne de Louis le Grand, Roy de
France (7 vols., Paris, 1726), VII_II, pp. 25-51, 111-4.

110

including how to deploy the army, how to deploy a cavalry squadron and an infantry
battalion, and how to conduct a retreat.23 The Marquis of Santa Cruz made little
mention of rules at all, beyond emphasising the value of learning from books
alongside practical experience.24 Folard certainly claimed a mathematical basis for
his theories on columns, but Frederick specifically removed these sections from the
Extract he produced of Folard’s work, so that this work had only vague references to
commanders acting in ‘accordance with the rules of war’.25
The same pattern can be seen even in thinkers identified by Gat as belonging to the
‘military school of the Enlightenment’. Maurice de Saxe, who described war as at
least potentially a science and praised the attempts of Folard to make it one,
delineated scarcely any fundamental rules.26 He emphasised Montecuccoli’s
‘principle’ that infantry, cavalry and artillery should support each other, and said that
commanders should ‘always observe as a rule’ the need to send detachments in front
and on the flanks when marching through close country.27 De Saxe also emphasized
that, ‘one must never want that which [the enemy] wants. This is a principle in war
except in those extraordinary cases that admit of no rules’.28 While such ideas were
sensible, they certainly did not represent an attempt to establish fundamental rules on
the basis of geometry.

23

Quincy, Histoire militaire, VII_II, pp. 51-108.
Marquis de Santa Cruz de Marzenado, Reflexions militaires et politiques, trans. de Vergy,
(4 vols., The Hague, 1739), I, pp. 22-9.
25
Extrait tiré des commentaires du Chevalier Folard sur l’histoire de Polybe, pour l’usage
d’un officier (Sans Souci, 1753), pp. 3, 69 (quotation, p. 69: ‘conforme au régles de la
guerre’); Großer Generalstab, Kriegsgeschichtliche Abteilung II, Friedrich deß Großen
Anschauungen vom Kriege in ihrer Entwickelung von 1745 bis 1756 (Berlin 1899), p. 241;
Jean-Jacques Langendorf, ‘“Des diamants au milieu du fumier”: Folard en Allemagne (17501800)’, in Economica, ed., Combattre, gouverner, écrire: études réunis en l’honneur de Jean
Chagniot (Paris, 2003), pp. 478-9; Karl Linnebach, ‘Friedrich der Große und Folard: ein
Blick in die geistige Werkstatt des Feldherrn’, Wissen und Wehr 17 (1936), p. 529; Œuvres de
Frédéric le Grand, ed. J.D.E. Preuss (30 vols., Berlin, 1846-56), XXVI, p. 126; Quimby,
Background of Napoleonic warfare, pp. 27-37.
26
Maurice Comte de Saxe, Les reveries ou memoires sur l’art de la guerre, ed. de Bonneville
(The Hague, 1756), pp. 1-3, 22.
27
Saxe, Reveries, pp. 81-2, 162-3 (quotation, p. 162: ‘toujours observer comme une Regle’).
28
Saxe, Reveries, pp. 173-4 (quotation: ‘il faut bien se garder de vouloir jamais ce qu’il veut;
c’est un principe à la guerre excepté dans des cas extraordinaires qui n’admettent point de
regles.’).
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Alongside such caution about setting firm rules for all circumstances, many military
officers in this period were simply not well enough versed in mathematics to be able
to turn war into mathematical rules. King Frederick William I of Prussia had
certainly emphasized that Frederick’s education should include mathematics,
especially for military purposes.29 It is well known, however, that mathematics
remained a blind spot for Frederick throughout his life.30 Quincy noted the
importance of mathematics for an officer, but only for besieging a fortress or
entrenching a camp, saying, ‘he must at least have sufficient cognisance of that
science [mathematics] to be able to judge if those who are charged with these
functions [carrying out sieges and entrenching camps (i.e. engineers)] acquit
themselves with the necessary capacity’ [italics mine]. Quincy laid considerably
more stress on knowledge of geography.31 Puységur similarly made a distinction
between the mathematically-minded engineers who actually conducted a siege and the
noble officers in command.32 Although long-eighteenth-century texts on fortification
and siege warfare were, as Engberg-Pedersen has noted, heavily mathematical, the
example of Frederick shows that, when noble generals produced texts on siege
warfare, they envisaged it in much less mathematical terms.
In the (noticeably short) section on ‘The attack and defence of places’ in his General
principles of war, Frederick said, ‘I do not pretend to repeat that which the Prince of
Anhalt and Vauban have said. They are our masters, and are those who have reduced
to precepts a science which was otherwise known only by very few people.’33
Frederick thus named the two tracts on siege warfare which had most influenced him:
Vauban’s On the attack and defence of places and the Complete and detailed
description of how a city should be besieged written for him by Prince Leopold of
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Anhalt-Dessau in August 1737.34 As scholars have recognised, Frederick copied
Leopold’s text almost verbatim in his own April 1741 dispositions for the siege of the
fortress of Brieg.35
Frederick’s and Leopold’s texts on siege warfare were notable for the absence of
mathematical or geometrical details. Rather, the focus was on ordered warfare and
the regimental economy, with precise details of the numbers of soldiers of different
kinds and ranks who were to be used for each part in the operation. Even the body
positions of the soldiers were specified: for instance how they should wait on sentry
duty, and whether they should lie down on the ground.36 Leopold’s text laid out the
password and watchword for each day.37 Leopold emphasized, however, that the
engineers should make the actual decision as to where the city was to be attacked.38
Frederick also apparently left such issues to the chief engineer, Walrave, whom he
promoted to major general for his work conducting the siege of Brieg.39
Whereas Vauban’s text described how to calculate mathematically the distance from
the walls where artillery batteries should be set up, Frederick admitted in his own
journal of the siege of Brieg that the Prussians set up their battery too far from the
fortress, robbing its cannon of some of their effect.40 Neither he nor Prince Leopold
concerned themselves with the calculation of such details. Whereas Frederick had
clearly taken the time to read Leopold’s text (since he copied it), his orders were, for
instance, very different from Vauban’s descriptions of how trenches were to be dug
and batteries were to be prepared, suggesting that he had not read the French text in
much detail.41 The siege of Brieg therefore casts grave doubt on whether noble
34
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officers and rulers – who sought to win glory in war, and naturally expected to
enforce order upon it – were in fact interested to enter into the calculation beloved by
siege engineers and emphasized by writers like Engberg-Pedersen. During
Frederick’s sieges, the Prussian artillery more than once opened fire at too great a
distance due to royal interference, showing that, even in the one area of the art of war
in the long eighteenth century that followed mathematical and geometrical rules, these
could be set aside by noble commanders who lacked the mathematical literacy to
apply them.42
The one author read by Frederick before 1756 who claimed to provide
mathematically-based rules was Puységur, who repeatedly described his work as
‘based on the principles of geometry and geography’.43 He stated at the beginning of
his treatise:
I . . . undertake to show that without war, without troops, without army
and without being obliged to leave one’s home, solely through study, with
a little geometry and geography, one can learn the whole theory of war in
the field.44
And later:
The basis and the foundation of the whole body of the art of war is to
know how to form good orders of battle and make them move and act
according to the most perfect rules of movements. The one and the other
of these two operations take their principles from geometry, and officers
must know these principles in order to form their troops.45
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He talked of working ‘with ruler and compass on paper, before applying this to the
terrain,’ and of ‘rules’ and ‘principles’ of war.46 He described these as ‘a theory
according to which I have always directed all the movements of the largest armies and
generally all the operations of war’.47 Puységur described his ‘rules and principles’
and ‘theory’ for war in the field as comparable to Vauban’s rules for siege warfare.48
He specifically described Vauban’s work as a ‘science’ based on mathematics, and
described his own principles as a ‘science’ of war.49 He admitted, ‘one can form no
just disposition of cavalry and infantry if one does not know the nature of the place
where one is fighting. Nevertheless, this diversity of situations can be reduced to
certain general maxims.’ Puységur argued that an army should be seen as a ‘moving
fortress’ and its order of battle based on the principles of fortification. He argued that
an ‘irregular fortification’ followed the same principles as one built on flat ground,
and claimed to provide ‘principles . . . to enable us to comprehend the most perfect
manner of ordering an army for fighting in all irregular terrain’.50 It is therefore
hardly surprising that Puységur was, alongside de Saxe, the only military theorist read
by Frederick before the Seven Years War whom Engberg-Pedersen cited.51 Among
Frederick’s pre-1756 reading material, only Puységur reflected the attempt to reduce
war to mathematical principles that Gat has said exemplified the ‘military school of
the Enlightenment’.
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Jürgen Luh has argued that Frederick’s General principles of war were an attempt to
establish enduring rules for the conduct of war.52 As will be emphasized in the fifth
chapter, and as Andreas Pečar has noted, Frederick’s inter-war military treatises were
indeed primarily an assertion of his royal authority.53 The General principles talked
of presenting ‘maxims’, and of his tactical ‘system . . . founded on the swiftness of all
movements and on the necessity of attack’.54 He presented his oblique line as one
method for winning victory, although he explicitly described ‘the ordinary order of
battle’ as also part of his system.55 Frederick espoused the idea of precepts to guide
actions in war when he praised Maurice de Saxe’s account of his 1746 victory at
Rocoux, saying ‘I believe it can serve as an instruction for everyone who is charged
with the conduct of an army. You provide precepts that you support through your
own examples’.56 Frederick also called for using the principles of fortification to
judge advantageous terrain on the battlefield and the weaknesses of an enemy
position.57
The passages quoted above came from the original, 1748 version of the General
principles, written the year Puységur’s work was published and therefore presumably
not influenced by it. Frederick’s Thoughts and general rules for war, however,
written in 1755, took the concept of rules for war considerably further. With strong
echoes of Puységur, Frederick described the logistical aspects of campaigning as
comparable to a siege, saying:
The place where the army assembles . . . [is] like the first parallel . . .
When one advances into enemy territory, in order to proceed according to
the rules, one must, after the first victories and captures of towns,
establish a second parallel.58
52
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He repeated the metaphor later, again arguing for the importance of meticulous
logistical preparations: ‘in a siege, no one would advise commencing with the third
parallel but with the first’.59 Frederick also set out seventeen ‘general rules which one
must observe’ for battle tactics, although he ended with the somewhat less ambitious
claim that they were ‘rules which one must . . . make use of when the occasion
presents itself’.60 After presenting a series of case studies of different tactical
situations, Frederick summed up that ‘the principal point is always to support one arm
[of service] with another’.61 Later in the work, he gave precepts for how to attack an
enemy on the march.62
Frederick, however, presented no mathematical or geometrical calculations in either
work to support the proposed rules or ‘maxims’. Later sections of this chapter will
show that Frederick was also fascinated by the need for a general to respond to the
uncertainties of terrain and the play of chance. Barbara Stollberg-Rillinger has noted
that Frederick expressed a variety of opinions on chance in different texts, and this is
a reminder that, as Andreas Pečar has noted, Frederick’s writings were primarily
written to have an effect on particular audiences rather than being the expression of
any fundamental principles.63 Pečar has noted that, as Frederick stated repeatedly, the
General principles were primarily addressed to his officers, and included many
admissions of his own previous faults.64 Frederick presented ‘rules which I have
learnt to my cost’ and ‘precepts which I have not followed myself.65 Here, the
59
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concept of ‘rules’ was not a claim to establish universal truths but a promise that he
would behave differently in future. Thus, although the very title of Frederick’s work
claimed to present ‘general principles’ on which war could be fought, and although
Frederick proposed rules based on siege warfare, particularly in response to the work
of Puységur, this cannot be described as a consistent attempt to reduce warfare to
mathematical calculation.

Judgement
The lack of mathematical rules for the conduct of war in the military literature of the
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries is most clearly shown by the Marquis
de Feuquières, Frederick’s favourite author. Feuquières shows how authors of this
period responded to their limited ability to regulate war by laying great stress on the
mental abilities of the general.
Feuquières certainly described ‘rules’ and ‘maxims’ of war, just as Frederick did in
his inter-war treatises, and he analysed the wars of Louis XIV in light of them.66
Discussing the general phenomenon of defensive war, however, he stated that ‘it
would be difficult to prescribe by general maxims the manner of sustaining that war.
It is entirely in the prudence and spirit of foresight of the one who conducts it.’67 He
repeated: ‘that nature of war, in its conduct, consists entirely in the capacity of the
general who sustains it’.68 And again: ‘it is difficult to say anything that should be a
certain rule: the action to take depends absolutely on the constitution of the
country’.69 Discussing war between equally-matched powers, Feuquières opined that:
One cannot justly prescribe anything on the conduct of such a war. As far
as its rules, it conforms to all the others. One can only place as a constant
66
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maxim in the present case that the most sharp-witted and perceptive
general will always win in the end over the one who does not possess
these qualities to the same degree, because he finally multiplies small
advantages by his activity and penetration, so that in the end his small
successes procure him a large and decisive one.70
Discussing this with practical examples from the Dutch War and Nine Years War,
Feuquières repeated that ‘war . . . between equal powers . . . resides entirely in the
ability (‘capacité’) of the general who is in charge, and in the superiority of his genius
over that of the general who is opposed to him’.71 He praised the ‘ability (‘capacité’)
and good conduct’ of Marshal Crequi in turning the 1677 campaign to France’s
advantage.72 While Feuquières argued that France’s loss of almost the whole Rhine
in 1689 reflected a failure to execute ‘the rules of a defensive war judiciously’, his
discussion of the following campaign of 1690 stressed not rules but the individual
genius of the Duke of Luxembourg.73 ‘In that year 1690, Marshal de Luxembourg
made plain to see that a skillful (‘habile’) general can find the means to change the
constitution of a war.’74 With reference specifically to the battle of Fleurus, he added,
‘only the superior genius of Luxembourg over [the Count of] Waldeck decided that
great day.’75 Luxembourg had been Feuquières’s patron, so the fulsome praise given
to him was no surprise.76 Nevertheless, Feuquières clearly emphasised the mental
abilities of the commander rather than claiming to offer certain rules.
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Indeed, contemporary military authors were unanimous that the most important
maxim of war was that the general should have a perfect knowledge of the
circumstances, and take account of every eventuality. Santa Cruz described how, on
arriving to take command of an army, a general should inform himself about every
factor: the geography of the country, the condition of his troops, and the supply
arrangements and hospitals necessary for them.77 Puységur noted that any shortage of
supplies resulting from ‘a lack of foresight’ on the part of the commander was ‘a great
fault, and worthy of blame’.78 Quincy noted that, ‘generals, if they are skilful, neglect
nothing which merits the slightest consideration, and must profit from everything
advantageous which presents itself’.79 He spoke at length of the need for a general to
be ‘prudent’, saying:
Prudence makes him penetrate the designs of his enemy, . . . it leads him
to make the first move and cause projects contrary to his interests and
designs to fail. It makes him take all precautions so as to be always in a
state to fight and to never be surprised.80
He furiously criticised the French commanders at Oudenarde in 1708 for their
‘negligence’ in failing to anticipate the forced march of the allied forces, noting that
the defeat ‘put France on the verge of its ruin’.81 On the other hand, trying to excuse
the failures that led to French defeat at Turin in 1706, Quincy maintained that at least
they ‘had forgotten nothing in providing an abundance of everything which was
necessary’ for the siege.82
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Folard similarly stated that, when planning a campaign, ‘our imagination must work
constantly’, considering all possibilities.83 ‘It is always good to foresee events’, he
said, ‘however imaginary they may be.’84 And again: ‘Foresight against accidents . .
. is the foundation of great enterprises’.85
‘Enterprises of great importance merit being weighed up and considered
long before they are brought to execution. There is none which cannot be
subject to some accident . . . There is not a single [factor] which one can
ignore, at least of those which one can avoid through precautions taken in
advance.’86
Even military historians extolled this philosophy. La Moussaye described Condé’s
bold move to threaten the Imperial army’s line of communications after the 1644
battle of Freiburg, noting the risks of the manoeuvre, which involved passing through
a narrow mountain valley, and emphasizing that it was nevertheless successful
because, ‘the Duke of Enghien took all the precautions which the disadvantage of the
terrain and the presence of such a vigilant enemy demanded.’87
Thus, rather than offering mathematical formulae for victory, military thought of the
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries placed huge emphasis on the mental
abilities of the army commander, who was expected to compute everything in their
own head. This reflected the focus of warfare in the long eighteenth century upon
individual noble heroism, as discussed in the second chapter. It also reflected war’s
nature, discussed in the fifth chapter, as the assertion of power by rulers.
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Frederick clearly started learning this need to anticipate everything early on in his
military career. Telling Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau, on 28 August 1741, of his
intention to attack Neipperg’s Habsburg army, Frederick said, ‘I can assure you that
all the evil that human caution can provide for has been averted’.88 Whether or not
Frederick actually took such precautions, he clearly understood that Leopold expected
him to ensure this. Similarly, in December 1741, noting the strong Austrian forces at
Olmütz, he told Schwerin that, ‘you must be wary and be on your guard’, ‘take good
precautions to avoid any affront’ and again later ‘you . . . must take measures against
any affront’.89
Frederick’s writings fully reflected this pattern. His Art of war noted how:
The mother of successes, wise distrust,
...
Says often to you: fear your opponent,
Consider everything he does and all he can do90
Minerva requires more than a prudent general.
His mind, guided by wisdom,
Must be sharp without wandering and prudent without weakness;
So that he acts appropriately . . .
...
So that, as a far-sighted warrior, he prepares in advance
All the diverse assistance the army needs;
So that . . .
Destiny never overwhelms him through his fault
So form the mind, especially the judgment,
Expect everything of yourself and nothing from circumstances.91
After the battle of Rocoux, Frederick told the victorious Maurice de Saxe:
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The great art of war is to foresee all events, and the great art of the general
is to have prepared all the resources beforehand, in order not to be
embarrassed on his part when the decisive moment to take [advantage of]
events has come. . . . You [de Saxe] prepare events with such caution that
the results cannot fail to respond. The chapter of events is vast, but
foresight and skill (‘habileté’) can correct fortune.92
The General principles also emphasized that the general should be on his guard,
continually imagining what the enemy might do: ‘he is the sentinel of his army, he
must see, hear, foresee and prevent all the ill that could befall it.’93 Frederick also
described at length the different factors a general must take into consideration:
One must be well acquainted with the country, with the general with
whom one has to deal, the places where he has his magazines, the towns
that are most important to him, and the places from which he takes his
forage. Combine all these things and create projects on that basis, after
having well meditated the matter. The one of the two generals who will
calculate the most blows in sequence will in the long run gain all the
advantage over his rival . . . It is also necessary to ensure very carefully
that the marches you are going to make and the camps you are going to
take up will not throw you and the army into great embarrassment.94
The Thoughts and general rules for war contained many similar prescriptions.95
Everything must be calculated in advance, and one must have taken
account of everything that the enemy could do, for it is the mark of a man
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superficial or ignorant in the art of war if he is obliged to say ‘I would
never have believed it’.96
The result of all these attentions and different cares is that the general of
an army must be indefatigably vigilant, think of everything, foresee
everything and observe even the slightest steps of the enemy. If he
neglects the smallest attention in the world during the whole course of the
campaign, he can be sure that the enemy will soon make him repent it.97
Moreover, after describing how to plan the initial campaign of a war, Frederick said
that later campaigns ‘depend on so many circumstances that it is impossible to
prescribe general rules’.98 He thus specifically recognized circumstances where the
general’s skill replaced firm rules. The words of Feuquières, Frederick and others
make clear that the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries did not claim to lay
down mathematical rules for achieving victory. Rather, they expected aristocratic (or
royal) generals to compute everything in their own heads, as a reflection of nobility or
royal power.

Chance
Moreover, rather than trying to reduce war to mathematical certainties, military
thinkers of the long eighteenth century, as the General Staff noted, were well aware of
the existence of chance, despite Engberg-Pedersen’s claims to the contrary.99 The
difference from later periods was that the Napoleonic Wars and Romantic Revolution
saw a willingness to embrace the unpredictability brought by friction and chance,
whereas thinkers of Frederick’s time called for all-knowing generals, able to respond
to chance events and turn them to their advantage.
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A whole section of Frederick’s General principles was dedicated to ‘The chances and
cases of fortune that occur in war’. ‘I pretend here’, said Frederick, ‘to talk of those
unfortunate events over which foresight and counsel have no empire’: that is, events
belonging to Engberg-Pedersen’s ‘empire of chance’.100 Frederick noted that bad
weather, a bad harvest, illness among the troops, the death of a good subordinate
general, the failings or negligence of subordinates, the discovery of a spy, or outright
treason could all throw out the best laid plans.101 ‘In sum’, said Frederick:
However lucky one may be, one must never confide in fortune, nor be
puffed up by one's success, but think that our little wisdom and prudence
often becomes the plaything of chance and of those fortuitous cases by
which I know not what fate pleases to humiliate the pride of the
presumptuous.102
Frederick appealed to a similar principle in late 1759, when he suggested to his
generals, in his Reflections on . . . Charles XII, King of Sweden, that Charles’s failure
to protect the vital supply convoy brought by his subordinate Lewenhaupt in late 1708
– an incident which was clearly meant to parallel Frederick’s own failure adequately
to protect the convoy bringing supplies to support his siege of Olmütz in June 1758 –
might be the result of ‘inevitable fatalities’.103
Frederick’s interest in the concept of chance in the military sphere is well known.104
What has not been recognised is that this reflected a general trend of contemporary
military thought. Frederick’s most important discussion of this subject was his
Epistle on chance, written in 1759-60 at the height of the Seven Years War. A deeply
self-serving document, it lamented Frederick’s woes at the hands of the enemy
coalition facing him, noted that even great generals like Prince Eugene of Savoy had
100
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sometimes suffered ill fortune, gave examples of kings who had lost their thrones, and
ended by saying that, since chance could foil the best-laid plans, Frederick would
simply submit himself to whatever vicissitudes fate might hold. The work was clearly
propaganda, as seen by the fact that Frederick sent it to Voltaire: no doubt so that the
latter would share it with the French enlightened public.105 However, the examples
Frederick chose of the play of chance in warfare, and the views expressed on them by
other contemporary writers, are revealing.
The examples of the play of chance in battle that Frederick presented in the Epistle on
chance all related to Prince Eugene of Savoy. Frederick described Eugene’s victory
at Belgrade in 1717 as an example of a general who ‘appeared to confide his
successes too much to chances’. He then went on to discuss the failure of Eugene’s
attempts to surprise the French army at Luzzara and Cremona, both in 1702.106
Neither of these latter battles have attracted much notice from modern military
historians, and it is therefore instructive that Frederick found them of such
significance.107 Feuquières’s description of Luzzara noted the carelessness of the
French approach march, and in contrast the careful preparations of Eugene to ambush
them. As Feuquières described it, the surprise was complete, but hedges between the
two armies prevented the Imperials from coming to grips with the French, leaving the
battle undecided. Feuquières remarked that:
This project of Prince Eugene was a good one, and it lacked only the good
fortune of being executed as happily as it had been judiciously organised.
It was indeed only a chance, which Prince Eugene could not have
foreseen, which saved the army of the king [of France] on this
occasion.108
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Thus, Feuquières noted that even the best-laid plans could be derailed by chance.
Indeed, Frederick seems to have followed Feuquières’s ideas on luck and judgement
already in the Refutation of Machiavelli, when he presented the Franco-Bavarian
decision to seek battle at Blenheim in 1704 – a decision that Feuquières had strongly
criticised – as an example where greater circumspection would have worked better.109
Contemporary military historians routinely referred to the effects of chance, La
Moussaye for instance noting that, during the 1644 battle of Freiburg, ‘an unforeseen
accident (as very often happens in the wisest undertakings in war) upset all the orders
of the Duke of Enghien, and saved the Bavarians from a general defeat.’110 The
Memoirs of the Duke of Villars, describing Villars’s plan to attack the Count of
Styrum at Höchstädt in 1703, noted that ‘these measures well planned and well
executed would have caused the total loss of the army of the Count of Styrum, but by
an unforeseen circumstance it was not as total as it should have been’.111 Clearly,
contemporaries were well aware of the role of chance in war.
The attempted surprise of Cremona was of particular importance to Frederick, and
intimately connected to his ideas of the role of chance in warfare. He had first
described it in 1739, using it as the first example in the chapter of the Refutation of
Machiavelli discussing the role of chance.112 He went on to refer to it again and again
throughout his life, more often than any other battle, and in impressive and accurate
detail: in a July 1745 letter to Podewils, in his General principles of war, in his
Thoughts and general rules for war, in the Epistle on chance, and in his 1775
Reflections on projects for campaign.113 Cremona was a colourful operation, which
saw the Imperial army enter the town at night via a sewer and capture the French
commander, Villeroi, only to be driven back in fierce fighting when the French
realised what was happening. Feuquières stated that the attack only failed because
109
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several French units happened to be under arms before dawn and because, by his
account, two Imperial generals charged with crucial instructions were killed.114 ‘An
incident which Prince Eugene could not have foreseen caused a project so welldevised and so happily conducted to fail just at the moment when one thought it had
been executed’, said Feuquières.115 It was ‘chance alone’, he said, which saved the
French.116 Frederick’s mention of Cremona and Luzzara in works intended for the
enlightened public (the Refutation of Machiavelli and Epistle on chance) shows the
contemporary resonance of both battles as examples of the limits of calculation and
the role of what Clausewitz would later call ‘friction’ in warfare.117
Moreover, the accounts Frederick read of Cremona also mentioned another factor that
contemporaries saw as upsetting careful plans. Quincy – representing the official
French position, and therefore much less critical of the French leadership – reflected
with some amazement how ‘Prince Eugene failed in an enterprise so well concerted
and which had such favourable beginnings. All the glory is owed to the general
officers and to the [French] troops in general, who all performed prodigies of
valour.’118 ‘This prince [Eugene]’, Quincy went on, ‘took such appropriate measures
that one can be assured that his project would have succeeded without the valour of
the troops who composed the garrison of that town.’119 Folard similarly noted
Cremona as a case where valour had upset careful calculations, remarking in the
context of the 1702 capture of Ulm that, ‘if the garrison of Ulm had shown as much
vigour and courage as that of Cremona, I do not know what would have happened’.120
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Feuquières agreed, praising the French troops for counter-attacking on their own
initiative, after almost all their generals were captured.121 He echoed this theme in his
discussion of the 1706 battle of Ramillies where, noting the disastrous dispositions
once again made by Villeroi, he remarked that ‘the individual officer and soldier were
not capable of redressing by their sole valour an affair lost by his poor disposition’.122
Thus, even in a case of defeat, Feuquières noted the potential for courage to turn
fortune. Frederick expressed similar ideas in his own writings. When describing
William of Orange’s surprise of Luxembourg at Steenkirk in 1692, he noted that
‘without prodigies of valour, [the French] army would have been totally defeated.’123
Discussing siege warfare, Frederick noted that it was normally possible to calculate
exactly when a town would fall, ‘if extraordinary circumstances do not bring some
impediment, or a commander of great merit does not stop the besiegers by the
stubbornness of his tricks.’124 He thereby presented chance alongside the skill of a
commander as two factors capable of altering the course of even the most predictable
military operations. He expressed the same message more succinctly in the German
edition of his General principles of war, saying: ‘I want . . . to show that both skill
and also luck are necessary in war.’125
Among the authors whom Frederick read, Montecuccoli, who had served primarily in
the mid-seventeenth century, was perhaps the most comfortable with the play of
chance. Among his principles for how to make dispositions for an army, he urged a
general to ‘give something to chance’.126 When forming dispositions for battle, he
urged generals to remember that ‘unforeseen accidents occur’.127 Montecuccoli
emphasized the need to take counsel before making a decision.128 He went on,
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however (in a passage which Frederick quoted directly when marching off for the
Seven Years War):129
After a decision is once taken, do not listen any more either to doubts or
scruples. Take the view that all the ill which might occur does not always
occur, whether because the divine mercy deflects it, or because our
address avoids it, or the carelessness of our enemies does not profit from
the occasion . . .
After having employed all of your courage, followed in full all the rules of
the art, and been oneself convinced that one has not forgotten anything
which might contribute to the happy success of an enterprise, one must
commend the issue to Providence.130
He added:
Human prudence . . . is nothing more than the rays of that supreme
Providence . . . One must therefore have a spirit at rest regarding that
which it pleases God to ordain . . . This is why one should not repent, nor
distress oneself, over an enterprise which has failed.131
Santa Cruz similarly said that, when making a decision, ‘if you do not find more
reason to follow one sentiment more than another, commend your resolution to divine
Providence.’132 Quincy, trying to excuse the French defeat at Turin in 1706, claimed
that all necessary preparations had been made, sufficient troops gathered and they had
fought bravely. Therefore, ‘one . . . must . . . attribute [the defeat] . . . to the supreme
will of the master of empires, who sets limits, when he pleases, on the progress of the
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arms of princes.’133 Folard, noting the extraordinary turnaround in fortunes of the
1712 Denain campaign, wondered ‘if Providence had wanted to make known to the
world . . . that courageous and steadfast virtue in the face of the most overwhelming
misfortunes, far from falling into despair, on the contrary rouses . . . new vigour’.134
Thus, courage was again seen as capable of tipping the scales of chance. Reflecting
on the battle afterwards, Folard quoted Prince Eugene saying that:
The gods . . . play with the foresight of humans and deceive both their
hopes and their fears. They cut short events that everyone would expect,
open unknown passages and roads, and cause designs that appear
impossible to succeed.135
The divine was thus shorthand for the play of chance in war.
At the heart of unpredictability in war was battle. Military thinkers recognised that it
was the most difficult element to bring under the control of the ordered state.
Montecuccoli noted that, ‘battles give and take away crowns, decide between
sovereigns without appeal, finish the war and immortalise the victor.’136 Quincy
called battles ‘the most brilliant of all the actions of war, whose consequences
sometimes decide the loss or the aggrandizement of states’.137 Voltaire excoriated
Marshal Villeroi for having engaged in the ill-fated 1706 battle of Ramillies against
the advice of his generals, simply for ‘the blind desire for glory’ (an insufficient
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reason).138 Santa Cruz noted that, in battle, ‘neither the superiority of troops in
quality and number, nor the advantages of terrain are always a guarantee against the
diverse accidents which could cause a rout’.139 His response to the dangers of chance
was first to set out how generals should protect themselves in advance from being
blamed in case of defeat.140
I assume that, to determine you to give battle, you either have the express
order of your sovereign or permission to act according to circumstances.
In the latter case, before fighting, assemble the council of your general
officers and let those who have the greatest reputation approve your
resolution, so that their opinion serves to justify you in case the result
should be unfortunate.141
He noted that, if a general had specific orders from their sovereign not to fight, they
should follow this even to the extent of not engaging when there were very favourable
circumstances.142 Frederick was just as aware of such risks as anyone else, warning
in his poem The art of war: ‘never engage without strong reasons / in those combats
where death makes horrible harvests / [for] the forces of the state are in your
power’.143
Christopher Duffy has noted that contemporary authors frequently composed lists of
reasons for engaging in battle, with the hope of winning rarely high among them.144
These lists, and the advice they gave, were an attempt to control the risk inherent in
battle. The golden rule, as Duffy noted, was to fight if one had more to gain from
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winning than to lose from defeat.145 Authors advised fighting in order to invade the
enemy’s territory or to prevent the enemy invading one’s own, in order to relieve a
fortress or protect one’s own siege works, or in the worst case where one’s army was
cut off from supplies and there was nothing to lose from defeat. If allied troops with
the army were leaving soon, or if the enemy were expecting reinforcements, authors
recommended fighting before this happened.146 Frederick’s General principles
followed convention in including such a list, with similar reasons to those of other
contemporary authors.147
Beside such cautious advice, however, contemporary authors also recognized that
there were ‘occasions when it is appropriate to attack the enemy’.148 Feuquières,
listing ‘reasons for seeking out the enemy and fighting them’, included: ‘the disunion
among those who command the [enemy] army, or their different interests, the
incapacity of the enemy generals, their negligence in making camp or marching’.149
Quincy, Feuquières and Santa Cruz noted that one should fight if the enemy army was
weaker or was commanded by a general of little ability, if one had the advantage of
terrain or weather, if one had superior artillery, or if one had a psychological
advantage over the enemy troops.150 Even de Saxe – not particularly in favour of
fighting battles – advised attacking if circumstances were advantageous.151 Santa
Cruz described how to create advantageous circumstances for battle through surprise
attacks and ambushes (something Quincy also noted), and how to use ruses to bring
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the enemy to battle.152 Reflecting this, Frederick’s Thoughts and general rules for
war included a whole section on the use of ‘ruses’ to gain advantage.153
Most importantly, the military authors read by Frederick emphasized that generals
should be able to respond to chance events and take advantage of them. Another of
Montecuccoli’s principles for deploying an army for battle was: ‘profit from
circumstances’.154 Maurice de Saxe emphasized that a general should ‘know how to
profit from the favourable moment which occurs in battles and decides their success’,
and be ‘in a state to profit from the situations the enemy find themselves in during the
course of a combat’.155 He added, ‘I say nothing about . . . how this should be done,
because the varieties of places and positions that battle produces should reveal it: the
whole thing is to see and to know how to profit.’156 ‘I repeat’, he said, ‘that it needs
only discernment to know how to profit from the thousand different kinds of
situations which present themselves to us’.157 Quincy noted that ‘experience teaches
that the greatest advantages that one wins in war often depend only on an opportunity
which merely appears and escapes at the same instant.’158 He noted the disgrace that
accrued to an officer when he suffered a defeat through ‘having neglected the
advantages from which he could profit’.159 Feuquières, Quincy and Santa Cruz listed
such brief advantages which could lead a general to give battle: if the enemy had not
yet had the chance to reconnoitre the terrain, if the enemy were exhausted by a long
march, their forces temporarily divided, if they had not yet had the chance to entrench
or to train their troops, and if two armies could be united to give a temporary
152
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advantage over the enemy.160 Even in defeat, Santa Cruz recommended a surprise
counter-attack while the enemy was in disorder.161 Praising Franz von Mercy’s
retreat from Freiburg in 1644, La Moussaye said that Mercy retreated like ‘a great
captain who wishes never to be compelled to fight, and to be able to take his
advantages when he is given the opportunity.’162
Contemporary authors particularly stressed the need to take advantage of mistakes by
the enemy. Quincy talked of fighting ‘to profit from an advantage or from the
disunions of the enemy, or from some fault that they have committed’.163 Folard
similarly talked about opportunities for taking advantage of the enemy’s mistakes
when they used the terrain wrongly.164 Voltaire, having described the many mistakes
of Villeroi’s deployment at Ramillies, noted that ‘Marlborough, who remarked all of
these faults, arranged his army so as to profit from them.’165 In the German version of
his General principles – presumably in response to books he had read or to advice
from his generals – Frederick added to his list of reasons for giving battle that one
should fight ‘to punish [the enemy] for a mistake he has made’.166
Feuquières, Frederick’s favourite author, particularly emphasized this. Presenting the
advantages of a bold offensive at the start of a war, he stated that ‘the advantages of
this disposition reside entirely in the mistakes which an enemy may make at the
beginning of an unexpected war, in the capacity of the general who knows how to
profit from them, and in that of the general officers’.167 Discussing the 1674 battle of
Seneffe, Feuquières noted the negligence of the allies in leaving their rear guard
160
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exposed to French attack on the march, and asked: ‘how could one imagine that such
a trivial precaution [of supporting the rear guard] would be neglected by presumption
or by ignorance?’ He presented this as an example of the importance of being
watchful for chance opportunities since, in such a case, one could not know that the
enemy would make a mistake until they had made it.168 Frederick in his General
principles followed Feuquières directly, noting that, ‘sometimes, one does not
premeditate an action but one is invited to engage by the faults of the enemy, which
one must profit from to punish him.’ The German version of the work added that
Seneffe was the best example of ‘how to punish an enemy for the faults he has
committed’.169 Frederick’s Thoughts and general rules applied the same principle to
another Feuquières theme, the transition from a position of disadvantage to one of
advantage.170 It described how, when on the defensive, a skilled general, ‘must only
give the enemy the opportunity to commit two faults, from which he must first profit
and thereby change the state of the war.’171
That other Prussian officers had similar views can be seen from Major General Hans
Karl von Winterfeldt’s fawning praise of Frederick’s Thoughts and general Rules.
Winterfeldt flatteringly claimed that:
Whoever simply follows these instructions – which on one side instruct
how one can profit more from the advantages one procures than was ever
seen in a war, but also show, in the case of difficulty, how one should help
oneself in the worst situations – they can be certain of the right thing to do
on all possible occasions and likewise not be embarrassed in critical
circumstances. This work is a protection to keep oneself fortunate and a
universal medicine to cure all difficulties.172
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While Winterfeldt claimed that the king’s work prescribed what to do in every
situation – seeming to support the claims that eighteenth-century military thinkers
tried to develop absolute rules – he in fact praised it primarily as providing a guide for
how to react to circumstances: both positive and negative. This was the long
eighteenth century’s relationship to chance.
Most prized of all, as the General Staff noted, were manoeuvres that profited from
circumstances while exposing the general to little or no risk.173 De Saxe was unusual
in arguing that it was not in fact necessary to fight battles.174
I do not pretend to say on this point that, when one finds the occasion to
crush the enemy, one does not attack them and profit from the false moves
they may make, but I want to say that one can wage war without giving
anything to chance [italics mine], and that is the highest point of
perfection and of the skill of the general.175
‘In how many places one can attack the enemy without risking anything’, noted de
Saxe, ‘but all these things are as diverse as the situations which produce them; it
comes down to having intelligence, knowing the terrain, and daring, since you risk
nothing’.176 He gave a number of examples of such situations, noting that ‘there are
an infinity of . . . ruses in war which one can employ without committing oneself too
much and whose consequences are of as much importance as that of a complete
victory’.177 Quincy, discussing Eugene’s successful campaign in the Duchy of
Mantua in December 1701, noted that, ‘the contacts that the Imperials had in the
country meant that they undertook no action or enterprise without the assurance . . . of
seyn. Es ist dieße beylage ein präservative umb sich glucklig zu erhalten, und eine Universal
Medicin, umb alle Verlgenheiten zu Curiren.’).
173
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certain success.’178 Similarly, Feuquière’s praise of Luxembourg’s 1690 campaign
not only noted that his patron had been ‘always attentive to procure an advantage
which would change the constitution of the war’ (i.e. ready to react to chance
circumstances), but also presented it as an example of how ‘a skilful general with a
genius superior to that of his enemy can, without committing himself to the caprice of
fortune [italics mine], and solely by his own capacity, find the means to change the
embarrassing state of that war to an offensive on his part.’179
Frederick exemplified this approach to the play of chance, based on commanders
being ready to respond to unexpected circumstances, and ideally avoiding risk to their
own side, in his Thoughts and general rules for war:
The beauty of a project in war is that, in risking little [italics mine], you
place the enemy in danger of losing all, for example: the surprise of
Cremona, the battles of Luzara and Cassano, the passage of Thann and
Belfort by Turenne, etc.180
Frederick’s mention of the 1705 battle of Cassano in this passage (once again
alongside Cremona and Luzzara) is reminiscent of Feuquières’s discussion of this
battle. Feuquières described how the French army of Vendôme became separated as
it tried to prevent Eugene crossing the river Adda, and Eugene took advantage by
attacking the French troops near Cassano. He was defeated only due to Vendôme’s
good fortune, as French reinforcements arrived just at the right time.181 ‘The project
of Prince Eugene would have been very good’, remarked Feuquières. Eugene’s
forces had for years been weaker than his opponents, ‘nevertheless he sought always
to attack. He attacked effectively, but in a manner that he was never committed to an
action that could be decisive against him . . . This talent is not one of the least
178
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important for a general and needs a continual attention’.182 In the case of Cassano
too, therefore, Frederick had absorbed contemporary views which recognised that
chance could upset careful calculations, but sought to take advantage of the
opportunities created by chance events, preferably while not exposing one’s own
army to risks. Frederick’s Art of war expressed similar views when describing
Montecuccoli’s campaign against Turenne: ‘He must regulate his actions on the
enemy / . . .seize his advantage / Retire without loss’.183

Terrain
A key element in the uncertainties of war was the infinite variety of terrain on the
battlefield and on campaign. The example of Frederick shows that the claims of
Engberg-Pedersen that military thinkers of the long eighteenth century envisaged a
‘flat space of war’, devoid of terrain, and Jürgen Luh’s claims that Frederick himself
did not recognise the importance of terrain in war, must be set aside. Although
cartographic surveys provided some better maps in the Napoleonic period, the
concepts of war to which Frederick was exposed reveal more continuity than
difference in the way space was perceived, and in the use made by commanders of
representations of space.184 What distinguished the long eighteenth century,
particularly the earlier part of it, was that, rather than embracing the uncertainties of
terrain as the later period would do, it tried to master them by calling for perfect
knowledge on the part of generals.
Contemporary military thinkers were unanimous in emphasizing the vital importance
of a commander having a detailed knowledge of the country in which they were
campaigning. Quincy, Santa Cruz, Folard and Puységur all emphasized the vital
importance of knowing the country, and Feuquières devoted an entire chapter of his
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work to this.185 The Habsburg Field Marshal Browne gave a practical example when
he personally reconnoitred the mountains on the Silesian border in the 1750s.186
Discussing both defensive and offensive warfare, Feuquières noted that ‘it is difficult
to say anything which is a certain rule, since the course to follow depends absolutely
on the nature of the country’.187 Both theoretical texts and generals in the field
particularly emphasized the huge role terrain played on the battlefield. Writing in the
later seventeenth century, Montecuccoli stressed the need to take advantage of terrain
in battle and the importance of deploying the different arms on terrain suited to them,
and described different methods of deployment to suit different terrain.188 Feuquières
provided exhaustive examples from the wars of Louis XIV of how generals had
benefitted from good knowledge of the terrain, and suffered from lack of
understanding of it.189 Quincy, Folard and de Saxe similarly described the tactical
uses of terrain in battle.190 Even Puységur, despite his claims of introducing rules
based on geometry, repeatedly emphasized that deployment in battle should be based
on the terrain in a particular situation.191 He noted that, in some cases, mistakes
resulting from misunderstandings of the terrain could lead to the loss of a battle.192
Whereas Frederick’s apprenticeship as regimental commander had only encompassed
the imposition of order upon war on the parade ground, once he began active
campaigning in the Silesian Wars his generals quickly began to impress upon him that
theoretically clever tactics were secondary to making proper use of the terrain. On 26
March 1741, responding to a proposal from the king that, due to the Austrian
superiority in cavalry, ‘our cavalry should be strengthened with infantry in the order
of battle’, Field Marshal Schwerin emphasized that ‘in a battle, one should primarily
185
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reflect on the terrain: the experienced generals who I have known have always had to
make their dispositions on this basis.’193 Frederick’s military treatises of the inter-war
period fully accepted this principle, repeatedly noting the importance of generals
knowing the terrain and taking advantage of it.194 His General principles of war, his
poem The art of war, and his more practically-focused Instructions for the major
generals of cavalry all stressed the importance of deploying troops on terrain
appropriate to them.195 Indeed, Frederick’s comments on terrain put his claims of
presenting fundamental rules for war sharply into context. Directly after claiming, in
the General principles, that he was providing rules for how to fight, Frederick
emphasized knowledge of the country as one of the crucial prerequisites for planning
a campaign.196 Later in the work, Frederick was even more explicit. Describing how
the Prussians could use his oblique order to defeat enemies superior in number, he
said ‘my first rule concerns the choice of terrain, the second the deployment for battle
itself’.197 His Thoughts and general rules for war similarly stated: ‘the terrain is the
first oracle one must consult, after which one can divine the disposition of the enemy
through the cognisance that one has of the rules of war’.198 Directly after his section
laying out ‘general rules’ for battle tactics, Frederick said:
The great art of a general consists in knowing the ground well, in profiting
from all that is favourable to him, in knowing how to make his disposition
suitable for every occasion . . . one must . . . regulate oneself on that of the
enemy and on the ground where one wishes to fight.199
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This was by no means a claim to have a mathematical formula for victory, nor was it
a depiction of a ‘flat space of war’.
The importance that Frederick attached to a deep knowledge of terrain can be seen
from the investigations particularly of the geography of Saxony undertaken by his
military intimate, Winterfeldt, and the latter’s subordinate, Major Kalben, in the
1750s.200 Using the excuse of taking the waters at Carlsbad in July 1754, Winterfeldt
made a detailed study of possible invasion routes into Saxony and thence over the
Saxon mountains into Bohemia. He visited both the defensive position at Pirna and
the precipitous Königstein fortress, built on a rock above the Elbe. Winterfeldt and
Frederick clearly considered these the most important strategic positions in Saxony,
and both were natural, not geometrical fortresses and the polar opposites of EngbergPedersen’s ‘flat space of war’.201 In 1755, Kalben again examined the routes between
the Saxon mountains and Bohemia, and reporting on their quality.202 Winterfeldt’s
reports referred to conversations he had had with Frederick on these subjects, showing
that both king and general were well aware of the need to understand the infinite
varieties of terrain.203 Such personal attentions would have been less necessary if
Frederick had followed the even more far-reaching proposal of Field Marshal
Schwerin in 1747, who argued for the formation of a permanent corps of guides
commanded by ‘officers expert in geography’. They should ‘take cognisance of all
the roads, paths, fords of rivers and streams, whether in the plains, undergrowth,
forests, mountains, lakes etc.’, producing ‘maps as exact as they are able to’.204
Schwerin’s proposal pointed toward the large staff that Napoleon would later use to
collect topographical and reconnaissance information and thus to an extent master the
uncertainties of knowledge.205 In rejecting this suggestion, Frederick revealed
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another difference between the early eigheenth century and the later period.206 Not
only did it try to control uncertainty rather than embracing it, but it rejected
admnistrative systems to provide military knowledge, focusing instead on the
individual noble commander and their close intimates.
This emphasis on understanding terrain through the personal knowledge of the noble
commander was exemplified by the importance placed on ‘coup d’oeil’: the ability of
a general to read terrain visually. In the Extract he commissioned of the work of
Folard, Frederick specifically inserted a 21-page section on coup d’oeil – one seventh
of the whole work – in place of Folard’s treatise on columns.207 Folard recommended
hunting as a good way to develop coup d’oeil.208 Feuquières also repeatedly praised
the coup d’oeil of his patron the Duke of Luxembourg at the battle of Fleurus in 1690,
which enabled him to identify the opportunity for making an outflanking movement
unnoticed by the enemy, and to judge perfectly the time it would take to complete.209
Frederick himself devoted a separate section of his General principles of war to coup
d’oeil.210 In his Art of war Frederick described how a commander ‘must reconnoitre
everything’ and could thereby win ‘by a masterful coup d’oeil’, citing Condé’s 1744
victory at Freiburg and Maurice de Saxe’s 1747 victory at Lauffeld as examples.211
Describing the qualities of a great general, Frederick listed ‘the political skill of
Marlborough’ alongside his ‘coup d’oeil’.212
Engberg-Pedersen argued for a transformation in the visualisation of terrain by the
end of the eighteenth century, with improvements in map-making technology turning
the map into ‘a useful tool for the management of space’.213 He argued that the
Napoleonic period was the first time when it was possible to plan out operations in
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advance on the map.214 Such an approach had, however, already existed since the
time of Louis XIV at least: Feuquières, Quincy, and Santa Cruz all proposed the use
of maps to understand the terrain.215 Quincy, Folard and Puységur called for tracing
out campaigns on a map in advance, either as a pedagogical tool or as a stage in
planning.216 Moreover, as Engberg-Pedersen has noted, even in the later period, it
required skill to fit maps to the actual terrain.217 During the 1812 Russian campaign,
French forces still used sketched maps comparable to those of previous eras.218 The
military authors read by Frederick also described how to supplement maps with
personal observation, as well as conversations with those who knew the country,
Santa Cruz in particular noting that maps were not always reliable.219 Puységur
included a specific section on how to interrogate local guides.220 De Saxe noted that
particular mountain passes might be unknown even to the local inhabitants, who had
no need of them, and that a general should therefore scout them himself.221 Frederick
himself, in his General principles of war, argued that, to acquaint oneself with a
country, one should start from the map, saying that this provided a good
understanding of flat country, but that wooded and mountainous terrain needed to be
examined personally.222
Such ideas of the need to use both maps and personal observation were not just
confined to theoretical texts. On 3 January 1741, as the Prussian forces advanced
across Silesia, Field Marshal Schwerin wrote to Frederick that he had ‘neither local
officials nor maps’ for the territory he was about to enter. Anticipating that Frederick
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might have acquired good maps from his recent capture of Breslau, Schwerin wrote,
‘I beg [you] . . . most humbly to . . . send me a couple [of maps] of each duchy . . . for
I foresee that, in the provinces where there are enemy troops about, I will never have
local officials to guide me.’223 He explained two days later that local maps of the
individual duchies would be particularly valuable because they were so exact. ‘I am
in great need of them for the direction of my marches, as the local officials report that
they are restrained by the troops who are with them, so that I am obliged to march
directed by the general map, which is appalling.’224 Thus, not just in theoretical
treatises but also in practical campaigning, maps were seen as varying in quality, but
nevertheless important in the interaction of generals with the uncertainties of the
terrain, and a possible replacement for local experts where the latter were not
available.
Thus, there was no lack of awareness in this period of the military importance of
terrain. While map technology would certainly develop toward the end of the
century, maps were already established as a method of visualising the military world,
operating in an intimate relationship with personal observation. What distinguished
the long eighteenth century’s approach to space in the military world was not an
attempt to flatten it, but rather the claim that commanders could reduce its recognised
complexities to order through perfect knowledge. Folard perfectly expressed the
search for perfection which was embodied in these expectations, and the way in
which they were bound up in ideas of bringing order to war, when he declared: ‘It is
almost impossible for the general of an army to regulate the state of the war well and
judge the designs of his enemy . . . if he is not perfectly instructed on the country in
which he is waging war’.225 Quincy similarly talked of the need not just for
geographical knowledge in general but for ‘a perfect knowledge of the country where
223

GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 Q1: Schwerin to Frederick, 3.1.1741 (quotations: ‘ni
commisaires, ni cartes’, ‘je . . . supplie tres humblement de . . . m’en envoyer une couple de
chaque Duché, . . . car je prevoir, que dans des provinces, ou il y a des trouppes ennemis, je
n’en aurai jamais des commissaires pour me guider.’).
224
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 Q1: Schwerin to Frederick, 5.1.1741 (quotation: ‘j’en aurai
un très grand besoin pour la direction de mes marches, car les Commissaires me mandent tous
qu’ils sont arretés par les troupes qui sont chez eux, ainsi qu’il faut que je marche en me
dirigent par la carte generale, qui est tres vitieuse.’).
225
Extrait des commentaires du Chevalier Folard, p. 14 (quotation: ‘il est presque impossible
à un Général d’armée de bien régler l’état de la guerre, & de juger les desseins de son ennemi
. . . s’il n’est parfaitement instruit du pays où il fait la guerre.’).

145

he wages war’, saying that without it, ‘one misses important opportunities’.226
Knowledge of the terrain was thus intimately connected to mastering the play of
chance in war. Quincy referred again and again to the need for ‘perfect knowledge’
of the country.227 In the case of a battlefield, this meant that a general should, ‘not
ignore the smallest defile, nor the streams, woods, marsh, ravines, heights etc.’ This
was to be achieved through personal reconnaissance.228 Puységur similarly said, ‘it is
. . . necessary that in order to issue the appropriate orders the general should have in
his head an exact knowledge of the whole country which his army occupies.’229
Moreover, he expected that the general would use knowledge of the terrain to
anticipate every possibility:
To learn to put into practice the operations of war on any terrain
whatsover . . . there are two elements that one must possess. The first is
knowledge of the country in which you want to carry out your operations .
. . The second necessary element is that, having achieved the most exact
knowledge that one can of a country, one conceives of all the advantages
and disadvantages which it can cause for the operations which one wants
to undertake.230
This search for perfection could be seen for instance in the eighteenth century’s
definition of coup d’oeil. For the Napoleonic period, Engberg-Pedersen equated coup
d’oeil with ‘the tact of judgment (sic)’ – an instinctive reaction to circumstances ‘in
opposition to rational deliberation’ – which he described as developing in this
period.231 In contrast, Folard defined ‘military coup d’oeil’ as ‘the art of recognising
the nature and the different situations of the country where one wages and where one
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wants to carry the war, the advantages and disadvantages of the camps and posts one
wants to occupy, and those which could be favourable or unfavourable to the enemy .
. . It is solely by this knowledge of the whole of the country where one carries the war
that a great captain can foresee the events of a whole campaign and render himself . . .
the master’.232 This ambition to achieve ‘knowledge of the whole of the country’ was
clearly different from the Napoleonic willingness to accept limits on the rational.
Frederick similarly defined coup d’oeil as not only ‘the talent of knowing on the field
how many troops can be contained in the terrain’, but also ‘that of judging from the
first moment all the advantages that one can draw from the terrain’ [italics mine].233
A practical example of this attempt to achieve perfect knowledge of the terrain, which
went far beyond the actual capacities of the time to achieve them, could be found in
Frederick’s Directive to Schwerin when leaving him in command in Silesia on 24
January 1741. Among other things, Frederick ordered that, ‘the engineers with the
army must plot the whole land from Upper Silesia . . . to the Moravian border and if
possible to Jabluncka and Teschen, and have an exact map made of it’.234 Reflecting
the relationship between maps on paper and personal knowledge of space, Frederick
ordered that ‘exact and reliable information must be obtained from the people of the
land as to whether and at what time of year the rivers flood’.235 While these were in
theory very sensible measures, and Quincy had in fact noted the importance of just
such information, the Prussian engineers were in no position to achieve this in a
matter of months in the middle of winter.236 Frederick’s order was an attempt to
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reduce the territory of Silesia to order: whether in the literal sense of controlling it
with armed force or in the intellectual sense of reducing it to exact maps. The
Instruction for instance included orders that local farmers should be employed to
build bridges and dams so that the artillery and baggage could cross, and that hussar
units should ‘swarm’ around the borders of Silesia, ‘so that not the smallest thing
comes through without it being reported in good time’.237 As later chapters will
describe, in the following months the Prussians were by no means able either to
control the borders of Silesia in this way or to achieve cooperation from the
inhabitants, and the difficulties they experienced reflected the vain attempts of
eighteenth-century warfare not to flatten the space of war but rather to reduce it to
order.

Conclusion
Thus, arguments that warfare in the long eighteenth century was substantially shaped
by Newtonian physics or by a neo-classical search for fundamental patterns, or that it
sought to reduce the uncertainties of space and chance to mathematical or geometrical
calculation, must be treated with caution, at least for the seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries. While specialist engineers undoubtedly used mathematical
calculation, the rulers and high nobles who made up the bulk of generals, military
authors and indeed infantry and cavalry officers did not see it as necessary to engage
with such approaches. Even when undertaking sieges, the form of warfare most
governed by calculation, noble commanders with limited mathematical literacy could
set such calculations aside. Quite in contrast to the claims of Engberg-Pedersen,
commanders and military writers in this period were painfully aware of the
uncertainties both of terrain and chance. The difference from the Napoleonic period
lay not in their awareness of this but in their response to it. The French Revolutionary
and Napoleonic Wars would see an embrace of uncertainty, and Napoleon would use
a large staff to provide the topographical and reconnnaissance information he needed
(something prefigured by Schwerin’s proposal for the establishment of a permanent
corps of guides). Frederick’s rejection of Schwerin’s proposal reflected the values of
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the world of nobles and monarchs that still dominated warfare. Rather than using
either scientific calculation or administrative infrastructure to provide knowledge, the
early eighteenth century focused on the personal knowledge of the royal commanderin-chief and his close intimates, turning the general into a kind of military despot,
who was expected to compute everything in their own head, bestriding the recognized
complexities of terrain and chance through perfect knowledge and judgement.
Knowledge in warfare in the early eighteenth century meant not science but military
absolutism.
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History

This chapter examines how the understanding of history shaped warfare in the early
eighteenth century. It also uses the military perspective to shed light on contemporary
concepts of time. It shows that Frederick, and many of his contemporaries, saw
themselves as living in an era defined by the system of ordered states created after the
European religious wars, and as practising a new form of warfare shaped by this
order. Alongside this political concept of post-Westphalian order, the dominant
cultural model (for Frederick at least) was France under Louis XIV, while the wars of
Louis XIV (and the War of the Spanish Succession in particular) were enormously
important in the emotional memory of European noble officers. Frederick’s military
methods were particularly oriented toward the examples of great generals of these
wars, and French generals in particular. On the other hand, the classical world also
remained important for historical consciousness in the early eighteenth century.
Frederick’s focus on the ‘Century of Louis XIV’ meant that he laid less stress on
classical examples than some other contemporary writers. In particular, he made
virtually no mention of classical battle tactics. Instead, the classics were important in
helping Frederick articulate his strategic ideas, and particularly his ambitions for
territorial expansion. The concept of the ‘conqueror’ was of key importance here.
While also used for contemporary figures, it was most associated with the classical
examples of Alexander and Caesar, and with conquests that did not just take place
within the existing states system but actually challenged it.
Frederick’s use of such currents of thought was also shaped by his own personality. It
is well known that Frederick was temperamentally inclined to take risks, an
inclination surely stemming from his violent upbringing.1 The aggressive tactics –
based on shock rather than firing – that many authors described as typically French
therefore also appealed to him for emotional reasons, and he eagerly oriented his
tactical doctrine in the first part of his reign toward them. The concept of the
1
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conqueror was similarly associated with risk-taking at the strategic level, and
Frederick embraced this, too. In contradiction to claims that eighteenth-century
warfare was fundamentally cautious – with Frederick often portrayed as an exception
– this chapter will show that there were various currents of thought on risk within
eighteenth-century war-making. Ideas of risk-taking at the strategic level were
particularly associated with certain generals and military thinkers of Louisquatorzean
France, and some writers laid out plans for surprise attacks which precisely paralleled
Frederick’s invasions of Silesia and Saxony. The fundamental influence of French
examples on Frederick’s war-making shows that claims of Frederick as part of a
‘German way of war’ must be set aside.2
There has been little systematic analysis of how warfare in the long eighteenth
century was shaped by contemporaries’s understanding of the past. Johannes Kunisch
emphasized the promise of states in the long eighteenth century to bring order and to
civilize warfare. Citing Frederick’s introduction to his Excerpt of the work of Folard,
where Frederick questioned the relevance of ancient warfare for his own time and
claimed that modern generals had nothing to learn from warfare before the Dutch
Revolt, Kunisch argued that this reflected ‘the self-satisfied certainty that his century,
so proud of its intellect, had been the first successfully to produce an art of war
bounded by reason.’3 In contrast, numerous authors have noted the influence of
classical history on military practice in the long eighteenth century (although Thomas
Biskup has noted the absence of work on the eighteenth-century reception of a figure
like Julius Caesar).4 The fundamental importance of neo-stoicism, and its influence
on military drill, is well known.5 It has also been noted that Enlightenment ideas
2
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about war – for instance those of Rousseau and Guibert – idealised ancient Rome as a
model of military virtue and universal military service by citizens. 6 Azar Gat argued
that the first break from this was the revolutionary and romantic period, which saw
only the recent past as valuable for guiding future action.7
As with so much of the literature on warfare in the long eighteenth century, such
previous work has much truth in it, but the detailed case study of Frederick offers a
much more subtle picture. This chapter will demonstrate that Frederick certainly saw
his warfare on a tactical level as overwhelmingly the product of the post-Westphalian
period. Although, as has been seen, the imposition of order on war was an important
part of this, the cultural – and particularly military – legacy of King Louis XIV of
France also played a key role. Frederick followed the contemporary culture of
ordered warfare, and sought glory in the tradition of French ‘baroque’ masculinity,
but he was also keen to advertise himself as following in the glorious tradition of the
great generals of the Sun King. He avidly read about their campaigns, sought to ape
their tactics, and took care to describe for posterity how he was doing this. Moreover,
Frederick as a young man followed the particularly French tactical tradition based on
attacking with the bayonet.
While Frederick – in common with several key authors of the military school of high
absolutism – downplayed the tactical relevance of ancient warfare for his own time,
this chapter will show that, on the strategic level, the early eighteenth century
embraced classical examples as offering an alternative model of war: one that
involved conquests that changed the shape of a states system, and that was willing to
take great risks. This enables a new perspective on the persistent claim that
eighteenth-century warfare at the strategic level was limited, with practical constraints
and the search for order and perfection generally leading ancien régime commanders
to seek only modest operational objectives.8 David Bell typified this view, arguing
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that eighteenth-century war was restrained by noble culture, and that the
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, in contrast, introduced ‘a style of rapid
movement and decisive clashes, linked to an acceptance of massive political risks.’9
Frederick the Great has frequently been presented as an exception to this rule –
launching large offensives, frequently seeking battle and taking huge risks – but even
the German General Staff concluded that he was ultimately forced to restrict himself
within the limits of contemporary warfare.10
This chapter will show both that Frederick was broadly representative of his time and
that there was a considerable range of opinion within eighteenth-century military
thought at the strategic level. Eighteenth-century military operations were indeed
often limited both in practice and in theory, but there was a significant body of
contemporary opinion that conceived of them in much more ambitious terms, and
Frederick’s concept of taking risks to achieve ambitious political objectives reflected
the literature and political and military thought that he read. Such ideas were
symbolized by the concept of the ‘conqueror’, drawing above all on examples from
classical literature and the political thought of Machiavelli, but also from modern
examples: King Charles XII of Sweden above all, but also to an extent Louis XIV
des Hauses Brandenburg: Studien zum Verhältnis von Kabinettspolitik und Kriegführung im
Zeitalter des Siebenjährigen Krieges (Munich, 1978), pp. 56-75; Johannes Kunisch, Fürst –
Gesellschaft – Krieg: Studien zur bellizistischen Disposition des absoluten Fürstenstaates
(Cologne, Weimar, Vienna, 1992), pp. 89, 94-5; Johannes Kunisch, Friedrich der Grosse:
der König und seine Zeit (Munich, 2004), pp. 176-81; Jürgen Luh, Kriegskunst in Europa,
1650-1800 (Cologne, Weimar, Vienna, 2004), pp. 222-3; Hew Strachan, European armies
and the conduct of war (London, 1983), pp. 8-22.
9
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10
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Anhang über Thucydides und Kleon (Berlin, 1890), p. 4; Anders Engberg-Pedersen, Empire
of chance: the Napoleonic Wars and the disorder of things (Cambridge, MA, and London,
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accessed 24 November 2017); Andreas Pečar, Autorität durch Autorschaft? Friedrich II. als
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himself. Frederick’s personality made him an unusually strong adherent of this view,
but he was no more than representative of a general trend.

The Century of Louis XIV
The first chapter demonstrated that Frederick reflected the long eighteenth century’s
search for order. He also thought of and portrayed himself as historically situated in
the era inaugurated by the Peace of Westphalia. While Frederick’s History of the
House of Brandenburg started with the earliest Brandenburg rulers, Frederick’s first
detailed analysis of his predecessors began with the Thirty Years War, and this
conflict clearly marked the start of what Frederick understood to be his own time.
Frederick stressed the devastation of Brandenburg during the war, and the humiliation
of Elector George William. Succeeding Hohenzollern rulers were portrayed steadily
rebuilding Brandenburg-Prussia and giving it the strength to compete in great power
politics.11 Andreas Pečar has argued that Frederick portrayed himself as the
culmination of this process.12 Christopher Clark’s argument that Frederick described
his state as not part of any progress through history – merely a continual rise and fall
of states in competition with each other – underlines Frederick’s portrayal of himself
as living in an unchanging post-Westphalian world.13
Similarly, Frederick William I warned his successor to ‘tolerate’ ‘the Catholic
religion . . . as far as the Westphalian peace requires it’, showing that he too was
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aware of the need to avoid the dreaded spectre of religious war.14 Frederick William
instructed Frederick’s tutor only to teach him in detail the history of the past 150
years, and in 1717 gave similar instructions for the education of the orphaned son of
Major General von Albe, saying that the boy should learn the history of the past
hundred years (i.e. since the outbreak of the Thirty Years War).15 Despite Frederick’s
supposed contempt for the Holy Roman Empire, Peter Wilson has shown that he
engaged in imperial politics on numerous levels.16 During the War of Austrian
Succession, Frederick repeatedly placed his military operations within the framework
of imperial institutions, in the service of the Bavarian Emperor Charles VII.
Frederick’s 1744 invasion of Bohemia, undertaken notionally on behalf of the
Emperor, and reliant on the cooperation of Saxony to secure his supply lines, made
little practical sense, but reflected Frederick’s awareness of the advantages of
conducting his war-making within the post-Westphalian states system.17
Alongside the political programme of a stronger state ensuring order and religious
peace, the central cultural programme of Frederick’s reign, as Thomas Biskup has
shown, was to emulate the cultural achievements of Louis XIV as set out in Voltaire’s
Century of Louis XIV, drafts of which Frederick had already read in the 1730s, and
which portrayed Louis as important because of his patronage of the arts. The 1750
Berlin carrousel was the climax of this programme, but Biskup noted that even
Frederick’s 1780 tract On German literature aimed to defend the literature of the
French grand siècle, the ‘Century of Louis XIV’, whose promotion had been central
to Frederick’s cultural endeavours.18 Indeed, it specifically referred to the ‘Century of
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Louis XIV’.19 Frederick clearly sought to achieve a comparable ‘Century of
Frederick’ – d’Alembert specifically used the term to him in 1767 – and not only in
cultural but also military terms.20 Frederick did not only want to emulate the king
who presided over such cultural patronage but also the glorious generals who served
him. As the fifth chapter will emphasize, Frederick consciously saw and described
himself as out-doing Louis by commanding his armies personally, rather than simply
letting his generals win battles for him, as the French king had done. In 1774 and
1775, Voltaire, flatteringly evoking the ‘Century of Frederick’, referred not to Louis
himself but to his great generals and ministers, saying, ‘Europe is no longer in the
time of Condé and Turenne, but in the time of Frederick’, ‘Colbert, Louvois and
Turenne were not worth as much as the one whose name begins with an F.’21
Frederick similarly called Friedrich Wilhelm von Retzow, one of his favourites, ‘my
little Colbert’.22
Alongside the political significance of the post-Westphalian period and the cultural
importance of a ‘Century of Louis/Frederick’, the wars of Louis XIV had great
emotional importance in the memory of the European military aristocracy.
Frederick’s father, Frederick William I, regarded his participation in the 1709 battle
of Malplaquet as the best day of his life, and celebrated it every year with his old
comrades.23 The memory of these wars was scarcely less important for Frederick’s
generation, as seen from the gallery of great generals that his brother, Prince Henry,
created at Schloss Rheinsberg in 1778. Alongside contemporary Prussian
commanders, all the other generals memorialised there were French commanders
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from the age of Louis XIV: Turenne, Condé, Luxembourg and Catinat.24 When the
colonel of Field Marshal Schwerin’s regiment flatteringly congratulated Frederick in
1753 on his General principles of war, he claimed that, ‘the great masters named in it,
such as Caesar, Condé, Turenne, Eugene and Luxembourg, would themselves not be
ashamed to use much from it.’25 Clearly, Colonel Zastrow saw these figures,
overwhelmingly from the age of Louis XIV, as the most important yardstick against
which to measure military commanders. Writing to his brother August Wilhelm in
April 1756, Frederick praised the Duke of Luxembourg as one of the ‘superior men of
the past century’.26 He thus emphasized the period since the mid-seventeenth century
– and the great men of this time – as the key models to follow.
Several of Frederick’s favourite works of military science also focused on ‘the past
century’. Feuquières, Frederick’s favourite military writer, specifically began his
survey of European power politics, illustrating the reasons why states went to war, in
1666, thus examining only the era of Louis XIV.27 Whereas Frederick made the
Thirty Years War the curtain raiser for his account of the building of the
Hohenzollern state, Feuquières stated that he would not discuss the French Wars of
Religion or the Fronde at all. He preferred to cite the English Civil War, which had
not been a threat to the ordered stability of Louisquatorzean France.28 Quincy went
even further, as his work espoused not just the practice of ‘the past century’ but
specifically that of the era of the socket bayonet, whose introduction at the turn of the
eighteenth century had led infantry to be deployed in long lines to maximise
firepower.29 Discussing the deployment of an army, Quincy stated that, ‘one places . .
. the infantry in the centre and the cavalry on the flanks according to the current
24

Jürgen Luh, Heinrichs Heroen: die Feldherrengalerie des Prinzen Heinrich im Schloss
Rheinsberg (Berlin, 2007), pp. 10-35.
25
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Zastrow to Frederick, 17.2.1753 (quotation: ‘Die
großen Meister so darinnen genant werden als Casar, Condé, Turene, Eugene, Luxenbourg
würden sich selbst nicht schämen vieles daraus anzuwenden.’).
26
Œuvres, XXVI, pp. 129-30 (quotation, p. 130: ‘hommes supérieurs du siècle passé’).
27
Memoires de M. le Marquis de Feuquiere, lieutenant general des armèes du Roi:
contenans ses maximes sur la guerre; & l’application des exemples aux maximes (new edn.,
London, 1736), pp. 11-12.
28
Memoires de Feuquiere, p. 123.
29
On the shift in warfare brought about by the flintlock musket and socket bayonet, see
Jeremy Black, A military revolution? Military change and European society, 1550-1800
(London, 1991), p. 93; Childs, Armies and warfare in Europe, pp. 106-8, 122; Kroener, ‘Fürst
Leopold von Anhalt-Dessau’, pp. 17-22; Strachan, European armies, pp. 16, 23.

157

usage, to which one is obliged to conform.’30 He noted that Turenne and
Montecuccoli (who, although he did not state this explicitly, belonged to the age
before linear tactics) had intermingled infantry, cavalry and artillery, and quoted
Montecuccoli arguing that such combined arms ‘are as it were invincible’. He
concluded, however: ‘in spite of such reasoning, which is perfectly good, since all of
Europe currently observes the usage of putting the infantry in the centre and the
cavalry on the flanks, one is obliged to conform to it.’31 Feuquières and Quincy thus
exemplified an approach to war anchored explicitly in the era of Louis XIV, and the
War of the Spanish Succession in particular.
Most of the works of military history or military science in Frederick’s library were
about the wars of Louis XIV, and Frederick approached the post-Westphalian world
primarily through the medium of French history-writing.32 For instance, Frederick’s
treatment of Louis XIV’s great opponent, William III of Orange, followed the view of
Voltaire, who helped him write the History of Brandenburg.33 Voltaire repeatedly
noted William’s frequent defeats in battle, calling him, ‘always beaten, but always to
be feared’, and saying he ‘always conducted fine retreats’.34 Frederick disparaged
William’s generalship in very similar terms, saying that ‘he was almost always
beaten’, and was like a ‘hydra . . . which continually regenerates itself’.35 Voltaire’s
ultimate judgement of William was in many ways positive, but also noted that
William had ‘acquired a kingdom through no right of nature’ and ‘governed Holland
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despotically’.36 He called him, ‘the soul and chief of half of Europe’, and Quincy
accused William of having schemed to bring about the War of the Spanish
Succession: ‘King William, as clever and as great a politician as he was, would not
have let such a favourable opportunity to take up arms again escape him’.37 Frederick
echoed all these sentiments, describing William’s takeover of the British throne as
‘usurpation’, saying that he ‘governed Europe by his intrigues’ and that ‘everyone
was armed at war in order to preserve the despotism with which he ruled the United
Provinces’.38 Frederick’s criticism was no doubt primarily intended to belittle a
potential rival to his own glory. He compared William with his own grandfather,
Frederick I: another monarch whose achievements he successfully discredited.39
Nevertheless, Frederick’s debt to the French works that provided his main historical
education is notable. He also referred to Turenne in very similar terms to Voltaire,
noting his frugality and simplicity of life, the fact that he had sometimes been
defeated, and his betraying of a state secret to his mistress.40 Frederick was thus
representative of the French view of recent history.
Frederick’s interest in the great generals of the age of Louis XIV can be seen in his
many references particularly to Turenne, Condé and Luxembourg. Interpreting these
references requires some care, since many offered no detailed commentary on the
military achievements of these generals, merely citing them as examples of ‘great
men’ and great commanders.41 To evaluate the influence of these figures on
36
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Frederick’s generalship, one must examine what he wrote about their campaigns, and
in how much detail.
The most important figure in Frederick’s attempt to achieve his own ‘Century of
Louis XIV’ in the military sphere by imitating the generals of the French grand siècle
was Henri de La Tour d'Auvergne, Viscount of Turenne. Frederick clearly wanted to
be seen as Turenne, because Voltaire specifically used the comparison to flatter the
king, telling him in June 1742 that people were comparing his generalship with that of
Gustav Adolph and Turenne, and in November 1757 that he was being compared with
Turenne and Condé.42 Voltaire’s use of French military heroes as comparisons for
Frederick – Gustav Adolph having also fought in the French cause against the
Emperor – underlined that Frederick wanted to impress the French salons through
such comparisons.43
The only campaigns of Turenne which Frederick described in a level of detail that
suggested real understanding were his 1672 campaign against the Great Elector, the
1674 devastation of the Palatinate, and the brilliant campaign from November 1674 to
January 1675 in which Turenne, having seemingly gone into winter quarters in
Lorraine, executed a surprise march through the mountains to fall upon the Imperial
forces in Alsace (the Great Elector among them), defeating them at Belfort and
Turckheim and driving them back across the Rhine.44 Here again, Frederick’s
particularly detailed descriptions of Turenne’s campaigns against the Great Elector
perhaps aimed to honour his ancestor by association. He also used the Belfort and
Turckheim campaign as a rhetorical device, both to praise the achievements of Prince
Ferdinand of Brunswick and when urging George II of Britain, in October 1757, to
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imitate Turenne’s ‘courage and vigour’ by intervening in the European war to throw
the French out of Germany, as Turenne had thrown the Germans out of France.45
Frederick, however, also referred to the Belfort and Turckheim campaign repeatedly
and in detail in writings intended not for the public but for his officers. Indeed, he
picked out two separate aspects of it. At the strategic level, Frederick repeatedly
praised the ‘ruse’ of Turenne’s surprise march, by which he ‘fell in an improvised
way on [his enemies] in their quarters’.46 At the tactical level, Frederick in his
General principles of war declared his admiration for:
How Turenne did at Colmar [Turckheim], where he presented his first line
to the front of the Elector Frederick William and the second slipped by
hidden roads onto the flank of that prince, whom he attacked and put to
flight. 47
Frederick also noted both Turenne’s bold march and his outflanking manoeuvre on
the battlefield in the History of Brandenburg.48
There is clear evidence of which book Frederick read about Turenne: Nicholas
Deschamps’s Memoir of the two last campaigns of Monsieur de Turenne in
Germany.49 Frederick first referred to the work in a March 1744 letter to his envoy
Chambrier in Paris, in which he said that Marshal Belle-Isle had sent it to him, but
that Frederick had ‘casually lost it’. He told Chambrier to ask the marshal to send
him another copy.50 As noted in the introduction, the work was (alongside
Feuquières) one of only three military books that Frederick asked Duhan to send him
after his personal library was captured by the Austrians at Soor in October 1745.51 By
45
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the end of his life, Frederick had five editions of the two volumes of Deschamps’s
work, including in his favourite libraries at Sans Souci and the Potsdam City Palace,
as well as in Breslau (convenient for campaigning).52 In his introduction to the
Excerpt he commissioned of Folard’s work, Frederick said that Turenne’s ‘two last
campaigns, which he wrote himself, are counted among our greatest classic books.’53
Frederick was here confusing Deschamps’s work with the Memoires on war taken
from the original of M. de Turenne, a much briefer work, which did not describe the
Turckheim campaign in detail, and of which Frederick had only one edition, in the
Potsdam New Palace.54 Frederick’s last reader, Dantal, recorded that in 1786 he read
Frederick a number of works about Turenne, including, alongside Deschamps’s work,
The life of Turenne (presumably Ramsay’s 1736 History of the Viscount Turenne, of
which Frederick had several editions) and the Memoires of Turenne (presumably the
Memoires on war).55 The General Staff claimed that Deschamps’s work was ‘simply
narrative’, and argued that, in the Extract, Frederick was surely praising the
Memoires, because they offered broader principles for war.56 Frederick’s persistent
focus on the ‘narrative’ of the 1674-5 campaigns, however, and his lack of detailed
comments on Turenne’s other campaigns, makes it reasonable to assume that
Deschamps’s two short volumes, dealing only with 1674 and 1675, were the key book
on Turenne that he read. Feuquières, for instance, did not describe Turenne’s tactics
at Turkheim in detail, although he described Turenne’s successful surprise at the
strategic level.57
Frederick clearly sought to apply Turenne’s methods in his own campaigns.
Deschamps described how the allies, in January 1675, took up a position near Colmar
that was impossible to attack. Turenne, however, slipped his left wing behind hills to
capture the unoccupied village of Turckheim. Thereby, ‘Monsieur de Turenne . . .
52
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found himself on the enemy’s flank, and rendered useless all the precautions that they
had taken to their front.’58 Turenne’s right flank, under the Comte de Lorge, placed
itself in front of the enemy but some way back, safe from attack. ‘By this disposition,
he put himself in a state to profit from the movements that the enemy would be
obliged to make’.59 The battle of Turckheim, as described by Deschamps, thus bore a
striking similarity to the Frederickian oblique line, used at Prague, Kolin, Leuthen,
Kunersdorf and Torgau to try to defeat enemies in un-attackable positions. Finck at
Kundersdorf and Zieten at Torgau were both assigned the diversionary role of the
Comte de Lorge, while Frederick of course reserved for himself that of the great
Turenne.60
During the inter-war period, Frederick repeatedly emphasized the importance of
Turenne as a model. The sections of his General principles on ruses and on the use of
detached forces both cited the Turckheim campaign as an example.61 ‘Read the last
two campaigns of Turenne and study them often: this is the masterpiece of modern
ruses’, Frederick told his officers.62 In late 1756, when Schwerin expressed concerns
that he would not be able to cover both Upper and Lower Silesia against a possible
Austrian attack, Frederick replied that ‘Marshal Turenne often had corps weaker than
yours, with which he stopped stronger armies.’63 The significance of the Turkheim
campaign in particular for Frederick can be seen from its use by Schwerin and
Winterfeldt in March 1757 to convince Frederick to accept their proposals for the
invasion of Bohemia, saying that it would enable him to avenge ‘what . . . happened
to our great Frederick William in Alsace for the sake of Austrian interests’.64 It was a
contrived comparison, since the Great Elector’s defeat had been at the hands of the
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French, but clearly the generals were aware of the resonance of the 1674-5 campaign
for Frederick.
Frederick’s tactics of outflanking movements were also influenced by the Memoires
of Feuquières. His writings indicate a familiarity with many of Feuquières’s
descriptions of the French campaigns in the Netherlands in the 1670s and 1690s.
Frederick, for instance, apparently followed Feuquières when he criticized William of
Orange for fighting the battle of St. Denis in 1678 after the peace of Nijmegen had
already been signed.65 Even Voltaire drew on Feuquiéres’s work for his own Century
of Louis XIV.66 The 1674 battle of Seneffe, where Feuquières fought, was a particular
favourite of Frederick’s. Feuquières repeatedly criticised the negligence of William
of Orange in exposing his rearguard to attack by the Prince de Condé on the march,
and Frederick similarly presented this again and again as an example to learn from:
first in his General principles of war, then in his 1770 Elements of castramentation
and tactics and again in his 1777 text On the marches of the army and what must be
observed in this regard.67 Moreover, immediately after his description of Seneffe, in
his General principles, Frederick referred to Luxembourg’s victory at the battle of
Leuze in 1691 as an example of the same principle.68 Leuze was a small and littleknown battle, and it is therefore striking that Feuquières had also paired precisely
these two battles, one after the other, as examples of the importance of covering the
retreat of a rearguard through a defile.69 It seems highly likely that Frederick simply
cribbed this material directly when writing his own work.
As noted previously, Feuquières particularly lauded the achievements of his patron
the Duke of Luxembourg, and it is therefore no surprise that Frederick, who
particularly liked Feuquières’s work, was also strongly influenced by Luxembourg.70
Frederick was not the only one, as the officers of the Zieten Hussars also bought
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copies of a book on Luxembourg’s campaigns.71 Both in his General principles and
later, Frederick described in detail Luxembourg’s victory at Neerwinden (or Landen)
in 1793, praising his success in causing William of Orange to weaken his army
through detachments.72 While the Seven Years War falls outside the scope of the
present work, it may be suggested that Frederick’s attempts during the second half of
this war to cause Field Marshal Daun to weaken his army through detachments
represented an attempt to learn from Luxembourg.73 Much more relevant to
Frederick’s tactics during the inter-war period was his description in the General
principles of Luxembourg’s victory at Fleurus, in 1690, where ‘he passed a corps of
infantry around the flank of the Prince of Orange, favoured by the very high wheat’.74
The account in the 1748 version of the work contained numerous errors, incorrectly
describing the battle as having been Neerwinden/Landen, and Luxembourg’s
opponent as the Prince of Orange. Only in the 1753 German version of the work did
Frederick change this to name the battle correctly as Fleurus, fought against the
Prince of Waldeck.75 Such confusion over details was not unusual for Frederick: in
his writings he twice confused the facts of Luxembourg’s 1677 victory at MontCassel.76 As noted in chapter three, Feuquières heaped praise on Luxembourg at
Fleurus for his ‘wise and judicious movement, which could not have been thought of
except by a grand homme (‘great man’) whose coup d’oeil was so accurate that he
knew he would have precisely enough time to make the movement without the enemy
being able to have cognisance of it’. Feuquières noted that it would have been very
hazardous if the enemy had noticed what Luxembourg was doing.77 Frederick
presented Fleurus alongside Turkheim – in the same paragraph – as examples of the
value of detaching a force to outflank the enemy. Whereas Feuquières described the
outflanking movement at Fleurus as made by cavalry, Frederick’s statement that it
was made by infantry may be seen as a Freudian slip: he was using the battle as an
71
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example to support his tactic of outflanking the enemy, and he may unconsciously
have substituted the Prussian infantry for the French cavalry.78 At Leuthen in 1757,
Frederick would himself succeed in moving his forces around the enemy flank,
concealed by the terrain, and thereby be able to claim that he also had coup d’oeil
comparable to a grand homme like Luxembourg.
The humbling experience of the Seven Years War, however, which forced Frederick
to apologize for his rash generalship, left him few opportunities for boasting about his
successful outflanking manoeuvres.79 Rather than comparing himself with Turenne
and Luxembourg, Frederick’s post-war comparisons of Leuthen with the wars of
Louis XIV were more subtle. In a February 1779 letter to his brother Henry referring
to the incompetence of the French Marshal Villeroi at Ramillies in 1706 – deploying
his left wing behind a marsh where it was unable to fight and thus leaving his right
wing to be defeated (a deployment whose folly was fully dissected by Feuquières) –
Frederick argued that such an error could be compared with that of the Austrian
commander Charles of Lorraine at Leuthen.80 Similarly, having noted in 1748 that
Villars at Malplaquet in 1709 was outflanked because he was not aware that the
marsh on his left flank was fordable, Frederick enlarged on this after the Seven Years
War by saying that the Austrians at Leuthen had there been undone by the same
mistake.81 He thus compared Leuthen with the victories of Marlborough and Eugene.
In his key work of apology for his rashness during the Seven Years War – his 1759
Reflections on Charles XII, in which Frederick compared himself to the Swedish king
– Frederick stated that Charles XII was ‘at no time comparable with Turenne, nor as
admirable as he was on the days of Gien, The Dunes near Dunkirk, Colmar, and
above all during his last two campaigns.’82 This was apparently an admission that
Frederick, too, was not a general of the calibre of Turenne. It may also, however,
have been a sly suggestion that Frederick, who had emphasized Turenne to his
officers as a model to follow (and his last two campaigns in particular), and whose
victories through outflanking manoeuvres were so similar to Turenne’s success at
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Turckheim, could in fact be compared with the famous French commander, even if
his alter ego Charles XII could not.
It cannot be said with certainty how much military history – rather than military
science, or practical experience – influenced Frederick’s preference for outflanking
tactics.83 In his General thoughts and rules for war, Frederick did not present any
historical examples alongside the series of tactical diagrams in which he set out the
oblique line tactic.84 The only historical example that Frederick cited in his inter-war
works in direct connection with the oblique line was his own victory at Soor in 1745.
He described how, just as the broken terrain at Soor had prevented the Saxons and
Austrians from using their superior numbers, so the oblique line was a clever
disposition to achieve the same effect.85
The tactic of concentrating force against a weak point in the enemy position was a
relative commonplace in the military literature of the time. Even Feuquières, who did
not emphasise any one particular tactic, noted that one might need to move troops
from one area, ‘to make a greater effort where the enemy appears to be weakest’.86
Santa Cruz similarly said, ‘you should use your best corps against that part of the
enemy line where you know that their worst soldiers are’.87 Among his ‘general
maxims for battles’, Quincy advised:
Start the battle on the side where [your] best troops are, and on which you
feel strongest. Amuse the enemy on the weakest side, either by not
engaging in combat for a long time on that side, or by making use of the
advantages of the terrain.88
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Montecuccoli also described how a commander could reinforce one wing of his army,
placing the best troops there, and have it attack the enemy first, while the other wing
held back, or merely occupied the enemy’s attention without engaging at all.89
Maurice de Saxe described several plans for holding one flank of the enemy in
position while concentrating force against the other.90 ‘His right having been beaten,
the rest will be quickly taken in front and rear by my two wings of cavalry and in
flank by all of my infantry.’91 He described how a diversionary force could hold the
enemy in place while the rest of the army marched by night around their flank.92 In
general, he emphasized the importance of being able to ‘attack with the largest party
of your troops the smaller party of [the enemy]’.93 Puységur specifically described an
‘oblique’ order, noted the tactics of the Theban general Epaminondas, and noted the
general value of concentrating against a weak point in the enemy line.94 Several
works of military science were first mentioned by Frederick after 1745, suggesting
that he may only have read them in the inter-war period. The first explicit mentions
of the works of Santa Cruz and Montecuccoli in Frederick’s writings were in 1753
and 1756 respectively, while Puysègur’s work was only published in 1748.95
Frederick’s correspondence with de Saxe also started only in 1745, and it was also in
this period that he engaged with the works of Folard.96 The greater detail with which
Frederick described the oblique line in his 1755 Thoughts and general rules compared
to his 1748 General principles therefore perhaps reflected greater reading of military
science in the intervening years.
Irrespective of the precise inspiration for the oblique line, it is clear that Frederick
tried to associate his generalship with the great generals of the age of Louis XIV, both
89
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when presenting himself to the European public sphere and to his own officers. His
focus on famous generals, and the much lesser attention he gave to lesser-known
commanders, can be seen in the virtual absence in Frederick’s writings of any
mention of the 1706 battle of Calcinato, another engagement perfectly suited for
comparison with the oblique line. Faced by an enemy position that Quincy described
as ‘un-attackable’, Marshal Vendôme marched his men by night, using a diversionary
action to the enemy’s front to hold them in place while moving the rest of his troops
around the Imperial army to seize ground overlooking its left flank, and routing the
Imperials when they tried to counter-attack.97 Perhaps Frederick had simply not read
about Calcinato in any detail. Perhaps, since the Imperials were commanded by
General Reventlov rather than the famous Eugene, and none of the more famous
French commanders was present, the battle was not a prestigious comparison for
Frederick’s own achievements and plans. Calcinato showed that, even when dealing
with ‘the past century’, Frederick focused on battles involving famous commanders.
When it came to clever tactics, this meant particularly Turenne and Luxembourg.

The French Way of War
Alongside this interest in emulating the achievements and tactics of particular French
generals, Frederick’s tactical approach during the inter-war years involved a
preference for shock tactics that was particularly associated with the French.98
Representative of this was Quincy, reflecting the French official view on the wars of
Louis XIV.
It is known, as it has been proved in several actions of that war [the War
of the Spanish Succession], that the best manner of leading the infantry
against the enemy is to prevent a battalion from firing and to permit only
the grenadiers and pickets on the flanks to fire, to have the battalion
endure the fire of the enemy and march vigorously forward with fixed
bayonets. There is no shortage of examples where a comparable
manoeuvre has succeeded, principally when one is leading French troops,
whose first blow is so much to be feared that few corps can resist it.99
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Quincy portrayed such tactics as particularly suited to the French character, arguing
that French armies should deploy with the first line stronger than the second ‘because,
among the French, the first advantage or disadvantage often causes the gain or loss of
a battle’.100 He stated that, in battle, one should try to attack before the enemy could,
‘especially when one is commanding French troops’.101 When describing how a
battalion should be deployed, Quincy emphasized that, ‘one must above all prepare
them not to fire, and to endure the fire of the enemy, since a battalion is normally
beaten once it has fired and the one opposed to it still has its own [fire]’.102 In his
‘Recapitulation of the General Maxims for Battles’, Quincy again stated:
In an action, one must anticipate the enemy and charge them, if possible,
before they have deployed . . . The troops should march slowly and
proudly, . . . the infantry with fixed bayonets and the cavalry with sabre in
hand: endure the first fire of the enemy and charge vigorously sword in
hand.103
As is well known, this approach remained strong throughout the eighteenth century,
based explicitly on the idea that it reflected the French national character, and this
approach was fully reflected by Frederick’s own favourite military authors.104
Maurice de Saxe followed exactly the same view as Quincy when he noted that ‘the

Piquets qui sont sur les flancs de faire feu; de laisser essuyer à un bataillon le feu de l’ennemi,
& de marcher vivement dessus la bayonette au bout du fusil. Il n’est guere d’exemple qu’une
pareille manoeuvre n’ait réussi, & principalement lorsqu’on mene des troupes Françoises,
dont le premier coup de main est si fort à craindre, qu’il y a peu de corps qui y puisse
résister.’).
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first shock of the French is terrible’.105 It is well known that both de Saxe and Folard
advocated troops attacking with edged weapons rather than stopping to fire.106 Like
Quincy, de Saxe, writing in 1732, looked back to the War of the Spanish Succession
as pointing toward this development.107
If the last war had lasted a little longer, both sides would without doubt
have used cold steel, because one would have begun to recognise the
abuse of firing, which creates more noise than harm, and which always
leads those who use it to be beaten.108
Both de Saxe and Quincy described how, at the 1706 battle of Castiglione, the French
troops routed the Imperials by attacking them without stopping to fire.109 De Saxe
also noted the Swedish king Charles XII as an adherent of such tactics.110
Folard was even more committed to shock tactics than de Saxe. Describing his
proposed disposition for an attack in three columns, Folard claimed that ‘it is
impossible that an army deployed in the ordinary manner, however superior one may
suppose it to be . . . can ever resist the shock of these three corps’.111 Like Quincy
and de Saxe, Folard described this model of aggressive action as typically French, and
rooted it in examples from the War of the Spanish Succession.112 A large element of
the Extract was Folard’s description of the 1705 battle of Cassano, where he had
served.113 Describing the French counter-attack, Folard told how, ‘inspired by that
incredible impetuosity so natural to their nation, [they] threw [the enemy] into the
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most dreadful disorder’.114 Folard said that ‘firing does not suit the French nation’.115
He claimed that the Duke of Vendôme had told him that ‘there would not have been a
great need if one had ordered the soldiers to engage those gentlemen with fixed
bayonets, the only effective means of setting them to rights.’116 Folard also described
how Maurice de Saxe himself, on campaign in Poland, defeated a superior enemy,
who had trapped him in a house, by boldly attacking them ‘sword in hand’.117 The
Memoirs of the Duke of Villars expressed similar ideas of French natural impetuosity
when describing Villars’s address to his men before the 1712 attack on Denain: ‘the
enemy are stronger than us and they are entrenched, but we are French. This is about
the honour of the nation, and today we must conquer or die’.118
Frederick had an important practical example for such aggressive tactics during the
immediate post-war years in the form of Maurice de Saxe himself, whose victories at
Roucoux in 1746 and Lauffeld in 1747 were achieved through repeated frontal
attacks.119 As noted in the introduction, Frederick maintained an excited
correspondence with de Saxe 1745-9, entertaining him in Potsdam in 1749.120 He
wrote specifically to d’Argens in July 1747 commenting on Lauffeld:
It must be admitted that Monsieur Cumberland [the allied commander] is
a great idiot, and something worse. These animals have seen the loss of
three battles [Fontenoy, Roucoux and Lauffeld] . . . for having let
themselves be attacked in their positions [italics mine], and they fall
always into the same faults, for which they will be reproved by the
Caesars, the Condés, the Turennes and the Montecuccolis and booed by
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the Feuquières and, if it pleases God, damned in the other world as
incorrigible animals.121
The copious praise given by Frederick to de Saxe in his writings shows that he
considered the French general an impressive example to emulate, or at least to
compare himself to for representative purposes.122 Frederick’s letter to
d’Argens shows that he also saw de Saxe as standing in a line of famous
generals and military thinkers – mostly French – who advocated aggressive
tactics.
Frederick’s July 1757 Reasons for my military conduct was written to excuse
his decision to attack the Austrians at Kolin, and sought to demonstrate the
importance of going out to fight a relieving army in the open field in order to
protect a siege (in this case, Frederick’s siege of Prague). Frederick listed a
series of great generals, mostly from the wars of Louis XIV, who had done this:
Turenne at The Dunes in 1658, Luxembourg at Cassel (although Frederick
confused the circumstances, saying that it was fought to protect the siege of
Mons in 1691, rather than that of St. Omer in 1677), de Saxe at Fontenoy in
1745, Eugene’s successful decision to leave his siege lines and fight at Belgrade
in 1717, as well as the failure of the French generals La Feuillade and Marsin to
leave their siege lines at Turin in 1706 and engage Eugene’s relieving army in
battle. ‘France lost Italy in 1704’, said Frederick (getting the date wrong, as he
so often did), ‘solely because the French remained shut up inside their
entrenchments and did not oppose the progress of Prince Eugene.’123 The
French decision to remain on the defensive – taken on the specific orders of
Versailles – and its disastrous consequences was one of the best-known stories
of the wars of Louis XIV. As Voltaire put it, ‘that order, given in Versailles,
121

Œuvres, XIX, p. 17 (quotation: ‘Il faut avouer que M. de Cumberland est une grande
pécore, et quelque chose de pis. Ces animaux ont vu perdre trois batailles . . . pour s'être
laissé attaquer dans des postes, et ils retombent toujours dans les mêmes fautes, pourquoi ils
seront réprouvés des Césars, des Condés, des Turennes, des Montécuculis, et hués par les
Feuquières, et, s'il plaît à Dieu, damnés dans l'autre monde comme des animaux
incorrigibles.’).
122
Œuvres, IX, pp. 219, 265; Œuvres, X, p. 283; Œuvres, XXII, p. 232; Œuvres, XXVII_III,
p. 296; Œuvres, XXIX, p. 121.
123
Œuvres, XXVII_III, pp. 295-6 (quotation: ‘la France perdit l'Italie, l'année 1704,
uniquement parce que les Français restèrent renfermés dans leurs retranchements, et ne
s'opposèrent point aux progrès du prince Eugène.’).

173

caused 60,000 men to be dispersed.’124 Even Quincy, who tried to justify the
court’s orders, admitted that the French would certainly have won if they had
left their defences to fight.125 Feuquières, living in embittered retirement, made
Turin a key piece of evidence in a section that argued against the use of lines of
circumvallation in general, favouring a covering army to protect a siege
instead.126 Frederick was apparently influenced by this passage, as he said the
same thing in his General principles, using one of the same examples as
Feuquières: Turenne’s forcing of Condé entrenchments at Arras.127 Years
before his rash decision to fight at Kolin, Frederick had repeatedly cited Turin
as an example of the dangers of awaiting the enemy inside defensive positions.
His detailed description of the battle in the History of Brandenburg noted that,
‘the French, who would have had outnumbered the allies two to one if they had
attacked them outside their entrenchments, were instead inferior to them
everywhere, because of the many different positions which they had to
defend.’128 He made a similar comment in his Art of war, noting that ‘Marsin . .
. defended too great a perimeter’.129 Frederick thus used the famous mistake of
the French commanders at Turin to justify the doctrine of boldly seeking battle
that came naturally to him in any case.
While Frederick’s account of Turin clearly followed the French historiography,
the prominent mention of Prince Eugene at both Turin and Belgrade is a
reminder that aggressive tactics were by no means the sole preserve of the
French. Moreover, Frederick’s own tactics seem to have been primarily
inspired by practical experience rather than academic study. Despite
Frederick’s later advocacy of bayonet attacks, the last chapter will show that he
did not originally understand the value of edged weapons, and that Leopold of
Anhalt-Dessau had to explain to him the importance of cavalry attacking the
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enemy rather than waiting to be attacked. Frederick’s 1742 Seelowitz
instructions showed him quickly learning this lesson.130 The ‘Old Dessauer’
was himself a well-known exponent of aggressive, even reckless, infantry
attacks, with even Folard remarking on the Prussian attack at Cassano:
‘throwing themselves bravely into the water quite rashly for Germans, without
thinking that they needed to preserve their . . . cartridges’.131 Such tactics were
therefore certainly not the preserve of the French. Frederick’s own tactics were
partly inspired by the practical example of his own victories in 1745 at
Hohenfriedberg and Soor, in which the Prussians successfully attacked with
fixed bayonets.132 The second chapter showed that Frederick’s ideas of
attacking sword in hand reflected contemporary concepts of glorious manliness.
As noted above, Frederick was in any case temperamentally inclined to take
risks. The influence of French military literature on Frederick’s aggressive
tactics must therefore not be over-stated.
Nevertheless, whatever the degree to which Frederick’s tactical approach during the
inter-war years was in fact modelled on them, he clearly saw such historical
examples, and the French tactical approach in general, as very useful for representing
his generalship to a wide variety of audiences. Frederick’s poem The art of war, for
instance, was not meant for a technical military audience but belonged to the Works of
the philosophe of Sans Souci, which were distributed to his intellectual inner circle.133
Its final song was devoted to the subject of battles, and listed four examples of battle
tactics, all of them aggressive attacks: Blenheim/Höchstädt (1704), Almansa (1707),
Lauffeld, and Condé’s 1644 victory at Freiburg. Frederick cited the former two as
examples of frontal attacks, and described the latter two as examples of an attack on a
wing of the enemy army deployed in a defensive position on high ground, a
130
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manoeuvre that exactly paralleled Frederick’s own hard-fought victory at Soor in
1745. It is clear from this that Frederick saw Eugene (whom he named as the victor
of Blenheim), the Duke of Berwick, Condé and de Saxe as suitable examples of
generals with tactics similar to his own, which he could present to his inner circle.134
Frederick’s use of Condé as a model for the bold approach to war that he favoured as
a young man will be discussed in more detail below.
As well as using examples of famous generals to justify his generalship to enlightened
opinion, Frederick’s decision to publish an Extract of the work of Folard for the use
of his officers was clearly intended to justify to them his tactical system. Frederick
stated specifically in the introduction to the Extract that he had removed Folard’s
technical section on the use of columns:
One has conserved only the manoeuvres of war for which he gives a just
description, his wise critique of the conduct of certain French generals,
certain tactical rules, examples of singular and ingenious defences, and
several projects that furnish material for reflections.135
The Extract was thus not an invitation for Prussian officers to learn from
Folard’s tactical system. Although it did contain sections setting out Folard’s
column system, the passages quoted earlier in this chapter show that it was
primarily a profession of faith in the spirit of all-out attack which Frederick in
the inter-war years sought to instil as the precept for battlefield victory.136
Clearly, in seeking justification for a philosophy that came naturally to him in
any case, and which was heavily influenced by Louisquatorzean concepts of
military manliness, Frederick found it helpful to draw on the rich seam of
French military thought that espoused such tactics.
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The Classics
Alongside Frederick’s huge interest in ‘the past century’, it is well known that he read
broadly on the history of the ancient world.137 Alongside actual Classical authors, he
particularly liked the works of Vertot and Montesquieu on Roman history and the
ancient histories of Rollin.138 Comparisons with classical figures like Marcus
Aurelius or Caesar were very important for Frederick’s self-presentation.139 The
contemporary idealisation of classical virtues has already been noted and, among the
authors read by Frederick, Montesquieu, Rollin and Vertot all looked to the classical
world for moral examples and admired the military virtues of toughness and
discipline.140 With the exception of the almost entirely present-minded Feuquières
and Quincy, the military literature read by Frederick – for instance Montecuccoli –
similarly looked to Classical military organisation and discipline and Classical
examples of heroism.141 Vegetius – the classic source on ancient methods of military
organisation – was considered particularly important.142 De Saxe proposed to
organise his model army into legions.143 Folard compared the French soldiers at
Cassano with Homeric heroes, or Caesar’s famous Tenth Legion.144 Puységur noted
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the valour of the Spartans at Thermopylae.145 Frederick followed such trends, citing
Vegetius and claiming that the Prussians were the only modern soldiers to embody
Roman military discipline, while also comparing them to the courageous Spartans at
Thermopylae.146
When it came to the tactics of ancient battles, however, Frederick’s writings had
astonishingly little to say. He said nothing at all, for instance, about the tactics used
in the battles of the Greco-Persian Wars, the campaigns of Alexander the Great,
Hannibal or Scipio Africanus.147 This was despite the fact that these battles
potentially offered numerous lessons for Frederick’s own tactics, and examples which
could justify them to others: in particular the use of outflanking manoeuvres, and the
aggressive use of cavalry to deal decisive blows.148 The most striking omission was
of the Theban general Epaminondas and his victory at Leuktra in 371 B.C., won using
precisely the oblique line tactic that Frederick came to favour.149 Apart from one
reference to Folard’s preference for the Theban column formation, Frederick scarcely
referred to Leuktra at all, and certainly not to support his own tactical ideas.150
This silence on the tactics of ancient battles certainly did not reflect a lack of
knowledge on Frederick’s part. While it is impossible to know whether he read
Rollin’s detailed descriptions of Alexander’s battles, or Polybius’s descriptions of the
battles of Hannibal and Scipio, he certainly quoted many anecdotes from Alexander’s
campaigns, noted Hannibal’s use of a diversion when crossing the Rhone in 218 B.C.,
and discussed in detail the Roman siege of Syracuse 214-212 B.C. and Hannibal’s use
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of Capua as a base during the latter part of the Second Punic War.151 In 1736, the
Saxon diplomat Count Manteuffel had told Frederick in detail about the Roman
general Fabius Maximus, and Frederick clearly understood Fabian tactics sufficiently
to use the comparison to mock his opponent Leopold von Daun during the Seven
Years War.152 Most importantly, Frederick gave detailed descriptions of several
battles during the Roman Civil War, reflecting his particular interest in Caesar’s
commentaries.153 The numerous modern soldiers who have been eager to present
their achievements as emulating Classical examples, despite the vastly different
military technology employed, demonstrate that technological changes are also not a
sufficient explanation for Frederick’s neglect of ancient battle tactics.154
Rather, Frederick’s almost complete silence on the tactics of ancient battles, in
contrast with his very detailed engagement with tactical examples from the wars of
Louis XIV, demonstrates that, for him, battle tactics were located temporally in the
world of ordered post-Westphalian states (exemplified, as discussed in the first
chapter, by the parade ground of Neuruppin).155 As noted above, Frederick declared
in his introduction to the Extract he commissioned of Folard’s work that the art of war
had been totally reinvented during the Dutch Revolt, particularly by Maurice of
Nassau, making all previous works useless. Reiterating similar comments from his
General principles of war, Frederick said that, ‘in his Commentaries, Caesar teaches
us scarcely more than what we would see in a war of pandours’.156 This was an
explicit expression of the concept that ‘the last century’ represented a distinct era,
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totally separate from previous ages and, crucially, more ordered. Frederick
emphasized the difference between the armies of his own time, contained by
‘discipline and good order’, and the ‘mass of bandits’ of the time of Machiavelli.157
While Folard’s work was a commentary on Polybius, the Extract primarily focused on
Folard’s personal experiences of the wars of Louis XIV (for instance the large section
on Cassano noted above).158
As noted above, Kunisch argued that Frederick’s words were typical of the claims of
post-Westphalian states to have introduced a more restrained and calculated form of
warfare after the chaos of the religious wars.159 The first and third chapters have
shown that it would be more correct to describe it as ‘ordered’, rather than
mathematically calculated. The military authors read by Frederick, however, by no
means shared Frederick’s disinterest in classical battle tactics. Santa Cruz specifically
stated his opposition to ‘the ridiculous opinion . . . that ancient histories have little
relevance for the war of today’.160 He made scarcely any distinction between recent
times and earlier ones, presenting Moses, Holofernes, Cyrus the Younger,
Xenophon’s Ten Thousand, Philip of Macedon, Alexander the Great, Aemilius
Paulus, Julius Caesar, Hernan Cortes, Gustav Adolph, the Swiss victory at Novarra in
1513, Rocroi in 1643, the War of the Spanish Succession and the modern Ottomans,
Poles and Tartars alongside each other as examples to illustrate particular tactical and
strategic principles.161 He used examples from Hannibal and the Persian emperor
Darius III to illustrate decisions to engage in battle that reflected the customs of his
own time, and cited Hannibal’s victory at Lake Trasimene in 217 B.C. as an example
of attacking the enemy on the march.162 Folard’s interest in ancient battle tactics is
well known, and he made frequent reference to ancient examples in a tactical
context.163 Puységur explicitly stated that his work drew both on ancient and modern
sources, and argued that the military theory of his own day had still not equalled that
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of the Greeks and Romans.164 He made plentiful use of tactical examples from the
classical period, and structured his discussion of battle formations around the precepts
of Vegetius.165 Montecuccoli and Puységur noted the difference in arms between
their own time and the classical world, but argued that one could still draw tactical
lessons from them.166 The pike remained in use in Montecuccoli’s time, and de Saxe
argued for its reintroduction.167 De Saxe explicitly proposed to equip contemporary
troops with ancient weapons, and discussed the use of ancient tactics in his own
day.168 As noted above, only Feuquières and Quincy, the archetypal representatives
of Louisquatorzean warfare, eschewed classical examples.169 That Frederick did so
too underlines the degree to which he oriented his tactics toward the tradition of the
‘Century of Louis XIV’.

Caesar
There was, however, one exception to Frederick’s neglect of ancient battle tactics. In
his introduction to Folard’s work, he maintained that the only lesson to be learned
from Caesar’s campaigns was the deployment of his cavalry at the battle of
Pharsalus.170 Caesar’s innovation at Pharsalus had been to support his cavalry with
infantry, including interspersing foot-soldiers among the horsemen: a technique
learnt from the Germanic tribes. This enabled him to rout Pompey’s superior
cavalry.171 Famously, at his first battle at Mollwitz in 1741, Frederick also employed
infantry units interspersed among his cavalry.172 Indeed, he had written to Schwerin
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the month before the battle, proposing that ‘our cavalry should be strengthened with
infantry’.173
Frederick claimed in the 1775 edition of his History of my times that he had adopted
the tactic from King Gustav Adolf of Sweden, but an examination of his library and
writings makes this extremely unlikely.174 Whereas Frederick’s History of
Brandenburg described in detail Gustav’s humiliations of Elector George William of
Brandenburg – a crucial element in his argument that Brandenburg needed the
protection of the strong state built by his dynasty – he scarcely described Gustav’s
famous battles at Breitenfeld (1631) and Lützen (1632) at all.175 Frederick’s
description of Breitenfeld did not even mention it by name, merely saying that
‘Gustav Adolf . . . fell upon the imperials, whom he defeated totally.’176 He did not
describe Gustav’s campaigns in southern Germany, saying, ‘we will not follow the
Swedes in the course of their triumphs’.177 On Lützen, he said only, ‘the King of
Sweden . . . arrives, wins the famous battle of Lützen, and loses his life in the
fighting.’178 Such sparse references stand in total contrast to Frederick’s repeated and
detailed descriptions of battles like Turckheim and Cremona, and provide no evidence
that Frederick had any understanding of Gustav’s tactics. Montecuccoli commented
on the Swedish use of musketeers and artillery interspersed among the cavalry, but
dated this after the battle of Nordlingen in 1634 (after Gustav’s death) and described
it as not particularly successful.179 Boussuet’s Universal history, known to be among
Frederick’s favourite books, gave scarcely more details about Breitenfeld and Lützen
than Frederick did.180 The catalogue of Frederick’s library contains no books
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acquired before the Seven Years War that discussed Gustav’s campaigns.181 Two
books in Frederick’s collection on the Thirty Years War and on the history of
northern Europe were published only in 1757 and 1762 respectively.182 While
Galeozo Gualdo Priorato’s History of the war of the emperors Ferdinand II and
Ferdinand III and King Philip IV of Spain against Gustav Adolf, King of Sweden, and
Louis XIII, King of France, 1630-1640, written in Italian, had been published in 1640
and 1661, it was in the library of the Potsdam New Palace, whose books were
installed only 1769-1771. Prince Henry had a French translation of Gualdo Priorato’s
History of the last campaigns and negotiations of Gustav Adolf in Germany produced
in 1772, copies of which Frederick obtained for both the New Palace and Potsdam
City Palace libraries, and it may have been here that he read about Gustav Adolf’s
tactics, thus enabling him to refer to them in the 1775 version of the History of my
times (they were absent from the original version).183 It is, however, highly unlikely
that Frederick had read about Gustav’s tactics before his 1740 invasion of Silesia, and
the Swedish king can therefore be ruled out as an influence for the combination of
infantry and cavalry at Mollwitz.
In contrast, it is well known that Frederick was inspired by the example of Julius
Caesar, saw his invasion of Silesia as comparable with Caesar’s destruction of the
Roman Republic, and was particularly fascinated by the battle of Pharsalus.184 In late
October 1740, he wrote excitedly to Algarotti about the death of Emperor Charles VI
and the possibilities it opened up for him, then referred to the production of Voltaire’s
The death of Caesar that he was putting on with his friends, saying, ‘here were are all
quietly playing Caesars and Anthonys, in the expectation that we will be able to
imitate them in fact.’185 A few days later, he declared that one of Algarotti’s recent
letters was ‘close to that which Anthony would have written to Caesar, at the time
181
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when the latter was conquering England’.186 He famously described his invasion of
Silesia to Podewils as ‘cross[ing] the Rubicon’, thus explicitly comparing it with
Caesar’s seizure of power in the Roman Civil War.187 By January 1741, as he
prepared to bombard the Austrian fortress of Neisse, Frederick was telling his
librarian Jordan, ‘I will be your Caesar’.188 Algarotti duly compared Frederick
repeatedly to Caesar during the First Silesian War.189 Given this evidence, it seems
highly likely that Frederick hoped to make Mollwitz his own personal battle of
Pharsalus, to be won through combining the Prussian cavalry with infantry (and with
the king himself taking post on this flank).
As is well known, Frederick’s attempt to learn from classical tactics was disastrously
unsuccessful, as the Austrian cavalry at Mollwitz routed the stationary Prussian
horsemen and swept the king along with them. Persuaded to flee the battlefield,
Frederick sent a message to Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau that all was lost.190 Over the
following days, he wrote a series of letters to Leopold justifying his conduct of the
battle, in which he emphasized contemporary concepts of order and careful judgement
in war.191 Reflecting the idea that one should only fight a battle if one had more to
gain from winning than to lose in the event of defeat, Frederick emphasized that the
danger of the Austrians capturing his artillery and magazine at Ohlau had meant that
‘no other means was left to me than to attack the enemy’.192 He also thankfully noted
‘the conservation of the . . . army’, reflecting ideas of the ‘conservation’ of troops as
an element of well-regulated war.193 Frederick never tried to intersperse infantry with
cavalry again. His letters, and his courteous acceptance of advice from Leopold over
the coming months, described in chapter six, reflected an acceptance of the tactical
norms of post-Westphalian warfare.
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The Conqueror
Frederick’s desire to emulate Caesar was indicative of a broader tendency. Perhaps
the most commonly remarked-upon feature of Frederick’s war-making was his
success in directing military means toward specific political objectives.194 As noted
above, Frederick was also temperamentally inclined to take risks. Whereas, after his
early experiment, he stayed tactically rooted in the age of Louis XIV, Frederick used
classical history to express his bold ideas about military operations and their use to
achieve political objectives. He explicitly described his 1757 invasion of Bohemia as
intended to bring about another Pharsalus – a decisive battle which would end the war
– and notably it was in this context that he mentioned Leuktra: not for its tactical
significance, but as an example of a decisive battle.195 Thomas Biskup has argued
that Caesar, while admired in the eighteenth century for his military abilities, was
seen as suspect for his usurpation of power, an example that threatened postWestphalian order.196 Frederick in his Refutation of the Prince of Machiavelli looked
toward a ‘universal revolution’ that would overturn the established states system.197
Clearly he saw the crossing of the Rubicon and the battle of Pharsalus as parables for
overturning the international order, not the order within his own state, and it was
therefore Caesar’s very usurpation of power that made him attractive to Frederick.
Alongside Caesar, Frederick found numerous other examples from Classical history
to inspire the bold moves he favoured at the operational level. In contrast to the total
absence of discussions of the battle tactics of the Second Punic War, Frederick loved
to describe the boldness of Scipio Africanus, who, ‘From the Tiber desolated by the
demon of war / Carries to the regions of the guilty land / Carnage and horror’, and to
tell ‘by what blow Scipio saved Rome in Africa / Attracting Hannibal to frightened
Carthage’.198 He similarly described the boldness of Hannibal in crossing the Alps to
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carry the war into Italy.199 Whereas Frederick made no mention of Hannibal’s tactics
of envelopment at the battle of Cannae in 216 B.C., he repeatedly criticised the
Carthaginian general’s failure to exploit his victory properly by immediately
capturing Rome, quoting Maharbal’s alleged criticism of Hannibal that ‘you know
how to win a victory but not how to use it’.200
The contemporary term for using war to achieve large political objectives was that of
the conqueror. The Dictionary of Trévoux defined ‘conquérir’ as ‘to make oneself
master of a country or kingdom with an armed hand’, and ‘conquérant’ as ‘one who
makes great conquests’.201 This was distinct from a héros (‘hero’) – winning glory –
or a capitaine (‘captain’) – a skilled general. The conqueror was not just located in
the post-Westphalian world of disciplined armies, the Dictionary of Trévoux citing
Alexander, Timur the Lame and Mehmet the Conqueror as examples of conquerors.202
Frederick described Gustav Adolf, Louis XIV, Eugene and Marlborough – all
contemporary figures – as conquerors, but also Cyrus the Great, Genghis Khan and
Timur.203 Most of all, Alexander, Caesar, and King Charles XII of Sweden appeared
again and again in Frederick’s writings as examples of those who had made a decisive
mark on their times through great conquests.204
Contemporary authors primarily examined the concept of the conqueror from a moral
perspective. Conquerors were seen negatively as warmongers, but also as potentially
positive figures if they developed the countries they conquered.205 In describing
199

Œuvres, VIII, p. 169, 319; Œuvres, IX, p. 262; Œuvres, X, pp. 304-5.
Œuvres, III, p. 41; Œuvres, X, p. 40; Œuvres, XI, p. 61; Œuvres, XVIII, p. 135 (quotation:
‘Tu sais vaincre, etc.’). On Cannae, see Connolly, Greece and Rome at war, pp. 184-8.
201
Dictionnaire universel françois et latin, vulgairement appelé dictionnaire de Trévoux (6th
edn., 8 vols., Paris, 1771), II, p. 817 (quotation: ‘se rendre maître d’un pays, d’un Royaume à
main armée’, ‘qui fait de grandes conquêtes’).
202
Dictionnaire de Trévoux, II, p.817.
203
Œuvres, X, p. 285; Œuvres, XII, p. 72; Œuvres, XIII, pp. 128, 135; Œuvres, XIV, p. 287;
Œuvres, XXIII, p. 266; Œuvres, XXIV, p. 310; Œuvres, XXVI, p. 553.
204
Œuvres, VIII, pp. 150, 297; Œuvres, IX, p. 223; Œuvres, X, pp. 22, 306; Œuvres, XIII,
pp. 96, 134-5; Œuvres, XXIV, p. 310; Œuvres, XXVI, p. 553.
205
Jean-Claude Bonnet, Naissance du Panthéon: essai sur le culte des grands hommes (Paris,
1998), pp. 33, 38-40, 45-6; Antoine Lilti, Figures publiques: l’invention de la célébrité,
1750-1850 (Paris, 2014), pp. 124-6; J.-M. Moureaux, ‘La mythologie du héros dans les
rapports de Voltaire et Frédéric de 1736 à 1741’, in Peter Brockmeier, Roland Desné, Jürgen
Voss, eds., Voltaire und Deutschland: Quellen und Untersuchungen zur Rezeption der
französischen Aufklärung (Stuttgart, 1979), p. 223; Œuvres, XXIV, p. 405; Voltaire, Histoire
de Charles XII. Roi de Suéde (new edn., 2 vols., Amsterdam, 1739), II, p. 117
200

186

Charles XII as such, Voltaire placed conquerors in an intermediate category ‘between
tyrants and good kings’.206
It is clear, however, that the concept of the conqueror also had relevance specifically
for military thought, and Frederick emphasised this in his Refutation of Machiavelli.
While, for the benefit of the enlightened public, Frederick criticized conquerors from
a moral perspective, he also spoke of ‘two sorts of temperaments, that of bold vivacity
and that of cautious slowness’.207
There are centuries that favour the glory of conquerors and of those bold
and enterprising men who seem to have been born for action and for
effecting extraordinary changes in the universe . . .
There are other times, . . . less agitated, . . . when only prudence and
circumspection are needed.208
Frederick contrasted the boldness of Hannibal with the caution of Fabius, arguing that
both had their place, depending on the circumstances. To please his enlightened
audience, Frederick stated: ‘rashness is brilliant . . . but . . . it is full of dangers . . . the
strength of the rash is conquests; the strength of the prudent is their conservation.’ He
therefore concluded that, ‘a people risk much with a rash prince’.209 Thus, even while
criticising conquerors from a moral standpoint, Frederick clearly articulated a
connection between bold risk-taking and the conquest of territory. That this reflected
a general contemporary view, not just that of Frederick in particular, can be seen from
a letter by King Frederick William’s minister Grumbkow to Frederick in 1736, where
he said with reference to Pyrrhus that, ‘we must excuse these kinds of conquerors:
they follow their temperament without consulting their reason. They follow only the
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instinct of their heart, without wanting to put their mind to work.’210 Thus,
contemporaries saw the conqueror as driven on by emotion rather than prudent
judgement.
The distinction between warfare conducted within the scope of the post-Westphalian
states system and on the other hand the expansive scope of conquerors was best
articulated at the end of Chapter XXIV of the Refutation of Machiavelli, which
discussed the use of fortresses. Frederick argued that:
Alexander, Caesar, Charles XII owed their glory to the fact that they
found few fortresses in the country they conquered. . . . Eugene, Villars,
Marlborough, Luxembourg were quite different captains from Charles and
Alexander, but fortresses to a certain degree blunted the brilliance of their
success.211
In arguing that his three favourite conquerors had achieved their successes
because they did not face the limits of contemporary western-European warfare,
Frederick was apparently following the argument made by Vauban in the
dedication of his On the attack and defence of places. Vauban noted that, due
to the numerous fortresses there, ‘a battle in the Low Countries often has few
consequences’ and ‘one has often seen conquerors halted in the middle of their
course’. In contrast,
In the vast countries where there are none or very few fortified places, the
victorious pursue the defeated army until it is entirely dispersed. This is
normally followed by the sack of the provinces, which are forced to
accept the law of the conqueror. This is precisely what Alexander did,
rendering himself master of the redoubtable monarchy of the Persians by
means of just three battles, and one sees the same thing with Caesar . . . or
Tamerlane, the famous conqueror of Asia . . . The same thing has
happened to all conquerors who have found themselves in the same
position.
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Vauban argued that ‘this proves the necessity of fortified places’.212 In promising
sovereigns that fortresses would ‘assure their states against enemies without and
within’, Vauban was presenting fortresses as guarantors of the existing states system,
preventing the overthrow of monarchies by conquerors.213
Whether Frederick had read this work by 1740 is not certain. The first volume,
published in 1739, was dedicated to him, but the second volume of this work,
containing Vauban’s original dedication, only appeared in 1742.214 It is, however,
conceivable that Frederick might have read the dedication in another form. Santa
Cruz similarly described Gustav Adolf as expressing jealousy for the ancient
conquerors, saying that the advent of firearms and the new fortresses had made such
conquests no longer possible.215 He also described Eugene complaining that
Alexander would never have made such great conquests if he had had to get
permission from the Dutch deputies before undertaking anything.216 Thus, even Santa
Cruz, who made scarcely any distinction between different periods of history, still
emphasised a difference between the expansive conquests of the ancients and the
more restricted scope of campaigns in his own time. His words, and those of Vauban,
demonstrate that contemporaries recognized an alternative way of war, freed from the
constraints of ordered warfare and prudent judgement, and rooted primarily in
classical antiquity: a world where decisive battles enabled the conquest of large
areas.
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De Saxe made a comparable distinction between ordered west-European warfare and
more mobile extra-European methods in a 1745 letter to Frederick, saying:
There have been two methods of conducting war, both of which have their
advantages. The Romans followed the one and all the peoples of Asia and
Africa the other. The former assumes an exact discipline, and secures
solid conquests; the second involves an incursion that is only momentary.
De Saxe’s praise for both methods of war – he portrayed Hannibal as having practised
both, citing the example of his Numidian light horsemen – reflected his extensive use
of light troops in his own campaigns.217 Despite his aggressive battle tactics, and his
interest in classical examples, de Saxe favoured the more methodical of these two
approaches, with disciplined troops enabling secure conquests.218 His words are
nevertheless further evidence of contemporary awareness of an alternative method of
war: one based on mobility rather than discipline.
The outstanding contemporary example of such an alternative approach to war was
King Charles XII of Sweden. As emphasized in chapter two, Charles was, alongside
Henry IV of France (and, as demonstrated above, Caesar), one of the three key figures
in Frederick’s mind when he invaded Silesia in 1740. As well as emulating the glory
of Henry and Charles at the head of their men, and conquering Silesia as Caesar had
conquered the Roman world, Frederick also clearly wanted to emulate Charles’s
campaigns of conquest, including those in Silesia itself. As noted above, Voltaire
classed Charles as a conqueror, and Charles’s methods of waging war were seen as
astonishingly direct. A British diplomat in 1708 reflected how Charles deviated from
contemporary norms in his continued search for total military victory when he
remarked that the Swedish king,
seems to undervalue all subordinate means of proceeding with success
and to rely wholly on the goodness of his army and justice of his cause, by
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which he has hitherto carried on a prosperous war, contrary to all ordinary
rules of acting.219
Both Charles’s bold battle tactics – based on speed and shock – and his aggressive
strategy of invading other states and seeking battle reflected longstanding Swedish
traditions and the structure of the Swedish military state. Personal leadership of the
army sword in hand was an important element in the self-presentation of the Swedish
kings, shock tactics on the battlefield reflected the experience of war against the
Poles, while the need to carry the war to other states reflected Sweden’s very limited
resources, which were not capable of sustaining a long defensive struggle.220 Thus,
Charles was primarily responding to practical circumstances, not theoretical ideas. It
is clear, however, that not only Frederick but also the contemporary authors whom he
read saw Charles as following in the tradition of the classical conqueror, and
specifically of Alexander the Great. Voltaire called Charles ‘half Alexander, half
Don Quixote’, Folard also made the comparison, and Rollin actually compared
Alexander to Charles (rather than the other way around), naturally naming both as
‘conqueror[s]’.221 Frederick called Charles ‘the Alexander of the North’, and
described him as having been inspired by Quintus Curtius’s history of Alexander.222
Thus, whatever the practical inspiration for Charles’s strategy, Frederick and his
contemporaries saw it as part of a broader pattern of risk-taking conquest, for which
comparisons could primarily be found in the classical world.
Frederick’s Reflections on the character and military talents of Charles XII, King of
Sweden also used the topos of a difference between the warfare of the contemporary
world and previous ages. His claim here that the change could be dated to ‘the
invention of powder’ – in contrast to his claim in 1753 that Maurice of Nassau
marked the turning point – showed that this was not a change tied to any precise point
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in time or any precise technology.223 Rather, this was a distinction between what
Frederick here called ‘the rules that the system of modern war furnishes’ (that is, the
war of ‘the last century’), and ‘the audacity’ inspired by ‘the desire to imitate
Alexander’.224 Frederick thus once again described the warfare of former times as
characterised by audacity and risk-taking. Reflecting de Saxe’s distinction between
slow and ordered warfare, which offered secure conquests, and the alternative method
of ‘momentary incursions’, Frederick repeatedly criticised Charles’s alleged failure to
make proper logistical arrangements to secure his conquests, arguing that he should
have followed ‘the slow method’ and ‘reduced war to rules’.225 As is well known, the
Reflections on Charles XII were written by Frederick as an apology to his generals for
his own mistakes.226 The criticism of Charles’s impetuosity therefore primarily
reflected Frederick himself. Nevertheless, Frederick use of the topoi of a change in
the nature of warfare, and of a contrast between disciplined and carefully-judged as
against bold and risky ways of war, implies that he expected his generals to recognise
these topoi. Here he wrote a text disclaiming the bold methods of the conqueror, and
promising to abide by the rules of ordered warfare.
Like Charles, Frederick’s ambitions for conquest were grounded in Hohenzollern
tradition and his own awareness of the realities of Prussia’s position. His father,
despite his opposition to unjust war, had made the pursuit of new ‘territory and
population’ (‘Lande und Leute’) a key plank of his foreign policy, and repeatedly
stressed the importance of upholding Hohenzollern legal claims to other territory.227,
The territories Frederick identified as targets for expansion in his first weeks on the
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throne were the same ones on which his father had focused: Jülich and Berg,
Mecklenburg, and East Frisia.228 Nevertheless, alongside these practical calculations,
and his own desire for glory, Frederick clearly also had examples of conquerors in
mind. Frederick’s 1732 Natzmer Letter was a naive document, written only at the
beginning of Frederick’s period of intensive reading during the 1730s.229
Nevertheless, Frederick already imagined how ‘I advance always from country to
country, from conquest to conquest, seeing always, like Alexander, new worlds to
conquer’.230 Clearly, the example of Alexander as a conqueror of vast territories was
already well established in Frederick’s mind.231 Frederick frequently turned to
classical metaphors to describe warfare at the operational level. Discussing Turenne’s
Turkheim campaign Frederick described how, with his surprise attack, Turenne, ‘after
having withdrawn like Fabius, attacked like Hannibal’.232 In his Reflections on
Charles XII, comparing the Swedish king with the Prussian one, Frederick combined
two conquerors together, comparing Charles’ daring attack on Copenhagen as an 18year-old in 1700 with Scipio’s invasion of Africa.233 This was an invitation to his
generals to remember the success of Frederick’s own daring invasion of Silesia, also
at a young age, soon after he came to the throne. Frederick portrayed his invasion as
being in the style not only of Charles but of Scipio.

Risk
Concepts of bold moves at the strategic level to conquer large areas were not only
limited to the classical world. Indeed, Louis XIV could claim to be a conquérant –
although certainly not a capitaine – and some of the French military literature that
favoured attacks with the bayonet on the battlefield also often favoured strategic
boldness to achieve conquests. Indeed, contemporary authors expressed a clear

228

Politische Correspondenz, I, pp. 2, 3-4, 7-8, 16, 18.
Arnold Berney, Friedrich der Grosse: Entwicklungsgeschichte eines Staatsmannes
(Tübingen, 1934), pp. 32-3; Luh, Der Große, p. 46.
230
Œuvres, XVI, p. 4 (quotation: ‘J'avance toujours de pays en pays, de conquête en
conquête, me proposant, comme Alexandre, toujours de nouveaux mondes à conquérir’).
231
Berney noted this: Friedrich der Grosse, p. 31.
232
Œuvres, I, p. 84 (quotation: ‘après avoir reculé comme Fabius, il avança comme
Annibal’).
233
Œuvres, VII, pp. 84-5.
229

193

concept of taking great risks to reap associated rewards, and several contemporary
generals were considered to exemplify this.
As a product of the reign of Louis XIV, Feuquières described in detail how a prince
should make conquests, and how other princes typically reacted to a conqueror.234 As
Robert Quimby has noted, despite his recognition of the risks of battle, Feuquières
was a firm advocate of strategic offensives and of seeking decisive battles to end
wars.235 Among his ‘[maxims] of the ambitious prince’, Feuquières advised:
He must profit from the divisions that he will know how to sow adroitly
among his neighbours, make use of all the pretexts that they provide to get
into conflict with them, however specious these pretexts may be, so long
as they are useful to him. After that, he must take measures in such a way
that his other neighbours do not have the time to declare war on him
before he has made some conquest, which he can hold onto through a
peace treaty.236
Feuquières noted that, if he had made peace with the Dutch in 1672, Louis XIV could
have used some pretext to invade the Spanish Netherlands, at a time when the
Emperor was in no state to oppose him.237 Frederick – who had read Feuquières in
the 1730s – acted in precisely this way in the first two Silesian Wars: profiting from
divisions among his neighbours, launching invasions on spurious pretexts, and then
quickly concluding peace treaties to hold onto his gains.
In his 1740-1 invasion of Silesia, Frederick followed almost to the letter the lessons
identified by Feuquières’s analysis of the 1668-9 War of Devolution. Feuquières
noted the need to publish a manifesto justifying one’s actions, and to raise additional
troops to strengthen the invasion forces, both of which Frederick did.238 More
234

Memoires de Feuquiere, pp. 11-12, 14-16, 84, 88-9, 98-9.
Quimby, Napoleonic Warfare, pp. 15-16.
236
Memoires de Feuquiere, pp. 10-11 (quotations: ‘Du Prince ambitieux’, ‘Il doit profiter des
divisions qu'il aura sçu adroitement semer parmi ses voisins; se servir de tous les prétextes
qu'ils lui donnent de se broüiller avec eux, pour peu que ces prétextes soient spécieux, &
puissent lui être utiles; enfin il doit prendre ses mesures de maniére que ses autres voisins
n'ayent pas le tems de lui déclarer la guerre, avant qu'il ait fait quelque conquête qu'il puisse
garder par un Traité de paix’).
237
Memoires de Feuquiere, pp. 127-8.
238
Walther Hubatsch, Frederick the Great of Prussia: absolutism and administration, trans.
Patrick Doran (London, 1973), pp. 128-9; Luh, Der Große, p. 52; Memoires de Feuquiere,
pp. 97, 127.
235

194

specifically, Feuquières furiously criticised Louis XIV’s focus on besieging the
frontier fortresses of the Southern Netherlands instead of pushing on to Brussels.239
The Spanish had very few troops, their fortresses were in a very bad state
and shorn of munitions of war. The king was master of the countryside.
Therefore, it was essential to bring the army before Brussels. That capital,
in no state to sustain a siege, would have opened its gates. The other big
towns without defence would have done the same . . . What would the
troops who were shut up in the fortresses have been able to do, other than
surrender one after the other? Thus, the conquest of the whole
Netherlands would have cost the king no more time than he already
had.240
This was precisely how Frederick would occupy Silesia, advancing quickly across the
scarcely defended province, capturing the capital, Breslau, and blockading the enemy
garrisons in their fortresses of Glogau and Brieg rather than stopping to capture them.
As will be noted in chapter five, he did this in defiance of the cautious advice of
Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau, although with the full agreement of Schwerin. Feuquières
reflected angrily that stopping to capture the border fortresses gave time for the
formation of an alliance against France.241 His summary of Louis’ failures read like
an account of Frederick’s success:
It would have been easy to conquer the whole Catholic Netherlands in the
campaign of 1667, and that which had been conquered would have been
just as easily held through the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle as the small part
of the country which he [in fact] occupied, because during that time there
would have been no power in a state to force him to abandon his new
conquest. But all the attentions useful to a prince who wishes to conquer
were neglected.242
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The Prussian conqueror would follow Feuquières’s prescriptions, concluding peace
treaties to secure his gain before any power was in a position to take it from him.
Frederick’s famous concept of ‘short and lively’ wars, involving premptive strikes,
exactly followed Feuquières’s ‘maxims of offensive war’, ‘which must never be
undertaken except to achieve some profit and to finish it [through a peace treaty]
before being forced to see this offensive war degenerate into one waged between
equal powers.’243
Feuquières also firmly advocated the use of battles to decide campaigns or even entire
wars, or at least to change their course substantially.244 ‘A battle at the
commencement of a war, given in the right way, almost always decides its success’,
he said.245 When a general was acting on the defensive, said Feuquières, ‘his
objective . . . is . . . the ruin of the enemy army, in which case he will change the
nature of the war and make it an offensive, which should be the great objective of his
prince.’246
While there were clearly also other factors at play, there are good grounds for
portraying Feuquières – the epitome of the aggressive French way of war, temporally
rooted entirely in the ‘Century of Louis XIV’, fully espousing the concept of the
conquérant, and whose book Frederick read in the 1730s – as the father of Frederick’s
famous strategy of ‘total war for limited objectives’.247 When he distributed the work
to his officers in late 1741, Frederick was inviting them to reflect on the conquest of
Silesia as achieved precisely in the spirit of Feuquières. 248
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Folard, whose philosophy of war – although not his system of columns – Frederick so
firmly espoused, was even more voluble in advocating boldly seeking battle. He for
instance described how even an army inferior in both infantry and cavalry could still
win through a surprise attack. ‘It is on such occasions’, he said, ‘that audacity and
apparent recklessness surmount and overcome all obstacles of number and
position.’249 Folard imagined:
A clever and enterprising general who finds himself at the head of a small
army accustomed to all occasions and completely full of esteem for and
confidence in the one who commands it . . . , who is hardened to the most
extraordinary enterprises, and who by his conduct and his intelligence
succeeds in everything that he undertakes, however insurmountable the
thing appears to common spirits and to the most pure valour.250
This was precisely the model of victory through bold aggression that Frederick
put forward in the inter-war years and tried to follow during the early years of
the Seven Years War.
Folard particularly praised the boldness of the Roman general Marcus Claudius
Marcellus.251 Besieged by the Carthaginians and Syracusans in Messina, ‘Claudius
did not believe that there was any other course for him to follow than to sortie out in
front of the enemy . . . a great feat is the only remedy that one can employ in these
sorts of conjunctures.’252 Folard went on to use Marcellus to set out precisely the
doctrine of all-out attack that Frederick would employ so memorably:
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. . . In the most extreme and pressing situations, one must not attach
oneself to the exactitude of the rules of prudence. On the contrary, one
must push resolution beyond the bounds of audacity . . . I do not at all
want to infer by that one must not make a difference between the possible
and the impossible. In a word . . . one must give everything to chance . . .
if there is nothing better to do.’ 253
Folard fiercely criticised timorous generals.254 He described Marcellus as one of
‘these sorts of military intelligences [which] see the possibility in designs which seem
insurmountable to the most audacious recklessness’, and went on: ‘Rashness and
imprudence may be worthy of blame if they are deprived of all appearance of reason,
but . . . the necessity to attempt everything which is not impossible justifies the
general.’255 The French way of war thus involved not only aggressive tactics but also
the willingness to take risks.
Such plans for daring strategic offensives were, however, by no means confined to
French thinkers. The Marquis of Santa Cruz described at length how to launch
surprise attacks to take territory from enemy states before they had a chance to
respond.256 ‘Even if the enemy have equal or superior forces’, he said, ‘you may act
without opposition during all the months that you . . . put yourself on campaign before
them.’257 He recommended making secret preparations, using a range of pretexts and
other ruses to gain an advantage over an enemy state, and maintaining large numbers
of troops ready for action.258 ‘The prince who conserves a superior corps of troops
during the peace is not only assured of carrying the first blow to the enemies: he
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takes entire provinces from them before they find themselves in a state of defense.’259
While, as noted above, there is no evidence that Frederick read Santa Cruz’s work
before the first two Silesian Wars, his invasions of Silesia in 1740-1 and Saxony in
1756 were precisely this kind of surprise attack. Santa Cruz’s advice, supplemented
by historical examples, that, ‘you may arm under the pretext of a different enterprise
from that which you project’ was also directly comparable with Frederick’s use in
1740 of his claims to Julich and Berg to cover his real plans against Silesia.260 One of
Santa Cruz’s historical examples was uncannily similar to Frederick’s 1740
intervention in the Austrian succession:
Don Alfonso VII, King of Castile, . . . set himself on campaign with an
army of Castilians as soon as Don Alfonso, King of Aragon, had died and
before Don Ramirez, his heir, had forces ready to hold onto the conquests
of his predecessor. Having thus profited from this favourable moment,
Alfonso recovered without opposition Naxera, Logrogno, Arnedo,
Viruega and all the country between Vilorao and Calahorra.261
This example from medieval history reflected Santa Cruz’s lack of distinction
between different historical periods. However, he also noted Louisquatorzean France
as a model for this kind of approach, referring to Spain’s unhappy experiences when,
‘several times . . . the French would take large numbers of fortresses from us while
our kings would be making their alliances and raising their troops.’262 This surely
referred to the War of Devolution in particular. As noted in chapter three, Santa Cruz
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also advocated using battles to achieve a decisive success over an enemy army, or to
change the political situation outlook of a war.263
As noted above, Frederick had always been inclined toward aggressive risk-taking,
and this can be seen from his correspondence with Grumbkow in the 1730s.264 In
February 1737, Frederick described to Grumbkow a plan for a surprise attack using
dragoons and hussars to capture Jülich and Berg, while concentrating the rest of the
Prussian army in Brandenburg ‘in case anyone should act as if to oppose my
designs’.265 He would employ both elements of this plan during the First Silesian
War, establishing a corps in Brandenburg to cover his invasion of Silesia.
In his writings, Frederick particularly picked out the Prince de Condé as an example
of a courageous commander who took risks to turn the course of a war, for instance
when describing the 1643 Rocroi campaign:
Here the great Condé, cherished son of Bellona
Assures the crown of astonished France.
By lightning blows he must stop
The continual success of the fortunate enemy
At that decisive day for Spain and France.
A more circumspect commander
Would not have risked this important combat;
Spain, encouraged by timid France,
Would have pushed its fortune rapidly toward Paris.266
Frederick expressed similar sentiments in a 1743 letter to Louis XV, advising him that
‘sometimes boldness astonishes the enemy and gives the opportunity to gain
advantages over him. It was in this way that the great Condé, Monsieur de Turenne,
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Monsieur de Luxembourg, and Monsieur de Catinat acted.’267 Even Quincy, who
repeatedly emphasized the need for a general to be prudent, nevertheless conceded
that:268
One has sometimes seen generals succeed on important occasions without
[previous experience] . . . , which a small number of extraordinary men,
above the rules, have made up for by great natural talents and strong
application, as the Prince de Condé did at Rocroi, [although] it is certain
that these examples are . . . rare.269
Above all, Frederick used Prince Eugene as an example of a general who had taken
great risks to reap associated rewards. His repeated discussion – in texts from all
periods of his life – of Eugene’s 1702 attack on Cremona has already been noted.
Even in his later military writings, after the Seven Years War had taught him the
value of greater caution, Frederick cited Eugene’s campaigns – Cremona, Turin,
Blenheim/Höchstädt and Belgrade – as examples of ‘decisive blows that decide the
fates of thrones and nations’. ‘I always cite Prince Eugene to you as the greatest
warrior of the century’, said Frederick in his 1775 Reflections on projects of
campaign, and argued that the attack on Cremona (which he mentioned once again)
would have driven the French out of Italy if it had been successful.270 He said the
same in his 1775-6 Exposé on the Prussian Government:
War itself should be conducted according to the principles of politics, to
strike the bloodiest blows against the enemy. It was on these principles
that Prince Eugene acted, which rendered his name immortal through the
march and battle of Turin, those of Höchstädt and of Belgrade. Big
projects of campaign do not always succeed but, when they are vast, they
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always result in more advantages than small projects where one limits
oneself to the capture of a shack on the frontier.271
He wrote frequently about the daring march of Prince Eugene around the French army
in Lombardy in 1706 to relieve Turin.272 He also mentioned the daring concentration
of the allied armies for the Second Battle of Höchstädt in 1704.273 Quincy, too,
admitting that there were occasions when ‘one risks all to [win] all’, picked out:274
The example that Prince Eugene gave before Belgrade in 1717, when he
left his lines to fight the army of the Turks, who, thinking only of making
their dispositions for attacking the Imperials, were surprised and beaten,
although they had a stronger army. By this blow of desperation, that
prince saved the army of the Empire, which was to be attacked two days
later, would apparently have been defeated, and would have found it
difficult to retreat, having the Danube and the Sava behind it.275
Quincy also noted other instances of successful daring. The defensive lines created
by Villars in 1711 would, for instance, have kept the allied armies impotent for the
whole campaign, ‘if Lord Marlborough had not succeeded in passing them near
Arleux, an undertaking all the more reckless in that he put himself in a situation
which would have caused the loss of the whole allied army’.276 In particular, Quincy
picked out Villars’s 1712 victory at Denain as ‘an action . . . which changed the face
of affairs in a single day and whose consequences were so advantageous for
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France’.277 Therefore, not only did a number of contemporary military authors lay out
concepts of bold risk-taking at the operational level, but they found a number of
commanders of ‘the last century’ who exemplified such an approach: particularly
Condé and Eugene.

Conclusion
Frederick primarily situated his war-making temporally in ‘the last century’: the
‘Century of Louis XIV’. This was most important on a tactical level, where Frederick
repeatedly reaffirmed his commitment to the ordered warfare of the post-Westphalian
period, in opposition to the ‘war of pandours’ and ‘mass of bandits’ of earlier periods.
After some initial attempts to imitate Julius Caesar’s tactics, Frederick turned
completely away from the classical world as a source of tactical models, instead
modelling himself on the great generals of the age of Louis XIV. In particular, he
celebrated the outflanking tactics of Turenne and Luxembourg at the battles of
Turckheim and Fleurus. While these historical examples were not the only inspiration
for Frederick’s famous oblique line tactic, the generals of the age of Louis XIV were
clearly of great importance to him, particularly for his self-representation. In the first
part of his reign, Frederick also readily adopted the bold French style of war of this
period – based on attacks with the bayonet – as the basis for his own tactical doctrine.
At the operational and strategic level, Frederick made much greater use of classical
examples, particularly because the concept of the conqueror – which contemporaries
often located temporally before the post-Westphalian period, and spatially outside of
Europe – offered him a model for large conquests which would achieve the kind of
‘revolution’ in the European states system that he wrote about in his Refutation of
Machiavelli. Contemporaries also explicitly associated conquerors with bold risktaking, and this appealed to Frederick’s natural inclination to take risks. Even in this
area, however, Frederick found substantial contemporary literature that espoused such
views, and he was able to draw, once again, on the French way of war. Louis XIV
was also seen as a conqueror, and writers like Feuquières and Santa Cruz described
exactly the kind of surprise attacks at the strategic level that Frederick so famously
277

Quincy, Histoire militaire, VII_I, p. 73 (quotation: ‘l’action . . . qui fit changer de face
aux affaires dans un seul jour, & dont les suites furent bien avantageuses pour la France’).
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employed. Like other contemporary writers, Frederick also used commanders like
Condé and Eugene as models for taking risks to achieve great results. Frederick’s
war-making thus underlines the focus of his horizons (and those of a substantial
portion of his contemporaries) primarily on his own time. The crucial importance of
Louisquatorzean France for him both in cultural and military terms also makes it
completely inappropriate to refer to Frederick as the representative of a ‘German way
of war’. Whatever their precise inspiration, the invasions of Silesia and Saxony, and
the oblique line, reflected the playbook of Feuquières, Turenne and Luxembourg.
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Power

‘War’, said Clausewitz, ‘is an act of force designed to compel the opponent to do
one’s will.’1 The present work makes clear that Clausewitz’s definition is much too
restrictive: war is frequently, although not always, an act of violence, but this
violence may have purposes quite unconnected to any ‘opponent’ (presenting an
image of order, for instance, or winning glory). Nevertheless, Clausewitz’s words are
a reminder that power – the capacity to compel someone to do one’s will – is seldom
far from war’s meanings. The first chapter of this dissertation investigated war as a
reflection of ideas of the ordered state. Christopher Clark has commented, however,
that ‘the relationship . . . between discourses of power and its actual practice has
always been far from straightforward’: ‘Power and consent are endlessly
intertwined’, and the power of eighteenth-century monarchs was negotiated, not
absolute.2 With generals mostly senior nobles, and Frederick both sovereign and
commander in chief, discussions of military tactics and strategy became another form
of political interaction. As noted in the introduction, the development of military
ideas is frequently a reflection at least of internal politics, with a particular course of
action favoured not because it is militarily effective but because it advances the
position of a particular individual or group. This chapter will examine early
eighteenth-century warfare as the assertion of ‘political’ power according to its
broadest possible definition, and also use war as a prism to show the rapidly evolving
nature specifically of royal power in the early eighteenth century.
Ideas of royal power in this period reflected the rapidly evolving intellectual
landscape of the eighteenth century. While, as emphasized in the preceding chapters,

1

Carl von Clausewitz On War, eds. and trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (London,
1993), p. 83.
2
Ronald G. Asch and Heinz Durchhardt, Einleitung: Die Geburt des “Absolutismus” im 17.
Jahrhundert: Epochenwende der europäischen Geschichte oder optische Täuschung?’ in
Ronald G. Asch and Heinz Durchhardt, eds., Der Absolutismus – ein Mythos?
Strukturwanderl monarchischer Herrschaft in West- und Mitteleuropa (ca. 1550-1700)
(Cologne, Weimar, Vienna, 1996), pp. 3, 7, 9-11, 18-20, 24; Christopher Clark, ‘Power’, in
Ulinka Rublack, ed., A concise companion to history (Oxford, 2011), pp. 132, 136, 138-40,
144-6, 148-9 (quotations, pp. 132, 148-9); Guy Rowlands, The dynastic state and the army
under Louis XIV: royal service and private interest, 1661-1701 (Cambridge, 2002), pp. 2-9.
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Frederick’s military activities were overwhelmingly oriented toward the example of
Louis XIV of France, and reflected the absolutist states of the long eighteenth century,
his intellectual activities engaged with the newer ideas particularly of the French
Enlightenment.3 As has been noted, many early philosophes hoped to achieve change
from above through enlightened rulers.4 Whereas the practical exercise of political
power remained as negotiated as it had always been, concepts of the ruler (and
practical expectations of them) changed radically from 1648 to 1789, and with them
concepts of the ruler’s position as military commander.5 This chapter will chart the
transition from theoretically ‘personal’ rule by monarchs who in fact legitimated
themselves as unreachable, sacred figures, to increasing expectations that monarchs
should legitimate themselves through merit, demonstrated in the new public sphere.
The early eighteenth century was the hinge point of this transition, and Frederick’s
personal command of his army showed the involvement of both older and new ideas.
The very personal nature of royal power meant that it offered a particularly sharp
example of the interaction between ideas and practice. Whereas the first chapter has
shown that the idea of the ordered state, broadly accepted by contemporaries, shaped
the underlying structures of war-making, and whereas the final chapter will discuss
the development of military ideas in a practical setting, the arena of personal royal
command saw rapidly changing ideas clash headlong with practical limitations.
Frederick’s relations with his generals here illuminated not just the nature of
3

T.C.W. Blanning, ‘Frederick the Great and enlightened absolutism’, in H.M. Scott, ed.,
Enlightened absolutism (London, 1990), pp. 274-87; Andreas Pečar, Die Masken des Königs:
Friedrich II. von Preußen als Schriftsteller (Frankfurt am Main and New York, NY, 2016),
pp. 19-32, 145-82; Theodor Schieder, Friedrich der Groβe: ein Königtum der Widersprüche
(Frankfurt am Main, 1983), pp. 284-92.
On the widely-differing enlightenments in different regions, see T.C.W. Blanning, Reform
and revolution in Mainz, 1743-1803 (Cambridge, 1974), pp. 2-38; Roy Porter and Mikuláš
Teich, eds., The Enlightenment in national context, (Cambridge, 1981); Franco Venturi, Italy
and the Enlightenment: studies in a cosmopolitan century, ed. Stuart Woolf, trans. Susan
Corsi (Plymouth, 1972), pp. 2-32.
On Frederick’s focus on impressing the French salons, see Thomas Biskup, Friedrichs
Größe: Inszenierung des Preußenkönigs in Fest und Zeremoniell, 1740-1815 (Frankfurt am
Main and New York, NY, 2012), pp. 95-7.
4
Claudius R. Fischbach, Krieg und Frieden in der Französischen Aufklärung (Münster and
New York, NY, 1990), pp. 94-5; Peter Gay, Voltaire’s politics: the poet as realist (Princeton,
NJ, 1959); pp. 98-111; Dorinda Outram, The Enlightenment (2nd edn., Cambridge, 2005), p.
34; Pečar, Masken des Königs, pp. 20-1, 171-2.
5
On changes particularly in the legitimation of rulers, see Brendan Simms, The struggle for
mastery in Germany, 1779-1850 (London, 1998), p. 32.
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eighteenth-century monarchy but the processes by which ideas were developed.
Matthew Ford has noted that military ideas are frequently the product not of
considerations of military efficiency but of power structures within the military, with
groups using, for instance, the introduction of a particular weapon to buttress their
position within the institution.6 T.C.W. Blanning has argued that Frederick was adept
at employing ‘the power of culture’ to legitimate his rule to the public sphere. This
chapter will show that in Frederick’s relations with his generals ‘the power of
knowledge’ was crucial and, on both sides, knowledge was used first and foremost to
achieve authority, and only secondarily to achieve military efficiency.7 Crucially,
Frederick’s military education had taught him about military affairs at the tactical
level of the regiment, but not the logistics of moving armies. This gap in his
knowledge was a significant threat to his authority, and a series of clashes resulted as
the king attempted to assert this position.

Personal Rule
Frederick’s December 1740 invasion of Silesia saw him assert his position as sole
commander of the Prussian army in the most blatant way possible. He famously
explained to Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau that he could not allow him to
accompany him on campaign, ‘so that the world should not think that the King of
Prussia takes the field with his court chamberlain’.8 When Leopold suggested that
Frederick was thereby placing him in command of the regiments remaining in
Prussian territory, Frederick disabused him of this, too, and with specific reference to
the political context for royal military command: ‘this cannot be done, in so far as the
nature and art of government seems to make it necessary that the regiments should be
and remain only under my orders’ [italics mine].9 When the Old Dessauer

6

Matthew Ford, Weapon of choice: small arms and the culture of military
innovation (Oxford, 2017; online edn., 2017), pp. 12-13, 17-23.
7
T.C.W. Blanning, The culture of power and the power of culture: old regime Europe, 16601789 (Oxford, 2002), pp. 2-4, 195-6, 211-32.
8
Politische Correspondenz Friedrichs des Grossen, ed. J.G. Droysen et al (46 vols., Berlin,
1879-1939), I, p. 117 (quotation: ‘Dass die Welt nicht glaube, der König in Preussen
marschire mit einem Hofmeister zu Felde.’).
9
Politische Correspondenz, I, p. 136 (quotation: ‘Es sich nicht thun lassen werde, inmassen
es die Natur und Art der Regierung zu erfordern scheinet, dass alle Regimenter Mir allein
angewiesen sind und bleiben.’).
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complained at officers being taken from his regiment for service elsewhere, Frederick
replied sharply that, ‘the officers are mine’.10
Frederick had made clear before he came to the throne this concept of a ruler taking
personal command of his troops. His Refutation of the Prince of Machiavelli set this
out explicitly:
What should prevent a prince from taking on himself the conduct of his
troops and presiding over his army as if over his residence? . . . Just as he
is the chief distributor of justice, so he is equally the protector and
defender of his peoples, and he should regard the defence of his subjects
as one of the most important objects of his ministry and one which he
must, for this reason, confer on no-one but himself. His interest seems to
require necessarily that he should be found in person with his army, so
that all the orders emanate from his person and because therefore the
counsel and execution follow each other with an extreme rapidity.
Among other things, the august presence of the prince puts an end to the
misunderstandings of the generals, so dreadful for armies and so
prejudicial to the interests of their master . . . and since it is the prince who
gives battle, . . . it will also be for him to direct their execution . . .
All these reasons together must . . . oblige princes to charge themselves
with the conduct of their troops . . .
But, one will say to you, not everyone is born a soldier, and many princes
have neither the spirit nor the experience necessary to command an army.
This is true, I avow, however, . . . there are always able generals in an
army, and the prince has only to follow their counsels; the war will always
go better than when the general is under the tutelage of the ministry,
which, not being with the army, is out of reach of judging things, and
which often stops the most able general from being in a state to give
evidence of his ability.11
10

U. v. Bonin, ‘Friedrich der Große und Fürst Leopold I. von Anhalt-Dessau’, Beiheft zum
Militär-Wochenblatt 2 (1878), p. 59; GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.97 A: Leopold of AnhaltDessau to Frederick, 10.12.1740 (quotation: ‘Die Offiziere sind meine’).
11
Œuvres de Frédéric le Grand, ed. J.D.E. Preuss (30 vols., Berlin, 1846-56), VIII, pp. 244-5
(quotation: ‘Qu'est-ce qui ne doit point engager un grand prince à prendre sur lui la conduite
de ses troupes et à présider dans son armée comme dans sa résidence! . . . Comme il est chef
de la justice distributive, il est également le protecteur et le défenseur de ses peuples; et il doit
regarder la défense de ses sujets comme un des objets les plus importants de son ministère, et
qu'il ne doit, par cette raison, confier qu'à lui-même. Son intérêt semble requérir
nécessairement qu'il se trouve en personne à son armée, puisque tous les ordres émanent de sa
personne, et qu'alors le conseil et l'exécution se suivent avec une rapidité extrême. La
présence auguste du prince met fin, d'ailleurs, à la mésintelligence des généraux, si funeste
aux armées et si préjudiciable aux intérêts du maître . . . et comme c'est le prince qui fait
livrer les batailles, il semble que ce serait aussi à lui d'en diriger l'exécution . . .
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Frederick reaffirmed this approach in his 1752 political testament.12
Frederick’s approach here was grounded in recent European history. His reference to
following the counsels of generals reflected the long-standing European monarchical
tradition that expected the ruler to take counsel from their subjects but reserve the
final decision for themself.13 Louis XIV had demonstrated this most dramatically
with his assumption of personal rule in 1661. Emperor Leopold I had done similarly,
and the Austrian government became so dependent on direct orders from the Emperor
that significant problems resulted when these were not forthcoming.14 Frederick’s
1752 political testament was in the spirit of Louis XIV when it emphasized ‘that a
sovereign must rule personally’.15 Contemporaries were aware of such comparisons,
and the French ambassador in Berlin specifically compared Frederick’s style of
government with the Sun King’s personal rule.16 In extending personal rule to the
military realm, Frederick was simply stretching the normal principles of
contemporary statecraft to the greatest extent possible.
Indeed, Frederick specifically positioned the subordination of generals to monarchs as
a political issue when, in his Memoires to serve as a history of the house of
Toutes ces raisons réunies doivent, ce me semble, obliger les princes à se charger eux-mêmes
de la conduite de leurs troupes . . .
Mais, dira-t-on, tout le monde n'est pas né soldat, et beaucoup de princes n'ont ni l'esprit ni
l'expérience nécessaire pour commander une armée. Cela est vrai, je l'avoue; cependant . . . il
se trouve toujours des généraux entendus dans une armée, et le prince n'a qu'à suivre leurs
conseils; la guerre s'en fera toujours mieux que lorsque le général est sous la tutelle du
ministère, qui, n'étant point à l'armée, est hors de portée de juger des choses, et qui met
souvent le plus habile général hors d'état de donner des marques de sa capacité.’). See also,
Œuvres, VIII, pp. 113-4.
12
Gustav Berthold Volz, ed., Die politischen Testamente Friedrichs des Grossen (Berlin,
1920), pp. 78-80, 82, 84, 87-8.
13
Jean Bérenger, ‘The demise of the minister-favourite, or a political model at dusk: the
Austrian case’, in J.H. Elliott and L.W.B. Brockliss, eds., The world of the favourite (New
Haven, CT, and London, 1999), pp. 261-2, 266; Jeroen Duindam, Vienna and Versailles: the
courts of Europe’s dynastic rivals, 1550-1780 (Cambridge, 2003), p. 3; J.H. Elliott,
‘Introduction’, in Elliott and Brockliss, World of the favourite, pp. 6-7.
14
Bérenger, ‘The demise of the minister-favourite, pp. 256-60.
15
Volz, Politischen Testamente, p. 37 (quotation: ‘qu’un souverain doit gouverner luimême’).
16
H.M. Scott, ‘Prussia’s royal foreign minister: Frederick the Great and the administration of
Prussian diplomacy’, in Robert Oresko, G.C. Gibbs, H.M. Scott, eds., Royal and republican
sovereignty in early modern Europe: essays in memory of Ragnhild Hatton (Cambridge,
1997), pp. 504-5.
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Brandenburg, he said of Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau: ‘with many great qualities, he
had scarcely any good ones’.17 This was a direct quotation of Voltaire’s description
of the Duke of Guise, the leader of the Catholic League, chief villain of the Henriade,
and greatest threat to the ordered stability of France: ‘who, having more great
qualities than good ones, seemed born to change the face of the state in this time of
troubles’.18 Frederick enlarged on this substantially in his description of the 1715
siege of Stralsund, which he noted was actually conducted by Leopold since, although
both the Danish and Prussian kings were present, neither took direct command of
their troops. Frederick called Leopold, ‘fortunate warrior, bad citizen, and capable of
all the enterprises of Marius and Sulla, if fortune had favoured his enterprises as much
as those of these Romans’.19 He thus clearly positioned generals who usurped the
personal command of the absolute sovereign over the army as a threat to the ordered
post-Westphalian state.
Frederick’s comments in the Refutation of . . . Machiavelli, however, also drew
directly on both the Prussian and French experiences in the Nine Years War (16891697) and War of the Spanish Succession (1700-1714). Frederick’s reference to the
problems created by cabinets attempting to control armies from a distance reflected in
particular the French experience in the later years of Louis XIV, for instance their
disastrous defeat at Turin in 1706, discussed in chapter four.20 Similarly, Frederick
William I’s emphasis in his Instruction to his successor that ‘you must . . . take sole
and personal command of the army’ reflected the difficulties (‘dreadful’ indeed, and
‘prejudicial to the interests of their master’, as Frederick termed them) which the
Prussian army experienced in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century, as
17

Œuvres, I, p. 216 (quotation: ‘avec beaucoup de grandes qualités, il n'en avait guère de
bonnes’).
18
Voltaire, La Henriade (new edn., London, 1730), p. xi (quotation: ‘qui aiant de plus
grandes qualitez que de bonnes, sembloit né pour changer la face de l‘État dans ce tems de
troubles’).
19
Œuvres, I, p. 154 (quotation: ‘heureux guerrier, mauvais citoyen, et capable de toutes les
entreprises des Marius et des Sylla, si la fortune avait favorisé son ambition de même que
celle de ces Romains’).
20
For contemporary views on Turin, see Memoires de M. le Marquis de Feuquiere, lieutenant
general des armèes du Roi: contenans ses maximes sur la guerre; & l’application des
exemples aux maximes (new edn., London, 1736), pp. 279-82; Œuvres, XXVIII, p. 79;
Charles Sevin, Marquis de Quincy, Histoire militaire du regne de Louis le Grand, Roy de
France (7 vols., Paris, 1726), V, pp. 161-78; Voltaire, Le siècle de Louis XIV (2 vols., Berlin,
1751), pp. 393-6. But note Rowlands, The dynastic state and the army, pp. 275-95 on the
actual autonomy given to French generals under Louis XIV.
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noble generals refused to accept the authority of commanders of lower noble rank.
Often this could only be resolved by the personal intervention of the king or crown
prince.21 In his 1752 political testament, Frederick put the matter starkly:
Only the sovereign can put that admirable discipline into an army and
support it, because he must often use his authority, severely reprimand
some without consideration for their [noble] quality or rank, recompense
others liberally . . . It is therefore a necessity that a King of Prussia should
be a soldier.22
Frederick’s plan to assume personal command was therefore in many ways a practical
response to a practical problem.
Frederick had been educated to assert authority as a royal know-it-all through his
inspections of troops as crown prince. From the 1720s onwards, Frederick
accompanied his father on tours of inspection, particularly visiting the regiments
around Stettin and in East Prussia.23 In 1735, he was sent on his own to inspect the
East Prussian regiments.24 Frederick reported on the condition of the Prussian units,
including identifying deficiencies in them, which Frederick William issued orders to
rectify.25 Irrespective of the accuracy of Frederick’s letters, they show that this is
what Frederick William wanted to hear. Despite his son’s relatively limited military
experience, Frederick William clearly considered it appropriate for Frederick to
inspect regiments commanded by experienced soldiers, and expected him to point out
deficiencies and recommend how to make them good. In a letter to his father’s
21

Richard Dietrich, ed., Die politischen Testamente der Hohenzollern (Cologne, Vienna,
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2004), pp. 208-11.
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minister Grumbkow in November 1735, after his return from East Prussia, Frederick
specifically referred to his tour of inspection as an exercise of royal power, quoting a
passage in Marquis Le Franc de Pompignan’s The farewell of Mars describing the
Emperor Julian:
‘The emperor wanted to be no more than a phantom covered by the
purple, which could appear at the head of the armies and travel from town
to town as the image of the sovereign.’ Reading this, I beg you to reflect
on my journey, on the intentions causing me to undertake it, and on the
figure that I cut in Prussia: have I not served as precursor and rumble of
thunder, both for the army and the civil servants, for that sentence which
their living king will shortly deliver, either to strike them down or to
absolve them?26
Frederick’s tours of inspection prepared him for ‘passing sentence’ over his soldiers,
and to this extent his assumption of personal command followed both European
monarchical tradition and the lessons of recent Prussian military history.

The Grand Homme
Personal command was also, however, a response to changing ideas of the role of the
sovereign. In the early seventeenth century, monarchs like Henry IV of France and
Gustav Adolph of Sweden had used ministers like Sully and Oxenstierna to handle the
increasing complexity of government, allowing them to focus, for instance, on
traditional displays of monarchical heroism in battle.27 In the post-Westphalian
period, despite the advent of personal rule, the focus was on representation, with
monarchs depicted as unreachable figures, so that a king like Louis XIV could present
himself as a great war leader without ever commanding an army or engaging in
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Reinhold Koser, ed., Briefwechsel Friedrichs des Großen mit Grumbkow und Maupertius
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L.W.B. Brockliss, ‘Concluding remarks: the anatomy of the minister-favourite’, in Elliott
and Brockliss, World of the favourite, pp. 283-95.
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combat.28 Despite his admonitions about taking personal command, Frederick
William I never in fact did this in war, and in his Instruction to his successor
Frederick William conceded limits to personal rule, advising his successor, ‘not to
decide anything in foreign affairs before you . . . have considered everything properly
with your ministers’.29
The Enlightenment and the rise of the public sphere, however, placed new demands
on monarchs. Frederick took part in both the traditional value system of European
aristocracy, which celebrated glory in war, and the new ideas of the French
Enlightenment, which, while not condemning war under all circumstances, placed
other actions that contributed to the public good substantially above it. As Thomas
Biskup has noted, Frederick saw his reputation among French intellectuals as crucial
to ensuring his posthumous fame, and Ulrich Sachse has noted that this meant
Frederick had to legitimate himself using Enlightenment values.30 The key concept
was that of the ‘great man’ (grand homme), whose greatness thinkers like Fénelon
and Voltaire defined as based on merit and service to humanity, not on birth and
military glory.31 This definition of grand homme was an innovation, as military glory
had been a prime criterion for greatness as recently as the age of Louis XIV.32
Feuquières for instance described Turenne and Luxembourg as ‘grandes hommes’, the
editor of de Saxe’s work referred to him, Turenne, Condé and Eugene as such, and
28
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Quincy urged young officers to read about the exploits of military grands hommes.33
As Martin Wrede has noted, this new, enlightened definition of the concept of grand
homme set new standards for monarchs. Whereas the baroque had celebrated secrecy
as conferring power and authority, making representation of monarchical
achievements (often through allegory) more important than the real thing, the growth
of the public sphere placed a premium on the public performance of monarchical
achievements.34 Trying to achieve in practice the merely represented achievements of
previous monarchs was a herculean endeavour, seen for instance in Joseph II’s
attempt personally to answer tens of thousands of petitions.35 The pressures inherent
in this fundamentally shaped Frederick’s relations with his generals.
Frederick had been exposed to the concept of the grand homme in the 1730s. The
Saxon diplomat Manteuffel referred to Cimon of Athens and Plato as ‘grandes
hommes’ in letters to Frederick in March 1736, and his colleague Suhm in the same
month described the philosopher Christian Wolff to Frederick as such.36 Voltaire
gave the same appellation to the emperor Julian in a letter to Frederick later that year,
and historians have recognised that such ideas of civil glory were very appealing to
Frederick.37 Already in March 1737, Frederick was writing to Voltaire saying that, ‘I
am . . . neither a grand homme nor even a candidate to be one’.38 This was an
invitation for Voltaire to assure him that he was indeed one, which Voltaire did
repeatedly over the following months.39 As king, Frederick sought to achieve
immortality in the enlightened public sphere – and the status of grand homme – by
becoming both a patron of culture and a writer in his own right.40
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The role of the concept of grand homme in a military context offers the opportunity to
re-examine Frederick’s relationship to the Enlightenment. As noted in the
introduction, historians have shown that Frederick was not genuinely committed to
Enlightenment principles but simply used them as part of his public relations.41
Quentin Skinner has noted, however, that ‘the principles which [an individual]
chooses to profess’ will strongly influence their actions even if they do not actually
live up to these principles, since ‘any course of action is inhibited from occurring if it
cannot be legitimated’.42 He called for examining cases where an individual’s
behaviour violates accepted norms and where they seek to alter commonly held
understandings of words and concepts to justify that behaviour.43 It is therefore worth
examining what effects Frederick’s attempt to be seen as following the principles of
the Enlightenment had on his war-making, and how he tried to manipulate
Enlightenment principles to make them fit with his military ambitions.
As noted above, the new definition of a grand homme as serving humanity was not
the only one. There were even attempts to appropriate the Enlightenment cult of the
grand homme to support the ancien régime. The Count of Angiviller, Louis XVI’s
Director of Buildings, in the 1770s commissioned a series of statues of ‘celebrated
men’, including great generals, to glorify the Bourbon dynasty.44 Indeed, there was
an ambiguity even within the works of enlightened proponents of the concept of
grand homme, reflecting the contemporary intellectual consensus that opposed war
but accepted that it was inevitable and focused on trying to limit it.45 Diderot,
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Montesquieu and others realised that pure morality tales would not attract readers, and
were forced to use strong figures to get the public’s attention. Montesquieu, for
instance, praised Alexander, and Voltaire used heroes like Charles XII and Peter the
Great, who did not fit the strict definition of Enlightenment grandes hommes.46 In a
January 1738 letter, Voltaire described Frederick exemplifying the qualities of a
grand homme even when ensuring that his regiment had sufficient supplies: ‘The
grand homme neglects nothing; he will win battles as the occasion demands; he will
see to the welfare of his subjects with the same hand with which he rhymes truths.’47
Voltaire’s purpose was not genuinely to endorse victory in battle as an element in
becoming a grand homme, but to encourage Frederick to combine peaceful
achievements (poetry, and the welfare of his subjects) with his military ones. It
showed, however, that the concept of grand homme could also be applied to military
figures.
That Frederick followed such ideas can be seen from a September 1739 letter in
which he told Voltaire excitedly, ‘if Paris has the taste for pleasures . . . here we have
the taste for grandes hommes’. Frederick said that, ‘Alexander was not great, nor
Caesar’, and instead offered the names of Condé, Turenne, Marlborough and
Eugene.48 Frederick’s political writings in this period also described successful
generals as grandes hommes. The Refutation of Machiavelli celebrated two classic
grands hommes in Lorenzo de Medici and Marcus Aurelius, but stressed not only
their cultural but also their military achievements, calling the former ‘pacifier of Italy’
and the noting that the latter was ‘no less successful warrior than sage philosopher’.49
Frederick’s 1738 Considerations on the present state of the European body politic
went much further, directly celebrating political and military leaders like Cromwell,
William III, Tilly, Montecuccoli, Eugene, Marlborough and Villars as grandes
hommes.50
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The key work on the concept of the grand homme that influenced Frederick was
Voltaire’s Century of Louis XIV, drafts of which he had read already in the 1730s.51
Voltaire extolled Louis’s patronage of the arts, and Frederick’s efforts to achieve
recognition as a grand homme were primarily focused on living up to this Voltairean
ideal of monarchical cultural patronage.52 Voltaire was also, however, very critical of
Louis XIV’s efforts as soldier and general, noting that the Sun King’s military
victories were overwhelmingly the work of his generals and ministers, and his famous
sieges of cities were conducted for him by Vauban, with Louis merely taking credit
for the work of his subordinates.53 Thus, Voltaire not only presented Louis as an
example of cultural patronage for Frederick to emulate, but also as an example of how
not to be a war leader. The Prussian minister Grumbkow expressed a similar opinion
in 1736, when he wrote to Frederick that Louis had never recovered from the loss of
able generals and ministers like Turenne, Condé, Luxembourg, Créqui, the le Telliers,
Louvois, and Colbert.54
That Frederick understood this message and took it to heart can be seen from his
History of Brandenburg, which was not only a joint literary effort with Voltaire but
also written in conscious emulation of the Century of Louis XIV, as part of the effort
to promote the ‘Century of Frederick’, and which specifically accepted the idea of
fame as not heritable but earned, and conferred by the public.55 Frederick compared
the Great Elector (who was presented as a less successful version of Frederick
himself) favourably with Louis XIV.56 While praising Louis for having ‘protected all
the talents [cultural patronage]’, Frederick said that the Great Elector, ‘held by
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himself the position of minister and general’.57 He repeated the message by
comparing the wise policies of Richelieu with the alleged treachery of Elector
George-William’s minister Schwartzenberg: ‘the French monarch is worthy of praise
for having followed the path to glory prepared for him by Richelieu. The German
hero did more: he opened the path himself.’58 Frederick then moved into the military
sphere, making his claim for the Great Elector (and himself) as having achieved what
Voltaire had criticised Louis for failing to achieve.
Both of these princes commanded their armies: one having beneath him
the most celebrated captains of Europe, relying for his success on the likes
of Turenne, Condé and Luxembourg . . . The other, scarcely having
troops, and lacking wise generals, supplied what he lacked through his
own powerful genius: he formed projects and executed them; if he
thought like a general, he fought like a soldier.59
Reflecting Voltaire’s view, Frederick’s work described Louis as ‘conducting
campaigns through grandeur; he besieged towns, but avoided battles’.60 In a passage
that in places quoted Voltaire’s book almost verbatim, Frederick’s work described
how Louis ‘encouraged his troops by his presence while they crossed the Rhine’,
thereby specifically emphasizing that the crossing was achieved by the French troops,
not through Louis’ personal merit.61 Frederick described the swift French conquests
of the 1667-8 War of Devolution in a way directly comparable to his own lightning
conquest of Silesia in 1740-1, but contemptuously described Louis as only ‘assisting’
in the campaigns.
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He [Louis] assisted in the famous campaign during which the generals
captured all of the fortified towns of Flanders from the Spaniards, and in
the beautiful expedition by which Condé subjugated Franche-Comté for
France in less than three weeks.62
To make sure the comparison with his invasion Silesia was not missed, Frederick had
already referred to the 1667-8 campaigns once before, describing how, ‘Louis XIV
seized part of the Spanish Netherlands almost without resistance; the following
winter, he took Franche-Comté’.63 Readers surely remembered that Frederick had
also captured an almost undefended province through a winter campaign. Frederick
thus staked his claim to military achievements comparable with Louisquatorzean
France. At the same time, readers would have been aware that, in contrast to Louis,
Frederick had actually commanded his troops in person, and could thus claim to have
demonstrated the personal merit required of a grand homme.
Frederick returned to this theme in his July 1757 Reasons for my military conduct, in
which tried to justify his decision to attack the Austrians at Kolin. Arguing that it was
perfectly justifiable to fight to protect a siege, Frederick cited, among other examples,
‘that, when Louis XIV besieged Mons, his brother the Duke of Orleans, or rather
Monsieur de Luxembourg, who actually commanded the army of observation, beat
the Prince of Orange, who wanted to aid the town, near Mont-Cassel’.64 Frederick
(who had fought at Kolin to protect his siege of Prague) thus portrayed himself as
emulating not Louis XIV but Luxembourg, and emphasised that, whereas he
commanded the army himself, even Louis’s brother was only titular commander of
the army that made Louis’s siege possible.
Thus, Frederick not only adopted the concept of monarchical cultural patronage that
Voltaire celebrated in the Century of Louis XIV but also responded to Voltaire’s
criticism of Louis’s military leadership. Frederick emphasized that he was out-doing
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the French monarch by not just ‘accompanying’ and ‘encouraging’ his armies but
commanding them personally. Although he mentioned his father’s presence at
Malplaquet in 1709, Frederick’s account of the 1715 capture of Stralsund made clear
that the actual fighting was done by Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau (‘the soul of all the
operations’), with Frederick William I little more than an observer.65 Martin Wrede
noted that, in his History of my times, Frederick praised the courage of George II
when he fought in the front rank at Dettingen in 1743, but emphasized that the British
king did not actually direct his troops, or influence the battle beyond his personal
example.66
Not only did the Enlightenment concept of the grand homme influence Frederick to
take personal command of his army but the military glory which Frederick won at the
start of his reign led him to try to shape the meaning of grand homme through his own
writings, so that it also applied to his military victories and achievements as
statesman. He used the term in the first months after his accession to flatter both
Marshal Münnich and Cardinal Fleury.67 In particular, Frederick used the appellation
grand homme to enhance the reputation of the leader of the war party at the French
court, the man best able to get him French support for his war with Austria: Count
Belle-Isle.68 Writing to Voltaire, his most important French propagandist, in May
1741, Frederick called Belle-Isle, ‘a very great man. A Newton, at least when making
war, . . . who does honour to France, his nation, and to the choice of his master.’69
Newton was precisely the kind of cultural figure celebrated in the pantheon of grands
hommes, and Frederick’s reference to him marked this as an attempt to place BelleIsle in the same category.70 Frederick also referred to Belle-Isle as a grand homme in
a May 1741 letter to his envoy in St. Petersburg, and in December 1741 he wrote
plaintively to Fleury asking him, ‘for the most pressing reasons, to send Monsieur de
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Belle-Isle to the army in Bohemia’, saying, ‘the weight of the reputation of that grand
homme already decides, in part, the success of the enterprise.’71 Frederick, of course,
did not actually admire Belle-Isle, and the latter would not be remembered even as a
great general or statesmen, still less as comparable to Newton. Frederick’s praise for
Belle-Isle was a transparent attempt to encourage greater French involvement in the
war against Austria. Significantly, however, he chose to use the concept of grand
homme, and one of the great figures of its pantheon, to achieve this.
Frederick’s attempt to enlist the term grand homme to justify his own behaviour could
also be seen in a September 1743 letter to Voltaire. Frederick lamented the decline of
French power since the days of Louis XIV, blaming it on the ‘weakness of the
generals and timidity of the counsels’.72 He added, however, that ‘a king worthy of
command, who governs wisely and who acquires the esteem of the whole of Europe,
could restore [France’s] ancient splendour’.73 Frederick went on to tie such a ‘grand
homme,’ as he called him, specifically to the military sphere, saying, ‘a sovereign can
never attain more glory than when he defends his peoples against their furious
enemies and when, changing the state of affairs, he finds the means to reduce his
adversaries humbly to demanding peace.’74 Frederick was here clearly referring to
himself. He certainly could not be accused of timidity, he could claim to be ‘worthy
of command’, and he could proudly point to having changed the map of Europe
significantly, and forced Austria to make peace with him. Frederick was inviting
Voltaire to present him to enlightened public opinion in Paris as the king who could
restore France’s glory. This reached its climax with his 1750 carrousel, where
Frederick claimed to have reincarnated the age of Louis XIV in Berlin. Noticeably,
Frederick’s words to Voltaire depicted such a ruler (himself) as a grand homme, and
portrayed his military achievements as the most important element in his greatness.
The carrousel itself was a military event, and was accompanied by a military review
71
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on the Tempelhofer Feld.75 The new Frederick that had emerged from the invasion of
Silesia could no longer claim greatness solely in cultural terms, and Frederick’s
correspondence shows a clear effort to emphasize concepts of the grand homme that
also celebrated military achievements.
Frederick’s inter-war writings set out a clear vision of generals as worthy of the title
of grand homme. For instance, he consistently described Maurice de Saxe as such.76
Frederick’s History of Brandenburg described how King Sigismund of Poland
planned to invade Sweden, but ‘Gustav Adolf, . . . more active, more grand homme
than his adversary, pre-empted this’, invading Poland ‘while Sigismund was
preparing to make war’, and forcing the Poles to agree peace.77 Frederick presented
Prince Eugene as a grand homme both in the Thoughts and general rules for war and
the History of my times.78 Noting Imperial defeats in Italy in 1705-6, the History of
Brandenburg commented that, ‘Prince Eugene may have been beaten, but he knew
how to repair his losses like a grand homme, and the check of Cassano was soon
forgotten with the gain of the famous battle of Turin’.79
That Frederick genuinely attempted, in the 1740s and 1750s, to get military victories
accepted as achievements worthy of the status of grand homme can be seen from the
bitter tracts he published in the 1770s lamenting the frustration of these hopes. The
most explicit of these documents, his 1773 Dialogue of the dead between Prince
Eugene, Milord Marlborough and the Prince von Liechtenstein, specifically lamented
the failure to recognise the achievements of great generals.80 ‘Why this fierceness
against the most noble of professions?’ demanded Frederick’s Marlborough, referring
to late Enlightenment criticism of war.81 Frederick’s Liechtenstein noted that, ‘Queen
Anne without Marlborough and Charles VI without Eugene would have cut pretty
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poor figures. It is to you two alone that these two monarchies owe their consideration
and their glory’.82 Reacting indignantly to the news that Marlborough was being
criticised in Britain, Frederick’s Prince Eugene demanded, ‘What! Can Höchstädt,
Ramillies, Oudenarde and Malplaquet not serve as shield to the name of this grand
homme?’83 It was a specific claim that victory in battle should confer the status of
grand homme.
In his 1770 Examination of the essay on prejudices, Frederick had already emphasised
the ‘merit’ of great generals and their service to society. He celebrated Scipio as
having saved Rome from Hannibal, Gustav Adolf as the protector of German liberty,
Turenne as ‘shield and sword of your country’ and Marlborough as having maintained
the balance of power. The work also argued, however, that glorious heroism in war
should be worthy of celebration for its own sake, presenting Eugene and de Saxe
straightforwardly as ‘strength and glory of Austria’ and ‘last hero of France!’84 The
Letters on the love of the fatherland of 1779 included a similar message. As part of
his claim that all kinds of states could produce patriotic citizens, Frederick lauded the
‘grands hommes’ (sic) of France, England and Germany, among them numerous
soldiers and statesmen: the Seigneur de Bayard, Bertrand de Guesclin, Bernhard of
Weimar, and the typical cannon of Turenne, Condé, Luxembourg, Villars and
Marlborough.85 Frederick then mentioned Eugene and de Saxe alongside Colbert,
Newton and Leibniz, naming all of them as grandes hommes. Among Prussia’s own
grandes hommes, he included the generals Schwerin and Winterfeldt alongside the
chancellor Cocceji.86 Once again, he was mixing generals with cultural figures,
claiming that both deserved the title of grand homme (and implicitly himself as well).
Frederick’s philosophical works of the 1770s reflected a sharply different climate, in
which French intellectuals were much more hostile to princes and their war-making
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than they had been in the 1740s and 1750s. Frederick’s attempt to portray the roiconnétable as a grand homme was representative of the early Enlightenment and its
willingness to compromise with princes.87 It was, however, more than mere
representation. Frederick’s assumption of personal command over his armies
followed the long-standing European monarchical tradition that rulers should take
counsel from their subjects but reserve the final decision for themselves. It also
reflected the real practical value of monarchical command, emphasized by the
experiences of the Brandenburg-Prussian army in the Nine Years War and War of the
Spanish Succession. Clearly, however, Frederick was also responding to the new
concept of the grand homme that required monarchs to earn their image of military
greatness through demonstrated personal merit. This involved the monarch not
simply being present on campaign to ensure the obedience of the generals but actually
exercising command himself. Frederick was particularly influenced by Voltaire’s
criticism of Louis XIV’s merely representative form of military leadership. In
responding to the influences both of monarchical tradition and of new ideas, and
following the inspiration of the key figure of the early French Enlightenment,
Frederick highlighted the early eighteenth century as a transitional period in
monarchical authority. His attempt to take not just titular but actual command of his
armies placed huge strains on his relations with his generals, and these strains were
the direct result of the pressure on him to legitimate himself according to the new
values of the Enlightenment.

Royal Authority
In trying to exercise personal command of his army, Frederick set himself in
opposition to his senior generals, who would have liked to exercise command
themselves. The First Silesian War saw a struggle for authority, as both Frederick
and his generals sought to demonstrate their own fitness for sole command. In this
struggle, knowledge and understanding of war were simply tools used by both sides to
establish their own positions. Relations followed the peaks and troughs of Prussian
fortunes. During periods of success, or at least of calm, the Prussian king was happy
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to work collaboratively with his generals. During periods of crisis, the king’s position
as personal commander in chief and grand homme came under severe strain, and he
was obliged to defend it in a series of increasingly ferocious rows with his generals.
As noted above, Frederick’s assertion of his authority in the first days of his reign was
focused against Prince Leopold. Leopold was not only his father’s intimate but also
Prussia’s most distinguished soldier, with a military career stretching back to the Nine
Years’ War.88 Frederick had called him, ‘the greatest general of the century’ in a
1737 letter to Suhm, and this phrase was clearly in common currency, as Frederick
addressed the field marshal in the same terms in October 1740, and Wilhelmine used
the same words in her memoires.89 It was, however, rarely said with affection.90
While Frederick’s early letters thanked Leopold for his long service to the House of
Hohenzollern, he also took steps to reduce the privileged position of the family of
Anhalt-Dessau in the Prussian army’s patronage structure.91 He removed the Prussian
Hussar Corps from the proprietorship of Leopold’s third son, Eugen. Eugen retained
his proprietorship of Cavalry Regiment No.6, but was removed from his uniquely
privileged position as proprietor of two regiments. 92 Similarly, Frederick refused to
make Leopold’s fourth son, Prince Moritz, colonel-proprietor of an old regiment,
requiring him instead to raise soldiers from Dessau to form a new regiment, with
officers taken from Leopold’s own regiment.93 Although he promoted Moritz to
major general, Frederick emphasized that he thereby passed-over other officers of
greater seniority.94 When, in September, Leopold told Frederick that he had just been
88
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on a long hunt to prove that he was still fit, Frederick replied by wishing him ‘many
years of good health, since brave and well-deserving generals like you do not die
easily’: a reference to Leopold’s advanced age!95
Frederick’s exclusion of Leopold from command during the initial invasion of Silesia
has already been noted. Following the death of Emperor Charles VI on 20 October
1740, Frederick withdrew to Rheinsburg to plan his response in secret, entrusting the
military planning not to Leopold but to Schwerin, newly promoted field marshal by
Frederick and a patron of Frederick’s intimate, Colonel Camas.96 Notwithstanding
Pečar’s criticism of this decision, it was sensible, as Leopold was deeply committed to
the Austro-Prussian alliance. Godson of Emperor Leopold I, he was proprietor of an
Austrian regiment as well as a Prussian one, and benefitted from patronage from both
monarchs.97 As expected, Leopold argued vehemently against the impending break
with Vienna, and it was therefore natural that the invasion of Silesia should not be
entrusted to him.98
The first attempt to use military knowledge to achieve authority was seen when the
Old Dessauer wrote to Frederick on 27 December 1740, within days of the invasion of
Silesia. Leopold commended Frederick’s plans to spread his forces out along the
Katzbach river in order to gather supplies, but warned that Habsburg reinforcements
were being dispatched from Hungary and emphasized the danger posed by their
hussars, saying that the area around the Bober and Katzbach offered them
advantageous terrain for harassing the Prussians. He also warned Frederick of the
danger that the corps of the Duke of Holstein might be cut off on the other side of the
Oder. The Old Dessauer’s reason for offering this advice became clear as the letter
continued by stressing his ‘firm and undoubted hope . . . that Your Royal Majesty will
95
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have the grace to order me as soon as possible to come to him. In such a case, there
would be no question that anyone could think that I would or could lead Your Royal
Majesty on this expedition, or even suggest anything’.99 Leopold’s letter was an
attempt to convince Frederick that his advice would be worthwhile. Unfortunately for
the field marshal, Frederick’s campaign moved much faster than he had expected, and
by the time Frederick answered Leopold’s letter, on 3 January 1741, he had already
captured Breslau and was a long way beyond either the Katzbach or the Bober. The
king no doubt took pleasure in replying that he was ‘much obliged’ for the advice,
‘and will not fail to make use of it, as much as the circumstances have greatly
changed in the meantime’. He assured Leopold that he would be glad to see him . . .
on his return to Berlin, thus again rejecting his request to join the field army.100
Bernhard Kroener has argued that Leopold’s methodical methods were at odds with
Frederick’s bold style of war-making, and certainly in this case the king’s winter
offensive produced results which the Old Dessauer had not expected.101
Schwerin was in a different position, newly installed as royal favourite and most
senior general under the king, but he also sought to assert his greater experience, in
his case by praising Frederick, telling him that his resolution to capture Breslau was
‘that of a great captain’, and later that ‘the measures that your Majesty is taking are
correct, and the most experienced captain could not do better.’102 Frederick, however,
was equally capable of using his own knowledge to exert authority, demonstrated his
mastery of the small details of the regimental economy by issuing orders for how the
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units should behave on the march and how regiments should care for their
wounded.103
By late January 1741, the swift and successful Prussian conquest of Silesia had given
Frederick a series of victories to boast of. Letters to Leopold celebrated the capture of
Breslau, Ohlau, Namslow and Ottmachau, and Leopold gracefully acknowledged his
king’s achievements.104 These successes gave Frederick the self-assurance to enter
upon perhaps his most productive period of relations with his two principal generals.
The following chapter will examine how Frederick collaborated with both Schwerin
and Prince Leopold to develop the two orders which shaped Prussian strategy for the
following months, his 24 January 1741 Directive to Field Marshal Count Schwerin
regarding the establishment of winter quarters (which set out Prussian dispositions in
Silesia) and his 16 February Instruction on that which His Honour Field Marshal the
Prince of Anhalt must attend to regarding the command given to The Same over the
corps d'armée which His Royal Majesty particularly wishes to have formed (which
arranged for the creation of a Prussian corps of observation in Brandenburg).105
Despite their collaborative development, however, both orders explicitly emphasized
royal authority. The opening passage of the 24 January Directive emphasized that
Frederick gave Schwerin ‘full command’ of the troops in Silesia in his absence, and
‘rel[ied] completely on you, as a cautious and experienced man’. Frederick somewhat
retracted this, however, when he added that, ‘at the same time I wanted also to
provide you with the following order and instruction regarding your conduct.106 In
the final paragraph, while repeating that he ‘rel[ied] completely on your . . . well
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known loyalty and dexterity’, Frederick also emphasized that he expected his orders
to be followed in every detail:
You must follow the foregoing [instruction] most exactly, make the
generals and their regiments aware in good time of its contents and ensure
that they follow it properly, so that all and every thing is done according
to my will. I expect to be informed often by you of everything that
happens and of the state of execution of the orders I have given you.107
In the following weeks, when ordering Schwerin to hold the mountain passes along
the Bohemian and Moravian border, Frederick stressed that this should be done ‘in
accordance with my plan’.108 Indeed, Schwerin several times graciously invited
Frederick to instruct him on how he would like dispositions to be made, particularly
for the defence of the Jablunka Pass in the eastern duchy of Teschen, thereby again
submitting himself to Frederick’s authority.109
The same themes could be seen in the Instruction of 16 February, which stated that,
‘in all things where necessity demands prompt execution and where there would be
danger in delay’, Leopold was authorised to act on his own initiative without asking
Frederick first.110 It then went on to require, however, that Leopold should maintain
‘a continual and exact correspondence’ with Frederick and ‘maintain a regular diary
describing everything that happens to the corps’.111 Leopold was given complete
authority over issues of civil or criminal law, but required to refer any matters
regarding execution of common soldiers, or serious punishments of officers, to
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Frederick.112 In closing, the instruction stated that ‘anything else not expressly
mentioned in this instruction’, Frederick ‘leaves to Your Honour’s prudence and well
known military experience’.113 Thus, the instruction set out the limits of Leopold’s
authority right down to which criminal cases he had jurisdiction over, and ensured
that Frederick would be kept minutely informed of developments. Leopold, dutifully
kept a diary of events at his camp, and a letter of 3 April 1741 emphasized that his
corps would not move without Frederick’s order.114 Royal authority thus remained
ever-present, and the king continued to require that his ideas be followed.

Mollwitz
Up to February 1741, easy Prussian victories against token resistance had encouraged
harmonious cooperation in the Prussian high command. The months that followed,
however, were much more difficult.115 By March 1741, the mounting crisis caused a
furious argument between Frederick and Schwerin over the appropriate position of the
Prussian main force: an argument that ultimately came down to Schwerin’s claim to a
better understanding of logistics.
The first clash occurred when Frederick, returning to Silesia from Berlin, was furious
to discover on his arrival at Schweidnitz on 24 February that various dispositions he
had made had been changed.116 Schwerin, however, was quickly able to turn the
tables when Frederick was nearly captured by Austrian cavalry at Baumgarten on 27
February while inspecting the border defences with far too small an escort. No doubt
enjoying his monarch’s discomfort at the consequences of his own rashness, Schwerin
sent a series of worried letters asking Frederick to let him know his whereabouts, so
he could provide an escort.117
112

Œuvres, XXX, p. 19.
Œuvres, XXX, p. 19 (quotations: ‘Was sonst in dieser Instruction nicht express angeführet
worden, . . . überlassen . . . Seiner Liebden Prudence und bekannten Kriegserfahrenheit’).
114
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.97 B: Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau to Frederick, 3.4.1741,
‘Journal, was den 5ten april 1741 im Lager bey Gethin vorgfallen ist’.
115
Dennis E. Showalter, The wars of Frederick the Great (London and New York, NY,
1996), p. 44.
116
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 Q1: Frederick to Schwerin, 24.2.1741; GStA PK, I.HA
Rep.96 Nr.84 Q2: Frederick to Schwerin, 1.3.1741.
117
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 Q1: Schwerin to Frederick, 27.2.1741; GStA PK, I.HA
Rep.96 Nr.84 Q2: Schwerin to Frederick, 1.3.1741, 4.3.1741, 5.3.1741, 6.3.1741, 7.3.1741.
113

230

Much more serious was the steady growth of Austrian strength. While Lower Silesia
was strongly held by the Prussians, the fortress of Neisse was still in Austrian hands,
and in the course of March it became impossible for the Prussians to hold the pass of
Zugmantel, which provided access to Neisse from Moravia. The Austrian cavalry
infiltrated into the countryside in such numbers that it became difficult for the
Prussians even to venture out of their quarters, and they withdrew their exposed
forces in the duchy of Teschen.118 Having captured Glogau with a daring night attack
on 9 March, the Prussians focused on Neisse.119 Schwerin had built up a strong
position in Upper Silesia, east of Neisse, based on magazines at Troppau, Jägerndorf,
Neustadt and Ratibor, built up over January and February, but Frederick saw these
positions as too exposed. On 7 March 1741, he ordered Schwerin to abandon the
position at the Jablunka pass, concentrate his troops, move his magazines back to
Oppeln on the Oder while devastating the countryside of Upper Silesia, and encircle
Neisse.120 In his response on 9 March 1741, Schwerin took the unprecedented step of
enlisting Frederick’s First General Adjutant, Colonel Johann Count von Hacke, along
with Lieutenant General Schulenburg, his next-highest-ranking officer, to support him
in saying that Frederick’s order was impossible. He obeyed the order to evacuate
Jablunka, but said it would be impossible to move all the supplies back to Oppeln, and
that as soon as the Prussians evacuated their positions the Austrians would occupy
them. Commissaries reported that neither Oppeln nor Ottmachau (near to Neisse)
were suitable for magazines of the size needed to besiege Neisse, and the Prussians
would not have sufficient supplies to hold positions around it. Schwerin predicted
that obeying Frederick’s order would force the whole army to withdraw across the
Neisse river. The field marshal stated that he would delay execution of the order until
16 March to give Frederick an opportunity to re-think.121
The challenge to Frederick’s authority represented by this extraordinary letter (which
in itself explains why Schwerin’s correspondence could not be published while the
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Hohenzollern dynasty remained in power) can be seen from the king’s complete
reversal of his position, within a day. On 10 March, Frederick wrote to Schwerin that
he had sent Hacke with orders and, ‘once again, I want you to . . . pull the troops back
from there.’122 On 11 March, Frederick sent further instructions for Schwerin to
deploy battalions in fortified positions around Neisse.123 Later that same day,
however, he wrote a second letter saying that he had now received Schwerin’s letter
of 9 March, and ‘that [the troops] at Troppau and Jägerndorf should remain in their
quarters as before’.124 Frederick’s anxiety to avoid the calamitous consequences
predicted by Schwerin if the latter obeyed his original orders could be seen in a
following letter from Frederick on 13 March, in which he enclosed a second copy of
his letter of the 11th, in case, ‘through one fatality or another’, Schwerin had not
received the first version.125
Despite accepting his field marshal’s advice, Frederick was acutely aware that the
Austrians were gathering their strength at Olmütz, and that only small numbers of
troops connected Schwerin’s main force in Upper Silesia with the rest of the Prussian
army holding Lower Silesia.126 He pressed Schwerin to gather better intelligence on
Austrian strength.127 Schwerin, however, apparently favoured concentrating as many
troops as possible around the magazines he had built up, and waiting out the winter
there.128 He maintained that the Austrians were still too weak to pose threat, and that
the only danger was to his own positions around Troppau and Jägerndorf.129 He
called again and again for Frederick to send him reinforcements.130
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Frederick quickly reverted to his previous plan, telling Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau on
12 and 15 March that he intended to concentrate his forces to besiege Neisse.131
Schwerin was supportive of such a plan, on the assumption that he would hold his
existing magazines to support it.132 Frederick, however, issued Schwerin a renewed
order on 25 March to evacuate Ratibor and Troppau, sending the supplies to Oppeln
and concentrating the troops at Jägerndorf, then join him at Neustadt with the whole
force, ‘since it is no longer the time for us to be separate from each other’. Frederick
finished with the firm admonition, ‘this is my order.’133 Even this made little
impression on the field marshal, who responded on 28 March that bad roads and lack
of boats made it impossible to move the supplies from the Troppau and Ratibor
magazines. Instead, Schwerin told Frederick how he should deploy the various
battalions and squadrons under his command so as both to besiege Neisse from the
south and reinforce Schwerin’s positions.134 At this point, Frederick gave up trying to
convince his obstreperous general. On 29 March, he joined him at Neustadt.135
Within days, the Austrian Field Marshal Neipperg showed that Frederick’s concerns
were fully justified. Crossing the Giant Mountains on 1 April, he reached Neisse and
pushed northwards. The Prussians in Upper Silesia were finally obliged to
concentrate their forces and march back across the Neisse river. All the territory
which Schwerin had warned would be lost in his 9 March letter was now given up in
any case, and by the time the Prussians joined battle, at Mollwitz on 10 April, the
Austrians were across their lines of communication, threatening dire consequences if
the battle had been lost.136 A 5 April note from Schwerin to his king reported, too
late, news that the enemy were marching toward Neisse.137 Frederick declared in his
History of my own times that he had followed his general’s advice against his better
judgement, and historians have agreed with his verdict that Schwerin’s insistence on
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remaining in Upper Silesia had placed the Prussians in a very dangerous position.138
The dispute is an illustrative case study of the struggle for authority within the
Prussian high command, and of the power of knowledge: in this case specifically a
knowledge of logistics. Schwerin became fixated on the positions he had developed
in Upper Silesia, and was unwilling to relinquish them. He used his understanding of
supply issues to assert his view – successfully – against his young king.
Two years later, after being entertained by King George II of Great Britain, Schwerin
reported to Frederick that, ‘I frankly admitted the mistake that I made in being too late
gathering together our quarters in Upper Silesia’. Schwerin, however, also described
George as amazed ‘that the troops had been able to sustain themselves in such a tough
season. He asked if we had not had desertion and many sick’. This could be read as a
reminder to his king of the importance of the proper supply arrangements that
Schwerin had championed. Schwerin’s description of George asking ‘if Your
Majesty [Frederick] also had the taste for grands hommes’ was a reminder of the
importance of this concept for many monarchs in this period. King George’s
questions were a test of Frederick’s success as royal grand homme, and Schwerin
reported that he had emphasized how ‘skilfully’ Frederick had responded to
Neipperg’s attack, ‘how Your Majesty made the dispositions on the eve of the battle
of Mollwitz, and how he executed them happily on the following day’.139 He thus
explicitly affirmed that his king had taken personal command, using his own
knowledge.
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As noted in chapter four, the experience of Mollwitz distinctly unnerved Frederick,
who wrote a series of letters justifying his conduct of the battle.140 The final chapter
will describe how, as a result, Frederick in the following months eagerly sought the
advice of Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau. As noted in chapter three, Frederick’s April
1741 dispositions for the siege of the fortress of Brieg copied almost verbatim
Leopold’s August 1737 Complete and detailed description of how a town should be
besieged.141 Frederick not only copied Leopold’s work but sent the dispositions to the
prince, who gratefully acknowledged the king’s use of his ideas. Frederick did this,
however, only on the day after the trenches had been opened.142 He was not asking
Leopold to advise him: he was demonstrating that he had already made use of
Leopold’s advice. This was followed by an extraordinary Journal for his Highness
the Prince of Anhalt, which described the activities of Frederick’s army every day
from the battle of Mollwitz until the fall of Brieg.143 There was no operational reason
why Leopold should need such information: the only explanation is that Frederick
wanted to prove to this experienced soldier, who had so recently received a panicked
letter from him, that he was nevertheless capable of leading the army (in this case
besieging a fortress properly). It was a reminder that the most important audience for
Frederick’s military ordinances was his own officers.144

The Moravian Campaign
Frederick’s cautious development of plans in collaboration with Leopold of AnhaltDessau during the spring, summer and autumn of 1741 will be described in detail in
the final chapter. His armistice at Klein-Schnellendorf in October, however, and the
departure of Neipperg’s army to face the French and Bavarian invasion of the
Habsburg lands, opened up much greater opportunities. During November and
December he frequently discussed strategy with Schwerin, now restored to favour and
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commanding the Prussian forces in Upper Silesia.145 The relationship remained
delicate, Schwerin saying at one point, ‘I hope that Your Majesty will excuse the
frankness and cordiality with which I express myself. My objective will never be
anything other than to advance solidly His interests and glory.’146 Frederick seems to
have accepted Schwerin’s advice, given in a letter of 5 December, to capture the
remaining Habsburg positions in Upper Silesia.147 On 14 December, he ordered him
to advance into Moravia.148 On 27 December 1741, Schwerin captured Olmütz, a feat
the Prussians would never achieve again.149 From this promising start, however, in
the face of negligible regular Habsburg opposition in the field, the Prussian position
degenerated to the point where Frederick ultimately accepted a negotiated peace that
not only gave up all his gains in Moravia but did not even secure control of the whole
of Silesia, creating a division of the province which has persisted to this day.150 The
train of events that led to this, and how Frederick responded to them, are of great
interest for showing the role of military knowledge in Frederick’s royal authority.
The Prussian campaign in Moravia was a bold land-grab typical of Frederick as a
young man (and of the French way of war he favoured). Schwerin’s ambitions were
at least as great as Frederick’s, and he looked forward excitedly to the capture of
Brünn, Pressburg (modern Bratislava) and even Vienna itself.151 It was Frederick
who was more cautious, rejecting Schwerin’s proposal to advance on Pressburg and
Vienna.152 Once again, Schwerin emphasized logistics, telling Frederick in January
that he was ‘impatiently awaiting the orders of Your Majesty . . . regarding the
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magazines . . . I beg Your Majesty to honour me with his orders on this subject
without delay’.153 This time, however, Frederick substantially turned the tables on his
field marshal by giving him personal responsibility for the army’s supplies, leaving
him behind at Olmütz while he pushed southwards.154 Like the Old Dessauer the
previous winter, Schwerin lamented the ‘chagrin of seeing Your Majesty on campaign
without being able to accompany him’.155
The Prussian position deteriorated in the course of February and March 1742, as
Moravia turned out to have insufficient resources to sustain their forces, and
Habsburg irregulars from Hungary harried the Prussian lines of communication from
the east. The latter threat was emphasized on 9-10 March, when Habsburg hussars
captured Frederick’s own baggage, in the outskirts of Olmütz. Schwerin’s
descendant, Dettlof von Schwerin, showed how Schwerin consistently warned
Frederick about the difficulty of raising enough supplies in Moravia, and proposed
measures to guard the frontier to Hungary. On 18 March 1742, however, a ferocious
letter from Frederick blamed Schwerin for the lack of supplies and the successes of
the Habsburg light troops, and soon Schwerin was allowed to leave the army in
Moravia and return home.156 As noted above, the exposed Prussian position was not
only Frederick’s fault: Schwerin had himself urged an ambitious advance, even in the
same letter where he expressed concerns about the lack of supplies.157 Dennis
Showalter has argued that the Prussian supply shortages were no more than might be
expected in the circumstances.158 Nevertheless, this was the second time when an
over-extended Prussian advance had led to a clash between Frederick and his general,
with the argument expressed primarily in terms of Frederick’s logistical blind spot.
Frederick responded to these difficulties by emphasizing the area of warfare where his
period as regimental commander in Neuruppin had left him well versed: the tactical
153

GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 R: Schwerin to Frederick, 3.1.1742 (quotation: ‘‘J’attends
avec impatience les ordres de Votre Majesté . . . touchant les magazins’. . . je supplie Votré
Majesté de m’honorer de ses ordres la dessus sans delai.’).
154
Schwerin, Feldmarschall Schwerin, p. 168.
155
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 R: Schwerin to Frederick, 14.2.1742 (quotation: ‘Le
chagrin de voir Votre Majesté en Campagne sans pouvoir l’accompagner’), 23.2.1742.
156
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 R: Frederick to Schwerin, 18.3.1742; Schwerin,
Feldmarschall Schwerin, pp. 163, 166-80.
157
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 R: Schwerin to Frederick, 14.2.1742.
158
Showalter, Wars of Frederick the Great, pp. 57-8.

237

movements of an army on the parade ground or battlefield. Precisely at the time of
his clash with Schwerin (17 – 25 March 1742), Frederick produced the famous
Seelowitz instructions. At a moment when Frederick was aghast at his army’s
shortage of supplies, it is noticeable that he chose to devote his time to producing
treatises two of which were specifically stated as being ‘for the case of a battle’: one
for the cavalry and one for the infantry.159 The instructions frequently stressed the
ordered warfare Frederick had learnt at Neuruppin, with the infantry instruction
emphasizing proper alignment of battalions in battle, closed ranks, and maintenance
of the proper distance between lines, specifying the position of officers, making
provisions for organization of the regimental baggage and care of the wounded, and
including several articles on the importance of obedience to orders.160 The cavalry
instruction also required regiments to ‘form up quickly’ when deploying for battle,
maintain exact distances between squadrons, and reform as soon as the enemy was
defeated.161 Even the instruction for the hussars began by stressing the need for
‘order’, saying the hussars should dress their ranks ‘as well as the dragoon regiments’
and, ‘most of the time, attack . . . with closed ranks’.162 Frederick also stressed
‘conservation’ of the horses, and demanded rigorous obedience to his instruction.163
Frederick’s mention in his cavalry instruction of an ‘oblique’ attack with one wing,
and his discussion of the use of cannon to support infantry attacks, and of how the
infantry should repel cavalry, showed that the instructions reflected genuine
consideration of how the army might fight effectively on the battlefield.164
Requirements for the cavalry to charge home in closed ranks without stopping to fire
reflected what Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau had taught Frederick about cavalry tactics
(discussed in detail in the final chapter).165 A separate instruction for the hussars was
a clear recognition of the Prussian army’s urgent need to counter the Habsburg light
cavalry. It discussed how to conduct scouting missions, surprise attacks and attacks
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on convoys, how to set pickets, and the need to use spies.166 Nevertheless, Frederick
clearly found such battle tactics a much more comfortable topic, where he could
affirm his military knowledge and achieve what Pečar called ‘authority through
authorship’ at a time when the crisis in logistics and lines of communication had
placed his authority under considerable stress.167

‘Cleverer than Caesar’
Frederick’s huge confidence during the initial invasion of Moraiva can be seen from
the fact that he stopped asking Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau for advice on the conduct of
operations, their correspondence in this period dwindling to discussions only of the
regimental economy.168 This quickly changed as the Prussian position deteriorated,
inaugurating another period when Frederick found himself dependent on Leopold’s
military knowledge. Once again, the king’s limited understanding of logistics would
be exposed, and it would be seen that he was much more comfortable in the world of
classical heroes.
On 13 March 1742, Frederick for the first time entrusted Leopold with an active field
command, ordering him to bring his corps to defend Upper Silesia, now increasingly
under pressure from Hungarian irregulars.169 At first, relations between Frederick and
Leopold followed the collaborative approach seen between them for the previous year
and more and described in the final chapter, with Frederick leaving the field marshal
to coordinate supply arrangements for his corps with the General Directory, and
asking him to travel ahead of his soldiers to give his opinion on the fortifications at
Neisse.170 Frederick’s deteriorating position in Moravia, however, the difficulties of
his allies in Bohemia, and hopes of obtaining permanently the Bohemian circles of
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Pardubitz and Königgrätz, led him to shift his strength west.171 On 2 April 1742, he
ordered Leopold to bring his corps across the Silesian mountains into Bohemia.172
The family of Anhalt-Dessau at this point held almost all the important Prussian
military commands, as Hereditary Prince Leopold was given responsibility for the
army’s supplies and his younger brother Prince Dietrich took command in Upper
Silesia.173 The military situation, however, was putting Frederick under great
pressure, and this soon became clear from his relations with the elder Prince Leopold.
Leopold’s greater military knowledge had been perfectly acceptable at a distance, and
even Frederick’s order for him to march into Bohemia was an attempt to maintain this
distance, emphasizing that they would ‘remain two separate corps’.174 Frederick went
much further on 15 April, in an order ‘For the avoidance of all tiresome
misunderstandings between Myself and Your Honour’. This extraordinary document
required Leopold not to make common cause with any other officers in the army, not
to get involved with the command of the army except on Frederick’s order, only to
look after his own corps when on the march, not to visit any posts without Frederick’s
order, not to correct any officer without Frederick’s order, not to contradict anything
any officer said at table, and do everything he could to hinder the creation of factions
within the army.175 While the military situation seemed to make Leopold’s presence
in Bohemia essential, this order showed Frederick’s awareness of the threat Leopold’s
military knowledge posed to his own authority in the army.
As Schwerin had done the previous year, Leopold quickly began to expose
Frederick’s limited understanding of the logistics of moving armies. Already in his
response to Frederick’s order to march to Bohemia, Leopold wrote to him that, ‘as
Your Royal Majesty knows best of all, due to the permanent fallen snow and frequent
rain, it is not practicable to cross the mountains between Silesia and Bohemia at this
time’. He was therefore negotiating with the Saxon court to cross through Saxon
171
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territory.176 Frederick was certainly not sufficiently aware of the conditions in the
Silesian mountains in April to have made provision for this in his original order.177 It
must have been particularly galling for Frederick, who had a personal grudge against
the Saxon minister Count Brühl, that Leopold, in order to make his royal master’s
orders workable, had specifically written to Brühl to request passage.178 Leopold also
explained to Frederick that several of the cavalry regiments would not be able to
reach Bohemia as quickly as he had ordered.179 On this occasion, Frederick was able
to ‘approve’ the actions of his general, who responded with repeated promises ‘most
punctiliously’ to ‘follow Your Royal Majesty’s orders’.180 On 17 April, however, in
one of the same letters where he promised strict obedience, Leopold reported that
Hereditary Prince Leopold had told him that it would be better if he did not bring his
regiments into Bohemia immediately, so as to give time for the magazines there to be
fully stocked. He reported, however, that the Saxons were anxious for them to leave
Saxony, and invited Frederick to solve the conundrum created by his orders: ‘Your
Royal Majesty will be most graciously pleased to impart to me how I should act with
these regiments’.181
On 19 April, Frederick sent Leopold a new route by which his corps was to advance
from the Elbe through Bohemia, drawn up this time not by Hereditary Prince Leopold
but by Colonel Schmettau.182 Leopold replied on the same day that the new route did
not pass through the places where Hereditary Prince Leopold had collected supplies
for his men. He asked to delay the march of his troops to allow supplies to be moved
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to the new route.183 On 20 April, Leopold reported that he had shown the new route
to the Bohemian commissaries, and they had told him that it would be impossible to
provide supplies there, and that the new route through the mountains was impassable
to heavy waggons. Following the king’s new route would be, ‘a pure impossibility’.
In a repeat of Schwerin’s tactic on 9 March 1741, Leopold enclosed the written report
of the Bohemian commissaries to confirm what he said. He reported that lack of
forage meant that it was also not possible to remain in their current position any more,
and therefore, ‘against my will, I must resolve’ to march at once along the original
route. While in Brandenburg, Leopold had asked Frederick to ‘approve’ actions after
he had taken them, and he finished his letter with a similar formulation: ‘I hope and
am firmly assured that Your Royal Majesty will be graciously pleased to agree to
this’.184 With the two now serving in the same theatre, however, the challenge to the
king’s authority was too much. Frederick’s response on 21 April told the field
marshal to continue his march on the route he had chosen, ‘since it cannot be
changed’, but exercised itself furiously on the principle of obedience to royal orders.
The official letter written for Frederick by his secretary expressed the king’s
‘disconcertment’, saying, ‘it very much surprises me that my orders are not followed’.
A hand-written post-script from the king himself went much further: ‘even if you
were cleverer than Caesar, that still doesn’t help me if my orders aren’t strictly and
accurately obeyed!’185 Frederick’s mention of Caesar (in what was ostensibly a
discussion of military logistics) showed how closely his ideas of generalship were
bound up with the concept of becoming a great historical figure. His fury at
Leopold’s disobedience showed that, whatever manoeuvre might be militarily correct,
it was of paramount importance to him that his authority as king ‘personally ruling’ in
the field be upheld. Within days, he removed Leopold from command in Bohemia,
and moved him to command in Moravia and Upper Silesia.186
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Military Knowledge as Royal Patronage
It is well known that patronage was a key element in the relations between rulers and
their subjects in early modern Europe, as well as a key motivation for service in the
eighteenth-century Prussian army.187 The final section of this chapter will show that
it also played a substantial role in the ‘power of knowledge’. A powerful example
can be seen from the aftermath of Frederick’s 1744 campaign in Bohemia. In October
1744, with his proposals for the operations in Bohemia rejected by Frederick, and
with the campaign degenerating into disaster, Schwerin essentially abandoned the
Prussian army, returning precipitately to his estates on the grounds of illness.188
Frederick had similar disputes with Prince Leopold not only in 1742 but also in 1745,
and was each time forced by the military situation to employ Leopold again.189 With
the end of the war in December 1745, however, Frederick no longer needed generals
so urgently. Moreover, Schwerin was no independent sovereign prince, able to live
without royal patronage. He was horrified when, in the following years, Frederick
essentially banished him to his estate, refusing to see him. He was forced to make
repeated and grovelling apologies, desperately seeking to regain Frederick’s favour.190
The incident showed that, even in disputes over military knowledge (in this case, the
strategy to follow on campaign), Frederick’s control over patronage was ultimately
decisive – at least for Prussian subjects.
Existing literature, however, has not properly recognised that the Prussian army’s
knowledge economy was also part of its patronage system. This can be seen clearly
from Frederick’s correspondence with his generals regarding his General principles
of war. The work was important not because of its contents, but for the huge honour
done to the generals in receiving a book written personally by their king, and in being
allowed to share in its secret.
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To be sure, Frederick took considerable pains over the text of the General principles.
His original draft from 1746 was not shared at all, and the version completed in 1748
was initially shared only with his brother, August Wilhelm. Only in 1752 did he have
a German translation made, which was distributed to his generals in 1753.191 The
German edition included substantial corrections and in particular numerous additional
historical examples compared to the 1748 version, as Frederick sought to justify
himself with reference to famous generals of the wars of Louis XIV.192 Pečar has
noted that the text admitted Frederick’s mistakes in earlier campaigns, and even
invited the generals to express their own opinions.193 Frederick told his generals:
If . . . you have doubts about some of these articles [of the General
Principles], you would do me pleasure to present them to me, so that I can
explain my reasons more amply or to place me in line with your opinion,
if I have fallen into error . . . I will consider myself not to have wasted my
time if this work gives my officers the space to make reflections on . . .
[their] profession’.194
Several generals certainly told Frederick that they had or would read the work
carefully.195 Lieutenant General Count Dohna promised that he would ‘conserve this
precious deposit with a secrecy which will be revealed only through the proofs I hope
to give through my conduct in all the occasions of war’.196 Major General Schorlemer
similarly promised to use it to inform himself about ‘many things’, and Frederick’s
intimate Balthasar Friedrich von der Goltz promised to ‘try with all my powers to
make myself thereby more skilful’.197 However, only one officer actually used the
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General principles to suggest a change to the Prussian army’s practice. Colonel
Zastrow, of Schwerin’s regiment – the only officer who mentioned specific sections
of the work in his response, demonstrating that he had actually read it carefully –
suggested that it would be helpful to increase the number of lance corporals in each
regiment.198 Frederick briefly responded that the regiments already had more NCOs
than they needed, and that it was the courage and ability of officers and NCOs, not
their number, that was most important.199 This was the only tactical debate contained
in the king’s correspondence regarding the General principles.
Frederick clearly did not want actual discussion of his military treatises, as can be
seen most visibly in the response of his intimate, Major General Winterfeldt, to the
king’s 1755 Thoughts and general rules for war, which Frederick sent to him alone.
Winterfeldt’s reply did not discuss the contents of the work at all, but simply gave a
fawning affirmation of his royal master’s wisdom:
I tried to imprint the incomparable rules learnt from it into my memory . .
. so that Your Majesty’s gracious efforts to instruct me and make me
skilled for His service should not have been made in vain but rather that,
through strictly following and practicing them, I should be worthy of them
. . . It is . . . a universal medicine to cure all difficulties . . . I give thanks to
this invaluable field apothecary, which I will always keep sensibly by me
so that the strongest enemy poison cannot harm me.200
Schwerin had actually sent Frederick a ‘Chapter concerning Guides and Spies’ in
1747 and, while Frederick acknowledged it, his General principles showed no
evidence of having been influenced by it.201 As noted in chapter three, Frederick’s
prescriptions for how to acquire knowledge of the country were completely different
from those of Schwerin, and Frederick’s discussion of spies was also very different.
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Zastrow to Frederick, 17.2.1753, 13.3.1753.
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Frederick to Zastrow, 16.3.1753.
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 C Nr.2. Winterfeldt to Frederick, 11.11.1755 (quotation: ‘habe ich
dagegen die daraus gelernte incomparable Regeln . . . meinem Gedächtniß zu imprimiren
gesucht; damit Eure Majestät gnädige bemuhungen, umb mich zu instruiren, und zu dero
dienst geschickt zu machen, nicht vergebens angewendet, sondern ich sollte durch einer
Stricten folge und ausubung wurdig seyn möge.
. . . Es . . . eine Universal Medicin, umb alle Verlgenheiten zu Curiren . . . danke ich mich bey
dießer unshatzbahren feldt Apotheck, als welche ich allezeit sinnlich bey mich fuhren werde,
so sicher: daß mir auch der stärckste feindliche Gifft nicht shaden kann.’).
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.605 O: Schwerin to Frederick, 18.5.1747 (pencil annotation
records Frederick’s response).
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Whereas Schwerin described bailiffs, hunters and priests as appropriate spies,
Frederick dismissed such ‘small people’, saying that they ‘cannot be employed except
to know the location of the enemy camp’. Schwerin noted that the minister of an
enemy would be a particularly good spy, but Frederick apparently considered it
unnecessary to deal with such political issues when writing for his generals. He
instead talked of the use of double agents. Whereas Schwerin repeatedly stressed the
need to pay and treat spies well, Frederick included a whole paragraph on how one
could force a wealthy townsman to become a spy by threatening to kill their wife and
children and destroy their house.202 At least in this case, Frederick’s General
principles were certainly not part of a dialogue with Schwerin.
Frederick’s correspondence with his generals makes clear that what was important
was not the content of the work but the great honour done to the generals through the
gift of a text written by the king himself, and the great trust shown to them through
being entrusted with a secret document. Many generals emphasized the ‘favour’
(‘Gnade’) shown to them by the gift of the work, and promised to keep it secret. They
also acknowledged Frederick’s power with promises of strict obedience to the orders
it contained: an acknowledgement of Frederick’s royal authority, rather than a
promise of independent thought.203 The work was referred to as ‘a treasure entrusted
to me’, ‘a shrine’, and ‘the most precious treasure that an officer can receive.204
Major General Driesen expressed it most eloquently when he said:
I readily recognise Your Royal Majesty’s particular love toward his most
humble generals, since when has there ever been a king in the world who
has given himself the great trouble . . . to show his generals war . . . in
such a gracious and painstaking way.205
202

GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.605 O: ‘Chapitre concernant les guides et les espions’,
18.5.1747; Œuvres, XXVIII, pp. 51-3 (quotations, pp. 51-2: ‘petites gens . . . ne peuvent être
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Hrantz to Frederick, 2.2.1753; Katte to Frederick,
8.2.1753; Zastrow to Frederick, 17.2.1753; Driesen to Frederick, 4.3.1753; Treskow to
Frederick, 13.3.1753; Buddenbrock to Frederick, 7.3.1753; GStA PK, I.HA Rep 96 Nr.603 D
Bd. 2: Von der Goltz to Frederick, 1.2.1753.
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Letter to Frederick, 6.2.1753 (quotation: ‘anvertrauten
Schatz’); Kreytzen to Frederick, 8.12.1754 (quotation: ‘ein Heiligthum’); GStA PK, I.HA
Rep 96 Nr.603 D Bd. 2: Von der Goltz to Frederick, 1.2.1753 (quotation: ‘den
allerköstbarsten Schatz eines jeden Officiers gehalten werden kan’).
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Driesen to Frederick, 4.3.1753 (quotation: ‘Ich
erkenne zugleich Ew. Königl Majestet besondere liebe gegen dero allerunterthänigste
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Winterfeldt’s response to the Thoughts and general rules showed precisely the same
features. Firstly he emphasized that he was ‘aware of the grace . . . done to me’ in
sending the work to him. Secondly, he affirmed its secrecy, saying, ‘everything will
remain buried in my heart . . . I . . . tried to imprint the incomparable rules learnt from
it into my memory in the 24 hours that I had’.206 This pattern had already been seen
in 1748, when Schwerin responded to the gift of Frederick’s Instructions for the
major generals of infantry and Instructions for the major generals of cavalry. He also
emphasized the unprecedented nature of the works: ‘all the generals . . . cannot thank
Your Majesty enough for the effort he has taken to instruct them. These are the first
works of this kind that I have ever read’. He also promised not discussion but
obedience: ‘not only have I read them with an infinite pleasure but I am re-reading
them with great attention to imprint them solidly in my mind and observe them with
exactitude.’207 When sent the General principles, Schwerin similarly promised to
‘conform punctiliously to the orders sent with them’.208
Several generals did not immediately acknowledge receipt of the work, and had to be
reminded to do this by the king. In answering the letters of his apologetic generals,
Frederick again showed his stress on secrecy rather than on debate with his officers,
telling them that he only wanted ‘to know that it [the book] had not fallen into any
strange hands.’209 All he wanted was for his generals to acknowledge that they had
received the gift.
Generals darauf, dann vor ist doch je ein König in der Weld gewesen, welche Sich die
besondere Mühe gegeben, . . . Generals den Krieg . . . auff eine so gnädigste und Mühsame
Weise zu zeigen’). For cases of generals noting that the work was written by Frederick
personally, see GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Zastrow to Frederick, 17.2.1753; Kreytzen
to Frederick, 7.3.1753.
206
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 C Nr.2: Winterfeldt to Frederick, 11 November 1755 (quotation:
‘mir dadurch erzeigte Gnade . . . alles dießes in meinem hertzen vergraben bleiben wirdt . . .
habe ich . . . die daraus gelernte incomparable Regeln, in die 24 Stunden da es gehabt,
meinem Gedächtniß zu imprimiren gesucht’).
207
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.605 O: Schwerin to Frederick, 4.9.1748 (quotation: ‘tous ses
Generaux . . . ne peuvent assé rémersier Votre Majestet des Soins qu’Elle se donne pour Les
instruir, ce sont les premiers piesses dans ce genre que j’aye james lû,
. . . Sire je les ay non seulement lués avec un plaisir infini, mais je les rélirer avec grande
attention, pour me les imprimer bien solidement, et les faire observer avec Exactitude’).
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.605 O: Schwerin to Frederick, 10.2.1753 (quotation:
‘conformeres puntuellement aux Ordres y jointes’).
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Frederick to Driesen, 8.3.1753 (quotation: ‘zu wißen,
daß solches in keine fremde Hände gekommen sey’); Frederick to Bonin, 10.3.1753.
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The importance of the royal trust and favour shown by the gift of the General
principles can be seen from the example of Margrave Karl of Brandenburg-Schwedt,
who wrote to Frederick that he was:
Very sensible . . . that Your Majesty considers me alone, of all the
generals of the garrison, not sufficiently deserving to be initiated into the
mysteries of the Military instruction which he is in the process of
distributing to the commanders of the regiments of Berlin, each of which
is authorised, as I learnt, except for Colonel Bardeleben, to show the book
to their colonel-proprietors. For the latter told me . . . that he does not
dare show it to me and that he was very expressly prohibited from
revealing it to anybody, but that Major Eckert has been ordered to
communicate it to Field Marshal von Kalckstein. This is an evident proof
of the mistrust that it pleases Your Majesty to show . . . to my person.
The Margrave complained, ‘I would have expected to have merited by the fervour of
my service . . . the return of His [Frederick’s] graces and confidence’, and added, ‘I
cannot conceal that it is harder than death itself to serve alongside my two cousins at a
time when I consider myself to have merited a better destiny’.210 Margrave Karl
emphasized the trust shown by being allowed to read the secret work, and the
disfavour implied by exclusion from this trust.
Several incidents demonstrated that Prussian officers wanted to have a copy of the
work. On the death of Lieutenant General Hacke, Frederick ordered Major General
Meyerinck to recover Hacke’s copy of the General principles.211 Meyerinck,
however, reported that Hacke had given his copy to Lieutenant Colonel Münchow,
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Margrave Karl to Frederick, 31.1.1753 (quotation: ‘Je
comtois avoir merité par la ferveur de Mon Service . . . le retour des Sés graces et de Sa
confidance . . . bien sensible . . . que Vôtre Majesté me tienes seul peu merités des touts lés
Generaux de la garnison d’être initiés dans les Misteres de l’instruction Militaire, qu’Elle
vient de distribuer aux comendeurs dés Regiments de Berlin, un chacun d’eux etant même
authorisés come je l’aprends hormis le Colonel de Bardeleben, de faire part de la Livre à leurs
chefs, car le dernier m’est . . . dire de Son propre, qu’il n’osoit me le montrer, et qu’il lui était
est très expressement defendu d’en rien reveler a persone; Mais que le Major d’Eckert avoit
ordre de le comuniquer au feldt marechal de Kalckstein. Une preuve aussi evidante de la
mefiance marquée qu’il plait a Vôtre Majesté de m’être . . . ma persone . . . je ne saurais
disimuler, qu’il m’est plus dur que le mort même, de servir en paralele avec més deux
Cousins, dans le tems que je tiens avoir merités une meilleure destinée’).
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Frederick to Meyerinck, 20.8.1754.
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and he persuaded Frederick to let Münchow keep it.212 Lieutenant Colonel Bülow
also gladly took over Colonel Bardeleben’s copy on the latter’s death.213 Colonel
Asseburg reported in a May 1755 letter that his colonel-proprietor, Lieutenant
General Bonin, had died and that, in accordance with the standard secrecy precautions
laid down by Frederick, he had at once recovered the book on the general’s death.
Since he ‘had never read through it entirely’, however, Asseburg asked whether he
could keep the book rather than sending it back.214
The importance of the work as a secret and a mark of trust rather than a stimulus for
discussion can be seen in a letter from Winterfeldt in December 1754, nearly two
years after the General principles had been distributed, reporting that:
Major Eckert of [the Regiment of] Kalckstein keeps it always on the
window . . . [when] he reads it, so that those who walk by (that is, people
who were not told about it) can see it and thereby be convinced that he is
also a member of this secret society.215
Frederick responded immediately with a letter to all those who had received a copy of
the work, reminding them that it had been sent only to ‘trusted officers’, and that they
had been told to keep it secret.
So I hereby repeat my order . . . that . . . you never leave this book lying
around, nor ever read it in the presence of anyone else or of your servants,
but rather, when you want to do that, you should be completely alone.
Also, as soon as you have read it, you should at once seal it again . . . you
should also not speak about it with anyone or say anything to them.216
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Meyerinck to Frederick, 21.8.1754; Frederick to
Münchow, 23.8.1754; Frederick to Meyerinck, 23.8.1754.
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Frederick to Bülow, 25.4.1754; Bülow to Frederick,
25.4.1754.
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Asseburg to Frederick, 3.5.1755 (quotation: ‘noch
nicht einmahl gantz durchgelesen’).
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Winterfeldt, 2.12.1754 (quotation: ‘der Major Eckert
von Kalckstein allezeit am Fenster damit stellet . . . er es lieset, damit die vorbei gefunden,
also von welchen es nicht erzählt worden, solches sehen, und damit überzeugt werden sollen,
daß er auch ein Mitglied dieser secretten Gesellschaft sey’).
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Frederick 2.12.1754 (multiple versions of the same
letter to different generals) (quotation: ‘vertrauten Officiers . . . So wiederholle Ich hierdurch
Meine Ordre . . . daß . . . Ihr dieses Buch niemahls freÿ und offen herum liegen laßen, noch
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sondern wann Ihr solches thun wollet, allemahl gantz alleine seÿn, auch so bald nur daraus
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These were no empty words. General Kreytzen wrote back saying he was shocked at
the breach of trust. He had:
Seen with great consternation that, in spite of the most gracious trust that
Your Royal Majesty has had in some of your most trusted officers, in
most graciously communicating to them the secret of the printed book on
tactics, some of them have not taken the slightest precaution most humbly
to obey the attached most gracious royal order of 30 January 1754.
For my part, falling at your feet, I tender once again my most humble
gratitude that His Royal Majesty sets his most gracious trust in me and
wants to make me one of the officers entrusted with this incalculable
treasure, which I . . . will tend most carefully as a temple, and therefore
obey both his first and second most gracious orders in all parts in the most
exact way.217
Similarly, General Bredow assured Frederick that ‘I value the trust with which Your
Royal Majesty has honoured me far too high, and . . . His favour is far too precious to
me’ that he would risk disobeying his orders.218 Dohna also hoped, ‘through my
exact attention, . . . to become more and more worthy of the trust and royal grace’.219
Many generals emphasized that they would ‘obey most exactly’ the renewed royal
order.220

geleßen habet, solches sogleich wiederum versiegeln . . . Wie Ihr dann auch mit keinen
Menschen etwas daraus sprechen noch davon sagen sollet.’).
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Kreytzen to Frederick, 8.12.1754 (quotation: ‘mit
größter bestürtzung ersehen, daß vor das Aller gnädgiste Vertrauen, So Ew. Königl Majestet,
zu Einigen von dero geträuesten officiers gehabt, und Ihnen das Secret des gedruckten Buchs
die Tactique gewandt allergnädigst Cumuniciret nicht geringfachen precaution gebrauchet,
der königlichen allergnädigsten beÿgefügten ordre vom 30ten Januarÿ 1754 aller
untherthänigst nach zu leben.
Als vor mein Part statte nochmahlen meine gantz Unterthänigste Danksagung fußfallig ab,
daß Er. Königl Majestet, das Aller gnädigste Vertrauen in mich gesetzet, und mich damahlen
danebst an den geträuen officiers dieses unschätzbahren Trehsors mit haben Theilsassig
machen wollen, Welches Ich . . . ein Heiligthum auffs sorgfältigste verwahren, und zu folge
so wohl der Erster als Zweÿten allergnädigsten ordre befohlermaßen in allen Stücken auffs
aller exacteste aller unterthänigst nach leben werde.’).
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Bredow to Frederick, 6.12.1754 (quotation: ‘ich das
Vertrauen, deren mich Eur Königlichen Majestät hierbey gewürdiget, viel zu hoch schätze,
und . . . mir Dero Gnade viel zu precieus . . . ist’).
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Dohna to Frederick, 10.12.1754 (quotation: ‘durch
meine genaue Achtung . . . das Vertrauens und die Königliche Gnade, je mehr und mehr
würdig zu werden hoffe’).
220
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Pfuhl to Frederick, 4.12.1754 (quotation: ‘in allen
Stücken nach lebe’); Forcarde to Frederick, 4.12.1754 (quotation: ‘auf das genauste

250

The emphasis on the secrecy of the work rather than its use to guide tactics was
underlined in the prelude to the Seven Years War, when Frederick ordered all his
generals not to take the book with them on campaign but to keep it sealed in a secure
place.221 While it was certainly sensible to avoid the work falling into enemy hands,
the instruction was consistent with Frederick’s emphasis throughout on the secrecy of
his gift, rather than on its actual use as a guide to military operations.
As Andreas Gestrich has noted, secrecy had been highly valued in the early modern
period as a legitimation not just of princely power but of the whole stratified social
order, in which only certain privileged groups understood the hidden meaning of
cultural emblems and allegories. It began to be sharply criticised, however, with the
rise of the public sphere.222 Frederick’s use of secrecy to help bind his noble officers
to him was a reminder that, in asserting his royal authority through war, Frederick
was facing in two directions: both presenting himself as an enlightenment grand
homme – earning his position through demonstrated merit – and as a traditional
monarch in the style of Louis XIV, not only ruling personally but also giving
favoured nobles the privilege of sharing in the secrets of power.

Conclusion
In the course of the long eighteenth century, the nature of royal authority changed
more radically than at any time before or since. In 1660, monarchs like Louis XIV
and Leopold I not only claimed absolute and personal control of government but
based their authority on the representation of their sacred power. In the course of the
eighteenth century, the new demands of the public sphere, and of expectations that
rulers should earn their position through demonstrated merit, forced rulers like Joseph

observiret’); Zastrow to Frederick, 6.12.1754 (quotation: ‘die befehlen meines Königs . . .
sorgfältig’); Oertzen to Frederick, 9.12.1754 (quotation: ‘’n allen Stücken, auf das genaueste
allerunterthänigst nachleben’); Katte to Frederick, 10.12.1754 (quotation: ‘Sorgfelt besorget
syn nachzuleben’); Schorlemer to Frederick, 10.12.1754 (quotation: ‘auf daß exacste nach
gekomm auch ferner hin nachleben werde’); Schwerin to Frederick, 16.12.1754 (quotation:
‘nachzuleben’); Blanckensee to Frederick, 16.3.1755 (quotation: ‘auf das genaueste zu
achten’).
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GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.600 G: Frederick to his generals, 14.8.1756.
222
Gestrich, Absolutismus und Öffentlichkeit, pp. 34-74.
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II to make huge efforts to live up, in practical terms, to the self-representation of their
ancestors. By the nineteenth century, monarchy would start to become more and
more ceremonial, as specialists took over the varied and complex elements of
government.223
Frederick’s assumption of personal command over his army simultaneously reflected
both long-standing European monarchical tradition (exemplified by the personal rule
of Louis XIV and Leopold I) and the new definition of the concept of grand homme
advanced by Voltaire and other enlightened thinkers, which required rulers not simply
to represent themselves as ruling personally but actually to do this in fact, and thus
prove their merit. Inspired by Voltaire, Frederick genuinely tried to get his military
achievements recognized as according the status of a grand homme. His real (rather
than just represented) ‘personal rule’ of his army, however, ran up against the
practical difficulty of his limited knowledge of military affairs. Frederick’s use of
‘the power of culture’ to legitimate himself politically was generally successful
(although not always, as Pečar has noted).224 His key means of legitimation in the
military sphere was ‘the power of knowledge’, and this was much more contested,
from the very beginning of his reign.
The development of military ideas is frequently the product not of considerations of
military efficiency but of power structures within the military, and this was certainly
true in the Prussian case. Field Marshal Schwerin’s determination to maintain his
magazines in Upper Silesia in March 1741 exposed the Prussian army to great risk,
but it enabled the field marshal to maintain his authority over Frederick, who lacked
Schwerin’s understanding of logistics. Frederick’s March 1742 Seelowitz
instructions, written primarily to prepare the Prussian army for a battle, were of little
relevance in a strategic situation that was dominated by the collapse of the Prussian
lines of communication, but they serve to buttress the king’s shaky military authority
by emphasizing the kind of tactical issues that he had learnt on the drill square at
223

On the increasingly ceremonial role of Hohenzollern military leadership after 1786, see
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Neuruppin. Finally, Frederick’s vaunted General principles of war, supposedly his
great contribution to military thought, were important not for the ideas they contained
– which Frederick did not encourage his generals to discuss – but rather as an element
in the patronage economy of the Prussian army: a much-valued symbol of proximity
to the monarch for those fortunate enough to be entrusted with their secret. They are
also a reminder that the early eighteenth century was a transitional period. Even
while acting as a military grand homme for the benefit of the public sphere, Frederick
continued to practice forms of royal legitimation that prized the secrecy characteristic
of late seventeenth-century monarchy. Indeed, the secret work strengthened
Frederick’s authority in both areas, as its capture by the Austrians in 1760 and swift
publication in numerous languages became another element of Frederick’s selfrepresentation in the public sphere.225
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The Military Laboratory

In his book In command of history, David Reynolds discussed Winston Churchill’s
attempts personally to direct the British war effort in the Second World War. He
noted:
Churchill’s impatience with the generals reflected his real yet limited
experience of war – both adjectives should be weighted equally . . . He
had fought and killed, . . . but he did not command any formation larger
than a battalion, he had never attended Staff College and learned to plan
operations, and he had no interest in logistics – that essential science of
supply. In other words Churchill knew battle but did not really
understand modern war.1
This passage could equally well be applied to Frederick the Great. Frederick went to
war in 1740 familiar with military affairs at the level of the regiment (tactics, or at
least infantry tactics), and well-versed in the political affairs of Europe (which in
military terms meant grand strategy) but, as discussed in chapter five, he had had no
significant preparation at the operational level: the art of moving armies. Frederick
was therefore reliant on his generals for advice, particularly on logistics.
Historiography on Frederick’s generalship has frequently tended toward extremes.
Until very recently, those German historians who published on the subject agreed
that, as Theodor Schieder put it: ‘no one can deny that he [Frederick] was a general
of genius’.2 Johannes Kunisch, long the most prominent military historian of
Frederick’s reign, concluded that Frederick’s generalship had been crucial in Prussia’s
survival during the Seven Years War, and argued that his military innovations were
limited only because his officers were too deeply embedded in the existing military
culture!3 A host of other authors also took for granted Frederick’s ‘genius’ as a
1

David Reynolds, In command of history: Churchill fighting and writing the Second World
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2
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general.4 Responding to this adulation, several recent historians have attacked
Frederick’s reputation with iconoclastic fervour. Franz Szabo attacked Frederick’s
record in the Seven Years War so ferociously that Michael Hochedlinger noted that
‘even an Austrian reviewer’ found Szabo’s ‘unconcealed anti-Prussian stance’
‘excessive’.5 Jürgen Luh and Andreas Pečar also made strident criticisms of
Frederick’s generalship.6 The best works offering a path between such extremes have
been those of Christopher Duffy and Dennis Showalter, which recognized the king’s
undoubted military abilities while also noting his equally clear failings.7
Even Duffy and Showalter, however, remained focused overwhelmingly on the
person of Frederick himself. The present chapter will show the potential for reevaluating Frederick’s military reputation in a way that avoids both nationalist heroworship and polemical iconoclasm, using the methods of the history of science.
Pamela Smith has noted that, rather than scientific discoveries being made by
particular individuals, they are typically ‘the result of collective and collaborative
processes.’8 Robert Merton argued for a ‘sociological theory of genius in science’,
recognising that scientific discoveries could arise from the collective work of many
thinkers just as much as from the contributions of individuals of genius, while John
Lienhard has argued that individuals credited with particular ‘inventions’ represent
only ‘a large flash in a long arc of creative light’: part of accumulated work by many
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people over many years.9 The development of military strategy may at first glance
seem far removed from science, but science also includes medicine and technology,
both of which involve learning from practical experience. Indeed, the experimental
practice first developed from craftsmen’s workshops.10 If soldiers are seen as
craftsmen, developing military ideas from practical experience, and if it is
remembered that ideas are generally produced collectively (if not collaboratively), it
is no surprise to find that the direction of the Prussian army during the First Silesian
War was a collaborative effort by the several craftsmen in the Prussian military
laboratory.11
In this respect, Prussian military history has much to learn from the conclusions of
Hubert Johnson, who noted in 1975 that ‘Frederick governed in cooperation with his
senior officials’, often relying on them for ideas, and giving them substantial latitude
to work outside his direct control.12 The analogy with Churchill is also helpful, and
can be extended not just to Churchill’s clashes with his generals but also to the
production of his book The Second World War. David Reynolds emphasized that,
although the book was written with the help of numerous assistants, this did not make
it any less Churchill’s work:
[Churchill] was running a large . . . research group on a par with the
barons of modern science. He did not do all the work personally, but he
set its parameters, guided its direction and sustained its momentum –
aware of the political timetable governing the whole.13
Frederick’s stewardship of the Prussian army up to 1755 was by no means as masterly
as Churchill’s literary achievement (though one may argue that his intervention in the
military sphere was much more successful). Through all the disputes, however, the
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(Oxford, 2006), passim (quotation, p. 238); Robert K. Merton, ‘Singletons and multiples in
science’, in Robert K. Merton, The sociology of science: theoretical and empirical
investigations, ed. Norman W. Storer, (Chicago, IL, and London, 1973), pp. 345-70.
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different members of the Prussian military research group contributed enough to win
the First Silesian War, and ultimately benefitted from their king’s awareness of the
political context.

Politics and Logistics
Frederick was substantially self-taught in international relations, his father not really
having given him an education as a statesman before his own near-fatal illness in
1734.14 The evolution of Frederick’s political ideas can be seen particularly from his
1735-8 correspondence with his father’s minister Grumbkow. His writings of the
1730s showed a development from naive beginnings to a very realistic appreciation of
European power politics.15 As Arnold Berney noted, Frederick’s 1731 Natzmer letter
recognized how exposed Prussia’s scattered provinces were to attack, and set out
targets for expansion, but openly admitted that it did not describe how this should
actually be achieved, nor consider the reactions of other states to such plans for
expansion.16 Bellicose May 1732 letters welcoming the prospect of war over Jülich
and Berg similarly celebrated the power of the Prussian army without considering the
international combinations that might be raised against it, beyond noting the
importance of Austrian support.17 The Natzmer letter showed that Frederick’s history
lessons as a child had taught him the geographical exposure of the Prussian lands and
the humiliation of Brandenburg caught between the armies of the Thirty Years War.18
The contempt expressed by Frederick and his father for small German princes and
their puny armies reflected their assumption that Prussia must be independently able
to defend itself.19 Whatever Prussia’s own strength, however, its repeated
14
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humiliations during the Jülich Berg dispute of the 1730s emphasized to Frederick
Prussia’s weakness in the face of international combinations against it, something the
Austrian ambassador Seckendorff explained to him as early as September 1732.20
The War of the Polish Succession taught Frederick the faithlessness and amorality of
interstate relations, something he expressed fully in his 1738 Considerations on the
present state of the European body politic.21 Grumbkow emphasised that, ‘all of this
proves that money and soldiers are like a badly-mounted diamond when they are not
accompanied by a proper system and wise counsel.’22 Indeed, Frederick clearly
learnt, as early as 1735, the importance of judging the right moment to make his
move: when the great-power constellation was most favourable.23 During the 1730s,
he also came to understand the increasingly glaring Austrian weakness, and how
exposed they were to attack.24 Thus, in contrast to his military education, whose gaps
had to be filled through hard experience in war, Frederick’s observation of events in
the 1730s had given him a firm understanding of European power politics even before
he came to the throne, and during the First Silesian War he showed a strong
awareness of the political context for military action.
As the invasion of Silesia got underway, Schwerin and Frederick were agreed on the
broader strategy, aimed at capturing the key towns and fortifications and completely
clearing Silesia of Austrian troops.25 Indeed, Schwerin supported measures of the
20
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utmost boldness to secure the whole of Silesia.26 Schwerin’s disagreements with
Frederick focused on logistical details: he remonstrated on 23 December 1740 that
Frederick’s insistence on not separating the army was causing supply difficulties.27
On 31 December and in early January, he complained that Frederick’s orders for
particular units contradicted arrangements he had originally made for them, and that
Frederick was demanding marching achievements the soldiers were not capable of.28
Such logistical complaints would be a growing pattern in the months to come.
As noted in chapter five, the swift Prussian conquest of Silesia December 1740 to
January 1741 gave Frederick the self-assurance to enter upon perhaps his most
productive period of relations with his two principal generals: one in which he
invited them to put forward their own proposals for the coming operations. This
period saw the production of two orders from Frederick, later immortalised through
publication by nineteenth-century historians. Frederick’s correspondence with his
generals, however, shows these orders to be not examples of Frederickian genius but
rather of the collective production of military ideas.
Already on 2 December 1740, as he once again told the Old Dessauer that he would
not take him on the Silesian expedition, Frederick indicated that his services would be
needed in the spring, to face the likely threat of Saxon intervention.29 He ordered
Leopold to have the regiments that remained in Prussian territory ready to march, and
on 9 January instructed him ‘to form a plan according to which one can raise a corps
of 24,000 men and if necessary invade Saxony with it, before that court is in a
position to put its aggressive intentions into action.’30 Leopold replied on 16 January
with a detailed plan for the creation of a magazine at Coswig in Anhalt-Zerbst, very
close to Wittenberg. From such a position, he said, the Prussians would not only be
26
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able to undertake offensive operations into Saxony but also threaten the flank of any
Saxon advance on Berlin.31
Frederick responded gratefully on 22 January, merely providing a list of which
regiments he would actually assign to this corps.32 His eventual Instruction, sent on
12 February, was considered so important as an example of his military art that it was
included in Preuss’s Œuvres de Frédéric le Grand.33 Its contents however, when
compared with Leopold’s proposals of a month previously, revealed the different
perspectives of the young king compared to his experienced generals. Leopold had
gone into great detail about the logistical arrangements to be made, even noting the
mills along the Elbe which could be used to grind corn for the magazine, and setting
out which troops could be used to escort the ships bringing supplies and artillery up
from Magdeburg. His choice of Coswig also reflected an intimate knowledge of the
local geography and how it could be used.34 Frederick, who had never campaigned in
the area, was naturally in no position to comment on this. His order devoted only a
few words to the actual position that the corps was to take up, saying that it should be,
‘in the local area [the order was written in Berlin], or wherever else the circumstances
may make it necessary’.35 Similarly, despite emphasizing that Leopold was
responsible for the ‘well-being and conservation’ of the corps, and again further down
that ‘the corps should not lack the necessary subsistence’, the instruction did not say
anything about how this was to be achieved.36 In contrast, Frederick’s instruction
provided much more detail on the connection between the political situation and the
military. Frederick noted the danger of either Saxony or Hanover intervening in
support of Austria, and ordered Leopold to be ready for an attack by either side.
Minister Podewils was ordered to pass all relevant communications on to the field
marshal, so he would be fully aware of the political context. Noting the possible
combinations of enemies, Frederick ordered Leopold to ‘attack the weaker part of
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their forces and thereby prevent these troops from joining together.’37 On the level of
grand strategy, Frederick’s instructions were well-suited to the circumstances.
Circumstances ultimately meant that Leopold’s corps took up a much more defensive
position, not on the Saxon border but near the town of Brandenburg, where it could
also react to Hanoverian movements. It was, however, Leopold who selected the
position, after undertaking a personal reconnaissance.38 When Leopold asked
Frederick to intervene to ensure sufficient supplies for his corps, Frederick told him to
arrange it himself with the relevant officials, and it was with them that Leopold
prepared the routes by which each regiment marched to the camp, and made
arrangements for the cantonments.39 Sending the plan to Frederick, Leopold asked
for his approval, enabling Frederick to write back that he ‘very well approve[d]’.40
Frederick went further, and asked Leopold to take on responsibility for moving
supplies to Silesia. Frederick had emphasized that the regiments needed tents for
spring and, when Schwerin reported that these were lacking, Frederick had Leopold
arrange their collection and transport.41 Similarly, when, on 1 March, in the wake of
his unnerving experience at Baumgarten, Frederick ordered additional cavalry to
march to Silesia, he asked Leopold to hurry them along.42 Thereby, the Old Dessauer
oversaw logistical issues that Frederick neither understood nor found interesting.
Late January 1741 also saw a similar exchange of views between Frederick and
Schwerin regarding arrangements in Silesia. This exchange was also immortalized in
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a Directive from Frederick, published by the General Staff.43 Again, Frederick’s
instruction, though impressive on its own, takes on a different aspect when viewed in
the context of a Project on the coming campaign prepared by Schwerin in midJanuary.44 Like that of Leopold, Schwerin’s proposal was a mixture of strategy and
the logistical bedrock underpinning it. Following ideas which both he and Frederick
had expressed since the beginning of the campaign, he saw the first priority as the
capture of the remaining fortified places in Silesia: first Troppau, Brieg and Glogau,
then a siege to capture Neisse.45 In spring and summer, he expected either to defeat
the Austrian army as it entered Silesia or, having captured the fortresses, to invade
Moravia and end the war. Underlying these plans for troop movements, however,
were proposals for a fundamental system of magazines: near Glogau; at Ohlau,
Grottkau and Oppeln to support the siege of Brieg; at Ottmachau to support the siege
of Neisse; at Troppau, Jägerndorf, Neustadt and Ratibor to support the main army.
Schwerin proposed, ‘following the example of France, England and Holland’, to
appoint specific contractors to provide supplies, with officers assigned to ensure these
were delivered. He argued that the army should not have too much cavalry, as it
would be hard to provide enough forage and the terrain was unsuitable for their use.46
Frederick responded first on 23 January, acknowledging receipt of Schwerin’s plan
and setting out ‘my plan for the coming campaign’ [italics mine]. He also spoke of
capturing Glogau, Brieg and Neisse, with magazines at Ohlau, Ottmachau and
Oppeln. As Schwerin had done, Frederick spoke of gathering his forces in May to
meet the Austrians when they entered Silesia. He was able to find one point on which
he could disagree with the field marshal, saying that he wanted to have as many
troops available as possible, including cavalry.47
The letter of 23 January was short: by no means as detailed as Schwerin’s plan.
Frederick went into much more detail the following day, informing Schwerin that he
43

Großer Generalstab, Erste Schlesischer Krieg, I, pp. 93*-99*.
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 Q1: ‘Project zur künftigen Campagne’, mid-January 1741.
45
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 Q1: ‘Project zur künftigen Campagne’, mid-January 1741;
Großer Generalstab, Erste Schlesischer Krieg, I, p. 220.
46
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 Q1: ‘Project zur künftigen Campagne’, mid-January 1741
(quotation: ‘nach dem Exempel von Frankreich, Engeland und Holland’).
47
GStA PK, I.HA Rep.96 Nr.84 Q1: Frederick to Schwerin, 23.1.1741 (quotation: ‘meinen
Plan zur künftigen Campagne’).
44

262

was returning to Berlin and leaving Schwerin in command in Silesia in his absence. It
was this Directive that the General Staff published, and the document bore striking
resemblances with the order that would be issued to Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau a few
weeks later. In contrast to the Saxon theatre, where he had no experience of the
terrain, Frederick’s practical experience in Silesia over the previous six weeks left
him well placed to discuss the appropriate dispositions of Prussian troops to defend
the province, and this he did, specifying which general should be in command at each
point.48 The Directive to Schwerin was comparable to the order to Leopold, however,
in that it said little, in comparison to the original plan from the general, about
logistics. Frederick specified that siege materials should be gathered at Ohlau and
Ottmachau and that, as Schwerin had set out in his plan, supplies should be
transported by river. Frederick wrote, however, that, ‘regarding the magazines . . .
you should correspond assiduously with the field commissariat’, thus leaving the
matter to Schwerin. He accepted Schwerin’s proposal to appoint specific contractors,
saying, ‘you and the field commissariat should look for entrepreneurs who can deliver
meat’.49
The General Staff, reviewing both Frederick’s Directive and the plan from Schwerin
that preceded it, proclaimed Schwerin’s work ‘a laborious document, in which the key
point disappeared behind a mass of less important details.’ The General Staff claimed
that ‘Frederick’s plans agreed with those of the field marshal’, without recognising
that Frederick’s document, written after Schwerin’s, was actually influenced by it.50
Their claim that Schwerin’s logistical proposals were ‘less important details’, and
criticism later in the campaign that ‘the operations [were] made dependent on supply
measures’, spoke volumes for the nature of Imperial Germany’s military leadership at
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the time of writing.51 It is no surprise that those who adopted such a cavalier attitude
to logistics later led Germany to defeat in the First World War.52
The same process, whereby Frederick passed logistical issues off onto his generals as
much as possible, continued in the following months, the king telling Schwerin on 17
February that, ‘regarding the field commissariat, I would be very grateful if you
would organise the winter quarters with them . . . as you have proposed.’53 Schwerin,
setting out his proposals for supply arrangements on 10 February, emphasized that,
‘although I am persuaded that Your Majesty thinks for himself on all of these issues, I
nevertheless thought it my duty to present my little ideas on the subject, of which he
will be able to make whatever use he considers appropriate for his service.’54 The
field marshal’s assertion of his own logistical arrangements was thus masked by the
fiction that these were the king’s own ideas. Similarly, Schwerin referred to the work
establishing magazines as ‘executing the orders of Your Majesty’.55

The Old Dessauer
After the crisis of March 1741 and the battle of Mollwitz, the spring and summer of
1741 saw Frederick more willing than ever before or afterwards to seek the advice of
Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau in particular. As noted in the third and fifth chapters,
Frederick’s April 1741 dispositions for the siege of the fortress of Brieg, later
immortalised through publication in his collected works, copied almost verbatim
Leopold’s 1737 Complete and detailed description of how a town should be
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besieged.56 Frederick’s replication of Leopold’s work extended to the tiniest details,
as Frederick’s orders specified the same numbers of officers of different ranks to
command the digging of parallels as in Leopold’s text, the same number of sections
for the troops to be divided into for digging, the same proportion of spades to be
carried compared to axes, the same dispositions for grenadier companies and other
detachments covering the digging of parallels, the same orders for the positioning of
regimental surgeons and the same division of troops for digging artillery batteries.
Frederick’s orders even named the same officer to command the siege artillery as in
Leopold’s theoretical plan: Lieutenant General von Linger.57 Frederick’s slavish
obedience to Leopold’s dispositions is reminiscent of his later, similarly slavish
acceptance of Voltaire’s changes to his poem The art of war.58 Both works were
intended to represent the king as knowledgeable in their respective fields, even
though he was actually obliged to rely on experts.
Indeed, the reorganisation of the Prussian cavalry, which Frederick himself hailed as
one of his greatest military achievements, was primarily the work of the Old
Dessauer.59 The historical understanding of this transformation, which saw the
Prussian cavalry go from a laughing stock to becoming the most feared battle cavalry
in Europe, has been somewhat confused. The general staff historians before 1914 had
noted that Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau was deeply involved in the reorganisation, but
they did not go further in recognising it as a process largely inspired by him and not
by Frederick, and this has misled some more recent historians into accepting
Frederick’s own claims of having achieved the whole transformation himself.60
Bernhard Kroener for instance credited the development of the Prussian cavalry to
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Frederick, arguing that Leopold did not understand cavalry tactics.61 Frederick’s
correspondence after his near capture by the Austrians in the skirmish at Baumgarten
on 27 February 1741, wrongly stating that the cavalry should protect their rear when
fighting hussars by placing themselves in front of villages, shows that at this early
point in his career he did not yet understand that cavalry should not receive a charge
standing on the defensive but always charge forward to meet it.62 This lesson had
evidently still not yet been absorbed at Mollwitz a month later, when Frederick’s
attempt to intersperse infantry with his cavalry led them again to be caught
stationary.63 After Mollwitz, Leopold wrote that he was teaching his cavalry in
Brandenburg to attack at a steadily faster pace from trot to gallop, and Frederick
introduced similar measures for the troops in Silesia, apparently in response.64
Leopold emphasized to Frederick that the cavalry would perform just as well as the
infantry providing it did not let itself be attacked but instead attacked the enemy, first
at the trot and then the gallop.65 As noted in the first chapter, Frederick made good
use of his existing experience to improve the cavalry’s standards of drill. To learn the
principles of cavalry tactics, however, he had to rely on the Old Dessauer.
At the strategic level, Frederick continued to show a keen awareness of international
political conjunctions and the role of military affairs in them (the level of grand
strategy), while struggling to understand the logistical practicalities underlying
military operations. Even in the anxious days following Mollwitz, Frederick’s
primary concern – beyond justifying his own conduct – was with the possible effects
of the battle upon the intentions of the Saxons and British.66 This was appropriate.
Mollwitz has never been celebrated as a masterpiece of tactics: its significance was
that the Habsburgs were unable immediately to crush the upstart Prussians as they had
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done with previous German princes who rose up against them.67 In the following
months, Frederick again and again discussed the latest movements by the Saxons,
Hanoverians, Hessians, Danes and Swedes, and Leopold sent him a stream of
intelligence on the movements of the Saxons in particular.68 Frederick had always
seen Leopold’s corps in Brandenburg primarily in grand-strategic terms: deterring
intervention by other powers while the king won glory in Silesia.
Frederick, however, continued to rely heavily on Leopold when it came to the
operational (and especially logistical) achievement even of such limited and defensive
grand-strategic goals. He well understood the basic principle of concentrating
decisively against one enemy before they could combine with others, telling Leopold
on 12 April (the very day when he returned to his army after his flight from Mollwitz)
that, ‘should . . . England really stand against me in concert with my enemies, then it
would be best to act preventatively and fall upon Saxony before it can join with the
Hanoverians.’69 Contemporary warfare, however, was primarily based on occupying
positions from which potential or actual advantage over the enemy could be obtained
– the use of potential rather than kinetic energy – and here Frederick was dependent
on Leopold’s understanding of the landscape of Brandenburg and its western and
southern environs, and of the logistics of maintaining troops in these positions. On 15
July, Frederick asked Leopold to draw up a plan for how his corps should react to
possible moves by the Hanoverians and Saxons. Leopold recommended positioning
the army on the Elbe near Magdeburg, or on the Saale near Bernberg, to prevent the
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two forces linking up.70 In case Saxony alone declared war, Leopold recommended,
as he had done before, the swift capture of Wittenberg.71
Frederick had clearly come to understand the importance of good supply
arrangements, but still did not understand how to achieve them. On 10 May,
proposing that he take his army into the Giant Mountains toward Glatz and
Frankenstein, Frederick noted that he would draw his supplies from the magazines at
Brieg, Breslau and Schweidnitz, but Leopold had to explain that these were actually
too far away for bread and fodder to be delivered easily, and that the cavalry in
particular would suffer greatly.72 As noted in chapter one, Frederick in June proposed
that the cavalry of Leopold’s corps should be dispersed in cantonments in the nearby
villages rather than being concentrated in his camp at Gethin. The plan reflected
Frederick’s awareness of the need to ‘conserve’ his horsemen, but Leopold, drawing
also on the assurances of Secret Councillor Deutsch, had to explain to Frederick that
this would in fact have the opposite effect, as it would be impossible to provide
sufficient supplies or forage in the villages, the local economy would be devastated,
and the cavalry would not be able to train as it had done over the previous months.73
The first chapter has also noted Frederick’s dispute with Leopold in August and
September 1741, as the Old Dessauer’s desire to move his troops from their campsite,
where sickness was spreading, conflicted with Frederick’s concerns that this would
bring about conflict with Saxony.74 Desperate to move his increasingly sickly troops,
Leopold wrote on 29 August and again on 9 September that, if he did not receive
orders from Frederick, he would shift the camp even on his own initiative, hoping that
Frederick would ‘agree’ after the fact. In the end, Frederick graciously gave the
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required permission. 75 The incident saw military knowledge grating against the
military hierarchy, but was ultimately a successful case of plans being developed
collaboratively, as Frederick’s understanding of the political elements of strategy
interacted with Leopold’s understanding of logistics.
In a complete change from his headstrong independence during the initial invasion,
Frederick in mid-1741 also repeatedly invited Leopold to advise him on operations in
Silesia.76 Leopold on 14 May recommended that Frederick cross the Neisse river and
outflank the Austrian position at Neisse from the east, assuring him that Neipperg
would not be able to draw sufficient supplies to maintain himself in this position, and
would have to retreat to Moravia.77 Frederick agreed with this plan, but then drew
back from it, thinking the enemy’s position too strong.78 The Old Dessauer
repeatedly assured Frederick that, after his defeat at Mollwitz, Neipperg would not
engage in battle again, and therefore that the king could expect to manoeuvre
relatively unmolested.79 In August, Leopold again fully supported Frederick when he
proposed to attack the Austrians around Neisse.80 By late August, as both Frederick
and Leopold noted, the political time was right, as Bavaria joined the war, forcing the
Habsburgs to transfer forces to protect their heartlands. Frederick finally prepared to
carry out Leopold’s original plan, and a 14 September proposal from Schwerin made
the same recommendation.81 Frederick crossed the Neisse on 26 September, bringing
Neipperg to an agreement at Klein-Schnellendorff on 9 October whereby the
Austrians surrendered Neisse in return for an armistice.82 In this case, the
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collaborative work of Prussia’s military craftsmen secured possession of Silesia, and
Frederick took Leopold on a joint tour of inspection.83

The Political Dimension
If the conquest of Silesia was ultimately achieved through harmonious cooperation
between Prussia’s senior commanders, the province was defended against the
Habsburg counter-attack in the following year through a much more fractious
relationship between the king and Prince Leopold. To speak of amicable
collaboration in this case is certainly not correct: indeed their relations reflected the
conflict based around military knowledge described in the previous chapter.
Nevertheless, Prussia secured possession of Upper Silesia at the peace of Breslau in
June 1742 because of the differing, and complimentary, skills of Frederick and
Leopold: the one able to make the logistical arrangements necessary to maintain the
Prussian forces in this difficult theatre of war, the other much more aware of the
political context, and of the urgent need to maintain a Prussian presence in the region
despite the huge practical difficulties of doing so.
The breakdown of Frederick’s relationship with Schwerin in early 1742, and his
explosive clash with Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau in April 1742, has been noted in the
previous chapter. After the last incident, Frederick sent Leopold to command in the
detached but nevertheless vital sector of Upper Silesia. The Upper Silesian theatre
seemed to offer the perfect opportunity to put things right. Frederick – who was far
more interested in glory on the battlefield, and whose Seelowitz instructions had
shown that he had little willingness to engage in the details of logistics – was happy to
give Leopold – who had so recently demonstrated his much better understanding of
logistics – to some extent a free hand in mountainous Upper Silesia, repeating in letter
after letter that he left it to him to manage the supply and deployment of the Prussian
troops there.84 He also issued explicit orders to all those responsible for Prussian
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supplies in the province to comply with any instruction Leopold gave them.85 ‘My
trust in Your Honour’s savoir faire and dexterity is so great’, said Frederick, ‘that I
cannot but hope that he will find means, through all possible and serious
arrangements, to sustain my troops there. I give him a free hand regarding the means
necessary, and there should be no money lacking’.86 ‘I repose myself in this matter
solely on Your Honour’s dispositions’.87
Frederick’s furious letter of 22 April 1742 had, however, deeply wounded Leopold.88
This underlying dissatisfaction was evident from Leopold’s first letter to Frederick on
taking command, when he complained that he did not have enough troops.89 Leopold
persistently presented difficult situations to Frederick, leaving it to ‘Your Royal
Majesty’s high insight and order’ as to how to respond to them.90 Frederick
responded by demonstrating his own knowledge of the details of the regimental
economy, quoting the numbers of troops injured and sick in each regiment.91 In
particular, Leopold from the beginning raised concerns about whether it would be
possible to keep his troops supplied in Upper Silesia at all, ‘because, as is known, the
past autumn the enemy . . . has foraged everything away’.92 He doubted that
sufficient waggons and horses were available to transport the necessary supplies to
the troops, the low level of the Oder made it difficult to transport supplies by water,
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and convoys were in any case under frequent attack from Habsburg irregulars.93
‘Given the shortage of forage, I do not see how Your Royal Majesty’s regiments will
be able to subsist in Upper Silesia in the long term.’94 ‘According to my little insight,
due to shortage of sustenance, it is not possible to maintain these regiments here in
Upper Silesia according to Your Royal Majesty’s intention . . . it is not in my power
to do that which is impossible’.95 He repeatedly demanded ‘a positive order’ as to
whether he should pull back behind the Neisse river.96
Frederick maintained that there were no significant enemy forces in the area.97 He
first responded to Leopold’s concerns about the lack of supplies by reiterating his
confidence that ‘Your Honour will do everything in the world so that I achieve my
objectives here, on which my whole enterprise depends’.98 This was precisely the
point: whatever the practical difficulties involved, Prussian troops had to maintain
possession of the territory of Upper Silesia if Frederick were to secure permanent
cession of it to Prussia. As John Keegan noted regarding the allied infantry at
Waterloo, ‘since [it] . . . was . . . the only force with which ground could . . . be held
(physical occupation being ten points of the law in war . . . ), it could never be
withdrawn from ground whose possession was held vital simply to avert loss of
life.’99 Like Schwerin the year before, Leopold focused on the logistical difficulties
that his sovereign did not understand. Frederick, however, retained a much better
awareness at the grand-strategic level, and continued to urge Leopold to do his best to
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keep the troops supplied.100 Playing on Leopold’s own claims of long experience,
Frederick refused to transfer him to command elsewhere, saying ‘I consider it most
necessary to leave a properly experienced commander, whose renown has been
established over so many years, with the corps there, as the conservation of Upper
Silesia is particularly important to me’.101 Finally losing patience, Frederick on 9
June told Leopold that, since he could not supply his troops properly, and since there
were no regular enemy troops threatening him, he should send much of his force to
Bohemia. Ceasing to leave matters to Leopold’s discretion, Frederick now simply
ordered him where to position particular units.102 Four days later, he was able to
report an armistice, and on 19 June the permanent conclusion of peace.103 He ordered
Leopold to send most of his regiments home.104 The campaign saw the firm assertion
of Frederick’s political power over Leopold’s military knowledge, and (as noted in
chapter one) a disregard for the conservation both of soldiers and of the king’s new
subjects. It also showed, however, that the Prussian military laboratory included
craftsmen with different knowledge and different skills. Frederick’s strong political
awareness ultimately delivered the right strategic result.

Post-War
While it might be argued that Frederick was particularly inexperienced during the
First Silesian War, and therefore particularly reliant on the advice of his generals, the
years of peace between the Second Silesian War and the Seven Years War saw a
continuation of the same pattern. Frederick continued to be reliant on advice in areas
where he lacked the requisite technical knowledge, although he was now able to use
trusted subordinates, who were not a threat to his authority, to provide this. On the
other hand, as the previous chapter has noted, Frederick certainly did not encourage
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wider debate with his officers on areas like tactics, where he felt secure in his
knowledge. The importance which Frederick placed on exact knowledge of the
terrain has been discussed in chapter three, and the work above all of Hans Karl von
Winterfeldt in gathering the necessary information made Winterfeldt important for the
development of Frederick’s strategic plans
Frederick’s use of his circle of intimates to help him with technical details could be
seen for instance in June 1747, when he thanked Major General Georg Konrad von
der Goltz for ‘the cares you have given regarding the . . . instruction for the
commandant of the invalids. I will not fail to make use of it’.105 In 1753, Frederick
entrusted Heinrich August de la Motte Fouqué, an intimate since the 1730s, with
developing a plan for the defence of the fortress of Glatz, of which he was
governor.106 Fouqué went into every possible detail, covering the number of troops
needed (including miners, engineers and even cavalry) and where they would be
quartered, the likely way in which the enemy would approach, the use to be made of
artillery, the quantity of ammunition they would need. He even noted the need for
hand mills for milling grain when the watermills would be unusable during a siege.
He also raised a wider logistical point (though also one advantageous to him as
fortress governor), noting that, ‘if His Royal Majesty wishes to provision Gratz as a
border fortress so that it should . . . supply His Royal Majesty’s army on military
expeditions’, he would need double the amount of cannon ammunition.107 Similarly,
in February 1756, in response to Frederick’s requirement that his troops should be
able to march in two columns between Wartha and Glatz, Fouqué oversaw the
necessary repairs to the roads.108 Similarly, in February 1749, Winterfeldt drew up a
‘most humble suggestion, . . . if Your Majesty finds it appropriate,’ for the Silesian
hussar regiments to acquire replacement horses.109 He duly received royal orders to
arrange this, and followed with further recommendations, later intervening to protect
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an important Jewish horse merchant.110 In 1755 it was Frederick who passed on to
Winterfeldt, for further transmission to the hussar regiments, news from a Prussian
diplomat of the opportunity to buy horses in Podolia.111 Frederick gladly left such
logistical details to his subordinates.
The king also relied on advice on technical issues. In October 1753, he tasked
Winterfeldt, alongside the engineer colonel Balby, with meeting the artillery
lieutenant Wiedemann and assessing the quality of the cannon that his father was
founding for the Habsburg army, and the possibility of them doing the same in
Prussia. In this case, he accepted Winterfeldt’s enthusiastic endorsement of
Wiedemann’s 12-pounder cannon, agreeing to its production, but cautiously rejected
Winterfeldt’s recommendation that he provide Wiedemann’s initial costs and also
commission him to found light 3-pounder cannon.112 The development of Prussian
military ideas thus remained a two-way process, to which both Frederick and his
trusted subordinates contributed.
In contrast to this reliance on technical knowledge in certain areas, Frederick’s
surviving inter-war correspondence with a number of distinguished generals shows no
evidence of discussion of military ideas, at least in written form, and to this extent his
relations with them followed the hierarchical structure of the assertion of royal power,
rather than the collaboration of the military laboratory. Frederick’s surviving letters
exchanged with Colonel Friedrich Wilhelm von Seydlitz (later to be so distinguished)
and with Colonel Rohr referred only to courts martial: the assertion of the royal
monopoly on punishment.113 Frederick’s correspondence with Major General
Friedrich Wilhelm Forcade de Biaix and Major General August Friedrich von
Itzenplitz extended to lists of the men, and requests for leave: the regimental
economy of the ordered Prussian state.114
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Lieutenant General Count Christoph zu Dohna, on the other hand, was grateful for the
opportunity to attend the manoeuvres at Stargard in 1754, and his correspondence
with Frederick preserves plans for exercises at both the tactical and operational
levels.115 Although the letters of Field Marshal James Keith do not directly show him
discussing military matters with Frederick, the king did use him to contact the
Chevalier de Folard.116 As noted in the previous chapter, the written record shows
little evidence of Frederick discussing military issues with Schwerin.117 The field
marshal was, however, moved to ask Frederick for input on his dispositions for the
1753 manoeuvre. He considered the position of Frederick’s force ‘un-attackable’, and
asked Frederick to ‘correct’ ‘the disposition that I have prepared for the attack
tomorrow’. ‘I confess my ignorance of any parallel case, having never seen anything
comparable to the position in which Your Majesty is placed so advantageously’.118 In
this case, Schwerin’s input apparently did not influence the development of Prussian
military ideas, as the Seven Years War repeatedly saw the Prussians attacking very
strong defensive positions.
A number of Prussian officers during the inter-war years produced military tracts that
they thought the king might take an interest in. In 1753, Robert Scipio Lentulus sent
Frederick a tract on foraging and on the use of cavalry, asking that ‘Your Majesty the
greatest king and the greatest master of the art of war would deign to correct the faults
he finds there.119 Frederick had discussed the protection of foragers in his General
principles of war, and Lentulus’ ideas did not cause him to elaborate on this in his
1755 General rules and principles of war.120 Similarly, the General principles had
already emphasized, as Lentulus did in his tract five years later, that the cavalry
should be ready to attack the enemy infantry in the flank and rear, and that they
should pursue unrelentingly after victory. Indeed, Frederick was able on the former
115
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point to draw on his own experience of the successful charge of the Bayreuth
Dragoons at Hohenfriedberg in 1745, calling for squadrons of dragoons to be posted
behind the infantry line to repeat this success, just as Lentulus did in his own later
text.121
As noted in chapter three, however, Frederick considered an exact knowledge of the
country where he expected to campaign to be vital, and he employed Winterfeldt in
particular to scout invasion routes. In his 1754 report on the military geography of
Saxony and the Bohemian border, Winterfeldt frequently referred to discussions he
had had with Frederick about the defensibility of the Saxon position at Pirna, and
about the routes that the Austrians might use to advance into Saxony. He laid out
detailed options for operational plans to counter such a move, and promised further
explanations in person. He also described plans from a Lieutenant Colonel Pflug for a
preventative war against Saxony in case Austria gathered a coalition against
Prussia.122 This bespoke a detailed discourse between king and general, and it is well
know that Winterfeldt was involved in the planning of Frederick’s pre-emptive strike
in 1756.123 Similarly, the only military discussion in Frederick’s surviving
correspondence with Hans von Lehwaldt, whom he promoted to field marshal in
1752, was a 1752 request from Frederick for news of what was happening in
Courland.124 Frederick was reliant on skilled subordinates to bring him information,
and this sometimes involved developing his ideas in cooperation with them.

Conclusion
Frederick’s correspondence with his generals during both the First Silesian War and
the inter-war period makes clear that his military abilities were both ‘real’ and
‘limited’. Alongside what he had learnt on the drill field at Neuruppin, Frederick had
a keen awareness of European power politics, which ensured that he fitted military
measures well to political goals. As noted in chapter four, Frederick’s lightning
121
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invasion of Silesia reflected a significant strand of contemporary military thought, and
Field Marshal Schwerin fully supported this aggressive strategy. Existing
historiography has, however, failed to recognize the degree to which Frederick’s
military leadership was a collective endeavour by several craftsmen in the Prussian
military laboratory. From the very beginning, and still during the inter-war period,
Frederick delegated to subordinates responsibility for technical aspects of war that he
did not understand: above all logistics. In 1741, after the humbling experience of
Mollwitz, he recognized that he needed advice even on tactics, and it was Leopold of
Anhalt-Dessau, not Frederick, who introduced the changes in cavalry tactics which
Frederick would later claim (and be celebrated for by historians) as one of the great
military achievements of his reign. Both Leopold and Schwerin then advised
Frederick on the outflanking manoeuvre that allowed him finally to secure possession
of Silesia. In Upper Silesia in spring 1742, however, it was Frederick whose political
nous made the decisive contribution, as he insisted that the Prussian forces continue to
hold their positions in spite of the difficulty of supplying them, and thus secured
permanent cession of most of Upper Silesia to Prussia at the peace of Breslau. The
concept of Frederick as a born military genius must be discarded, but nor does the
Prussian king deserve some of the iconoclastic criticism directed more recently at his
military abilities. His generalship was part of a collective endeavour within the
Prussian military laboratory, and his example should make military historians wary of
depicting military operations as the work of a single ‘great man’ commander.
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Conclusion

Frederick the Great of Prussia was a French military aristocrat who, as a young man,
went to war in the military tradition of the ‘Century of Louis XIV’, following French
military practice of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. This reflected
the towering influence of Louisquatorzean France in the early eighteenth century, as a
model not only of monarchical government but also of a particular kind of
masculinity and a literary culture associated with it, and of ruthless military
conquests. Johannes Kunisch has noted noble glory hunting as a major motivation for
eighteenth-century warfare, but the perspective of gender history provides a much
more subtle picture, showing competing military masculinities.1 Frederick’s father set
himself against the ostentation of Louisquatorzean monarchy, which he decried as
effeminate, espousing instead a dour, brutish masculinity that stressed the disciplined
performance of military duty and the stoic endurance of danger and privation. In
reaction to this, Frederick specifically modelled himself on the Sun King, adopted
French ‘baroque masculinity’, which emphasized glory in war, and eagerly embraced
the literature of the French grand siècle, which Louis had patronized. The conflict
between father and son was therefore expressed to a large degree as a clash of
masculinities. Frederick went to war in the ‘expansive and expensive’ tradition of the
baroque, disproving Christopher Clark’s claim of a distinction between ‘ostentatious’
Hohenzollern monarchs, ‘detached from the . . .work of state’, and ‘thrifty . . .
workaholic[s]’.2 The perspective of military operations illustrates this dramatically,
as Frederick tried at the battle of Mollwitz to lead his troops sword in hand in the style
of the heroes of French literature.
Frederick saw himself as operating in two temporal envelopes, an attitude that
reflected the liminal period of the early eighteenth century. On one hand he belonged
to the long eighteenth century (1648-1789), dominated by the search for order after
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the chaos of the religious wars. Despite claims by Luh that Frederick was
uninterested in regimental routine, his apprenticeship in Neuruppin 1732-40 taught
him not only the mechanics of drill but also its wider purpose of placing men into the
ordered world of princely war-making.3 The military operations of the First Silesian
War show that order was seen as a crucial element in military efficiency. The famous
reorganisation of the Prussian cavalry in 1741 primarily involved the imposition of
order upon them, and the Prussian high command in 1742 genuinely found it difficult
to believe that disordered Habsburg irregulars would be any threat to them. The
operational perspective also shows that Frederick and his generals genuinely tried to
live up to the promises of long-eighteenth-century states to ensure the welfare of their
subjects and soldiers, although Erica Charters’s concept of a ‘caring fiscal military
state’ must be tempered by the evidence that military and political objectives
sometimes overrode such considerations.4
Concepts of order also fundamentally influenced ideas about armies, showing order as
a hugely important ‘meaning of war’ in this period. Contradicting Blanning’s claim
that Frederick was distinct from his father in visualising Prussia as a state, not just the
ruler’s dominions, Frederick, at least in the first half of his reign, followed his father’s
view of the army as a collection of regiments, a product of early eighteenth-century
ideas seeing the ruler’s household (of which the court was a part) as the model for the
state (or even the same as it).5 This led to a focus on the small details of military life.
At the battle of Auerstädt in 1806, the Duke of Brunswick would be mortally
wounded while trying to lead a regiment, instead of exercising his proper function as
commander of the Prussian forces, and this has been portrayed as symbolizing the
decay of the Frederickian army into small-mindedness.6 In fact, Brunswick’s actions
were a faithful reflection of the regimental economy or military household of the early
eighteenth century. They looked strange only in the context of new concepts of
3
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economies at the level of whole states, and of a higher level of military activity called
strategy.
Alongside the broader envelope of the long eighteenth century, Frederick saw himself
specifically as living in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, which
were dominated by the example of Louis XIV’s France. After a brief flirtation with
classical battle tactics, which came brutally to grief at Mollwitz, Frederick
emphasized again and again that only tactical examples from the previous century –
the era of ordered troops – were worth imitating. Thomas Biskup has noted that
Frederick aimed to emulate the ‘Century of Louis XIV’ celebrated by Voltaire.7 This,
however, was not only a cultural but also a military project, in which Frederick sought
to emulate not only Louis but also the great generals of his age. The present work, for
the first time, properly examines the works of military science and military history
that Frederick read, comparing them with the operational and tactical details of his
battles and campaigns. It shows that Frederick specifically associated his famous
tactic of outflanking the enemy with the examples of Turenne and Luxembourg.
Frederick also eagerly adopted the tactics of attacking with the bayonet that were seen
by contemporaries as typically French, and which reflected his risk-taking
personality.
Frederick’s ambitions, however, extended considerably beyond the states system that
he found on his accession: he had made clear in his 1740 Refutation of the Prince of
Machiavelli that he aimed at a ‘revolution’ in the current power structure. Frederick
found intellectual inspiration for this firstly in the concept of the conqueror, which
was rooted most of all in classical history but was in general located temporally
outside of the post-Westphalian states system, and often spatially outside of Europe.
The great French engineer Vauban specifically identified the great fortresses of his
day as protecting states from such conquerors. Alongside this, historians like David
Bell, who argued that eighteenth-century warfare was cautious, and fought for limited
aims, have failed to recognize that there was an alternative school within postWestphalian military thought – inspired (once again) primarily by Louisquatorzean
7

Thomas, Biskup, Friedrichs Größe: Inszenierung des Preußenkönigs in Fest und
Zeremoniell, 1740-1815 (Frankfurt am Main and New York, NY, 2012), pp. 10-12, 29, 69-72,
74-6, 78-81, 95-7.

281

France – which envisaged aggressive and daring moves at the strategic level to
conquer territory.8 Frederick’s favourite military author, the Marquis de Feuquières,
made proposals for surprise attacks to conquer a province and then secure it at a quick
peace settlement which were so similar to Frederick’s 1740 invasion of Silesia, and
his strategy of ‘total war for limited objectives’, that it seems likely Frederick, who
read Feuquières in the 1730s, was directly inspired by them. The Marquis of Santa
Cruz (who specifically referred to the French use of this practice) also recommended
a surprise attack on the succession of a new ruler, exactly as Frederick did in 1740.
Frederick’s approach to war was therefore deeply shaped by his understanding of his
own time, and primarily followed French practice. Attempts to portray Frederick as
part of a ‘German way of war’ must therefore be dismissed.9
The early eighteenth century, however, was a transitional period. Frederick’s
assumption of personal command of his army partly reflected the practical experience
of the Brandenburg-Prussian army in the Nine Years War and the War of the Spanish
Succession, where disputes among generals over precedence could only be settled
through the ruler or crown prince taking personal command. It also reflected the
long-standing monarchical tradition that a ruler, after taking counsel, should reserve
the final decision for himself, a tradition exemplified by Louis XIV’s ‘personal rule’.
In the course of the eighteenth century, however, the steady growth of the
Enlightenment and the public sphere challenged the Louisquatorzean paradigm.
Voltaire criticised Louis for merely accompanying his armies while his generals won
battles for him. Frederick not only followed Voltaire’s idea of the ‘Century of Louis
XIV’, but also responded to the French author in seeking to out-do Louis as a general.
Frederick conspicuously compared Louis’s conquests with his own, and loudly
emphasized that he had far out-done the French monarch by commanding his armies
personally. Frederick was further inspired by Voltaire to try to cast his military
achievements as worthy of the Enlightenment title of grand homme, whose greatness
was measured by personal merit, not birth. Indeed, Frederick made sustained efforts
to alter the enlightened definition of grand homme to include military achievements.
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Whereas, in the later seventeenth century, monarchs had achieved authority through
representing themselves as unreachable, sacred figures, the public sphere now
required them to prove this in fact. Frederick’s ‘personal rule’ of his army as military
grand homme thus looked not only backwards toward the age of Louis XIV but also
forwards toward the Enlightenment and the public sphere. That Frederick tried
simultaneously to emulate Louis XIV and to live up to enlightened values typifies the
liminal stage of the early eighteenth century, and Voltaire, who inspired all of these
endeavours, can be seen in similar terms.10 Trying to embody in fact qualities that
their predecessors had merely represented themselves as possessing placed huge
strains on monarchs of the mid-eighteenth century, and this can be seen in the serious
difficulties Frederick experienced in asserting his military authority over his
experienced generals. Whereas Blanning has described Frederick successfully using
‘the power of culture’ to maintain his authority in the public sphere, Frederick’s
attempt to legitimate his personal command of his army using ‘the power of
knowledge’ was much more contested.11
The interaction between the post-Westphalian idea of order – exemplified by Louis
XIV – and the changing cultural and intellectual currents of the later eighteenth
century was also seen in the contemporary response to uncertainty in war. Contrary
to long-held ideas expressed, for instance, by Henning Eichberg, Johannes Kunisch,
Azar Gat, and Anders Engberg-Pedersen, warfare in the early eighteenth century was
not dominated by ideas of exact calculation influenced by geometry or Newtonian
physics.12 Specialist engineers certainly used mathematics, but armies were led by
nobles, whose mathematical literacy varied and whose aim was to win glory. Rather
than using calculation to eliminate chance in war, or to ‘flatten the space of war’, as
Engberg-Pedersen has claimed, military thought of the early eighteenth century
10
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focused on the individual noble or royal commander, who was expected to anticipate
everything that might occur, and make provision for every eventuality.13 This was not
science: it was military absolutism. Only as the century progressed would the steady
growth of state and military bureaucracies provide generals with staffs to gather
information for them, divisional and corps commanders to take part in the decisionmaking, and cartographic surveys whose maps made it less necessary for generals to
have seen the ground personally. The early eighteenth century’s personal concept of
military knowledge would be slowly replaced by institutional knowledge.
Power, however, is typically negotiated, rather than absolute, and the history of
science has shown that the production of knowledge is itself a collective exercise.
Using Frederick’s unpublished manuscript correspondence with his generals, and
detailed examination of the operational history of the First Silesian War, the present
work shows that Frederick was substantially dependent on advice from his generals in
areas where he lacked expertise. He persistently left the details of logistics to
subordinates, and in 1741 Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau had to teach him the tactical
principles for the reform of the Prussian cavalry. Frederick’s reliance on the personal
knowledge of individuals for geographical information – rather than the permanent
corps of guides proposed by Field Marshal Schwerin – made Hans Karl von
Winterfeldt important for Frederick’s strategic planning in the inter-war period. On
the other hand, Frederick had a very good understanding of the political context for
military action, and his awareness of the political need to keep possession of Upper
Silesia in spring 1742, at a time when Leopold declared it logistically impossible, was
crucial to Prussia securing the territory through the peace of Breslau. The
development of Prussian military ideas was a collective effort. The king was in many
ways able, and some recent criticism of his military reputation goes too far. The
military histories of Frederick’s reign, however, still overwhelmingly focus on the
king himself, and this must be corrected. Generals are not ‘great men’, and their
campaigns typically reflect the work of many hands. Operational military history
would benefit in future from exploring this collective production of military
knowledge.
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