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Throughout the nineteenth century, international relations in Europe were dominated by the
five great powers — Britain, France, Russia, Austria and Prussia— who collectively determined
the continent’s political destiny. The creation of this system has been located traditionally in
the long struggle with Revolutionary and Napoleonic France, and specifically in the peace
settlement at Vienna of 1814—15 which ended a generation of intensive warfare. By contrast,
this study demonstrates that its origins lie half a century earlier.

During the third quarter of the eighteenth century, the European states system was trans-
formed by the military rise of Russia and Prussia in the Seven Years War of 1756-63.
Simultaneously the actual term ‘great power’ and the concept of the five leading states
together dominating Europe became established both among theorists and practical states-
men. Until the middle of the eighteenth century western European issues had dominated
international relations, and France had been the pre-eminent power. This now ceased to be
the case. Eastern Europe became pre-eminent. During the 1770s Poland was partitioned for
the first time by her three powerful neighbours, while Russia and Austria also seized territory
from the Ottoman empire. Europe’s centre of gravity moved sharply eastwards, and by the
later 1770s Russia was emerging as the leading continental power.

This study, based upon manuscript and printed sources from six countries, provides the
first comprehensive study of these critical events.

H.M. SCOTT is Professor of International History, University of St Andrews
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Edited by Professor Sir John Elliott, University of Oxford
Professor Olwen Hufion, University of Oxford
Professor H.G. Koenigsberger, University of London
Professor H M. Scott, University of St Andrews

The idea of an ‘early modern’ period of European history from the fifteenth to the late eigh-
teenth century is now widely accepted among historians. The purpose of Cambridge Studies
in Early Modern History is to publish monographs and studies which illuminate the charac-
ter of the period as a whole, and in particular focus attention on a dominant theme within it,
the interplay of continuity and change as they are presented by the continuity of medieval
ideas, political and social organisation, and by the impact of new ideas, new methods, and new
demands on the traditional structure.

For a list of titles published in the series, please see end of the book
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