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The last few years the writings of ‘ordinary people’ have been at the centre of scholarly attention, the most notable example being Thomas Sokoll’s edition of 758 Essex pauper letters from the period 1731–1837.
 This renewed interest in sources from ‘ordinary people’ is part of a recent reaction against one of the central assumptions of the field of discourse studies, viz., that analyzing the production of a certain discourse amounts to studying its consumption in society. According to Jonathan Rose, one cannot judge the impact of a discourse on ‘ordinary people’ by merely studying the discourse as such, because this method will produce a series of contradictory interpretations of equal value dependent on the position of the researcher. For instance, American radio publicity from the 1930s was clearly gender-stereotyped. Some scholars have inferred from this that female listeners interiorized conservative sex roles, but others have pointed out that they barely listened to these publicity messages and that they saw them ‘as just another sales pitch’. Rose’s point is that ‘there is as much hard evidence for any of these readings [. . .], which is to say none at all; and we will get no closer to answering these questions unless we shift our attention from the text to the audience’.
 One way of doing this is by basing our historical research on sources from ‘ordinary people’ and not merely about them. Rose for one has accomplished a tour de force with his impressive study, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Class, in which he entered ‘the minds of ordinary readers in history, to discover what they read and how they read it’, using memoirs, diaries, interviews, reader letters to the press and fan mail from ‘common readers’.

Likewise, when examining popular attitudes towards the monarchy, historians must not limit themselves to the official royalist discourse in the media. However, searching for sources that go ‘beyond’ the official rhetoric, they are likely to be confronted with heuristic problems. Documents in which ordinary citizens themselves talk directly to or about ‘their’ royal family are not that widespread. For the post-World War II period we can rely on oral sources and testimonies, but when all direct witnesses have died, historians cannot be too choosy: ‘Beggars can’t be choosers’. And it is ‘beggars’ this article is about.

Since the establishment of an independent Belgium in 1830, numerous citizens have written to the royal family for a number of reasons: to dedicate a poem to the king; to give the heir apparent a present of their own making; to offer congratulations for the birth of a prince or princess or to offer condolences in death. The most common reason for writing was to ask the royal family for money or help in kind with a so-called letter of request or demande de secours. A rough estimate suggests that between 1865 and 1934, spanning Leopold II’s and Albert I’s reigns, the royal family must have received tens of thousands of citizen letters, most of which were letters of request.
 Only a few hundred, though, have been preserved (as yet uncatalogued) in the Archives of the Royal Palace in Brussels. These letters are unique sources that have not yet been systematically used in historical research.

Using James C. Scott’s concept of the ‘public transcript’, this essay asks to what extent the ‘official’ royal imagery resounded at the base of society. Scott argues that the way in which the subordinate publicly address the dominant, i.e., the public transcript of their domination, does not tell the whole story. The lower classes have an ‘off-stage’ discourse, i.e., the hidden transcript, which challenges the powers that be. Or in Scott’s own words, the public transcript is ‘the open interaction between subordinates and those who dominate’ or ‘the self-portrait of dominant elites as they would have themselves seen’.
 The hidden transcript is ‘a wide variety of low-profile forms of resistance that dare not speak in their own name’.
 The letters of request that are the subject of this essay, constitute the public transcript of royalism as produced by the subordinate. To what extent does it mirror the public transcript of the dominant? This is one of the questions this essay will address.

‘To the King’

Turning to the king when in need is an old tradition dating back to the Ancien Regime.
 Royal philanthropy too has time-honoured roots, but during the eighteenth century the custom of royal gifts to the poor took on a whole new meaning. The idea of popular Sovereignty—the monarch as representing the nation’s will—changed the entire context. According to Prochaska, Ancien Regime monarchs were part of ‘a warrior tradition of nobility, characterized by self-glorification and an obsession with wealth and influence’. They gave alms not out of ‘social pity’ but because they believed it would contribute to their salvation, enhance their reputation, show their wealth, overawe their equals and express their authority. These reasons may have continued to play a role, but in the eighteenth century a new idea became the cornerstone of royal philanthropy, viz., ‘that privilege entailed responsibility to the less fortunate’. Political theorists began to present monarchs as servants to their people and to base royal power on a kind of ‘velvet’ paternalism. Monarchs became the neutral heads of a unified, constitutional nation, and popularity became one of the most important justifications of royal power. Royal philanthropy had a new goal, viz., helping to win over the people.

A nineteenth-century Belgian could turn towards a host of authorities when in need. At the top of the ‘request pyramid’ stood the king, and under him were the interior or justice minister, the provincial governors, the district commissioners and mayors. When a member of the royal family received a letter of request, the palace administration turned to the local authorities to make sure it was bona fide. A file was compiled containing a detailed social profile of the requester (sex, address, age, job, wage, family composition, etc.). Most letter-writers did indeed receive help. In 1908 for instance, Prince Albert denied help to a mere 1.5% of the 1328 people who turned to him that year. The large majority (some 1230) received 5 or 10 francs, the remainder an amount between 15 and 350 francs. The total sum he dispensed on philanthropy in 1908 was 15,994.5 francs
—at the time when a Borinage miner earned 1257 francs a year or 4.13 francs a day.

Any member of the royal family could be the addressee of these citizen letters, but obviously the king got most. However, there are some interesting fluctuations in addressee popularity.
 When in 1891, after the death of two closer heirs to the throne, Prince Albert became the first in line to succeed his uncle Leopold II, he became steadily more respected than the king, whose popularity suffered from his autocratic leanings and his adventures in the Congo. Prince Albert consequently got more letters of request than Leopold, especially from the lower classes of society. Female members of the royal family were not particularly ‘in demand’ with the letter writing public until Prince Albert married Elisabeth in 1900. They were the first royal couple to be perceived by the public as a ‘normal’ family, with loving parents and adorable children. While in Great Britain, the ‘feminization of the British monarchy’ became an important element in its popularization from the end of the eighteenth century on,
 in Belgium this only occurred from the beginning of the twentieth century. Before Elisabeth, the queen was merely seen as an appendage to the king, without many public duties. In 1874, for instance, the wife of a small bartender from Liège wished both the king and the queen ‘a long and happy life’, but for the king this was to ‘reign’ and for the queen ‘to raise her honourable family’.
 From Elisabeth on, female royals became much more prominent on the public scene (although in family-related gender roles) and consequently received more letters. As caring for the poor was seen as a female quality, people increasingly turned to the queen for help, especially after World War I consecrated Elisabeth’s image as the queen-nurse who cared for her people.

Most letters of request came from people at the bottom of society, but they were not necessarily written on the writer’s own initiative. Doctors, priests, local politicians or public writers often stimulated people to turn to the royal family for help, or they wrote on their behalf. Some mayors of municipalities whose poor relief was underfunded systematically channelled their poor to the royal palace. A number of frauds were also active. In 1895, for instance, Prince Albert’s administration discovered an impostor from the town of Mons who wrote requests on demand, in exchange for 10% of the amount rewarded by the prince.
 It is unlikely, however, that fraud was a widespread phenomenon, given the meticulous way in which requests were examined by the palace administration, the local authorities and the police.

We should bear in mind when reading these letters that, on the one hand, we cannot interpret them automatically as direct, unfiltered statements of the lower classes. In Scott’s terminology, they used ‘the ideology of the dominant stratum’, ‘making appeals that remain within the official discourse of deference’.
 To put it differently, there is always influence of the hegemonic public transcript. On the other hand, the fact that some letters were mediated by middle-class supporters of the poor should not lead us to underestimate the initiative of ‘commoners’ to voice their own complaints. Sometimes workers on strike directly appealed to the king as a neutral arbiter to settle labour disagreements. In Brussels, ordinary people went to the royal palace to ask help in person. Some requesters referred to the tradition that the king had to offer help on his birthday, the day of his patron saint or on the national holiday, thus turning the public transcript of the ‘good king’ to their own benefit. When members of the royal family made an official visit to a town, people handed over their letter of request personally. Such official visits usually resulted in a sharp increase of requests from that particular town in the following weeks. All in all, there seemed to be a low threshold to write to the royal family. People did not know to whom they should turn in the labyrinth of official institutions, and consequently turned to the first authority figure that sprang to mind: the king. Letter writers did not have to worry about the exact address either; they could simply write on the envelope ‘To the King’, and the letter would be duly delivered.

Facts and Figures

Based on a sample of 60 letters—30 taken from the period 1880–1904 addressed to Leopold II and 30 from the period 1925–1938 addressed to Queen Elisabeth
—I estimate that roughly half of all letters of request were undoubtedly written by the requesters themselves. The authorship of roughly one third is unclear. In only one sixth of all (60) cases the profession of the requester and spouse are unknown. Of those whose professional background is known, 60% are lower class, as determined from profession, place of residence, wage, education and literacy level. As to the sex of the writers, there is an almost perfect balance. The geographical division shows that a quarter came from Brussels
, a sixth from Flanders and 60% from Wallonia. Of course, these figures have a limited empirical base. We need a larger sample to assess how representative they are.

The palace administration kept an inventory of all letters received. Unfortunately, there is only one inventory left that is truly useful for our purpose, meaning that it contains all or some of the following information: name of the requester, sex, address, reason for the request, profession, family composition and wage. It is the inventory of Prince Albert when he was heir apparent from 1891 until 1909.
 In this period he received some 18,000 letters from citizens, of which 10,305 were letters of request (only 30 or a mere 0,3% have been preserved). I have sampled the entire year of 1908, in which Prince Albert and his wife Elisabeth received a record of 1328 letters of request from different persons. I will not go into much detail about these figures, but the most striking statistic is that 66% of all letters came from Wallonia, about 26% from the Brussels area, and only 8% from Flanders. How to explain this underrepresentation of Flanders, which at the time represented 60% of the Belgian population? First we need to know whether this distribution applies to all years, but it looks as if this disproportion is a constant, because right to this day there are significant differences in the language of the letters of request. Between 1990 and 1999, King Albert and Queen Paola received approximately 100,000 letters of request, of which 70% on average were written in French and 30% in Dutch (while the current linguistic division in Belgium is 6 speakers of Dutch to 4 francophones).
 Factors that may have played a role in the linguistic unbalance of letters to Prince Albert in 1908 include local economic situation, unequal rates of literacy (lower in Flanders), efficiency of local poor relief, survival mechanisms in closer-knit Flemish rural communities that precluded asking for help from an outsider, the francophone image of the monarchy as a mental barrier for writing in Dutch to the king, etc. A second remarkable statistic is that 40% of all letters of request to Prince Albert came from one of the four Walloon mining and steel districts with a distinct overrepresentation of industry workers (between 85 and 99% of the requesters from these regions whose profession we know were industry workers).
 In short, the trend in 1908 was that letters of request were a phenomenon of Walloon industrialized centres, but to fully explain these figures additional research is necessary.


What these figures tell us about the popularity of the monarchy at large is not unambiguously clear. First, only a tiny portion of Belgian society actually applied for royal help, but of all institutions people wrote to when in need, the monarchy was likely to receive most requests. Second, does applying for a royal gift imply adoration or even acceptance of the institution of the monarchy? On the one hand, Scott claims that the subordinate turn the ‘hegemonic ideology to good advantage’.
 In our case, this might mean that letter writers used the official image of the good and benevolent monarch to improve their chances of receiving help. On the other hand, it might be argued that when poor people in a miserable, dead-end situation obtained a royal gift, it was hard for them not to feel grateful towards the person if not the institution of the monarch. In 1926, e.g., a lower-class widow from Charleroi wrote to Queen Elisabeth, her ‘Dear Benefactress’, but when her application was successful, she jubilantly called the queen ‘Dear Mother’.
 Why did she use a more affectionate term the second time around? Most likely because she felt truly grateful. If she was only intent on utilizing the official royalist rhetoric to maximize her chances, there is no reason why she would not have written ‘Dear Mother’ in the first place, as this was a more direct reference to Elisabeth’s public image as a mother to her people.

Public Transcripts of Royalism

Letters of request can be used to examine the extent to which the deliberate construction of royal images by authorities had an impact on public opinion—or in other words how the public transcript of the subordinate and that of the dominant compare.

The royal palace was well aware of the public-relations value of helping the poor. Traditionally the king donated money when calamities such as mining disasters and inundations occurred, or he dispensed emergency relief (bread and coal) in Brussels during harsh winters. The newspapers were so well aware of these initiatives that it is highly likely they were ‘tipped’ by press releases. After Albert’s marriage to Elisabeth in 1900, the palace actively sought to construct an image of the couple as loving and caring parents. When Prince Leopold (the future Leopold III) was born in 1901, citizens who sent a letter of congratulation received a postcard of Albert and Elisabeth holding hands by their baby’s cradle. The captions read: ‘Gathered round the cradle of small Prince Leopold’ and ‘An intimate scene in Prince Albert’s palace’.
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Postcard which was sent to citizens who congratulated prince Albert and princess Eliasbeth on the birth of their first son Leopold in 1901.
 

Through ‘press leaks’, the public at large was kept abreast of the prince’s philanthropy. In 1908, for instance, the papers were lyrical about an incognito visit of the princess to a bedridden working-class mother in Brussels. The princess went there on foot, accompanied by two staff members, carrying meat, wine, bed linen and napkins for the baby. The woman in question, the papers reported, was overcome by ‘so much goodness and simplicity’. The princess left without ‘her visit having been noticed in the neighbourhood’.

The royal administration was more discrete about the letters of request, but it was well aware of the impact that donations had on public opinion. In 1908, for example, Prince Albert’s secretary admonished his personnel to ignore requests made by a certain Father L’Heureux because ‘he asks for money in the name of different people, but he doesn’t let them know whom it comes from’.
 This priest dispensed poor relief from the palace without acknowledging its source. The royal gifts were not supposed to be anonymous; people were expected to know that the monarchy was being kind to them. In short, royal gifts were, to use Walter Bagehot’s phrase, one of the ‘dignified parts’ of the institution, meant to inspire the population’s reverence. The requesters, who were citizens in a relatively democratic state, did not seem to mind the paternalist implications of the custom. Indeed, most of them turned towards the monarchy precisely because they believed in the king’s paternalist duty, or they at least paid homage to the official transcript of the kind monarch.

If we want to use the letters of request to examine to what extent official royal images were held by the public at large, and more particularly by the letter writers, we have to tread carefully. First, nearly half of all letters were written not by the person for whom help was requested but by middle-class people who wanted to help a pauper. This is not an insurmountable obstacle and may, in fact, help us to find similarities and differences between lower- and middle-class views.
 Nonetheless, it does recommend caution. Second, we cannot read these letters as the authentic manifestation of very deep and individual feelings, for they show the influence of certain models prescribing how to address a royal and how to make one’s request convincing. As Scott argues, when the subordinate address the dominant, their discourse is often ‘habitual and formulaic, implying little in the way of inwardness’.
 Letter writers often employed ‘success enhancing strategies’, for instance supporting values they thought pleasing to the dominant classes. However, the fact that the writers most probably used model letters or phrases inspired by their middle-class supporters does not imply that their writings were inauthentic. Borrowings assuredly took place, and our challenge is to examine if and how the poor adapted models to their specific needs. Third, these letters cannot answer the question ‘how far images of monarchs grew out of the psychological needs of their subjects, being projected from below on to the crown, and how far they were deliberate political constructions, emanating from central government’.
 We can merely say that certain images were present both in the official discourse and at the base of society. With these caveats in mind, then, what do the letters of request tell us about the official and subordinate transcripts of the monarchy?

Lower-class letters were generally much shorter and less elaborate than their higher- and middle-class equivalents. Their misery spoke for itself. ‘Commoners’ had very modest requests. They only asked for ‘relief’,
 ‘help’,
 a ‘small grant’,
 a ‘reward’,
 a certain ‘amount’ of money
 or a ‘gift’
—without specifying what exactly it was they needed, let alone specifically stating the amount of money they wanted. Some did not even ask anything.
 Nor did they try to counter the bourgeois prejudice about the lower classes as unworthy of help because of their loose morals and their wastefulness. Either they were unaware that this might influence their chances of receiving help, or they simply could not be bothered because they were at their wits’ end. They merely painted their own miserable situation and left it up to the king or queen’s discretion to decide what to do. Middle- and higher-class people were more likely to ask for a very specific amount of money (‘86 francs to pay my rent’
) or a concrete intervention of the royal family
 (‘make my creditors go away’
, ‘let me meet you in person’
, ‘attend my concert’
 or ‘award a pension to my assistant’
).

While lower-class people generally kept to the essentials and did not try to embellish their request (‘I am in dire straits and need help’), other letter writers tried to justify their claim by giving their moral or patriotic credentials, such as ‘I have been serving my community for over 38 years’,
 ‘I have received several distinctions’,
 ‘I have written a patriotic hymn’,
 ‘My father fought in the Belgian Revolution’
 or ‘I have served in the army’.
 After World War I, active service
 or a similar experience (German imprisonment,
 execution of family members,
 war invalidity
) was mentioned in a considerable number of lower-class letters, but interestingly none of these were actually written by lower-class people.

Middle-class writers often stressed their family responsibilities or their family situation. They referred to themselves as heads of family, spouses, mothers or fathers.
 Four letter writers even called themselves ‘orphan’, although strictly speaking they were not. They were adults
 with children
 or they had still one parent alive
. The title orphan was clearly seen as an argumentative advantage. Middle-class people who wrote on behalf of lower-class persons were usually more goal-oriented in obtaining help and, consequently, used a very modest tone of phrasing, although their demands were very clear (unlike lower-class demands).

Letters of request actually written by lower-class people were often completely idiosyncratic in their phrasing, neglecting all rules of polite letter writing and addressing the king as ‘Mister’ as if actually speaking to him.
 Or, and this was the case for the large majority, they used the traditional templates but with a twist, as they did not master them completely. Lower-class letter writers turned to oral speech forms and phrases or formulas which they thought were appropriate when addressing a grand figure but which were, in reality, impolite. Hélène Van der Linden, the wife of a miner from Gilly, had some kind of model in mind when she wrote to queen Elisabeth in 1927, but she gave a personal twist to it: ‘Awaiting to receive from your kind heart a good answer in which I have deep faith and honour to be with the most profound respect Your Majesty’s very humble and obeying servant’.
 A man from Fleurus had evidently heard that one had to address one’s letter ‘to Your Majesty’. Hence, he wrote ‘To your Majesty’: ‘I take the liberty of writing to you for something small, if you understand, To Your Majesty’. He ended: ‘Please, To Your Majesty, accept the assurance of my respect’.
 A Protestant worker from near Liège asked a grant in 1892 to build a temple. The man was polite, used grave-sounding phrases, but he addressed the king as ‘Your Majesty Leopold II King of the Belgians and President of the Congo’. One can imagine Leopold’s dismay given his allergy for all things republican.

Middle-class letter writers (whether they wrote on behalf of someone else or on their own) seemed to make themselves smaller in the face of royal greatness. Repeatedly within the same letter they referred to themselves and their request as ‘humble’ and ‘small’,
 as opposed to the king and the queen’s ‘enormous royal power’.
 It is striking that letter writers who explicitly referred to themselves as ‘simple’ or ‘humble workers’ were either labour aristocracy (skilled workers who worked on their own or in the artisan sector) or plain middle class.
 The stock phrase ‘I am but a simple worker’ seemed to reflect the middle-class view that the worries of the small are essentially unworthy of royal attention, but that the king and queen in their infinite goodness deign to look down upon them. The fact that this imagery is missing in the letters of lower-class people can be attributed to their insufficient mastery of writing norms—but perhaps also to a popular notion that the great are morally obliged to help the small. This is corroborated by the fact that lower-class people were not completely overawed by their contact with the royal family. They seemed to be under the impression that it was almost their right to receive help. The most extreme case was a young lower-class man who wrote to the king in 1892 requesting the loan of one of the king’s uniforms for a carnival procession. He did not bother to introduce himself, and three weeks after his first letter he sent a reminder.
 Especially after World War I, it was almost inconceivable to the requesters that Queen Elisabeth, who was perceived as a mother to her people, would not intervene on their behalf.

Before World War I, lower-class letter writers hardly appealed to any of the traditional qualities of the good sovereign (justice, wisdom, power), while in the other letters two royal attributes were singled out for praise, viz., kindness (‘bonté’
) and generosity (‘charité’
). The idea of the king as ‘father of the nation’ was generally absent in requests before World War I. Perhaps the idea of Leopold II as a caring father seemed a bit too far-fetched, given the public indignation over his wild lifestyle. It is no coincidence that Leopold II was the favourite target of many caricaturists, while the press published almost no caricatures of his successor Albert, who was seen as a model family man.

Postwar requests addressed to the queen show that the kind, generous and charitable image of Elisabeth had become so popular after her role in World War I that nearly all letter writers, from whichever social class, were influenced by it. Most people addressed her affectionately as ‘My dear queen’ or ‘My dearest Majesty’,
 while Leopold II was always impersonally addressed as ‘Your Majesty’. In other words, while before World War I referring to the kindness and generosity of the royal family was merely a middle-class commonplace that was mentioned because etiquette demanded it, after the boost in prestige that World War I gave Albert and Elisabeth, it became a heartfelt and dearly held conviction of all letter writers. At the least, this discourse had become so all-pervading that it could not be ignored.

In showing themselves very modest, in phrasing their letters comme il faut and in belittling themselves in the face of royal power, middle-class requesters explicitly appealed to the official transcript. The lower classes, however made little use of these strategies. They did not always seem to master the official transcript sufficiently to put it to conscious use, which puts a new perspective on Scott’s insistence that the subordinate deliberately manipulate the dominant values to their own advantage. The official public transcript might at times have been too hard to read (and use) for the lower classes.

Banal vs. Sacral Monarchy

It has often been argued that the success of the modern monarchy hinges upon its ability to appear at the same time as extraordinary and commonplace: the king is at once ‘one of us’ and ‘beyond us’. How is this mixture of banalization and sacralization reflected in the letters of request? Although Leopold II’s administration sought to popularize a caring and philanthropic image of the royal family, it did not want to present too common an image of the king: he still remained high above his subjects, and in all his greatness he bestowed his gifts upon them. It is no coincidence that Leopold II’s portraits all show a stern man in uniform or official attire, while Albert, for instance, posed in the outfit of a miner amongst the colliers when he visited coal mines.
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Photograph of prince Albert posing amongst the miners in 1908

Leopold II was definitely not ‘one of us’. It is revealing that in 1907 the king’s personal secretary called the gifts to the requesters ‘alms’.
 This term reflects a kind of pre-democratic vision on the hierarchical relationship between monarchs and their subjects. In practice, however, writing a letter of request might have banalized the monarchy, as ordinary citizens invited a royal figure into their daily life.

Generally, we might say that most letter writers’ relationship to Leopold II was rather impersonal, and—if at all explicitly mentioned—based on loyalty, devotion or submission to him, while their relationship to Elisabeth was one of love and affection. Under Leopold middle-class writers had a hierarchical vision of their relationship with the royal family. They usually ‘begged’,
 ‘submitted’ themselves to the king’s ‘charity’
 or asked ‘forgiveness’ for their ‘boldness’ to disturb the king
 and a few even used the imagery of throwing themselves at the king’s feet.
 It is equally striking that letter writers who praised Leopold II’s compassion for his people were either labour aristocracy or middle class.
 Hence we can say that the image of Leopold II as philanthropist did not resonate enough in society to be referred to in lower-class letters of request. This changed after World War I, as a more personal relationship between citizen and royal family seemed to replace the hierarchical pre-war one. People turned not to an institution or an unreachable representative of the high life but to a real-life person in whom they personally confided, who was almost a confessor. A housewife whose family was so derelict that they literally had to live in a pig sty wrote in 1926: ‘I would thank the good Lord if I could explain my misery to you in person. Oh, good Majesty’.
 A lower-class housewife from Brussels asked for relief in 1926 because ‘Your Majesty [. . .][. . .] you are the only one I can turn to’.
 Tellingly, the image of falling down at the king’s feet was replaced in one letter by ‘I reach out my hand to You, whom they rightly call Belgium’s Providence’.
 While to most letter writers Elisabeth was more human and approachable than Leopold II ever had been, there was in a sense also a resacralization of the queen’s role after World War I. Queen Elisabeth’s war prestige gave her saintly properties. She was called ‘our holy Queen’,
 mother and comforter of her people in a way that was reminiscent of the Virgin Mary.
 In Elisabeth’s image we see the mixture of the extraordinary and the commonplace that has become so vital in the justification of the monarchy in Europe since the eighteenth century: people turned to her as to a friend, they believed in a personal exclusive relationship with the queen, but at the same time her almost superhuman moral qualities set her apart from ordinary mortals.

Concluding, Linda Colley’s appraisal of the British monarchy also applies to the Belgian case. From this small sample of request letters, it appears that in Belgium the image of the king and queen as ‘essentially the same as his [or her] subjects’, gradually became popularized after Albert’s marriage to Elisabeth in 1900. Citizens were prompted to see their royal family ‘as unique and as typical, as ritually splendid and remorselessly prosaic, as glorious and gemütlich both’.
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