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The State of the Field
[I just want a few words about why I think it is a propitious time to be working on this topic. I
by no means have time to cover everything and there are no doubt other trends and other
works that network members can think of that are equally pertinent to our themes and
concerns.1]
Over the last decade a range of scholars as diverse as Karl W. Schwiezer, Matt J. Schumann,
and John Watkins have called for new methodological and conceptual approaches to
diplomatic studies.2 For some, particularly IR scholars, this call was linked to a greater
recognition that diplomats should be studied as part of international interaction, not least as a
means of understanding the gap between theory and practice.3 But Karen Gram-Skjoldager
restated the point as recently as two years ago in relation to the historical study of C20th
diplomacy.4 While praising the increasing interaction between literary and historical studies,
John called for scholars to adopt a broader multidisciplinary approach to early modern
diplomatic studies. Although few scholars have so far achieved (or even attempted) this, there
have been considerable developments within the field of early modern diplomatic studies
over the last two decades.
Early modern diplomatic studies had long been dominated by Garrett Mattingly’s
seminal Renaissance Diplomacy (1955), which traced the emergence of modern diplomacy in
the early modern period.5 In the last decade and a half, however, many of Mattingly’s
conclusions have been questioned. The chronological framework Mattingly proposed for the
‘New Diplomacy’ has received compelling challenges from scholars such as Riccardo Fubini
and Andreas Osiander, problematizing on the one hand the neat narrative of the rise of
resident ambassadors in fifteenth-century Italy after the Peace of Lodi on the one hand and
the emergence of a new ‘states-system’ with the Peace of Westphalia on the other.6
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Meanwhile, recent scholarship has challenged just how modern the diplomacy that emerged
during the Renaissance was. Lucien Bély proposed that we should still consider the postWestphalian world as a ‘society of princes’ and see international relations as influenced by
the dynastic considerations of monarchs, considerations that were sometimes in tension with
the emerging mechanisms and court protocols of the centralising states over which they
presided.7 Daniela Frigo, meanwhile, has demonstrated that in some of the smaller states of
Italy, early modern diplomatic activities co-existed with a range of other political duties and
that the diplomats employed in might best be understood to have more in common with
medieval procurators than with the resident ambassadors of the modern world.8
Bély and other scholars have also considerably broadened the field of analysis, moving
beyond the concerns addressed by Mattingly,9 while subsequent scholarship has also
considerably expanded the geographical spectrum addressed by early modern diplomatic
studies, belying Mattingly’s almost exclusive privileging of the western European states.10
The ‘New Diplomatic History’ that has emerged integrates broader concerns into a field that
was once dominated by the study of bureaucracy and foreign policy. For the modern period
this has often meant a focus on integrating a consideration of economics, new tools of
communication and the soft power of ‘cultural diplomacy’ into historical analysis.11
Whatever period is being addressed, practitioners of the ‘New Diplomatic History’ have
drawn on a range of interdisciplinary models. So, for instance, scholars such as Svante
Norrhem and those involved in the Wiebliche Diplomatie project led by Hillard von Thiessen
and Christian Wieland are addressing the role of women in diplomacy and analysing
diplomatic processes using insights from gender studies.12 There has also been a greater
recognition that successful diplomacy depended, at least in part, on the contacts and personal
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resources on which diplomats could draw. Networks have been considered by scholars such
as Hillard von Thiessen and Jennifer da Silva, who have demonstrated the importance of
familial and patronage bonds to a diplomat’s effectiveness and room for manoeuvre.13 Others
such as Ruth Kohlndorfer-Fries have considered the intellectual contacts of individual
diplomats.14
One of the major foci of ‘new diplomatic history’ concerning the early modern period has
been symbolic communication. Several essays and books have addressed issues such as
ritual, protocol, and spatial hierarchies.15 Collectively, these studies have enhanced our
understanding of the centrality of non-verbal communication to the relations between princes
and demonstrated that ceremony and ritual were not merely representative of international
hierarchies, but also a means by which such hierarchies were mediated. Several other recent
works have shown a commitment to considering other aspects of political culture as
demonstrated by the work of scholars such as Daniela Frigo, Maija Jansson and Glenn
Richardson.16 Meanwhile Christian Windler has offered the important insight that we should
consider embassies as sites of cultural exchange. Windler’s analysis of French consuls in
Tunisia demonstrated that through repeated diplomatic interaction, political actors from
different cultures could forge a shared understanding of political processes.17 An appreciation
of the role of embassies in cultural exchange has concurrently emerged in a different context:
the art-historical interest in ambassadors as cultural agents. There has been a considerable
volume of recent scholarship on the role of ambassadors as art, or broader cultural, agents for
their rulers and high-ranking courtiers at home. This has fostered an appreciation that
diplomats were not only the intermediaries of material cultures between polities, but also that
they could use art and material goods in order to advance their own political careers.18
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Despite these considerable advancements, there remains surprisingly little historical
scholarship on the role of language and literature in diplomatic practice. Given the focus on
collecting, for instance, one might expect there to be more scholarship on diplomats’ roles as
bibliophiles and bibliographers. Even though Martin Lowry has demonstrated that Italian
diplomats were instrumental in the spread of the printing press,19 few scholars have followed
up on his insights to further excavate the relationship between diplomacy and print.20 Most
work in this area focusses on the role of diplomats in sending books across borders.21 Yet
investigations into the relationship between diplomacy and the press in later periods suggests
that it would be profitable to explore further the relationship between diplomatic practices
and print culture. Scholars such as William Mulligan and Dominik Geppert have, for
instance, suggested that the mass media of the nineteenth century made diplomatic expertise
even more important.22 We might ask how did early modern governments react to the
development of print in the early modern era, the impact of which was less expansive, but no
less important?
There has obviously been a major shift in approaches to diplomatic history. As a historian
looking at literary studies, it strikes me that there are several recent developments that make
the ‘Textual Ambassadors’ network timely for literary scholars too. One is the renewed
interest in travel and travel literature evident in the works of scholars such as Anna Suranyi
and Melanie Ord, who have sought to understand early modern travellers’ engagement with
the foreign cultures they encountered and how this shaped the texts they subsequently
produced.23 Indeed, many of these studies have been concerned, at least in part, with how
overseas travel shaped travellers’ understandings of their own national and cultural identities.
The ongoing activities of the Hakluyt Society and projects such as Nandini Das’ investigation
of Renaissance travel and cultural memory will no doubt do much to further this field.
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There also seems to be a willingness to explore different types of literature in historical
context and with a new critical eye in the post-new historicist world. Most pertinently, there
is a willingness to embrace a wider corpus of forms of writing within literary studies. Hence
ethnographic literature, correspondence, and even diplomatic and intelligence reports are
receiving considerably more attention from literary scholars than they have hitherto.24
Moreover, those engaged in literary criticism are more not only increasingly engaging in
detailed analysis of the circumstances of creation and the archival record of the texts, but are
also increasingly attentive to the implications of their material and physical nature.25 This has
been matched by an equally strong interest in the reception of texts, both their social
circulation and the manifold ways in which readers responded to them.26
Another development within literary studies that strikes me as providing fertile ground for
this project is the expansion within translation studies in recent years. For instance Brenda
Hosington’s project on Cultural Crossroads at Warwick has undertaken a widespread
examination of Renaissance translations.27 Even a fleeting glance at the wealth of literature
on early modern translations in England demonstrates the vibrancy of this field of research as
scholars, including several network members, have considered the intellectual, social and
political contexts for the translations undertaken.28 To date, the role of diplomats in
translation studies has received surprisingly little attention, but this looks set to change. A
project currently underway in Germany, for example, is investigating the role of translation in
early modern peace treaties.29
Furthermore there is an increased interest in the circulation of information across Europe
and the impact this had on literary productions of various kinds.30 Joad Raymond’s Early
Modern News Networks is seeking to rewrite the history of early modern news by developing
new approaches to the networks that underpinned the spread of news in its various forms
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across and within political boundaries.31 Meanwhile scholars such as Andrew Pettegree and
Jason Peacey are also investigating the transnational circulation of news in the early modern
period. From what I have been hearing about such projects, it is clear that diplomatic
networks were often an instrumental component of such processes. The interest in the
transnational circulation of news has been complemented by studies of the role of intelligence
gathering. While historians have turned a critical eye to the role of intelligencers in early
modern governmental processes,32 literary scholars have examined representations of
intelligence gathering in various genres of Renaissance literature and the relationship
between the methods of intelligencers, such as encryption, and literary forms.33
Crucially, Timothy Hampton’s Fictions of Embassy has opened up a new series of
avenues in literary studies. Hampton’s work has compellingly demonstrated a powerful
symbiotic relationship between diplomatic and literary culture. He has shown that
developments in Renaissance diplomacy had a profound effect on the composition and
structure of numerous literary genres as diplomatic tropes were adopted at a formal as well as
a thematic level. Moreover, Hampton’s study has shown this influence was at work across a
wide range of European cultures.34 Hampton’s ‘diplomatic moment’ has brought actual
negotiations and diplomatic processes into much sharper focus within literary studies.35
Hampton’s work is also suggestive of the benefits for diplomatic historians of paying closer
attention to both modern methods of literary analysis and early modern representations of
diplomacy not least because, as Hampton reminds us, diplomacy was, amongst other things, a
practice of writing. Explicit concern with this aspect of diplomatic practice is beginning to
emerge, but there remains much work to be done.36
The influence of diplomatic considerations on early modern literature has been further
explored in several recent works which have examined a broad range of literary genres. John
Watkins and Jo Craigwood have explored representations of diplomacy in several of
Shakespeare’s history plays,37 while Mark Netzloff has examined a comedy about a fictional
31
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diplomat.38 Several scholars, including several members of this network, have been
concerned with the relationship between diplomatic service and the composition of poetry,
how embassies influenced English poetry, and how diplomatic sources can shed new light on
poems.39 Others have paid attentive detail to the diplomatic tropes and contexts for works as
diverse as literary advice to princes, treatises on the role of ambassadors, and Sidney’s
Arcadia; and have even addressed how the curious omission of overt diplomatic discourse in
Castiglione’s Courtier might itself be partially occasioned by the text’s diplomatic context.40
A broader interest in the relationship between diplomatic activity and documents and forms
of representation, whether political or literary, has further marked several recent studies as
has the performative aspect of diplomatic practice.41
Many of these pieces have suggested that literary analyses might simultaneously offer
insights into diplomatic attitudes and international developments. Equally, considerations of
types of diplomatic discourses by scholars such as Randall Lesaffer, Jean-Claude Wacquet,
and Izabella Lazzarini have offered important insights into shifts in late medieval and early
modern diplomatic practice.42 So, while many people in this network have long been
interested in diplomats who are also writers (I’m thinking here in particular of Susan and her
magnificent study of Thomas Wyatt, or Jason’s ongoing edition of his work43) and have
analysed their subjects with due sensitivity to the diplomatic context, the cumulative force of
the new scholarship in both history and literature means that the time is ripe to turn a fresh
critical eye on the relationship between literature and diplomacy. It is clear that successful
diplomacy depended on successful textual strategies that created shared understanding
between often quite different political and literary cultures. And it has become evident that
developments in the history of diplomacy can help us to understand the international context
for literary texts.
Tracey A. Sowerby
Oxford, 2013
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