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PREFACE

Caught as we are in a global economic crisis, the interconnec-
tions of economies, nations, and societies around the world could not be
clearer. The ongoing social and cultural turmoil of immigrant communities
excluded from the mainstream by the former imperial powers demonstrates
that history does not go away: the effects of Europe’s imperial ambitions and
vast empires, although they no longer exist, remain with us. The relatively
recent disappearance in 1989-1992 of a more recent empire, that of the
Soviet Union, has also had an enormous impact on Europe, and indeed
much of the world, transforming international relations while presenting
imposing challenges. Russia, to be sure, remains a major power, but it is
commonplace now to consider the United States as the one remaining
superpower, with an informal empire stretching across the globe through its
great economic, political, and military influence.

Empires have greatly shaped European history since the Renaissance.
Trade with Africa, Asia, and the Americas led to colonization and empire.
Within Europe, rivalries between empires—such as those of England and
Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Ottoman Turkish
Empire and the Austrian Habsburg and Russian Empires, and Britain and
France in the eighteenth century—reflected both the consolidation and
expansion of state power and also shaped the evolution of warfare. During
the first fifteen years of the nineteenth century, Napoleon’s empire extended
through much of the European continent and led to conquests as far as
Egypt.

The rise and fall of empires—Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, Ottoman,
British, French, and that of the Soviet Union—is a major theme developed
in the third edition of A History of Modern Europe. More than ever, the
history of Europe cannot be understood without attention to Europe’s inter-
action with cultures in the rest of the world. Europeans, to be sure, have for
centuries learned from Muslim, Asian, African, and American cultures. The
influence of the Ottoman Empire in Eastern Europe and the Balkans com-
mands additional attention in this volume. At the same time, through com-
mercial contact, conquest, and intellectual, religious, and political influence,
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as well as, finally, decolonization, the European powers and cultures have
affected the histories of non-Western peoples. The construction of stronger
and more efficient states facilitated the development of national identities—
consider, for example, the role of the British Empire in the emergence in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries of the sense of being British, and of
the wrenching bewilderment among many Britons when the empire ended
after World War II. At the same time, national identities developed in the
newly independent states that were once colonies. Reflecting recent scholar-
ship, this third edition describes in greater detail the end of the British
Empire in Africa, specifically the bloody story of decolonialization in Kenya.

The third edition emphasizes the dynamism of European trade, settle-
ment, and conquest and their great impact not only on Asia, Africa, and the
Americas, but also on the history of European peoples. Comparisons are
made between the Spanish Empire in Latin America and the English
colonies in the Americas. Unlike the Spanish Empire, trade was the basis of
the burgeoning English Empire. The Spanish Empire reflected the combina-
tion of the absolutism of the Spanish monarchy and the determination to
convert—Dby force if necessary—the indigenous populations to Catholicism.
In sharp contrast, many settlers came to the North American English
colonies in search of religious freedom. And, again in contrast to the build-
ing of the Spanish Empire a century earlier, the English colonists sought not
to convert the indigenous peoples to Christianity, but rather to push them
out of colonial areas of settlement. While the Spanish colonies reflected
state centralization, their English counterparts evolved in a pattern of
decentralization that would culminate in the federalist structure of the
United States. British rule in India, particularly interesting because of the
cultural interaction that took place there, receives more well-deserved atten-
tion. And so does the expansion of Dutch rule in Southeast Asia and the
response of China and Japan to the Western powers.

Many of the chapters have been usefully reduced in size. There are other
changes, as well. The section on the middle classes has been moved to Chap-
ter 14, “The Industrial Revolution,” so that “Liberal Challenges to Restora-
tion Europe” stands alone as Chapter 15. In the twentieth century, Joseph
Stalin and Stalinism have been moved from the chapter on “Revolutionary
Russia and the Soviet Union” (Chapter 23) to the discussion of the Europe
of dictators (Chapter 25). I have amplified the discussion of the National
Socialism of the Nazis and fascism as a European-wide phenomenon during
the inter-war period. The post—World War II chapters have been reorganized
and streamlined. Decolonialization and the Cold War, certainly two of the
major occurrences in the decades that followed the war, have been com-
bined in Chapter 28. The final chapter has been shortened and brought up
to date.

We move away from the traditional textbook strategy of continually con-
trasting Western and Eastern Europe. For example, the third edition of A
History of Modern Europe places the emergence of the concept of political



Preface  xxv

sovereignty not only in early modern England and the Dutch Republic, but
also in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth during the early modern
period. We offer expanded coverage of the heroic rising of the Jews of the
Warsaw ghetto against the Nazis in 1943, and of the Warsaw Uprising little
more than a year later. We explore the roots of the economic and political
problems that continue to beset Western and Eastern Europe, for example
by demonstrating how the simmering ethnic tensions that burst into bloody
civil war in Bosnia after the disintegration of Yugoslavia echoed the quarrels
that eroded the stately Habsburg monarchy a century earlier.

The third edition draws on exciting studies in the social history of ideas,
approaches that stand at the intersection of intellectual, social, and cultural
history. Volume 1 explains how artistic patronage during the Renaissance
and the Golden Age of Dutch culture reveals some of the social foundations
of art. Recent studies on the family economy, village and neighborhood life,
and the changing structure of work have all enriched this book’s account of
the transformation of European society from an overwhelmingly peasant
society into an increasingly urban and industrial world. The account of the
emergence of mass politics in the nineteenth century draws on recent stud-
ies of popular culture and the symbolism and power of language.

We retain a narrative framework with the goals of both analyzing the cen-
tral themes of the European experience and telling a story. Each chapter can
be read as part of a larger, interconnected story. Moreover, this book stresses
the dynamics of economic, social, political, and cultural change, but within
the context of the amazing diversity of Europe. The history of modern Eu-
rope and its influence in the world presents extraordinary characters, well
known and little known. The text brings the past to life, presenting portraits
of men and women who have played major roles in European history: reli-
gious reformers such as Martin Luther and Jean Calvin; Queen Elizabeth I,
who solidified the English throne, and Maria Theresa, who preserved the
Habsburg monarchy; King Louis XIV of France and Tsar Peter the Great,
two monarchs whose reigns exemplified the absolute state; great thinkers
like Kepler and Voltaire; Napoleon, heir to the French Revolution, but also
in some ways a despot in the tradition of absolute rulers, and perhaps even
an originator of total war. Inevitably, we discuss the monstrous Adolf Hitler,
examining the sources of his growing popularity in Germany in the wake of
World War 1, and Joseph Stalin, discussing his Communist state and mur-
derous purges. But ordinary men and women have also played a significant
role in Europe's story, making their own histories. This book thus evokes the
lives of both leaders and ordinary people in periods of rapid economic and
political change, revolution, and war.

The growth of strong, centralized states helped shape modern Europe.
Medieval Europe was a maze of overlapping political and judicial authori-
ties. In 1500, virtually all Europeans defined themselves in terms of family,
village, town, neighborhood, and religious solidarities. Over the next three
centuries, dynastic states consolidated and extended their territories while
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increasing the reach of their effective authority over their own people. Portu-
gal, Spain, England (and later as Great Britain), France, the Netherlands,
and Russia built vast empires that reached into other continents. The Euro-
pean Great Powers emerged. With the rise of nationalism in the wake of the
French Revolution and the Napoleonic era, demands of ethnic groups for
national states encouraged the unification of Italy and Germany and stirred
unrest among Croats, Hungarians, and Romanians, who were anxious for
their own national states. Ordinary people demanded freedom and political
sovereignty, with revolution both a reflection of and a motor for political
change. The emergence of liberalism in the nineteenth century and the
quest for democratic political structures and mass politics have transformed
Europe, beginning in Western Europe. Even the autocracies of Russia and
Central and Eastern Europe were not immune to change, and there the
quest for democracy still continues.

While discussing dynastic rivalries and nationalism, the book also consid-
ers how wars themselves have often generated political and social change.
French financial and military contributions to the American War of Inde-
pendence further accentuated the financial crisis of the monarchy of France,
helping to spark the French Revolution. French armies of military conscripts
that replaced the professional armies of the age of aristocracy contributed to
the emergence of nationalism in Britain and France in the eighteenth cen-
tury. The defeat of the Russian army by the Japanese in 1905 brought politi-
cal concessions that helped prepare the way for the Russian Revolution of
1917. The German, Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman, and Russian Empires dis-
appeared in the wake of World War I and World War I1; the economic and
social impact of these wars generated political instability, facilitating the
emergence of fascism and communism. World War I and the role played by
colonized peoples gave impetus to movements for independence within the
British, French, and Dutch Empires that would ultimately be successful,
transforming the world in which we live.

Like politics, religion has also been a significant factor in the lives of Euro-
peans and, at times, in the quest for freedom in the modern world. Catholi-
cism was a unifying force in the Middle Ages; for centuries European
popular culture was based on religious belief. Imperial missionaries carried
their religions into Africa and Asia in the aggressive quest for converts. Span-
ish conquerors forced indigenous populations in the Americas to convert to
Christianity. Religion has also been a frequently divisive force in modern
European history; after the Reformation in the sixteenth century, states
extended their authority over religion, while religious minorities demanded
the right to practice their own religion. Religious (as well as racial and cul-
tural) intolerance has scarred the European experience, ranging from the
expulsion of Jews and Muslims from Spain at the end of the fifteenth cen-
tury, to Louis XIV's abrogation of religious toleration for Protestants during
the seventeenth century, to the horror of the Nazi Holocaust during World
War II. Religious conflict in Northern Ireland and the bloody civil war and
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atrocities perpetuated in Bosnia in the 1990s recall the ravaging of Central
Europe during the Thirty Years’ War.

The causes and effects of economic change are another thread that weaves
through the history of modern Europe. The expansion of commerce in the
early modern period, which owed much to the development of the means of
raising investment capital and obtaining credit, transformed life in both
Western and Eastern Europe, and directly led to the European empires that
followed. The Industrial Revolution, which began in England in the eigh-
teenth century and spread to continental Europe in the nineteenth,
depended on a rise in population and thus of agricultural production, but
also manifested significant continuities with the past. As important as were
inventions, the Industrial Revolution also drew on technology that had been
in place for centuries. It ultimately changed the ways Europeans worked and
lived. Here, too, European empires are an important, fascinating part of the
story.

European history remains crucial to understanding the contemporary
world. The political, religious, economic, and global concerns that affect
Europe and the world today can best be addressed by examining their roots
and development. Globalization has carried movement between the conti-
nents to new levels. For centuries, Europe sent waves of emigrants to other
parts of the world, particularly North and South America. Now the pattern
has been reversed. The arrival of millions of migrants from other continents,
particularly Africa and Asia, has posed challenges to European states and
Europeans. Moreover, the poverty of some of the states of Eastern Europe
and the Balkans, and the tragic events in Bosnia in the 1990s, have increased
immigration into Western European countries. Immigrants have added to
the religious and cultural complexity of European states. As globalization
continues to transform Europe and the world, it becomes even more impor-
tant and exciting to study the continent’s history. With the initiation of a
new single currency within most of the member states of the European
Union and the continued expansion of that organization, Europe has entered
a new era, even as a daunting global economic crisis and the threat of terror
in the post-9/11 world present some unprecedented challenges. This third
edition enhances our understanding of Europe and the world today, as we
contemplate not only the distressing failures and appalling tragedies of the
past, but also the exhilarating triumphs that have been part of the European
experience.
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PART ONE

FOUNDATIONS

As Europe emerged from the Middle Ages, a dynamic
era of trade, statebuilding, and global discovery began that
would for centuries affect the lives of rich and poor alike, not
only in Europe but across the oceans as well. Spanish and Por-
tuguese conquerors and merchants expanding their trade
routes laid the foundations for the first transoceanic European
empires. During the Italian Renaissance, which lasted from
about 1330 to 1530, humanists rediscovered texts from classi-
cal Greece and Rome. Renaissance artists and scholars cele-
brated the beauty of nature and the dignity of mankind, helping
shape the intellectual and cultural history of the modern world.
Moreover, after a period when almost all of Western Europe
adhered to Roman Catholicism, abuses in the Church would
lead to cries for reform that would not be stilled until most of Eu-
rope was divided between Protestants and Catholics. By 1540,
the Reformation had carved out large zones of Protestant alle-
giance in central and northern Europe, as well as in England and
parts of France. Religious conflict and wars would tear Europe
apart, leading to reform in the Church but leaving permanent
religious divisions where once there had been near-uniformity of
belief and worship.






CHAPTER ]

MEDIEVAL LEGACIES
AND TRANSFORMING
DISCOVERIES

SN

Jacob Fugger (1455-1525) was one of the sons of a weaver who
settled in the southern German town of Augsburg. At age fourteen, he joined
his brothers as a trader in spices, silks, and woolen goods. He traded, above
all, with the Adriatic port of Venice, where he learned double-entry book-
keeping (keeping track of business credits and debits), which was then
unknown in the German states. Jacob Fugger amassed a vast fortune, and he
began to loan sizable sums to various rulers in Central Europe. Fugger’s
name soon became known “in every kingdom and every region, even among
the heathens. Emperors, kings, princes, and lords sent emissaries to him; the
pope hailed him and embraced him as his own dear son; the cardinals stood
up when he appeared.” When asked if he wanted to retire, Jacob Fugger
replied that he intended to go on making money until he dropped dead.

The family history of the Fuggers intersected with economic growth and
statemaking in Central Europe. The Fuggers emerged as the wealthiest
and most influential of the international banking families that financed
warring states, answering the call of the highest bidder. In 1519, the Fug-
gers helped Charles V become Holy Roman emperor by providing funds
with which the scheming Habsburg could bribe the princes who were elec-
tors to vote for him. The Fuggers raised and transported the money that
made possible imperial foreign policy. Loaning money to ambitious rulers,
as well as to popes and military entrepreneurs, the Fugger family rose to
princely status and facilitated the consolidation of territorial states and the
emergence of a dynamic economy not only in the Mediterranean region
but also in the German states and northwestern Europe by helping mer-
chants and manufacturers find credit for their enterprises.

The growth of trade and manufacturing ultimately changed the face of Eu-
rope. The expanding economy contributed to a sense that many Europeans
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(Left) Jacob Fugger, merchant-banker and creditor of rulers and popes, traded with
the port of Seville (right), a stepping-off point for colonization of the New World.

had in 1500 of living in a period of rebirth and revitalization. In Italy, the cul-
tural movement we know as the Renaissance was still in bloom, and it was
spreading along trade routes across the Alps into northern Europe (see Chap-
ter 2). The by-products of trade and exploration were an increasing exchange
of ideas and a growing interconnectedness among European states.

Although famine, disease, and war (the horsemen of the apocalypse) still
trampled their victims across Europe, significant improvements in the
standard of living occurred. The European population rose in the late fif-
teenth century and continued to rise throughout the sixteenth century. Eu-
rope’s population stood at about 70 million in 1500 and around 90 million
in 1600 (well less than a third of that today). These gains overcame the
horrific loss of one-third of the European population to the Black Death
(the bubonic plague) in the mid-fourteenth century. The expansion of the
population revived European commerce, particularly in the Mediterranean
region and in England and northwestern Europe, where the Fuggers and
other merchant-bankers were financing new industry and trade. Towns
multiplied and their merchants grew more prosperous, building elegant
houses near markets.

The pace of change was quickened by several inventions that would help
shape the emergence of the modern world. Gunpowder, first used in China
and adopted by Europeans in the fourteenth century, made warfare more
deadly, gradually eliminating the heavily armed knight. The invention of
the printing press in the mid-fifteenth century engendered a cultural revo-
lution first felt in religious life, with the Bible and other religious texts now
more widely available to be read, discussed, and debated. The compass,
first used to determine direction by Chinese and Mediterranean navigators
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in the eleventh or twelfth century, now helped guide European exploration
across the oceans.

Spanish and Portuguese conquerors and merchants seeking riches in the
New World established the first European transoceanic empires. Popula-
tion growth; the growth of trade and manufacturing, which facilitated the
exchange of ideas and gradually increased the standard of living; the use of
gunpowder and the compass; and the development of printing all stimu-
lated and facilitated the establishment of colonies across the oceans by the
European powers.

MEDIEVAL CONTINUITIES

England and France emerged as sovereign states, standing as exceptions
amid the territorial fragmentation that characterized medieval Europe.
Smaller territories also began to coalesce into larger units and rulers consol-
idated and extended their authority. European society took on the shape it
would have for centuries, with three orders—clergy, nobles, and peasants—
standing in relationships of mutual obligation to each other. Material well-
being remained at a subsistence level for most peasants but nonetheless
improved overall as commercial trade across greater distances began to rise
in the eleventh century. Moreover, small-scale textile manufacturing devel-
oped as towns grew, particularly in Italy and northwestern Europe during
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

The Fragmentation of Europe

With the end of the Roman Empire in the fifth century, Europe experienced
an influx of new peoples. From the east came the Magyars (Hungarians),
who settled in Central Europe, where they were converted to Christianity.
From Scandinavia came the so-called Northmen (Norse or Vikings), who
reached Ukraine, and who for the most part became Christians. Arabs
invaded Europe in the eighth century, subsequently expanding their influ-
ence into North Africa, as well as Spain. Mongols poured into what is now
Russia and Ukraine, sacking Kiev in the 1230s, before their empire began to
collapse in the fifteenth century. The princely state of Muscovy, which had
been one of their tributaries, gradually expanded in size, reaching the south-
ern Ural Mountains and the Caspian Sea and emerging as a dynastic state.
This multitude of influences contributed to both the political and cultural
fragmentation of Europe.

In 1500, Europe was a maze of about 1,500 fragmented states. Eco-
nomic, political, and judicial institutions were overwhelmingly local. Territo-
ries and cities were subject to a confused array of overlapping jurisdictions.
The city-states of Italy and the trading towns of northern Germany managed
to preserve their independence from territorial rulers. The town walls that
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protected residents against bandits and disease (during times of plague and
epidemics) stood also as symbols of urban privileges. Paris, for example, was
dotted with enclaves of ecclesiastical authority.

Part of Europe’s fragmentation was due to its three systems of law: civil,
canon, and customary. The legal concepts, principles, and procedures of
civil law evolved from Roman law, which was based on the rational inter-
pretation of written law applied to human affairs. Civil laws were decreed
and thereby sanctioned by rulers, whose authority stemmed in part from
their right to make or impose laws. The development of civil law, then, was
conducive to the development of sovereign states by closely associating the
power of rulers of states with the force of law. Canon law, established by
the pope for the Western Church, codified in Latin the canons of Church
councils and the revealed authorities of the Bible and Church fathers. As
with civil law, canon law helped affirm, at least in principle, the authority
of spiritual rulers—the popes, cardinals, and bishops—by closely linking
the law to the authority of the rulers in general, whose subjects owed them
personal allegiance.

Yet, to be sure, in the late Middle Ages, cross-cutting allegiances—the
most common being to both secular and ecclesiastical authorities—were
often the norm. Subjects of competing authorities used the system to
exploit jurisdictional conflicts to their own ends, whenever possible. This
sometimes served to reinforce the influence of multiple authorities. Thus,
the effective authority of rulers could end up being rather distant.

Customary, or common law, was a codification of established custom,
implying a constant reference to decisions taken earlier by judges. It was
the usual mode of law in all areas where Roman law was not used. In West-
ern Europe, customary law developed out of the customs of feudalism (see
below), a set of reciprocal economic, social, and political relationships that
encouraged decentralized power structures.

In England, where common law unified the customary law for the whole
land, laws were overseen by local courts, which contributed to the decentral-
ization of English royal authority. Unlike Roman law, which helped shape
the sense that the ruler was a sovereign lawgiver who could override custom,
customary law helped corporate groups (such as guilds, which were craft
associations) or individuals assert their interests and rights by establishing
precedents that, at least in principle, could override the ruler’s intervention
in the legal process.

Europe's political fragmentation was accompanied by cultural fragmenta-
tion, reinforced by the many languages spoken. Latin, the language of cul-
ture, was still spoken in university towns—thus the “Latin Quarter” in Paris.
Distances and difficulties in travel and communication were also imposing.
It sometimes took months for mail to arrive. The shortest time to travel from
Madrid to Venice was twenty-two days, and the longest, in bad weather, was
four times that.
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At the Crossroads of Cultures

Europe stood at the crossroads between civilizations and religions (see
Map 1.1). After the collapse of the Roman Empire, Christendom had been
split between the Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox
Church following the Great Schism between the two churches in 1054.
The claim by the bishop of Rome—the pope—to authority over all Eastern
Christians (as well as a festering doctrinal dispute over the nature of the
Holy Trinity) led to the break, culminating in the pope’s excommunication
of the patriarch of Constantinople. By 1500, the Eastern Orthodox Church
held the allegiance of most of the people in Russia and the Balkans. The
Roman Catholic and Orthodox worlds met in the eastern part of Central
Europe, with Poland, Bohemia, and Hungary looking to the West.

Christianity, as an alternate source of allegiance and power claiming to be
a universal state (with its own language, Latin), presented a potential imped-
iment to state authority. It also provided a common culture that engulfed
much of Europe. As both the Church and the monarchies became more cen-
tralized, conflict between them became inevitable. The Church itself had
been a centralized religious authority since the end of the Roman Empire,
which left the papacy in Rome independent of secular rule. After the middle
of the eleventh century, the popes were elected by the Church cardinals,
each of whom had been appointed by a previous pope. Bishops and abbots
pledged obedience to the pope in return for tenure over abbey lands and
ecclesiastical revenues.

In the Ottoman Empire, religious and political sovereignty rested in the
same person, the sultan. In contrast, rulers of territorial states in Europe
had succeeded in making themselves largely autonomous from Church
authority. Although the Church was wealthy and powerful (owning about 25
percent of the land of Catalonia and Castile and perhaps 65 percent in
southern Italy), princes were unwilling to let the Church interfere with their
authority, even though ecclesiastical leaders in many cases had crowned
them. During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, rulers refused to allow
ecclesiastical courts in their territories. The pope commanded his bishops
and other clergy to be loyal to the rulers of secular states.

During the medieval period, Western Christians attempted to win back
lands conquered by Muslims, especially seeking to recapture Jerusalem. The
first of eight “Crusades” that lasted to 1270 began in 1095. In 1204, believ-
ing the Eastern Orthodox religion to be heresy, the Crusaders conquered the
Eastern Orthodox Byzantine Empire, which had extended from eastern Italy
to the Black Sea’s eastern end. In the mid-fourteenth century, the Ottoman
Turks conquered two-thirds of Anatolia, much of the Balkan Peninsula, and
Greece. By 1400, Islam stretched from southern Spain and North Africa all
the way to northern India and beyond to islands in Southeast Asia. During
the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, the Byzantine Empire (which
was Greek in culture and Eastern Orthodox Christian in religion) was
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reduced to a small area straddling the straits between Asia and Europe,
which included its capital, Constantinople (modern Istanbul). Finally, the
Ottoman Turks captured Constantinople after a lengthy siege in 1453, the
final act of the decline of the Byzantine Empire. During the next four de-
cades, the Ottomans doubled their European territory, conquering Serbia in
1459, Bosnia in 1463, Albania in 1479, and Herzogovina in 1483. The addi-
tion of Hungary extended the Ottoman Empire to the Danube River.

The Ottoman Turks possessed a large army—much of it recruited from
converts to Islam, notably the infantry (the janissaries)—and a strong navy.
Effective diplomacy complemented military strength. During the first half of
the sixteenth century, the Ottomans also absorbed Egypt and moved into
Iran, reaching Baghdad in what is now Iraq in 1534, and then the Persian
Gulf. This was the apogee of the Ottoman Empire, which made use of loyal
elites at the local level to bring in the revenues that financed the state. For
the next several centuries, Roman Catholic Europe would view Islam as a
perpetual threat to its religion and culture. Yet a sizable majority of the myr-
iad populations the Ottoman Turks ruled remained Christian and were
allowed to continue to practice their religion. Despite the existence of a
common Islamic high culture, the Islamic Ottoman Turks accepted non-
Muslims in their empire, and the latter always represented a significant
majority of the population. In contrast, Christian states systematically perse-
cuted and expelled Muslims. For centuries, Western writers outdid each
other in describing the Ottoman Turks as “the scourge of God,” barbaric,
despotic, and cruel. However, the Russian Orthodox Church (which was
greatly influenced by its Byzantine heritage), Greek Orthodox Church (also
an Eastern Orthodox Church), Roman Catholic Church, and the Islamic
religion coexisted remarkably well in the Balkans under Ottoman Turkish
rule. The Ottomans established the millet system, which allowed autonomy
for religious minorities, with leaders of religious communities appointed by
the sultan.

Much of Europe thus confronted a huge semicircle of states under direct
or indirect Turkish control. The Western powers, which had launched Chris-
tian crusades against the Muslims, now were forced into a series of defen-
sive wars against Islam, which to the West was embodied by the Ottoman
Empire. To aid in their defense, the Venetians constructed a series of fortifi-
cations along the Adriatic coast.

The Structure of Society

Medieval society was roughly divided into three social groups: the clergy,
who prayed and cared for souls; nobles, who governed and fought; and peas-
ants, who labored in the fields. Burghers, town residents whose entrepre-
neurial activity made possible the economic dynamism of medieval Europe
between 1000 and 1350, were, despite their increasing importance, outside
this classical typology.
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The clergy had many roles, serving as priests, teachers, judges, nurses,
landlords, and chaplains. But they could only be tried in ecclesiastical courts,
and, in the evolution of the modern state, their status as a group apart would
come into question. The secular clergy (that is, priests who did not belong to
a specific religious order) ministered to the population as a whole. Most of
the secular clergy were as poor as their parishioners, but bishops generally
were from noble families. The regular clergy included hundreds of thousands
of monks and nuns living in monasteries and convents according to strict
religious rules, cut off from the outside world by their vows (and in some
places legally considered dead).

Nobles owned most of the land, with their status and income stemming
from this, as well as from their military functions. Noble titles connoted
superiority of birth, and noble families usually intermarried. Nobles were
not supposed to work but were to stand ready to defend their monarch and
the interests and honor of their families.

Peasants, who made up about 85 percent of the population of Europe in
1500, lived in villages or in small settlements on the lands of nobles, depen-
dent on the latter for protection in exchange for labor. Peasants had no legal
status, with the exception of those (for the most part in Western Europe)
who owned land. In some places, they were considered barely better than
animals by the lords who oppressed them and the clergy who told them their
lot in life was to suffer in anticipation of heavenly rewards.

Villages or, within towns, parishes formed the universe of most Europe-
ans. Local solidarities took precedence over those to the rulers of states,
whose effective reach in many places remained quite limited. Many villages
were, for all intents and purposes, virtually self-governing; village councils
decided which crops would be planted on common land and set the date

The poor man, the artisan, and the lord in the late fifteenth century. Note the sub-
servient role of women and children in each family.
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plowing was to begin. Such councils coexisted with the seigneurial authority
of lords.

At least a fifth of the European population lived in dire poverty. For ordi-
nary laborers, three-quarters of their earnings went to purchase food.
Towns and cities were crowded with poor people struggling to get by. A pope
complained of vagrants in Rome “who fill with their groans and cries not
only public places and private houses but the churches themselves; they
provoke alarms and incidents; they roam like brute beasts with no other
care than the search for food.” The poor wandered everywhere their feet
could carry them, finding work where they could, sometimes begging, some-
times stealing. Acts of charity, encouraged by the Catholic Church, which
viewed such acts as essential for salvation, helped many poor people sur-
vive. But while poor beggars from within communities were tolerated and
sometimes given assistance, townspeople and villagers alike feared the poor
outsider, particularly gypsies. Banditry was pervasive most everywhere, for
example, between Venetian and Turkish territory, between the Papal States
and the Kingdom of Naples, and in the Pyrenees Mountains. The story of
Robin Hood, the thirteenth-century English bandit and popular hero
alleged to have stolen from the rich to give to the poor, had its continental
counterparts.

Feudalism

Feudalism developed during the ninth and tenth centuries in response to
the collapse of the authority of territorial rulers. Between about A.p. 980 and
1030, law and order broke down in much of Europe, and violence became
the norm. This unstable period was characterized by warfare between clans
and between territorial lords, attended by retinues of armed men, as well as
the ravages of predatory bands. The power structure (king, lords, vassals,
and peasants) that emerged in feudal times was a reaction against the anar-
chy and instability of earlier years. Feudalism also should be seen in the con-
text of an overwhelmingly agricultural economy, where rulers and lords
retained great estates.

Despite an increase in the power of great lords, there remained a crucial
difference between a king and a lord. Kings were anointed by the ecclesias-
tical authority in a sacred rite, and therefore claimed to rule “by the grace of
God” even when they were incapable of coercing the great lords and their
families. The mighty lords imposed obligations of loyalty and military ser-
vice on “vassals.” Their vassals received, in exchange, protection and the
use of lands (called fiefs) to which, at least in principle, the lords retained
rights. The heirs of vassals would inherit the same conditions, although a
vassal had to pay the lord a fee upon inheriting an estate. Vassals agreed to
fight for their lord for a certain number of days a year and to ransom the
lord if he were captured. For their part, lords adjudicated disputes between
vassals. Vassals could join together to oppose a king who failed to meet his
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obligations; likewise, a
king or lord could punish a
vassal who neglected his
obligations to his lord.
Elaborate ceremonies fea-
turing solemn oaths, sworn
before God and blessed by
churchmen, specified the
mutual obligations of lord
and vassal. “You are mine,”
a powerful lord in Aquitaine
in what is now southwest-
ern France reminded a vas-
sal, “to do my will.” Thus,
feudalism was a system in
which the more powerful
extracted revenue or ser-

In this ltalian miniature from 1492, a vassal VI€€S fr'om the less power-
kneels to formally certify his allegiance to his ful, with the peasantry,
lord and cement their mutual obligations to each  at the bottom of social hier-

other. archy, the weakest of them
all.

Feudalism finally waned in the monarchical states in the late fourteenth
century with the emergence of stronger state structures, as well as the reim-
position of the authority of the Roman Catholic Church in much of Europe.
Thus, feudal relationships dissolved as the strength of rulers increased and
the independence of nobles declined in stronger states. Royal courts gradu-
ally usurped the judicial authority of nobles (although in some places not
entirely). Furthermore, the development of a money economy (payment in
gold or silver, or in coins minted by rulers) increasingly made feudal rela-
tionships obsolete. One sign of this was the shift to cash payment by peas-
ants to lords, instead of payment in services, crops, or animals.

The Black Death of the mid-fourteenth century also helped sound the
death knell of feudalism in Western Europe by killing off one-third to one-half
of the population (see “A Rising Population,” p. 19). As wages rose because of
a shortage of labor, peasants were able to improve their legal status. The
plague had also killed many lords. When lords tried to reimpose feudal rela-
tionships, some spectacular rebellions occurred. Resentment against royal
troops (along with the imposition of new taxes) contributed to peasant
rebellions in Flanders (1323-1328), northern France (the Jacquerie of
1358), and the Peasants’ Revolt in England in 1381. There was also unrest
among the urban poor, as ordinary people resisted attempts to return to
the way things were before. States took advantage of the chaos by assess-
ing new taxes, such as the hearth tax (a tax on households). By increasing
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their authority, the monarchies of Western Europe gradually brought the feu-
dal era to a close.

A Subsistence Economy

Agriculture lay at the base of the European economy, in which the owner-
ship of land was the principal determinant of status. Peasants were con-
stantly engaged in a protracted and, more often than not, losing battle
against nature. Much land was of poor quality, including hilly and rocky ter-
rain or marshland that could not be farmed. In most of Europe, small plots,
poor and exhausted soil, and traditional farming techniques limited yields.
Steep slopes had to be cleared and terraced by hand. Peasants plowed with
hand “swing” plows. Furthermore, villages held some land in common, origi-
nally granted by lords. This was economically wasteful, but for centuries
common land offered the landless poor a necessary resource for survival.
And under the best of circumstances, peasants had to save about one-fifth to
one-eighth of their seed for replanting the following year.

Peasants owed their lords most of what they produced. Peasants also had
to pay part of what meager benefits they managed to extract from the land to
lords, by virtue of the latter’s status and ownership of land. Lords increas-
ingly found it more advantageous to rent out plots of land, and gradually
many commuted labor services to cash, which they spent on goods, includ-
ing luxuries, available at expanding markets and fairs. These included silk,
cotton, and some spices that traders brought from the Levant (countries bor-
dering on the eastern Mediterranean). Peasants (like other social groups)
also had to tithe (give 10 percent of their revenue) to the Church. These
tithes had traditionally been in-kind, but they were increasingly monetized
during the late Middle Ages. In a fundamentally subsistence economy, this
left the rural poor—that is, most families—with little on which to get by.

Yet even with the rise in population, lords in the thirteenth century had
faced frequent shortages of labor and were forced to grant favorable terms
to peasants. Many peasants in Western Europe succeeded in purchasing
their freedom, transforming their obligations into rents paid to the lords.
Nonetheless, even free peasants still had to pay feudal dues to lords and
fees for the right to mill grain, brew beer, or bake bread, monopolies that
the lords retained.

Serfdom began to disappear in France and southern England in the
twelfth century. Rulers had reason to encourage the movement toward a free
peasantry in Western Europe, because free peasants could be taxed, whereas
serfs—who were legally attached to the land they worked—were entirely
dependent on the lords who owned the land. In Western Europe, the free
peasantry reflected the growth in the authority of rulers and a relative
decline in that of nobles. In the West, most peasant holdings were increas-
ingly protected by civic law or by custom.



14 CH. 1 ® MEDIEVAL LEGACIES AND TRANSFORMING DISCOVERIES

Pieter Bruegel the Elder: The Peasants’ Wedding (1568). On that special day, they
would probably eat as well as they ever would.

In contrast to the emergence of a free peasantry in the West, most peas-
ants in Eastern and Central Europe lost their freedom during the six-
teenth century, forced to become serfs as landowners sought to assure
themselves of a stable labor supply. This in itself was a sign that nobles
there were carving out territorial domination virtually independent from
that of kings and other rulers, as in Poland.

Many people were constantly on the move in Europe. Free peasants
moved toward the frontiers of Europe in search of land, which they brought
under cultivation. Peddlers, artisans, and agricultural laborers traveled great
distances in search of work. Shepherds led their sheep from the plains to
summer pastures at higher elevations, and then back down in the fall (trans-
humance). Hundreds of thousands of rural people also migrated seasonally
from the Pyrenees, Alps, and other mountainous regions to undertake con-
struction work in towns, or to follow the harvests. Roads were also full of
vagabonds and beggars.

Most poor families survived by eating bread and not much else. For
peasants, meat was something that lords and burghers ate, fruit was rare,
and vegetables were poor; rye bread, soup, and perhaps peas, cabbage, and
beans were the staples of the peasant’s diet, depending on the region. In
southern France, grain made from chestnuts served as the bread of the
poor. The Mediterranean lands produced olives and wine, as well as wheat.
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Beer was limited to northern Europe, particularly the German states, Eng-
land, and Scandinavia.

Agricultural growth, which had been steady until the beginning of the
fourteenth century, slowed down until the mid-fifteenth century in the
wake of the Black Death. But once the population began to grow again,
plots that had been abandoned were plowed once more. In regions of rela-
tively fertile land, the “three-field system” became more common. This left
about a third of all land fallow (unplanted) in order to replenish its fertility
during the growing season. This mode of agricultural production necessi-
tated relatively sizable landholdings, and thus could not be used on small
peasant plots. But over the long run it increased agricultural yields. Yet this
did not necessarily aid the peasant family, because dependency on a
seigneur could force them to give more attention to cultivation in the inter-
est of the lord, leaving less time to supplement the family economy by
hunting, fishing, or looking after livestock. Overall, however, farming tech-
niques and tools improved during the fifteenth century. Innovations such
as the use of mills and metal harvesting implements were introduced,
although not adopted in some places until much later. These methods
would remain basically the same until the nineteenth century.

Free peasants contributed to the rise in agricultural production. Not all
peasants were desperately poor. Many could survive (and a minority did
quite well) when famine, disease, and war left them alone, selling in the
nearest market what produce they had left over after replanting and oblig-
ations to lords and the Church had been paid up for that year.

The medieval innovation of the three-field system allowed for the renewal of one
field by leaving it fallow for a season.
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The growth in the European population during the medieval period
depended on these modest increases in agricultural yields. Some lords
became market-oriented farmers in response to increased population. This
in itself increased agricultural production. In England, Flanders, northern
France, and Sicily (as well as North Africa), grain was intensively cultivated
for the market. Urban growth encouraged cash-crop farming, enriching
nearby landlords, merchants, and wealthy peasants. Prosperous agriculture
was to be found in the rich valley of the Po River in central Italy, the plains
of Valencia in Spain, and the Beauce, between the Loire River and Paris.
Landowners brought more land under cultivation, cleared forests, drained
marshes and swamps, and where possible, irrigated arid fields.

Religion and Popular Culture

Religion played an enormous part in the lives of Europeans in the Middle
Ages. Christianity shaped a general system of belief and values that defined
the way most people viewed themselves and the world in which they lived.
The Church, its faith and learning preserved during the so-called Dark Ages
before the medieval period, viewed itself as a unifying force in Europe. This
gave the clergy great prestige and moral authority as distributors of the
sacraments (above all, penance, the forgiveness of sins), without which
Christians believed that salvation could not be achieved. When preachers
passed through villages, the faithful waited long into the night to have their
confessions heard. One of Europe’s most traveled routes took pilgrims from
many countries to the shrine of Santiago de Compostela in northwestern
Castile (Spain). The Church blessed oaths of fealty (loyalty) sworn by vas-
sals to lords and rulers, and it took an important role in the rites of passage
(birth, marriage, death). The Italian Renaissance (see Chapter 2), to be sure,
would rediscover the dignity of humanity, but did so within the context of
Christian belief.

Religious themes and subjects permeated virtually all medieval art and
music. In the twelfth century, magnificent Gothic cathedrals began to be
built. The construction of these colossal churches often lasted as long as a
century, absorbing enormous resources, and paid for by gifts, large and
small, from people of all walks of life. Church bells tolled the hours (clocks
would remain novelties until the end of the sixteenth century) and called
people to Mass.

Western Christendom was interlocked with Western civilization, although
Muslim and Jewish heritages remained strong in Spain and Turkish-
controlled areas. Jews remained outcasts, although in general they did not
live apart from the Christian population until the fifteenth century, when
they were forced to do so by civil and ecclesiastical authorities. The popes
forced Jews in Rome to wear distinctive badges; Venice established the first
Jewish “ghetto” in 1516. Many Jews, forbidden to enter certain trades, were
forced to wander in search of towns where they could live in relative peace.
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Storytellers, both amateur and professional, kept oral traditions of pop-
ular culture alive at a time when most people were illiterate. Accomplished
storytellers passed on their tales during evening gatherings, when villagers,
principally women, gathered together to mend garments, tell stories, and
keep warm. Many of these stories and tales reflected the fatalism of soci-
eties in which most people died relatively young.

Most people believed in magic and the presence of the supernatural on
earth. By such views, sorcerers or saints could intervene between people and
the bad luck that might befall them. Primitive healers were believed to stand
between disease and survival. People believed that rubbing certain saints’
images could bring good fortune. When the wine harvest failed in some parts
of France, villagers whipped statues of the saints that had failed them. Super-
stitions abounded. In some places it was believed that it was a good sign to
encounter a wolf, deer, or bear, that a stork landing on a house assured its
occupants of wealth and longevity, that meeting a white-robed monk in the
morning was a bad omen and a black-robed one a good one, that a crow caw-
ing over the house of someone sick meant death was on its way, and that a
magpie announced a cure. In the Balkans, garlic was believed to ward off
evil. Such beliefs helped peasants cope with a world in which droughts, har-
vest failures, accidents, and myriad fatal illnesses could bring personal and
family catastrophe. “Cunning folk” and witches were believed by many to
determine earthly events. A “cunning man” might discover the identity of a
thief by placing papers with names inside little clay balls; the guilty party’s
name would be the first to unravel inside a bucket of water.

A village festival.
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Religious holidays and festivals interspersed the calendar year, still gov-
erned by the agricultural calendar. At the beginning of Lent in some places
in Western Europe, frolicking young men carried torches of blazing straw
through the village to ensure agricultural and sexual fertility. Carnival was
the highlight of the year for most people in early modern Europe. People
ate and drank as at no other time, tossing flour, eggs, and fruit at each other
and playing games. Carnival also stood the world on its head, if only briefly.
The poor acted out the misdeeds of the wealthy in elaborate plays. Ordi-
nary people could poke fun at the powerful in elaborately staged farces and
parades by spoofing the behavior of judges, nobles, and clergymen.

THE EMERGENCE OF EARLY MODERN EUROPE

The late Middle Ages brought significant economic, social, and political
changes that shaped the emergence of early modern Europe. Following the
devastation of the Black Death in the fourteenth century, Europe’s popula-
tion slowly revived and then grew. More land was brought into cultivation,
providing a greater supply of food. Yet the balance between life and death
remained precarious; famine, disease, and war still intervened frequently
to check population growth.

However, the continent’s trade and manufacturing developed rapidly,
particularly in the Mediterranean region (especially the Italian city-states)
and in northwestern Europe. Prosperous banking families provided capital
for traders and manufacturers, as they did for states, and basic mechanisms
for the transfer of credit evolved. Trade with Asia and the Middle East
developed at a rapid pace, catching up with the amount of trade Europeans
carried out with the Muslim world. Towns grew in size, and their merchants
became more prosperous, reflecting the importance of trade and textile
manufacturing on urban growth. As they grew richer, some merchant fami-
lies purchased land and noble titles. Merchants became important figures
in every state. Many nobles resented the new status of these commoners,
believing the old saying, “The king could make a nobleman, but not a gen-
tleman.” The growing prosperity of the entrepreneurial elite of many towns
in Western Europe reflected their relative independence from territorial
rulers. One of the characteristics of this independent status was the prolif-
eration of guilds and other organizations that reflected a more dynamic
economy.

Yet some aspects of the modern state system were already in place. During
the period from 1350 to 1450, the rulers of France, Spain, England, Scot-
land, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and Hungary consolidated and extended
their authority over their territories, eroding the domains of feudal lords and
ecclesiastical authorities. The Iberian Peninsula was divided between Castile
and Aragon—joined through the marriage of Queen Isabella and King Ferdi-
nand in 1469, forming contemporary Spain—and Portugal, the borders of
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which have not changed since the late Middle Ages. The basic layout of three
Scandinavian states already existed. And important states of East Central
and Central Europe (Hungary, Bohemia, and Poland-Lithuania, a confeder-
ation created in 1386 and which early in the sixteenth century extended
from the Baltic to the Black Sea), were already reasonably well defined. Even
the Swiss cantonal federation had emerged. Most of the small territorial
fragments lay in the German states or ltaly.

A Rising Population

Europe’s population had almost doubled between 1000 and 1300, rising
from about 40 million to about 75 million people. But early in the four-
teenth century, the population began to decline, probably because of ram-
pant disease. Then, in the middle of the century, the Black Death ravaged
Europe, killing between a third and half of the European population. Spread
by fleas carried by rats, the bubonic plague reached Constantinople from
Asia in 1347. Within three years, it had torn through Europe. Victims died
horrible deaths, some in a few days, others lingering in agony. Some villages
were completely abandoned, as people tried to flee the path of the scourge.
In vain, states and cities tried frantically to prevent the arrival of travelers,
fearful that they carried plague with them.

For the next century, births and deaths remained balanced (with higher
mortality rates in cities wiping out increased births in the countryside). Eu-
rope only began to recover during the second half of the fifteenth century,
thanks to a lull in epidemics and the absence of destructive wars. However,
the population did not reach the level it had been at in 1300 until about
1550, when it began to rise rapidly, particularly in northern Europe (see
Table 1.1).

Europeans remained perpetually vulnerable to disease and disaster. The
bubonic plague was the worst of epidemics, but influenza, typhus, malaria,
typhoid, and smallpox also carried off many people, particularly the poor,
who invariably suffered from inadequate nutrition. Moreover, Europeans
looked to the heavens not only in prayer but also to watch for the bad
weather that could ruin harvests, including storms that brought flooding.
Famine still devastated regularly, a natural disaster that checked population
growth, killing off infants, children, and old people in the greatest numbers.
“Nothing new here,” a Roman wrote in the mid-sixteenth century, “except
that people are dying of hunger.”

Life for most people was short. Life expectancy, once one had made it out
of infancy and childhood alive, was about forty years. Women lived longer
than men, but many of them died during childbirth. About a fifth of all
babies born died before they reached their first birthday. Of 100 children
born, less than half lived to age twenty and only about a fifth celebrated a
fortieth birthday. Christ, who died at age thirty-three, was not considered to
have died young.
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TaBLE 1.1 THE EUROPEAN POPULATION IN THE SIXTEENTH AND
SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES (IN MILLIONS)

1500 1600
Spain and Portugal 9.3 11.3
Italian states 10.5 13.3
France 16.4 18.5
Low Countries* 1.9 2.9
British Isles 4.4 6.8
Scandinavia 1.5 24
German states 12.0 15.0
Switzerland 0.8 1.0
Balkans 7.0 8.0
Poland 3.5 5.0
Russia 9.0 15.5

*Currently Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg.
Source: Richard Mackenney, Sixteenth-Century Europe: Expansion and Conflict (New York:
Macmillan, 1993), p. 51.

The balance between life and death was precarious. In most towns, deaths
outnumbered births almost every year. Prosperous families had more chil-
dren than the poor (the opposite pattern of today). The exposure and aban-
donment of newly born infants was common. Furthermore, couples may
have limited births through sexual abstinence. The fact that one partner
often died prematurely also served as a check on population. So too did rela-
tively late marriage. Most English men married at between twenty-six and
twenty-nine years of age, women between twenty-four and twenty-six years.

The choice of a marriage partner was important for economic reasons
(although in parts of Western Europe, up to a fifth of women never married).
Marriages were often arranged—parents played a major and often determin-
ing role in choosing partners for their children. For families of means, par-
ticularly nobles, the promise of a sizable dowry counted for much. Yet some
evidence suggests that by the end of the sixteenth century, at least in Eng-
land, the inclinations of the bride and groom were sometimes difficult to
ignore. For the poor, marriage could offer the chance of improving one’s sit-
uation. Thus, a young woman whose family could provide a dowry, however
modest, or who had a skill, was an attractive prospective spouse, as was a
young man with a trade.

Wives remained legally subservient to their husbands, although in the
“economy of makeshifts” in the poor household their role as managers of
income and as workers gave them some minimal degree of equality. Sexual
infidelity, while common, ran against the grain of a popular sense of jus-
tice, which placed a premium on loyalty and mutual obligation between
marriage partners. Such liaisons might also jeopardize the system of inher-
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itance and the protection of family property by leading to the appearance
of unanticipated offspring, in an age when contraceptive techniques were
rudimentary and not well known. Still, about a fifth of English brides were
pregnant at the time of their wedding, as sexual relations between couples
expecting to marry were very common.

Kinship and village solidarities defined the lives of ordinary people. In
some places, extended families were common; that is, parents and some-
times other relatives lived with couples. In some places, such as England, the
nuclear family (a couple and their children) was the most common house-
hold. When children of the lower classes began their working lives—usually
at the age of fourteen or fifteen, or earlier for some apprentices—their oblig-
ations to their parents did not end. Often, however, they left home in search
of work, rarely, if ever, to return. The poor turned to family and neighbors
for help in bad times, as well as for help with harvests, if they owned land.

An Expanding Economy

One of the hallmarks of medieval society had been the marked expansion of
trade and manufacture that began in the eleventh century. During the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, merchants greatly increased the amount of
products carried on land routes and in the low galley-ships that hugged the
Mediterranean coastline, more confident than ever before that their goods
would find purchasers. In the markets of Flanders and northern France,
olive oil, fruit, and wine from the Mediterranean region were exchanged for
timber, cereals, and salted herring.

With the expansion in commercial activity, a money economy slowly
developed. Yet trade and barter remained important, particularly for peas-
ants, most of whom were part of a subsistence economy. Currency still did
not penetrate some mountainous regions.

Yet overall, the late Middle Ages brought a significant rise in the avail-
ability of credit to states and entrepreneurs. Banking families in Venice
and other Italian city-states were already well-established in the thirteenth
century. Some merchants were no longer itinerant travelers, but rather
sedentary entrepreneurs able to raise capital, such as from borrowing from
banking families or other merchants or moneylenders, and extend and
obtain credit. They also developed bills of exchange (see Chapter 5),
which were orders drawn upon an agent to pay another merchant money at
a future date, perhaps in another country and in another currency. Here
and there, merchants began to work on a commission basis, and some spe-
cialized in transporting goods. They began to keep registers of profits and
losses, using double-entry bookkeeping. All these changes facilitated a
commercial boom in the sixteenth century, even if the multiplicity of states
and the tolls between and within them hindered commerce.

The sixteenth century also brought a marked increase in basic manufac-
turing, which in some regions may have multiplied by 500 percent. The
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Bankers sitting behind their banco (counter) doing
business.

extraction of iron, copper, and silver quadrupled, for example, in Central
Europe. Large-scale production, however, was limited to mining and tex-
tiles, as well as to arms manufacturing and shipbuilding.

The production of textiles, whether for distant markets or local con-
sumption, dominated the manufacturing economy. Techniques for the pro-
duction of silk had been imported from China into Europe by Arabs in the
tenth century. First centered in the Italian states, production spread dur-
ing the second half of the fifteenth century across the Alps to the German
states, France, and Spain, which no longer depended on imported silk
from Persia and Asia.

The manufacture of cloth developed in Tuscany, northern France, Flan-
ders, and the Netherlands. The woolens industry of Flanders, which had
begun during the medieval period, boomed, centered in the towns of Ypres,
Ghent, and Bruges. England, which continued to export wool to the conti-
nent, became a major producer of woolen goods in the fourteenth century.
Antwerp emerged as Europe’s first important center of international trade.

Urban merchants and artisans were organized into guilds, which regu-
lated production and distribution, thus protecting, at least in principle, guild
members and consumers. The structure of craft production was organized
hierarchically. Apprentices who learned their craft became journeymen and,
if all went well, could eventually become masters, joining a masters’ guild
and employing journeymen and training apprentices. Most cloth was fin-
ished in towns by craft artisans. Through the guilds, masters could preserve
the quality of work within their particular trades and, at the same time, the
reputations of their town. During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, it
became increasingly difficult for journeymen to become independent master
craftsmen. Early in the sixteenth century, some German journeymen refused
to work for masters who paid them less than they desired or had been used
to receiving.
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In the cottage (domestic) industry, merchant-capitalists put out spinning, weaving,
and other work into the countryside. Here a woman is spinning in her home.

Some craftsmen worked outside the walls of cities or in the countryside
to avoid guild monopolies and specifications on wages and piece rates.
Likewise, merchant-capitalists who owned raw materials put out spinning,
weaving (sometimes renting out looms), and other work into the country-
side, where labor was cheaper. Rural production spread rapidly in northern
Italy, the Netherlands, northern France, and England between 1450 and
1550. Hundreds of thousands of peasants produced woolen or linen yarn
or wove it into cloth; then urban workers dyed, bleached, or shrunk the
cloth, which merchants then sold. This “cottage industry” (also sometimes
called “domestic industry”) would remain an important part of the manu-
facturing process well into the nineteenth century.

The Growth of Towns

During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, European towns grew rapidly
in both number and size, reflecting economic development and increased
security in medieval Europe. Fortified stone ramparts, gates, and towers gave
towns unique visible characteristics. Towns were the residence of most
courts (including municipal courts), hospitals, and fraternal associations,
such as religious confraternities and guilds. Town halls and churches were
the cornerstones of the medieval towns. In addition to the “bourgeois” or
“burghers” (townspeople), most towns had a relatively large number of
clergy living within their walls, ministering to the needs of the population or
living a cloistered existence in convents and monasteries.

Most major towns in Europe were founded before 1300. In Poland, about
200 new towns were created between 1450 and 1550, adding to the 450
already in existence. Northern Italy and the Low Countries had the densest
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networks of towns. However, even there town dwellers remained a relatively
small minority of the population, no more than about 15 percent. In 1500
only about 6 percent of Europeans resided in towns of more than 10,000
people. In the German states, about 200 of 3,000 towns had more than
10,000 residents. Only Constantinople, Naples, Milan, Paris, and Venice
had more than 100,000 inhabitants.

In Italy, Venice, Florence, Genoa, Milan, and Pisa became independent
city-states in about 1100, establishing control over surrounding smaller
towns and villages. The decline of the Byzantine Empire and the inability
of the Holy Roman Empire to establish its authority throughout Italy pre-
vented the development of large territorial states on the peninsula. The
prosperity of the city-states, too, impeded the creation of a single state, or
even two or three major ones. Freed of feudal overlords, the dynamism of
these city-states underlay the Renaissance (see Chapter 2). Venetian and
Genoese merchants sent trading fleets carrying goods to and from the Lev-
ant and beyond, as well as along the spice routes to Central Asia, India,
and China (visited by the Italian adventurer Marco Polo during his long
voyage from 1275 to 1292).

In northern Europe, as well, the growth of cities and towns was linked to
the expansion of long-distance trade and commerce. In northern Germany,
independent trading towns were enriched by the Baltic grain trade, as Polish
landowners, like their Hungarian and Bohemian counterparts, exported
grain to the Netherlands and other Western countries. Liibeck and Ham-
burg with other northern German trading cities formed the Hanseatic
League, which at first was a federation established to defend against ban-
ditry. These towns began to thrive in the mid-twelfth century, establishing
networks of trade that reached from London all the way to Novgorod in
northwestern Russia. The Polish Baltic port of Gdansk had its own currency,
fleet, army, and diplomats. Likewise, towns in southern Germany formed
leagues to resist territorial lords and to protect trade routes. The fairs held
outside the towns of Champagne in northern France, as well as in Lyon and
Beaucaire farther south on the Rhoéne, served as trading points between
northern Europe and Mediterranean merchants. The market function of
trading towns swelled their populations. Landowners, particularly in regions
of commercialized agriculture, sold their produce in the town markets.

Medieval Europe boasted major urban centers of learning. Paris (theol-
ogy), Montpellier (medicine), and Bologna (Roman law) were major univer-
sity centers. Oxford and Cambridge Universities were founded in the
thirteenth century. Universities existed not in the sense that we know them
today. Rather, the term referred to a corporately organized body of students
or masters in one town. By 1500, dozens of towns had universities. And, in
turn, literacy (limited to a small proportion of the population) rose faster in
towns than in the countryside, as the equivalent of secondary education—
limited to a privileged few—shifted from rural monasteries to town church
or grammar schools.
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Town governments were dominated by oligarchies of rich merchants, guild
masters, and property owners (in Italian towns, nobles were part of these
oligarchies). Despite the fact that many peasants still lived in towns, working
fields outside town walls during the day and returning home before the gates
slammed shut at nightfall, town and country seemed in some ways worlds
apart.

Municipal Liberties

In feudal Europe, towns stood as zones of freedom, because their residents
were not, in most cases, bound by service obligations to lords. Contempo-
raries held that “town air makes [one] free.” No town person in Western Eu-
rope could be a serf. Urban freedoms had to be obtained from lords,
however. Towns purchased charters of exemption from taxes in exchange for
payments. Urban oligarchs jealously guarded this municipal independence
against nobles and rulers eager to attain revenue and political consolidation.
In some cases, rulers actively sought alliances with towns against nobles.
Towns could also loan money to kings waging war against recalcitrant vassals
or other rulers, including popes. Where territorial rulers were weak, as in
Italy and the German states, towns obtained the greatest degree of freedom.
Towns developed less rapidly in areas where rulers and nobles exercised
strong authority.

Traditions of municipal liberties would leave a significant heritage in
Western Europe, ultimately shaping the emergence of constitutional forms
of government. Whereas social relationships in the countryside were largely
defined by personal obligations, in towns these were replaced by collective
rights through guilds and other associations. In England, northern France,
the Netherlands, Flanders, and Switzerland, urban medieval confraternities
struggled to maintain their independence from rulers and rural nobles.
Lacking the associational infrastructure of many towns in Western Europe,
however, Eastern European towns were not able to stem the tide of the
increasing power of nobles and, in the case of Russia, the tsars. As the Mus-
covite state expanded its authority, the tsars ran roughshod over urban pre-
tensions. Most towns in the East enjoyed none of the special charters of
rights that characterized towns in the West. Russian rulers considered towns
their personal property, and Russian lords demanded the service and alle-
giance of townspeople.

The Emergence of Sovereign States

Although the term “state” was not yet being used to denote a political
entity, by 1500 the largest monarchical kingdoms (see Map 1.2) were tak-
ing on some of the characteristics of the modern state. During the late fif-
teenth century, France, Spain, and England evolved into “new monarchies.”
What was “new” about them was their growing reach, an evolution begun
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in the late medieval era. While monarchies grew stronger in Western Eu-
rope, however, they were actually weakened in Eastern and East Central
Europe during the late Middle Ages. Struggles for power, civil war, and the
growing domination of lords hindered the emergence of strong states there
at least until the late sixteenth century.

Sovereign states emerged in Western Europe during the medieval period
as rulers moved toward greater authority and independence. Yet, to be
sure, these states were not “nation-states” in the modern sense, in which
citizens feel that they belong to a nation by being, for example, Spanish,
French, or Italian. Such national states, defined by ethnic bonds and cul-
tural and linguistic traditions, would only develop beginning in the mid-
eighteenth century and, above all, the nineteenth century. Medieval rulers
governed a complex hodgepodge of territories, semi-independent towns,
feudal vassals, and corporate institutions such as guilds that were largely
independent of the crown, exchanging personal and/or corporate privileges
for loyalty.

Between the tenth and fifteenth centuries, the kingdoms of France, En-
gland, and Spain grew into sovereign states as their rulers consolidated
their territories by establishing their primacy over rivals. These rulers
made laws and imposed administrative unity to a degree that was unprece-
dented. They asserted their authority, but not domination, over the nobles
of the territories they claimed. Royal authority directly touched more sub-
jects than ever before. Monarchs could raise and command armies, mint
money, impose taxes, summon advisers, and appoint officials to represent
and enforce their will.

The French kings, their territories clustered around Paris, had little real
power during the medieval period. Until the mid-fifteenth century, the kings
of England held Normandy, Brittany, Maine, Anjou, and Aquitaine, and the
counts of Flanders held wealthy lands in what is now northern France and
southern Belgium. During the Hundred Years’ War (1337-1453), French
kings raised the funds and armies necessary to expel the English from
France (with the exception of the Channel port of Calais). During the last
half of the fifteenth century, the French kings ended the de facto indepen-
dence of large, prosperous provinces that were technically fiefs of the crown.
In 1482, France absorbed Burgundy, whose powerful dukes were related to
the kings of France, and a decade later the regent for Charles VIII (ruled
1483-1498) invaded Brittany, adding it to France. Through timely royal mar-
riages and warfare, the French monarchs established the foundations for a
stronger, more centralized monarchy.

England, too, emerged as a stronger monarchical state during the late
medieval period, but with significant differences from its continental coun-
terparts. The vassals of King John (ruled 1199-1216) and the people of
London rebelled against more taxes he imposed to finance his attempt to
recover continental territories lost to France. In 1215, the king was forced
to sign the Magna Carta, the “great Charter of Liberties.” John agreed to
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impose major taxes only with the permission
of a “great council” that represented the
barons and to cease hiring mercenaries when
his barons refused to fight. Later in the cen-
tury, King Edward 1 (ruled 1272-1307) sum-
moned barons, bishops, and representatives
from England’s major towns in the hope of
obtaining their agreement to provide funds for
another war against the king of France. From
that “parley,” or “parliament,” came the tradi-
The seal of King John (1215) tion in England of consultation with leading
on the Magna Carta, a cor- subjects and the origins of an English consti-
nerstone of English common  ytjonal government that constrained royal
and constitutional law. authority. The division of Parliament into two

houses, the House of Lords and the House of
Commons, which consisted of landed nobles and representatives of towns,
developed during the reign of Edward III (ruled 1327-1377). Parliament’s
role as a representative institution increased as the king required new taxes
to fight the Hundred Years’ War against France. Parliament approved these
levies.

In Central Europe, the Holy Roman Empire was not really a sovereign
state. It dated from A.p. 962, the year when German nobles elected a ruler.
By the end of the thirteenth century, the principle that the Holy Roman
emperor would be elected, and not designated by heredity, had been estab-
lished. Considering themselves the successors of the Roman Empire, the
Holy Roman emperors saw themselves as the protectors of the papacy and
of all Christendom. This involved the emperor in the stormy world of Ital-
ian politics.

The Holy Roman Empire encompassed about 300 semi-autonomous
states, ranging from several large territories to a whole host of smaller states,
principalities, and free cities that carried out their own foreign policy and
fought wars. The emperor, selected by seven princes, could not consolidate
his authority, levy taxes, raise armies or, increasingly, enforce his will outside
of his own hereditary estates.

The Austrian Habsburgs, the ruling house in the German Alpine heredi-
tary lands, had gradually extended their territories in the fourteenth and fif-
teenth centuries between the Danube River, the Adriatic Sea, and the Little
Carpathian Mountains in Eastern Europe. Beginning in 1438, when the
first Habsburg was elected Holy Roman emperor, until 1740 (when the male
line was extinguished), only Habsburgs held the title of Holy Roman
emperor. Smaller states, such as the thirteen cantons of Switzerland, strug-
gled to maintain their autonomy against rising Habsburg power.
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Developing State Structures

The growth in the number of royal officials helped rulers consolidate more
effective power. Rulers had always had some kind of advisory council, but
the importance of their advisers grew in the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies. Chanceries, treasuries, and courts of law represented an early stage
of bureaucratization. Serving as royal officials, some humble men of talent
began to reach positions of influence within states.

Rulers still earned revenue from their own lands. But in order to meet the
expenses of their states, they drew income from taxation, the sale of offices
(posts in the service of the monarch that were often both prestigious and
lucrative) and government bonds, and the confiscation of land from recalci-
trant nobles. Like other rulers, popes also centralized administration and
finances, selling posts. Rulers imposed taxes on salt, wine, and other goods,
impositions from which nobles and clergy were generally exempt. States in
the sixteenth century became the great collectors and distributors of rev-
enue. Moreover, the gradual growth of public debt was another sign of the
increased authority of monarchical states. Royal dependency on the loans of
merchant-bankers enriched the latter, providing more capital for their ven-
tures. Rulers, surrounded by courtiers and councils, lived in a grander fash-
ion. As they worked to consolidate their authority and territories, thrones
became increasingly hereditary. As even wealthy people were apt to die
young, such succession arrangements, which varied throughout Europe,
mattered considerably.

With the strengthening of sovereign states in the fifteenth century, which
entailed the loss of the right to have armies of retainers, nobles depended
more on monarchies for the sanction of their power and honor. More of
them came to court and served as royal officials. The sale of royal offices,
especially in France and Spain, encouraged loyalty to the throne. Royal
courts now adjudicated property disputes, gradually eroding noble jurisdic-
tion over the king's subjects, although in France and many of the German
states nobles retained rights of justice over peasants.

In the fifteenth century, regular channels for diplomacy emerged among
the states of Europe. The ltalian city-states were the first to exchange
permanent resident ambassadors. By the middle of the century, Florence,
Milan, Venice, and the kingdom of Naples all routinely exchanged ambas-
sadors, who provided news and other information, while representing the
interests of their states.

Limits to State Authority

Significant constraints, however, still limited the authority of rulers. We
have seen that the privileges of towns, established through the purchase of
royal charters of financial immunity, tempered royal power. Some regions (for
example, Navarre in Spain), nominally incorporated into realms, maintained
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autonomy through representative institutions. And, to be sure, distance
and physical impediments such as mountains and vast plains also pre-
vented the effective extension of royal authority.

Even more important was the tradition that assemblies of notable sub-
jects had rights, including that of being consulted, as in the case of Eng-
land cited above. In the thirteenth century, rulers had convoked assemblies
of notable subjects to explain their policies and to ask for help. Because
they depended on those whom they assembled to provide military assistance
when they required it, they also heard grievances. From this, parliaments,
assemblies, diets, and Estates developed, representing (depending on the
place) nobles, clergy, towns, and, in several cases, commoners.

Early in the sixteenth century, an Italian exile told the king of France
what the monarch would need to attack the duchy of Milan: “Three things
are necessary: money; more money; and still more money.” The most pow-
erful states—France, Habsburg Austria, and Spain—could raise sizable
armies with relative ease. But, to meet the extraordinary expenses of war-
time, they increasingly borrowed money from wealthy banking families.
Rulers also utilized subsidies from friendly powers, imposed special taxes
and forced loans, and sold offices. Sixteenth-century inflation would make
wars even more expensive.

Royal levies to finance warfare through direct taxation could only be
imposed with the consent of those taxed, except peasants, who had limited
rights. The dialogue between rulers and assemblies, and the strength and
weakness of such representative bodies, over the centuries would define
the emergence and nature of modern government in European states.

The princes of the German states had to ask assemblies of nobles for the
right to collect excise taxes. In Poland-Lithuania and Hungary, noble assem-
blies were more important than royal authority. In Bohemia, the rights of
towns partially balanced noble prerogatives. Rulers could suspend decisions
of those “sovereign” bodies, yet such assemblies could not be completely
ignored because rulers needed their support, or at least compliance, particu-
larly in time of war.

The prerogatives of nobles and churchmen also impeded royal authority.
They invariably resisted royal taxes, which fell on the poor—the vast major-
ity of the population—whom no one represented. Nobles still had to be
convinced or coerced to provide armies. Kings became, at least in principle,
supreme judges (though not for the clergy, as ecclesiastics were generally
tried in Church courts), with royal courts offering litigants and petitioners
a final appeal.

The struggle between rulers and the popes dated to the late eleventh cen-
tury, when the popes and Holy Roman emperors had struggled for primacy.
During the “lay investiture crisis,” which began in 1060, the popes had con-
tested the right of lay rulers to appoint bishops and invest them with signs of
spiritual authority, normally a staff and a ring. (The dispute ended in 1122
when Emperor Henry V relinquished the imperial claim to the power to
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Theodore Galle's Nova reperta (“New discoveries”) celebrates the discovery of the
New World and forms of the new technology (gunpowder, the compass, the clock,
the saddle with stirrups).

invest bishops with spiritual authority, and the pope recognized the
emperor’s right to give fiefs to the bishops once they had been consecrated,
which left them with the status of vassals recognizing the lay authority of the
emperor.) The clergy generally taught obedience to secular as well as ecclesi-
astical rulers. Furthermore, in the late medieval period, kings were able to
further consolidate their power when popes granted the rulers of France,
Spain, and some German towns certain rights over the clergy, including that
of naming bishops.

TRANSFORMING DISCOVERIES

In the late Middle Ages, stunning developments in warfare and exploration
transformed Europe and its relationship with the rest of the world. More-
over, the invention of printing created a culture of books, facilitating the
spread of knowledge, ideas, and debate, at a time when exploration led to
developing trade networks across the oceans, conquest, and empires.
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Gunpowder, Warfare, and Armies

Wiarfare became more pervasive in the early modern period because of
dynastic quarrels between rulers as they sought to consolidate or increase
their territories. Although kings still depended on nobles to raise armies and
to command on the battlefield, the face of battle was revolutionized in the
late medieval period. Invented in China, gunpowder was brought to Europe
in the thirteenth century by the Arabs. Gunpowder moved warfare from
“chiefly a matter of violent housekeeping” between lords and vassals to
sometimes massive struggles between dynastic rivals. First used in battle in
the early fourteenth century, gunpowder could propel arrows and, increas-
ingly, lead bullets. Gunpowder soon became the explosive for early versions
of rifles, or muskets, which could be standardized in caliber and ammunition
and for which clockmakers could produce spring-driven wheel locks that
functioned as firing mechanisms.

Gradually replacing the lance, sword, crossbow, and longbow in battle,
the rifle eroded the role of the noble as a privileged warrior since heavily
armored knights could now be more easily shot off their horses by guns
than unseated by lances or brought down by arrows. This reduced the role
of cavalry in battle. Cavalrymen now wore light armor, and, while they
might well carry a lance, they also sometimes were armed with pistols.
Pikemen, however, remained essential to any army; their thirteen-foot-long
weapons, made of a long wooden pole topped by a sharp iron point, pro-
tected the infantry while soldiers reloaded. The furious attack of pikemen
could tear apart the rows of riflemen as they knelt to reload.

Now exploding artillery shells could wound or kill many combatants at
once. At the Battle of Novara (1513) in northern Italy, where Swiss soldiers
defeated a French army, artillery fire killed 700 men in three minutes. Deadly
bombardments during battles had a devastating effect on the morale of
the enemy. Naval battles grew fiercer as cannon replaced rams on warships.
The sleek galleys that raced along the coast of the Mediterranean during the
warm summer months gave way to ships large enough to transport heavy can-
non. The threat from enemy artillery forced the construction of massive for-
tifications around towns, which left the defense with a solid advantage in
warfare. Sieges lasted longer than ever before. Victorious armies, frustrated
by lengthy sieges, sometimes slaughtered the surviving civilian population.

Although frontier garrisons, artillery units, and the king’s household
guards were virtually the only true standing armies, their size increased dur-
ing the wars of the late fifteenth and the sixteenth centuries. During the
Hundred Years’ War (1337-1453), major battles were fought with between
7,000 and 15,000 soldiers on each side. During the struggles between the
Austrian Habsburg and French Valois dynasties on the Italian peninsula in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, armies reached 25,000 men in size.
Some nobles still had private armies but served their kings as commanders
and cavalrymen.
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Mercenaries, the original “free lances,” increasingly replaced feudal
levies (and urban militias, where they existed) in armies mobilized by rulers
to defend or expand their territorial interests. These might include Albani-
ans, Englishmen, Scots, Greeks, Poles, and Swiss pikemen. Mercenaries
received modest, though irregular, pay and expected acceptable rations and
the opportunity to pillage the towns they conquered. Assuming these condi-
tions were met, they seem to have deserted far less frequently than soldiers
recruited by states from their own populations.

Yet most states had some kind of conscription, whether a formalized draft
of men between the ages of fifteen and sixty or a hasty roundup when war
approached. Loyal nobles, royal officials, and paid recruiters provided sol-
diers. Peasants made up more than three-quarters of armies, as they did the
European population. Criminals also ended up in armies, often as the price
of their release from prison or from execution, though they might well carry
with them forever a branded letter as part of their sentence (such as the let-
ter “V” for the French word voleur—thief).

Conditions of military service were difficult at best. In addition to barely
adequate lodging and food, infractions of rules were dealt with harshly,
including the infamous and often fatal “running the gauntlet” through
troops lined up on both sides, dispensing blows with sticks or swords. Offi-
cers dispensed justice without trial or appeal, and sentences were carried out
immediately. The severed heads of deserters or other serious offenders were
impaled on pikes for several days at the entrance to a camp, sending a clear
message.

Except for royal guards, artillery units, and other specialized forces, uni-
forms were rare in any army, although most soldiers sported some type of
identification, such as an armband or a tunic bearing a national or regional
symbol like the English red cross, the barred cross of Lorraine, or the lion
of Lyon.

Epidemics and disease—dysentery and typhoid, among others—carried
off far more than did wounds received in battle. But casualty figures were
also alarming, however inaccurately kept. The wounded often died from
inadequate—even for the time—medical treatment and from neglect.

The Printing Press and the Power of the Printed Word

The advent of printing in Europe in the fifteenth century in some ways
marked the end of the medieval period. The invention of woodblock printing
and paper had occurred in China in the eighth century; both reached Eu-
rope from the Arab world via Spain in the thirteenth century. Before the
arrival of these technologies, monks and scribes had copied books on parch-
ment sheets; a single copy of the Bible required about 170 calfskins or 300
sheepskins. Because it was much cheaper than parchment, paper more read-
ily accommodated scholars, officials, and merchants. But the process of
copying itself remained slow. Cosimo de’ Medici, the Florentine banker and
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patron of Renaissance art, hired 200 scribes to copy 200 volumes in two
years' time.

All this changed in the fifteenth century when Flemish craftsmen
invented a kind of oil-based ink. This and the innovation of a wooden hand
press made possible the invention of movable metal type in the German
cathedral town of Mainz in about 1450 by, among several others, Johannes
Gutenberg (c. 1395-1468). His stunningly beautiful Latin Bibles are trea-
sured today. Printing shops soon started up in the Italian states, Bohemia,
France, and the Netherlands, and in Spain and England by the 1470s (see
Map 1.3). By 1500, about 35,000 books were published each year in Eu-
rope, and a century later the number had jumped to between 150,000 and
200,000 books.

Books provided scholars with identical ancient and medieval texts to dis-
cuss and critique. Accounts of discoveries and adventures in the New World
filtered across Europe from Spain, England, and France. The number of
scholarly libraries—which were really just private collections—grew rapidly.
New professions developed: librarians, booksellers, publishers, typesetters,

Mar 1.3 SPREAD OF PRINTING THROUGH EUROPE, 1450—
1508 Towns and dates at which printing shops were estab-
lished throughout Europe.
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and editors. Moreover, with the greater dissemination of knowledge came an
increase in the number of universities, rising from twenty in 1300 to about
seventy in 1500.

More people learned how to read, although literate individuals remained
far in the minority. In Florence and other prosperous cities, the rate of lit-
eracy may have been relatively high, although in the Italian city-states as a
whole it is unlikely that more than 1 percent of workers and peasants could
read and write. The literate population of the German states in 1500 was
about 3 or 4 percent. But among the upper classes many more people
developed the habit of reading.

Not all that was published pleased lay and ecclesiastic leaders, and print-
ing made censorship considerably more difficult. No longer could the
destruction of one or two manuscripts hope to root out an idea. Thus, Pope
Alexander VI warned in a bull in 1501: “The art of printing is very useful
insofar as it furthers the circulation of useful and tested books; but it can be
very harmful if it is permitted to widen the influence of pernicious works.
It will therefore be necessary to maintain full control over the printers.”

Exploration and Conquest in the New World:
The Origins of European Empire

By the last decade of the fifteenth century, the inhabitants of the Iberian
Peninsula already had several centuries of navigational and sailing accom-
plishments behind them. The Portuguese, who had the advantage of the
magnificent port of Lisbon, had captured a foothold on the Moroccan coast
in 1415, beginning two centuries of expansion. Early in the fifteenth cen-
tury, they began to explore the west coast of Africa and had taken Madeira
and the Azores islands in the Atlantic. Their goal was to break Muslim and
Venetian control of European access to Asian spices and silk.

King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain initially rejected the request
of the Genoese cartographer and merchant Christopher Columbus (1451-
1506), who sought financial backing for an ocean voyage to reach the In-
dies. In 1492, however, fearing that Portuguese vessels might be the first to
reach the wealth of Asia by sea, the royal couple consented to support the
expedition.

Late in 1492, Columbus set sail with three ships. He believed the earth
was a perfect sphere, and since Africa stood in the way of a voyage sailing
to the east, he thought it possible to reach the Orient by sailing west across
the Atlantic Ocean, which he believed to be narrow. After more than nine
weeks on the open seas, the small fleet reached not Asia but rather the
small Caribbean island of San Salvador in the Americas. He then came
ashore in Cuba and finally Hispaniola (now the Dominican Republic and
Haiti). “What on earth have you come seeking so far away?” he was asked.
“Christians and spices,” he replied. But he also probably believed that he
would find gold, and asked the Indians he encountered on the shore in sign
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language if they knew where some could be found. Columbus was
impressed with the beauty of Hispaniola (although he remained convinced
that he had discovered islands near India) and the “docility” of the indige-
nous people. Yet, in the absence of gold, he suggested that the Spanish
crown could make Hispaniola profitable by selling its people as slaves, a
looming tragedy. Columbus, whose greatest contribution was to find a way
across the sea using the trade winds, made three subsequent voyages of
discovery, the last beginning in 1502, after which he gave up his search for
a passage to Asia.

Portugal, a much poorer state than Spain, struggled to defend its trade
routes against Spanish encroachments. In 1487 Bartholomew Dias (c.
1450-1500) first rounded the Cape of Good Hope, the southern tip of
Africa, reaching the Indian Ocean, and then Calcutta on the southwest
coast of India. The cargo of spices the Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama
(c. 1460-1524) brought back to Lisbon from India in 1498 paid for his
costly expedition sixty times over. The Portuguese established fortified bases
along the Indian Ocean, including at Goa. The maritime route across the
Indian Ocean to the South China Sea could now compete with the overland
spice and silk routes that had long linked Europe to the markets of the East.
However, the Portuguese found that a thriving maritime trade network

Portuguese, wearing Western attire, meeting robed Japanese upon disembarking
in 1542.
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already existed between China, Japan, Southeast Asia, India, the Persian
Gulf, and East Africa. The European trading presence was new. An Indone-
sian ruler remarked of the Portuguese adventurers, “The fact that these peo-
ple journey so far from home to conquer territory indicates clearly that there
must be very little justice and a great deal of greed among them.” This had
made them “fly all over the waters in order to acquire possessions that God
did not give them.”

In 1493, Pope Alexander VI divided the non-Christian world into zones
for Spanish and Portuguese exploration and exploitation (see Map 1.4).
His proclamation seemed to justify conquests, as well as the conversion of
indigenous peoples. He awarded Portugal all of sub-Saharan Africa and
Asia; Spain, the pope’s ally, received most of the Americas. Portugal
claimed Brazil, which became the largest colony in the Americas, estab-
lished in the second half of the sixteenth century.

Soon more and more Spanish explorers reached the Americas. Vasco
Nafiez de Balboa (c. 1475-1519) established Spanish sovereignty over
what is now Panama. Cuba, in turn, fell, and then served as a staging point
for the conquest of Mexico by Hernando Cortés (1485-1547), which
opened a new chapter in European expansion. Cortés, who first crossed
the Atlantic in 1506 to Hispaniola, landed on the coast of Mexico in 1519.
He went to see the Aztec ruler, Montezuma. The Aztec capital of Tenochti-
tlan (present-day Mexico City) was then larger than any other European
city except Constantinople. Montezuma sent him away, although he later
sent him gifts of gold and silver. Despite the fact that he had been ordered
to limit his expedition to exploration and trade, Cortés was determined to
conquer Mexico in the name of Emperor Charles V. The interests of the
Spanish crown would remain paramount in the construction of Spain’s
overseas empire. Cortés formed alliances with Montezuma’s non-Aztec
peoples, who naively hoped that Cortés might help them achieve indepen-
dence. The Spanish adventurer then conquered Mexico with no more than
sixteen horses and six hundred soldiers, with the help of his Native Ameri-
can allies.

Farther south, Francisco Pizarro (c. 1476—1541) led his men in the con-
quest of the Inca Empire in Peru. Although the Incas were a people rich in
precious metals and culture, they had never seen iron or steel weapons
before, nor did they have draft animals. When Pizarro’s horses lost their
shoes in Peru and there was no iron available to replace them, he had them
shod in silver. In the 1540s more silver was discovered in Mexico, and also
in the Andes Mountains, completely transforming the economy of Spanish
conquest. Imported silver enhanced the integration of the Spanish Empire
into the expanding trade of Europe.

The victory of the conquistadors (conquerors) was the victory of steel-
bladed swords over stone-bladed swords. Moreover, the surprise element of
cannon contributed to the Spanish victory in the Americas and of the Por-
tuguese in Southeast Asia. A witness to a Portuguese attack in 1511



Map 1.4 EXPLORATION AND CONQUEST, 1492-1542 Pope Alexander VI divided the non-Christian world into zones for
Spanish and Portuguese exploration and exploitation. Portuguese, Spanish, French, and English explorers set out to find
new routes to Asia, the New World, and around the world.
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Aztec emissaries agreeing to a treaty with Cortés, who is seated with his interpreter
standing to his left.

remembered, “the noise of the cannon was as the noise of thunder in the
heavens and the flashes of fire of their guns were like flashes of lightning
in the sky: and the noise of their matchlocks was like that of ground-nuts
popping in the frying-pan.”

Steeped in tales of crusading chivalry and conquest, the conquerors set
out looking for adventure and wealth. Cortés, for example, was of a modest
Castilian noble family; his father had fought against the Moors in southern
Spain, and thus was himself a veteran of another imperial conquest, the
Reconquista, which had expelled the Moors from the Iberian Peninsula.
“We came here to serve God and the king,” said one Spaniard in the Ameri-
cas, “but also to get rich.” Most died young, far from home, their dreams of
wealth shattered by the harsh realities of life in what seemed to them a
strange and often inhospitable world. Ferdinand Magellan (c. 1480-1521),
the Portuguese-born explorer, was killed by angry islanders on a Pacific
beach. His crew nonetheless circumnavigated the globe, having proven that
a southwest passage to India did exist, returning to Spain in 1522.

Many of the conquistadors, and many of the later settlers (mostly men)
who were attracted by tales of gold and silver, died in the New World; dur-
ing the first ten years of Spanish settlement of Hispaniola, as much as
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two-thirds of the European population perished. However, many times
more of the native people they encountered perished as a result of contact
with the newcomers. The smallpox the Spanish brought with them wiped
out people who had no immunity to diseases brought from Europe. The
indigenous population of Mexico fell from about 25 million—or more—in
1520 to perhaps as few as 1 million in 1600. The native population of Peru
fell from about 7 million in 1500 to half a million in 1600. Other Europe-
an diseases, including measles, typhus, and bubonic plague, decimated the
native population. In Guatemala, a Mayan Indian kept a chronicle of the
ravages of European disease among his people: “Great was the stench of
the dead. After our fathers and grandfathers succumbed, half of the people
fled to the fields. The dogs and vultures devoured the bodies. . . . We were
born to die.” In turn, the Indians gave the Spanish syphilis, which then
spread in Europe.

The exchange of diseases was a tragic consequence of the meeting
between the Old and New Worlds, but there were beneficial exchanges as
well. Before the arrival of Europeans, there were no domesticated animals
larger than the llama and alpaca in the Americas, and little animal protein
in the Indian diet. Spaniards brought horses and cattle with them. Sheep
had accompanied Columbus on his second journey. The 350 pigs brought
to Cuba by Columbus had multiplied to over 30,000 by 1514. They pro-
vided manure for farming but ate their way through forest land and eroded
the indigenous agricultural terrace system, upsetting the ecological bal-
ance of conquered lands.

Every year the Spanish galleons returned with tobacco, potatoes, new
varieties of beans, cacao, chili peppers, and tomatoes. These crops con-
tributed to an increase in the European population. Maize fed European
farm animals. In turn, the Spaniards planted wheat, barley, rice, and oats
in their colonies.

In 1565, a Spanish galleon completed a voyage of global trade by sailing
across the Pacific Ocean from Manila to unload cinnamon on the coast of
Mexico. Spanish ships returned with silver, which could purchase silks,
porcelain, spices, jade, and mother-of-pearl brought by Chinese junks to the
Philippines. Shipping routes led from Seville to the Caribbean and to the
ports of Veracruz in Mexico and Cartagena in Colombia. They returned with
Mexican and Peruvian silver that replenished the coffers of European princes
and merchants. All five continents—Europe, Asia, Africa, North America,
and South America—thus moved closer together in reciprocal economic rela-
tionships that represented the beginnings of a globalization of trade.

The Spanish sought not only trade with the Americas but also empire.
Spanish legal documents affecting the new colonies declared that Indians
would keep all lands they already held, but that all other territories hence-
forth belonged either to the crowns of Spain or were to be divided up
among the conquerors as booty. The Spanish proclaimed the requerim-
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iento, which required that Indians accept both Spanish rule and Christian-
ity. The conquistadors built new towns, placing the church, town hall, and
prison around a central marketplace (plaza), as towns developed on a rec-
tangular grid plan.

In return for the pope’s blessing of the colonial enterprise, missionaries
began to arrive in the Americas, hoping to convert the Indians to Chris-
tianity. The harsh reality of the colonial experience for the natives, how-
ever, was largely untempered by the good intentions of some, but not all,
of the missionaries. “For this kind of people,” snapped a Portuguese priest
in Brazil in 1563, “there is no better way of preaching than the sword and
the rod of iron.” A Spanish judge in Mexico said of his people that they “com-
pelled [the Indians] to give whatever they asked, and inflicted unheard-of
cruelties and tortures upon them.”

Spaniards, Portuguese, and other Europeans sought to impose their cul-
ture on the peoples they conquered, although Christian teaching made only
limited headway in India and virtually none in China. Unlike its view of
Muslims, the Church did not consider Indians infidels, but rather as inno-
cents who could be taught Christian beliefs. “Are these Indians not men?”
asked a Dominican priest in Santo Domingo in a sermon to shocked
colonists in 1511, “Do they not have rational souls? Are you not obliged to
love them as you love yourselves?” A papal pronouncement depicted the Indi-
ans as “true men . . . capable not only of understanding the Catholic faith,
but also, according to our information, desirous of receiving it.” The
Spaniards already had experience in dealing with the diversity of language
and culture on the Iberian Peninsula, although nothing like what they found
in the Americas. In the 1590s, a Franciscan friar boasted that he had built
over 200 churches and baptized more than 70,000 Indians. In Latin Amer-
ica, Christian belief sometimes merged with local religious deities, customs,
and shrines to create a distinctive form of Christianity.

Obligatory labor service, brutally enforced, first formed the relationship
between rulers and the ruled. The crown of Castile established a system of
encomienda, by which Spanish settlers would hold Indians “in trust,” but not
their lands. They could exact tribute in kind or labor. The system gradually
ended and a wage system—not much better—came into place. Moreover,
repartimiento allowed royal officials to force Indians to work for specific peri-
ods. In Central America, Spanish colonists invoked the medieval Christian
concept of a “just war” against “heathens” as a justification for enslavement.

The Church and the crown periodically tried to protect the Indians
against the harsh treatment accorded them by many of their Spanish coun-
trymen in the name of profit. Bishop Bartolomé de Las Casas (1474-1566),
whose father had accompanied Columbus on his second voyage to the Amer-
icas and who had himself been a conquistador before becoming a priest,
spoke out against the treatment of Indians. He saluted the “marvelous gov-
ernment, laws, and good customs” of the Mayas of Central America, whom
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he wanted placed under the authority of the Church. Charles V ordered a
pause in Spanish conquests until such moral issues could be considered, but
the Spanish destruction of what they considered pagan temples and idols
continued and the empire continued to expand.

As the Indian population was depleted through disease, overwork, and
brutality, the Spanish looked for new sources of labor. Domestic slavery
still existed in Italy, Spain, and Muscovy in the sixteenth century, as well as
in the Arab world, and some Indians in the New World also had slaves. By
the fifteenth century, Portuguese traders along the coast of West Africa
had begun to make profits selling Africans as servants in Lisbon or as sugar
plantation workers in the Portuguese Atlantic islands. Portugal soon domi-
nated the African network of slave-trading, which depended on chieftains
and traders in African kingdoms, merchants in Seville and Lisbon, settlers
in Mexico and Peru, and Brazilian sugar growers. The Spaniards believed
that Africans could best survive the brutally difficult work and hot climate
of America. Between 1595 and 1640 about 300,000 slaves were trans-
ported to the Spanish colonies in the Americas, and five times that many
would be shipped during the next century.

Gradually, more Spanish settlers arrived to populate the American
colonies, including small traders, shoemakers, blacksmiths, and masons. (In
Paraguay, the governor asked that no lawyers be allowed to emigrate,
“because in newly settled countries they encourage dissension and litiga-
tion.”) By the mid-sixteenth century about 150,000 Spaniards had crossed
to America, and by the end of the century about 240,000 Spaniards had
emigrated there. Most never returned to Spain.

In 1552, a Spanish official wrote King Charles V (ruled 1516-1556,
Holy Roman emperor 1519-1558) that the discovery of the East and West
Indies was “the greatest event since the creation of the world, apart from
the incarnation and death of Him who created it.” But Michel de Mon-
taigne (1533-1592), a French writer who had met Indians brought back
from Brazil, offered another view in 1588, when he observed that “so many
goodly cities [were] ransacked and razed; so many nations destroyed and
made desolate; so infinite millions of harmless peoples of all sexes, states,
and ages, massacred, ravaged and put to the sword . . . ruined and defaced
for the traffic of pearls and pepper.”

CONCLUSION

The economic and political structures of early modern Europe drew on the
dynamism of the medieval period. Demographic vitality finally overcame
the catastrophic losses brought by the Black Death. Within Europe, com-
merce and manufacturing expanded. Mediterranean traders roamed as far
as the Middle East and even Asia. And although much of Central Europe
and the Italian peninsula remained a hodgepodge of small states, rulers in
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France, England, and Spain had consolidated their authority, and sover-
eign monarchical states began to emerge.

Above all, three salient movements of change brought the Middle Ages to
an end. The first was the Renaissance, or cultural rebirth, which began in
the mid-fourteenth century in the Italian city-states (see Chapter 2). The
commercial prosperity of Florence, above all, but also of Venice and other
independent city-states made possible this period of extraordinary accom-
plishment in literature and painting. The invention of printing began to
transform one culture after another. Second, the exploration and coloniza-
tion of the New World would ultimately help end the Mediterranean Sea’s
role as the center of European prosperity and would lead to Spain’s emer-
gence as a world power, along with England and the Netherlands (see Chap-
ters 5 and 6). Colonization brought the establishment of European empires
abroad; between 1500 and the late eighteenth century, more than 1.5 mil-
lion Europeans crossed the ocean to live in the New World. Third, the Refor-
mation (see Chapter 3), which began in the second decade of the sixteenth
century, challenged the unity of the Roman Catholic Church and its domi-
nance in much of Europe.



CHAPTER2
THE RENAISSANCE
GESSY

In 1508, Pope Julius Il summoned Michelangelo from Flo-
rence to the papal city of Rome. He commissioned the artist to paint fres-
coes (paintings on plaster) on the ceiling of the new Sistine Chapel, a
ceremonial chapel next to the papal residence in the Vatican. With some
reluctance (since he considered himself primarily a sculptor), Michelan-
gelo agreed to undertake the project. He signed a contract that stipulated a
payment of 3,000 ducats and began work that very day in May.

During the long, difficult years of intense creativity, Michelangelo often
lay on his back, staring at the ceiling (still the best position from which to
study his masterpiece), before climbing up the scaffolding to work. His
frescoes, depicting Creation, Original Sin, the Flood, and the ancestors
of Christ, are a triumph of religious painting. However, Pope Julius II,
offended by the nude figures in the Last Judgment frescoes, ordered paint-
ers to cover the nudes with fig leaves. As a result, Michelangelo left Rome
in disgust. He left behind what is arguably the most beautiful pictorial
ensemble in Western painting.

Michelangelo’s work represents the epitome of art during the Renais-
sance, a time of cultural rebirth. From about 1330 to 1530, the city-states
of the Italian peninsula emerged as the intellectual and artistic centers of
Europe. It was a period during which classical texts were rediscovered,
thereby reviving the ideas, architecture, arts, and values of ancient Greece
and Rome. By celebrating the beauty of nature and the dignity of mankind,
Renaissance artists and scholars helped shape the intellectual and cultural
history of the modern world. During the fifteenth century, Michelangelo,
as well as Leonardo da Vinci and many other Renaissance sculptors and
painters, enjoyed the patronage of wealthy families and produced some
of the immortal works of the European experience. From about 1490 to
1530, Rome, too, was the center of a final period of artistic innovation, the
High Renaissance, during which time the popes, including Julius 11, com-
missioned paintings, sculptures, and churches.

Yet, weakened by internal political turmoil, the Italian city-states were
ravaged by foreign invaders beginning in 1494. Unable to resist French
invasion and then Spanish domination, after 1530 the city-states were no
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longer able to support artistic glories, and the Renaissance ended in a
mood of discouragement, in striking contrast to the contagious optimism
that had characterized its greatest moments.

THE CiTY-STATES OF THE ITALIAN PENINSULA

The city-states were the fundamental political unit of the Italian peninsula,
the most urbanized part of the Western world, even though the vast majority
of the population of the Italian peninsula still lived in the countryside. In
1200, there were several hundred independent city-states on the Italian
peninsula; gradually, however, that number was reduced, as many were
absorbed as subject territories by more powerful city-states. A century later,
at least twenty-three cities in the northern and central parts of the peninsula
had populations of more than 20,000. It was within these city-states that the
achievements of the Renaissance took place.

The city-states of Renaissance ltaly were the most urbanized part of the Western
world. Pictured here is the Loggia dei Lanzi, the principal gathering place in Flo-
rence. In the foreground, one can see priests and nuns praying while Florentine cit-
izens go on about their day.
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Thriving Economies

The economic prosperity and social dynamism of the city-states made the
cultural achievements of the Renaissance possible. The city-states had
become independent and prosperous because of the expansion of com-
merce during the eleventh and twelfth centuries. The Italian peninsula
formed a natural point of exchange between East and West.

Intensively studied in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Roman law
provided a framework for order and the development of political life within
the Italian city-states. The Roman Empire had depended on a network of
largely autonomous cities and towns, particularly in the plains of the north-
ern part of the peninsula. These had been linked by a system of roads, unri-
valed in Europe, all of which, as the saying goes, eventually led to Rome.

The people of the Italian peninsula had suffered the ravages of the Black
Death and the other epidemics of the fourteenth century, but the ensuing
economic recession, which led to declines in manufacturing and population
in the central Italian region of Tuscany, did not affect much of the northern
part of the peninsula, which still prospered. Drawing wool from England
and Spain, Florence’s textile industry employed about 30,000 workers. The
finished Florentine cloth and woolen goods were then traded throughout the
Mediterranean, and to Burgundy, Flanders, England, and as far as Asia.
Agriculture thrived in the broad river valleys of Tuscany and Lombardy. The
production of grains, vegetables, and wine, aided by the drainage of swamps
and marshes and by irrigation, not only fed the urban population but also
provided an agricultural surplus that could be invested in commerce and
manufacturing. The proximity of Mediterranean trade routes bolstered
international trade and small-scale manufacturing and brought prosperity to
ambitious Italian merchants.

The development of banking during the early fourteenth century helped
finance internal trade and international commerce. By the beginning of the
fifteenth century, the Church’s condemnation of usury no longer was taken
to apply to banking, as long as the rates of interest were not considered
excessive. Florence's gold florin became a standard currency in European
trading centers. The bankers of that city, with agents in Avignon and many
other cities throughout its trading network, were central to European com-
merce and monarchical and papal finances. Unlike traders elsewhere in Eu-
rope, Florentine merchants had broad experience with bills of exchange and
deposit, which provided credit to purchasers. There were, however, risks to
such loans. In the fifteenth century, the king of England forced Florentine
merchants to loan him money, or face expulsion from the realm and lose all
their assets there. But he defaulted on the loans after his invasion of France
failed during the Hundred Years’ War, and several major Florentine mer-
chant companies went into bankruptcy.

Venice and Genoa were also major trading and banking cities, as well as
centers of shipbuilding and insurance. Each city had long traded with the
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This miniature depicts the Piazzetta of the Republic of Venice, with all the activity
of a major Adriatic port.

East Indies and the Far East. Venice, in particular, had been a major center
of trade and transcultural exchange between the Christian West and Mus-
lim East since the eighth century. Venice linked sea routes with the long
overland routes to Constantinople through the desolate mountains of the
Balkans. Merchants hedged their bets on whether their shipments would fall
victim to the sudden Mediterranean storms, to roving pirates, or to some
other mishap on the overland route through Central Asia. The merchants
carried fine woolens and linen from the Italian peninsula and northern Eu-
rope, as well as metals, to the East. They returned with cotton, silk, and,
above all, spices, including pepper, cinnamon, nutmeg, ginger, and sugar,
which arrived via Alexandria or Constantinople from the East Indies, luxury
goods to awaken the palates of wealthy Europeans. Merchants from both
East and West used towns in Crimea, a peninsula extending into the north-
ern Black Sea, as intermediary points for trade from Muscovy, Persia, India,
and China (see Map 2.1).

Merchant capitalism eroded the power of the nobility by expanding
the ranks and influence of townsmen. The wealth and status of urban
merchants—although nobles also engaged in trade—allowed them to
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shown at their source.
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dominate the oligarchies that ruled the city-states. Prosperity increased
the strong sense of municipal identity and pride; the Florentine political
theorist Niccoldo Machiavelli insisted, “I love my native city more than my
own soul.”

Social Structure

The social structure of the Italian city-states resembled that of other urban
centers of trade and manufacturing in England, France, Flanders, and Hol-
land. In the city-states, the popolo grasso, or “fat people,” were the elite,
including nobles, wealthy merchants, and manufacturers. The mediocri
were the middling sort, including smaller merchants and master artisans.
The popolo minuto, or “little people,” made up the bulk of the urban popula-
tion. In cities, artisans and laborers were burdened by high taxes on con-
sumption. Urban elites owned much of the richest land of the hinterland,
which was worked by tenant farmers, sharecroppers, and agricultural labor-
ers, as well as by peasant landowners. In the northern and central part of the
Italian peninsula, most peasants were free to be miserably poor, while in the
southern part many still owed obligations to their lords.

The “fat people” of the city-states comprised no more than 5 percent of
the population. The great patricians assumed the status of princes of their
cities, whether as dukes, cardinals, or, in the case of Rome, as the pope him-
self. Although social differences remained sharp in Italian city-states, as
everywhere, commercial wealth made possible some degree of social mobil-
ity, above all in Florence, the wealthiest city. New families, enriched by com-
merce, rose into the ruling elite, although opportunities to do so declined
noticeably by the end of the fifteenth century.

An elaborate and highly ritualized etiquette based upon mutual flattery
maintained social distance. The wealthiest families became even richer
despite the recession that extended throughout much of the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries; their prosperity made them even more eager not to be
taken for anyone of more modest station. Thus, one of the powerful dukes of
Milan insisted that his wife be called Illustrissima (“Illustrious One”). Flat-
tery and subservience could be found in every greeting, and in every letter
penned to a prince: “Nothing in the world pleases me more than your com-
mands,” and the ominous “I live only insofar as I am in your excellency’s
graces,” which was sometimes true enough.

Urban patriarchs dominated their cities through power and patronage.
They dispensed titles, privileges, and cash as they pleased. The duke of Fer-
rara affirmed his power by going door to door once a year to “beg” on behalf
of the poor, an inversion of reality that served to define his authority and the
subordination of everyone else. But princes and patriarchs also ruled through
intimidation, occasionally eliminating enemies with astonishing cruelty.
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Renaissance Political Life

The originality of the Italian city-states during the Renaissance lay not
only in their remarkable artistic accomplishments but also in their preco-
ciously innovative forms of political structure. The organization of some of
the city-states into constitutional republics was closely linked to the cul-
tural achievements of the Renaissance. Nonetheless, there was nothing
democratic about the city-states of Renaissance Italy, for the elites had
brutally crushed the popular uprisings of artisans and shopkeepers that
occurred in Siena and other towns during the fourteenth century.

Fourteenth- and fifteenth-century republics were constitutional oli-
garchies dominated by the most powerful families who filled the executive
bodies, legislative or advisory councils, and special commissions that gov-
erned each city-state. The percentage of male citizens enjoying the right to
vote ranged from about 2 percent in fifteenth-century Venice to 12 percent
in fourteenth-century Bologna, the former percentage seeming most repre-
sentative of the restricted nature of political rights in Renaissance Italy.
Venice, Siena, Lucca, and Florence (at least until the waning days of domi-
nation by the powerful Medici family) were the most stable oligarchic
republics of Renaissance Italy; Genoa, Bologna, and Perugia went back and
forth between republican and despotic governments (see Map 2.2).

Some of the other city-states became outright hereditary despotisms (sig-
nori) run by a single family. Milan, a despotism under the control of the Vis-
conti family, had grown prosperous from metallurgy and textile
manufacturing. Francesco Sforza, a condottieri (mercenary of common ori-
gins), who had married the illegitimate daughter of the last Visconti duke in
1447, helped overthrow the republic less than three years later. Sforza
imposed his family’s rule with the support of Milanese nobles. The Sforza
family thereafter skillfully played off rivalries between other powerful fami-
lies, sometimes implementing their will with sheer force. The duke of Milan
tolerated a council of 900 men drawn from the city’s leading citizens, but he
appointed magistrates and officials—and in general ruled—as he pleased.
Likewise, princely families, such as the Este family of Ferrara and the Gon-
zaga family of Mantua, ran the smaller city-states.

By contrast, Venice, an energetic, prosperous Adriatic port city of lagoons
and canals built on a number of small islands, remained in principle a
republic. Its constitution offered a balance of political interests: the doge, an
official elected for life by the Senate, served as an executive authority whose
prerogatives were not that far from those of a monarch. The Great Council,
consisting of about 2,500 enfranchised patricians, elected the Senate,
which represented the nobility, an increasing number of whom were enno-
bled merchants living in elegantly decorated houses facing the canals. No
one represented the poor, more than half the population of Venice.

Like the monarchies beyond the Alps, the Italian city-states developed
small, efficient state bureaucracies, as the despots or oligarchs (a few men
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or families running the government) of each city improved the effective-
ness of state administration. Thus, Florence and Venice had special com-
mittees responsible for foreign affairs and commerce. Many offices were
sold or filled by members of the leading families linked by marriages. Per-
sonal relations between powerful families, for example, between the
Medicis and the Sforza, facilitated diplomacy. The Medici engaged finan-
cial specialists for the management of the fiscal policies of their city and
their family, although the latter, to the detriment of Florence, almost
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always took precedence. (“Better a city
ruined,” said Cosimo de’ Medici, “than
lost.”)

The condottieri were central to the
political and military situation in Italy.
A military ethos permeated the courts
of the Italian princes. A young prince
learned military exercises, including
jousting (horseback combat with long
lances that could occasionally be
deadly), and he began to hunt, some-
times using falcons. Some dukes hired
themselves and their private armies out
to the highest bidders, such as powerful
Italian princes, the king of France, or
the Holy Roman emperor.

Renaissance princes and oligarchs sur-
rounded themselves with an imposing
retinue of attendants. The court of
Portrait of Francesco Sforza, one of Urbino, not particularly wealthy com-
the elite popolo grasso. pared to some of the others, employed a

staff of 355 people. This number
included 45 counts of the duchy, 17
noblemen of various pedigrees, 22 pages, 5 secretaries, 19 chamber grooms,
S cooks, 19 waiters, 50 stable hands, and 125 servants and jacks-of-all-
trades, including the galoppini, who galloped around on a variety of errands.

Florence, Milan, Venice, Naples, and the Papal States were as aggressive
as France and the other monarchies beyond the Alps. They dominated
their weaker neighbors through force, intimidation, and alliances, picking
them off one by one, as in chess. When they were not battling each other,
Florence and Venice combined to limit Milanese control to Lombardy,
while establishing their own authority over their respective regions. Venice
controlled territory from the Alps to the Po River. Genoa, bitterly divided
between merchant factions and nobles living in the hills above the
Mediterranean port, struggled to maintain its autonomy because it lay
physically exposed to more powerful Milan, as well as to the kingdom of
France.

The Papal States, which bordered Tuscany east of the Apennines and to
their south, functioned like any other city-state. The pope, too, was a tem-
poral, as well as a spiritual, prince. He was elected for life by cardinals, the
highest bishops of the Church, who were, in turn, appointed by the pope.
Like monarchs and urban oligarchs, popes had to contend with the ambi-
tious nobles of the Papal States. They, too, conspired with and sought
alliances against other city-states. The eternal city was only the peninsula’s
eighth largest city in the late fourteenth century, ruled by a beleaguered
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papacy amid distant echoes of past glories. The city-states were increas-
ingly freed from the authority and interference of the papacy. This began
with the “Babylonian Captivity” (1309-1378), when the popes lived in Avi-
gnon under the direct influence of the king of France and, for a time, a
rival pontiff claimed authority from Rome (see Chapter 3). The declining
role of the papacy in temporal Italian affairs further aided the rise of Flo-
rence, Milan, and Venice.

Florence: Anatomy of a Renaissance City

Florence was the cradle of the Italian Renaissance, fulfilling the prediction
of the Tuscan poet Dante Alighieri (1265-1321) that a new civilization
would arise on the Italian peninsula. Indeed, early in the Renaissance, the
language of the region, Tuscan, emerged as the “courtly language” used by
an increasing number of educated Italians beyond Tuscany.

The walled city dominated its rich hinterland of gentle hills and prosper-
ous plains. The Arno River, which flows through Florence, was navigable
from the Mediterranean port of Pisa except during the summer months. In
1406, Florence conquered Pisa, another center of textile production, once a
worthy challenger of Genoa for maritime trade but now divided into quarrel-
ing factions. This window on the sea aided Florentine commerce, enabling
the city to become a maritime power.

Several other factors contributed to Florence’s becoming the center of the
revival of classical learning. Roman law and Latin had long been the founda-
tion of training of Florentine ecclesiastics, lawyers, and notaries. Although
the influence of the Church remained strong, the Medici rulers encouraged
a cultural movement that had strong secular elements. Both Christian and
secular traditions, then, infused Florentine civic life.

The combination of a dynamic craft tradition and an economy closely tied
to the production of luxury goods made Florence receptive to artistic innova-
tion. The city honored the accomplishments of its citizens—including cul-
tural achievements. Lastly, Florence's reputation as a relatively educated city
helped attract talented newcomers from rural Tuscany and other regions. It
had many schools, including a university, and boasted a rate of literacy
unmatched in Europe. In the fifteenth century, at least 8,000 children in a
population of 100,000 attended church and civic schools, as well as private
academies. It was said that even laborers could recite Dante’s verses by
heart.

The bell tower of the Palazzo Vecchio, the government building com-
pleted early in the fourteenth century, watched over the dynamic center of
international banking, commerce, and the manufacture of cloth, woolens,
silk, and jewelry. By the middle of the fourteenth century, Florence had
become the fifth largest city in Europe. Before the plagues of the 1340s,
about 100,000 people lived there. After falling by half, Florence’s popula-
tion revived during the next half-century, equaling that of London and
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A Florentine council in session.

Seville, but not Venice and Naples, each of which then had at least
100,000 inhabitants.

Wealthy merchants, the grandi, governed Florence with the support of
merchants, lawyers, and craftsmen of more modest means. Organized into
seven major guilds, the merchants and manufacturers, particularly the
cloth merchants, kept the fourteen lesser guilds (whose members included
artisans and shopkeepers) in a subordinate position. The guilds elected the
nine members of government, the Signoria, which administered the city.
The Signoria proposed laws and conducted foreign affairs. Its members led
the processions through the narrow streets during the various religious
holidays. Two assemblies, the Council of the People and the Council of the
Commune, served as a legislature. Citizens wealthy enough to pay taxes
elected the 600 to 700 members of these councils, which met as needed to
approve the decisions of the Signoria.

During the fifteenth century, the business of government went on in the
palaces of the wealthiest citizens of Florence. The elite feared that the poor
would revolt as they had in 1378 in the uprising known as the Ciompi, or
“the wooden shoes,” so named because many of the laborers could only
afford such footwear. Suffering from economic hardship and aided by dis-
gruntled members of the lower guilds, the cloth workers had risen up in a
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bloody insurrection in the hope of expanding the guild system already in
power. The possibility of another uprising of the poor thereafter remained in
the memory of the “fat people,” causing them to keep the workers in a posi-
tion of resentful subservience.

The renewal, then, of the Florentine elite with new families provided
change within continuity, despite no small degree of political turbulence
in the fifteenth century. The crowning cultural achievements of the Re-
naissance were not only rooted in Florence’s prosperity but also in the rel-
ative social and political stability within that innovative city-state.

In 1434, Cosimo de’ Medici (1389-1464) and his family seized control of
Florentine political life. The family drew its great wealth from banking and
the manufacture and commerce of textiles. Supported by a few patrician
families, Cosimo banished prominent members of the most powerful rival
clans. The Medici now controlled the offices of government. They manipu-
lated the electoral process masterfully, using their wealth to curry support.
Cosimo reflected the marketplace toughness of his family.

Florentine nobles generally accepted Medici rule because stability con-
tributed to prosperity. Wealthy families continued to conspire against each
other, even as Florence warred against Venice, but the powerful families
remained staunchly patriotic, devoted to their city. Nonetheless, some Flo-
rentine nobles continued to oppose the Medici. In the Pazzi conspiracy of
1479, Lorenzo the Magnificent (1449-1492), Cosimo’s grandson, survived
an assassination attempt during Mass. Several hours later, four of the ene-
mies of the Medici were hanging upside down from a government building,
including the archbishop of Pisa. Lorenzo composed verses to be placed
under their heads and commissioned Sandro Botticelli (c. 1445-1510) to
paint them as they swung. Renaissance culture and the often violent politi-
cal world of the city-states here converged.

The establishment of a Council of Seventy, which elected committees
assigned responsibility for domestic and foreign affairs, helped the Medici
tighten their grip on the reins of the Florentine republic. Lorenzo extended
the family’s banking interests and its influence with the pope in Rome.
Among the many honors bestowed on the Medici family, Lorenzo considered
the papal nomination of his thirteen-year-old son to the rank of Church car-
dinal “the greatest achievement of our house.”

A Dynamic CULTURE

Economically and intellectually dynamic, Florence emerged as the center
of the Renaissance. As Florence solidified its leading position on the Ital-
ian peninsula, its people rediscovered and celebrated classical learning.
While glorifying antiquity, Renaissance poetry, prose, and painting empha-
sized the dignity of the individual, made in the image of God. It gradually
moved concepts like beauty and virtue away from theological constraints.
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The Rediscovery of Classical Learning

The Tuscan poet Petrarch (Francesco Petrarca, 1304—1374) was among the
earliest and most influential of those who rediscovered and celebrated the
classics of Latin antiquity. Petrarch, the son of a Florentine notary, learned
Latin from a monk who inspired the boy to pursue his fascination with the
classical world, which he came to view as a lost age. As a young man,
Petrarch lived in Avignon, among an international community of lawyers and
churchmen at the papal court during the “Avignon Papacy” (1309-1378),
when the popes were subject to the influence of the kings of France. There
he copied ancient works from manuscripts and books. Petrarch and his
friends searched far and wide for more classical manuscripts. They uncov-
ered the Letters to Athens of the Roman orator and moralist Marcus Tullius
Cicero (106—43 B.c.), among other texts, stored in the cathedral of Verona.
The study of Cicero led Petrarch to see in classical philosophy a guide to life
based on experience.

Petrarch’s successors found and copied other classical manuscripts.
Among them were classical literary commentaries, which provided human-
ists with a body of information about the authors in whom they were inter-
ested. Scholars brought works of classical Greek authors, including the
playwright Sophocles, from Constantinople and from the libraries of
Mount Athos, an important center of learning in the Eastern Orthodox
Church. Knowledge of Greek texts (as well as certain Arabic and Hebrew
texts) spread slowly through Italy after the arrival of Greek teachers from
Constantinople.

The development of printing (see Chapter 1) permitted the diffusion of
a variety of histories, treatises, biographies, autobiographies, and poems.
Printing spread knowledge of classical texts and the development of tex-
tual criticism itself. Many Renaissance scholars considered Cicero to rep-
resent the model of the purest classical prose (although others considered
him too long-winded), and by 1500 more than 200 editions of his works
had been printed in Italy, including his influential On Oratory and his let-
ters. Libraries were established in many of the Italian city-states, including
Florence, Naples, and Venice, and provided scholars with common texts
for study.

From Scholasticism to Humanism

The Romans had used the concept of humanitas to describe the combina-
tion of wisdom and virtue that they revered. The term came to refer to stud-
ies that were intellectually liberating, the seven liberal arts of antiquity:
grammar, logic, arithmetic, geometry, music, astronomy, and rhetoric (the
art of expressive and persuasive speech or discourse). Medieval scholasti-
cism was a system of thought in which clerics applied reason to philosophi-
cal and theological questions. Those teachers and students who shifted their
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A humanist educator and his charges.

focus from the scholastic curriculum—Ilaw, medicine, and theology—to the
curriculum of Latin grammar, rhetoric, and metaphysics became known as
“humanists.” They considered the study of the “humanities” to be essential
for educating a good citizen.

Renaissance humanists believed that they were reviving the glory of the
classical age. They considered their era greater than any since the Roman
Empire. They also believed the Italian peninsula, although divided by po-
litical units, dialects, and by the Apennine Mountains, shared a common,
distinct culture.

Venerating classical civilization, the humanists turned their backs on
medieval scholasticism, which they believed was composed of irrelevant the-
ological debates and encouraged ascetic withdrawal from the world.
Scholastics celebrated the authority of Church texts and revered the saint,
the monk, and the knight. Petrarch rejected idle philosophic speculation or
even knowledge that seemed irrelevant to mankind. He mocked scholastics,
remarking that they can tell you “how many hairs there are in the lion’s
mane . . . with how many arms the squid binds a shipwrecked sailor. . . .
What is the use, I pray you, of knowing the nature of beasts, birds, fishes
and serpents, and not knowing, or spurning the nature of man, to what end
we are born, and from where and whither we pilgrimage.”

The humanists proclaimed the writers of antiquity to be heroes worthy of
emulation. Although virtually all humanists accepted Christianity, and cleri-
cal religious culture persisted intact, humanism stood as an alternative
approach to knowledge and culture. Humanists believed that a knowledge of
the humanities could civilize mankind, teaching the “art of living.” Petrarch
insisted that the study of classical poetry and rhetoric could infuse daily life
with ethical values.

Unlike the scholastics, humanists believed that it was not enough to
withdraw into philosophy. Petrarch rediscovered the classical ideal that the
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philosopher, or humanist, was a wise man who could govern. Cicero had
written that what made an individual great was not the gifts of good for-
tune, but the use to which he put them. The active life, including partici-
pation in public affairs, had formed part of his definition of true wisdom.
From the literature of the Greek and Roman past, humanists looked for
guides to public life in their own city-states. The first half of the fifteenth
century is often referred to as the period of “civic humanism” because of
the influence of humanists and artists on the city-states themselves. Like
the classic writers of ancient Rome, Renaissance writers were concerned
with wisdom, virtue, and morality within the context of the political com-
munity. Humanists wrote boastful histories of the city-states, philosophi-
cal essays, stirring orations, and flattering biographies, as well as poetry,
eagerly imitating classical styles.

The Renaissance and Religion

While rediscovering classic texts and motifs, the Renaissance remained
closely linked to religion. Dante’s Divine Comedy (1321), an allegorical
poem, provides the quintessential expression of medieval thought by its
demonstration of the extraordinary power that both Latin classical learn-
ing and Christian theology exerted on educated thought and literature. In
his voyage through Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven, Dante encounters histori-
cal figures suffering terrible agonies for their sins, waiting expectantly for
admission into Heaven, or already reaping the benefits of having lived a
good life. Renaissance humanists could reject medieval scholasticism with-
out turning their backs on the Church. Indeed, they claimed that they
were searching for the origins of Christianity in the classical world from
which it had emerged.

Although not the first to do so, humanists took classic texts, which were
pagan, and ascribed to them meanings prophetic of Christianity. For exam-
ple, the Aeneid, the long epic written by Virgil (70-19 B.c.), had been
commissioned by the Roman emperor Augustus in the hope that it would
offer the most favorable image of himself and of the empire, that is, of
Rome bringing peace and civilization to the world. The hero of the Aeneid,
Aeneas, personifies the ideal qualities of a Roman citizen, wanting to fulfill
his patriotic duties, seeking glory for the empire but never for himself. The
humanists transformed Aeneas’s journey into an allegory for the itinerary
of the Christian soul, appropriating antiquity into theology by viewing it as
a foreshadowing of the true religion.

The place of the Church in Italian life remained strong during the Renais-
sance, the relative decline in the papacy’s temporal power notwithstanding.
There was thus considerable continuity between the medieval period and
the Renaissance in matters of religion. There were at least 264 bishops in
Italy, as many as in the rest of the Christian world. In 1427, Florence had
more than 1,400 clerics out of a population of 38,000 living in ecclesiastical
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institutions. Religious festivals dotted the calendar. The colorful Venetian
water processions of elaborately decorated gondolas, jousting, boat races,
and the annual horse race (palio) sponsored by rival neighborhoods in Siena
still bear witness to the playful but intense festivity of the Renaissance city-
states, a festivity that gave ritualized religious expression to civic and politi-
cal life.

The Renaissance Man and Woman

Renaissance literature and poetry, preoccupied with nature, beauty, and
reason, placed the individual at the forefront of attention. Renaissance
writers praised mankind as “heroic” and “divine,” rational and prudent,
rather than intrinsically unworthy by virtue of being stained by original
sin, as Church theologians held. This, too, represented a revival of the
classic vision of the moral greatness of the individual and his or her ability
to discover truth and wisdom.

By this view, the lay person could interpret morality through the ancient
texts themselves, without the assistance of the clergy. Once someone had
learned to read Latin and Greek, neither ecclesiastical guidance nor formal-
ized school settings were necessary for the accumulation of wisdom. Univer-
sities in general remained under the influence of the theological debates of
scholasticism, although the universities of Florence, Bologna, and Padua
gradually added humanist subjects to their curricula. Relatively few human-
ists emerged from the universities, which remained training grounds for
jurists, doctors, and clerics.

“These studies are called liberal because they make man free,” a humanist
wrote; they are humane “because they perfect man ... those studies by
which we attain and practice virtue and wisdom; that education which calls
forth, trains and develops those highest gifts of body and of mind, which
ennoble man.” The young Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494)
exclaimed, “O highest and most marvelous felicity of man! To him it is
granted to have whatever he chooses, to be whatever he wills.” Pico described
the individual as an independent and autonomous being who could make his
own moral choices and become, within the context of Christianity, “the
molder and sculptor of himself.”

The political theorist Niccold Machiavelli (1469-1527), too, found per-
sonal fulfillment in the study of the classics. He had been employed in the
Florentine chancery, serving as a diplomat. Purged when the Medici over-
threw the republic in 1512, he took up residence in the countryside. Machi-
avelli complained that his days consisted of mundane exchanges with
rustics. But “when evening comes I return home and go into my study. On
the threshold I strip off my muddy, sweaty, workday clothes, and put on the
robes of court and palace, and in this graver dress | enter the antique courts
of the ancients and am welcomed by them, and there again I taste the food
that alone is mine, and for which I was born. And I make bold to speak to
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them and ask the motives of their actions, and they, in their humanity, reply
to me. And for the space of four hours I forget the world, remember no vexa-
tion, fear poverty no more, tremble no more at death: I pass indeed into their
world.” Machiavelli evoked the exhilaration of the individual discovering the
joys of antiquity.

The development of the autobiography in literature reflected the cele-
bration of the individual, however much the genre was limited to public
people and the image that they sought to present of themselves, revealing
virtually nothing of private life. In the first half of the fifteenth century,
the portrait and the self-portrait emerged as artistic genres; princes, oli-
garchs, courtiers, and other people of wealth joined Christ, the Virgin
Mary, and popular saints as subjects of painting.

A growing sense of what it meant to be “civilized” arose in the Italian
city-states and highlighted the place of the individual in society. The Ital-
ian patrician may have been cleaner and more perfumed than people else-
where in Europe. Books on good conduct and manners emerged. The
writer Baldassare Castiglione (1478-1529) urged the person of taste to
show that “whatever is said or done has been done without pains and virtu-
ally without thought” as if correct behavior had become part of his or her
very being. Women, he contended, should obtain a “knowledge of letters,
of music, of painting, and . . . how to dance and be festive.”

Castiglione’s The Courtier
(1528) described the ideal
courtier, or attendant at a court, as
someone who had mastered the
classics and several languages, and
who could paint, sing, write
poetry, advise and console his
prince, as well as run, jump, swim,
and wrestle. This idea of a “univer-
sal person,” or “Renaissance man,”
had existed for some time,
although, of course, not everyone
had the leisure or resources to
study so many subjects.

Although he was not a human-
ist and could not read Latin,
Leonardo da Vinci (1452—
1519)—painter, sculptor, scien-
tist, architect, military engineer,
inventor, and philosopher—
became the epitome of the “Ren-
aissance man.” The illegitimate
trates his understanding and appreciation SOn of a notary from a Tuscan vil-
of human anatomy. lage, he was apprenticed to a Flo-
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rentine painter at the age of twelve. Following acceptance into the master’s
guild in Florence, he remained in the workshop of his master until moving
in 1482 to Milan, where he enjoyed the patronage of the Sforza family. Tak-
ing the title “Painter and Engineer of the Duke of Milan,” Leonardo taught
students in his workshop and undertook scientific studies of human and
animal anatomy. His drawings were the first modern scientific illustrations.
Leonardo began compiling his prodigious notebooks, in which he jotted
down his ideas, perceptions, and experiences. He also sculpted an eques-
trian monument, designed costumes for theatrical performances, worked as
a military engineer, and decorated palaces. In 1500, Leonardo returned to
Florence, then went back to Milan six years later, beckoned by the governor
of Francis I, king of France. When the Milanese freed themselves from
French hegemony, he went south to Rome, where Pope Leo X (pope 1513—
1521) provided him with a salary. In 1516, the French king brought
Leonardo to his chateau on the Loire River at Amboise, where he sketched
court festivals, and served as something of a Renaissance jack-of-all-trades
before his death in 1519.

If the Renaissance is often said to have “discovered” mankind in general,
this meant, for the most part, men. The Church considered women to be
sinful daughters of Eve. Legally, women remained subordinate to men;
they could own property and make their wills, but they could not sell prop-
erty without their husbands’ permission. Both rich and poor families con-
tinued to value boys more than girls; poor families were far more likely to
abandon female babies or to place them in the care of a distant wet nurse.
Many families viewed girls as a liability because of the necessity of provid-
ing a dowry, however large or small, for their marriage. Some families of
means sent daughters off into convents. Because of the strict gender divi-
sion within the Church, women there could aspire not only to holiness and
sainthood, but also to leadership in a world of women. Life in a convent
left them free to study.

Some patricians, however, educated their girls as well as their boys in the
humanities. These girls studied letters, orations, and poems with tutors. A
small number of women went on to write because they could not enter
learned professions. Isotta Nogarola (1418-1466), a fifteenth-century
humanist from Verona, abandoned secular life for quiet religious contempla-
tion and scholarship. In her discussion of the fall of mankind in the Garden
of Eden, she apologized for the weakness of women's nature, and she
lamented that she fell short of “the whole and perfect virtue that men
attain.” Several women, however, managed to become publishers, book-
sellers, and printers, including several nuns who set the type for works by
Petrarch. The achievement of such status required literacy and family con-
nections to the trade—for example, being the widow or daughter of a printer
and thus having family links to a guild. It was rare for a female printer to
sign her name to her work, and her status was viewed as provisional—until,
for example, a male heir came of age.
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Overall, the Renaissance did not bring about any significant loosening in
the restrictions placed on women, and women'’s social and personal options
may even have been reduced. In the Italian city-states, women had less of a
role in public life than they had enjoyed in the courts of medieval Europe.
They presided over social gatherings, but for the most part in a ritualized,
decorative role. Although Renaissance authors idealized love and women, the
role of women continued to be to serve their fathers, husbands, or, in some
cases, their lovers. When the education of young women clashed with a
father’s plans for his daughter to marry, marriage won out without discus-
sion. Men'’s feelings were the focus of considerable attention by Renaissance
writers; women’s feelings and opinions usually were assumed to be unimpor-
tant. To be sure, women in large, powerful families like the Sforza, Este, and
Gonzaga exerted influence and were patrons to artists. Yet the subjects they
commissioned artists and sculptors to portray were essentially the same as
those of their male counterparts, and, in patriarchal households, their hus-
bands made the decisions.

RENAISSANCE ART

When the German painter Albrecht Diirer (1471-1528) visited Venice on
one of his two trips to the northern Italian peninsula, he was surprised and
delighted by the fact that artists there enjoyed considerably more status
than in his native Nuremburg: “Here,” he wrote, “l am a gentleman, at home
a sponger.”

The prestige and support given to the Renaissance artist created a nur-
turing environment for the remarkable artistic accomplishments that char-
acterize that special period’s place in history. Great works of Renaissance
architecture, painting, and sculpture are still studied by specialists and
appreciated by millions of people each year.

Architecture

Despite the Renaissance concept of the “ideal city” of architectural har-
mony, reflected in the first treatises on architecture, Florence, Siena, Peru-
gia, and other Italian cities retained their medieval cores, which contained
their markets and their public buildings, such as the town hall. But during
the fifteenth century, the narrow streets and alleys of many Italian cities
became interspersed with splendid buildings and dotted with works of art
commissioned by wealthy families.

Florence underwent a building boom during the fifteenth century.
Construction of its elegant residences stimulated the economy, providing
employment to day laborers, skilled artisans—brick- and tilemakers,
masons, roofers, carpenters, cabinetmakers, and joiners—and decorative
artists, including goldsmiths, sculptors, and painters. Renaissance archi-
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tecture emphasized elegant simplicity, an expansion of the simple rustic
fronts that had characterized medieval building. Renaissance architects
combined plain white walls with colorful, intricate arches, doors, and win-
dow frames. In the fifteenth century, expensive palaces of monumental
proportions with columns, arches, and magnificent stairways were consid-
ered sensible investments, because they could later be sold at a profit.
Like writers and painters, Renaissance architects looked to antiquity for
models. Filippo Brunelleschi (1377-1446) first applied theories of classical
architecture to the Foundling Hospital in Florence, the earliest building
constructed in Renaissance style. Fourteenth-century architects planned
churches in the form of a circle, the shape they thought was in the image
of God, with no beginning and no end. But they may also have drawn on
Rome’s Pantheon, a round classical temple. After going to the papal city to
study the ruins of classical architecture, Brunelleschi solved daunting tech-
nical problems to construct the vast dome, or cupola, of that city's cathe-
dral (Duomo). The magnificent structure, completed in 1413 after work
lasting more than a century, reflects the architect’s rejection of the north-
ern Gothic architectural style, with its pointed arches, vaulting, and flying
buttresses. Inspired by excavations of classical ruins and the rebuilding of
Rome in the late fifteenth century, architects began to copy classical styles
closely, adding ornate Corinthian columns and great sweeping arches.

Patronage and the Arts

Renaissance art could not have flourished without the patronage of wealthy,
powerful families, though commissions by guilds and religious confraterni-
ties were not uncommon. Artists, as well as poets and musicians, were
eager, like Leonardo, to be invited into a patrician’s household, where
there were few or no expenses, and time to work. Lesser artists painted
coats of arms, tapestries, and even portraits of the prince’s pets—dogs and
falcons.

Some humanists not fortunate enough to be given the run of a powerful
patrician’s place found posts as state secretaries, because they could draft
impressive official correspondence. They tutored the children of patrician
families, and a few worked as papal courtiers. Such humanists penned ora-
tions, scrupulously imitating Cicero, for formal state receptions, clamorous
festivals, and funerals. Pope Leo X, a Medici who composed and played
music himself, brought to his court a number of distinguished artists, in
addition to Leonardo da Vinci, and musicians, as well as humanists whom
he employed as officials and envoys. At the same time, the genres of wit
and satire developed and became part of the ribald and “sharp-tongued”
life of the political and social world of the city-state. Her well-heeled
friends winked and joined in the laughter when Isabella of Mantua dressed
one of her dwarfs as a bishop to greet a visiting dignitary. The biting satires
and lampoons of Pietro Aretino (1492—1556), who enjoyed in succession
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Pope Leo X, here presented
by Raphael with two cardi-
nals, brought artists and
musicians to his court.

the patronage of a banker, a cardinal, the duke of Mantua, the Medici of
Florence, and a Venetian doge and nobleman, spared neither secular nor
ecclesiastical leaders from mocking jokes and rhymes. Aretino attacked
social climbers and the venality of offices in the city-states with particular
venom. He spared the one person he referred to as divine—himself.

Because the classical texts suggested that the active life included playing a
salutary role in one's community, humanist families of means believed that
they should demonstrate wisdom by making good use of their riches. Com-
missioning works of art seemed to confirm moral leadership, and therefore
the right to govern. Wealthy families also used art to reflect the image that
they wished to give of themselves, for example, commissioning portraits to
impress the family of a prospective spouse.

The Medici of Florence, the greatest of the secular patrons of the arts,
commissioned buildings, paid for the elaborate decoration of chapels and
altarpieces, and restored monasteries. Although wags suggested that he may
have been more interested in the expensive bindings of the books he pur-
chased than in their contents, Cosimo de’ Medici collected manuscripts and
even read some of them. The wealthy banker oversaw the construction of
fine palaces and churches. Michelangelo (1475-1564), who designed the
Medici tomb in the church of Saint Lorenzo in Florence, was but one sculp-
tor who enjoyed the favor of the Medici.

The long economic recession of the fifteenth century may have actually
contributed to the arts. Finding insufficient profits in commerce and man-
ufacturing for their money, patrician families spent considerable sums on
paintings and sculpture. This may, in turn, have accentuated the recession
by turning productive capital away from economic investments. At the
same time, so the argument goes, the recession offered families of means
more time to devote to culture.
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Masaccio's Adoration of the Magi (1426).

Patrons of the arts often specified not only the subject of the work they
were commissioning but certain details as well, requiring, for example,
that specific saints be depicted. The size of the work of art and its price
were also specified, of course, including the cost of blue pigment or gold
for paintings and bronze or marble for sculptures. Cherubs cost more.
Although one of the dukes of Ferrara paid for his paintings by their size,
increasingly patrons paid the artist for his time—and thus his skill—as well
as for the materials he used. The contract for a work of art might specify
whether it was to be completed by the artist himself, or if assistants from
the master’s workshop could be employed for certain parts. Patrons some-
times appeared on the canvas, as in the case of The Adoration of the Magi
(1426) by Tommaso di Giovanni Masaccio (1401-1428), which includes
portraits of the notary who commissioned the painting and his son. Con-
versely, patricians occasionally commissioned artists to humiliate their
enemies, as when a painter in Verona was paid to sneak up to the walls of
a rival palace and paint obscene pictures.

Renaissance Artists

Because of its basis in the craft tradition, in the medieval world painting
was considered a “mechanical” art. This made the status of the artist
ambiguous, because he sold his own works and lacked the humanist’s edu-
cation. Michelangelo’s father tried to discourage his son from becoming a
sculptor, an art that he identified with stone cutting. Michelangelo himself
sometimes signed his paintings “Michelangelo, sculptor,” as if to differen-
tiate himself from a mere painter. Yet, in his treatise on painting (1435),
the humanist Leon Battista Alberti, irritated by contemporary insistence
that painting was a “mechanical art,” insisted that the artist was no longer
a craftsman but a practitioner of a “high art.”

Of the artists whose social origins are known, the majority had fathers
who were urban shopkeepers or artisans, most often in the luxury trades.
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Next in number—surprisingly—came the sons of nobles, perhaps reflect-
ing the relative decline in noble fortunes during the Renaissance. Then
came the children of merchants and educated professionals such as
notaries, lawyers, and officials. A few painters, like Raphael (1483-1520),
were sons of artists. Only a handful were the sons of peasants.

The contemporary association between craftsmen and painters was
appropriate, because, like the former, artists entered a period of apprentice-
ship. Architects and composers lacked such formal training. The painters’
guild of Venice required five years of apprenticeship, followed by two years
of journeyman status, requirements similar to those by which silversmiths,
shoemakers, cabinetmakers, and other craftsmen were trained. Some mas-
ters had sizable workshops, where apprentices trained and often lived
together, sometimes working on the same paintings (which is one reason it is
difficult to authenticate some canvases). Because women could neither
become apprentices nor attend universities, there were no prominent female
Renaissance artists until well into the sixteenth century.

Indeed, artists claimed that they deserved more esteem than a craftsman.
Leonardo praised the painter, who sits “at his easel in front of his work,
dressed as he pleases, and moves his light brush with the beautiful colors . . .
often accompanied by musicians or readers of various beautiful works.” The
artist’s quest for the humanist ideals of beauty and God helps explain the
rise of some artists of the Renaissance period from practitioners of a
“mechanical art,” to the description of Michelangelo offered by a Por-
tuguese painter: “In Italy, one does not care for the renown of great princes:
it's a painter only that they call divine.” Not all painters ascended to such
heights, of course, but in general the status of the artist rose during the Re-
naissance. Michelangelo, Leonardo, Raphael, and Titian (Tiziano Vecellio,
c. 1490-1576) lived as gentlemen, the last knighted by Holy Roman
Emperor Charles V. Some artists and writers were crowned with laurels—
thus the designation of “poet laureate”—Dby their adoring city-states.

Painting and Sculpture

The rediscovery of antiquity, nature, and mankind transformed European
painting. Renaissance artists reflected the influence of the neo-Platonists. In
the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the neo-Platonists appropri-
ated Plato’s belief that eternal ideas—such as beauty, truth, and goodness—
existed beyond the realm of everyday life. Humanists believed that the mind
could transcend human nature and come to understand these eternal ideas.
The artist could reproduce the beauty of the soul through imagination and,
in doing so, reach out to God. To Dante, art was “the grandchild of God.” For
Michelangelo, beauty “lifts to heaven hearts that truly know.”

Artists sought to achieve the representation of beauty in a realistic way
by using the proportions created by God in the universe. It was the
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Stories of Saint John the Evan-
gelist: Vision on the Island of
Patmos, fresco by Giotti,
Peruzzi Chapel in the Basilica
of Santa Croce in Florence.

supreme compliment to say of a Renaissance painter that his work had sur-
passed nature in beauty. Leonardo put it this way: “Painting . . . compels
the mind of the painter to transform itself into the mind of nature itself
and to translate between nature and art.” During the Renaissance, nature
ceased to be mere background. Painters now faithfully depicted the beauty
of mountains, rocks, and gardens for their own sake.

Objects of everyday life increasingly appeared in paintings, reflecting a
greater preoccupation with realistic depiction. Take, for example, Raphael’s
painting of the pudgy Pope Leo X, staring off into space while fiddling with a
magnifying glass with which he has been examining a book (see p. 64).

Beauty could be portrayed with extraordinary richness. The memorable
figures of the frescoes of Giotto di Bondone (c. 1266—1337) in the chapels
of Holy Cross Church in Florence, particularly their facial expressions,
reflect humanity, deeply personal emotion, and naturalism, unseen since
the classical age. The fame of Giotto, who is usually considered the first
great painter of the Renaissance, spread rapidly throughout much of Italy,
and his style greatly influenced his successors. Raphael, who admired and
learned from Michelangelo, eight years his senior, wrote of trying to paint
a beautiful woman, “I use as my guide a certain idea of the beautiful that
I carry in my mind.” Raphael’s figures reflect a softness and inner beauty
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that contrast with the powerful, stirring sub-
jects of the tempestuous Michelangelo. Reflect-
ing neo-Platonist influence, Titian early in the
sixteenth century strove to bring the viewers of
his paintings closer to the idea of the eternal
form of female beauty that he sought to repre-
sent with his depictions of Venus.

The Greeks and Romans believed that the
painter and sculptor understood and portrayed
the soul when they reproduced the human face.
Leonardo’s famous Mona Lisa (1503-1507),
with its mysterious, confident half-smile, is a
compelling illustration of this undertaking.
“Movements of the soul,” wrote Alberti early in
the fifteenth century, “are recognized in move-
ments of the body.” The artist had to be able to
reveal the emotions and passions of the figures
he depicted.

Renaissance artists used a large repertoire of
stylized portrayals of emotion, the meanings of
which were immediately recognized by virtually
all viewers of their paintings. The Florentine
Masaccio intended his extraordinary fresco The
Masaccio’s The Expulsion Expulsion of Adam and Eve from Eden (c. 14'27)
of Adam and Eve from tOrepresent the tortured souls, as well as bodies,
Eden (c. 1427). of those biblical figures. Masaccio’s Adam covers

his eyes with his fingers in anguish in this truly

gripping depiction of Adam and Eve’s crushing
grief as they leave the Garden of Eden. Although Renaissance artists gener-
ally avoided many of the routine associations of the medieval period (gold for
piety, for example), certain colors were used for symbolic purposes. Violet was
often a color of reverence, white that of charity, red of fire, and gray of earth.
Clear colors, intense light, and ideal proportions were combined in represen-
tations of Christ. Deep coloring, more subtle and natural than the blues and
golds of medieval painting, enriched the canvas.

Medieval and Byzantine artists typically painted rigid images on a flat
space, thus their work often appeared two-dimensional and lifeless; linear
forms were arranged in order of importance, accompanied by symbols easily
identifiable to the viewer. The Renaissance development of perspective the-
ory, in which parallel lines recede from the surface and seem to converge on
the vanishing point, facilitated the realistic presentation of figures and move-
ment. Renaissance artists believed that naturalism could only be achieved
through the use of perspective. Masaccio first applied the mathematical laws
of perspective to painting in his revolutionary Trinity (1425), which makes a
two-dimensional surface seem to be three-dimensional. The mastery of light
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Andrea Mantegna's The Dead Christ (c. 1506), an example of
Renaissance treatment of perspective.

also contributed to innovative uses of space; for example, through the tech-
nique of foreshortening, artists proportionally contracted depth so as to give
the viewer the illusion of projection or extension into space. In his realistic
The Dead Christ (c. 1506), Andrea Mantegna (c. 1430-1506) utilized this
technique, which had been pioneered by Masaccio. This shortcut allowed
the artist to create the visual impression of a three-dimensional body on a
flat surface. Florentine artists, in particular, used perspective to develop high
relief and silhouette, presenting rounded figures on the canvas surface by
effective use of tones and shades.

This mastery of perspective by the naturalist painter Masaccio and, above
all, the sculptor Donatello (c. 1386-1466) helped Renaissance painters
choose difficult, complicated themes and treat them with a more complex
realism. Donatello utilized perspective to achieve dramatic action through
gradations of relief. In The Feast of Herod (c. 1417), sculpted in bronze for
the stone basin in the Siena Baptistery, Donatello captures the shocked
reaction of the king and guests as John the Baptist’s head is presented to
Herod. In Leonardo’s painting The Last Supper (c. 1495-1498), Christ’s
disciples crowd around the table. The viewer's eye is drawn along the lines of
perspective of the ceiling to the central figure of Christ, whose image stands
out because it is framed by a large window. Leonardo identifies Judas, the
betrayer of Christ, not by leaving him without a halo nor by placing him
alone on the other side of the table from Christ, but by painting him as the
only figure in shadow.
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To Leonardo, painting was the highest form of science, based on “what has
passed through our senses.” He believed that “the scientific and true princi-
ples of painting first determine” the components of painting: “darkness, light,
color, body, figure, position, distance, nearness, motion, and rest.” The work
of Michelangelo reflects a mastery of mathematics, anatomy, and optics. Ani-
mals, birds, and inanimate objects also took on a lifelike quality based upon
artists’ discovery of proper proportions.

The quest for the natural representation of beauty led some artists to
depict the human body in nude form, which some took to be a more natural
and expressive form borrowed from classical paganism. Michelangelo
believed that the depiction of the human body in sculpture was the ultimate
expression of mankind as a divine creation, made in God’s image. In his
sculptures and paintings of the nude figure, the muscles and sinews of the
body are infused with the emotions and passions of humanity.

Religious, public, and private life overlapped, as the people of Renais-
sance Italy sought religious meanings in everything they saw. Art with reli-
gious subjects also served a teaching function for the Church. In many
patrician houses, a religious image could be found in every room. Devo-
tional images, known as ex votos, were often erected in public spaces to
fulfill a vow made to a saint in times of danger or illness. Patricians com-
missioned paintings with religious themes to realize similar vows. More-
over, the splendid tombs sculpted for patricians and popes may have
reflected a preoccupation with glorifying the individual, but they nonethe-
less also emphasized eternal salvation.

Religious themes continued to dominate painting, accounting for per-
haps nine of every ten paintings; the Virgin Mary was the most popular fig-
ure, followed by Christ and the saints (above all, Saint John the Baptist,
the patron saint of Florence). The visualization of certain episodes in the
life of Christ or of the martyrdom of Saint Sebastian were intended to
stimulate piety and encourage morality. Thus, artists took on a role similar
to preachers, whose orations evoked a powerful emotional response.

Classical symbolism abounded in Renaissance painting and influenced
the depiction of religious themes, incorporating images drawn from pagan
Rome. Artists used details about history or mythology that patrons insisted
grace their canvases. Some of the classical gods stood as Renaissance sym-
bols of moral or physical qualities. Michelangelo modeled his Christ in
The Last Judgment (1536—1541) on a classical portrayal of the god Apollo.

Yet, along with scenes from classical mythology, paintings with secular
themes increased in number, notably portraits of famous men or of wealthy
patricians, but also of more ordinary people as well. Aretino, who criticized
everything, found fault with the democratization of the portrait, despite
the fact that he was the son of a shoemaker, insisting, “It is the disgrace of
our age that it tolerates the portraits even of tailors and butchers.”
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A section of Michelangelo’s fresco, The Creation of Man, on the ceiling of the Sistine
Chapel, the Vatican, showing God banishing Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden.

High Renaissance Style

During the period of the High Renaissance (1490—1530), the city-states of
Italy lost much of their economic and political vitality, confronting French
invasion and then Spanish domination. In the midst of economic decline
as well as internecine political warfare, artists no longer enjoyed the lavish
patronage of wealthy patrician families. Instead, the Church became their
patron.

The papacy inspired the monumentalism of the High Renaissance.
Besieged in the first two decades of the sixteenth century by denunciations
of the sale of indulgences—the purchase of the remission of some punish-
ment in Purgatory for one’s sins or for those of some family member—the
papacy sought to assert its authority and image (see Chapter 3). Papal
commissions in Rome were one attempt to recover public confidence and
made possible the artistic achievements of the High Renaissance. Follow-
ing excavations beginning in the 1470s that heightened interest in the
ancient Roman Empire, Raphael himself oversaw the reconstruction of
Rome and personally supervised excavations of the Roman Forum. Influ-
enced by and more dependent on the Church, the canvases of the painters
of the High Renaissance became even larger as they became less con-
cerned with rational order and more with achieving a powerful visual
response in their viewers.

Some humanists now began to claim that the papacy was the heir to the
glories of classical Rome. Popes took names that echoed the Roman
Empire. Julius I (pope 1503-1513) ordered a medal struck that read
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Leonardo da Vinci's The Last Supper (c. 1495-1498).

“Julius Caeser Pont[ifex]. II,” a term that meant “high priest” in classical
Rome. Wide boulevards and spaces were forged to accommodate waves of
pilgrims descending upon the city.

Leonardo’s The Last Supper is perhaps the first example of the style of
the High Renaissance, or what is sometimes called the Grand Manner.
Mannerism (a term from the Italian word for style), which particularly
characterized the 1520s, is marked by heightened scale, exaggerated
drama, and the submersion of detail to a total emotional effect. Donato
Bramante (1444—1514), who constructed St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome in
the “grand manner” of the High Renaissance, designed its grand Byzantine
dome, which was completed by Michelangelo and a successor.

Painters of the High Renaissance increasingly presented large, ambi-
tious, complex, and sometimes even bizarre canvases. Mannerism's imagi-
native distortions and sense of restlessness offered an unsettling vision in
tune with new uncertainties. Mannerism marked something of a reaction
against the Renaissance ideal of attaining classical perfection. Thus, some
painters ignored the rules of perspective; emotionalism, as well as mysti-
cism and illusionism, won out over classicism. Toward the end of his
career, Michelangelo’s work reflected this influence. His majestic marble
Moses (1515), sculpted for the tomb of Pope Julius II, has an immensely
prominent head, with an exaggerated facial expression. It reflects
Michelangelo’s tragic vision of human limitations, including his own.
Raphael and Titian presented human figures who seem almost empowered
by divine attributes but who nonetheless retain their humanity.
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Late in the fifteenth century, the Italian city-states entered a period of eco-
nomic and political decline, making the peninsula more vulnerable to for-
eign invasion. Subsequently, some of the battles between Spain and France,
Europe’s two dominant powers, were fought on the ltalian peninsula. The
exploration and gradual colonization of the Americas, first by Spain, and the
increase in trade and manufacturing in northwestern Europe, helped move
economic and cultural vigor toward the Atlantic Ocean, to Spain and north-
western Europe, most notably, England, France, and the Dutch Nether-
lands, and to the New World (see Chapter 5).

Economic Decline

The economic decline of the northern Italian city-states during the second
half of the fifteenth century undermined the material base of Renaissance
prosperity, indeed the economic primacy of the Mediterranean region. The
Italian city-states lost most of their trading routes with Asia. The Turks con-
quered Genoese trading posts in the Black Sea, the traditional merchant
route to Asia, and in the Aegean Sea. Turkish domination reduced Genoa’s
once mighty commercial network to trade centered on the Aegean island of
Chios. Of the Italian city-states, Venice alone continued to prosper. After
the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453, merchants in Venice con-
cluded a deal with the Turks by which they received a monopoly on trade
with the East, leaving the other city-states without access to their traditional
Asian markets. Venice's economy soon diversified with small-scale manufac-
turing, however, particularly as the Turkish threat to its interests mounted in
the eastern Mediterranean and Venetian galleys no longer could venture
into the Black Sea.

Merchants of the Italian city-states sought alternatives. The Genoese
established a trading post in the Muslim city of Malaga on the southern
coast of Spain, although this made them dependent on local Muslim mid-
dlemen. Portuguese fleets began to monopolize the spice trade with India
and beyond.

The Florentine silk and woolen industries, long prosperous, now faced
stiff competition from French and Dutch producers and merchants in north-
western Europe. The dazzling prosperity of the great Italian merchant fami-
lies ebbed. The economy of Europe—and even of world commerce
itself —was changing. Portuguese, Spanish, English, and Dutch traders
looked to the New World for new products and significant profits (see Chap-
ter 1). The rapid growth of Portuguese and then Spanish trade accentuated
the rise of the Atlantic economy. Competition from the larger sailing ships of
England, Holland, and Portugal overwhelmed Florence and Genoa and then,
more gradually, Venice.
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Foreign Invasion

As long as the Italian peninsula remained free from the intervention of
France and Spain or other powers, the city-states could continue to prosper
while fighting each other and casting wary glances toward the Ottoman
Empire as it expanded its influence in the Mediterranean. But the city-
states, divided by economic interests and with a long tradition of quarreling
among themselves, became increasingly vulnerable to the expansion of
French interests.

France had adhered to an alliance of Milan and Florence against Venice,
signed in 1451. But the three city-states recognized the threat the aggressive
French monarchy posed to the peninsula. Furthermore, following the cap-
ture of Constantinople in 1453, Turkish ships now appeared more frequently
in the Adriatic Sea. It seemed imperative to end the struggles between the
city-states. The Peace of Lodi (1454), signed by Florence, Milan, and Venice,
established a new political order. Helping discourage Turkish or French
aggrandizement, the treaty brought four decades of relative peace, which saw
some of the crowning artistic glories of the Renaissance.

The establishment of this Italian League formalized this balance of
power—it was already called that—between the strongest city-states.
Whenever one or two of the states became aggressive—as when Venice and
the Papal States attacked Ferrara—the others joined together to restore
the status quo. Such wars were fought for the most part by mercenaries,
imported and organized by condottieri paid for the task. For the moment,
Milan’s strong army served as a barricade against French invasion.

Perhaps accentuated by the ebbing of prosperity, political life within the
city-states deteriorated. In Florence, the Medici despotism faced opposi-
tion from republicans. In the 1480s, Perugia had become a warring camp,
torn between two rival families. In 1491, 130 members of one faction were
executed on a main square and hanged from poles for all to see. Then, in
repentance, the oligarchs erected thirty-five altars on that same square,
and ordered priests to say Mass for three days in atonement. In a number
of the city-states, some patrician families tried to outdo each other in their
violence, crushing their opponents with brutality, then praying over the
bodies. The leading Florentine families faithfully attended church, even as
they undertook murders of vengeance in defense of family honor. Consid-
erable tension, then, remained between two parallel codes of conduct, one
religious, the other defined by family loyalties.

The Italian peninsula then became a battleground for the dynastic ambi-
tions and rivalries of the French kings and the Holy Roman emperors, pow-
erful rulers who could mobilize considerably larger armies than those of the
city-states. The absorption of the wealthy and strategically important duchy
of Burgundy into the Holy Roman Empire accentuated the struggle
between the Habsburg dynasty and Charles VIII (ruled 1483-1498) of
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France. The latter decided to press his dubious claim to the throne of
Naples, encouraged by the Sforza family of Milan, the enemy of Naples. In
response, Naples allied with Florence and Pope Alexander VI (pope 1492—
1503), himself a Florentine member of the Borgia family, against Milan.

In 1494, Charles VIII invaded the Italian peninsula with an army of
30,000 men. His French cavalry, Swiss mercenary infantry, and Scottish
bowmen tore through northern Italy. In Florence, the Medici ruler handed
over Pisa to France in exchange for leaving. This angered Florentine republi-
cans. When the French army entered Florence, the Florentines drove the
Medici from power (after sixty years of rule). The new Florentine govern-
ment, establishing the Great Council as a legislative assembly, contributed
to the city’s artistic splendors by commissioning works of art that symbolized
republican independence and ideals. Leonardo and Michelangelo painted
scenes of Florentine military victories for the meeting hall of the Great
Council. Seven years later, the city government commissioned Michelan-
gelo’s great statue David. Michelangelo’s conscious imitation of a Donatello
bust of the same name from early in the fifteenth century referred back to
the republic’s successful resistance to challenges at that time.

In the meantime, the army of Charles VIII moved toward Naples, devas-
tating everything in its path. It marched into the city to cheers from
Neapolitans who opposed the harsh taxes that had been levied by their
rulers. But an anti-French coalition that included King Ferdinand of
Aragon—whose dynastic territories included Sicily, Venice, and the Papal
States—and the Holy Roman emperor rallied to defeat the French forces.
Although the French army left the Italian peninsula, the city-states’ troubles
had only just begun.

In Florence, Girolamo Savonarola (1452—-1498), a charismatic Domini-
can monk who had predicted the French invasion, opposed both the
Medici in Florence and the papacy on the grounds that both were worldly
and corrupt. He had welcomed Charles VIII of France as “an instrument in
the hands of the Lord who has sent you to cure the ills of Italy,” including
the sinfulness of the Florentines. With the Medici driven from power,
Savonarola took virtual control of the Florentine republic. His denuncia-
tion of abuses within the Church led to his excommunication by Pope
Alexander VI. Savonarola also incurred the enmity of patrician families by
appealing for support to all ranks of Florentine society. With the pope’s
blessing, Savonarola’s enemies first hanged and then burned him—the
penalty for heresy—in 1498.

The next year, Louis XII (ruled 1498-1515), the new king of France,
invaded the Italian peninsula, intent on making good his claim on the duchy
of Milan. He did so with the support of the corrupt Pope Alexander VI, who
wanted French assistance as he tried to solidify papal territorial claims, as
well as to look after the extended interests of his children. To encourage the
French king, the pope annulled Louis’s marriage, so that he could marry his
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Girolamo Savonarola being burned at the stake in Florence,
sixteenth-century painting.

predecessor’s widow, thereby keeping Brittany within his domains. When
Julius 11, who had been a bitter enemy of Alexander VI, became pope in
1503, he drove the powerful Borgia family from Rome. Then the dissolute
pope set about trying to restore territorial holdings taken from the Papal
States by Venice and its allies, constructing an alliance against the Venetians
and becoming the last pope to lead his troops into the field of battle. That
year the Spanish army defeated the French army and the Habsburgs
absorbed the kingdom of Naples. Milan remained a fief of Louis XII until
French forces were driven from the city in 1512, the same year that a Span-
ish army defeated the Florentines and the Medici overthrew the republic.
Three years later, French troops overwhelmed Swiss mercenaries and recap-
tured Milan. After the intervention of Emperor Charles V in 1522 and
French defeats, the Lombardy city became a Spanish possession in 1535.

Machiavelli

A mood of vulnerability and insecurity spread through the Italian penin-
sula as the city-states battled each other. Peasants, crushed by taxes and
hunger, ever more deeply resented the rich. In turn, wealthy people were
increasingly suspicious of the poor, viewing them as dangerous monsters
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capable of threatening social
order.

The devoted Florentine Nic-
cold Machiavelli was among
those seeking to understand
why the once proud and inde-
pendent city-states of Italy
now seemed virtually helpless
before the invasion of foreign
powers. Machiavelli's view of
politics reflects his experience
living in Florence during these
tumultuous decades. The tur-
moil in Florence led him to
write his Histories in 1494,
which described the decline of
the city-states. Influenced by his experience in government, Machiavelli,
who had served as a Florentine diplomat at the court of the king of France
and in Rome, believed himself to be a realist. He considered war a natural
outlet for human aggression. But he also preferred the resolution of disputes
by diplomacy. He believed that the absence of “civic virtue” accounted for
the factionalism within and rivalries between the city-states. By civic virtue,
Machiavelli meant the effective use of military force.

In 1512, the Medici overthrew the Florentine Republic, returning to
power with the help of the papal army and that of Spain. Following the
discovery of a plot, of which he was innocent, against the Medici patri-
archs, Machiavelli was forced into exile on his country estate outside of
the city. Florence had changed. A Medici supporter wrote one of the family
heads: “Your forefathers, in maintaining their rule, employed skill rather
than force; you must use force rather than skill.”

A year later, Machiavelli wrote The Prince (1513). In it he reflected on
the recent history of the Italian peninsula and offered a pessimistic assess-
ment of human nature, marked by his belief that a strong leader—the
prince—could arise out of strife. By making his subjects afraid of him, the
prince could end political instability and bring about a moral regeneration
that Machiavelli believed had characterized antiquity. Drawing on Cicero,
he studied the cities of the Roman Republic and the Roman Empire.
Machiavelli can be considered the first political scientist, because his works
reflect a systematic attempt to draw general, realistic conclusions from his
understanding of the recent history of the Italian city-states. This preoccu-
pation with the past in itself reveals the influence of the Renaissance.

Machiavelli put his faith in political leadership. Regardless of whether
the form was monarchical or republican, he believed that the goal of govern-
ment should be to bring stability to the city. A sense of civic responsibility

The pensive Niccold Machiavelli.
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could only be reestablished through “good laws and institutions,” but these,
for Machiavelli, depended completely on military strength. He called on
the Medici to drive away the new barbarians. Machiavelli’s The Art of War
(1521) expressed hope that the brutish mercenaries who had devastated the
Italian peninsula would give way to soldier-citizens who would restore
virtue. But for the Italian city-states, it was too late.

Machiavelli's invocation of “reasons of state” as sufficient justification for
political action and as a political principle in itself, and his open admiration
of ruthless rulers, would leave a chilling legacy, reflected by his belief that
the “ends justify the means.” While it is unlikely that Machiavelli had a
sense of the state in the impersonal, modern sense of the term, he held that
“good arms make good laws.”

The Decline of the City-States

For much of the first thirty years of the sixteenth century, in Italy foreign
armies fought against each other and against alliances formed by the city-
states. The army of France in Italy reached 32,000 men by 1525, that of
Spain 100,000 soldiers. Only Venice could resist the two great powers. In
1521, the first war broke out between Holy Roman Emperor Charles V
(King Charles I of Spain) and King Francis I of France, who became the first
Western ruler to ally with the Ottoman Turkish sultan. Charles V's armies
decimated the French at Pavia, Italy, in 1525, carting the French king off to
Madrid, where he remained until his family paid a ransom. In 1527, Charles
V’s mercenary army, angry over lack of pay, sacked Rome. By the Peace of
Cambrai (1529), France gave up claims to Naples and Milan. But with the
exception of Venice, the Italian city-states were now in one way or another
dependent upon Charles V, the Holy Roman emperor, as the Spanish army
repulsed new French invasions. In Rome, where Spanish merchants already
had a significant presence, the pope increasingly depended on the Holy
Roman emperor for defense against the Turks, as Charles added to his
resources by taxing ecclesiastical revenues.

The long wars drained the city-states of financial resources and men, dev-
astating some of the countryside. Nobles, whose political power had been
diminished by the wealthy merchants of the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies, took advantage of the chaos to return to prominence in some cities.
Patrician families struggled to maintain their authority against newcomers,
including wealthy merchants who had married into poorer noble lines and
who began to ape the styles of nobles. The Medici, after having once again
been expelled by republicans, reconquered their city in 1530 after a siege of
ten months. But in Florence, too, the Renaissance was over.

Artistic styles had already begun to reflect the loss of Renaissance self-
confidence that accompanied the devastating impact of the French invasion.
Botticelli seemed to abandon the serenity and cheerful optimism that char-
acterized the Renaissance. To his painting Mystical Nativity, Botticelli added
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an anxious inscription: “l Sandro painted this picture at the end of the year
1500 in the troubles of Italy.” Botticelli thereafter became preoccupied with
suffering and the Passion of Christ, reflecting the fact that the High Renais-
sance was more closely tied to ecclesiastical influence. The deteriorating po-
litical situation, combined with the expansion of Spanish influence after
1530, made it more difficult for artists to find patronage in the ltalian city-
states.

Soon in Italy only Venice, the city of Titian, remained a center of artistic
life. Machiavelli, who died in 1527, the year Charles V’s troops pillaged
Rome, sensed that the humiliation of the Italian city-states by foreign
armies brought to a close a truly unique period in not only the history of
Italy but in Western civilization. Of the great figures of the High Renais-
sance, only Michelangelo and Titian lived past 1530.

Impulses Elsewhere

The cultural glories of the Renaissance ebbed even as different kinds of dis-
coveries by Europeans opened up new possibilities for mankind. Columbus’s
transatlantic voyages were signs that the economic and cultural vitality of
Europe was shifting away from the Mediterranean to Spain and, to a lesser
extent, England. The economic interests of these states would increasingly
be across the Atlantic Ocean. The mood of optimism associated with the Re-
naissance seemed to have moved to central and northern Europe as Italy
lapsed into a considerably less happy period. Many humanists and artists
began to emigrate north of the Alps to lands considered by most cultured
Italians to have been barbarian only a century earlier. Now new universities
in northern Europe beckoned them.

Other dramatic changes had already begun to occur across the Alps.
Relentless calls for reform of the Catholic Church led to a schism within
Christendom: the Reformation. In northern Europe, the Dutch monk and
humanist Erasmus expressed the exhilaration many men of learning felt
when he wrote, “The world is coming to its senses as if awakening out of a
deep Sleep.”
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After paying a handsome sum to Pope Leo X in 1515, Albert of
Hohenzollern received a papal dispensation (exemption from canon law)
that enabled him to become archbishop of Mainz, a lucrative and presti-
gious ecclesiastical post. Otherwise, under canon law, the twenty-three-
year-old Albert would have been ineligible due to his age (archbishops were
supposed to be at least thirty years old) and because he already drew
income from two other ecclesiastical posts. As part of his payment to the
pope and in order to repay the large sum of money loaned to him by the
Fugger banking family, the new archbishop authorized the sale of the St.
Peter’s indulgence, which would release a sinner from punishment for his
sins. Johann Tetzel, a Dominican friar who was in charge of the sale of
papal indulgences in the archbishopric of Mainz, was commissioned to
preach the indulgence. Half of the proceeds were to go to the papacy, and
half to Albert and the Fuggers. In his tour of parishes, Tetzel emotion-
ally depicted the wailing of dead parents in Purgatory, pleading with their
children to put coins in the box so that they could be released from their
suffering.

The sale of indulgences, particularly their commercial use to allow clergy-
men to obtain multiple posts, had drawn increasing criticism in some of the
German states. Indeed, no other ecclesiastical financial abuse drew as much
passionate opposition as did indulgences. More than this, the Roman papacy
itself faced considerable opposition in the German states, as the pope had
appointed foreigners to many key ecclesiastical posts and had attempted to
force the German states to provide him with money for a war against the
Turks. The young German monk Martin Luther was among those denounc-
ing Tetzel, the sale of indulgences, and the role of the Roman papacy in the
German states.

This opposition to the papacy created a schism that would tear Christen-
dom apart beginning in the second decade of the sixteenth century. Origi-
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(Left) The young Martin Luther by Lucas Cranach. (Right) The pope selling
indulgences.

nating in the German states and Switzerland, a movement for religious
reform began to spread across much of Europe, in part reflecting the influ-
ence of Renaissance humanism in northern Europe. Reformers rejected the
pope’s authority and some Church doctrine itself. The movement for reform,
or of “protest,” came to be called the “Reformation.” It led to the establish-
ment of many Protestant denominations within Christianity. The followers
of the German priest Martin Luther became Lutherans, while those of the
Frenchman Jean Calvin in Switzerland became known as Calvinists. King
Henry VIII established the Church of England (Anglican Church). Under
attack from many sides, the Roman Catholic Church undertook a Counter-
Reformation, or Catholic Reformation, which sought to reform some aspects
of ecclesiastic life, while reaffirming the basic tenets of Catholic theology
and belief in the authority of the pope.

By 1600, the pattern of Christian religious adherence had largely been
established in Europe. Catholicism remained the religion of the vast major-
ity of people living in Spain, France, Austria, Poland, the Italian states,
Bavaria, and other parts of the southern German states. Protestants domi-
nated England and much of Switzerland, the Dutch Netherlands, Scandi-
navia, and the northern German states. Wars fought in the name of religion
broke out within and between European states, beginning in the late six-
teenth century and culminating in the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648).
These conflicts shaped the next century of European history, with religious
divisions affecting the lives of millions of people.
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THE NORTHERN RENAISSANCE

Until the middle of the fifteenth century, the Renaissance had been limited
to the Italian peninsula. Northern Europe enjoyed very little of the eco-
nomic and cultural vitality of the Italian city-states, where wealthy merchant
and banking families patronized humanists and artists. The country estates
of noble families were rarely centers of learning. The future Pope Pius Il
claimed in the mid-fifteenth century that “literature flourishes in Italy and
princes there are not ashamed to listen to, and themselves to know, poetry.
But in Germany princes pay more attention to horses and dogs than to
poets—and thus neglecting the arts they die unremembered like their own
beasts.”

In about 1460, Renaissance humanism began to influence scholars in
northern Europe. As in Italy, humanism changed the way many people
thought about the world. Humanists were interested in morality and ethics,
as well as in subjecting texts to critical scrutiny. Therefore, debates over reli-
gion, and the Bible itself, attracted their attention. Humanists began to crit-
icize Church venality and corruption, and the seeming idleness of monastic
life. They also called into question scholasticism and its influence on reli-
gious theology, as well as criticizing parts of religious practice that they con-
sidered illogical and therefore superstitious. The spread of humanism in
northern Europe was gradual, first influencing isolated scholars. In the
beginning, it posed no immediate threat to the Church; humanists could not
imagine organized religion beyond Roman Catholicism. But the cumulative
effect of the Northern Renaissance, and humanism in particular, helped
engender a critical spirit that by the first decades of the sixteenth century
directly began to challenge Church practices and then doctrine.

Northern Art and Humanism

The Northern Renaissance that began in the late fifteenth century reflected
considerable Italian influence. Italian ambassadors, envoys, and humanists
brought Renaissance art and humanistic thought to northern Europe. Many
of the Italian envoys to northern Europe had studied the classics. They car-
ried on diplomacy with oratorical and writing skills learned by reading
Cicero and other Roman authors. Yet, much of the artistic creativity in
northern Europe, particularly Flanders, emerged independent of Italian
influence. Like the Italian city-states, in the Dutch Netherlands, which had
a well-developed network of trading towns, wealthy urban families patron-
ized the arts. Lacking the patronage of the Church, which so benefited Flo-
rentine and other Italian painters, Flemish painters did few church frescoes
(which, in any case, a wet climate also discouraged). They emphasized deco-
rative detail, such as that found in illuminated manuscripts, more than the
spatial harmonies of Italian art. Dutch and Flemish painters favored realism
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more than Italian Renaissance ideal-
ism in their portrayal of the human
body. They broke away from reli-
gious subject matter and Gothic use
of dark, gloomy colors and tones. In
contrast to Italian painting, intense
religiosity remained an important
element in Flemish and German
painting, and it was relatively rare to
see a depiction of nudes.

Albrecht Diirer's visits to Italy
reflect the dissemination and influ-
ence of the Italian Renaissance
beyond the Alps. The son of a
Nuremberg goldsmith, Diirer was
apprenticed to a book engraver. As a
young man, he seemed irresistibly
drawn to Italy as he wrestled with —
how to depict the human form. Albrecht Diirer's Self-Portrait (1500).
During two visits to Venice—in
1494 and 1505-1506—he sought out Italian painters, studying their use
of mathematics in determining and representing proportion.

Literary societies, academies, and universities contributed to the diffu-
sion of Renaissance ideals in northern Europe. Francis I established the Col-
lege de France in 1530 in Paris, which soon had chairs in Greek, Hebrew,
and classical Latin. Northern universities became centers of humanistic
study, gradually taking over the role royal and noble households had played
in the diffusion of education. In Poland, the University of Krakow, which
had its first printing press in 1476, emerged as a center of humanism in the
late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. But some universities were quite
slow to include humanists; only one humanist taught at the University of
Cambridge in the early sixteenth century.

Some nobles now sent their children to humanist schools or employed
humanists as tutors, as did a number of wealthy urban bourgeois. Some Ital-
ian artists and scholars found employment in northern courts. Leonardo da
Vinci, Renaissance artist and scientist, was employed by King Francis | of
France. Kings and princes also hired humanists to serve as secretaries and
diplomats.

Latin gradually became the language of scholarship beyond the Alps. Ger-
man, French, Spanish, and English historians borrowed from the style of the
Roman historians to celebrate their own medieval past. Unlike Italian histo-
rians, they viewed the medieval period not as a sad interlude between two
glorious epochs but as a time when their own political institutions and cus-
toms had been established.
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In England at the end of the sixteenth century, Latin remained the lan-
guage of high culture. There Machiavelli’s The Prince was widely read and
debated in Latin. When continental scholars traveled to England, they could
discuss common texts with their English counterparts. Sir Thomas More
(1478-1535), English lawyer and statesman, reflected the influence of Re-
naissance humanism, writing poetry in Latin. In his Utopia (1516), a satire
of contemporary political and social life, More asked readers to consider
their own values in the context of their expanding knowledge of other soci-
eties, including those of the New World.

The spread of the cultural values of Renaissance humanism across the
Alps into the German states and northern Europe helped prepare the way
for the Reformation. Like the Renaissance, the Reformation was in some
ways the work of humanists moving beyond what they considered to be the
constraints of Church theology. Humanists, who had always been concerned
with ethics, attacked not only the failings of some clerics but also some of
the Church’s teachings, especially its claim to be immune to criticism. They
also condemned superstition in the guise of religiosity. Northern Renais-
sance humanists were the sworn enemies of scholasticism, the medieval sys-
tem of ecclesiastical inquiry in which Church scholars used reason to prove
the tenets of Christian doctrine within the context of assumed theological
truths. By suggesting that individuals who were not priests could interpret
the Bible for themselves, they threatened the monopoly of Church theolo-
gians over biblical interpretation.

Erasmus's Humanistic Critique of the Church

An energetic Dutch cleric contributed more than any other person to the
growth of Renaissance humanism in northern Europe. Born to unmarried
parents and orphaned in Rotterdam, Desiderius Erasmus (c. 1469-1536)
spent seven years in a monastery. Ordained a priest in 1492, he taught at
the universities of Cambridge and Louvain, and then worked as a tutor in
Paris and in Italy. As a young man, Erasmus may have suffered some sort of
trauma—perhaps a romantic attachment that was either unreciprocated or
inopportunely discovered. Thereafter compulsively obsessed with cleanli-
ness, he was determined to infuse the Church with a new moral purity
influenced by the Renaissance.

The patronage of Holy Roman Emperor Charles V and several other
statesmen permitted Erasmus to apply the scholarly techniques of humanism
to biblical study. Erasmus’s In Praise of Folly (1509) was a satirical survey of
the world as he saw it but also a clear call for a pure Christian morality shorn
of the corruption he beheld in the monastic system. Thus, he wrote that
priests claimed “that they've properly performed their duty if they reel off per-
functorily their feeble prayers which I'd be greatly surprised if any god could
hear or understand.” He believed that the scholastics of the Middle Ages had,
like the barbarians, overwhelmed the Church with empty, lifeless theology.
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Erasmus’s attacks on those
who believed in the curing power
of relics (remains of saints ven-
erated by the faithful) reflected
his Renaissance sense of the dig-
nity of the individual. His Hand-
book of the Christian Soldier
(1503), which called for a theol-
ogy that de-emphasized the
sacraments, provided a guide to
living a moral life. The little
book went through twenty Latin
editions and was translated into
ten other languages. Erasmus
wrote at length on how a prince
ought to be educated and how
children should be raised. The
most well-known intellectual
figure of his time in Europe,
Erasmus greatly expanded the
knowledge and appreciation of
the classics in northern Europe.
He and other major Northern Renaissance figures forged a Christian
humanism focused on the early Christian past. Following his lead, north-
ern humanists turned their skills in editing texts in Greek and Latin to the
large body of early Christian writings.

Portrait of Desiderius Erasmus by Hans
Holbein the Younger.

THE RooTs OF THE REFORMATION

In principle, the pope governed the Church in all of Western Christendom.
But in reality, the emergence of the monarchical states of France, England,
and the kingdoms of Spain in the late Middle Ages had eroded papal
authority. Gradually these rulers assumed more prerogatives over the
Church in their states. This expansion of monarchical authority itself pro-
vided the impetus toward the development of churches that gradually took
on a national character as monarchs bargained for authority over religious
appointments and worked to bring ecclesiastical property under their fiscal
control by imposing taxation.

In the Italian and German states and in Switzerland, where many smaller,
independent states ruled by princes, urban oligarchs, or even bishops sur-
vived, the very complexity of territorial political arrangements served to limit
the direct authority of the pope. For in these smaller states, too, the ability of
the pope and his appointees to manage their own affairs depended on the
cooperation of lay rulers. Furthermore, the territorial expanse of Western
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Christendom and daunting problems of transportation and communication
made it difficult for the papal bureaucracy to reform blatant financial
abuses. That the papacy itself increasingly appeared to condone or even
encourage corruption added to the calls for reform.

Yet Erasmus and other northern humanists, while sharply criticizing the
Church, were unwilling to challenge papal authority. The papacy, however,
had other, more vociferous critics. First, the monarchs of France, Spain, and
England had repudiated the interference of the pope in temporal affairs,
creating what were, for all intents and purposes, national churches. Second,
religious movements deemed heretical by the Church rejected papal author-
ity. Some people sought refuge from the turmoil in spiritualism. Others
based their idea of religion on personal study of the Bible, turning away
from not only papal authority but also the entire formal hierarchy of the
Church. Third, within the Church, a reform movement known as concil-
iarism sought to subject the authority of the popes to councils of cardinals
and other Church leaders. More and more calls echoed for the reform of
clerical abuses. As the Church seemed determined to protect its authority, to
critics it also seemed more venal, even corrupt, than ever before. By ques-
tioning fundamental Church doctrine and the nature of religious faith, the
resulting reform movement, culminating in the Reformation, shattered the
unity of Western Christendom.

The Great Schism (1378-1417)

In the fourteenth century, the struggle between the king of France and the
pope put the authority of the papacy in jeopardy. The French and English
kings had imposed taxes on ecclesiastical property. In response, Pope Boni-
face VIII's bull Unam Sanctam (1302) threw down the gauntlet to lay rulers,
asserting that “it is absolutely necessary for salvation for everyone to be sub-
ject to the Roman pontiff.” King Philip IV of France ordered Boniface’s
arrest, and the pope died a year later, shortly after his release from captivity.
Philip then arranged the election of a pliant pope, Clement V (pope 1305—
1314). In 1309, he installed him in the papal enclave of Avignon, a town on
the Rhone River. During the “Avignon Papacy” (1309-1378), the popes
remained under the direct influence of the kings of France. At the same
time, the popes continued to build up their bureaucracies and, like the mon-
archs whose authority they sometimes contested, to extract ever greater rev-
enues from the faithful.

In 1377, Pope Gregory XI (pope 1370-1378) returned to Rome, in the
hope that his presence there might calm the political situation in the Italian
states. When Gregory XI died a year later, a group of cardinals in Rome,
most of whom were French, elected Pope Urban VI (pope 1378-1389), pop-
ularly believed to be faithful to the Avignon Papacy. After a Roman mob
invaded the proceedings, the cardinals fled. Upon their return several
months later, a smaller group of thirteen cardinals was vexed by the new
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pope’s denunciation of their wealth and privileges. Furthermore, they now
viewed him as temperamentally unstable, unfit to be pope. They elected
another pope, Clement VII, who claimed to be pope between 1378 and
1394. He returned to set up shop in Avignon, leaving his rival, Urban VI, in
Rome. The Great Schism (1378-1417) began with two men now claiming
authority over the Church.

The two popes and their successors thereafter sought to win the alle-
giance of rulers. The Avignon popes, like their pre-Schism predecessors,
were under the close scrutiny of the king of France, and the Roman pope
was caught up in the morass of Italian and Roman politics. France, Castile,
Navarre, and Scotland supported the Avignon popes; most of the Italian
states, Portugal, the Holy Roman Empire, and England obeyed the Roman
popes. In 1409, Church dignitaries gathered at the Council of Pisa to
resolve the conflict, and they elected a third pope. However, neither of the
other two would agree to resign. And, in the meantime, secular rulers forced
the popes to make agreements that increased the authority of the former
over the Church in their states. The Great Schism enabled lay rulers to con-
struct virtual national churches at the expense of papal power.

Heretical and Spiritual Movements

The chaos of two and then three popes claiming authority over the
Church, along with the ruthlessness and greed of the claimants, greatly
increased dissatisfaction with the organization of the Church. From time
to time, heresies (movements based on beliefs deemed contrary to the
teaching of the Church) had denied the authority of the papacy and
demanded reform. In the twelfth century, the Waldensians in the Alps and
the Albigensians in the south of France had defied the papacy by withdraw-
ing into strictly organized communities that, unlike monasteries and con-
vents, recognized neither Church doctrine nor authority.

An undercurrent of mysticism persisted in Europe, based on a belief in
the supremacy of individual piety in the quest for knowledge of God and
eternal salvation. William of Occam (c. 1290-1349), an English monk and
another critic of the papacy, rejected scholastic rationalism. Scholasticism
had become increasingly linked to the theology of Thomas Aquinas (1225—
1274), who had deduced the existence of God from what he considered
rational proofs that moved from one premise to the next. Occam, in con-
trast, posited that the gulf between God and man was so great that
scholastic proofs of God's existence, such as those of Aquinas, were point-
less because mankind could not understand God through reason. “Nomi-
nalists,” as Occam and his followers were known, believed that individual
piety should be the cornerstone of religious life. Nominalists rejected papal
authority and the hierarchical structure of the Church. Their views reflected
and accentuated the turn of more clergy and laymen toward the Scriptures
as a guide for the individual's relationship with God, emphasizing the
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importance of leading a good, simple life. The Great Schism may have
increased the yearning for spirituality as well as for the institutional reform
of the Church.

The English cleric and scholar John Wyclif (c. 1328-1384) also ques-
tioned the pope’s authority and claimed that an unworthy pope did not
have to be obeyed, views that drew papal censorship. For Wyclif, the
Church consisted of the body of those God had chosen to be saved, and no
more. Stressing the role of faith in reaching eternal salvation, he insisted
that reading the Scriptures formed the basis of faith and the individual’s
relationship with God. Wyclif also put himself at odds with Church theol-
ogy by rejecting transubstantiation (the doctrine that holds that during
Mass the priest transforms ordinary bread and wine into the body and
blood of Christ).

Wyclif’s de-emphasis of rituals and his advocacy of a religion based on
faith suggested the significantly reduced importance of the Church as inter-
mediary between man and God. Wyclif, who had powerful English noble
and clerical protectors, called for Church reform. But the Peasants’ Revolt
of 1381 in England, in which wealthy churchmen were targets of popular
wrath, gave even Wyclif's powerful protectors pause by raising the specter of
future social unrest. An English Church synod condemned Wyclif, but he
was allowed to live out his remaining years in a monastery. Some of his Eng-
lish followers, poor folk known as the Lollards, carried on Wyclif's work
after his death. They criticized the Church’s landed wealth and espoused a
simpler religion. Led by gentry known as “Lollard knights,” the Lollards rose
up in rebellion in 1414, but were brutally crushed by King Henry V.

In Bohemia in Central Europe, Jan Hus (c. 1369-1415), a theologian,
had learned of Wyclif’s teaching. He, too, loudly criticized the worldliness
of some clerics, and called for a return to a more unadorned religion.
Rejecting the authority of the papacy and denouncing popes as “anti-
Christs,” Hus held that ordinary people could reform the Church.

The Challenge of Conciliarism to Papal Authority

The doctrine of conciliarism arose not only in response to the Great Schism
but also to growing demands from many churchmen that the Church must
undertake reform. The Council of Constance (1414—-1418) was called to
resolve the Great Schism and to undertake a reform of the Church. Many of
the ecclesiastical dignitaries who attended also wanted to limit and define
the authority of the papacy.

There were at least four significant parties to conciliarism: the popes
themselves; bishops who supported councils as a way of resolving Church
problems; secular rulers, particularly French kings, but also Holy Roman
emperors, intervening in the Great Schism; and heretics condemned at
Constance, who were far more radical than the mainstream conciliarists in
their challenge to papal authority.
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The Council of Constance first turned its attention to Jan Hus. Holding a
safe-conduct pass given to him by the king of Bohemia, Hus travelled to the
Council of Constance in 1414 but was arrested and put on trial for heresy.
Hus refused to recant Wyclif’s views, defending his own belief that the
faithful, like the priest saying Mass, ought to be able to receive communion,
the Church’s rite of unity, in the two forms of bread and wine. The council
condemned Hus, turning him over to the Holy Roman emperor, who ordered
him burned at the stake as a heretic. The Hussites, the only major fifteenth-
century dissidents within the Church, fought off several papal armies. They
finally won special papal dispensation for the faithful to take communion in
both bread and wine; their “Utraquist” (“in both kinds”) church lasted until
1620.

The Council of Constance resolved the ongoing conflicting claims to
papal authority by deposing two of the claimants and accepting the resigna-
tion of the third. In 1417, the council elected Martin V (pope 1417-1431).
But the Great Schism, with its multiple papal claimants, by delaying any
serious attempts at reform, had reinforced the insistence of some prelates
that councils of Church bishops ought to have more authority than the pope.

Convoked by the pope, at least in principle, councils brought together
leading ecclesiastical dignitaries from throughout Europe. These councils
deliberated on matters of faith, as well as on the organization of the
Church. But some councils began to come together in defiance of papal
authority. Those holding a “conciliar” view of the Church conceived of it as

Jan Hus being burned at the stake as a heretic.
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a corporation of cardinals that could override the pope. William of Occam
had argued a century earlier that, when confronted by a heretical pope, a
general council of the Church could stand as the repository of truth and
authority. Some reformers wanted to impose a written constitution on the
Church. At the Council of Basel, which began in 1431, exponents of unlim-
ited papal authority and their counterparts favoring conciliarist positions
both presented their views. In 1437, the pope ordered the council moved to
Ferrara, and then the next year to Florence. Some participants, mostly con-
ciliarists, continued to meet in Basel until 1445, although the pope
declared that council schismatic. Fifteen years later, Pope Pius II (pope
1458—-1464) declared the conciliar movement to be a heresy.

Clerical Abuses and Indulgences

The assertion by some churchmen that councils had authority over the
papacy merged easily with those who called for the reform of blatant abuses
within the Church. Some monasteries were mocked as hypocritical institu-
tions no more saintly than the supposedly profane world monks and nuns
sought to leave behind. Several new religious orders had been founded at
least partially out of impatience with, if not disgust with, ecclesiastical
worldliness.

Critics of the papacy attacked with particular energy ecclesiastical finan-
cial and moral abuses. They claimed that the papacy had become an invest-
ment trust run by the priests who administered the papacy’s temporal
affairs. No clerical financial abuse was more attacked than indulgences,
which were based on the idea of transferable merit. Through granting
indulgences, the Church supposedly reduced the time a soul would have to
suffer punishment in Purgatory (that halfway house between Hell and
Heaven that had emerged in Church belief early in the Middle Ages) for
sins committed on earth. The practice of selling indulgences began during
the Crusades as a means of raising revenue for churches and hospitals.
Those seeking the salvation of their souls did not purchase God’s forgive-
ness (which could only be received in the confessional) but rather cancelled
or reduced the temporal punishment (such as the obligation to undertake
pilgrimages, or give charity, or say so many prayers) required to atone for
their sins. In 1457, the pope had announced that indulgences could be
applied to the souls of family members or friends suffering in Purgatory.
Some people had the impression that purchasing indulgences rather than
offering real repentance brought immediate entry to Heaven for oneself or
one’s relatives. “The moment the money tinkles in the collecting box, a soul
flies out of Purgatory,” went one ditty. The implication was that wealthy
families had a greater chance of opening the doors of Heaven for their loved
ones than poor people. One papal critic interpreted all of this to mean that
“the Lord desireth not the death of a sinner but rather that he may live and

”

pay.
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Another clerical practice that was much criticized was that of the sale of
Church offices, known as simony. More than ever before, those who partic-
ipated in—and benefited from—this practice were Italian clerics. Most
popes appointed Italians as cardinals, many of whom lived in Rome while
accumulating great wealth from ecclesiastical sees (areas of a bishops’
jurisdiction) they rarely if ever visited. Some prominent families looked to
the Church to provide lucrative sinecures—offices that generated income
but that required little or no work—for their children. Reformers decried
the appointment of unqualified bishops who had purchased their offices.

Many priests charged exorbitant fees for burial. Resentment also
mounted, particularly in the German states, because clerics were immune
from civil justice and paid no taxes. Indulgences and pardons, swapped for
gold or services, had since 1300 become a papal monopoly. Commenting
on Leo’s death in 1521, one wag remarked, “His last moments come, he
couldn’t even have the [Last] Sacrament. By God, he’s sold it!”

The papacy also came under attack for moral abuses. In the diocese of
Trent in the early sixteenth century, about a fifth of all priests kept concu-
bines. Nepotism, the awarding of posts to relatives or friends, seemed to
reign supreme. In the fifteenth century, Pope Paul II was mocked as the
“happy father,” not revered as the Holy Father. Alexander VI (pope 1492—
1503) looked after his own children with the care of any other father. Paul
III (pope 1534-1549) made two of his grandsons cardinals, their expen-
sive hats far bigger than the young heads upon which they rested.

The sacrament of penance also generated popular resentment against
the clergy. Since 1215, the faithful were required to confess their sins at
least once a year to a priest. This sacrament originated in the context of
instruction to encourage good behavior. But for many people, penance had
become the priest’s interrogation of the faithful in the confessional, dur-
ing which the confessor sought out details of misdeeds in order to deter-
mine one of the sixteen stated degrees of transgression. The Church’s call
for sinners to repent seemed particularly ironic in view of popularly per-
ceived ecclesiastical abuses.

Given a boost by the conciliar movement, calls for reform echoed louder
and louder. The representatives of the clergy who had gathered at the
Estates-General of France in 1484 criticized the sale of Church offices. In
1510, the Augsburg Diet, an imperial institution of the Holy Roman
Empire, refused to grant money to the pope for war against the Turks
unless he first ordered an end to financial abuses. The imperial representa-
tive Assembly (Reichstag) had increasingly served as a forum for denuncia-
tions against the papacy. In 1511, King Louis XII of France, whose armies
had backed up his territorial ambitions in northern Italy, called a council
with the goal of reasserting the conciliar doctrine and ordered reforms in
the monastic houses of his realm. The Fifth Lateran Council, which met
from 1512 to 1517, urged more education for the clergy, sought to end
some monastic financial abuses, and insisted that occupants of religious
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houses uphold their vows of chastity. The council also suggested missions
to carry the Church’s influence into the Americas. Pope Leo X, however,
emphatically insisted that he alone could convoke Church councils, and
the Fifth Lateran Council itself forbade sermons denouncing the moral
state of the Church.

Martin Luther

Martin Luther (1483—-1546) was born in the small town of Eisleben in
central Germany. He was the son of a miner whose family had been pros-
perous peasants. His peasant background could be seen in the coarseness
of his language, song, and humor. The stocky, pious, and determined
Luther began his studies in 1501 at the University of Erfurt, where he
took courses in philosophy and then began the study of law.

In July 1505, Luther was engulfed in a violent storm as he returned to
Erfurt after a visit home. As a bolt of lightning struck not far from where he
stood in terror, the young student cried out to the patron saint of travelers,
“Help me, Saint Anne, I will become a monk.” Returning safely to Erfurt, he
gathered his friends together and told them, “Today you see me, henceforth,
never more.” They escorted him to the nearby monastery of the Augustinian
monks, which he entered against his father’s wishes. Luther prayed, fasted,
and, outside the monastery, begged for charity. In 1507, he was ordained a
priest and soon became a doctor of theology, administrator of eleven Aug-
ustinian monasteries, and dean of the theological seminary in the town of
Wittenberg.

Luther had, for some time, been wracked with gnawing doubt concerning
his personal unworthiness. Was he not a sinner? He had been saved from
the storm, but would he be saved from damnation on Judgment Day? Was
there really any connection between good works effected on earth and salva-
tion? If mankind was so corrupted by sin, how could charity, fasting, or con-
stant prayer and self-flagellation in the monastery earn one entry to
Heaven? He later recalled, “I tried hard . . . to be contrite, and make a list of
my sins. I confessed them again and again. I scrupulously carried out the
penances that were allotted to me. And yet my conscience kept telling me:
‘You fell short there.” ‘You were not sorry enough.’ ‘You left that sin off your
list.” I was trying to cure the doubts and scruples of the conscience with
human remedies. . . . The more | tried these remedies, the more troubled
and uneasy my conscience grew.”

Luther’s lonely study of theology in the tower library of the monastery did
not resolve his doubts. Like other Augustinians, he had been influenced by
the nominalism of William of Occam, which emphasized individual piety.
This led Luther closer to his contention that faith, not good works, was the
key to salvation. Indeed, the teachings of Saint Augustine himself also sug-
gested to him that each person could be saved by faith alone through the
grace of God. Believing man is saved “not by pieces, but in a heap,” Luther
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became obsessed with a phrase from the Bible (Romans 1:17), “The just
shall live by faith.” Such a conclusion broke with the accepted teachings of
the Church as defined by medieval scholasticism. But more than faith was
troubling Luther. He was also especially troubled by the abuse of the eccle-
siastical sale of indulgences.

On October 31, 1517, Luther tacked up on the door of the castle church
of Wittenberg “Ninety-five Theses or Disputations on the Power and Effi-
cacy of Indulgences.” He denounced the theoretical underpinnings of the
papal granting of indulgences out of the “treasury of merits” accumulated by
Christ and the saints. He then had his theses printed and distributed in the
region and invited those who might want to dispute his theses to present
themselves to debate with him, as was the custom. In February 1518, Pope
Leo X demanded that Luther's monastic superior order him to cease his
small crusade. Luther refused, citing his right as a professor of theology to
dispute formally the charges now leveled against him. And he found a pro-
tector, Frederick 111, elector of Saxony, a religious ruler who turned to the
Bible as he mulled over matters of state.

In April, as denunciations against Luther poured into Rome, he success-
fully defended his theses before his Augustinian superiors. Pope Leo was

An allegorical painting of the dream of Frederick the Wise wherein Martin Luther
uses an enormous quill to tack his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of the castle
church at Wittenberg.
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trying to remain on good terms with Frederick IIl, a strong candidate for
election as Holy Roman emperor. Instead of immediately summoning
Luther to Rome, he therefore proposed that a papal legate travel to Augs-
burg to hear Luther out. At their meeting, the legate warned Luther to
desist or face the consequences. Luther’s friends, suspecting that the pope
had ordered his arrest, whisked him away to safety.

Luther sought a negotiated solution. He agreed to write a treatise calling
on the German people to honor the Church, and promised neither to preach
nor publish anything else if his opponents would also keep silent. At this
point Luther did not seek to create a new church, but merely to reform the
old one. A papal representative sent to meet with Luther in Leipzig in June
1519 accused him of being a Hussite, that is, of denying the pope’s author-
ity. Luther admitted that he did not believe the pope to be infallible.

Luther crossed his Rubicon, but unlike Caesar moved not toward Rome
but away from it. “Farewell, unhappy, hopeless, blasphemous Rome! The
wrath of God come upon thee, as you deserve,” he wrote a friend, “We have
cared for Babylon and she is not healed; let us then leave her. . ..” Luther
would not be silenced. “I am hot-blooded by temperament and my pen gets
irritated easily,” he proclaimed.

Three treatises published in 1520 marked Luther’s final break with
Rome. Here Luther developed his theology of reform, one that went far
beyond the prohibition of indulgences and the sale of ecclesiastical offices.
He argued his view that faith alone could bring salvation, that good works
follow faith but do not in themselves save the soul. Nor, he argued, does
the absence of good works condemn man to eternal damnation. Upon
reading one of these tracts, Erasmus, loyal critic of the Church, stated
emphatically, “The breach is irreparable.”

Developing the theological concept of “freedom of a Christian,” Luther’s
immediate goal was to free German communities from the strictures of
religious beliefs and institutions that seemed increasingly foreign to their
faith. He called on the princes of the German states to reform the Church
in their states. In doing so, he argued that the Scriptures declared the
Church itself to be a priestly body that was not subject to the pope’s inter-
pretation. Luther acknowledged only two of the seven sacraments, those
instituted by Christ, not the papacy: baptism and communion. After first
retaining penance, he dropped it, arguing that faith was sufficient to bring
about a sinner’s reconciliation with God. If this was true, the monastic life
no longer seemed to Luther to provide any advantage in the quest for salva-
tion. And he rejected what he called the “unnatural” demands of poverty,
chastity, and obedience.

On June 15, 1520, Pope Leo X excommunicated Luther from the Church,
accusing him of forty-one heresies. The papal bull of excommunication
called Luther “the wild boar who has invaded the Lord’s vineyard.” In Wit-
tenberg, a crowd burned papal bulls and documents. Luther defiantly tossed
the writ of excommunication into the flames.
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Charles V had been elected Holy Roman emperor following his father’s
death in 1519. He had promised before his election that no one would be
excommunicated within the empire without a proper hearing. Through
the influence of Frederick 111 of Saxony, Charles summoned Luther to the
German town of Worms in April 1521 to confront the imperial Diet
(assembly).

Before the Diet, Luther was asked if he had written the imposing number
of treatises and books placed on the table. Acknowledging them all, Luther
replied: “I am bound by the Scriptures 1 have quoted and my conscience is
captive to the Word of God. I cannot and I will not retract anything, since it
is neither safe nor right to go against conscience. I cannot do otherwise,
here I stand, may God help me. Amen.” The Diet condemned Luther’s
beliefs. Charles V, in agreement with the pope, signed the Edict of Worms in
May 1521, placing Luther under the “ban of the empire.” This forbade him
from preaching and declared him a heretic. Several men loyal to Frederick
111, Luther’s protector, escorted him to safety.

By declaring Luther an outlaw and forbidding any changes in religion in
the Holy Roman Empire, the Edict of Worms made religious reform an
issue of state. But Luther could not have survived the ban of the empire if
his influence had not already spread, convincing many that through Luther
they had now discovered the true Gospel.

SociAL BACKGROUND OF THE REFORMATION
IN THE GERMAN STATES

Challenging the ways people in Central Europe had thought about religion
for centuries, the movement for reform, spread by preachers, found converts
in the German states. During the early 1520s, the proponents of Martin
Luther’s reform convinced many clergy and lay people to reconsider their
religious beliefs and to restructure their communities. Social and political
unrest, perhaps encouraged by the quest for religious reform, began to stir in
the central and southern German states as peasants rose up against their
lords. This uprising, although roundly condemned by Luther, left no doubt
that the Reformation would shake the foundations of the German states.

Urban Centers of Reform

At first the Reformation was overwhelmingly an urban phenomenon in the
German states and then Switzerland. The decentralized political structure
of the Holy Roman Empire and traditions of popular participation in urban
government aided the movement for reform, for example in the free cities in
the northern German states like the powerful Baltic trading city of Liibeck,
leader of the Hanseatic League, and self-governing towns in the southern
German states. Each German town had its own elite of prosperous
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burghers. Reformers found these communities fertile ground for Luther's
ideas. Complaining of incompetent or lazy priests, members of some towns
had endowed posts for preachers in order to attract vigorous, effective
priests, a good many of whom now followed Luther.

German towns also had a particularly well-developed sense of civic soli-
darity that included a belief that all citizens of the town shared a common
fate in the material world—vulnerability to bad times, and a certain degree
of prosperity in good times—and that salvation itself was something of a
group enterprise. Erasmus had asked, “What else is the city but a great
monastery?” Luther sought to spark a more personal religion that would
make people not only better Christians, but better citizens of their com-
munities as well. In many towns, urban leaders and ordinary people may
have accepted reform because it appeared more promising than unre-
formed Catholicism for the maintenance of local order.

Yet no simple formula could predict how the Reformation would fare in
German towns. In the southern German states, urban nobles, merchants,
and bankers remained staunchly Catholic. These property-owning groups
were more conservative by instinct. Here the role of personality and the
configuration of local social and political life came into play; so did pure
chance, including such factors as whether preachers and reform literature
arrived, how both were received, and by whom.

The Process of Reform

Social and political factors thus helped shape religious outcomes. While
the embrace of the Reformation did not constitute a social revolution, in
many cases clergy supporting religious reform were drawn from the middle
and lower middle classes, groups with some possibility of social mobility.
The “middling sort,” in turn, brought reform to the lower classes. This pro-
cess might be marked by the spontaneous singing of Lutheran hymns by
those sitting in Mass, or by some other signs of a turn to reform. While
archbishops and bishops in general opposed Luther, the lower clergy, par-
ticularly those of recent ordination, became influential converts in their
towns. Communities accepted reformers by consensus, as local govern-
ments began to bow to the wishes of townspeople.

Thus, a crowd cheered in Basel when a priest carried the Bible instead
of the communion host during the feast of Corpus Christi. Priests began to
wear simpler clothes instead of rich robes. For the first time some of the
Mass was said in German. Some reformed priests began to give the faithful
both bread and wine during communion. Some crowds mocked Church
rituals in angry ways: ringing cow bells to disrupt Mass; heckling priests
trying to deliver sermons; smashing stained-glass windows, crucifixes, stat-
ues, and other images of the saints; and even destroying relics considered
sacred. Such largely spontaneous actions bewildered Luther, who remained
in most ways a very conservative man.
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Luther and his followers denied the special status of the clergy as a group
marked off from the rest of the population. In the early days of the Reforma-
tion, some reformers undertook expeditions to “rescue” nuns from convents.
A number of former priests began to take wives, which at first shocked
Luther, since this represented the end of clerical celibacy, which the Church
had proclaimed in the eleventh century. Luther asserted in 1521, “Good
Lord! Will our people at Wittenberg give wives even to monks? They will not
push a wife on me!” But by 1525 he changed his mind, and married a former
nun. The marriage of clerics further broke down the barrier between the
priest and the people, symbolizing the “priesthood of all believers” by elimi-
nating the clerical distinction of celibacy. Nonetheless, Luther limited the
task of interpreting the Scriptures to professors of theology.

The Peasants’ Revolt

In the southern German states, some burghers worried that law and order
would collapse, and that the poor might rise up. Some lords and burghers
expressed concern that the villagers might “turn Swiss,” referring to the
Swiss towns that lived without lords and were self-governing and indepen-
dent. News of several strange and alarming prophecies circulated.

In 1524-1525, peasants rose up against their lords in parts of the cen-
tral and southern German states (see Map 3.1). They demanded the return
of rights (such as to hunt freely and to pasture their animals on the com-
mon lands) that lords had usurped. They also asked for the abolition of
serfdom and the tithe, which they declared to be against God's will. Bands
of poor people burned castles and monasteries.

The peasants’ revolt spread into Austria and Carinthia, and up into
Thuringia and Saxony. Pamphlets called for social as well as religious
reform. Thomas Miinzer (c. 1491-1525), a priest and theologian, merged
religious reform with social revolution. He preached against the Church and
Luther with equal fury, for he believed that both the Church and Luther had
humbled themselves to lay authorities. Miinzer led a peasant army in
Thuringia, where Luther's reform movement had made many converts.

In the northwestern German states, also in 1525, some towns that had
been won over to religious reform rose up against Catholic princes. Swabian
peasants promulgated twelve articles against their lords, princes, and bish-
ops, demanding that communities have the right to choose their own pas-
tors. But here, too, the demands of the rebels had a social content. They
asked for an end to double taxation by both lay and ecclesiastical lords and
the “death tax” by which heirs had to give up the deceased'’s finest horse,
cow, or garment. They demanded the end of serfdom, the return of common
lands to their use, and free access to forests and streams.

Luther had some sympathy with the plight of the poor. Some of his fol-
lowers began to see in his teaching a means of resistance against the pow-
erful. But Luther rejected the idea that his central theological idea of
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Mar 3.1 THe Peasants’ REvoLT, 1525-1526 Sites of peasant uprisings in
parts of the central and southern German states. The revolt began in Waldshut and
Stithlingen in the southern German states and spread east to the Tyrol and
Salzburg in Austria, and north to Thuringia and Saxony.

“Christian freedom,” which he believed applied only to the spiritual realm,
could be extended into the relationship between lord and peasant. Luther
asked lords to “act rationally” and “try kindness” when confronted by peas-
ant demands. As nobles and churchmen began to accuse him of fomenting
insurrection, he denounced the peasants in extravagant language. In
Against the Murdering, Thieving Hordes of Peasants, he advised the Ger-
man princes to “brandish their swords. . . . You cannot meet a rebel with
reason. Your best answer is to punch him in the face until he has a bloody
nose.” Catholic and reformed princes put aside their differences to crush
the revolt, in which more than 100,000 peasants perished. Miinzer was
defeated, captured, tortured, and beheaded.

THE SPREAD OF THE REFORMATION

Because of the intertwining of religion and politics, what began as a
movement for Church reform became entangled in princely rivalries in
the German states. As the breach between Catholic and reformed princes
widened, religion became a source of division rather than of unity.
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Although Luther had never intended to bring about a permanent division
within Christianity, his followers gradually created a new church in many
of the German states. The Reformation then spread beyond the German
states.

Divisions within Christendom

The Augsburg Confession, a summary of beliefs presented by Luther’s
friends to the Diet that gathered in that city in 1530, became the doctrinal
basis of the Lutheran Church. It was implemented by princes and prelates
in the reformed states and towns, and in some places by a council, known
as a Consistory, of ministers and lawyers.

Some humanists influenced by the Renaissance were attracted by
Luther’s writing. In the tradition of their predecessors who had rediscov-
ered the classics, they admired Luther's return to the Scriptures as an orig-
inal source of knowledge. One of Luther’s converts later wrote that his own
excitement at the new teaching was so great that he studied the Bible at
night with sand in his mouth so that he would not fall asleep. Humanists
transformed some monasteries into schools. The first reformed university
began in Marburg in 1527.

But as the gap between reformers and the Church grew larger, Erasmus
was caught in the middle. His own criticism of ecclesiastical abuses did not
go far enough for reformers, but it went too far for churchmen. Erasmus
remained loyal to Church doctrine. Similarly, Luther and the humanists
parted ways by 1525. For the latter, humanistic knowledge was an end in

The Augsburg Confession read before Charles V in 1530.
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itself; for the reformers, rhetoric was a method for teaching the Scriptures
and for arguing in favor of ecclesiastical reform. Many reformers were less
committed than humanists to the belief that man is a rational and
autonomous being. Luther himself did not share the humanists’ Renaissance
optimism about mankind. He was not interested in rediscovering mankind
but was instead preoccupied with an individual’s relationship to God. Fur-
thermore, Luther opposed attempts by philosophers to intrude in theologi-
cal questions. Nonetheless, a humanist curriculum continued to influence
the training of reform ministers.

Luther’s followers gained their first martyrs in 1523, when two former
monks were executed in Brussels for their beliefs. German princes requested
from Holy Roman Emperor Charles V that a “free general council or at least
a national council” consider the growing religious division within the Holy
Roman Empire. The Diet of Speyer (1526) proclaimed that each German
prince was “to live, govern, and bear himself as he hopes and trusts to
answer to God and his imperial majesty.” This truce gave reformers time to
win even more converts. In 1529, German princes again gathered in Speyer.
Some of them prepared a “protest” against the policies of Charles V and the
Catholic princes, who had declared themselves against Luther. The follow-
ers of Luther thus became known as “Protestants.”

Luther’s writings, translated into Latin, then spread beyond the German
states, following trade routes east and west. The reformers easily revived
the anti-papal Hussite traditions of Bohemia and Moravia and that of the
Waldensians in the southwestern Alps. German merchants carried reform
to the Baltic states and Scandinavia. In Denmark, King Christian II
adopted Lutheranism for his state. When Lutheranism was declared its
official religion in 1527, Sweden and its territory of Finland had the first
national reformed church.

Charles V and the Protestants

Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, the pope’s most powerful potential advo-
cate, was a pious man who first denounced Luther with passion. But exten-
sive Habsburg imperial interests kept him fighting a war in Western
Europe against King Francis I of France, which prevented him from acting
against those who supported Luther. The French king, for his part, was
pleased that religion was dividing the German princes, thereby weakening
the imperial crown that he had coveted. Charles V was away from his Ger-
man states between 1521 and 1530, for the most part in Italy, crucial years
during which the Reformation spread within the Holy Roman Empire. In
1524, the first Protestant leagues were formed between states. Protestant
governments dissolved convents and monasteries, turning them to secular
uses, such as hospices or schools.

The Christian crusade against the Turks in Eastern Europe and the
Mediterranean preoccupied Charles and other Catholic princes as well. In
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1526, the Turks defeated the Hungarian king at Mohacs in Hungary. This
left Lutheran missionaries an open field there, although Muslim Turks did
not care about which version of Christianity their non-Muslim subjects
practiced. A subsequent Turkish advance forced Charles to offer conces-
sions to Lutheran princes in exchange for assistance against the Turks.
(Luther's hymn “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” began as a martial song to
inspire soldiers against the Ottoman forces.)

To be sure, not all political and religious leaders and their followers were
intolerant of other religions. But in a time of sharp religious contention,
too few shared the toleration of a French traveler to Turkey in 1652, who
reported, “There are many in Christendom who believe that the Turks are
great devils, barbarians, and people without faith, but those who have
known them and who have talked with them have quite a different opin-
ion, since it is certain that the Turks are good people who follow very well
the commandment given us by nature, only to do to others what we would
have done to us.”

For a time, Charles V held out hope for conciliation with the Protestants.
In 1531, however, the princes of Hesse, Saxony, and other states and cities
that had adopted religious reform formed the Schmalkaldic League.
Although first and foremost a defensive alliance, the princes intended that
the league would replace the Holy Roman Empire as the source of their po-
litical allegiance. Up until this time, Charles had accepted temporary truces,
and thus toleration of Protestants. He had suspended the Edict of Worms
(which had condemned Luther as a heretic) until a general council of the
Church could be held. When the pope announced that it would be held in
the Alpine town of Trent (see p. 116), the stage was set for confrontation
with the Protestants. Meanwhile, however, Charles was still preoccupied by
hostilities with Francis I of France, who shocked many Christians by allying
with the Turks against the Habsburgs. After Charles forced an end to the
wars by launching an invasion of France from the Netherlands, he was
finally ready to move against Protestants, routing the Schmalkaldic League
in battle in 1547. He then forced reconversion on the people in about thirty
German cities. By that time, however, Protestantism had established itself
definitively in much of Central Europe.

The Peace of Augsburg

Charles V now tried to bring more of the German princes and their peo-
ple back into the Catholic fold. He tried without success to impose mod-
erate Catholic reform in Central Europe to answer some of the criticism
of the reformers. But several of the Catholic princes took up arms against
him in a short war in 1551. The political complexity of the myriad Ger-
man states militated against a general settlement. The Holy Roman
emperor gave up the idea of restoring Catholicism in all of the German
states.
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The Peace of Augsburg of 1555 was a compromise. It was agreed upon by
the imperial representative assembly after Charles, worn down by the com-
plexity of imperial politics, refused to participate. It stipulated that the reli-
gion of the ruler of each of the empire’s states would be the religion of the
state (cuius regio, eius religio) (see Map 3.2). Protestants living in states
with a Catholic ruler were free to emigrate, as were Catholics in the same
situation. The Peace of Augsburg thus recognized that the institutions of
the Holy Roman Empire could not provide a solution to what now appeared
to be permanent religious divisions in Central Europe. It acknowledged
that the Reformation in the German states was an accomplished fact. Thus,
what had begun as a “squabble among monks” shaped the territorial and
political history of Germany. Through the compromise that allowed each
prince to determine the religion of his state, the Peace of Augsburg reaf-
firmed German particularism, the existence of many independent German
states.

THE REFORMATION IN SWITZERLAND AND FRANCE

The next stage of the Reformation occurred in Switzerland, land of rugged
peasants, craftsmen, and mercenary soldiers. The thirteen sparsely popu-
lated, independent cantons of Switzerland (then about a million people)
were loosely joined in a federal Diet, closer in organization and in spirit to
the ltalian city-states than to the German states. Unlike the German
states, where the conversion of a powerful prince could sway an entire
state, there were no such territorial rulers in Switzerland. The Swiss
reformers, then, would be even more closely tied to privileged residents of
towns of relatively small size. Their movement would also soon spread to
parts of France.

Zwingli and Reform

In Zurich, then a town of about 6,000, Huldrych Zwingli (1484-1531)
preached salvation through faith alone. In 1522, several citizens of Zurich
publicly munched sausages during Lent in defiance of the Lenten ban on
eating meat. Zwingli published two tracts on their behalf in which he
insisted that the Scriptures alone should be the basis of religious practice,
and that as there was nothing in the Bible about sausages, they could be
eaten at any time. This scriptural test also led Zwingli and his followers to
iconoclasm, the stripping of images and altar decorations from churches
because nothing about them could be found in the Bible. The Zurich munic-
ipal council then embraced reform. It ordered the canton’s priests to preach
only from the Bible, and two years later it forbade the saying of Mass.
Zwingli convinced the town’s magistrates that tithes should be used to aid
the poor, whom he believed represented the real image of God.
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A doctrinal conflict among reformers helped define the character of the
Swiss Reformation. Luther maintained that communion represented the
physical presence of Christ. In this he had not diverged far from the
Catholic Church, which insisted that through the miracle of transubstan-
tiation (which the pope formulated in 1215), the priest transformed bread
and wine into the actual body and blood of Christ, the sacrament of the
Holy Eucharist. But to Luther, who condemned Catholic worship of the
Eucharist, the bodily presence of Christ in the Eucharist came from the
fact that Christ and God were universally present. Zwingli, by contrast,
believed that communion was only a symbol of Christ’s real presence in
the Eucharist and that Luther’s refusal to abandon this idea demonstrated
that he still stood with one foot in Rome. The “Sacramentarian Contro-
versy” emerged as the first major doctrinal dispute among Protestants. The
Augsburg Confession of 1530 sealed the rift by excluding reformers who
rejected Lutheranism, such as Zwingli and his followers.

Between 1525 and 1530, some German-speaking parts of Switzerland
and regions of the southern German states accepted Zwingli's reforms. In
1531, Catholic forces attacked Protestant cantons because Zwingli was
actively espousing his version of reform there. Zwingli, carrying a sword and
a Bible, led the Protestant forces into the Battle of Kappel and was killed in
the fighting. Both Catholics and Lutherans claimed Zwingli's death to be
divine judgment against his religious positions. The peace that followed,
however, specified that each canton could choose its own religion.

(Left) Woodcut of Huldrych Zwingli. (Right) Burning church ornaments and reli-
gious statues in Zurich.
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Radical Reformers

The reforms of Zwingli were not the only kind spreading in southern Ger-
many and Switzerland in the 1520s. Some groups had even more radical
ideas in mind for changing religious morality and communal life. Radicals
shared an impatience with the plans of more moderate reformers, although
they sometimes had very different visions of what this would constitute.
Some were Anti-Trinitarians who rejected the orthodox Christian teaching
that God consisted of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Many radi-
cals believed that they had been called to form the communities in which
they sought to implement “godly living” (see Map 3.3).

Most radical reformers in the 1520s held apocalyptic beliefs, convinced
that the world would soon end with a victory of God’s true faithful over the
forces of evil, in which they included those who did not agree with them or
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tolerate their views. Some radical reformers who had broken with Zwingli
in Zurich became known as Anabaptists—"“anabaptism” means rebaptism
in Greek. Believing that neither Luther nor Zwingli had sufficiently trans-
formed religious morality and community life, they sought to implement
“godly” living on the model of the New Testament. Because they could find
no reference to infant baptism in the Bible, they began baptizing adults in
1525 against Zwingli’s advice. They believed that only adults could mani-
fest true faith and therefore be worthy of baptism.

Anabaptist groups sprung up in areas influenced by Protestant reform,
including Zurich, the Netherlands, parts of Italy, and Poland. Anabaptists
were a very diverse group. Many Anabaptists advocated a congregational
form of organization, because for them membership was through free will
or voluntary self-selection, rather than through territorial organization of
churches as was true for Catholics, Lutherans, and Zwinglians. Yet there
were major differences between groups. Some Anabaptists in Switzerland
and southern Germany formed communities of believers seeking isolation—
“separation from iniquity,” as they put it—from the struggles and tempta-
tions of the sinful secular world. These Anabaptists did not accept temporal
government and refused to take civil oaths, pay taxes, hold public office, or
serve in armies. However, other Anabaptists did seek alliances with local
rulers and sought to be loyal subjects.

Catholic and Protestant states moved to crush these communities of radi-
cals, seeing them as seditious rebels against God-given authority in church
and state. At the Diet of Speyer in 1529, Charles V, along with Catholic and
Protestant rulers in the empire, declared Anabaptism a crime punishable by
death, usually by—with intentional irony—drowning, “the third baptism.”
Some of these radical reformers sought refuge in the mountains of the Tyrol
and Moravia, and in the Netherlands, while others accepted a martyr's
death or spoke out against authorities who persecuted them.

In 1534, a radical group of Anabaptists led by a local preacher took over
the town government of Miinster by election. Those not sympathetic to
Anabaptism left town willingly or were expelled. Soon several thousand
Anabaptists from as far away as the Netherlands arrived in Miinster,
believing it to be the “New Jerusalem,” where God’s chosen people would
be protected. The Anabaptists established a council of twelve that expro-
priated Catholic Church property, abolished private property, banned the
use of money, and established communally held property and a system of
barter.

Miinster’s territorial ruler and his allies laid siege to the town. Inside
Miinster, John of Leiden, a Dutchman, gained influence as a leader and
prophet. He convinced the ministers and elders of Miinster to abolish pri-
vate property, which they justified on biblical grounds—upon Christ’s
return, believers would not need possessions. Moreover, sharing possessions
helped them ration goods during the siege. They also began to practice
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polygamy, in part because there were four times as many women than men in
town. John of Leiden, who became king of Miinster, led the way by taking
sixteen wives. He also ordered the burning of all books in Miinster except
the Bible. Forces sent by Lutheran and Catholic princes stormed the town in
June 1535 and tortured to death John of Leiden and other lesser leaders,
placing their mutilated corpses in iron cages that still hang in a church
steeple in Miinster.

After the fall of Miinster, Dutch Anabaptists led by a former Catholic
priest named Menno Simons (1496-1561) tried to save adult baptism by
preaching disciplined, godly living and Christian pacifism. They became
known as Mennonites, and some of them left for the Americas more than a
century later in search of religious toleration. Other descendants of such
radical reformers include the adult-baptizing Hutterites of Moravia, the
forebears of a group who settled in the American Midwest and the Canadian
prairies. Likewise, the Unitarian religion has roots in this period, deriving
from the Anti-Trinitarian views of God as being one, not the trinity of
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Jean Calvin and Reform

France, too, provided fertile ground for reform. The French monarchy had
traditionally maintained a stubborn independence from Rome. Pope Leo X
had signed the Concordat of Bologna (1516) with King Francis I, giving
the king the right to appoint bishops and abbots in France. Initially the Val-
ois ruler was far more preoccupied with his wars against Charles V and the
Habsburgs than with the stormy tracts of an obscure German monk. The
threat of heresy, however, convinced him in 1521 to order Luther’s writ-
ings confiscated and burned. Yet Protestant propaganda arrived in France
from Germany. In 1534, reformers affixed placards in Paris denouncing
the Mass and on the king’s bedroom door in his chateau at Amboise. The
“affair of the placards” convinced the king to combat reform in earnest.

Jean Calvin (1509-1564) embodied the second major current of the
Reformation. He was born in the small town of Noyon in northern France,
where his father worked as a secretary to the local bishop. Calvin’s mother
died when he was about five years old, and his father sent him to Paris to be
trained as a priest. He then decided that his son should become a lawyer,
because he might earn more money.

Late-Renaissance humanism and particularly the teachings of Erasmus
helped stimulate in the pious young Calvin an interest in religious reform
during his legal studies. In 1534, the Catholic hierarchy and the king him-
self moved to crush this movement. Finding exile in the Swiss town of Basel,
Calvin probably still considered himself a follower of Erasmus within the
Catholic Church. In Basel, he penned tracts denouncing the papacy and call-
ing on the king of France to end religious persecution.
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Throughout his life, Calvin was overwhelmed by anxiety and self-doubt,
compounded by his virtual abandonment by his father and his forced exile.
He was also terror-struck by the power of nature and, in particular, by
storms as manifestations of God’s power—rather like Luther. Humanity
seemed to Calvin to be poised before an abyss, a metaphor he frequently
used. He feared that oceans might rise and sweep humankind away.
Around him Calvin saw only the absence of order.

Like other thinkers of the early sixteenth century, Calvin believed that he
lived in a time of extraordinary moral crisis: “Luxury increases daily, lawless
passions are inflamed, and human beings continue in their crimes and
profligacy more shameless than ever.” It seemed to Calvin that the sense of
religious community that ought to bind people together was dissolving.

Calvin argued that the Catholic Church had made the faithful anxious by
emphasizing the necessity of good works in achieving salvation. The anxiety
of never knowing how many good works were enough had, Calvin insisted,
turned Catholics to seek the intercession of saints. He attacked the sacra-
ment of penance with particular vehemence: “The souls of those who have
been affected with some awareness of God are most cruelly torn by this
butchery . . . the sky and sea were on every side, there was no port of
anchorage.” Calvin also rejected the increasingly human-like images given
God and Christ over the previous century. Unlike Luther, Calvin empha-
sized not reconciliation with God through faith, but rather obedience to his
will. He sought to provide a doctrine that would reassure the faithful of
God's grace and of their own salvation. There was hope in Calvin’s thought,
faith that the labyrinth—another of his frequent images—of life could
be successfully navigated. The imposition of order, based upon the mo-

(Left) Jean Calvin. (Right) A Calvinist service. Note the austerity of the church.
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rality dictated by the Bible, would put an end to some of life’s haunting
uncertainties.

With this in mind, Calvin developed in his Institutes of the Christian
Religion (1536—1559) the doctrine of election or predestination: “God'’s
eternal decree. . . . For all are not created in equal condition; rather, eter-
nal life is foreordained for some, eternal damnation for others.” The belief
in predestination called into question the efficacy of good works. If one’s
fate were predestined and if good works in themselves (as the Catholic
Church claimed) did not bring eternal salvation, why lead a righteous life?
Calvin believed that good works were signs of having been chosen by God
for eternal salvation, though they did not in themselves guarantee Heaven.

Whereas medieval theologians had condemned lending money for profit,
Calvin, unlike Luther, distinguished between usury and productive loans
that would raise capital and increase the well-being of the entire community.
Replacing penance as a means of imposing individual discipline, Calvin
preached collective, communal discipline in the pursuit of holiness. Validat-
ing economic activity, later Calvinists came to view prosperity, along with
“sober living,” as a sign of election by God. In the late nineteenth century,
this came to be known as the “Protestant ethic.”

Late in 1536, Calvin went to the Swiss lakeside city of Geneva, a town of
about 13,000 people. With the first successes of the Reformation, word of
which had originally been carried there by German merchants, Geneva
broke away from the domination of the Catholic House of Savoy. Earlier that
year, troops of the Swiss canton of Bern, which had embraced Zwinglian
reform, occupied the city. Bern established a protectorate, with Geneva
retaining its nominal independence. Citizens elected magistrates and mem-
bers of two representative councils.

In 1537, Calvin persuaded the smaller and most powerful of the two
councils to adopt a Confession of Faith, swearing that the people of Geneva
“live according to the holy evangelical law and the Word of God.” Residency
in Geneva would be contingent on formal adherence to the document. The
Mass was banned, and priests were informed that they had to convert to
reformed religion or leave the city.

Calvin hoped to impose Christian discipline and asceticism on the city in
order to construct a righteous society. His “Ecclesiastical Ordinances” would
provide for the organization of religious life in reformed Geneva, but they
threatened the powers of the councils. Calvin insisted that the Consistory,
the judiciary of the reformed church made up of lay elders (called pres-
byters), would have the right to discipline all citizens and to dispense harsh
penalties against those who transgressed Geneva's religious laws. These
penalties would include excommunication from the church, exile, imprison-
ment, and even execution. Calvin wanted municipal supervisors to monitor
the religious behavior of the people, but the councils hesitated to surrender
their authority to Calvin, who was French, or to assume such a supervisory
role. In 1538, the councils told Calvin to leave Geneva.
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In 1540, the majority of citizens of Geneva, believing that the town'’s ties to
Bern limited its sovereignty, elected new magistrates, who executed the lead-
ers of the pro-Bern faction. The two councils then invited Calvin to return to
oversee reform in Geneva, and they adopted his Ecclesiastical Ordinances.
Calvin returned to the city he had called “a place so grossly immoral.”

To John Knox, a Scottish reformer, Geneva seemed “the most perfect
school of Christ that ever was on earth since the days of the Apostles.” But
many citizens of Geneva resisted the close scrutiny of the Consistory. One
man named his dog “Calvin” in protest. Always on the alert for the “many
ambushes and clandestine intrigues Satan daily directs against us,” Calvin
forced another man who had publicly criticized him to wear a hair shirt (a
shirt made of coarse animal hair) and walk slowly through town, stopping
at street corners to pray and acknowledge Calvin’s authority. Calvin took it
upon himself to decide whether future bridegrooms were free from vene-
real disease and could marry in Geneva. He determined the punishment of
merchants who cheated their clients. Drinking establishments were per-
mitted (indeed part of Calvin’s salary was paid in barrels of wine) if no
lewd songs were sung or cards played, a Bible was always available, and
grace said before meals. The Consistory imposed penalties for laughing
during a sermon, having one’s fortune told, or praising the pope. Calvin’s
death in 1564 was brought on by a variety of illnesses that were probably
compounded by his chronic state of exhaustion and his fretful anxiety
about the possibility of reforming a fallen and sinful world.

Calvinist Conversions

Calvinism proved the most aggressive version of the reformed religions,
finding converts in places as diverse as France, the Netherlands, a number
of German states, Hungary, Transylvania, Poland, and Scotland, where, fol-
lowing the efforts of the fiery reformer John Knox, the Scottish Parliament
accepted Calvinism in 1560 as the national religion. In France, Calvinism
made some inroads among all social classes during the 1530s, following the
flow of reform literature coming from Switzerland and the German states.
People who could not read could nonetheless listen to the Bible being read
aloud.

Henry 1I, who came to the throne of France in 1547, denounced the
“common malady of this contagious pestilence which has infected many
noble towns.” The Parlement of Paris created a special chamber to hear
heresy cases—“the Burning Chamber”—and tried about 500 people. The
sadistic king attended many of the executions himself. A magistrate from
Bordeaux described the courage of the Protestant martyrs:

Fires were being kindled everywhere . . . the stubborn resolution of
those who were carried off to the gallows . . . stupefied many people.
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They saw innocent, weak women submit to torture so as to bear wit-
ness to their faith ... men exulting upon seeing the dreadful and
frightful preparations for and implements of death that were readied
for them . .. half charred and roasted, they looked down from the
stakes with invincible courage . . . they died smiling.

The judicial system could not keep up with the rapid pace of conversion,
including the conversion of many nobles. By 1560, there were more than
2,000 Protestant, or Huguenot (so named after a leading French reformer
in Geneva, Besangon Hugues), congregations in France.

Calvinism became the dominant religion of reform in the Netherlands. To
root out Protestants there, Philip 11 of Spain expanded the Inquisition (which
had been set up by the Spanish crown after the expulsion of the Moors and
Jews from Spain in 1492 and later extended to the Spanish Empire in the
Americas). When the Dutch declared independence from Spain in 1581,
Calvinism quickly became part of the Dutch national movement during the
long war of independence that followed (see Chapter 5).

THeE ENGLISH REFORMATION

Unlike continental reform, the English Reformation began with a strug-
gle between the king and the Church. But this dispute must also be
placed in the context of discontentment with ecclesiastical venality, and
the distant rule of Rome. Lollard influence persisted among the middle
and lower classes, which resented the wealth of the high clergy and
papal authority. Merchants and travelers returned to England from the
continent with Lutheran tracts. Among Luther’s small group of followers
at the University of Cambridge was William Tyndale, who published the
first English translation of the New Testament. Burned at the stake as a

heretic in 1536, his last words were “Lord, open the eyes of the king of
England.”

Henry VIII and the Break with Rome

King Henry VIII of England (ruled 1509-1547) was a religious conservative
who published a book in 1521 defending the Catholic view of the sacra-
ments against Martin Luther, prompting the pope to grant him the title of
“defender of the faith.” The Catholic Church in England already enjoyed
considerable autonomy, granted by the pope in the fourteenth century, and
the king could appoint bishops.

The issue of royal divorce led to the English break with Rome. Henry's
wife, Catherine of Aragon (1485-1536), had given birth five times, but
only an extremely frail girl, Mary Tudor, survived. Henry not only urgently
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(Left) Henry VII11. (Right) Anne Boleyn.

desired a male heir for the prestige of the dynasty but he also desired Anne
Boleyn (1507-1536), a lady-in-waiting with long black hair and flashing
eyes.

Henry had obtained a special papal dispensation to marry Catherine, who
was his brother’s widow, and now sought the annulment of this same mar-
riage. Obtaining an annulment—which meant, from the point of view of the
Church, that the marriage had never taken place—was not uncommon in
sixteenth-century Europe, providing an escape clause for those of great
wealth. Henry justified his efforts by invoking an Old Testament passage
that placed the curse of childlessness on any man who married his brother’s
widow. He furthermore claimed that English ecclesiastical authorities, not
the pope, had the authority to grant an annulment. Pope Clement VII (pope
1523-1534) was at this time a prisoner of Charles V, the Holy Roman
emperor, whose armies had occupied Rome, and who happened to be
Catherine of Aragon’s nephew. In addition to these political circumstances,
the pope opposed the annulment as a matter of conscience. At Henry's insis-
tence, Lord Chancellor Thomas Wolsey (1475-1530), in his capacity as
cardinal-legate, opened a formal church proceeding in London in 1529 to
hear the king’s case. But Pope Clement ordered the case transferred to
Rome, where the English king had no chance of winning.

Furious, Henry blamed Wolsey for this defeat. Stripped of his post, Wolsey
died a shattered man in 1530 on the way to his trial for treason and certain
execution. The king had named Thomas More to be his lord chancellor in
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1529. But More, a lawyer and a
humanist, was a vigorous oppo-
nent of the reform movement.
Although a layman, each Friday
More whipped himself in memory
of Christ’s suffering. More balked
at Henry’s plan to have his mar-
riage to Catherine of Aragon
annulled. In 1533, Henry secretly
married the pregnant Anne
Boleyn. He then convoked Parlia-
ment, which dutifully passed a
series of acts that cut the ties
between the English church and
Rome. The Act in Restraint of
Appeals (1533) denied the pope’s
authority. Thomas  Cranmer
(1489-1556), archbishop of Can-

terbury, showed himself a loyal Sil: Thomas More, painted lfy Hans Hol-
f the throne by simpl bein the Younger. More, who is here shown
servant o y PYY a5 lord chancellor, was later executed for

declaring Henry's marriage to s beliefs.

Catherine, who was sent to a con-

vent, annulled. The Act of Suc-

cession in 1534 required all of the king's subjects to take an oath of loyalty to
the king as head of the Church of England. Thomas More refused to do so,
and Henry ordered his execution. When Pope Clement named another cleric
languishing in the Tower of London a cardinal, Henry scoffed, “Let the pope
send him a [cardinal’s] hat when he will, but I will provide that whensoever it
cometh, he shall wear it on his shoulders, for his head he shall have none to
set it on.”

The Act of Supremacy, also passed in 1534, proclaimed the king “supreme
head of the Church of England.” Another law made possible the execution
of anyone who denied the king's authority over the clergy, or who supported
“the bishop of Rome or his pretended power.” Parliament limited fees that
the clergy could assess for burials and forbade bishops of the Church of En-
gland from living away from their sees. Reforms brought the clergy under
civil law. The lack of resistance to Henry's usurpation of ecclesiastical
authority reflected the pope’s unpopularity, as well as the growing strength
of the English monarchy.

After the Break with Rome

Henry VIII's nascent Church of England remained doctrinally conserva-
tive in contrast to some of the continental reform churches. Several dozen
people were burned at the stake for heresy in the 1530s after Henry broke
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with Rome, including twenty-five Anabaptists. In 1536, in the Church of
England’s first doctrinal pronouncement, Ten Articles affirmed the essen-
tial tenets of Lutheran reform: salvation by faith alone (although good
works were still advised), three sacraments, and rejection of the concept of
Purgatory and the cult of saints. However, six more articles promulgated
two years later reaffirmed some aspects of orthodox Catholic doctrine,
including transubstantiation and clerical celibacy.

Thomas Cromwell (1485-1540), Wolsey’s ambitious protégé, oversaw the
dissolution of England’s 600 monasteries, completed in 1538 despite a
northern insurrection (the “Pilgrimage of Grace”) in defense of the Roman
Catholic Church. Two-thirds of the monasteries were sold within ten years,
the largest transfer of land in England since the Norman Conquest of 1066.
The appropriation of Church lands doubled royal revenue, allowing the con-
struction of forts along the troublesome border with Scotland and on the
Channel coast, and financing the purchase of new ships of war. Nobles, par-
ticularly those living in the more prosperous south, were the chief pur-
chasers of monastic lands. Many turned their acquisitions into pastureland
for sheep, or undertook more intensive agricultural production.

A few months after she married Henry, Anne Boleyn gave birth to a
daughter, Elizabeth, a future queen of England. But Henry then had Anne
tried on charges of adultery with one of his courtiers, claiming that she had
coyly dropped her handkerchief in order to attract him. Anne was executed
in 1536, insisting to the end that “a gentler nor a more merciful prince [than
Henry] was there never.” Next the king married Jane Seymour, who died
shortly after giving birth to a son. Another Anne, this one from a small Ger-
man state, was next in line, as Henry sought allies against Spain and the
other Catholic powers. But this Anne did not please Henry—he claimed he
had never consummated his marriage to this woman he disparaged as a
“Flemish mare.” He divorced her, too. Catherine Howard became Henry's
fifth wife, but in 1542 he ordered her dispatched for “treasonable
unchastity.” Henry's sixth wife, a pious older woman named Catherine Parr,
could have been excused for entering the marriage with considerable trepi-
dation, but managed to outlive her husband.

THE CaTHOLIC REFORMATION

The Catholic Church responded to the schism within Christendom by
reasserting the pope’s authority and strengthening its own organization.
The Catholic Reformation (sometimes called the Counter-Reformation)
was both a defensive response by the Church to the success of Protes-
tantism and an aggressive attempt to undertake reform within the limits
determined by Catholic theology.
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Retreat to Dogmatism

In 1536, Pope Paul Ill (pope 1534-1549) designated a commission to
report on possible reforms in the Church. This commission documented the
lack of education of many clergy and the scandalous cases of bishops and
priests earning benefices from sees and parishes they never visited. But the
papacy held firm on matters of Catholic Church doctrine. Paul III rejected a
last-ditch attempt in 1541 by one of his cardinals and several German bish-
ops to reach agreement on the thorny theological issue of salvation by faith
alone. Luther, too, vehemently refused to accept compromise. The papacy
then went on the offensive. The next year, the pope ordered Cardinal Gian
Pietro Carafa to establish an Inquisition in Rome to root out Protestantism
in lItaly.

Carafa became Pope Paul IV (pope 1555-1559) despite the opposition
of Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. He once declared, “If our own father
were a heretic, we would gladly carry the wood to burn him!” The new
pope retreated into doctrinal orthodoxy and aggressive repression. He for-
malized pre-publication censorship, establishing a list—the Index—of for-
bidden books in 1559. Censors ordered other books altered, and refused to
authorize the printing of publications they deemed controversial.

As part of the Catholic Reformation’s efforts to combat, contain, and
eliminate “error” in all forms, Paul IV invented the “ghetto,” ordering Jews
living in the Papal States to reside in specific neighborhoods, which they
could leave only at certain times. In a 1555 bull, he stated that the Jews
were guilty of killing Christ, and therefore ought to be slaves. In much of
Catholic Europe, Jews had to wear yellow caps to identify themselves,
could not own land, and were excluded from most professions.

Ignatius of Loyola and the Jesuits

Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556), a dashing Basque noble, became one of
the leading figures of the Catholic Reformation. While recovering from a
grave injury suffered in battle, Loyola read an account of the life of Christ
and a book on the lives of saints. He vowed to help rekindle Catholic ortho-
doxy throughout Europe. Loyola made a pilgrimage to a Spanish monastery,
left his sword in a chapel, gave his rich robe to a poor man, put on a sack-
cloth, and traveled through Spain and Italy. Gradually Loyola attracted fol-
lowers. The Inquisition came to suspect him because his claims to help
people through “spiritual conversion” seemed dangerously close to heresy.
He defended himself ably, however, receiving only a short prison sentence.

Loyola wanted to establish a new order that could inculcate the same kind
of intense religious experience that he had undergone while lying wounded.
He traveled to Rome, offered his services to the pope, and organized the
Society of Jesus, which was officially approved by the pope in 1540. Under
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Loyola’s military-style leadership, the Jesuits, as the order’s members
became known, grew rapidly in number and influence as aggressive cru-
saders for the Catholic Reformation.

The Jesuit order provided a model for Church organization, orthodoxy,
and discipline. Jesuits underwent a program of rigorous training and took a
special oath of allegiance to the pope. They combined the study of Thomas
a Kempis's mystical Imitation of Christ (1418) and Loyola’s own intense
devotional reflections.

When Loyola died in 1556, there were more than a thousand Jesuits.
Counselors to kings and princes and educators of the Catholic elite, the
Jesuit religious order contributed greatly to the success of the Catholic
Reformation in Austria, Bavaria, and the Rhineland. Jesuits also contributed
to the Church’s reconquest of Poland, where religious toleration had been
proclaimed in 1573 and some landowners had converted to Calvinism. In
the service of the Catholic Reformation, Jesuits began to travel to North
America, Latin America, and Asia, eventually establishing a presence even in
the court of the Chinese emperors. They led “missions,” delivering fire-and-
brimstone sermons, which were aimed at rekindling loyalty to the Church.

The Council of Trent

In 1545, at the insistence of Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, Pope Paul
II1 convoked the Council of Trent (1545—1563) to assess the condition of
the Catholic Church and to define its doctrines. While such an internal
reckoning had seemed inevitable for some time, the papacy had long
viewed conciliarism as a potential threat to its authority and invoked every
possible reason for delay. Once convened, the Council of Trent, which met
off and on for eighteen years, made the split within Western Christendom
irreparable. Most of the prelates who came to the Alpine town of Trent
believed the central goal of the council was a blanket condemnation of
what the Church viewed as heresy, as well as the reaffirmation of theologi-
cal doctrine. Although the pope himself never went to Trent, the Italian
delegates dominated the proceedings, coughing and sneezing during
speeches with which they disagreed.

The council rejected point after point of reformed doctrine, declaring
such positions “to be anathema.” It reaffirmed the authority of the pope
and of the bishops, the seven sacraments, and the presence of Christ in the
Eucharist. It also unequivocally opposed the marriage of clerics and reaf-
firmed belief in Purgatory and in the redeeming power of indulgences,
although the practice of selling them was abolished.

In 1562, Pope Pius IV (pope 1559-1565) convoked the last session of
the Council of Trent. The council ordained the creation of seminaries in
each diocese to increase the number and quality of priests. The priests
were henceforth to keep parish registers listing the births, baptisms, and
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deaths of the faithful, which in recent times have provided historians with
extraordinarily useful demographic information. Some monastic houses
undertook reforms. The infusion of better educated clergy in the southern
German states and Austria aided the Church’s efforts to maintain its influ-
ence there.

The papacy emerged from the Council of Trent much more centralized,
better organized and administered, and more aggressive, like the most
powerful European states themselves. Gradually a series of more able
popes helped restore the prestige of the papacy within the Church.

Putting Its House in Order

“The best way,” one churchman advised, “to fight the heretics is not to
deserve their criticisms.” Some leaders within the Catholic Church reasoned
that the Church should put its own house in order and seek to reconvert peo-
ple who had joined the reformed religions. Pius V (pope 1566-1572)
declared war on venality, luxury, and ostentation in Rome. But abuses still
seemed rampant. In 1569, the Venetian ambassador to France reported that
the French “deal in bishoprics and abbeys as merchants trade in pepper and
cinnamon.” Pius V sent some bishops living in Roman luxury packing to
their sees, putting those who refused to leave in prison.

Reformers wanted to bring order and discipline to members of religious
orders and the secular clergy. “No wonder the Church is as it is, when the
religious live as they do [in monasteries and convents],” Teresa of Avila
(1515-1582) exclaimed in response to the demeaning battles between reli-
gious houses in Spain, struggles that she tried to end. Some churchmen,
however, now rejected monastic life as irrelevant to the activist missionary
tasks of the Church, another sign of the influence of Protestant reform.
New orders, such as the Capuchins—an offshoot of the Franciscans—
and the female order of the Ursulines, worked to bring faith to the poor and
the sick. The missionary work of Vincent de Paul (1581-1660) also helped
restore faith among the poor. Seeing the success Reformation preachers
had with mass-produced pamphlets, the Catholic Church also produced
catechisms that spread Church teachings, along with accounts of the lives
of the saints. The Catholic Reformation encouraged other new devo-
tional confraternities (religious brotherhoods of people who heard Mass
together), some bringing together laymen of various social classes. The cult
of the Virgin Mary became more popular. The Protestant Reformation had
emphasized the religious life of the individual and the development of his
or her personal piety through Bible study and personal reflection. The
Catholic Reformation, too, now encouraged individual forms of devotion
and spirituality.
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CULTURE DURING THE Two REFORMATIONS

The Protestant Reformation began as a religious reaction against abuses
within the Church. But it also reflected profound changes in European
society. The Reformation followed not only the discovery of the printing
press but also the expansion of commerce, the arteries of which became
the conduits of reform. Both the Protestant and Catholic Reformations
affected art, architecture, print culture, education, popular culture, and
family life at a time when religious belief and practice had an enormous
impact on daily life.

Print Culture

The printing press did not cause the Reformation, but it certainly helped
expand it. A rapid expansion in the publication of pamphlets, books, and
other printed material occurred at a time when reformers were challenging
Church doctrine and papal authority. The printing of Luther’s works facili-
tated their rapid diffusion, with perhaps a million copies circulating
through the German states by the mid-1520s. The German reformer called
the printing press “God’s highest and ultimate gift of grace by which He
would have His Gospel carried forward.” Luther’s Wartburg translation of
the Bible went through fifty printings in two years. He wrote 450 treatises
and delivered more than 3,000 sermons; his collected works fill more than
100 volumes and 60,000 pages. Luther also published a hymnal containing
many hymns that are sung today.
He directed many of his dialogues,
poems, and sermons to ordinary Ger-
mans, and even to children, adopt-
ing popular religious themes and
images.

Since about 1480, the diffusion
of printing had contributed to the
expansion of a lay culture in the
German states. Much of what was
printed was published in the vernac-
ular, that is, German, as opposed to
Latin. Although religious literature
was the greatest output of early print-
ing presses, other favored themes
of books and pamphlets included
nature, the discoveries of the explor-
ers, the acquisition of technical skills
(such as medical skills from self-help
Private devotion: an old woman reading medical handbooks), manuals of
the Bible. self-instruction (such as how to
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defend oneself in court, or how to make beer and wine), and everyday moral-
ity. Visual, often satirical images such as woodcut illustrations and broad-
sheets, directed at those who could not read, probably reached far more
people than did printed tracts, however. Caricatures portrayed Luther as
Hercules, as an evangelical saint doing battle with wretched animals repre-
senting the Church, as a new Moses, as a miracle worker, and, in one popu-
lar legend, as the inventor of bratwurst sausage.

Lay Education and Reading

The Reformation, drawing on printing, also profited from increased educa-
tional opportunities for laypeople in Europe, which engendered a critical
spirit among students and scholars. The number of universities rose steadily
during the last half of the fifteenth century. More people could read than
ever before—although in most places no more than 5 to 10 percent of the
population. Lutherans and Calvinists stressed the importance of education
as essential to individual and critical study of the Scriptures, and de-
emphasized the clergy’s role in religious instruction.

During the Reformation, princes and ecclesiastical leaders intensified
their efforts to secure religious conformity by controlling what people read.
The “blue library” (so called because small books or pamphlets were
wrapped in blue paper) helped diffuse pamphlets deemed acceptable and
sold at a low price by itinerant peddlers. Each Western European country
had such a “literature of bits and pieces.” Didactic stories were meant to
instruct people about religious events, saints, and ideals approved by the
Church, and to distance them from the “superstitions” of popular culture.
Yet many people living in England probably still knew far more about Robin
Hood than they did about the Bible. A chapbook (a small book of popular lit-
erature) published in Augsburg in 1621 told the story of Saint George slay-
ing the dragon. The Catholic hierarchy removed the dragon from the story,
while Protestants left out Saint George.

Popular Rituals and Festivals

Protestant ministers, like their Catholic counterparts, tried to root out
such rituals as baptizing a child by dunking her three times for good luck.
Songs rife with pagan imagery had survived virtually unchanged since
medieval times. Religion and magic remained closely intertwined; the
Catholic Church had been unable to eradicate the difference in the popu-
lar mind between prayer and good luck charms, for example.

Many a village became the site of an elaborate tug-of-war between state
and ecclesiastical authorities and ordinary people. The clergy, often previ-
ously active participants in festive occasions, were caught in the middle
and moved away from what they considered “profane” amusements. The
Catholic hierarchy tried to suppress some popular festivals and rein in
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Pieter Brueghel the Elder's Combat between Carnival and Lent (1559). Note the
contrast between the church on the left with the somewhat more pious-looking
people near it, and the drinking place on the other side of the square. Revelry
seems to be winning out.

others, returning them to the control of the clergy by imposing a religious
purpose that seemed to have been lost in all the fun. A dance known as the
“twirl” in southern France was banned in 1666 because boys tossed girls
into the air “in such an infamous manner that what shame obliges us to
hide most of all is uncovered naked to the eyes of those taking part and
those passing by.” Ecclesiastical and lay hierarchies, Catholic and Protes-
tant, came to view popular festivity as immoral, or at least licentious. Com-
bat between Carnival and Lent (1559), a painting by Pieter Brueghel the
Elder (see above), depicts Carnival as a fat man and Lent as a thin woman.
Under the twin assault of absolutism and ecclesiastic hierarchy, Lent won.
The clergy also began a long and often unsuccessful struggle for control
over lay confraternities, which had their origins in religious devotion, but
they now were often fiercely independent and more like festive clubs,
especially during Carnival. Carnival was largely eradicated in Protestant
countries, but it survived in some Catholic ones, although often much trans-
formed.

Social and political elites contrasted the “civility” of their beliefs, con-
duct, and manners with the “barbarity” or “savagery” of popular beliefs and
customs. Didactic literature stressing polite comportment and etiquette
became popular among people of wealth, further separating them from the
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poor. The Church tried to impose strict sexual mores on ordinary people,
while encouraging gestures of deference toward social superiors.

The Role of Women

Although convents and nunneries were almost always abolished in a
Protestant state, reformers nonetheless encouraged women to take an
active role in the religious process of being saved. Protestant women, like
men, were encouraged to read the Bible themselves, or, as most could not
read, to have it read to them. In the case of Anabaptists, women appear to
have made decisions about not baptizing their children; most Anabaptist
martyrs were female. More women than men seem to have converted to
Calvinism in France, perhaps attracted by special catechism classes, or by
the fact that in Calvinist services, men and women sang psalms together.

Yet Protestant reformers still believed women were subordinate to men.
Although a few women published religious pamphlets in the early 1520s
and others undertook devotional writing and publishing later, women could
not be ministers nor could they hold offices within the new churches.
Calvin believed that the subjugation of women to their husbands was cru-
cial for the maintenance of moral order. Protestant denominations pro-
vided a domestic vision of women, emphasizing their role in the Christian
household.

The fact that a Protestant minister could now marry, however, reflected
a more positive view not only of women but of the family as a foundation
of organized religion. One pamphleteer admonished husbands that their
wives were “no dish-clouts . . . nor no drudges, but fellow-heirs with them
of everlasting life, and so dear to God as the men.”

Because they no longer considered marriage a sacrament, Protestants
also reluctantly accepted divorce in limited cases. Luther viewed adultery,
impotence, and abandonment as reasons for divorce, but he condemned
Henry VIII’s effort to divorce Catherine of Aragon. Divorce remained quite
rare and occurred only after a long, expensive legal process only the rich
could afford.

In Catholic areas, women could still rise to positions of importance in
convents, or in the new charitable religious orders. But the Council of Trent
reaffirmed the Catholic Church’s ideal of female chastity, reinforced by the
widespread cult of the Virgin Mary. The chapbooks of the Catholic Reforma-
tion still taught that the female body was a source of sin, and therefore had
to be controlled.

Witches came to reflect superstitious aspects of popular religion.
Catholic and Protestant churchmen identified and persecuted witches as
part of the campaign to acculturate the masses with “acceptable” beliefs.
Witch hunts peaked during the first half of the seventeenth century. In the
southwestern states of the Holy Roman Empire alone, more than 300
witch trials resulted in the execution of 2,500 people between 1570 and
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1630, almost all women (in itself not surprising, as Church authorities
and priests were all male).

Theologians and judges sought to demonstrate that accused witches
embodied the kingdom of the devil. To some extent, the Catholic Reforma-
tion wanted to create the idea of a satanic realm of evil on earth with
which to juxtapose orthodoxy. “Witches,” identified by common reputation,
sometimes stood accused of saying Latin prayers backward or performing
“black Masses” while standing facing their “congregations,” instead of fac-
ing the altar, defiantly inverting the kingdom of God. One woman was
accused of “consuming” several husbands. Often “witches” were blamed
for evil that had befallen villagers: a fire, the unexplained death of a cow,
or a male suddenly smitten with impotence.

Most of those accused of being witches were rural, poor, and single
women who were victims of other villagers, particularly small town officials
and wealthy peasants (it was the opposite in 1692 in Salem, Massachusetts,
where many of the women accused of witchcraft had just inherited property,
and therefore were resented by the community). Some “witches” confessed
under pain of torture, such as one woman in southern France, who was
“scorched like a pig” and cooked alive, having been accused of spreading an
“evil powder” while committing crimes.

Women stood out as targets because they were transmitters of the collec-
tive memory of popular culture. They were genealogists, storytellers, and
healers, but almost always without formal education. Women were in many
ways the guardians of tradition, although also regarded by the Catholic
hierarchy as the source of sin. The social exclusion or even execution of
women had a social value for those in power, affirming authorities’ position
and role as interpreters of beliefs and customs deemed appropriate.

After the persecution of witches ebbed, some lay authorities then turned
their attention to outcasts, the socially marginal. In the Austrian Nether-
lands, a sign “useless to the world” was hung above the head of a beggar.
Monarchies increasingly demonstrated their authority in carrying out sen-
tences of royal justice and, therefore, the justice of God. Those found
guilty of capital crimes—at least those of the lower classes—were tortured
and then executed in public, their mutilated bodies exhibited for all to see.

The Baroque Style

The monumentalism, flamboyance, and theatrical religiosity of the baroque
style complemented the Catholic Reformation. “Baroque” refers to a style of
extravagant and irregularly shaped ornamentation (the term itself comes
from Old French for “irregularly shaped pear”). As an architectural, artistic,
and decorative style, the baroque triumphed in southern Germany, Austria,
Flanders, Spain, and other Catholic regions during the first decades of the
seventeenth century (but was also popular in Protestant England, where it
merged with the classical style).
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As in the Renaissance, in Rome
the Church remained a major
patron of the arts, expressing
religious themes through visual
representation. Its goal was to
impress—indeed, to overwhelm—
the emotions through awe-
inspiring dimensions, opulence,
movement, and, in painting, lurid
color. The Baroque style sought
to express the experience of the
soul. Baroque palaces and
churches featured exuberant
curves and ornate decoration and
were cluttered with lustrous mar-
ble altars, ornate statues, golden
cherubs, and intensely colorful
murals and ceiling paintings.
The baroque merged easily with
neoclassicism—the revival of an
architectural design dominated
by Greek and Roman forms. The
Gesti Church of the Jesuits in Rome is a masterpiece of baroque style.
With its vast ceilings and enormous paintings of the ascension of Christ
and the assumption of the Virgin Mary, it symbolizes the spirit of the
Catholic Reformation. The baroque style used optical illusions such as
Gesui's false cupola to achieve the impression that the viewer is reaching
for Heaven.

The monumental fountains in Rome of the Venetian sculptor Gian-
lorenzo Bernini (1598—1680) best represent the period of high baroque
of the Catholic Reformation. He also sculpted the magnificent canopy over
the high altar of St. Peter’s. Bernini sought to communicate the intensity
of religious experience. In the altarpiece The Ecstasy of Saint Theresa
(1645-1652), Bernini depicted the saint’s convulsions of joy when an
angel stabs her with a spear as beams of sunlight engulf the scene. Bernini
wrote, “It pleased the Lord that I should see this angel in [this] way. . . . In
his hands I saw a long golden spear and at the end of the iron tip I seemed
to see a point of fire. With this he seemed to pierce my heart several times
so that it penetrated to my entrails.” This highly sexual description stands
in marked contrast with the puritanical impulse that had seen Renaissance
popes order the painting of fig leaves on nudes.

Gianlorenzo Bernini's The Ecstasy of Saint
Theresa (1645-1652).
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In 1600, more than half of Europe remained primarily Catholic, including
Spain, France, and Habsburg Austria, three of the four most powerful states
in Europe. The fourth was England, and it was overwhelmingly Protestant.
The Dutch Netherlands, at war with its Spanish overlords, was largely
Protestant as well. Unlike the case of the German states, where the religion
of the princes determined the religion of the state, the Reformations in
France, the Netherlands, and Scotland were to a great extent movements
from below. The Reformation generated a strong missionary impulse among
Protestants and Catholics alike. With the gradual opening up of the world to
European commerce and colonization, the Jesuits, particularly, ranged far
and wide. In the burgeoning Spanish Empire, conquest and the quest for
religious conversion, which was remarkably successful, went hand in hand.
More than a few missionaries, however, found martyrdom, for example in
Asia.

In Central Europe, the complexity of the state system facilitated reform.
The Peace of Augsburg of 1555, as we have seen, reinforced German partic-
ularism, the persistence of small, independent states. In contrast, the larger,
centralized, and more powerful states like Spain and France most success-
fully resisted the reform movement, despite the wars of religion that lay
ahead in the latter. Yet, in both states, the Catholic Church remained subor-
dinate to the monarchy, with both the French and Spanish kings retaining
considerable authority over ecclesiastical appointments.

Protestant reformers accepted a separation of functions within the com-
munity, what Luther called the “realm of the spirit” and the “realm of the
world.” Henceforth, the political institutions of the Protestant states
remained relatively secularized. In the German states and in Scandinavia,
Lutheranism was introduced as a state church, in part because reformers
originally needed the protection of princes against Catholic rulers, notably
Charles V, the Holy Roman emperor. In England, Anglicanism also took on
the status of a state religion. Both Lutheran and Anglican reforms rigorously
subordinated the church to the state, separating the spiritual and temporal
realms. Whereas Zwingli had called for the complete fusion of church and
state, Calvinism alone provided for the institutional separation of both; after
Calvin's death the magistrates of Geneva restricted the church’s autonomy.
Anabaptist sectarians, in contrast, wanted their communities to have noth-
ing at all to do with the state.

The Lutheran and Calvinist states were not necessarily any more tolerant
of religious dissent than those that remained Catholic. Following the Peace
of Augsburg, German princes used their control of the reformed churches to
consolidate their political authority. Lutheranism remained wedded to a

patriarchal structure of society, which appealed to property owners at all
social levels.
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In an attempt to obtain religious adherence, some princes declared that
church attendance would be mandatory and those who were absent would
be punished. Nonetheless, compelling people to attend Sunday services did
not guarantee what or even if they believed. One can never know how typical
were the thoughts of one girl who related that the sermon she had just sat
through was “such a deale of bible babble that I am weary to heare yt and |
can then sitt downe in my seat and take a good napp.” In one English parish
in 1547, it was reported that “when the vicar goeth into the pulpit to read
what [he] himself hath written, then the multitude of the parish goeth
straight out of the church, home to drink.”

In some places, to be sure, ordinary Protestants and Catholics coexisted
and even shared churches. In Saxony, Catholics heard Mass in the lavishly
decorated front part of a church and Lutherans used the end of the nave,
which had little adornment, for their own services, by common accord. The
division of the church was marked by a painting of the Last Supper, the
importance of which both sides agreed upon. In some towns in the Nether-
lands in the late sixteenth century, dissenters from the Dutch Reformed reli-
gion, including Catholics, could worship in churches that were deliberately
hidden from public view. Ordinary people thus greatly contributed to the
religious peace that emerged in the immediate post-Reformation period,
sometimes defying tyrannical rulers who insisted on religious orthodoxy.

The Peace of Augsburg and the Council of Trent did not end the rivalry
between Catholics and Protestants, nor, for that matter, the rivalry between
different Protestant denominations. Religious intolerance and conflict
would, to a great extent, help define the first half of the seventeenth century,
the age of the wars of religion.



CHAPTER 4

THE WARS OF RELIGION

On May 23, 1618, a crowd of protesters carried a petition to
Prague’'s Hradcany Palace, where representatives of the royal government
of Bohemia were gathered. The crowd stormed into the council chamber,
engaged Catholic officials in a heated debate, organized an impromptu
trial, and hurled two royal delegates from the window. The crowd below
roared its approval of this "defenestration” (an elegant term for throwing
someone out a window), angered only that neither man was killed by the
fall. Catholic partisans construed their good fortune as a miracle, as the
rumor spread that guardian angels had swooped down to pluck the falling
dignitaries from the air. Protestants liked to claim that the men had been
saved because they fell on large dung heaps in the moat below.

The different reactions to the Defenestration of Prague illustrate how
the Reformation left some of Europe, particularly the German states, a ver-
itable patchwork of religious allegiances. Religious affiliation, like ethnicity,
frequently did not correspond to the borders of states. The Peace of Augs-
burg in 1555 ended the fighting between German Protestant and Catholic
princes. It stated that the religion of each state would henceforth be that
of its ruler. Hundreds of thousands of families left home and crossed fron-
tiers in order to relocate to a state where the prince was of their religious
denomination.

The German states entered a period of relative religious peace, but in
France in 1572, the Huguenots (the popular name for the French Protes-
tants) rebelled against Catholic domination, setting off a civil war. Moreover,
after years of mounting religious and political tension, Dutch Protestants
led the revolt against Spanish Catholic authority in 1572, beginning a bitter
struggle that lasted until the middle of the next century.

Then in 1618, religious wars broke out again in the German states with
unparalleled intensity. The Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) devastated Cen-
tral Europe, bringing into the conflict, in one way or another, almost all of
the powers of Europe. Armies reached unprecedented size, and fought with
a cruelty that may also have been unprecedented.

The wars of religion in France and the Thirty Years’ War began because
of religious antagonisms, but the dynastic ambitions of French princes lay
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not far behind the rivalry between Protestants and Catholics. In the Thirty
Years' War, the dynastic rivalry between the Bourbons of France and the
Habsburgs of Austria—both Catholic dynasties—came to the fore, eventu-
ally dominating religious considerations.

The wars of religion resulted in the strengthening of the monarchies of
France, Austria, and the smaller German states as well. Kings and princes
further extended their administrative, judicial, and fiscal reach over their
subjects in the interest of maintaining control over their populations and
waging war. In France, a stronger monarchy emerged out of the trauma of
religious struggles and competing claimants to the throne. Germany, in con-
trast, remained divided into several strong states and many smaller ones.
Competing religious allegiances reinforced German particularism, that is,
the multiplicity of independent German states.

THE WaARs OF RELIGION IN SIXTEENTH-CENTURY FRANCE

Early in the sixteenth century, France was divided by law, customs, lan-
guages, and traditions. Under King Francis I (ruled 1515-1547), the Valois
monarchy effectively extended its authority. Of Francis I, it was said, “If the
king endures bodily fatigues unflinchingly, he finds mental preoccupations
more difficult to bear.” Yet, the French monarch ruled with an authority
unequaled in Europe, however much he was still dependent on the good
will of nobles. When the king sought loans to continue a war, a Parisian
noble assured him that “we do not wish to dispute or minimize your power;
that would be a sacrilege, and we know very well that you are above the
law.”

When the Reformation reached France in the 1540s and 1550s, Calvin-
ism won many converts (see Chapter 3). At a time when nobles were resist-
ing the expansion of the king's judicial prerogatives and the proliferation
of his officials, religious division precipitated a crisis of the French state
and brought civil war.

A Strengthened Monarchy

Francis I and his successors became more insistent on their authority to
assess taxes on the towns of the kingdom, many of which had held privi-
leged exemptions granted in exchange for loyalty. Raising an army or royal
revenue depended on the willingness of the most powerful nobles to
answer the king's call. The monarchs had justified such requests with an
appeal to the common good in tactful language that also held out the pos-
sibility of the use of force. Now the French king wished to tax the towns
even when there was no war.

Francis reduced the authority of the Catholic Church in France. The Con-
cordat of Bologna (1516), signed between Francis and Pope Leo X, despite
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the resistance of the French
clergy, established royal
control over ecclesiastical
appointments. Many more
royal officials now repre-
sented and enforced the royal
will in the provinces than
ever before. One sign of the
growing power of the monar-
chy was that nobles lost some
privileges of local jurisdic-
tion to the royal law courts.
Francis  confirmed and
enhanced Paris’s identity as
the seat and emerging sym-
bol of royal power. The sale
of offices originated in the
king's desire for the alle-
giance of nobles and for the
King Francis 1 of France, looking very regal and T€venue they could provide
proud of his increased authority, despite not the monarchy. His succes-
being painted wearing his crown. sors would depend increas-

ingly on the sale of offices
and titles for raising revenue. Finding nobles unwilling to provide all the
funds the king desired, the monarchy, in turn, put the squeeze on peas-
ants, extracting more resources through taxation.

The political and religious crises in the middle decades of the sixteenth
century threatened monarchical stability in France. They pushed the coun-
try into a period of chaos brought by the lengthy, savage war of religion
during which the four Valois kings who succeeded Francis I proved unable
to rule effectively.

Economic Crisis

The end of a period of economic expansion provided a backdrop for the po-
litical and religious struggles of the French monarchy. The population of
France had risen rapidly between the late fifteenth century and about 1570,
reversing the decline in population resulting from plagues and natural disas-
ters in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Land under cultivation
increased, particularly near the Mediterranean, where landowners planted
olive trees on hills and terraces. But by 1570, the increase in cultivable land
slowed down in much of France. The European population, which had risen
to about 100 million people during the sixteenth century, outstripped avail-
able resources. Prices rose rapidly in France, as in most of Europe, pushed
upward relentlessly by population increase. Beginning in the late 1550s, the



The Wars of Religion in Sixteenth-Century France 129

purchasing power of the laborer declined dramatically, whereas that of
landowners remained stable, fed by high prices. As agricultural income fell,
nobles demanded vexing services from peasants, such as repairing roads and
paths on their estates. Many wealthy nobles rented out land to tenant farm-
ers, then took the proceeds back to their luxurious urban residences. Nobles
of lesser means, however, did not do as well as the owners of great estates,
because the rents they drew from their land failed to keep pace with rising
prices.

As the price of profitable land soared, peasant families tried to protect
their children by subdividing land among male offspring. Many peasants
with small parcels of land became sharecroppers at highly disadvantageous
terms—working someone else’s land for a return of roughly half of what
was produced. Both trends worked against increased agricultural effi-
ciency, reducing land yields. Landless laborers were barely able to sustain
themselves.

Taxes and tithes (payments owed the Catholic Church—in principle, 10
percent of income) weighed heavily on the poor. Peasants, particularly in the
southwest, sporadically revolted against taxes, and against their landlords,
during the period from 1560 to 1660. The popular nicknames of some of the
groups of rebels reflect their abject poverty and desperation: the “poor
wretches,” who rose up against the nobles in central and southern France in
1594-1595, and the “bare feet.” Many of the rebels espoused the popular
belief that their violence might restore an imagined world of social justice in
which wise rulers looked after the needs of their people.

French Calvinists and the Crisis of the French State

Followers of John Calvin arriving in France from nearby Geneva attracted
converts in the 1540s and 1550s. Henry II (ruled 1547-1559), who suc-
ceeded his father Francis I, began a religious repression that created Calvin-
ist martyrs, perhaps further encouraging Protestant dissent. The spread of
Calvinism led the king to sign the Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis in 1559, end-
ing the protracted struggle between France and Spain. After decades of
reckless invasions, Henry Il agreed to respect Habsburg primacy in Italy and
control over Flanders. King Philip II (ruled 1556—1598) of Spain, in return,
promised that Spain would desist in its attempts to weaken the Valois kings.
These two most powerful kings in Europe ended their struggle for
supremacy not only because their resources were nearly exhausted, but also
because as Catholic rulers they viewed with alarm the spread of Calvinism
in Western Europe, both within the Netherlands (a rich territory of the
Spanish Habsburgs) and within France itself. After signing the treaty, Henry
I1 and Philip II could now turn their attention to combating Protestantism.

Some nobles in France, wary of the extending reach of the Valois monar-
chy and tired of providing funds for wars, resisted the monarchy. The con-
flict between the monarchy and the nobility compounded growing religious
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division in the last half of the sixteenth century. Perhaps as many as 40 per-
cent of French nobles converted to Calvinism, some of them nobles of rela-
tively modest means squeezed by economic setbacks.

In 1559, King Henry 1l was accidentally killed by an errant lance during
a jousting tournament celebrating peace with Spain. He was succeeded by
his fifteen-year-old son, who became Francis II (ruled 1559-1560).
Catherine de’ Medici (1519—1589), Henry II's talented, manipulative, and
domineering widow, served as regent to the first of her three sickly and
incapable sons. Catherine was reviled as a “shopkeeper’s daughter,” as her
Florentine ancestors had been merchants, bankers, and money changers,
all things incompatible with the French concept of nobility (but not with
the Italian one). That she was the daughter of the man to whom Machi-
avelli had dedicated The Prince added to the “legend of the wicked Italian
queen” in France.

The throne immediately faced challenges to its authority by three pow-
erful noble families, each dominating large parts of France. Religious dif-
ferences sharpened the rivalry between them. The Catholic Guise family,
the strongest, concentrated its influence in northern and eastern France.
In the south, the Catholic Montmorency family, one of the oldest and
wealthiest in the kingdom, held through marriage alliances the allegiance
of some of the population there. The influence of the Huguenot Bourbon
family extended into central France and also reached the far southwestern
corner.

In 1560, Louis, prince of Condé (1530-1569), a member of the
Huguenot Bourbon family, conspired to kidnap Francis II and remove him
from the clutches of the House of Guise, who were related to Francis's wife,
Mary Stuart, queen of Scotland. The
Guise clan, who discovered the plot,
killed some of the Bourbon conspira-
tors. Francis died after a stormy
reign of only eighteen months, suc-
ceeded by his ten-year-old brother
Charles IX (ruled 1560-1574),
under the regency of their mother.

The rivalry between the Guise,
Montmorency, and Bourbon fami-
lies undermined royal authority.
Henry II's lengthy war with Spain
had drained the royal coffers, and
the economic downturn made it
extremely difficult to fill them again.
Catherine’s efforts to bring some of
- the nobles who had converted to
Catherine de’ Medici, widow of Henry Protestantism to the royal court and
11, served as regent to Francis 11. to bring about a rapprochement
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between the two denominations failed utterly. Such attempts only infuri-
ated the House of Guise, several of whose members held important posi-
tions within the Catholic Church hierarchy. For their part, Philip 1I of
Spain and the Jesuit religious order backed the Guise family. The political
crisis of France, then, became increasingly tied to the struggle of the
Church with Protestants.

Taking advantage of the confusion surrounding the throne, French
Calvinists became bolder in practicing their religion. Religious festivals
occasioned brawls between Catholics and Huguenots. Calvinists seized
control of Lyon in 1562, forcing the rest of the population to attend their
services. Where they were a majority, Calvinists desecrated Catholic ceme-
teries, smashed ornate stained-glass windows, shattered altar rails of
churches, and covered statues of saints with mud. Catholics replied by
slaughtering Calvinists, more than once forcing them to wear crowns of
thorns, like Christ, to their death. Both sides burned the “heretical” books
of the other denomination. The violence of a holy war was accentuated by
rumors that the Huguenots indulged in orgies, while Protestants accused
Catholics of idolatry and of doing the devil's work.

Yet in France—as in other parts of Europe where the Reformation had
taken hold—some brave souls urged religion toleration. For example, an
abbot warned in 1561:

I am well aware of the fact that many think it wrong to tolerate two
religions in one kingdom, and in truth it could be wished that there
were only one, provided it were the true religion. . . . there is indeed
no sense in wanting to use force in matters of conscience and religion,
because conscience is like the palm of the hand, the more it is
pressed, the more it resists, and lets itself be ordered only by reason
and good advice.

In 1562, the first full-scale religious war broke out in France. It began
when Francis, the duke of Guise (1519—1563), ordered the execution of
Huguenots who had been found worshipping on his land. In the south-
western town of Toulouse, more than 3,000 people were killed in the fight-
ing; the bodies of Protestants were tossed into the river, and their
neighborhoods were burned as part of a “purification.” Members of the
Catholic lay confraternities took oaths to protect France against “heresy”
and erected crosses in public places as a sign of religious commitment.
Catholics won back control of several major cities.

This first stage of the war, during which a Huguenot assassinated Fran-
cis, the duke of Guise, ended in 1563. A royal edict granted Huguenots the
right to worship in one designated town in each region, as well as in places
where Calvinist congregations had already been established. Intensifying
the eagerness of the powerful quarreling noble families to impose their
will on the monarchy was the fact that Francis had died childless and
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young King Charles IX and his younger brother had no sons. There was no
clear heir to the throne of France.

In 1567, war between French Protestants and Catholics broke out
again. It dragged on to an inconclusive halt three years later in a peace set-
tlement that pleased neither side. In 1572, Charles and Catherine, though
Catholics, at first agreed to provide military support to the Dutch Protes-
tants, who had rebelled against Spanish authority. The goal was to help
weaken France's principal rival. But pressured by his mother and fearful of
upsetting the more radical Catholics, as well as the pope, Charles soon
renounced assistance to the Dutch and agreed to accept instead the guid-
ance of the Catholic House of Guise. With or without the king's knowledge
or connivance, the Guise family tried but failed to assassinate the Protes-
tant leader Admiral Gaspard de Coligny (1519-1572), a Montmorency
who had converted to Protestantism and whom they blamed for the earlier
murder of the Catholic Francis, duke of Guise.

The marriage between Charles’s sister, Margaret, a Catholic Valois, and
Henry of Navarre, a Bourbon Huguenot, was to be, in principle, one of reli-
gious reconciliation. The negotiations for the wedding had specified that
the Huguenots in Paris come to the wedding unarmed. But the king's Guise
advisers, and perhaps his mother as well, convinced him that the only way
of preventing a Protestant uprising against the throne was to strike brutally
against the Huguenots. Therefore, early in the morning on August 24,
1572, Catholic assassins hunted down and murdered Huguenot leaders.
During what became known as the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, the
(new) duke of Guise killed Admiral Gaspard de Coligny, whose battered
corpse was thrown through a window, castrated, and then dragged through
the dusty streets of Paris by children. For six days Catholic mobs stormed
through the streets, killing more than 2,000 Protestants. Outside of Paris,
another 10,000 Protestants perished. The Parlement of Toulouse, one of
the twelve judicial courts of medieval origin that combined judicial and
administrative functions, made it legal to kill any “heretic.” The pope had a
special Mass sung in celebration of the slaughter. Thousands of Huguenots
emigrated or moved to safer places, including fortified towns they still held
in the southwest.

Charles IX died in 1574 and was succeeded by his ailing brother, Henry
I (ruled 1574-1589). At his coronation, the crown twice slipped from
Henry’s head, a bad omen in a superstitious age. The new king was a pic-
ture of contradictions. He seemed pious, undertook religious pilgrimages,
and hoped to bring about a revival of faith in his kingdom. He also spent
money with abandon and enjoyed dressing up as a woman, while lavishing
every attention on the handsome young men he gathered around him.

Henry III also had to confront a worsening fiscal crisis compounded by a
series of meager harvests. But when he asked the provincial Estates (regional
assemblies dominated by nobles) for more taxes, the king found that his
promises of financial reform and of an end to fiscal abuses by royal revenue
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The Saint Bartholomew's Day Massacre, 1572, in which more than 2,000
Huguenots perished in Paris.

agents were not enough to bring forth more revenue. The Estates deeply
resented the influence of Italian financiers at court, the luxurious life of the
court itself, and the nobles who had bought royal favor.

The Catholic forces around the king were not themselves united. A
group of moderate Catholics, known as the politiques, pushed for concilia-
tion. Tired of anarchy and bloodshed, they were ready to put politics ahead
of religion. The politiques therefore sought to win the support of the mod-
erate Huguenots, and thereby to bring religious toleration and peace to
France.

In 1576, Henry IIl signed an agreement that liberalized the conditions
under which Protestants could practice their religion. Concessions, how-
ever, only further infuriated the intransigent Catholics, who became known
as the “fanatics” (dévots). Angered by these concessions to Huguenots, a
nobleman in the northern province of Picardy organized a Catholic League,
which because of its size posed a threat not only to Huguenots but also to
the monarchy. It was led by the dashing Henry, duke of Guise (1550-
1588), who was subsidized by Philip II of Spain, and vowed to fight until
Protestantism was completely driven from France. But another military
campaign against Protestants led to nothing more than a restatement of the
conditions under which they could worship.

Henry III's reconciliation with the House of Guise did not last long. The
death of the last of the king’s brothers, Francis, duke of Anjou, in 1584
made Henry of Navarre, a Protestant, heir to the throne. This was the
Catholics’ worst nightmare. The Catholic League threw its full support
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behind the aged, ambitious Catholic Cardinal de Bourbon, who was next in
line after Henry of Navarre.

Henry of Navarre

Henry of Navarre (1553—1610) was born in the town of Pau on the edge of
the Pyrenees Mountains in southwestern France. The son of Antoine of
Bourbon, patriarch of the powerful Bourbon family, and Jeanne d’Albret,
Henry inherited the keen intelligence of his mother and his father’s inde-
cisiveness. His mother was a committed Huguenot and raised Henry in
that faith. When his father, who was notoriously unfaithful to his wife,
sent her back to the southwest in 1562, Henry converted to Catholicism,
his father's religion. After his father’s death in battle, Henry reembraced
Protestantism. Taken to the royal court as a hostage by Catherine de’
Medici, he was permitted to have Huguenot tutors. Among his friends at
court were the future Henry 11l and Henry, duke of Guise. It was after
Henry of Navarre's wedding in Paris in August 1572 to Margaret, Cather-
ine de’ Medici’s daughter, that the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre
occurred. Henry then was given the choice of embracing Catholicism or
being executed. He chose the former. When the fighting temporarily
ended, Henry had more time for his favorite pursuits—pursuing women
and hunting.

The Huguenots had every reason to be wary of a young man who seemed
to change faiths with such ease. Furthermore, he seemed to have recon-
ciled himself to the Saint Bartholomew's Day Massacre, still counted the
duke of Guise among his friends, had accompanied the Catholic army,
albeit under guard, and had written the pope begging forgiveness for past
misdeeds.

But having left Paris and the watchful eye of the Catholic dukes, Henry
then formally abjured Catholicism and took up residence as royal governor
in the southwest, where Protestantism was strong. There he tried to steer a
path between militant Catholics and Huguenots. His endorsement of
mutual religious toleration won wide approval. After Henry of Navarre
became heir to the throne in 1584, the Catholic League rallied its forces,
drawing its muscle from the artisans of Paris and other northern towns. In
defiance of the king, it forced the Parlement of Paris to withdraw the toler-
ation afforded the Huguenots. The Catholic League’s goal was to put the
Cardinal de Bourbon on the throne, although the duke of Guise wanted it
for himself.

The struggle between the “three Henrys” now began in earnest. Henry
(Valois) III first allied with Henry (Bourbon) of Navarre and with the duke
of Montmorency against Henry, duke of Guise. The Guise family provoca-
tively accused the king in 1585 of destroying the kingdom through inept
rule and called for a rebellion that would bring the duke of Guise to the
throne and drive Protestantism from the kingdom.
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Henry III then switched partners, joining the duke of Guise against
Henry of Navarre. The Treaty of Nemours (1585) between Catherine de’
Medici and Henry, duke of Guise, abrogated all edicts of religious tolera-
tion and turned over a number of towns to the Catholic League. Now the
odd man out, Henry of Navarre prepared for a new war. He denounced
Spanish meddling and in a quintessentially politique statement, called on
soldiers “to rally around me . . . all true Frenchmen without regard to reli-
gion.” Although he increasingly depended on German and Swiss mercenar-
ies for his army and benefited from the intervention of a German
Protestant force, Henry's denunciation of foreign influence was a shrewd
piece of political propaganda aimed at moderate Catholics—the
politiques—and the Catholic clergy.

In 1587, Henry of Navarre defeated the combined forces of the king and
the Catholic League at Coutras, near Bordeaux. Here his defensive posi-
tion and use of artillery and cavalry proved decisive. But instead of follow-
ing up his surprising victory by pursuing the Catholic army, Henry went
back to hunting and making love. As a contemporary put it, “All the advan-
tage of so famous a victory floated away like smoke in the wind.”

That year, 1587, Queen Elizabeth 1 of England put to death Mary Stu-
art, the Catholic queen of Scots and the niece of the duke of Guise (see
Chapter 5). Angered by Henry 11I's inability to prevent the execution of his
niece, Guise, at the urging of the king of Spain, marched the next year to
Paris, where he and the Catholic League enjoyed support. The Spanish
king hoped to keep the French king from contemplating any possible assis-
tance to England as the Spanish Armada sailed toward the English Chan-
nel. When Henry III sent troops to Paris to oppose the duke of Guise, the
Parisian population rose in rebellion on May 12, 1588, stretching barri-
cades throughout the city center. The king ordered his troops to withdraw.
The “Day of Barricades” marked the victory of a council led by clergymen
known as the Sixteen, then the number of neighborhoods in Paris.

For several years, the Sixteen had been energetically supporting the
League, while denouncing the king, the Catholic politiques, and
Huguenots with equal fervor. The hostility of the population of Paris con-
vinced the king to accept Cardinal de Bourbon (1523-1590) as his heir,
the duke of Guise as his lieutenant-general, and to convoke the Estates-
General (representatives of the provincial Estates, which the monarch
could summon in times of great crisis).

Then in 1588, the delegates to the Estates-General, many of them mem-
bers of the Catholic League, gathered in the Loire Valley town of Blois.
Scathing written grievances were submitted to the delegation, including
one from Paris that denounced the king as a “cancer . . . filled with filth
and infectious putrefaction” and called for “all heretics, whatever their
quality, condition or estate, [to] be imprisoned and punished by being
burned alive.” By now, however, the English fleet had defeated Philip II's
Armada in the Channel (see Chapter 5), and the nobles found Henry 111
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Assassination of Henry, duke of Guise.

less intimidated than they had anticipated. When the duke of Guise heard
a rumor that the king was planning his assassination, he replied, “He does
not dare.” But Henry III's bodyguards murdered Henry, duke of Guise,
shortly before Christmas 1588 in the Chateau of Blois, as Catherine de’
Medici lay dying in a room beneath the bloody struggle. The Valois king
had the Cardinal de Bourbon and other prominent members of the
Catholic League arrested.

The duke of Guise’s assassination drove the Catholic League to full-
fledged revolt against Henry 111. More than 300 towns, most of them in
the north, now joined the “Holy Union” against the king. As Catholics pre-
pared to fight Catholics, Henry of Navarre (again Protestant) appealed for
peace: “We have been mad, senseless and furious for four years. Is that not
enough?”

Henry III was then forced to make an alliance of convenience with
Henry of Navarre against the Catholic League. As their combined armies
besieged Paris, a monk assassinated Henry III in August 1589. The king's
Swiss guards, who had not done a terribly good job protecting their king,
threw themselves at the feet of Henry of Navarre, telling him, “Sire, you
are now our king and master.”

The Catholic League, however, had proclaimed five years earlier that
Cardinal de Bourbon would become king upon Henry III's death. Henry
imprisoned his potential rival. Henry of Navarre's forces defeated Catholic
League armies twice in Normandy, in 1589 and in 1590. But once again
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Henry failed to take advantage of the situation his shrewd generalship had
made possible. He dawdled before finally laying siege to starving Paris.

The arrival of a Spanish army from Flanders to provision Paris helped win
Henry further support from moderate Catholics, who resented Spanish
intervention that might prolong the siege. Fatigue began to overcome reli-
gious conviction. Henry also played on resentment at the involvement of the
pope in French affairs (Henry had been excommunicated in 1585 and, for
good measure, a second time six years later). As Henry's army besieged Paris,
Spanish troops defeated forces loyal to him in several provinces. The death
of Cardinal de Bourbon in 1590 led Philip II to proclaim the candidacy of
the late Henry II's Spanish granddaughter as heir to the throne of France,
and then to suggest that he might claim it himself. In the meantime, Henry's
continued successes on the battlefield and conciliatory proclamations fur-
thered his popularity.

Henry of Navarre, a man of changing colors, had another major surprise
up his sleeve. In 1593, he astonished friend and foe alike by announcing that
he would now again renounce Protestantism. This move, however, reflected
his shrewd sense of politics. Paris, as he put it, was worth a Mass, the price of
the capital’s obedience. Following his coronation as Henry IV at Chartres the
following year, Paris surrendered after very little fighting. Henry’s entry into
his capital was a carefully orchestrated series of ceremonies that included
the “cure” of hundreds of people afflicted with scrofula (a tuberculous con-
dition) by the royal touch, a monarchical tradition in France and England
that went back centuries. Henry nodded enthusiastically to the women who
came to their windows to catch a glimpse of the first Bourbon king of France.

Catholic League forces gradually dispersed, one town after another pledg-
ing its loyalty to Henry, usually in return for payments. Henry’s declaration
of war on Spain in 1595 helped rally people to the monarchy. The pope
lifted Henry's excommunication from the Church. Henry invaded Philip’s
territory of Burgundy, defeating his army. In 1598, the last Catholic League
soldiers capitulated. Henry, having secured the frontiers of his kingdom,
signed the Treaty of Vervins with Philip II to end the war that neither side
could afford to continue. However, bringing stability to France would be no
easy matter. The wars of religion had worsened the plight of the poor. Disas-
trous harvests and epidemics in the 1590s compounded the misery. The
wars of the Catholic League caused great damage and dislocated the econ-
omy in many parts of France. The indiscriminate minting of coins by both
sides worsened inflation.

Henry's emissaries gradually restored order by promising that “the Well-
Loved,” as the king became known, would end injustices and provide “a
chicken in every pot.” He did slightly reduce the direct tax, of which the
peasants bore the brunt. Henry also rooted out some of the corruption in the
farming of taxes, whereby government officials allowed ambitious middle-
men to collect taxes in exchange for a share. But, in all, even more of the tax
burden fell upon the poor.
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Gradually Henry succeeded in putting the finances of the monarchy on
a firmer footing. In 1596, he convinced an Assembly of Notables to
approve a supplementary tax. A new imposition (the paulette) permitted
officeholders, through an annual payment to the throne, to assure that
their office would remain in the hands of their heirs. The paulette gave the
wealthiest nobles of the realm a greater stake in the monarchy. But while
increasing royal revenue, it intensified the phenomenon of the venality of
office: the purchase of offices and the noble titles that went with them.

Henry could rarely rest at ease. In 1602 and again two years later, he
uncovered plots against him by nobles in connivance with the Spanish
monarchy. He survived nine assassination attempts. Indeed, Jesuit pam-
phleteers called for his assassination. Small wonder that he carried two
loaded pistols in his belt and that some nervous soul tasted his food and
drink before he did.

In 1598, Henry's Edict of Nantes made Catholicism the official religion
of France. But it also granted the nation’s 2 million Protestants (in a popula-
tion of about 18.5 million) the right to worship at home, hold religious ser-
vices and establish schools in specified towns—almost all in the southwest
and west—and to maintain a number of fortified towns. The Edict of Nantes
also established chambers in the provincial parlements, or law courts domi-
nated by nobles, to judge the cases of Protestants (see Map 4.1).

But careful to placate powerful sources of Catholic opposition, a series
of secret decrees also promised Paris, Toulouse, and other staunchly
Catholic towns that Protestant worship would be forbidden within their
walls. The Edict of Nantes thus left the Protestants as something of a sep-
arate estate with specified privileges and rights, but still on the margin of
French life. “What | have done is for the sake of peace,” Henry stated
emphatically. Yet former Catholic Leaguers howled in protest. By register-
ing royal edicts, the parlements gave them the status of law. In this case,
they only gradually and grudgingly registered the edict, which provided the
Huguenots with arguably more secure status than any other religious
minority in Europe.

Henry's foreign policy, which appeared pro-Protestant, supporting the
Dutch rebels against Spain and certain German states against the Catholic
Habsburgs, was based on dynastic interests. This support of Protestant
rebels and princes made it impossible for Henry to consider further con-
cessions to the Huguenots.

At the same time, the Catholic Reformation bore fruit in France. The
Church benefited from a revival in organizational zeal and popularity. Henry
allowed the Jesuits to return to France in 1604, a sign that religious tensions
were ebbing, and he admitted several Italian religious orders.

With various would-be assassins lurking, Henry had to think about an
heir. He sought a papal annulment of his marriage to Margaret of Valois,
whom he had not seen in eighteen years. While waiting, he prepared to
marry one of his mistresses, but she died miscarrying their child. With the
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blessing of the Church, he then arranged to marry Marie de’ Medici (1573—
1642), a distant relative of Catherine de’ Medici. This second marriage of
convenience brought a sizable dowry that Henry used, in part, to pay off
more international debts.

Intelligent and well organized, Henry kept abreast of events throughout
his vast kingdom. But he had little sense of protocol, often rushing out of the
Louvre palace by himself as his guards scurried to catch up. His wit was well
known: when formally welcomed by a long-winded representative of the
town of Amiens, who began “O most benign, greatest and most clement of
kings,” Henry interjected, “Add as well, the most tired of kings!” When a
second spokesman began his official greeting, “Agesilaus, king of Sparta,
Sire,” Henry cut him short, “I too have heard of that Agesilaus, but he had
eaten, and | have not.”
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Henry had a charismatic and somewhat contradictory personality. In con-
trast to the portraits he encouraged depicting him as Hercules or Apollo, or
arrayed in a splendid white plume and a warrior’s helmet, the king of France
was extremely slovenly, sometimes wearing torn or ragged clothes. He
became renowned for his physical vigor on the battlefield and gambled large
sums, with a notorious lack of success. Marie de’ Medici bore the constant
burden of her husband’s various infidelities and occasional bouts of gonor-
rhea. Henry produced six illegitimate children by three mistresses, along
with the three born to the queen. His nine offspring made up what he
proudly referred to as his “herd.”

Although he knew nothing of music or poetry, and regularly fell asleep at
the theater, Henry IV nonetheless was a patron of new architectural projects
that added to the beauty of the city of Paris and imprinted his rule upon it.
He ordered the construction of four quays facilitating the docking of boats
along the Seine River, and had built the splendid Place Dauphine, ringed by
elegant buildings on the western end of the island of Cité, where his eques-
trian statue now stands. And he orchestrated the construction of the Place
Royale, with pavilions of symmetrical arcades, brick construction, and
steeply inclining roofs in the northern architectural style.

Statemaking

Restoring monarchical prestige and authority in France, Henry IV laid the
foundations for what would become the strongest power in seventeenth-

The Place Dauphine, seen here from Pont-Neuf, was one of Henry IV's grand
architectural projects.
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century Europe. His reign was an exercise in early modern European
statemaking as he reimposed royal authority throughout the realm. Henry
was suspicious of any representative institutions, which he believed threat-
ened the exercise of royal authority: he never convoked the Estates-
General, and he ignored the provincial parlements.

Henry IV made the monarchy more powerful by dispensing privilege,
favors, and, above all, money with judiciousness that earned loyalty. The
difficulties of extracting resources were complicated by the division of the
provinces into more peripheral “state provinces” like Languedoc, Bur-
gundy, and Provence, which had been recently added to the realm and
retained some of their traditional privileges, and the “election provinces.”
In the former, the noble Estates assessed and collected taxation; in the lat-
ter, royal officials assumed these functions. Provincial governors repre-
sented the interests of the monarchy in the face of the privileges and
resistance to taxes maintained by the provincial parlements and Estates.
Conciliatory royal language began to disappear when it came to asking for
money. The governors strengthened the monarchy at the expense of towns
that prided themselves on their ancient privileges, further eroding their
fiscal independence.

The royal privy council, some of whose members were chosen, like Sully,
from the ranks of lesser nobles known for their competence and dedica-
tion, strengthened the effectiveness of state administration and foreign
relations. The king personally oversaw this council, excluding troublesome
nobles. Henry monitored the activities of his ambassadors and his court,
whose 1,500 residents included the purveyors of perfume, of which he
might have made greater use.

Much of Henry’s success in achieving the political reconstruction of
France can be credited to his arrogant minister of finance, Maximilien de
Béthune, the baron and, as of 1604, the duke of Sully (1560-1641). Sully
was the son of a prosperous Protestant family whose great wealth had
earned ennoblement. He established budgets and systematic bookkeeping,
which helped eliminate some needless expenses.

The monarchy gradually began to pay off some international debts,
including those owed to the English crown, and the Swiss cantons, whose
good will Henry needed to counter Spanish influence in the Alps. These
repayments allowed Henry to contrast his honor in the realm of finances
with that of the Spanish monarchy, whose periodic declarations of bank-
ruptcy left creditors grasping at air.

Meanwhile, the nobles reaffirmed their own economic and social domi-
nation over their provinces. In 1609, Charles Loyseau, a lawyer, published
a Treatise on Orders and Plain Dignities that portrayed French society as a
hierarchy of orders, or three estates: the clergy, the nobility, and everyone
else. He portrayed the king as the guarantor of this organic society. Henry
restored the hierarchy of social orders based upon rank and privilege. But
the boundaries between and within these estates were fairly fluid. A few
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At the time of the Estates-General in 1789, an image of an
impoverished, elderly peasant carrying on his back a noble
and a priest while scratching out a living from the soil.

newcomers ascended into the highest rank of dukes and peers who stood
above even the “nobles of the sword,” the oldest and most powerful nobles
traditionally called on by the monarchy to provide military support. The
“nobles of the robe,” while not a coherent or self-conscious group, were
men who claimed noble status on the basis of high administrative and judi-
cial office, for example, in the parlements. Henry strengthened the social
hierarchy by bolstering established institutions, including the parlements,
the treasury, the universities, and, ultimately, the Catholic Church.

Henry also took an interest in encouraging French manufacturing, partic-
ularly silk and the production of tapestries. To promote internal trade, he
encouraged investment in the construction of several canals linking naviga-
ble rivers. He was the first king to take an active interest in supporting a per-
manent French settlement in the New World, thereby increasing the
prospects of French fishermen and trappers following Jacques Cartier’s
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exploration of the St. Lawrence River in 1534. Samuel de Champlain
founded the colony of Quebec in 1608. Two years later, the first two French
Jesuit missionaries arrived in what became known as New France.

On May 14, 1610, Henry's carriage became ensnared in traffic in cen-
tral Paris. When some of his guards dashed forward to try to clear the way,
a crazed monk named Frangois Ravaillac jumped up to take revenge for the
king's protection of Protestants. He stabbed the king three times, fatally.

Louis XIII and the Origins of Absolute Rule

Henry's sudden death left Marie de’ Medici, his widow, as regent for his
young son, Louis XIII (ruled 1610-1643), who was eight years old at the
time. Neither Philip 111 (ruled 1598-1621) of Spain nor James I of Eng-
land, nor any of the princes of the German states, were in a position to try
to intervene in France on behalf of either Huguenots or Catholics. Marie
put aside Henry's planned campaign against the Habsburgs and adopted a
policy that considered Catholic powers to be friends.

Marie foiled several nobles’ plots against her in 1614—-1616. The convo-
cation of the Estates-General in 1614 accentuated the eagerness of noble
rivals to gain influence with the young king. One of them convinced Louis
to impose his own rule. The king ordered the murder of one of his mother’s
confidants; Louis then exiled his unpopular mother, hoping to restore
calm. When a group of nobles took this as occasion to raise the standard of
revolt, the young king’s army defeated them at Ponts-de-Cé near Angers
in 1620. The royal army then defeated a revolt by Huguenot nobles in the
southwest and west.

Emotionally, the stubborn and high-strung boy-king Louis XIII never
really grew up. Throughout his life, he demonstrated the psychological
burdens of having been regularly whipped as punishment on his father’s
orders. His father's murder when he was young also marked him. Louis
XIII's marriage to an Austrian princess began with a wedding-night fiasco
that, whatever happened between the precocious young couple, led to a
six-month period in which they did not even share a meal. Finally, things
went better. After suffering several miscarriages, the queen produced an
heir in 1638, but the royal couple was otherwise unhappy.

Louis XIII was intelligent and liked to sketch and listen to music, the lat-
ter calming him when he fell into a rage. He enjoyed hunting and winning at
chess, once hurling the offending pieces at the head of a courtier who had
the bad grace to checkmate him. Louis was a pious man who attended
church every day. But he was also invariably willful, ruthless, and cruel,
lashing out savagely at his enemies; indeed, no other ruler of France ordered
as many executions as Louis XIIl. Among those executed were a number of
nobles convicted of dueling, a practice that the king detested because it rep-
resented to him the possibility that nobles could raise private armies against
the throne.
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During Louis XI1I's reign, Cardinal Armand Jean du Plessis de Richelieu
(1585—-1642) expanded the administrative authority and fiscal reach of the
crown, dramatically increasing tax revenues. Richelieu's family, solidly
entrenched in the west of France, had long served the monarchy in court,
army, and church. The gaunt, clever Richelieu staked his future on and
won the patronage of the queen mother. He perfected the art of political
survival during the court struggles of the next few years. Richelieu was a
realist. His foreign and domestic policies reflected his politique approach
to both.

In 1629, Richelieu prepared a long memorandum for his king. “If the
King wants to make himself the most powerful monarch and the most
highly esteemed prince in the world,” he advised that “[The Estates and the
parlements] which oppose the welfare of the kingdom by their pretended
sovereignty must be humbled and disciplined. Absolute obedience to the
King must be enforced upon great and small alike.” Richelieu divided France
into thirty-two districts (généralités), organizing and extending the king's
authority. Officials called intendants governed each district, overseen by the
king's council and ultimately responsible to the king himself.

In order to enhance the authority of the monarchy and the Church,
Richelieu turned his attention to the Huguenots. After forcing the surren-
der of insurgent Protestant forces at La Rochelle in 1628, he ordered the
destruction of the Huguenot fortresses in the south and southwest, as well
as the chateaux of other nobles whose loyalty he had reason to doubt.

During the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648, see p. 145), Louis XIII, influ-
enced by Richelieu, reversed his mother's pro-Spanish foreign policy,
returning to the traditional French position of opposition to the Habs-
burgs. The dynastic rivalry between the two powers proved greater than
the fact that both kings were Catholic. Louis XIII thus surprised and out-
raged the Spanish king by joining England and the Dutch Republic, both
Protestant powers, against the powerful Catholic Austrian Habsburgs dur-
ing the Thirty Years' War. And in 1635, France declared war against Spain
itself.

Richelieu's successes, however, did not stand well with his resentful ene-
mies within France. His toleration of Huguenot worship drew the wrath of
some Catholic nobles, as did continuing costly wars against the Catholic
Habsburgs, which led to French subsidies to Protestant Sweden. Revolts
occurred in Dijon and Aix, both seats of provincial parlements, where local
notables resented having to bow to the authority of royal officials.

One of the most conservative Catholic nobles, a royal minister, briefly
turned the king against Richelieu. Marie de’ Medici, returned from brief
disgrace, tried to convince her son to dismiss the cagey cardinal. The "Day
of Dupes” (November 10, 1630) followed, which amounted to little more
than a high-stakes family shouting match between Marie de’ Medici, Louis
XIII, and Richelieu. Marie left thinking she had won the day, but awoke
the next morning to find that the king had ordered her exile. The king's
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own brother led a second plot
against Richelieu from 1641 to
1642, backed by the king of
Spain.

After decades of religious
wars, the assassination of
Henry IV, and a fragile, temper-
amental young monarch around
whom plots swirled, the monar-
chy of France had nonetheless
been greatly strengthened, build-
ing upon the accomplishments
of his predecessor. Louis XIII's
sometimes decisive and brutal
actions enhanced the reputa-
tion of the king who was
known to many of his subjects
as "The Just,” whether fitting
or not. A hypochondriac whose

Philippe de Champagne’s portrait of the
health was even worse than he ¢, 4.cyed Louis X111

feared, Louis XIIl died of

tuberculosis in 1643 at the age

of forty-two. But the man-child monarch had, with Richelieu, laid the
foundations for absolute monarchical rule in France.

THE THIRTY YEARS' WAR (1618—1648)

In Central Europe, religious divisions and intolerance led to the Thirty
Years' War, a brutal conflict during which the largely mercenary armies of
Catholic and Protestant states laid waste to the German states. Dynastic
rivalries were never far from the stage, bringing the continental Great
Powers into the fray. When the war finally ended, the Treaty of Westphalia
(1648) established a territorial and religious settlement that lasted until
the French Revolution.

Factionalism in the Holy Roman Empire

The Holy Roman Empire was a loose confederation of approximately 1,000
German autonomous or semi-autonomous states. These states ranged in size
from powerful Habsburg Austria to Hamburg, Liibeck, and other free cities
in the north, and even smaller territories no more than a few square kilome-
ters in size run by bishops. It would have been almost impossible for a trav-
eler to determine where one state stopped and another began had it not
been for the frequent toll stations, which provided revenue for cach. The
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southwestern German state of Swabia, for example, was divided among
sixty-eight secular and forty ecclesiastical lords and included thirty-two free
cities.

Geographic factors further complicated the political life of the German
states. A few of the largest states included territories that were not con-
tiguous. The Upper Palatinate lay squeezed between Bohemia and Bavaria;
the Lower Palatinate lay far away in the Rhineland. The former was pre-
dominantly Lutheran, the latter Calvinist.

Since 1356, when the constitutional law of the Holy Roman Empire had
been established, seven electors (four electoral princes and three archbish-
ops) selected each new Holy Roman emperor. The empire’s loose federal
structure had a chancery to carry out foreign policy and negotiations with
the various German princes. But only in confronting the threat of the
Turks from the southeast did the German princes mount a consistent and
relatively unified foreign policy.

Other institutions of the Holy Roman Empire also reflected the political
complexity of Central Europe. An imperial Diet brought princes, nobles,
and representatives of the towns together when the emperor summoned
them. An Imperial Court of Justice ruled on matters of importance to the
empire. The Holy Roman Empire, once the most powerful force in Europe,
had been weakened by its battles with the papacy in the thirteenth cen-
tury. Yet for some states the empire offered a balance between the desire
for a figure of authority who could maintain law and order and their con-
tinued political independence.

The Peace of Augsburg (1555), which ended the war between the Holy
Roman Emperor Charles V and the Protestant German states, had stated
that, with the exception of ecclesiastical states and the free cities, the reli-
gion of the ruler would be the religion of the land (cuius regio, eius religio)
(see Chapter 3). This formula, however, did not end religious rivalries or
the demands of religious minorities that rulers tolerate their beliefs. The
Peace of Augsburg, in fact, reinforced German particularism. It also
helped secularize the institutions of the Holy Roman emperor by recogniz-
ing the right of the German princes to determine the religion of their
states. This also served to end the hope of Charles V to establish an empire
that would bring together all of the Habsburg territories in the German
states, Spain, and the Netherlands.

The Origins of the Thirty Years' War

Rudolf 11 (1557-1612), king of Bohemia and Holy Roman emperor (he suc-
ceeded his father Maximilian 11 as Holy Roman emperor in 1576), wanted to
launch a religious crusade against Protestantism. He closed Lutheran
churches in 1578, reneging on an earlier promise to Bohemian nobles that
he would tolerate the religion to which a good many of them had converted.
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Moreover, Rudolf’s cousin Archduke Ferdinand Il (1578-1637) withdrew
the religious toleration Maximilian II had granted in Inner Austria.

Rudolf’s imperial army, which had been fighting the Turks on and off
since 1593, had annexed Transylvania. The emperor moved against Protes-
tants both there and in Hungary. But in 1605, when Rudolf’s army under-
took a campaign against the Turks in the Balkans, Protestants rebelled in
both places. A Protestant army invaded Moravia, which lies east of Bohemia
and north of Austria, close to the Habsburg capital of Vienna. In the mean-
time, Emperor Rudolf, only marginally competent on his best days (he was
subject to depression and later to fits of insanity), lived as a recluse in his
castle in Prague. His family convinced his brother Matthias (1557-1619) to
act on Rudolf’s behalf by making peace with the Hungarian and Transylvan-
ian Protestants, and with the Turks. This Peace of Vienna (1606) guaranteed
religious freedom in Hungary. Matthias was then recognized as head of the
Habsburgs and Rudolf’s heir.

Most everyone seemed pleased with the peace except Rudolf, who con-
cluded that a plague that was ravaging Bohemia was proof that God was dis-
pleased with the concessions he had granted Protestants. He denounced
Matthias and Ferdinand for their accommodation with the Protestants and
with the Turkish “infidels.” Matthias allied with the Protestant Hungarian
noble Estates and marched against Rudolf, who surrendered. Rudolf ceded
Hungary, Austria, and Moravia to Matthias in 1608, and Bohemia in 1611.
Rudolf was forced to sign a “Letter of Majesty” in 1609 that granted
Bohemians the right to choose between Catholicism, Lutheranism, or one of
two groups of Hussites (see Chapter 3). Protestant churches, schools, and
cemeteries were to be tolerated.

The decline in the effective authority of the Holy Roman emperor con-
tributed to the end of a period of relative peace in the German states. In the
last decades of the sixteenth century, these states had become increasingly
quarrelsome and militarized. “The dear old Holy Roman Empire,” went one
song, “How does it stay together?” Rulers of some member states began to
undermine imperial political institutions by refusing to accept rulings by the
Imperial Supreme Court and even to attend the occasional convocations of
the Diet. “Imperial Military Circles,” which were inter-state alliances
responsible for defense of a number of states within the empire, had become
moribund because of religious antagonisms between the member states.

For a time, the Catholic Reformation profited from acrimonious debates
and even small wars between Lutherans and Calvinists. But increasingly
Protestants put aside their differences, however substantial, in the face of
the continued determination of some Catholic rulers to win back territo-
ries lost to Protestantism.

Acts of intolerance heated up religious rivalries. In 1606, in Donauwérth,
a southern German imperial free city in which Lutherans held the upper
hand and Catholics enjoyed toleration, a riot began when Lutherans tried
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to prevent Catholics from holding a procession. The following year, Duke
Maximilian of Bavaria sent troops to assure Catholic domination. This
angered Calvinist princes in the region, as well as some Lutheran sover-
eigns. The imperial Diet, convoked two years later, broke up in chaos
when Holy Roman Emperor Rudolf II refused to increase Protestant rep-
resentation in the Diet. The political crisis now spread further when some
of the German Catholic states sought Spanish intervention in a dispute
over princely succession in the small northern Rhineland Catholic territo-
ries of Cleves-Jiilich, which Henry IV of France threatened to invade. In
1609, Catholic German princes organized a Catholic League, headed by
Maximilian of Bavaria. Six Protestant princes then signed a defensive
alliance, the Protestant Union, against the Catholic League.

Matthias, who had been elected Holy Roman emperor in 1612, wanted to
make the Catholic League an institution of Habsburg will. He also hoped to
woo Lutherans from the Protestant Union, which was dominated by the
Calvinists. But Matthias’s obsession with Habsburg dynastic ambitions,
his history of having fought with the Protestant Dutch rebels against
Spain (see Chapter 5), and his opportunistic toleration of Lutheranism
cost him the confidence of some Catholic princes. Archduke Ferdinand,
ruler of Inner Austria, waited in the wings to lead a Catholic crusade
against Protestantism. Ferdinand, who had inherited the throne of Hungary
in 1617 and that of Bohemia
the following year, became
Holy Roman emperor upon his
uncle Matthias’s death in 1619.
Ferdinand was a pious man
whose confessor convinced him
that he could only save his soul
by launching a war of religion.
In the meantime, Protestant re-
sistance in Bohemia mobilized,
seeking Protestant assistance
from Transylvania and the
Palatinate.

Conflict in Bohemia

In Bohemia, Ferdinand
imposed significant limitations
on Protestant worship. In
Prague, Calvinists and Luther-
ans began to look outside of
Bohemia for potential support

from  Protestant  princes. Ferdinand I, Holy Roman Emperor and King
Protestant leaders convoked of Bohemia.

FERDINAND 1I PAR LA GRACE
DE DIEV E B{PL!;V} DES ROMAINS.
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Mapr 4.2 THe TuirTy YEARS' WAR, 1618-1648 Protestant and Catholic armies
clashed in battles that ranged back and forth across Europe.

an assembly of the Estates of Bohemia, citing rights specified by Rudolf’s
“Letter of Majesty” of 1609. Ferdinand ordered the assembly to disband.

Following the Defenestration of Prague in 1618, Protestant leaders estab-
lished a provisional government in Bohemia. “This business of Bohemia is
likely to put all Christendom in combustion,” predicted the English ambas-
sador to the Dutch capital of Amsterdam. Indeed it began a destructive war
between Catholic and Protestant forces that would last thirty years, lay
waste to many of the German states, and finally bring a religious and territo-
rial settlement that would last for two centuries.

Bohemia rose in full revolt against not only the Church but the Habs-
burg dynasty as well. With almost no assistance from the nobles, the rebels
turned to the Protestant Union, promising the Bohemian crown to Freder-
ick, the young Calvinist elector of the Palatinate and the most important
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Protestant prince in Central Europe. In 1619, the Estates offered Freder-
ick the crown, and he accepted.

The Protestant cause, like that of the Catholics, became increasingly
internationalized and tied to dynastic considerations (see Map 4.2). Now
Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand Il learned that Protestant rebels had
refused to recognize his authority in Bohemia and had offered his throne
to Frederick. Even more determined to drive Protestants from his realm
but lacking an army, Ferdinand turned to outside help. The Catholic king
of Spain agreed to send troops he could ill afford; the price of his interven-
tion was the promise of the cession of the Rhineland state of the Lower
Palatinate to Spain. The Catholic Maximilian 1 of Bavaria also sent an
army, expecting to be rewarded for his trouble with the Upper Palatinate
and with Frederick’s title of elector in the Holy Roman Empire.

The Expansion of the Conflict

Protestant armies besieged Vienna, the Habsburg capital, until the arrival
of Catholic armies in 1619. The Dutch could not provide assistance to the
Protestants, as they were fighting for independence from Spain. Several of
the German Protestant states also declined, fearing Catholic rebellions in
their own lands. However, with Spanish armies and monies already on the
way, the internationalization of the Bohemian crisis had reached the point
of no return.

In 1620 the Catholic League raised a largely Bavarian army of 30,000
troops. Count Johannes von Tilly (1559—-1632) commanded the Catholic
forces. The depressed, indecisive count from Flanders managed to subdue
Upper Austria and then defeated the main Protestant Union army at the
Battle of White Mountain, near Prague, in November. With the Catholic
forces now holding Bohemia, Tilly’s army then overran Silesia, Moravia,
Austria, and part of the Upper Palatinate. The extent of the Catholic vic-
tory expanded the war, increasing the determination of the Catholic
League to crush all Protestant resistance and, at the same time, of the
Protestant forces to resist at all costs.

Frederick’s Protestant forces fought on, counting on help from France and
other states who had reason to fear an expansion of Habsburg power in Cen-
tral Europe. Frederick also hoped to convince James | of England that a vic-
tory of the Catholic League would threaten Protestantism. But the English
king had placed his hopes on the marriage of his son, Charles, to the sister
of Philip IV of Spain (see Chapter 5). Again dynastic rivalries outweighed
those of religion.

The war went on, and Tilly’s army won a series of small victories. In 1622,
the Spanish army defeated Dutch forces at Jiilich in the Rhineland, eliminat-
ing any possibility of English armed assistance to Frederick through Holland.
For the moment, Frederick’s only effective force was a plundering mercenary
horde in northeastern Germany. Tilly’s victory over a Protestant army in 1623
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and conquest of most of the Palatinate forced Frederick to abandon his
claims to Bohemia’s throne after having been king for all of one winter. But
encouraged by the renewed possibility of English assistance after James's
plans for the marriage of his son to the Spanish princess fell through, Freder-
ick turned north to Scandinavia for assistance.

The Danish Period

Christian IV (ruled 1588-1648), the Protestant king of Denmark, had
ambition and money, but not a great deal of sense. Also duke of the northern
German state of Holstein, the gambling, hard-drinking Dane wanted to
extend his influence and perhaps even add territories in the northern Ger-
man states. Frederick’s difficulties seemed to offer the Danish sovereign the
opportunity of a lifetime. In 1625, he led his troops into the northern Ger-
man states, assuming that the English and the Dutch, and perhaps the
French as well, would rush to follow his leadership against the Habsburgs.

But King James I of England had died and was succeeded by Charles I,
whose provocative policies generated increasing opposition from Parliament
(see Chapter 6), leaving him little time to consider intervening on behalf of
the Protestant cause on the continent. England and the Netherlands sent
only some money and a few thousand soldiers to help the Danish king.
Moreover, Louis XIIlI of France, who was besieging Protestants at La
Rochelle, provided the Danes with only a modest subsidy to aid the fight
against the Habsburgs. Christian, essentially left to his own devices, was
unaware of the approach of a large imperial army commanded by one of the
most intriguing figures in the age of religious wars.

Albrecht Wallenstein (1583—1634) was a Bohemian noble who, after
marrying a wealthy widow, had risen to even greater fortune as a supplier
of armies. Raised a Lutheran, he converted to Catholicism at age twenty
and became the most powerful of the Catholic generals. The fact that a
convert could rise to such a powerful position again reveals how a religious
war evolved into not only a dynastic struggle between the rulers of France,
Spain, and Austria, as well as Sweden and Denmark, but also into an
unprincipled free-for-all in which mercenary soldiers of fortune played a
major part. Wallenstein, an ardent student of astrology, was ambitious,
ruthless, and possessed a violent temper. His abhorrence of noise was
obsessive—and odd, for a military person. Because he detested the sound
of barking or meowing, he sometimes ordered all dogs and cats killed upon
arriving in a town, and forbade the townspeople and his soldiers from
wearing heavy boots or spurs or anything else that would make noise. He
alternated between extreme generosity and horrible cruelty, and was
always accompanied by an executioner awaiting his master’s command.
Wallenstein, entrusted by Ferdinand with raising and commanding an
army drawn from states for the Catholic cause, marched north with
30,000 men.
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The Catholic army defeated the Danes in 1626, and then marched to
the Baltic coast, crossed into Denmark, and devastated the peninsula of
Jutland. But Wallenstein's successes engendered nervous opposition
within the Catholic states. Furthermore, his troops devastated the lands of
friend and foe alike, extracting money and food, plundering, and selling
military leadership positions to any buyer, including criminals.

Christian, who had bankrupted his kingdom during this ill-fated excur-
sion, signed the Treaty of Liibeck in 1629, whereby he withdrew from the
war and gave up his claims in northern Germany. The treaty was less dra-
conian than it might have been because the seemingly endless war was
wearing heavily on some of the Catholic German states. They feared an
expansion of Habsburg power, and some of them did not want to add Protes-
tants to their domains.

Ferdinand Il now implemented measures against Protestants without con-
voking the imperial Diet. He expelled from Bohemia Calvinist and Lutheran
ministers and nobles who refused to convert to Catholicism and ennobled
new men, including foreigners, as a means of assuring Catholic domination.
He confiscated the property of nobles suspected of participating in any
phase of the Protestant rebellion. With Frederick's electorship now trans-
ferred to Maximilian | of Bavaria, the Habsburgs could count on the fact
that a majority of the electors were Catholic princes. Captured Habsburg
dispatches in 1628 made clear that Ferdinand sought to destroy the freedom
of the Protestant German cities of the Hanseatic League in the north in the
interest of expanding the Habsburg domains. These revelations alarmed
Louis XIII of France.

Ferdinand found that it was not easy to impose Catholicism in territories
where it had not been practiced for decades. In the Upper Palatinate, the
first priests who came to celebrate Mass there were unable to find a chalice.
Half of the parishes in Bohemia were without clergy. Italian priests brought
to Upper Austria could not be understood by their parishioners. The Edict of
Restitution (1629) allowed Lutherans—but not Calvinists, who were few in
number in the German states except in the Palatinate—to practice their reli-
gion in certain cities, but ordered them to return to the Catholic Church all
monasteries and convents acquired since 1552, when signatories of the
Peace of Augsburg had first gathered. Because the Edict of Restitution also
gave rulers the right to enforce the practice of their religion within their ter-
ritories, the war went on.

The Swedish Interlude

In the meantime, England, the Dutch Republic, the northern German
state of Brandenburg, and the Palatinate asked the Lutheran king Gus-
tavus Adolphus (ruled 1611-1632) of Sweden to intervene on the Protes-
tant side. The possibility of expanding Swedish territory, a kingdom of
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King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden in battle.

barely a million inhabitants, was more than Gustavus, with an adventurer’s
disposition, could resist.

Gustavus, the "Lion of the North,” who survived a shipwreck at the age
of five, had been tutored in the art of war by mercenary soldiers. He also
played the flute, composed poetry, and conversed in ten languages. Gus-
tavus retained, as did a disproportionate number of rulers in his century, a
violent temper. Once, coming upon two stolen cows outside an officer’s
tent, he dragged the thief by the ear to the executioner. His courage was
legendary—he barely paused as cannonballs exploded nearby and as his
horses were shot out from under him or fell through the ice.

Gustavus, influenced by an appreciation of Roman military tactics,
formed his battle lines thinner—about six men deep—than those of rival
commanders. This allowed his lines to be more widely spread out. Gus-
tavus organized his army into brigades of four squadrons with nine cannon
to protect them, sending the unit into battle in an arrow-shaped formation.
Superior artillery served his cause well, hurling larger shot farther and
more accurately than the cannon of his enemies.

The dashing young Swedish king subdued Catholic Poland with his army
of about 70,000 men. Swedish intervention and the continuing woes of
Spain, now at war in the Alps, Italy, and the Netherlands, gave Protestants
reason for hope. After defeating a combined Polish and Habsburg army in
1629, Swedish troops occupied Pomerania along the Baltic Sea.

In 1630, sure of a Catholic majority, Emperor Ferdinand convoked the
imperial electors to recognize his son as his heir. He also wanted them to
support his promise to aid Spain against the Dutch in exchange for Spanish
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assistance against the Protestant armies. But the Protestant electors of
Saxony and Brandenburg refused even to attend the gathering. Catholic
electors demanded that the powerful Wallenstein be dismissed; even the
king of Spain feared the general’s powerful ragtag army. Ferdinand thereby
dismissed the one man whose accomplishments and influence might have
enabled the Habsburg monarchy to master all of the German states.

Despite a sizable subsidy from the king of France, Gustavus Adolphus
enjoyed the support of only several tiny Protestant states. Some Lutheran
German states still hoped to receive territorial concessions from the Habs-
burgs. The Catholic dynasty preferred Lutherans to Calvinists, viewing the
latter as more radical reformers. Ferdinand now sent Tilly to stop the invad-
ing Swedes. He besieged the Protestant city of Magdeburg in Brandenburg,
forcing its surrender in 1631. The subsequent massacre of the population
and accompanying pillage had an effect similar to that of the Defenestration
of Prague; the story of the atrocities spread across Protestant Europe. Bran-
denburg and Saxony now allied with Sweden. The combined Protestant
forces under Gustavus Adolphus defeated Tilly’s imperial Catholic army at
Breitenfeld near Leipzig. The Swedish army, swollen by German mercenar-
ies, then marched through the northern German states, easily reversing
Habsburg gains over the previous twelve years.

The expansion of Swedish power generated anxiety among both Protes-
tant and Catholic states, including France, although Louis X111 had helped
finance Gustavus Adolphus. In Bavaria, the Swedes defeated Tilly, who was
killed in battle in 1632. The rout of the Catholic imperial forces seemed
complete. Spain, its interests spread too far afield in Europe and the Amer-
icas, could not then afford to help. The plague prevented another Catholic
army from being raised in Italy; even the pope begged off a request for help
by complaining that the eruption of Mount Vesuvius was preventing the
collection of taxes.

In April 1632, Ferdinand turned once again to Wallenstein to save the
Catholic cause, the latter agreeing to raise a new imperial army in return for
almost unlimited authority over it. Wallenstein reconquered Silesia and
Bohemia. Against him, Gustavus led the largest army (175,000) that had
ever been under a single command in Europe. Although reason dictated that
the Swedish army should dig in for the winter of 1632, Gustavus took a
chance by attacking Wallenstein in the fog at Liitzen in Saxony in November.
The two sides fought to a bloody draw, but a draw amounted to a Catholic
victory. Gustavus Adolphus fell dead in the battle, facedown in the mud.

Wallenstein's days were also numbered. His new army was now living off
the land in Central Europe, engendering peasant resistance. Furthermore,
Wallenstein, who was ill, demanded command of a Spanish army that had
subsequently arrived to help the Catholic forces. In the meantime, it
became known that Wallenstein had considered joining Gustavus after the
Battle of Breitenfeld in 1631, and that he was offering his services to both
France and the German Protestants. Ferdinand dismissed Wallenstein for



The Thirty Years' War (1618—1648) 155

the final time, and then ordered his murder. In February 1634, an Irish
mercenary crept into Wallenstein’s room, and killed him with a spear.

With the aid of the remnants of Wallenstein’s forces, the Spanish army
defeated the combined Swedish and German Protestant army in 1634 in
Swabia. The elector of Saxony abandoned the Protestant struggle, making
peace in 1635 with Ferdinand. One by one, other Protestant princes also
left the war. The Catholic forces now held the upper hand.

The Armies of the Thirty Years’ War

The Thirty Years’ War was certainly one of the cruelest episodes in the his-
tory of warfare. A contemporary described the horror of the seemingly end-
less brutalities that afflicted Central Europe:

[The soldiers] stretched out a hired man flat on the ground, stuck a
wooden wedge in his mouth to keep it open, and emptied a milk
bucket full of stinking manure droppings down his throat—they
called it a Swedish cocktail. . . . Then they used thumb-screws . . . to
torture the peasants. . . . They put one of the captured bumpkins in
the bakeoven and lighted a fire in it. ... I can’t say much about the
captured wives, hired girls, and daughters because the soldiers did not
let me watch their doings. But I do remember hearing pitiful screams
in various dark corners.

Several factors may have contributed to the barbarity of soldiers during
the Thirty Years’ War. Mercenaries and volunteers were usually fighting far

Soldiers pillaging a farmhouse during the Thirty Years' War, some
torturing the farmer over his hearth while others rape the women
and steal the food.
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from home, living off the land to survive. Strident propaganda against
other religions may have contributed to the brutality. In response, however,
Gustavus Adolphus and other leaders imposed harsh penalties, including
execution, for atrocities, not wanting to so frighten the local population
that ordinary channels of provisioning the army would disappear.

During the Thirty Years’ War, at least a million men took arms. The
armies were enormous for the time. Even Sweden, where there was no
fighting, felt the impact of the death of at least 50,000 soldiers between
1621 and 1632 from battle wounds and, more often, disease. Yet, consid-
ering the number of troops engaged in the long war, relatively few soldiers
perished in battle, particularly when compared to those who succumbed to
illness and to civilians who died at the hands of marauding troops. Armies
rampaged through the German states, Catholic and Protestant, speaking
many languages, taking what they wanted, burning and looting. Marburg
was occupied eleven different times. Atrocity followed atrocity.

The armies themselves remained ragtag forces, lacking discipline and
accompanied by, in some cases, the families of soldiers. The presence of
large numbers of women (including many prostitutes) and children as
camp followers may have contributed to the length of the war, making life
in the army seem more normal for soldiers.

Soldiers, for the most part, wore what they could find. Some, if they were
lucky, had leather clothes, carried rain cloaks against the damp German cli-
mate, and wore felt hats. Some Habsburg troops sported uniforms of pale
gray, at least at the beginning of a campaign. As the months passed and uni-
forms disintegrated, soldiers were forced to disrobe the dead, friend and foe
alike, or to steal from civilians. At best, soldiers wore symbols indicating
their regiment and fought behind banners bearing the colors of the army—
thus the expression “show your colors.” The Swedes wore a yellow band
around their hats. The imperial forces placed red symbols in their hats,
plumes, or sashes if they could find them.

Most armies also lacked a common language. The Habsburg army
included Saxons, Bavarians, Westphalians, and Austrians; Maximilian’s
Bavarian army counted various other Germans, ltalians, Poles, Slovenes,
Croats, Greeks, Hungarians, Burgundians, French, Czechs, Spaniards,
Scots, Irish, and Turks.

Some soldiers may have joined regiments because they were searching
for adventure; others joined out of religious conviction. Yet a multitude of
soldiers fought against armies of their own religion, changing sides when a
better opportunity arose. Army recruiters gave religion not the slightest
thought in their search for soldiers to fill quotas for which they were being
handsomely paid. In any case, recruits on both sides were attracted by the
strong possibility that they would be better clothed and fed—bread, meat,
lots of beer, and occasionally some butter and cheese—than they were
when they joined up.
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The Wars of Religion and Dynastic Struggles (1635—1648)

Between 1635 and 1648, what had begun as a religious war became a dynas-
tic struggle between two Catholic states, France and Habsburg Austria, the
former allied with Sweden, the latter with Spain. France declared war on
Philip IV of Spain in 1635. Richelieu hoped to force Habsburg armies away
from the borders of France. He took as a pretext the Spanish arrest of a
French ally, the elector of Trier. Alliances with the Dutch Republic and Swe-
den had prepared the way, as did reassurances given by neighboring Savoy
and Lorraine, and by French protectorates in Alsace.

The French incursions into the Netherlands and the southern German
states did not go well. Louis XIII's army was short on capable commanders
and battle-experienced troops, largely because France was alrcady fighting in
Italy, the Pyrenees, and the northern German states. But France's involve-
ment, like that of Sweden before it, did provide the Protestant states with
some breathing room. French forces joined the Swedish army, helping defeat
the imperial army in Saxony.

The wars went on. When the pope called for representatives of the
Catholic and Protestant states to assemble in Cologne for a peace congress
in 1636, no one showed up. Four years later, another combined French and
Swedish force defeated the Habsburg army. Maximilian 1 of Bavaria then
sought a separate peace with France. Devastating Spanish defeats in north-
ern France in 1643, as well as in the Netherlands and the Pyrenees, and the
outbreak of rebellions inside Spain, left the Austrian Habsburgs with no
choice but to make peace.

At the same time, unrest in France, including plots against Richelieu, and
the English Civil War, which began in 1642, served to warn other rulers of
the dangers that continued instability could bring. The Swedish population
was tiring of distant battles that brought home nothing but news of casual-
ties. In the German states, calls for peace echoed in music and plays.
Lutheran ministers inveighed against the war from the pulpit. Among the
rulers of the great powers, only Louis XIII wanted the war to go on, at the
expense of the Austrian Habsburgs. He helped subsidize an invasion of
Hungary by Transylvanian Protestants in 1644. As Swedish and Transylvan-
ian forces prepared to besiege the imperial capital of Vienna, Holy Roman
Emperor Ferdinand IlI (ruled 1637—-1657), who had succeeded his father,
concluded a peace treaty with the prince of Transylvania, promising to tol-
erate Protestantism in Hungary. After Habsburg armies suffered further
defeats in 1645, Ferdinand Il realized that he had to make peace, and
offered an amnesty to princes within the empire who had fought against
him.

The preliminaries for a general peace agreement had begun in 1643 and
dragged on even as a Franco-Swedish army drove the imperial army out of
the Rhineland and Bavaria in 1647. Following another French victory early
in 1648, only the outbreak of the Fronde, a rebellion of nobles against the
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king's authority in France (see Chapter 7), forced the young Louis XIV to
seek peace.

The Treaty of Westphalia (1648)

The Treaty of Westphalia was unlike any previous peace settlement in his-
tory, which had invariably been between two or three states, rarely more.
Its framers believed that they could restore international stability and
diplomatic process in a Europe torn by anarchy by eliminating religious
divisions as a cause of conflict. The treaty proved almost as complicated as
the Thirty Years' War itself. Two hundred rulers converged on Westphalia.
Thousands of diplomats and other officials shuttled back and forth
between two towns. Letters took ten to twelve days to reach the courts of
Paris and Vienna, at least twenty to Stockholm, and a month to arrive in
Madrid. In the meantime, the French tried to delay any treaty, hoping to
force Spain to surrender. In the summer of 1648, the Swedes reoccupied
Bohemia, hoping to win a larger indemnity and toleration for the Luther-
ans. When, by the separate Treaty of Miinster, Spain finally formally rec-
ognized the fait accompli of Dutch independence, the Spanish Army of
Flanders fought against France in a last-ditch effort to help Ferdinand I11.
In August 1648, the French defeated a Spanish force a month after the
Swedes had captured part of Prague. His back to the wall, Ferdinand
signed the peace treaty, finally concluded on October 24, 1648.

The Treaty of Westphalia redrew the map of Europe, confirming the
existence of the Dutch United Provinces and Switzerland. The treaty did
not end the war between Spain and France, but it did end the wars of the
German states and in doing so put an end to one of the most brutal,
ghastly periods in European history. Sweden absorbed West Pomerania
and the bishoprics of Verden and Bremen on the North Sea (see Map 4.3).
France, by an agreement signed two years earlier, annexed the frontier
towns of Metz, Toul, and Verdun, and parts of Alsace. Maximilian 1 of
Bavaria kept the Upper Palatinate, and therefore the status of elector.
Frederick's Protestant son ended up with the Lower, or Rhine Palatinate.
With this addition of an elector, eight votes would now be necessary to
elect the Holy Roman emperor.

With minor exceptions, the territorial settlement reached in Westphalia
remained in place until the French Revolution of 1789. For the most part,
the treaty ended wars of religion in early modern Europe. It encouraged
religious toleration, finally rewarding those people who had worked for and
advocated religious toleration, or suffered intolerance and repression, dur-
ing the long, bloody conflicts. The philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632—
1677), who had been forced to flee intolerance in Portugal, undoubtedly
spoke for many when he wrote, “As for rebellions which are aroused under
the pretext of religion . . . opinions are regarded as wicked and condemned
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as crimes, and their defenders and followers sacrificed. Not to the public
well-being, but only to the hate and barbarism of their opponents.”

The Treaty of Westphalia reinforced the strong autonomous traditions of
the German states, which emerged from the long nightmare of war with
more independence from the considerably weakened Holy Roman Empire.
Member states thereafter could carry out their own foreign policy, though
they could not form alliances against the empire. The Habsburg dynasty's
dream of forging a centralized empire of states fully obedient to the
emperor’s will had failed. Bohemia lost its independence. Bohemian Protes-
tant landowners recovered neither their lands nor their religious freedom.

By the Treaty of Westphalia, German Calvinists gained the same rights as
those previously granted to Lutherans. The settlement granted religious tol-
eration where it had existed in 1624. But it also confirmed the Peace of
Augsburg's establishment of territorial churches—Catholic, Lutheran, or
Calvinist—still to be determined by the religion of the ruler. Dissident
groups were often forbidden, and their followers were persecuted. Generally
speaking, Lutheranism remained dominant in the northern half of the Holy
Roman Empire, Catholicism in the southern half, with Calvinists in the
Rhineland.

Before his death in battle, Gustavus Adolphus noted “all the wars of Eu-
rope are now blended into one.” More than 200 states of varying sizes had
fought in the war. The devastation brought by thirty years of war is simply
incalculable. Catholic Mainz, occupied by the Swedes, lost 25 percent of its
buildings and 40 percent of its population. In four years, the predominantly
Protestant duchy of Wiirttemberg lost three-quarters of its population while
occupied by imperial troops. Almost 90 percent of the farms of Mecklen-
burg were abandoned during the course of the war. Many villages in Central
Europe were now uninhabited. Although devastation varied from region to
region during the Thirty Years’ War, German cities lost a third of their popu-
lation, and the rural population declined by 40 percent. Central Europe, like
the rest of the continent, may have already been suffering from the eco-
nomic and social crisis that had begun in the 1590s. But the wars con-
tributed to the huge decline of the population of the states of the Holy
Roman Empire from about 20 million to 16 million people.

A vyear before the Treaty of Westphalia, a Swabian wrote in the family
Bible: “They say that the terrible war is now over. But there is still no sign of
peace. Everywhere there is envy, hatred and greed; that's what the war has
taught us. . . . We live like animals, eating bark and grass. No one could have
imagined that anything like this would happen to us. Many people say there
is no God . . . but we still believe that God has not abandoned us.”

War was not alone in taking lives: epidemics, the worst of which was the
bubonic plague, and diseases, including influenza and typhus, also took
fearsome tolls. Towns were clogged with starving, vulnerable refugees from
the fighting and marauding. The flight of peasants from their lands reduced
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agricultural productivity. 1t would be decades before the German states
recovered from the Thirty Years’ War.

Although much of the religious settlement of the Treaty of Westphalia
would endure, dynastic rivalries still raged. France had emerged from its reli-
gious wars with a stronger monarchy; Louis XI11I had made his state more
centralized and powerful. France’s rivals, too, would extend their authority
within their own states. In the mid-seventeenth century, Europe would enter
the era of monarchical absolutism. The most powerful European states—
above all, Louis X1V's France—would enter a period of aggressive territorial
expansion. Dynastic wars would help shape the European experience from
the mid-seventeenth century to the French Revolution of 1789.
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PART Two

STATEMAKING

During the last half of the fifteenth century, the bal-
ance of economic and political power in Europe began to shift
away from the Mediterranean region and the Italian city-states.
The discovery and then colonization of the Americas contributed
greatly to the development of the Atlantic economy, adding to the
strength of Spain and then, beginning a century later, of Eng-
land, transporting their rivalry across the Atlantic Ocean. The
surprising English naval victory over the Spanish Armada in 1588
symbolized the subsequent shift in power from southern to
northern Europe, even if Spain remained militarily stronger until
the 1630s.

In the seventeenth century, when aggressive European mon-
archs were running roughshod over noble prerogatives and town
privileges, England and the Dutch Republic both maintained
their representative governments. The English Civil War led to
the defeat and execution of the king in 1649, the fall of the
monarchy, and in 1688, to the “Glorious Revolution,” which
affirmed the civil liberties of the English people and the rights of
Parliament. In the largely Protestant Netherlands, which earned
its independence after a protracted struggle against Catholic
Spain, the prosperous merchants retained a republican form of
government and helped generate the golden age of Dutch cul-
ture. In contrast, many European rulers relentlessly extended
their power between 1650 and 1750, becoming absolute rulers.
In principle, they were above all challenge from within the state
itself, affecting the lives of more people than ever before through
taxation, military service, and the royal quest for religious ortho-
doxy as Europe entered the era of absolutism.






CHAPTER 5

THE RISE OF THE

ATLANTIC ECONOMY:

SPAIN AND ENGLAND
SN

In 1585, Protestant England went to war with Catholic Spain.
On July 30, 1588, English observers on the cliffs above the English Channel
first caught sight of the supposedly invincible Spanish Armada, a force of
130 ships. On the night of August 7, the English fleet attacked King Philip
II's Armada along the English coast. After the Armada anchored near Calais,
the English sent ships set on fire against the Armada, which caused the
Spanish ships to break their tight tactical formation. With the help of strong
winds, the English then pinned the Spanish ships against the shore, and
destroyed six of them, in the longest and most intense naval artillery battle,
much of it at such close range that the sailors could hurl insults at each
other. Superior English cannon, shot, and gunners took their toll on the
Armada. More than 1,000 Spaniards died during the long battle that day.
The captain of one Spanish ship that had failed to answer the flagship’s call
for help was hanged from a yardarm, his body hauled from ship to ship to
reestablish discipline.

The English ships failed to follow up their advantage, however, letting the
Spanish galleons escape. The rough winds of the Channel carried the Span-
ish ships away from the dangerous Flemish shoals toward the North Sea and
then on a long, northern voyage up to the straits between the Orkney and
Shetland Islands. This was decidedly the long way to reach the safety of
Spanish ports. More than thirty Spanish ships sank in gales off the western
coasts of Scotland and Ireland. When some of the ships of the Armada
limped into port in Spain, the fleet’s captain wrote King Philip I1, “I am
unable to describe to Your Majesty the misfortunes and miseries that have
befallen us, because they are the worst that have been known on any voyage;
and some of the ships that put into this port have spent the last fourteen
days without a single drop of water.” Of the 130 ships that had sailed against
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English vessels attack the Spanish Armada off Calais in the English Channel in
1588.

England, only 60 could now be accounted for. At least a third had been sunk
or wrecked, and many others were severely damaged.

Victory over the Spanish Armada accentuated England’s rise to interna-
tional dominance. English armies then crushed an Irish rebellion in 1603,
ending fears of an effective Irish alliance with Catholic Spain. Despite the
defeat of the Spanish Armada, however, Philip did not make peace with
England, and the war between the two nations dragged on until 1604.

EcoNnomic EXPANSION

The rise of Spain, England, and the Netherlands must be seen in the context
of the sixteenth-century expansion of the European economy. By 1450, the
European population had begun to recover slowly from the Black Death, the
disastrous plague that had swept the continent a century earlier. In general,
the population continued to rise until the mid-seventeenth century, when
religious and dynastic wars and new plagues led to such devastation that the
period has become known as “the age of crisis.” These cataclysms particu-
larly struck Central Europe. But the Mediterranean region, too, suffered
population decline, and the European population of the Turkish Ottoman
Empire remained extremely sparse, about half that of France and Italy in
1600.

During the sixteenth century, the commercial and manufacturing center
of Europe shifted from the Mediterranean to northwestern Europe. Eng-
land and France established colonies in North America, and English and
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Dutch traders ventured beyond the coast of India to the East Indies. By
1700, Venice—which, alone among the Italian city-states, had managed to
retain significant trade links with Asia—had become a virtual backwater
because it had failed to adapt to the global economy that was expanding
across the Atlantic Ocean to the Americas. Spain, France, England, and
the Dutch United Provinces emerged as burgeoning colonial powers in the
late sixteenth century, developing trade routes to Asia and gradually estab-
lishing empires.

Spain’s preeminence did not survive the end of the seventeenth-century
economic crisis. Its merchants lacked the flexibility shown by the English
and Dutch to adjust to the varying demand for colonial products and to cre-
ate new trading opportunities. The extraction and importation of silver dom-
inated their efforts. Furthermore, merchants in Amsterdam and London, not
those in the Spanish city of Seville, expanded trade by using innovative com-
mercial techniques. Spanish merchants proved less able than their northern
rivals to lower costs of transportation from the New World. In contrast, En-
glish textile merchants found new markets in Spain and the Mediterranean
for their cloth.

Increased Agricultural Productivity

Populations cannot grow unless the rural economy can produce enough
additional food to feed more people. During the sixteenth century, farmers
brought more land into cultivation at the expense of forests and fens (marsh
lands). Dutch reclamation of land from the sea in the Netherlands in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries provides the most spectacular example
of the expansion of farm land; the Dutch reclaimed more than 36,000 acres
between 1590 and 1615 alone. Modest agricultural progress was, however,
limited to Western Europe, in villages with access to urban merchants, mar-
kets, and trade routes. In Russia and Eastern Europe, hundreds of thou-
sands of serfs who were legally bound to the land labored to produce enough
grain to feed the population and to generate a surplus that their lords could
sell to Western European traders.

Population growth generated an expansion of small-scale manufacturing,
particularly handicrafts, textiles, and metallurgy in England, Flanders, parts
of northern Italy, the southwestern German states, and in parts of Spain.
Only iron smelting and mining required marshaling a significant amount of
capital. Rural industry was an intrinsic part of the expansion of industry.
Woolens and textile manufacturers, in particular, utilized rural cottage
(domestic) production, which took advantage of cheap and plentiful rural
labor. Members of poor peasant families spun or wove cloth and linens at
home for scant remuneration in an attempt to supplement meager family
income.
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Expansion of Trade

Extended trading networks developed the European economy. Improved
banking and other financial services contributed to the expansion of trade.
By the middle of the sixteenth century, financiers and traders commonly
accepted bills of exchange in place of gold or silver or other goods. Bills of
exchange, which had their origins in medieval Italy, were promissory notes
that could be sold to third parties, and in this way they provided credit. At
mid-century, an Antwerp financier only slightly exaggerated when he
claimed, “One can no more trade without bills of exchange than sail without
water.” Merchants no longer had to carry gold and silver over long, danger-
ous journeys, nor did they have to identify and assess the approximate value
of a variety of coins issued by mints here and there. Thus, an Amsterdam
merchant purchasing soap from a counterpart in Marseille could go to an
exchanger and pay him the equivalent sum in guilders, the Dutch currency.
The exchanger would then send a bill of exchange to a colleague in Mar-
seille, authorizing him to pay the Marseille merchant in his own currency
after the actual exchange of goods had taken place. Bills of exchange con-
tributed to the development of banking, as exchangers began to provide
loans, profiting from the interest attached to them.

The rapid expansion in international trade increased the role of merchant
capitalists, particularly in northern Europe, in the emerging global economy.
The infusion of capital stemmed largely from gold and silver brought by

The money changer’s office.
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Spanish vessels from the Americas. This capital financed the production of
goods, storage, trade, and even credit across Europe and overseas. Moreover,
an increased credit supply was generated by investments and loans by
bankers and wealthy merchants to states and by joint-stock partnerships, an
English innovation (the first major company began in 1600). Unlike short-
term financial cooperation between investors for a single commercial under-
taking, joint-stock companies provided capital by drawing on the investments
of merchants and other investors who purchased shares in the company.

Amsterdam and then London emerged as the banking and trading cen-
ters of Europe. (Not until the eighteenth century, however, did the Bank of
Amsterdam and the Bank of England begin to provide capital for business
investment.) Merchant towns in Castile, Catalonia, Italy, Holland, and
England, as well as the Hanseatic cities of northern Germany, each had
their own merchant dynasties.

The Global Economy

Trade with the Americas and Asia provided new outlets for European goods.
It also brought from the New World products such as tomatoes, corn, bell
peppers, rum, and spices to those who could afford them. The construction
of larger ships, weighing as much as eighty tons, a size that would not be sur-
passed until the middle of the nineteenth century, facilitated oceangoing
trade. From seaports, trade followed the major rivers—principally the Rhine,
which flows from Switzerland to the North Sea; the Danube, which flows
from Central Europe to the Black Sea; the Seine, which links Paris to the
English Channel; and the Rhone, which carries boat traffic from Lyon to the
Mediterranean. The Scheldt River estuary led from the North Sea to
the powerful trading and manufacturing city of Antwerp, which already had
a population of more than 100,000 people. There, vast quantities of English
and Flemish goods and, increasingly, colonial products were traded for
goods from the German and Italian states. Land trade routes also remained
important—for example, the route from Marseille to northern France and
the Netherlands, that from Valencia on the Mediterranean to Madrid and
Toledo in the heart of Castile, and that from Piedmont to the western Ger-
man states and the Netherlands.

Specially chartered East Indian trading companies helped mobilize
investment capital in England and the Netherlands and, enjoying monopo-
lies issued to them by each state, set out to make money. When Hugo
Grotius published his treatise on the freedom of the seas in 1609, he subti-
tled it The Right which Belongs to the Dutch to Take Part in the East India
Trade. Although officially independent of each government, trade companies
represented the interests of the state. Above all, in England colonial trade
played a major role in the development of the national economy, principally
because England’s manufactured goods increasingly found markets in its
developing settlement colonies in North America.
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Overseas trading remained a risky business, however; storms, wars, and
pirates all posed considerable risks. England, Spain, Portugal, and France
spent fortunes maintaining fortresses and trading ports in colonies and
along trading routes. Funds available to finance global treks could quickly
disappear in times of political crisis or international conflict, and distant
markets for European goods, never very certain, could quickly dry up.
Appropriately enough, the first English company to receive royal authoriza-
tion for a monopoly on colonial trade was called the London Merchant
Adventurers. Spanish kings, in particular, were notorious for declaring bank-
ruptcy and thus repudiating all debts after borrowing money from wealthy
subjects based on the expectation—sometimes in vain—of the arrival of val-
ued colonial goods or bullion.

The major European powers had only limited means of exerting authority
over their merchants and other subjects in distant places. Trading strategies
followed negotiations and, often, angry confrontations between royal offi-
cials and aggressive trading lobbies. This, in addition to the daunting prob-
lems of distance, discouraged early attempts to establish the kind of
full-fledged colonies in Asia and Africa that Spain and then England had in
the Americas. Moreover, diseases indigenous to regions to which Europeans
traveled as well as those they carried with them made life not only dangerous
but often short, particularly in tropical climates.

Price Revolution and Depression

The rise in population and the economic boom of the sixteenth century
brought a considerable rise in prices, particularly during the last few decades
of the century. It seemed to one Spaniard that “a pound of mutton now costs
as much as a whole sheep used to.” Between 1500 and 1600, the price of
wheat rose by 425 percent in England, 650 percent in France, and 400 per-
cent in Poland. Prices rose dramatically even before the arrival of silver from
Latin America, a cause of continued inflation during the second half of the
century. The cost of living far outdistanced wage increases as real income fell
for ordinary people. Among those who suffered were small landholders in En-
gland, relatively poor nobles in France and Italy whose tenants had long-term
leases, and landless laborers and wage earners in city and country alike.

Those affected adversely by the price revolution were quick to blame
rapacious landlords, greedy merchants, hoarders of grain, selfish masters in
the crafts, usurers, and the spirit of acquisition engendered, some believed,
by the Reformation. Basic long-term causes included the infusion of gold
and particularly silver brought principally by the Spanish from the Ameri-
cas, currency debasement undertaken by monarchs to help finance wars,
and the population increase itself, which placed more pressure on scarce
resources.

A long depression followed the economic expansion of the sixteenth cen-
tury. This in itself reflected the relative decline of Mediterranean trade, sym-
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bolized by the end of Venetian supremacy by 1600. The Thirty Years’ War
(1618—1648) also disrupted trade and manufacturing. International trade
fell off dramatically. Furthermore, Spaniards had begun to exhaust the gold
and silver mines of Latin America, disrupting the money supply. A leveling
off of the population probably compounded the saturation of European mar-
kets. Urban growth slowed, and many of Europe’s old ecclesiastical, admin-
istrative, and commercial centers stagnated. In sharp contrast, ports such as
Amsterdam, Hamburg, and Liverpool grew with the expansion of the
Atlantic trading system.

THE RISE oF SpaIN
Sixteenth-century Spain, the most powerful state of its time, was not one
kingdom but two: Castile and Aragon. Castile was by far the larger and

wealthier; its vast stretch of mountainous land across much of the center
of the Iberian Peninsula contained a population of about six million
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people, five-sixths of the population of Spain as a whole. Aragon, lying in
northern Spain, had prospered during the Middle Ages because of its flour-
ishing Mediterranean trade. It became a federation of dominions, includ-
ing Catalonia and Valencia, greatly influenced by Mediterranean peoples
and cultures (see Map 5.1). In contrast, Portugal was a relatively poor
Atlantic state of mariners lying on the western edge of Iberia, despite its
precocious development of trade routes along the West African coast and
as far as the Indian Ocean and beyond. It had a population of about 1
million people (roughly equivalent to that of Aragon). Following the
death of the Portuguese king without a male heir, Philip 11 of Spain
claimed the Portuguese throne by virtue of being the only son of Isabella
of Portugal, daughter of King Manuel 1. Portugal was merged into the
Spanish kingdom in 1580. (Portugal did not regain its independence
until 1640.)

Centralization and the Spanish Monarchy

In 1469, lsabella of Castile (1451-1504) married Ferdinand (1452—1516),
heir to the throne of Aragon. Castilian policies were successfully imple-
mented to create a relatively centralized monarchy. The Castilian dialect
gradually emerged as the language of Spain, giving some truth to the old
saying that “a language is a dialect with an army.” In 1492, Spanish armies
captured Granada, which was the last part of the Iberian Peninsula con-
trolled by the Moors.

(Left) King Ferdinand 1l of Aragon was devoted to the Catholic Church.
(Right) Isabella, Queen of Castile.
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Ferdinand and Isabella and their successors were known as the Catholic
monarchs because of their devotion to the Church. But like other mon-
archs, they brought the Church, its privileges, and some of its income from
tithes and the sale of indulgences under royal control. While the Reforma-
tion shook the foundations of the Church in much of Europe, it barely
challenged Spanish religious orthodoxy. The Spanish Inquisition, whose
original purpose had been to enforce the conversion of Islamic Moors and
Jews in the late fifteenth century, served the Catholic Reformation in the
late sixteenth century. The tribunal of the Inquisition interrogated and
punished those accused of questioning Church doctrine. Housed in Castile,
the Inquisition became a respected agent of royal as well as Church author-
ity in some parts of Spain. Elsewhere—in Sicily and the Dutch Nether-
lands, above all—local people resisted the Inquisition, seeing it as another
aspect of Spanish domination.

In Castile, Ferdinand and Isabella centralized the system of justice and
made towns more subservient to the royal will. They stripped the Castilian
nobles of some of their privileges while dispensing titles and positions. In
Catalonia and Valencia, on the other hand, nobles resisted, maintaining
most of their noble prerogatives. Nonetheless, because they feared a revolt
of the lower classes, the Catalan and Valencian nobles became willing allies
with the crown in maintaining social hierarchy and order.

Parliamentary traditions in the Spanish principalities to some extent lim-
ited the reach of the Castilian monarchy. The rulers of Spain were not able
to tamper with Catalonia’s traditionally less centralized constitutional tradi-
tions, which dated from the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, when
Catalonia itself had been a Mediterranean power. Thus, the territories of
Catalonia and Valencia maintained their political institutions, principally
their Cortes (assembly), which continued to limit the authority of the
monarchy and which had to be consulted in order to achieve compliance
with royal edicts. The Spanish monarchy therefore was less a “new
monarchy”—at least outside of Castile—than that of France, because partic-
ularly strong institutional limits on its effective authority remained.

In Castile, disagreements between the monarchy and the Cortes there
were frequent during the middle decades of the sixteenth century. The
Cortes excluded nobles and included only representatives from the eighteen
most important cities and towns of Castile. The Castilian Cortes, which
maintained the right to approve special taxes, refused taxes to subsidize the
monarchy for thirty-five years (1541-1575), obviously hampering the royal
fiscal apparatus. The long reign of Philip 11 began (1556) and ended (1598)
with a declaration of royal bankruptcy.

The Spanish Economy

Although income from its colonies never accounted for more than about 10
percent of the crown’s total income, Spain’s colonial empire in the Americas
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contributed to its expanding economy. During the first years of the Spanish
colonial period, Mexican gold helped finance the next wave of conquests. In
1545, Spaniards discovered the rich silver mines of Potosi (then in Peru,
now in Bolivia), and a year later they uncovered more deposits in Mexico.
A new refining process helped Spain triple the silver resources of Europe to
its own profit. Mules carried silver extracted at Potosi on a fifteen-day jour-
ney down 12,000 feet and many miles to the port of Arica in northern Chile;
then the sea voyage of several months by convoy began. Among other things,
the silver paid for slaves brought from the coast of Africa. The Spanish
Empire contributed considerably to the sixteenth-century European trading
boom. Spain shipped colonial products and Spanish woolens to France and
the Italian city-states. Spanish ships also supplied the colonies with wine,
oil, European grain, shoes, and clothing.

The Castilian economy developed rapidly. The mountain ranges and cen-
tral plateaus of Castile were divided between land for agricultural produc-
tion and for raising sheep. The wool trade formed the basis of the Castilian
export economy. The mining of silver, lead, iron, and mercury also developed
in sixteenth-century Castile. Agricultural production was closely linked
to manufacturing, as were sheep to the production of woolen goods. None-
theless, 85 percent of the land of Spain could not be plowed because it was
too mountainous or rocky, or could not be irrigated because of the high
elevation.

Spanish royal revenue came from peasant obligations owed on royal
domains as well as from taxes on commerce and manufacturing, import and
export taxes, levies assessed for moving sheep through specific mountain
passes, and payment from the Church for collecting tithes (the ecclesiastical
tax of 10 percent of revenue). The crown imposed protectionist measures
against foreign goods, banned the export of gold and silver, and attracted
Italian and Flemish craftsmen to Spain.

In northern Spain, the mountains and valleys of the rainy Cantabrian
coast were populated by farmers and fishermen. To the south, the Castilian
provinces of Andalusia and Granada produced wheat, olives, and wine.
Castilian farmers expanded production by terracing hillsides and planting
them in perennials, including grapevines and olive trees. Demand for tex-
tiles increased, and farmers planted flax and hemp. Farm towns built irriga-
tion works and processing facilities such as wine and olive presses,
flax-soaking ponds, and grist and fulling mills to turn these crops into mar-
ket commaodities.

Spanish nobles incurred no social stigma by engaging in wholesale or
international commerce until the eighteenth century. Many nobles capital-
ized on their revenues from farm products by building facilities to store
and process the products—including flour mills, tanneries, and wine cellars,
which often doubled as taverns. Several wealthy dukes became shipping
magnates. They owned the tuna fishing rights on Castile’s Mediterranean
shore, exporting fish preserved in salt or olive oil all over Europe.
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The Expansion of the Spanish
Empire

Through marriage and inheritance,
Spain’s territorial interests reached
far and wide. The Spanish throne
passed to the Austrian branch of
the Habsburg dynasty in 1496,
with Ferdinand and Isabella’s
daughter, Princess Joanna, marry-
ing Philip the Fair, the Habsburg
duke of Burgundy, the son of Maxi-
milian, the Holy Roman emperor.
A year after Isabella’s death in
1504, Ferdinand, hoping to pro-
duce an heir to the Spanish throne,
married a niece of King Louis XII
of France. But their infant son died
three years later—royal families
were also subject to the harsh
demographic realities of the age. )
In 1516, the Flanders-born son of Charles V was th? grandso.n (?f Ferd".‘a.nd
. o and Isabella. This portrait is by Titian
Joanna and Philip the Fair inher- (1544).
ited the throne of Castile and
Aragon as Charles 1 of Spain. In
1519, he became Holy Roman Emperor Charles V (ruled 1519-1558) upon
the death of his grandfather, Maximilian I. Along with Spain’s American ter-
ritories, he inherited Aragon’s Italian possessions. The emperor only briefly
resided in Catalonia and rarely visited Castile. But with far-flung dynastic
interests, he demanded extraordinary taxes from his Spanish subjects to pay
for his wars abroad, including the defense of the Spanish-Italian possessions
of Naples, Sicily, and Sardinia against France during the 1520s.

The king's departure from Spain in 1520 was followed by open revolt
against royal taxation. The revolt of the Comuneros (urban communities)
began in Toledo and spread to other towns in northern Castile. Bourgeois
and artisans opposed the royal officials Charles had imported from Flan-
ders, but the revolt was also directed against Castilian nobles. After
royal forces burned the arsenal and town of Medina del Campo in north-
central Castile in August 1520, the young king suddenly switched tac-
tics. He suspended supplementary tax collections and agreed not to
appoint any more foreigners to office in Spain. When uprisings continued,
Charles's army gradually restored order, brutally executing the leaders of
the rebellion.

With an eye toward his succession, Charles V arranged the marriage of his
son, Philip, to the English princess Mary Tudor of England in 1554. Charles
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Map 5.2 HABSBURG LANDS AT THE ABDICATION OF CHARLES V, 1558 The
division of the Hahsburg lands between Philip 11 (who had already begun to rule
Spain in 1556) and Ferdinand 1.

formally abdicated as Holy Roman emperor in 1558, dividing the Habsburg
domains between his son Philip and his brother Ferdinand (see Map 5.2).
Philip I (ruled 1556—1598) inherited Spain, the Netherlands, the Spanish
colonies in the Americas, and parts of Italy. Ferdinand I (ruled 1558-1564),
who was elected Holy Roman emperor, inherited the Habsburg ancestral
domains, including Austria. This ended the period when one ruler held all
Habsburg territories and also eliminated any possibility that a single
Catholic monarch would rule all of Europe. It did not, however, end the
cooperation and strong family ties between the two branches of the Habs-
burg dynasty. Mary Tudor’s death in 1558 eliminated the intriguing prospect
that England might have become part of the Spanish Empire.

Philip Il inherited the problem of ruling a vast empire. Like its rivals
France and England, the Spanish state developed a large, centralized bureau-
cracy, including royal councils, essential to the operations of the empire. The
council of state and the council of war offered the king advice on matters of
internal and colonial policy. Royal secretaries handled correspondence and
busied themselves with the operations of the royal household. Most such
officials were commoners, for whom such positions provided financial and
social advantages.
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The Council of the Indies oversaw the administration of Spain’s vast
empire, sending viceroys and other officials to enforce the royal will and
assure the extraction of precious metals for the royal coffers. The monarchy
sent officials, many trained in law, to the Americas. It could take two years for
administrative instructions or correspondence to reach distant officials in
Latin America and for their response to arrive in Spain. One official awaiting
instructions put it this way, “If death came from Madrid, we should all live to
a very old age.”

The Age of Philip 11

Spanish power peaked during the reign of Philip II. Madrid, in the center
of Castile, became a capital city of nobles and bureaucrats, many of whom,
in one way or another, lived off the court. The city grew from a town of
about 30,000 people in the 1540s to well over 150,000 inhabitants in the
1620s. Madrid survived through a “command economy”; royal commis-
sioners paid government-fixed prices for what they wanted from the capi-
tal's hinterland. As Spain’s capital grew, it had to import supplies, which
were transported from distant regions by countless mule trains that tra-
versed rough mountain ranges and deep valleys.

Philip decided that he needed a permanent royal residence that would
provide an elegant symbol of his power. Outside of Madrid, Philip built the
magnificent Escorial Palace. Virtually the king's only public appearances
after he became crippled by gout
were elaborate religious ceremonies
at the palace, carefully orchestrated
to uphold the sanctity of the throne.
Rituals of court etiquette affirmed a
sense of authority, social hierarchy,
and order that were supposed to
radiate from the Escorial through
Spain and to the far reaches of the
empire.

Philip 1I led a tragic life marred by
the premature deaths of four wives
and a number of children. Perhaps
because of sadness, he wore only
black. The king himself may have
contributed to the misfortunes of his
offspring. In 1568, he ordered Don
Carlos, his bad-tempered and irre-
sponsible twenty-three-year-old son
by his first marriage, placed under
lock and key. Don Carlos seemed Philip 11 of Spain ruled during the
unfit to rule; furthermore, detesting height of Spanish power.
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his father, he may have even
entered into contact with Dutch
leaders who had begun to
denounce Spanish policies in
their land. Don Carlos’s death
six months later haunted Philip,
inevitably generating stories that
he had ordered him murdered.
The introverted king thereafter
lived among the whispers of
intrigue and storms of aristo-
cratic rivalries of the noble fami-
lies and factions.

With Habsburg domination
of Italy secured by the 1559
Peace of Cateau-Cambrésis with
France, Philip turned his atten-
tion to fighting the Turks. The

The Ottoman Empire of Suleiman the Mag- Ottoman Empire had expanded

nificent threatened Spanish rule during the into Europe folloyvmg t}')e con-
sixteenth century. quest of Constantinople in 1453

(see Chapter 1), taking advan-

tage of dynastic and religious
wars between its European rivals. Suleiman the Magnificent (ruled 1520—
1566) expanded his territories in the Balkans, where some of the Ottoman
cultural heritage endures today, and into the rich plains of Hungary. The
Turks also became bolder in their attacks on Spanish ships in the central and
western Mediterranean. When the Turks took the Venetian island of Cyprus
in 1571, the pope helped initiate the Holy League, in which Venice and
Spain allied. The long naval war against the Ottoman Empire lasted from
1559 to 1577. With southern Spain virtually undefended and with the
Moriscos (Moors who had been forced to convert to Christianity) rebelling
(1568-1570) against taxes, the Turks might well have captured Granada. But
a Spanish-Austrian Habsburg fleet defeated the sultan’s larger navy in the
Adriatic Sea at the Battle of Lepanto (1571), a monumental struggle in
which more than 200 galleys fought, taking the lives of thousands of combat-
ants. The Turkish threat in the western Mediterranean ended, although the
possibility of the further expansion of the Ottoman Empire in southeastern
and central Europe remained. In the meantime, overexpansion had already
planted the seeds of Spanish imperial decline.
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THE RISE oF ENGLAND

The consolidation and then the extension of the authority of the Tudor
monarchy facilitated England’s emergence as a power late in the sixteenth
century. From the reign of Henry VII to that of Elizabeth 1, the Tudor mon-
archs held in check the great landed magnates, putting down rebellions and
extending the reach and prestige of royal government. During the same
period, the English state expanded its control over Wales and Ireland while
holding at bay Scottish threats to the Tudor dynasty.

The House of Tudor

Victorious in the long War of the Roses between the Lancaster and York
families, Henry Tudor, the last claimant to the throne of the Lancasters,
became the first Tudor monarch as Henry VII (ruled 1485-1509). Like
Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon, the ambitious Henry VII set
out to make the Tudor state so powerful that it could resist any challenge
from noble factions and “overmighty subjects.”

Thomas Wolsey, who was archbishop of York and adviser to the king,
brought to the King's Council loyal officials drawn from the ranks of the
nobility and high clergy. These men met in a room known as the Star Cham-
ber because its blue ceiling, like the night sky, was spangled with stars. The
Star Chamber became one of the highest courts in the land.

Henry VII strengthened royal authority in England. He imposed tariffs
protecting the cloth and wool industries, decreed acts unifying weights and
measures, and put forth edicts punishing vagabondage and begging. He
reduced expenses by disbanding his army, while filling royal coffers by sell-
ing monopolies (the exclusive right to import and market foodstuffs or com-
modities). Monopolies were extremely unpopular, however, among the
middle and lower classes because they kept the prices of some products arti-
ficially high.

The king won the loyalty of most nobles. When selling offices failed as a
means of assuring compliance, he resorted to the sheer coercive power of
the throne. The Star Chamber enforced compliance, exacting fines and
sometimes arresting the recalcitrant for real or imagined offenses. Henry
obtained from Parliament writs of attainder and forfeiture, by which he
could declare anyone guilty of treason, order their execution, and seize their
property.

Henry VIl depended not only upon the personal loyalty of local elites
but also on the efficiency and prestige of about 600 unpaid justices of the
peace. These men, largely drawn from prosperous landed families, dis-
pensed justice, collected taxes, enforced troop levies, and maintained
order. Their judicial authority covered every criminal offense except trea-
son. While maintaining a strong tradition of decentralized government in
England, the justices of the peace also strengthened the efficiency and
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prestige of the monarchy. Gradually, the royal Assize Courts took responsi-
bility for felony cases. Charged with enforcing parliamentary statutes and
the orders of the Privy Council, which administered the Tudor state, the
Assize Courts also helped extend the state’s effective authority.

Henry VII1 became king upon his father’s death in 1509 and married
Catherine of Aragon, who was Ferdinand and Isabella’s daughter, as well as
his brother’s widow. Beneath Henry’s proud and impetuous character lay a
deep-seated inferiority complex that he tried to overcome with grand deeds.
The single-minded Henry dreamed of standing at the head of an empire.
The new king spent vast sums fighting against France for more than a de-
cade, beginning in 1512. Cardinal Wolsey, who had been his father’s trusted
adviser, sought to restrain Henry’s ambition. But when the House of Com-
mons refused to provide the king with more funds, Henry simply debased
the currency, giving the state more spending power at the cost of higher
inflation.

Foreign wars devastated royal finances. To raise money, the spendthrift
monarch heaped more financial obligations on the backs of the poor. Wolsey
utilized the cynically named “amicable grant,” a royal assessment first
imposed in 1525 on lay and ecclesiastical revenues. Peasants in southeast-
ern England rebelled against these new levies. They were sometimes led by
rural “gentlemen.” Henry responded to the threat by forcing landowners to
loan money to the crown, imprisoning some of the wealthiest and confiscat-
ing their estates, and further debasing the currency, adding to inflation.

To make his monarchy more efficient, Henry shifted royal government,
including control of the state’s finances, from the royal household of the
king's servants to a small but able bureaucracy of officials, who were loyal
to both the king and Parliament. He reduced the size of the king’s advisory
council and formalized its structure. The Privy Council assumed oversight
functions and routinely communicated with the local justices of the peace.
The king appointed new administrative officials and established new rev-
enue courts. At the same time, the general acceptance of the “king’s law”"—
common law—gradually helped generate a sense of national unity.

Henry extended the power of his monarchy by breaking with Rome in the
1530s over his divorce of Catherine of Aragon. He established the Church of
England (see Chapter 3), which kept some of the ritual and doctrine of the
Catholic Church. Henry became head of the Church of England, dissolving
monasteries and confiscating and selling ecclesiastical lands. Henry planted
the seeds for future conflicts between Protestants and Catholics in England.

Fearing that the Welsh or Irish might assist Holy Roman Emperor Charles
V in an attempt to invade England to restore Catholicism, Henry established
English domination over Wales and direct rule over Ireland. Since the late
twelfth century, English lords had gradually increased their military colo-
nization of Ireland, pushing back the Gaelic tribes and claiming the finest
land by virtue of ancient titles. The English kings delegated authority to
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English nobles. Yet effective English authority remained fragile in Ireland as
long as the crown’s continental interests took precedence. After the English
Reformation, the crown selected English Protestants for all posts in Ireland.
And after a minor rebellion against royal authority, which was put down with
great cruelty, in 1541 Henry proclaimed himself king of Ireland and head
of the Irish Church. In exchange for the Gaelic chieftains’ recognition of
Henry as their king and acceptance of English law, the crown recognized
them as Irish lords. Thereafter, however, the costs of administering Ireland
increased rapidly, requiring more troops, as the Irish chafed at English rule.
Queen Elizabeth’s policy of English settlement in Ulster during the 1590s
generated Gaelic resistance in the Nine Years’ War (1594-1603). Resistance
was led by Hugh O'Neill (1540-1616), Earl of Tyrone. English forces
defeated a combined Irish and Spanish force at the Battle of Kinsale in
1601. This completed the English conquest of Gaelic Ireland. O’Neill left
Ireland and ended up in Rome, where he was welcomed by the pope. Reli-
gious persecution frequently forced Catholics to hear Masses in secret in the
countryside, with priests using rock slabs as altars, or “Mass rocks.”

Scotland also proved to be a thorny problem for England. Although in
1503 the Scottish King James IV had married Henry VII's daughter, Mar-
garet Tudor, relations between Scotland and England deteriorated when
Henry VIII became king. When James invaded England in 1513 in support
of France, Henry VIII undertook a major military campaign against the
Scots. This ended with a bloody English victory at the Battle of Flodden,
where James IV was killed. Nonetheless, Catholic Scotland remained an ally
of Catholic France. In 1542, an English army again invaded Scotland,
defeating the Scots at Solway Moss. Following James V’s sudden death a
month after the battle, Mary Stuart (James's six-day-old daughter) became
queen of the Scots. In 1546, after Henry's war with France dragged to a
halt, another English army laid waste to Scotland, sacking the capital and
university town of Edinburgh.

Henry VIII died in 1547. On his deathbed, the king, whose insistence on
divorce began the English Reformation, hedged his bets, leaving money to
pay for Catholic Masses to be said for the eternal repose of his soul. The
nine-year-old son of Henry and Jane Seymour became King Edward VI
(ruled 1547-1553), governing under the tutelage of his uncle, the duke of
Somerset, who served as Lord Protector. While seeking accommodation with
Protestant dissenters, the young Edward undertook an aggressive campaign
on behalf of the Reformed Church of England.

Wiars against Catholic Scotland and France continued. The Lord Protec-
tor was intent on destroying Catholicism in Scotland. After English troops
defeated a French force sent to help the Catholic cause there, the young
Catholic queen of Scots, Mary Stuart (1542—-1587), fled to safety, marrying
Francis, the son of Henry II, the king of France. Tensions between Protes-
tants and Catholics worsened in England. Moreover, landowners resisted
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paying more taxes to finance new
wars. Allied with fearful Catholic
nobles, the earl of Warwick over-
threw Somerset in 1549. Warwick
assumed the role of Lord Protector
and took the title of duke of
Northumberland.

Northumberland quickly betrayed
the Catholic lords who had sup-
ported him. He tightened the
crown’s control over the Church
of England and undertook a repres-
sive campaign against Catholicism.
Northumberland’s influence over
the sickly young king whetted his
desire for power. He plotted for Lady
Jane Grey (1537-1554; Henry VIII's
niece and third in line to the monar-

: chy) to ascend the throne after she
Mary Tudor, later queen of England. married his son. After Edward’s
death, Northumberland proclaimed
his daughter-in-law queen of England. But most nobles rallied to the cause
of Mary Tudor (ruled 1553—1558), the daughter of Henry VIII and Cather-
ine of Aragon. She seemed to them the rightful heir to the throne, despite
the fact that she was Catholic.

Mary Tudor succeeded her half brother and attempted to return England
to Catholicism. She restored all rituals and doctrines of the Catholic
Church and she acknowledged the primacy of the pope over the Church of
England. The queen abrogated Henry VIII's reforms and began to persecute
Protestants, some of whom fled to France. “Bloody Mary” embellished the
macabre heritage of the Tower of London with the heads of Northumber-
land, his son, and Lady Jane Grey, who had ruled for only nine days. Mary
married Philip I1, who ascended the Spanish throne in 1556. England joined
Spain in its war against France, which had long rivaled the Habsburgs in
Italy. Calais, the last English outpost in France, was soon lost. Sparked by
widespread opposition to her Catholicism, which was popularly identified
with France and Spain, a rebellion broke out against the queen. When Mary
died in 1558, few in England grieved.

Elizabeth I (ruled 1558-1603), Anne Boleyn's daughter, restored Protes-
tant rule to England when she became queen at age twenty-five, succeeding
Mary, her half sister. Elizabeth’s throne was threatened by religious division,
which was compounded by the antagonism of Catholic France and Spain.
Not many people could have expected the young queen to succeed.

Elizabeth was a woman of intelligence, vanity, sporadic fickleness, and an
occasional flash of temper. She enjoyed music, dancing, hunting, and the
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company of men. Tall, with reddish hair and an olive complexion, she was
cautious, even suspicious, having been raised in a world of conspiracy. The
queen preferred to wait out many pressing problems in the hope that they
would just go away. Educated in the tradition of Italian humanism, Eliza-
beth learned French, German, and Italian, as well as Latin, and enjoyed
translating texts from these languages into English.

Elizabeth never married. It was not uncommon for women to remain
unmarried in early modern Europe—in England, about 10 percent of all
women remained single throughout their lives—but it was unusual for a
monarch not to marry. The question of whether Elizabeth would ever take a
husband preoccupied the other rulers of Europe, as well as her subjects.

In response to a parliamentary petition that she marry and produce a
direct heir, Elizabeth responded that she trusted God to ensure that “the
realm shall not remain destitute of an heir.” As for her, it would be enough
that at the end of her life “a marble stone shall declare that a queen, having
reigned such a time, lived and died a virgin.” Elizabeth rejected one conti-
nental hopeful after another, beginning with the handsome but dull Philip 11
of Spain, Catholic widower of Mary Tudor. Nor was marriage the outcome of
a two-year romance with the handsome Lord Robert Dudley, the death of
whose wife in 1560 from a suspicious fall down a flight of stairs understand-
ably fueled rumors for some years.

Queen Elizabeth dancing with Robert Dudley.
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Religious Settlement and Conflict under Elizabeth 1

Elizabeth was determined to find a means to resolve religious conflict within
England, which might one day threaten her reign. Elizabeth had been raised
a Protestant, but she did not hold particularly strong religious convictions
and rarely attended church. Although she was thought to favor some
Catholic rituals, when she first encountered a procession of monks with can-
dles and incense at Westminster Abbey, she cried out, “Away with these
torches, we see very well.” She dismissed many Catholic advisers.

In 1559, Parliament passed the Act of Uniformity and the Act of
Supremacy, which established the lasting foundations of the Church of En-
gland, reorganizing it to have Protestant dogma but essentially Catholic
structure. The Uniformity Bill imposed the Book of Common Prayer (1550)
on religious services of the Church of England and required attendance at
public worship and imposed fines for not attending services. The bill barely
passed the House of Lords (which was primarily composed of Catholics),
and probably would not have passed at all had two bishops not been impris-
oned in the Tower of London and thus been unable to vote. The Act of
Supremacy required all officials, clergy, and candidates for university
degrees to take an oath acknowledging the queen as “governor” of the En-
glish Church. This title replaced that of “head” of the Church and suggested
that the queen would not interfere in matters of doctrine. The Thirty-Nine
Articles, enacted in 1563, provided an institutional framework for subse-
quent relations between state and church in England. The landed elite,
strengthening its control of Parliament during Elizabeth’s reign, generally
supported the Church of England.

Some English Protestants wanted to carry the reforms farther than Eliza-
beth’s religious settlement. They sought to eliminate from the Church
of England what some members considered vestiges of elaborate Catholic
ceremonies, such as baptismal crosses, altar rails before which the faithful
knelt while receiving communion, elaborate priestly garb, and stained-glass
windows.

Puritanism, the English version of Calvinism, first emerged in the late
1550s as a dissident force within the Church of England. Puritans were
drawn primarily from the middle and lower classes. They insisted on a sim-
plified but more intense religion based on individual conscience, the direct
authority of the Holy Scriptures, and a community of belief in which
preaching played a preeminent role. Although a few Puritans served as bish-
ops in the Church of England, others wanted the Church of England to be
separate from the English monarchy. The Tudor monarchy, on the other
hand, wanted to make the Church serve its secular goals of national glory,
prosperity, and public order.

A modest Catholic revival, aided by the arrival of Catholic Jesuit mission-
aries from the continent, accentuated religious divisions in England. Royal
religious policies became harsher. Dissident Protestants suffered persecu-
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tion along with Catholics. A Jesuit
missionary was tortured to death
on the rack in 1581, and six years
later the first Puritan was exe-
cuted for having spoken in Parlia-
ment on behalf of free speech in
the name of his religion.

Since Elizabeth had no heirs,
the Catholic Mary Stuart stood
next in line for succession to the
English throne. After her husband
King Francis 11 of France died in
1560, Mary returned to her native
Scotland to assume the power
that her mother wielded as regent
until her death that same year.
The Scottish Reformation had
begun in earnest when the theolo-
gian John Knox (c. 1505-1572)
returned home from Geneva to ;
preach reform. Soon after coming  Mary, Queen of Scots.
to the throne of England, Eliza-
beth had made peace with Scotland and France. But Elizabeth and Protes-
tants worried that if Mary became queen of England, she would restore
Catholicism to England. When Protestants forced Mary to abdicate the
Scottish throne in 1568, she fled to England. Elizabeth kept her potential
rival under virtual house arrest.

In 1569, Catholics in the moors and bogs of the isolated English north
rebelled in the hope of putting Mary Stuart on the English throne, precip-
itating Elizabeth's order for her rival’s imprisonment. The Catholic force
marched southward, but hastily retreated upon learning that sizable En-
glish forces loyal to Elizabeth awaited them. English troops defeated a sec-
ond Scottish army near the border between the two countries. Elizabeth
ordered the execution of over 500 of the rebels. This “Northern Rising”
ended in complete failure, and the Catholic Church'’s hopes for a success-
ful Counter-Reformation in England were finally dashed. Pope Pius V
excommunicated Elizabeth in 1570 from the Church to which she did not
wish to belong, removing the queen’s Catholic subjects from the obligation
of obedience to her and encouraging several more plots against her. Two
years later, French Catholics undertook the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Mas-
sacre of Protestants in Paris (see Chapter 4), the horror of which firmed
Elizabeth’s resolve to resist Mary's claims to the throne at all costs. She
then vowed to support the Dutch, most of whom were Protestant, in their
rebellion against Catholic Spain. In 1583, she foiled a plot, which involved
the Spanish and French embassies, to depose her in favor of Mary Stuart.
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Four years later, under pressure from Parliament, Elizabeth ordered Mary
Stuart’s execution.

Elizabeth’s Statemaking

The reach and efficiency of the English state increased under Elizabeth’s
guidance. Lords and other wealthy gentlemen served on the Privy Council,
which consisted of between twelve and eighteen members drawn from the
nobility, landed elite, and officers in the royal household. It oversaw the lord-
lieutenants, a new office that gave noblemen control of local militia. En-
gland’s queen, like her predecessors, used patronage to foster loyalty to the
crown. The most desirable posts were at court, including those in the royal
household. Some of these carried life tenures and a few were hereditary. In
Elizabethan England, unlike France, churchmen did not serve in the highest
offices of the realm. The most powerful officials at court, such as the Lord
Chancellor, dispensed patronage by selecting officials and filling local posi-
tions in the counties. Closely tied to the satisfaction of the private interests
of the landed elite, the office of the Exchequer resembled similar offices cre-
ated by continental monarchs who did not have to contend with a represen-
tative body as powerful as the English Parliament, divided into the House of
Lords and the House of Commons. Although it met during only three of the
forty-five years of Elizabeth’s reign, Parliament retained an important role in
government because the crown needed its assent for new laws and new
taxes.

Upon ascending the throne, Elizabeth found the crown’s financial situa-
tion bleak. Revenues raised through taxation and customs dues were inade-
quate to finance the war against Spain and campaigns in Ireland. The sale of
some royal lands, forced loans, the occasional seizure of a Spanish ship
laden with silver or gold, and purveyance (the right of agents of the monar-
chy to buy food at below-market prices) could only be temporary expedients.
The collection of “ship money” (a tax on ports, which the crown with dubi-
ous logic extended to inland towns as well) was extremely unpopular and
generated resistance during the hard times of the 1590s. But by exercising
frugality in the expenses of government and increasing taxation, the crown
managed to replenish its coffers, another sign of a stronger and more effi-
cient state, despite a decade and a half of expensive warfare against Spain.
The English monarchy in the Elizabethan Age was relatively more efficient
than that of Spain or France.

English nobles by the 1590s no longer had full-fledged private armies that
could threaten the throne’s monopoly on force. This contrasted with the sit-
uation in France during the same period, when the Guise and Bourbon fam-
ilies, among others, maintained their own armies in the wars of religion.

Foreign wars also served to increase the reach of central government in
England. The second half of the sixteenth century brought regular training
for the militia, which provided the bulk of troops as needed, along with
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gentlemen volunteers and cavalrymen still recruited by summons. During
the last eighteen years of Elizabeth’s reign, more than 100,000 soldiers
were impressed into service for wars on the continent and to maintain En-
glish hegemony in Ireland. Lord-lieutenants assumed responsibility for
troop levies in the counties. The vast majority who were conscripted as sol-
diers were the poorest of the poor—unfortunate men who happened to be
at the wrong place at the wrong time when the press-gangs turned up to
roll them out of taverns or even out of church and into the queen’s service.

The monarchy imposed English law on northern England, Wales (which
Henry VIII had absorbed into England), and Ireland. The emergence of a
national market economy increasingly linked to London also played an
important part in the nationalization of English political institutions. Within
England, the sense of belonging to a nationality was certainly more
advanced than anywhere on the continent. With the exception of part of
Cornwall in southwestern England (where the Cornish language was spo-
ken), the people of England spoke English, however great the variation in
dialect and accents. A somewhat Anglicized Welsh elite began to send their
sons to Oxford and Cambridge Universities.

The fact that Britain is an island may have made the English more xeno-
phobic and precociously nationalistic than their continental counterparts.
Strong traditions of local government and loyalties persisted in England,
however, fueled by social differences and the overwhelming influence of
wealthy local landed families. The county and parish remained the eco-
nomic, social, and political universe of most people in England. The state
still remained an abstraction until the tax collector or the press-gang arrived.

Demographic and Economic Expansion

In the last half of the sixteenth century, England emerged as a commercial
and manufacturing power. The population of England and Wales grew
rapidly, from about 2.5 million in the 1520s to more than 3.5 million in
1580, reaching about 4.5 million in 1610. Reduced mortality rates and
increased fertility, the latter probably generated by expanding work opportu-
nities in manufacturing and farming (leading to earlier marriage and more
children), help explain this rapid rise in population. While epidemics and
plague occasionally took their toll, the people in England still suffered them
less often than did those on the continent. Furthermore, despite the wrench-
ing effects of the English Reformation, the country had been spared the pro-
tracted wars of religion that occurred in France and Central Europe.
English towns grew as migrants arrived in sufficient numbers to overcome
high mortality rates caused by catastrophic health conditions stemming
from poor sanitation. London became the second largest city in the world,
its population rising from about 50,000 in the 1520s to 200,000 in 1600,
and jumping its walls to 375,000 in 1650 (only Edo [Tokyo] was larger). The
next biggest towns in England lagged far behind: Norwich, Newcastle, and
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Bristol boasted only about 25,000 people each. About 8 percent of the popu-
lation of England lived in London by the mid-seventeenth century.

England provides the primary example of the expansion of agricultural
production well before the “agricultural revolution” of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. A larger population stimulated increased demand for
food, as well as for manufactured goods. Through crop specialization, En-
glish agriculture became more efficient and market oriented than almost
anywhere on the continent. Between 1450 and 1650, the yield of grain per
acre increased by at least 30 percent. In sharp contrast with farming in
Spain, English landowners brought more dense marshes and woodlands
into cultivation.

The great estates of the English nobility largely remained intact, and
many wealthy landowners aggressively increased the size of their holdings.
Timely marriages also increased the size of landed estates. Primogeniture
(the full inheritance of land by the eldest son) helped keep land from being
subdivided. Younger sons of independent landowners left behind the fam-
ily land to find other respectable occupations, often in the church or in
urban trades. Larger farms were conducive to more commercialized farm-
ing at a time when an expanding population pushed up demand and prices.
Some landowners turned a part of their land into pastureland for sheep in
order to supply the developing woolens trade.

Some of the great landlords, as well as yeomen (farmers whose holdings
and security of land tenure guaranteed their prosperity and status), reor-
ganized their holdings in the interest of efficiency. Open-field farmers
selected crops in response to the growing London market. Between 1580
and 1620, in a quest for greater profits, landlords raised rents and altered
conditions of land tenure in their favor, preferring shorter leases and forc-
ing tenants to pay an “entry fee” before they would agree to rent them
land. They evicted those who could not afford their new, more onerous
terms. They also pushed tenants toward more productive farming meth-
ods, including crop rotation. During hard years, the peasants might be
forced to sell their land, while wealthy neighbors could survive with rela-
tive ease.

Many landowners utilized “enclosure” to expand their holdings. Parlia-
mentary acts of enclosure aided landowners by allowing them to buy waste-
lands, consolidate arable strips of land, and divide up common lands and
pasture areas. The enclosure of common lands, sold by villages to the high-
est bidders, over the long run would spell the end of the common rights of
villagers to use the land, and the removal of tenants in order to consolidate
estates marked a push toward “agrarian individualism.” Enclosure drew
considerable resistance, for it left many of the rural poor fenced out of com-
mon land on which they had depended for firewood, gleaning, and pastur-
ing. Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), which describes an imaginary island
where all people live in peace and harmony, blamed England’s economic
inequities on enclosure. Riots against enclosure were widespread in the
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In this seventeenth-century woodcut, a country wife engages in domestic
industry, part of the expansion of textile manufacturing that transformed
England’s economy.

NN

1590s, a decade in which popular tax rebellions shook France, Spain, Aus-
tria, and Ukraine, among other places, and again in the 1620s and 1630s.

England’s exceptional economic development drew upon the country’s
natural resources, including iron, timber, and, above all, coal, extracted in
far greater quantities than anywhere on the continent. New industrial meth-
ods expanded the production of iron, brass, and pewter in and around Birm-
ingham. But, primarily, textile manufacturing developed the English
economy. Woolens (which accounted for about 80 percent of exports),
worsteds (sturdy yarn spun from combed wool fibers), and cloth found eager
buyers in England as well as on the continent. Moreover, late in the six-
teenth century, as English merchants began making forays across the
Atlantic, these textiles were also sold in the New World. Cloth manufactur-
ers undercut production by urban craftsmen by “putting out” work to the vil-
lages and farms of the countryside. In such domestic industry, poor rural
women and girls could do spinning and carding (combing fibers in prepara-
tion for spinning) of wool in their homes.

The English textile trade was closely tied to Antwerp, where workers
dyed English cloth. Sir Thomas Gresham, a sixteenth-century entrepre-
neur, became England’s representative in the bustling river port. Wining
and dining the city’s merchants and serving as a royal ambassador, he so
enhanced the reputation of English merchants that they could operate on
credit, no small achievement in the sixteenth century. At home, he con-
vinced the government to end special privileges accorded the Hanseatic
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cities of northern Germany and to authorize lucrative English trading
monopolies. Gresham'’s shrewd sense of finance saved the relatively mea-
ger royal coffers from bankruptcy on several occasions through the negoti-
ation of timely loans.

Gresham advised the crown to explore the economic possibilities of the
Americas. This led to the first concerted English efforts at colonization. Far
more than Spanish colonialism, English overseas ventures were undertaken
with commercial profits in mind. When the Spanish, hoping to crush the
Dutch rebellion that began against their rule in 1566, closed the Scheldt
River, English merchants responded by seeking new, more distant outlets
for trade across the oceans. From 1577 to 1580, Sir Francis Drake (1540—
1596), an explorer and privateer, sailed around Cape Horn in his search for
a passage that would permit commercial ties with Asia. Sir Walter Raleigh
(1554-1618), a Renaissance scholar, poet, historian, and explorer, said of
Drake, “A single purpose animates all his exploits and the chart of his
movements is like a cord laced and knotted round the throat of the Spanish
monarchy.”

English Society in the Tudor Period

English society under the Tudors reflected what a churchman writing in
1577 called “degrees of people,” that is, sharply defined social groups. Con-
temporaries sometimes simplified English social structure by dividing people
into the ranks of “gentlemen,” “the middling sort,” and “the poor.” Owner-
ship of land in the form of estates—inherited or acquired—conferred status,
or “gentility,” in England. All nobles (that is, with a noble title passed on by
inheritance) were gentry, but the vast majority of gentry were not titled
nobles or peers in the House of Lords. Gentry status came from the owner-
ship of land, and gentry dominated the House of Commons. In exchange for
military service, the crown granted titles that were inherited by the eldest
son.

The nobility and gentry dominated England for more than the next three
centuries from their country manors that commanded the surrounding
countryside. Ordinary people addressed the nobleman as “your lordship”
and the wealthy gentleman as “sir”; poor women curtsied to them as a mark
of respect. Village bells were rung in their honor when they passed through.
Wealthy landowners mediated in village disputes and provided some charity
in exchange for deference. (One man of means chatted with “his people” in
the street: “1 asked a poor woman how many children she had. She answered
‘Six.” ‘Here,’ 1 said, ‘is a sixpence for them.” ‘No, sir,” she said proudly, not
realizing the gentleman was offering a gift, ‘I will not sell my children.’”)
The education of gentlemen at Oxford and Cambridge Universities or
through private tutoring helped shape common cultural values and social
homogeneity among what was increasingly becoming a national elite.
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An Elizabethan country house, late sixteenth century.

Yeomen stood beneath the gentry on the social ladder, but they could move
up if they were able to purchase and maintain large estates, and they could
vote in parliamentary elections.

Within the upper reaches of the “middling sort” were men considered “of
sufficiency,” even if they were not lords or gentlemen. They were believed by
virtue of steady income to be worthy of assuming some kind of public
responsibility. England’s precocious economic boom in the sixteenth cen-
tury increased the wealth and status of merchants and manufacturers.
Wealthy merchants and artisans from the guilds served on town councils,
perpetuating their influence from generation to generation.

Lower on the social scale were smallholders, farmers who owned just
enough land to get by (“husbandmen”), poor clergymen depending for sur-
vival upon small fees rendered for their services, and ordinary craftsmen. The
majority of the population owned neither land nor skills, and thus lay at the
bottom of the social hierarchy. Most laboring families lived in rented one-
room cottages. Cottagers, employed as farmhands but also often employed as
spinners, weavers, carders, or nail makers, lived on bread, cheese, lard, soup,
beer, and garden greens, occasionally supplemented by harvest-time feasts
provided by their employers. Farm servants lived in Spartan accommo-
dations. In London and smaller towns, the urban poor struggled to survive



192 CH. 5 ® Rise OoF THE ATLANTIC ECONOMY: SPAIN AND ENGLAND

as common laborers, porters, and sweepers, or in other menial occupations,
living in squalor in whatever pitiful lodgings they could afford, or, for many,
living without shelter.

During the sixteenth century, the rich got richer—and lived that way,
dressing and eating differently from the poor. Responding to complaints
that “a Babylon of confusion” might blur class lines because anyone with
money could purchase the most elegant clothing, Parliament had earlier in
the century decreed that only dukes, earls, and barons could wear sable
cloth woven of gold and embroidered with gold and silver. Ben Jonson
(1572-1637), author of scurrilous satires on London life, wrote that to
become recognized as a gentleman, a man had to go to London, “where at
your first appearance 'twere good you turned four or five hundred acres of
your best land into two or three trunks of apparel.”

Cardinal Wolsey had earlier attempted to moderate the dietary excesses of
wealthy people, including the high clergy. Copying sumptuary regulations
that could be found throughout Europe since the Middle Ages, he specified
the number of separate dinner courses that people of various ranks might
consume, with the largest number—nine—reserved for cardinals like him-
self. The poor, however, ate no such meals. Soaring food and lodging prices
sapped the meager earnings of craftsmen, landless cottagers, rural laborers,
and unskilled workers.

There was, to be sure, some degree of social mobility in Tudor England as
new economic opportunities brought greater prosperity to gentry, yeomen,
merchants, and manufacturers. Some yeomen achieved gentry status. The
interests and lifestyles of the middling sort gradually moved closer to those
of gentlemen and their families. Some apprentices became independent
masters within their trades. But social advancement remained relatively rare
among the poor, whose numbers were rapidly expanding along with their
impoverishment.

The Quest for Public Order

After almost a century of inflation accentuated by a rising population, har-
vest failures in the 1590s brought the period of economic expansion to an
abrupt halt in England. Never had there seemed to be so many poor and
hungry people on the roads, dressed in rags, sleeping in fields, searching for
wild berries or edible roots, and begging, just trying to get by. “They lie in the
streets,” one man of means observed, “and are permitted to die like dogs or
beasts without any mercy or compassion showed them at all.”

Ordinary people sometimes took matters into their own hands. Food riots
spread throughout much of England, as the poor seized grain and sold it at
what they considered a reasonable price. Women usually made up the major-
ity of participants in the food riots because it fell to them to try to make ends
meet at the market. Such disturbances increased the resolve of the state to
maintain order at all costs.
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Punishing a man by exposing him at a pillory, sixteenth-century England.

The prosecution of serious crimes increased rapidly during Elizabeth's
reign, peaking between 1590 and 1620. Vagrancy was the most prevalent
of these offenses, as people took to the road in search of food. Vagrants
were arrested and placed in stocks for three days, before being sent home.
Thefts rose in number and audacity. A contemporary estimated that there
were twenty-three different categories of thieves and swindlers, including
“hookers,” who snatched linen and clothes with a long pole from windows,
“priggers of prancers” (horse thieves), and “Abraham men,” who “feign
themselves to be mad.” The theft of goods worth more than twelve
shillings could bring the death penalty, but more often offenders were pub-
licly whipped, branded, mutilated by having an ear cut off, or sent to serve
as oarsmen in the galley ships. Women were often treated more harshly
than men, unless they were pregnant. Although only about 10 percent of
those convicted of capital crimes were actually executed, such punishment
was particularly brutal, including slow strangulation by hanging and being
slowly crushed to death by weights.

The English upper classes, convinced that most crimes went unpun-
ished, became obsessed with maintaining order, a fact reflected in several
of Shakespeare’s plays, in which ordinary people appear as potential
threats to social order. Many Elizabethans believed that social order
depended on the maintenance of social hierarchy and the securing of obe-
dience to the moral authority of government. Thus, the Tudors formulated
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a doctrine of obedience to authority, basing their arguments on religious
teaching.

Elizabethan literature and drama constantly returned to the theme of a
moral law based upon the necessity of social order. In Shakespeare’s The
History of Troilus and Cressida, Ulysses proclaims:

The heavens themselves, the planets, and this centre
Observe degree, priority, and place,

[...]But when the planets

In evil mixture to disorder wander,

What plagues and what portents, what mutiny!
[...]And hark what discord follows. . . .

Many in the middle and upper classes believed that the slightest offense
against the monarchy contained the seeds of rebellion; in 1576, a woman
was burned at the stake for saying that Elizabeth was “baseborn and not
born to the crown.” Fear of disturbances and challenges to authority con-
tributed to the development of a sense of national consciousness of Eng-
land’s elite, just as the defeat of Spain’s Armada in 1588 led to pride in being
both Protestant and English.

In 1598, Parliament passed the first “poor law,” followed by another in
1601. These laws recognized for the first time the principle that the needy
ought to receive some sort of assistance from the community in which they
live. Justices of the peace, under the supervision of the clergy, were to over-
see the distribution of assistance to the poor. The poor laws also specified the
establishment of poor houses for the incarceration of the poor who would not
or could not work (including the aged, sick, and insane).

The Elizabethan Theater

In 1576, two theaters opened in London, followed by others in a number
of provincial towns. Putting aside the repertory of religious allegories and
miracle and morality plays that had been staged in royal castles, country
manor houses, or entire towns, they staked their survival on their ability to
attract audiences that would pay to see actors perform. More than 2,000
different plays were staged in London between 1580 and 1640, mainly
romances and dramas. During that period, more than 300 playwrights pro-
duced enough work to keep 100 acting companies working in London or
touring provincial towns.

The plays of William Shakespeare (1564—1616) reflected uncertainty,
ambivalence, and even disillusionment about contemporary English soci-
ety. He was born in Stratford-on-Avon, where his father made gloves and
was able to provide him with a primary school education. Shakespeare
moved with his wife to London to become an actor, and in the late 1580s
he began to write plays. He found first patronage and then unparalleled
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(Left) William Shakespeare (Right) The Globe Theater, London, 1616.

success, angering rivals. Shakespeare became part owner and actor in the
Lord Chamberlain’s Men, an acting company of the Globe theater, which
held an audience of 3,000 and hence was the largest of London’s six pri-
vate theaters. Seats at such theaters cost at least six times more than the
cheapest tickets at the public theaters, which included places for the
“penny stinkards” who stood in the uncovered pit below the stage.

Audiences shouted for what they liked and hooted at what they did not.
Fights were not infrequent, both inside and outside of the theater. The play-
wright Christopher Marlowe (1564—1593) died in a brawl in an inn under
mysterious circumstances; the actor and playwright Ben Jonson killed
another actor in a duel. Because of their rowdy reputations, most London
theaters stood outside the city walls. London officials sometimes tried to
close down the public theaters because they thought that disease spread eas-
ily among assembled crowds and because of complaints about profanity and
lewdness on stage.

An Emerging Empire of Trade

During the later years of Elizabeth's reign, bitter battles for influence and
power within Elizabeth'’s inner circle belied the appearance of relative har-
mony. Elizabeth died in 1603, the forty-fifth year of her reign, leaving Eng-
land a substantially more unified, effectively ruled, and powerful state that
had begun to look across the oceans in the interest of expanding trade.
Over the next few decades, England slowly began to develop a trading and
then settlement empire in North America—as did France—while gradually
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extending its influence across other oceans, as well. This increasingly
brought England into competition with France, which began to colonize
Nouvelle France (now Quebec).

The development of English overseas trade allowed London to replace
Antwerp as Europe’s leading center of trade. London’s Merchant Adven-
turers competed with Spanish and Portuguese rivals for spices and other
products that fetched increasingly handsome prices at home. They traded
textiles and other manufactured goods for slaves, gold, and ivory from the
African and Brazilian coasts. Above all, West Indian sugar from Barbados
entered the English domestic market in lucrative quantities. English mer-
chants traded in India and Indonesia. In 1600, Queen Elizabeth chartered
the East India Company with the goal of competing with Dutch traders.

To compete with the Spanish, who already had a colonial empire that
stretched several thousand miles from what is now the southern United
States to Tierra del Fuego at the southern tip of South America, Raleigh
sought to establish a colony in Virginia between 1584 and 1587. Despite the
failure of a first settlement on Roanoke Island, a permanent colony finally
succeeded at Jamestown in Virginia, a full century after Spain took posses-
sion of its colonies in Mexico and Latin America. Tobacco began to reach
England in the first decades of the seventeenth century. Tobacco was, to an
extent, the equivalent of what silver was to the Spanish Empire, because of
its great role in the economic development of the English colonies. Whereas
the Spanish arrived in the Americas as conquerors, the English came intent
on developing trade. Gradually, the English began to arrive in North America
as permanent settlers. The Virginia Company, a joint-stock company,
received in 1606 a royal charter to settle the region of Chesapeake Bay. The
Virginia Company brought the first slaves to North America ten years later,
although it was not until late in the century that a full slave system emerged.
In 1625 the English throne proclaimed Virginia part of “Our Royal Empire.”
The Puritan settlement in Plymouth followed in 1620, and the Massachu-
setts Bay Company received its charter in 1629. Unlike the case of Spain,
where colonization followed the impulse of a strongly centralized state and
the Roman Catholic Church, English colonies reflected the Reformation, as
Protestants, including Protestant dissidents like the Puritans, led the way as
they sought religious freedom for themselves. In contrast to the Spanish
Empire, English America remained extremely rural, despite the slow growth
of Boston and New York (6,000 residents and 4,500, respectively, in 1692,
at a time when Mexico City already boasted more than 100,000 people).
The rising English population encouraged more emigrants to the New
World, despite the high cost of the difficult trip across the Atlantic. In the
developing colonies, settlers moved westward to take available land, pushing
Native Americans farther back. Disease, along with guns, helped them. John
Winthrop, the governor of Massachusetts, noted in 1634, “For the natives,
they are all near dead of the smallpox, so as the Lord hath cleared our title to
what we possess.”
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The English arrive in what would become Virginia.

Unlike that of the Spanish Empire’s colonies in the Americas, the absorp-
tion of the emerging colonies of North America into what became an English
and then a British Empire (following England’s formal union with Scotland
as Great Britain in 1707) proceeded at a much slower and unpredictable
pace, following the vicissitudes of trans-Atlantic trade instead of conquest
and tight incorporation into England. The number of ships that went back
and forth between England and the American colonies doubled to more than
1,000 per year between the 1680s and the 1730s, a round-trip voyage of 100
days under the best of circumstances. There was no English equivalent of
the Council of the Indies, which oversaw the Spanish Empire in the Ameri-
cas. In England’s North American colonies, administrative institutions, rep-
resentative assemblies—eight of which had been established by 1640—and
judicial systems developed at their own pace without a phalanx of royal
officials. The local administration of the English colonies continued to be
influenced by regional differences, without the centralized distribution of
resources that characterized the Spanish Empire. A sense of political partic-
ipation developed in the English colonies, at least among men of property.
With this went the growing sense that the colonies were a place of liberty, as
many colonists arrived seeking religious freedom. Tensions were almost
inevitable between the colonies, with their emerging sense of liberty and
separateness, and Britain, which tried to extract more revenues from the
colonies (see Chapter 11).
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Again in contrast to Spain, which developed an empire marked by the
firm alliance of Church altar and an authoritarian throne, the English felt
less of a mission to bring Christianity to indigenous peoples. Moreover,
unlike Catholicism in the case of the Spanish Empire, the established Eng-
lish religion, Anglicanism, was just one religion among others in the English
colonies. By 1675, only an estimated 2,500 Native Americans had been con-
verted to Christianity. In the Spanish Empire, many colonists undertook
inter-ethnic marriages and thus helped bring about a considerable mixed
population, allowing social mobility for a select few. In contrast, English set-
tlers from the beginning sought to exclude and push back the indigenous
population. Fearful of cultural mixing and of those they continued to con-
sider “savages,” most of whom showed no interest in assimilation, the set-
tlers drove them farther west.

THE DECLINE OF SPAIN

The “decline” of the overstretched Spanish Empire was first noted in 1600.
Had the Spain of the Catholic kings fallen from God's favor? Castilians
themselves still regarded Spain as a haven of peace and prosperity compared
to the rest of Europe, which was wracked by religious wars.

The Dutch Revolt

The decline of Spanish power began with the Dutch revolt. In the Nether-
lands, Dutch nobles and officials resented higher taxes imposed by the Span-
ish crown. Above all, many Dutch were angered by the Spanish king’s attempt
to promote the Catholic Reformation by imposing the Inquisition in a land
where most people were now Calvinists. In the early 1560s, resistance first
began against the presence of Spanish garrisons.

In 1567, Philip Il appointed the duke of Alba (1507-1582) to restore
order in the north with 10,000 Spanish troops. The ruthless Castilian
ordered the execution of prominent Calvinist nobles on the central square of
Brussels, established military courts, imposed heavy new taxes, and virtually
destroyed self-government in the Netherlands. But Alba’s reign of terror as
governor also helped transform the resistance of Dutch nobles and officials,
led by William of Orange (1533-1584), into a national revolt.

In the Southern Netherlands (Belgium), Alba’s Council of Troubles,
known to the Dutch as the “Council of Blood,” executed thousands of peo-
ple from 1567 to 1573. In 1572, rebellion became full-fledged insurrec-
tion. Spanish troops dominated on land, but Dutch ships controlled the
seas. When a Spanish army undertook a siege of Leiden, southwest of Ams-
terdam, the people of the town opened the dikes, and Dutch ships sailed
over the rushing waters to drive the Spaniards away. But Spanish victories
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Prince William of Orange
leading the revolt in the
Netherlands against higher
taxes from the Spanish crown.
The Dutch revolt signified the
decline of Spanish power.

in the Southern Netherlands followed. There Catholic nobles began to have
second thoughts about continuing a struggle launched by Dutch Protes-
tants. They detached the southern provinces from the rebellious federation.
In 1579, the Dutch provinces formed the Union of Utrecht, and two years
later they declared their independence from Spain as the Dutch United
Provinces.

For the moment, Spain, which was also at war against France, could sup-
ply its armies because Alba’s armies had recaptured some of the Southern
Netherlands, while Philip 11 maintained peace with England. As the Dutch
revolt wore on, however, the problems of fighting a war a thousand miles
away plagued the Spanish king. Military contractors or entrepreneurs
recruited mercenaries; Italians, Burgundians, Germans, and Walloons made
up much of the Spanish army.

Spanish routes for troops, supplies, and bullion to the Netherlands had to
be maintained through a combination of diplomatic charm, cunning, and
coercion. As allegiances and the fortunes of war eliminated first the Palati-
nate and then Alsace and Lorraine as routes through which armies could
pass, the Spanish forged the “Spanish Road” as a military corridor (see Map
5.3). It began in Genoa, went overland across the Alps, and then passed
through Lombardy and Piedmont, Geneva, Franche-Comté, Lorraine and,
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finally, the duchy of Liege, with Spanish agents assuring supplies along the
way.

Spain’s acute problems of recruiting and supply were exacerbated by dubi-
ous efforts to save money—for instance, charging sharpshooters for powder
and shot. The army’s guarantee to carry out the written wills made by sol-
diers also seems to have been a curiously self-defeating approach to inspir-
ing confidence. Desertions and mutinies—the largest involving non-Spanish
troops—occurred with ever more frequency as troops demanded payment of
back wages, better and more regular food, and decent medical care. By
1577, the Spanish army in the Netherlands, unpaid for months, had dwin-
dled in size from 60,000 to no more than 8,000 men.

Throughout the long war, the superior Dutch fleet kept the Spanish ships
in port. The ships of “sea beggars,” as they were called, harassed Spanish
ships. The English navy, allied with the Dutch in 1586, controlled the English
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Channel. When the Spanish fleet sailed north in 1588, the result was the
disastrous defeat of the Armada. At the beginning of the seventeenth cen-
tury, the Dutch gradually fell back behind protective town fortifications and
natural barriers formed by rivers. The war became a series of long Spanish
sieges against frontier towns defended by brick fortifications, bastions, and
moats—a defensive system that had its origins with the Italian city-states.
With the defense having a marked advantage, towns could be conquered
only by being starved out.

France withdrew from the war in 1598, and England withdrew six years
later. A truce between the Spanish and the Dutch, signed in 1609, lapsed in
1621. In Holland the “war party” won the upper hand. Led by Maurice of
Nassau (1567—-1625), the son of William of Orange, who had been assassi-
nated in 1584, the war party appealed to Calvinist religious orthodoxy by
calling for a crusade against Catholicism that would also free the Southern
Netherlands from Spanish rule. Army officers and merchant traders wanted
to keep the struggle against Spain going as long as possible. It dragged on,
draining the Spanish economy.

Economic Decline

Economic decline—above all, that of Castile in the middle decades of the
seventeenth century—underlay Spain’s fall from a position of European
domination. But decline is, of course, relative. Spain remained an impor-
tant state. Yet its population, which had risen to well over 6 million people
during the last half of the sixteenth century, fell by almost a quarter to
about 5.2 million by the middle of the seventeenth century, as harvest fail-
ures, plague, smallpox, war, and emigration took their tolls.

The “price revolution,” the sharp rise in inflation during the sixteenth cen-
tury in Europe, may well have affected Spain less than some parts of north-
ern Europe, but it still had adverse effects on the Spanish monarchy. Gold
and silver from the Americas accelerated inflation by increasing the supply
of money, as did royal monetary policies of currency debasement. The
monarchy, which had declared bankruptcy in 1557, suspended payments in
1575, and again in 1596, renegotiating loans at more favorable rates. From
1568 to 1598, Spain had five times the military expenditures of the Dutch,
English, and French combined. The economy slipped into stagnation. To
one noble it already seemed that “the ship is sinking.”

Forced to borrow money from foreign bankers at disadvantageous inter-
est rates, the Spanish state attempted to find new sources of revenue. To
raise funds, the crown imposed a tithe, or assessment of a tenth of the
most valuable piece of real estate in each parish, and in 1590 the Castilian
Cortes agreed to an extraordinary tax assessed on towns. An excise (sales)
tax was imposed on consumption. This undermined the economy by encour-
aging the middle class to abandon business in favor of the acquisition of per-
petual privileges—and thus tax exemptions—as they obtained noble status.
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The monarchy’s massive expulsion of the Moriscos in 1609 proved counter-
productive. The king succumbed to pressure from the Catholic Church
and from wealthy families eager to seize Moorish land. The region of Valen-
cia lost one-third of its population, including many skilled craftsmen and
farmers.

Nobles added the lands of indebted peasants to their large estates (lati-
fundia), but they showed little interest in increasing the productivity of their
land, in contrast to their English counterparts. They turned fields into pas-
tureland or simply left them untended. Farmers were hampered by a state-
imposed fixed maximum for grain prices, which discouraged ambitious
agricultural initiatives. Spain became dependent on imported grain. Royal
policies also favored sheepherding over farming—because it was easier to
collect taxes on sheep than on agricultural produce. But fine woolens manu-
facturing suffered from competition with foreign textile imports, especially
lighter cloth brought from France and the Netherlands.

“Conquered by you, the New World has conquered you in turn, and has
weakened and exhausted your ancient vigor,” a Flemish scholar wrote a
friend in Spain. The Spanish colonies themselves became a financial drain
on the crown because of the cost of administering and defending them.
The flow of Latin American silver, which had paid less than a quarter of
the crown’s colonial and military expenses, slowed to a trickle beginning
in the 1620s. Spain had never really developed commerce with the empire
to the same extent as the English, who had made trade the basis of their
maritime empire, enormously developing the colonial market. In the Span-
ish Empire, the market for Spanish goods, already limited by the poverty of
the colonies, shrank with the precipitous decline in the Indian population
(caused, above all, by disease; see Chapter 1). Unlike in the English
colonies, emigration to the New World from Spain had slowed to a trickle
by the early eighteenth century, in part because economic opportunities
in Spanish-held territories were relatively limited. This was compounded
by the prohibition of non-Spanish migration to Spain’s American colo-
nies. The colonies had also developed their own basic agricultural and art-
isanal production and relied far less on Spanish goods. The Atlantic
ports of northern Castile suffered competition not only from Seville and
Cédiz, but from Spain’s own colonies, and above all, from England and the
Netherlands.

Although the burden of taxes in Castile increased by four times between
1570 and 1670, the Spanish crown proved less efficient in collecting taxes
than the monarchs of France and England. Increased taxes on the poor
generated more discontent than income. Spain’s Italian subjects resisted
contributing money for distant wars that did not concern them. No more
tax income came to Spain from the Netherlands.

Contemporary Spaniards lapsed into a morose acceptance of decline. The
novelist Miguel de Cervantes (1547-1616) had fought and been wounded
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El Greco’s Burial of the Count Orgaz, 1586.

with the king's armies at the Battle of Lepanto (1571). Several years later, he
was captured by Turkish pirates and spent five years as a slave before manag-
ing to return to Spain. Don Quixote (1605—1615) is on one level a humorous
tale of a zany noble intent on bringing true chivalry back to Spain, accompa-
nied by his sensible, subservient squire, Sancho Panza. On a deeper level,
however, it is the story of national disillusionment in the face of perceived
national decline. The dramatist Pedro Calderén de la Barca (1600—1681)
portrayed in his plays the floundering Spanish aristocracy struggling to pre-
serve its honor. Nobles and churchmen, the two pillars of Spain, purchased
the paintings of the increasingly gloomy Greek-born artist El Greco (1541—
1614). His Burial of the Count Orgaz (1586) shows figures gazing up at a
vision of celestial glory, the splendor of which is heightened by the dismal
scenes below them on earth.

An Empire Spread Too Thin

Spain’s mounting economic problems were exacerbated by the fact that the
empire’s interests were spread so widely, not only in Europe, but across the
seas. Philip IV (1605-1665), who succeeded to the throne in 1621, was
intelligent and had a keen interest in the arts, but he was stubborn. He chose
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as his chief adviser Gaspar de Guzman, the duke of Olivares (1587-1645),
an Andalusian noble whose family had, like Spain itself, suffered reverses.
The short, fiery, and increasingly obese Olivares sketched ambitious plans to
shape the rebirth of Spanish might. Confronted with the economic strength
of the Dutch rebels, as well as that of the English, Olivares sensed that Spain
could not remain a power without a marked economic resurgence. “We must
devote all our efforts,” he had written, “to turning Spaniards into mer-
chants,” like the English. The Count Duke, as he was called, mastered his
master, convincing the indolent king that only hard work and reform could
restore the glories of the not-so-distant past. He would tutor the king, whose
chamber pot he once ceremoniously kissed, in the fine art of monarchy.

The Count Duke espoused the growth of monarchical power and state
centralization. His motto “one king, one law, one money” generated resis-
tance, in the latter case because of the by then notorious instability of the
Castilian currency. Olivares sought to subject all of Spain to the laws and
royal administration of Castile, promising the king that, if he did so, he
would become the most powerful prince in the world.

Olivares wanted to force Dutch capitulation to restore the monarchy’s
reputation, afraid that the Dutch rebellion might begin a chain reaction that
would destroy the empire. He persuaded the king to allow the truce with the
Dutch to lapse in 1621, thus necessitating massive expenses for land and sea
warfare. To preserve the “Spanish Road,” Olivares sought to bolster, at great
expense, Spanish interests in northern Italy and in Austria. But France cut
the Spanish supply routes in Savoy in 1622 and then in Alsace nine years
later. Intermittent hostilities with France lasted from 1628 to 1631.

Spain could now ill afford such conflicts. In 1628, Dutch pirates captured
a Spanish fleet loaded with silver. This enormous loss made it imperative
that the crown find new resources with which to wage war. But for the first
time, Castile’s monarchs could not establish credit with foreign investors.
Increased taxation, the flotation of short-term loans through bonds, the sale
of yet more privileges, and the imposition of new financial obligations on
Aragon and the Italian territories all proved inadequate to the task of financ-
ing expensive wars.

Its interests gravely overextended, Spain’s position weakened. English
ships began to nip at its imperial interests in the Americas. Dutch warships
took on the proud Spanish galleons in the West Indies. Three decades of
intermittent warfare with France began in 1635, as the Thirty Years’ War
(see Chapter 4) became a struggle between competing dynasties. As more
and more bullion from the Americas had to be diverted to pay military
expenses in the Netherlands and Italy, the monarchy demanded new contri-
butions from Catalonia and Portugal (which had been merged with Spain in
1580), as Spain had assumed the expensive and ultimately extremely damag-
ing responsibility for protecting Portuguese shipping around the world.
Tumultuous tax riots broke out in Portugal, where the upper classes resisted
Spanish authority.
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Olivares’s decision to demand more taxes from Catalonia proved fateful.
Faced with resistance, he ordered the arrest of several Catalan leaders. Cata-
lan nobles put aside their differences, and a full-scale revolt against Castil-
ian rule began in 1640. Catalan and French forces together defeated the
Spanish army. A year later, Andalusian nobles were foiled in a plot to create
an independent kingdom there. Nobles in Madrid hatched plots against Oli-
vares. Portugal reasserted its independence in 1640. Three years later, Philip
packed off the despondent Olivares into exile.

However, the illusion of Don Quixote was maintained—that the restora-
tion of traditional aristocratic and ecclesiastical values would restore Span-
ish power and prestige. Olivares established two court academies intended
to train young nobles in the art of government. Heeding the advice of
churchmen, he censored the theater and books, prohibiting certain kinds of
fancy clothing and long hair. Over the long run, Spanish rulers weakened
parliamentary traditions. Soon the Cortes was convoked only on ceremonial
occasions. The crown continued to extend its reach and solidify its authority
against possible provincial rebellions. In Catalonia, Barcelona surrendered
to royal troops in 1652. Catalan nobles accepted the supremacy of the
crown in exchange for an affirmation of social hierarchy and royal protec-
tion against ordinary Catalans who resented their privileges. The Aragonese
nobles, too, accepted this compromise.

Ironically, given the intense percep-
tion of Spanish decline, the last
years of Philip IV and the reign of his
pathetic successor, Charles II (ruled
1665-1700), sustained a period of
great cultural accomplishment in the
arts and literature. But this, too, may
have been generated by the prevail-
ing mood of introspection. Olivares
put dramatists and a small host of
other writers to work in the name of
glorifying the monarchy and impart-
ing a sense of purpose that he hoped
would revive Spain. Philip IV added
more than 2,000 canvases to what
already was a rich royal art collec-
tion, including many by Italian mas-
ters. He covered the palace walls with
grandiose paintings of battle scenes.
Diego Velazquez (1599-1660), the
court painter, undertook forty
somber portraits of the vain king, a
commentary on the monarchy’s fad- '
ing glory and disillusionment. King Philip 1V of Spain.
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In the meantime, the Dutch rebels, aided by increased commercial pros-
perity, had fought the Spanish armies to a draw. The Treaty of Miinster,
which was part of the Westphalia settlement of 1648 that ended the Thirty
Years' War, officially recognized Dutch independence after a struggle that
had lasted three-quarters of a century. The provinces of the Southern
Netherlands, which were overwhelmingly Catholic, remained a Habsburg
possession.

The Spanish monarchy, overstretched by its vast empire in the Americas,
had not learned that it could not fight effectively on a variety of fronts. In
contrast, the French monarchy was concentrating its efforts in Italy, for the
moment realizing the wisdom of fighting on one front at a time. Thus, subse-
quent Spanish victories in the north against French armies were not enough,
for when the French turned their attention to Spain, they held their own.
The Treaty of the Pyrenees, signed between France and Spain in 1659,
established the border between these countries that has lasted, with only a
few minor changes, until this day. Spain also gave up Milan to Austria, and
Naples and Sicily to the Italian Bourbon dynasty. The Portuguese, aided by
the English, turned back several halfhearted invasions by Spanish armies,
and in 1668 Spain recognized Portugal’s independence. Ten years later,
France occupied the Franche-Comté, the last major Spanish holding in
northern Europe. By 1680, when the depression that had lasted almost a
century ended, Spain was no longer a great power. This was because of agri-
cultural and manufacturing decline, to be sure, but, above all, because the
Spanish crown had overreached its ability to maintain its vast and distant
empire.

CONCLUSION

The development of trade across the Atlantic Ocean to the Americas was
part of European economic expansion during the sixteenth century. Follow-
ing the union of the crowns of Castile and Aragon, Spain grew into a great
power. Philip Il expanded the Spanish Empire, which, in the Americas
stretched from what is now the southwestern United States to the southern
tip of Latin America, and in Europe included the Netherlands and several
Italian states. In England, the Tudor monarchy overcame the country's reli-
gious divisions in the wake of the English Reformation to strengthen its
authority. In this, it resembled the ruling Valois dynasty of France, another
“new monarchy” that had enhanced its reach, efficiency, and prestige. Bur-
geoning trade, manufacturing, and agriculture in the Elizabethan Age
underlay England’s growing prosperity, even as social polarization, reflected
in the crises of the 1590s, became more apparent.

The surprising English naval defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 sym-
bolized not only the rise of England but in some ways anticipated the decline
of Spanish power. Spain’s rulers had expanded their vast empire and imper-
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ial interests beyond the ability of the state to sustain them. When silver from
the Americas slowed to a trickle, Spain’s own limited natural resources and
inability to collect taxes efficiently, combined with demographic stagnation
that began early in the seventeenth century, as well as, arguably, resistance
from Aragon and Catalonia, prevented a revival of Spanish preeminence.
The long revolt of the Netherlands ended with recognition of Dutch inde-
pendence in 1648. That the Dutch Republic and England, two trading
nations, had emerged as European powers reflected the shift of economic
primacy to northwestern Europe.



ENGLAND AND THE
DUTCH REPUBLIC IN
THE SEVENTEENTH
CENTURY

S

England and the Dutch Republic were anomalies in the seven-
teenth century. At a time when aggressive European monarchs were forg-
ing absolute states (see Chapter 7), these two seafaring, trading nations
maintained representative governments.

The Stuart monarchs’ flirtation with absolutism in England brought bit-
ter discord, resistance, and civil war. In the Dutch Republic, which had
earned its independence in 1648 after a long war against Spanish absolute
rule, the prosperous merchants who dominated the economic and political
life of the country brushed aside the absolutist challenge of the House of
Orange, which wanted to establish a hereditary monarchy.

In both England and the Netherlands, religious divisions accentuated the
struggle between absolutism and constitutionalism. Both the protracted
revolt of the largely Protestant Dutch against Catholic Spain and the Eng-
lish Civil War echoed the religious struggles between Catholics and Protes-
tants during the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) in Central Europe (see
Chapter 4). The Dutch had risen up in open rebellion in 1566 in part
because the Spanish Habsburgs attempted to impose the Catholic Inquisi-
tion on what had become a Protestant country. In England, Kings James I
and Charles 1 attempted to return the English Church to the elaborate ritu-
als that many people associated with Catholicism, thereby pitting the
monarchy against Parliament. This constitutional crisis led to the defeat and
execution of Charles 1 in 1649, the fall of the monarchy, and in 1688, to the
“Glorious Revolution,” which brought King William 11l and Queen Mary to
the throne. Parliament, which historically represented landed interests, suc-
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ceeded in balancing and constraining royal authority. By virtue of Parlia-
ment'’s victory in the English Civil War, England remained a constitutional
monarchy. England’s new monarchs agreed to a Bill of Rights, which
affirmed the civil liberties of English people and the rights of Parliament.

The emergence of England and the Dutch Republic, both predominantly
Protestant states, as great powers reflected the vitality of the middle classes
in both nations, the relative unity of the two states, and the location of both
rising powers on the Atlantic. England’s international commerce developed
rapidly. And as Amsterdam emerged as a banking center and first port of call
for international trade, the Dutch Republic enjoyed the golden age of its
culture.

CoNFLICTS IN STUART ENGLAND

Conflicts between the Stuart kings and Parliament, in which religious con-
flict played an important part, led to the English Civil War, which helped
define the constitutional and political institutions of modern Britain. The
monarchy tried to enhance its authority at the expense of Parliament by
attempting to impose extralegal taxes without the consent of Parliament. But
the English gentry, whose status and influence came from ownership of
land, emerged from the period with their parliamentary prerogatives intact.

Conflicts between James I and Parliament

King James 1 (1566—1625) succeeded his cousin Queen Elizabeth to the En-
glish throne in 1603. As King James V1 of Scotland, he had overcome court
factionalism and challenges from dissident Presbyterians. After he also
became king of England, the two countries were joined in a personal union.
The first Stuart king of England, James was lazy, frivolous, and slovenly, par-
ticularly enjoying hurling jelly at his courtiers. But there was more to him
than that. He was an intelligent and well-read blunderer, once described as
“the wisest fool in Christendom.” Before coming to the throne, James had
sketched out a theory of divine right monarchy. And in a speech to Parlia-
ment in 1609 the king had called “the state of monarchie . . . the supremest
thing upon earth: for Kings are not only God's Lieutenants upon earth, and
sit upon throne, but even by God himselfe they are called Gods.” James
described Parliament as nothing but “cries, shouts, and confusion.” Rela-
tions between the monarch and Parliament degenerated rapidly.

The English monarchy found itself in a precarious financial position, with
Queen Elizabeth's war debts at least partially to blame. James brought to
court like-minded dandies, most of whom proved not only unpopular with
Parliament but incompetent as well. In the last years of his reign, James
became increasingly dependent on his young, handsome favorite, George Vil-
liers, the duke of Buckingham (1592-1628). A relative newcomer to court
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circles, Buckingham convinced the king to sell peerages and titles, offices,
monopolies, and other privileges to the highest bidder. Opposition to the
monarch’s attempts to raise money in such ways mounted within Parliament.

Although it met only sporadically and at the king’s pleasure, Parliament
transformed itself from a debating society into an institution that saw itself
as defending the rights of the English people. The House of Commons, lash-
ing out at the beneficiaries of royal monopolies, impeached on charges of
bribery Lord Chancellor Francis Bacon (1561-1626), philosopher of sci-
ence and once the king’s friend. Here, too, there was a principle at stake: the
accountability of ministers to Parliament.

English foreign policy contributed both to the monarchy’s mounting
debt and to the emerging political crisis. Queen Elizabeth had denied that
Parliament had the right to discuss matters of foreign policy unless invited
by the monarch to do so. Parliament still insisted on that right. Thus,
James favored peace with Spain, but Parliament clamored for war because
Catholic Bavaria, an ally of Habsburg Spain, had invaded the Protestant
Upper Palatinate. And in 1621, asserting its right to influence foreign pol-
icy, Parliament refused to provide more funds for the conflict, setting the
stage for the greatest constitutional crisis in English history.

Parliament denounced the monarch’s attempt to arrange a marriage
between his son, Charles, the heir to the throne, and the daughter of Philip
IV of Spain. As dynastic marriages were an essential part of foreign policy,
cementing or building alliances, members of Parliament objected to a royal
foreign policy that seemed pro-Spanish and therefore pro-Catholic. Parlia-
ment declared its right to discuss the proposed marriage, and thus foreign
affairs. But James defied Parliament by stating that it could not discuss mat-
ters of foreign policy, denying that the privileges of Parliament were “your
ancient and undoubted birthright and inheritance.” Rather he described
them as “derived from the grace and permission of our ancestors and us.”

James's wedding plans for his son fell through in 1623, however, when the
Spanish king refused to allow Charles, who had gone to Madrid, even to set
eyes on his daughter. But two years later, James then arranged Charles’s
marriage to another devout Catholic, Henrietta Maria of France, the daugh-
ter of Henry IV and Maria de’ Medici. The secret price of this liaison
included the king's promise that he would one day allow English Catholics,
who numbered 2 or 3 percent of the population, to practice their religion
freely. In a country in which anti-Catholicism had been endemic since the
English Reformation of the mid-sixteenth century, James seemed to be tak-
ing steps to favor Catholicism.

James was succeeded upon his death by his son, Charles I (ruled 1625-
1649). The young king was indecisive and painfully shy, traits compounded
by a stammer. Even more than his father, Charles rejected the view that his
appointments to ministries and other important offices should represent a
wide spectrum of political and religious views. He stubbornly refused to oust
the duke of Buckingham.
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(Left) King James 1. (Right) The young Charles, heir to the throne and later
Charles 1.

RELIGIOUS Di1visiONS

King Charles I once claimed, “People are governed by the pulpit more than
the sword in time of peace.” In the seventeenth century, no other realm of
life so bitterly divided Europeans as religion. In England, religious divisions
helped accentuate and define the political crisis. The Established or Angli-
can Church faced a challenge from the Puritans, a dissident religious group
of Calvinists that had emerged during Elizabeth'’s reign.

Many Puritans were more sure of what they were against than what they
were for. Puritans were strongly attracted by the Calvinist idea that each
individual was predestined by God through His grace to be saved or not to be
saved. They emphasized preaching and the individual’s personal under-
standing of the Bible, spiritual devotion, discipline, and sacrifice as the basis
of religion. Because they emphasized the personal worth of the individual
minister, not the value of an ecclesiastical title, Puritans opposed the role of
bishops in the Church of England. They wanted authority to be taken away
from bishops and given to local synods (ecclesiastical councils made up of
clerical and lay leaders). They de-emphasized the sacraments and wanted
worship to be simpler than the contemporary Anglican Church services.
Relentlessly hostile to Catholicism, Puritans held that elaborate church
accoutrements in the Church of England—such as stained-glass windows
and ornate altar rails—smacked of the Roman papacy.

Puritans did not choose the name by which they came to be known in the
late sixteenth century, which was originally intended as a term of abuse.
Considering themselves “the godly,” they believed that they represented the
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true Church of England. They constituted not more than 10 percent of the
population, and perhaps a third of all gentry, but their influence grew. Uni-
versity graduates who had embraced Puritanism formed “a godly preaching
ministry” in many parishes, providing opportunities for Puritans to preach
and win converts.

The Puritans were increasingly hostile to those who espoused a kind of
Protestantism known as Arminianism. At first no more than a handful of
ecclesiastics with the king's ear, Arminians soon came to wield considerable
power. Charles | became an Arminian, and so did the duke of Buckingham.
English Arminians, like their Dutch counterparts, rejected the Calvinist idea
of predestination, which Puritans accepted, and, unlike the latter, believed
that an individual could achieve salvation through free will. Arminians also
accepted rituals that to the Puritans seemed to replicate those of the
Catholic Church, and they emphasized the authority and ceremonial role of
bishops, which Puritans opposed with particular vehemence. The Arminians
emphasized royal authority over the Church of England. Increasingly they
seemed to be proponents of royal absolutism.

The king's aggressive espousal of Arminianism enhanced the influence of
William Laud (1573-1645), bishop of London. In 1633, Charles named
Laud to be the head of the Church of England as Primate of England (arch-
bishop of Canterbury). The pious, hard-working, and stubborn son of a
draper, Laud warned Charles that the religious extremes of Catholicism and
radical Puritanism both posed threats to the Established Church. An Armin-
ian, Laud espoused High Church rituals, and because of this, the Puritans
thought that he was secretly working to make Catholicism the established
religion of England. Under Elizabeth 1 and James I, Catholics had remained
a force in some sectors of English life. Fear of a “popish plot” to restore
Catholicism as the religion of the English state existed at all levels of English
society. Landowners whose families had purchased ecclesiastical lands dur-
ing the Reformation now worried that Laud might return them to the
Catholic Church. Catholicism and “popery” was popularly identified with
the Spanish Inquisition, the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in France,
and the duke of Alba’s “Council of Blood” in the Netherlands.

Charles I and Parliament Clash

Charles’s fiscal policies deepened popular dissatisfaction with his reign. In
1625, the king decreed a forced loan on landowners, which he levied with-
out Parliament’s consent and which he insisted be paid within three
months, an unprecedented short period of time. The next year, he ordered
the imprisonment of seventy-six gentlemen who refused to meet the royal
demand. Parliament refused to consent to the levies unless Charles met its
demands for fiscal reform. The king convoked three Parliaments in four
years, but dissolved each when it refused to provide him with funds. Parlia-
ment continued to demand that Charles appoint ministers it could trust
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and began impeachment proceedings against the duke of Buckingham.
However, Buckingham disappeared as a source of irritation to Parliament
when a disgruntled naval officer who had not been paid assassinated him in
1628.

Charles again asked Parliament to provide him with more funds. In
response, Parliament promulgated the Petition of Right, which it forced
Charles to accept in return for the granting of a tax. This constrained the
king to agree that in the future he would not attempt to impose “loans” with-
out Parliament’s consent, and that no “gentlemen” who refused to pay up
would be arrested—nor would anyone else be imprisoned without a show of
just cause. The Petition of Right, which was initially put forward in 1628 by
Sir Thomas Wentworth (1593-1641), then an opponent of the crown and
one of the men imprisoned for refusing to pay the forced loan, was a signifi-
cant document in the constitutional evolution of England. It defined the
rights of Parliament as inalienable and condemned arbitrary arrest, martial
law, and taxes imposed without its consent.

Angered by the Petition of Right and by Parliament’s insistence that cus-
toms duties were a violation of the Petition, Charles ordered Parliament’s
dissolution in 1629. Because it was the role of the speaker of the house to
communicate with the king on behalf of Parliament, members of the Com-
mons physically held the speaker in his chair so he could not leave. They
proceeded to declare that anyone who attempted to collect funds not levied
with the approval of Parliament would be considered “a capital enemy to the
kingdom and commonwealth,” as would anyone who sponsored “innovation
of religion,” which is what Puritans considered Laud’s espousal of elaborate
High Church ceremonies. A defiant Parliament then disbanded.

For the next eleven years, Charles ruled without Parliament and tried to
raise monies in new and controversial ways. Inflation had increased not only
the royal debt but also the cost of ships and arms for waging war. The
monarchy had exhausted its credit. Unlike James, Charles had some scru-
ples about peddling privileges, but none at all about other means of raising
funds. He fined gentlemen who did not attend his coronation. Most contro-
versially, Charles ordered that “ship money” again be imposed without Par-
liament'’s consent on inland towns beginning in 1634.

Charles’s high-handed royal policies led to a rebellion in Scotland. The
king had seized lands from Scottish nobles, and, at Laud's instigation, in
1637 he ordered the imposition of the Anglican Book of Common Prayer on
the Scottish Presbyterian Church (established as the Scottish national
church in the 1560s). The Scots had never been pleased with the union with
England that had been weakly forged in 1603 when James VI of Scotland
ascended the English throne as James 1. They demanded that Charles allow
a general church assembly to consider the prayer book. In 1638, some Scot-
tish leaders signed the National Covenant, attacking the pope and the prayer
book and swearing to defend their religion and liberties. Faced with the res-
olution of Scots to maintain the Presbyterian Church, Charles convoked the
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Riot in St. Giles' Cathedral, Edinburgh, when the bishop begins to read from the
Anglican Book of Common Prayer.

church assembly in Scotland, but he also began to prepare for an invasion of
Scotland. In the meantime, Scottish nobles and landowners began evicting
Anglican bishops and taking over churches. The Scots rose up in arms.

This was a turning point in the dramatic reign of King Charles 1. Desper-
ately needing funds to defeat the Scots, in 1639 the king demanded that the
city of London help pay for the war. After several small allocations, London
finally consented to lend the crown a large sum, but only on the condition
that Charles convene Parliament and allow it to sit for a reasonable period of
time.

Nobles and gentry led resistance to royal policies from the beginning;
some were already in touch with the rebellious Scots, who in 1640 occupied
the northeastern English port of Newcastle without resistance. Running
short of cash and facing mutinies in the royal army, in April 1640 the king
summoned Parliament for the first time in eleven years. But when it refused
to allocate money for the war against Scotland until Charles agreed to con-
sider a list of grievances, the king dissolved this “Short Parliament” after less
than two months. Charles I's defiance of Parliament initiated a full-fledged
constitutional crisis.

THE EncGLisH CiviL WAR

The political crisis of the Stuart monarchy became a constitutional conflict
about how England was to be governed. To the king’s opponents, Parliament
existed to protect fundamental English liberties that had been established
under the Magna Carta in 1215. By this reasoning the king did not have the
right to dispense with its counsel and its traditional authority to allocate



The English Civil War 215

royal finances, nor did he have the right to impose taxes without historical
precedent. While Parliament, led by Puritans, was not yet claiming sover-
eignty, it was clearly asserting its traditional role as a balance to royal
authority.

Defenders of Parliament believed Laudian religious reforms and the col-
lection of ship money to be the work of power-crazed men perhaps manipu-
lated by the pope. Justices of the peace resented the usurpation of their
authority by various decrees of martial law and by royal courts that impinged
on regional courts. Local officials believed that the king’s lieutenants were
exceeding their traditional authority over military affairs by bypassing estab-
lished routines of local approval of military levies. London merchants felt
aggrieved that they were not able to export cloth because of royal control
over cloth exports through the monopoly of the Merchant Adventurers (see
Chapter 5). The monarchy alienated other Londoners by allowing some
craftsmen to operate outside the structure of the London guilds and by
attempting to force the city to provide more money for the war with Scot-
land. The sale of the right to collect royal customs generated controversy as
well, particularly as the government sold more privileges to pay off those who
“farmed” taxes.

In the meantime, Charles surrounded himself with confidants, advisers,
artists, and musicians, whose sense of royal decorum and aesthetic tastes
seemed to suggest the influence of continental Catholicism. The queen
brought to the court Flemish artists who emphasized the religious themes of
the Catholic Reformation, leading critics to believe that a plot was afloat “to
seduce the King himself with Pictures, Antiquities, Images & other vanities
brought from Rome.”

Those who consistently supported Parliament became known as the sup-
porters of “Country,” while those who supported virtually unlimited monar-
chical prerogatives were identified with “Court.” Titled nobles, of whom
there were about 1,200, generally supported Charles. Gentry formed the
core of the political opposition to the king. During the previous century,
many gentry had extended their landholdings, and men enriched by com-
merce or service in the law or army had become part of the gentry through
the purchase of land. The roots of confrontation may have come from the
struggle of these economically dynamic gentry to obtain political power
commensurate with their rising station in English life. Some gentry of lesser
means who had fallen upon hard times may have blamed the monarchy for
their plight and hence supported Parliament.

The English Civil War has been called the “Puritan Revolution,” even
though its causes extended beyond the question of religion and Puritans
were not alone in resisting the monarchy. There were indeed many Puritans
in Parliament, including the body’s leader, John Pym (1584—-1643). A bril-
liant speaker and debater, Pym was a zealot, an impetuous and perhaps even
paranoid man whose strong convictions were in part defined by an obsession
that a “popish plot” existed to restore Catholicism to England. Puritans were
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numerous among the lesser gentry
in eastern England, areas that took
the side of Parliament during the
Civil War.

As the political crisis grew in the
1630s, the authority of Anglican
bishops, their appointment as state
officials, and their right to nominate
ministers also smacked of “popery.”
Charles I echoed the famous state-
ment of his father, James I, “No
bishops, no king!"—an assertion
that would come back to haunt him.
Laud expanded the power of
ecclesiastical courts, which tried
people accused of offenses against
the Church of England. This
reminded some people of the Span-
ish Inquisition.

John Pym.

Moving toward Conflict

Having dissolved the “Short Parliament” in May 1640, Charles again con-
voked a newly elected Parliament the following October. The crown’s
strengthening of the army with Catholic Irish regiments, commanded by
Wentworth, who was now a supporter and adviser of the king and had been
named the earl of Strafford, confirmed to credulous ears that a “popish plot”
was in the works. Ordinary people smashed altar rails and shattered stained-
glass windows. The English army suffered defeat in Scotland; the war
required yet more funds. Led by Pym, Parliament turned its wrath upon
Charles’s advisers. It indicted Strafford, who was tried and executed in Lon-
don before a rejoicing throng. Parliament denounced as illegal the most
unpopular royal acts during the previous eleven years and abolished some of
the courts controlled by the monarchy. Parliament proclaimed that it could
only dissolve itself, and that in the future the king would have to summon it
every three years. In the meantime, Irish peasants rose up against the Eng-
lish in 1641 and killed many Protestant landlords. The Irish rebellion high-
lighted the rights of Parliament by making urgent the issue of who
controlled the militia.

In November 1641, Parliament passed the Grand Remonstrance. Present-
ing what Parliament considered a history of royal misdeeds, the document
denounced “a malignant and pernicious design of subverting the fundamen-
tal laws and principles” of English government. It called for religious and
administrative reforms. Its passage by a narrow margin indicated that Parlia-
ment remained divided over how far to carry its opposition to royal policies.
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Puritans, who narrowly controlled the House of Commons, wanted to
reform both church and state. Wealthy nobles began to form a solid bloc
around the cause of the king, fearing that reform might weaken their influ-
ence. Shortly after the passage of the Grand Remonstrance, the high sheriff
of Lancashire called upon “gentlemen” to take arms with their tenants and
servants on behalf of the king “for the securing of our own lives and estates,
which are now ready to be surprised by a heady multitude.” In some places,
fighting began that month, as both sides fought for control of the militias.

The king attempted a bold coup against Parliament in January 1642. He
personally led several hundred armed soldiers into Parliament and ordered
the arrest of Pym. Forewarned by someone, Pym and other leaders had left
the House of Commons before Charles arrived, but they remained in Lon-
don where they were protected by artisans and craftsmen. The latter opposed
the crown's support of monopolies and for religious reasons supported Laud.
Charles, fearing for his safety in London, where people had become more
forceful in their support of Parliament, headed north with his family to more
friendly country, and his supporters left Parliament. In June, Parliament’s
“Nineteen Propositions” denounced the confrontational royal policy. In
August 1642, Charles mobilized his forces at Nottingham.

Taking Sides

As civil war spread, Parliament’s soldiers came to be known as “Round-
heads” for the short, bowl-shaped haircuts many of them wore. The king’s
“Cavaliers” liked to think of themselves as fighting the good fight for God
and king against those who would shatter social harmony by making “sub-
jects princes and princes slaves.” But so far as civil wars go, there was little
actual fighting. Winter interrupted relatively short “campaign seasons.”
There were only four major battles (see Map 6.1). The two sides fought to a
draw on October 23, 1642, at Edgehill, south of Birmingham. When a royal
military advance on London was turned back, Charles set up headquarters
in Oxford, fifty miles northwest of London. In February 1643, the king
rejected Parliament’s terms for a settlement. When a second royal march on
London failed, both sides intensified massive propaganda campaigns to win
support. The war became a war of words, among the first in history. More
than 22,000 newspapers, newsletters, pamphlets, broadsides, sermons, and
speeches were published between 1640 and 1661.

Yet life in thousands of villages was disrupted by requisitions, plundering,
and general hardship. About 10 percent of the English population was forced
to leave home during the war. Many counties—perhaps most—were neutral,
as local leaders struggled to maintain control and keep their counties free of
fighting and devastation.

Without London’s credit institutions, Charles financed the war with gifts
and loans from nobles, selling more titles, and forced levies. The Round-
heads, in keeping with Parliament’s resistance to monarchical centralization,
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kept civil, fiscal, and military authority relatively decentralized in regions
under its control. Parliament raised funds through heavy excise and property
taxes, and confiscated the property of some prominent families supporting
the king's cause. A regional military structure developed, based on associa-
tions of counties pledging mutual assistance to the parliamentary cause.

Parliament drew considerable support from the most economically
advanced regions where commercialized agriculture had developed through
deforestation, the draining of marshland, and acts of enclosure, and where
cloth manufacturing had brought prosperity, particularly in the south and
east. Charles I retained the allegiance of most of northern and western Eng-
land, regions of more traditional agriculture and social hierarchy. In some
places, villages became sites for religious and political struggle. For example,
in regions where traditional festive rituals had survived the assault of Puri-
tans, who considered them frivolous, disruptive, and ungodly spectacles that
brought drinking, dancing, and sexual freedom, support was strong for the
king, whose supporters—wealthy country gentlemen—encouraged such
merriment.
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Oliver Cromwell and the New Model
Army

In 1643, Parliament allied with the
Scots, many of whom were Presbyte-
rians. John Pym'’s sudden death at
the end of the year did not lessen
Parliament’s resolve to force the king
to capitulate. In July 1644, the
Roundheads and Scots defeated the
Cavaliers at Marston Moor, near
York. About 45,000 men fought in
this battle, the largest of the English
Civil War. This gave Parliament con-
trol of northern England. Scottish
participation only added to the deter- Oliver Cromwell.

mination of the “war party” to whom

Charles listened.

Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658), who led the Roundheads to victory at
Marston Moor, emerged as the leader of Parliament. Cromwell, born into a
modest gentry family, never lost what more well-heeled gentry considered
his rough edges. Several years before being elected to Parliament in 1640,
he had undergone—perhaps during serious illness—a deep spiritual con-
version, becoming convinced that God had chosen him to be one of the
Puritan elect. Cromwell displayed idealism as well as the stubbornness of
someone who is convinced that he is always right.

Combining three armies, Parliament formed the New Model Army in
1645. Cromwell instilled strict discipline, and the Roundhead soldiers’
morale improved with regular wages. Unlike its predecessors, the New
Model Army won grudging good will in the counties by paying for supplies
and not plundering, in contrast to the king’s army.

Divisions within Parliament

Two political groups emerged in Parliament: Presbyterians and Indepen-
dents. Presbyterians, a majority within Parliament, were moderates. Origi-
nally a pro-Scottish group that had rallied behind John Pym, most (despite
the name “Presbyterians”) were Puritans. Opposed to the bishops’ authority,
they rejected religious toleration and wanted an established national Calvin-
ist Church. They were ready to accept a negotiated settlement with the king.

The Independents were militant Puritans who desired more drastic
changes than the Presbyterians. They wanted the church to be a loose
alliance of congregations that would choose their own ministers, a more rad-
ical position than that of the Presbyterians. The Independents were less will-
ing to compromise with the king on the issue of parliamentary prerogatives.
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Crowds watch Puritan soldiers leaving London, c. 1647. Note the “roundheads” and
the armed preacher urging them on.

They opposed the creation of a new established church and favored tolera-
tion of some religious dissent. Some of them even desired more far-reaching
political reforms that would protect individual rights. Cromwell’s rise to lead-
ership reflected the ascendancy of the Independents in Parliament.

Cromwell purged Presbyterian commanders within the New Model Army,
replacing them with Independents loyal to him. Singing psalms as they
rushed fearlessly into battle, Cromwell's “Ironsides,” as his troops were
called, maintained an air of invincibility. In June 1645, the New Model Army
routed the royalists. Charles surrendered to the Scots a year later, hoping to
obtain a less draconian peace than if he capitulated directly to Parliament.
But the Scottish army soon withdrew from England and left the king in the
custody of Parliament in February 1647.

Radicals

As the war dragged on, England fell into virtual anarchy amid growing
resentment over the billeting of soldiers, food shortages, and rising prices.
The English Civil War unleashed forces that seemed to challenge the foun-
dation of social and political order. During the siege of royalist Oxford, a
hungry sentry called down to the besieging forces, “Roundhead, fling me up
half a mutton and I will fling thee down a lord!” At times the Roundheads
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appeared to hold back as if wary of the consequences of victory. Even some
gentry who had taken the side of Parliament feared that a crushing victory
might unleash “turbulent spirits, backed by rude and tumultuous mechanic
persons [i.e., ordinary people]” and attacks against property by the mob,
“that many headed monster.”

In such an uncertain climate, new religious groups proliferated. Baptists
did not believe that children should be baptized, reasoning that only adults
were old enough to choose a congregation and hence be baptized. Some
Baptists permitted couples to marry by simply making a declaration before
the congregation.

“Levellers” were far more radical. They called for new laws that would
protect the poor as well as the wealthy. Levellers, many of whom had been
Baptists or Puritans, found adherents among small property owners, Lon-
don artisans, and the ranks of the New Model Army “wherein there is not
one lord.” Yet, while the Levellers proposed a new English constitution and
demanded sweeping political reforms that would greatly broaden the elec-
toral franchise, they still based these rights on property ownership, which
they defined as men having “a permanent fixed interest in this kingdom,”
excluding wage laborers and servants. Women were also prominent in
Leveller petition campaigns, but calls for female enfranchisement were
extremely rare.

Smaller groups of radicals soon went even farther. The “Diggers,” who
called themselves the “True Levellers,” denied the claim of Parliament to
speak for Englishmen and opposed the private ownership of land. They
espoused agrarian reform and began a brief colony that began to share
wasteland with the poor and the landless. The “Ranters” rejected the idea
of heaven, hell, and sin, and postulated that true salvation could be found
only in drink and sex.

To some people in mid-seventeenth-century England, the world indeed
seemed “turned upside down.” Some radicals opposed not only hierarchi-
cal authority, but also paternal authority within the family. The assumption
that the king ruled his nation as a husband and father directed his wife
and children had been prominent in early modern political theory. Now
some pamphlets denounced the subjugation of women to their husbands.

Parliament'’s Victory

Pressured by the Presbyterians, who feared the radicals of the New Model
Army, Parliament ordered the disbandment of part of it without paying the
soldiers. The army, however, refused to disband, and instead it set up a gen-
eral council, some of whose members were drawn from the lower officer
corps and even the rank and file, perhaps reflecting Leveller influence.

The New Model Army considered Parliament'’s attempts to disband it to
be part of a plot against the Independents. A few regiments mutinied and
prepared a political platform, the Agreement of the People, written by
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London Levellers. This text anticipated later theorists by claiming that all
“freeborn Englishmen,” not just property owners, were the source of polit-
ical authority and that “the poorest man in England is not at all bound in
a strict sense to that government that he hath not had a voice to put him-
self under.” Cromwell ruthlessly restored order in the New Model Army,
subduing mutinous Leveller regiments and ordering several leaders shot.

In November 1647, King Charles escaped the custody of Parliament and
fled to the Isle of Wight. Against the opposition of Presbyterians who hoped
that some compromise could still be reached with the king, the House of
Commons passed a motion that no further addresses should be made to
King Charles. The implication was that Parliament alone should proceed to
establish a new government without Charles’s participation or consent,
probably indicating that Cromwell and many other members of Parliament
had already decided that Charles 1 should be put to death and a republic
declared.

In May 1648, Presbyterian moderates joined Cavalier uprisings in south-
ern Wales and southern England. Charles had been secretly negotiating with
the Presbyterian Scots, hoping that they now would join an alliance of Angli-
cans and members of Parliament who had become disillusioned with
Cromwell’s radicalism. But the New Model Army turned back a Scottish
invasion in August, and besieged royalist forces in Wales surrendered. The
king was placed under guard on the Isle of Wight, “more a Prisoner,” as an
observer put it, “than ever . . . and could not goe to pisse without a guarde
nor to Goffe [play golf].”

A detachment of the New Model Army, under Colonel Thomas Pride,
then surrounded the Parliament house and refused to let Presbyterians—
and some Independents as well—join the other members. “Pride’s Purge,”
which took place without Cromwell’s consent or knowledge, left a “Rump
Parliament” of about a fifth of the members sitting.

The Rump Parliament, dominated by Independents, appointed a High
Court to try the king on charges of high treason. Charles refused to defend
himself and was found guilty. Charles 1 was executed at Whitehall on Jan-
uary 30, 1649, the first monarch to be tried and executed by his own sub-
jects. Charles’s beheading had immediate international repercussions; one
power after another severed diplomatic relations with England.

The Puritan Republic and Restoration

The Rump Parliament abolished the monarchy and the House of Lords. It
established a Puritan republic, the Commonwealth of England, with
Cromwell as its leader. In 1649, Cromwell brutally put down the Irish upris-
ing that had gone on for eight years. The Act of Settlement in 1652 expropri-
ated the land of two-thirds of the Catholic property owners in Ireland,
assuring the ascendancy of English Protestants in that strife-torn land for
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Eyewitness depiction of Charles I's execution, January 30, 1649.

the next 300 years. The Scottish Protestants did not fare any better for hav-
ing supported Charles, however belatedly, as Cromwell then conquered
Scotland in 1650-1651. Having defeated both the Irish and the Scots,
Cromwell then fought wars against the Dutch Republic from 1652 to 1654
and Spain from 1655 to 1659, with an eye toward reducing the power of
both of these economic rivals.

The Rump Parliament met until 1653. It would not dissolve itself and so
Cromwell, torn between his determination to assure a “godly reformation” in
England and a mistrust of political assemblies, dissolved it in a military coup.
The Long Parliament (if the Rump session is counted) had lasted since 1640.
Cromwell now picked 140 men to serve as a new Parliament. This body came
to be called the Barebones Parliament, named after one of its members, a
certain “Praise-God Barbon,” a leather merchant.

England became a military dictatorship. The army council dissolved the
Barebones Parliament six months later and proclaimed a Protectorate under
a new constitution, the Instrument of Government. Cromwell took the title
“Lord Protector” and held almost unlimited power. The contention of the
philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), who had supported Charles 1
against Parliament, that the natural state of mankind is one of war, “every-
one against everyone,” seemed now to apply to England.

The Puritan republic turned out to be as oppressive as the monarchy of
the Stuart kings. Cromwell imposed taxes without parliamentary approval
and purged Parliament when it disagreed with him. When Parliament pro-
duced its own constitution, Cromwell sent its members packing in 1655.
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But, like Charles 1 before him, he was obliged to recall Parliament the fol-
lowing year to vote money for war, this time against Spain.

Although Cromwell granted de facto religious freedom to all Puritan sects
(including the Presbyterians, Independents, and Baptists), he continued to
deny such freedom to Anglicans and Catholics. He did, however, allow Jews,
who had not been allowed in England since 1290, to return in 1655. But
Cromwell lost support as a result of financial impositions necessary to fight
wars and supply an army of 50,000 men in England. The Lord Protector
proved to be a better military administrator than a civilian one. Cromwell
also alienated people through his exhortations that people behave in “godly”
Puritan ways, as set forth in a code enforced by the army. Cromwell began to
wear armor under his clothes and took circuitous routes in order to foil
assassins who might be stalking him.

In the meantime, Cromwell claimed to be a humble caretaker of govern-
ment who would keep order until godly righteousness prevailed. In 1657, a
newly elected Parliament produced another constitution and offered
Cromwell the throne of England. He refused, perhaps because he believed
God had spoken to him against this and because a monarchy would alienate
elements in the army. But he accepted the terms of the “Humble Petition
and Advice,” introducing a second house of Parliament (a nominated House
of Lords) and a quasi-monarchical position for the Lord Protector, including
the right to name his successor. Cromwell then dissolved Parliament
because republicans in it were hostile to an evident monarchical direction. A
year later, Cromwell died, succeeded by his considerably less able son,
Richard (1626-1712), the New Protector. After Richard, several military
successors stumbled on, backed by remnants of the New Model Army.

Increasingly, however, it seemed to the upper classes that only the restora-
tion of the Stuart monarchy could restore order in England. Charles (1630—
1685), heir to the throne of his executed father, lived in exile in The
Netherlands. Armed force would still play a deciding role in this tumultuous
time. General George Monck (1608—1670), a former royalist officer who
now commanded the army in Scotland, had shrewdly kept Scottish tax
money to pay his soldiers. His army became the only reliable force in En-
gland. After Parliament tried to assert control over the army, Monck
marched with his forces on London and dissolved Parliament. New elections
returned an alliance of royalists and Presbyterians, giving Parliament a mod-
erate majority inclined to accept a restoration. When Charles issued a con-
ciliatory proclamation, Parliament invited him to assume the throne of
England. Eleven years after his father's execution, he crossed the English
Channel in May 1660 and was crowned King Charles 11 on April 23, 1661.

Charles 11, who disbanded the New Model Army, manifested considerable
charm, energy, courage, unfailing good humor, and loyalty to those who had
remained loyal to him (with the notable exception of the queen, to whom he
was anything but faithful). He could also lash out vindictively when he
believed himself betrayed. He earned the affection of most of his subjects



The English Civil War 225

“@“f‘\

)
NG

e
KA
£

XK SR
W

i '

The coronation of King Charles 11 in 1661.

because the return of monarchy scemed to end the extended period of divi-
sion and chaos. He used grand royal ceremonies to help restore faith in the
monarchy, even attempting to cure sufferers of scrofula with the “royal
touch” of his hand, as had his predecessors centuries carlier.

Although the English Civil War was a victory for parliamentary rule, in
some ways the Restoration turned the clock back to before the conflict.
The Church of England again became the Established Church. The crown
refused to extend official toleration to other religions, and the Church of
England expelled Presbyterian ministers. Once again the king, chronically
short of money, depended on Parliament for funds.

The way now seemed clear for England to continue to expand its com-
merce and influence in a climate of social and political peace. Between 1660
and 1688, the tonnage hauled by English ships more than doubled, as the
merchant fleet established regular trade routes to Newfoundland, Virginia,
and the Caribbean. In 1664, a small English force seized the Dutch colony
of New Amsterdam, which became New York City. Tobacco, calico, furs,
sugar, chocolate, and rum brought from the New World changed habits of
consumption. London became a booming port, and the East India Company
emerged as a powerful force in shaping royal policy. Lloyd’s of London began
to insure vessels sailing to the New World in 1688. By then almost half of
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England’s ships were trading with India or America. Exports and imports
increased by a third by 1700. ‘

England’s foreign policy entered a new, aggressive period in support of
English manufacture and commerce. To undermine Dutch commercial com-
petition, Parliament passed a series of Navigation Acts between 1651 and
1673, requiring that all goods brought to England be transported either in
English ships or in those belonging to the country of their origin. This led to
three wars with the Netherlands, in 1652—1654 (undertaken by Cromwell),
1665-1667, and 1672—1674.

THE GLORIOUS REVOLUTION

The highly charged issues of royal authority and Catholicism, which had
sparked the English Civil War, led to another constitutional crisis and
planted the seeds for the Glorious Revolution of 1688, when Parliament
summoned a new king to rule England. Then the following year Parliament
passed the Bill of Rights, which enshrined the rights of Parliament and the
English people, and above all, men who owned property.

Stuart Religious Designs

After the return of the Stuarts to power, religion once again surfaced as a
divisive issue in England, threatening to shatter the political unity seemingly
achieved with the Restoration. Charles I1 had returned if not with strong
Catholic sympathies at least with the conviction that he owed toleration to
Catholics, some of whom had supported his father. Again, a Stuart king’s
seemingly provocative policies generated determined opposition from Parlia-
ment, which asserted its prerogatives.

Charles favored Catholics among his ministers and seemed to be trying to
appeal to Dissenters in order to build a coalition against the Church of En-
gland. In response, Parliament passed a series of laws against Dissenters
(1661-1665), known as the Clarendon Code. The Act of Corporation
(1661) required all holders of office in incorporated municipalities to receive
communion in the Anglican Church. The Act of Uniformity (1662) stated
that all ministers had to use the Anglican Book of Common Prayer. Noncon-
formists had to take an oath that they would not try to alter the established
order of church and state in England. Hundreds of Quakers, members of a
pacifist group formed in 1649, refused to pay tithes or take oaths and were
incarcerated, left to die in prison.

In 1670, Charles 11 signed a secret treaty of alliance with Louis XIV of
France. He promised the king of France that he would declare himself a
Catholic when the political circumstances in England were favorable. In
return, he received subsidies from the French monarch. Charles ended
restrictions on religious worship and laws that had been directed at
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Catholics and Dissident Protestant groups. The hostile reaction to his deci-
sion, however, forced the king to reinstate the restrictive measures. In 1673,
Parliament passed the Test Act, which largely superseded the Clarendon
Code and excluded non-Anglicans from military and civil office.

Many people in England suspected that there were plots afoot to restore
Catholicism as the state religion. Although Charles II's agreement with
Louis XIV remained secret, in 1678 a strange man named Titus Oates loudly
claimed the existence of a plot by the Catholic Church against England.
Oates claimed that the Jesuits were preparing to assassinate the king and
slaughter all English Protestants. They then would proclaim James,
Charles’s devout Catholic brother, king. (James was heir to the throne since
Charles had no legitimate children, although he had a good many who were
not.) Oates had made it all up, as the king knew perfectly well. But the
monarch could not speak up because of his own secret promise to Louis XIV
of France to restore Catholicism to England.

In the 1670s, two factions had emerged in Parliament that in some ways
echoed the split between “Court” and “Country” before the Civil War. Mem-
bers of Parliament who supported the full prerogatives of the monarchy,
some of them trumpeting the theories of divine-right monarchy, became
known as Tories, corresponding to the old “Court” faction. Those members
of Parliament who espoused parliamentary supremacy and religious tolera-
tion became known as Whigs (corresponding to “Country”). Whig leaders
orchestrated a plan to exclude James from the royal succession because of
his Catholicism. During the ensuing Exclusion Crisis (1678-1681), the
Tories defended James as the legitimate heir to the throne of England. When
in 1679 some members of Parliament tried to make Charles’s illegitimate
son heir to the throne, Charles dissolved Parliament. In three subsequent
parliamentary elections, Whigs profited from the mood of anti-Catholicism
to take a majority of seats.

Parliament’s passage in 1679 of the Habeas Corpus Act reflected Whig
ascendancy. This act forced the government to provide a quick trial for those
arrested. By establishing the legal rights of individuals accused of crimes, it
further limited monarchical authority. The Habeas Corpus Act was thus part
of the century-long struggle of the House of Commons for the maintenance
of its constitutional role in England’s governance.

In 1681, Charles 11 attempted, like his father before him, to rule with-
out Parliament. Two years later, a number of Whigs were charged with
plotting to kill both the king and his brother, and the king had them
executed. On his deathbed two years later, Charles proclaimed his
Catholicism.

Thus, in 1685, Charles Il's brother assumed the throne as James II
(1633—-1701). In Scotland and in western England, royal armies crushed the
small insurrections that rose up in favor of Charles’s illegitimate son (who
was executed). Naive as he was devout, James forgot the lessons of recent
history and began to dismiss advisers who were not Catholics.
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The prince regent riding a horse along a street strewn with the
heads of members of the opposition placed on large stones.

In 1687, James made Catholics eligible for office. The Dissenters also ben-
efited from toleration, because the new king needed them as allies. The king
did not denounce Louis XIV’s revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685,
which ended toleration for Huguenots (French Protestants, see Chapter 7).
This made English Protestants even more anxious. When it became apparent
that the queen was pregnant, James boldly predicted the birth of a son and
Catholic heir to the throne. For the enemies of the king, the timing of the
birth of a son and the fact that the only witnesses were Catholics inevitably
sparked rumors that the newborn was not really the king's son but a surro-
gate baby.

Royal prerogative thus remained the central constitutional issue. James
may have entertained visions of implanting monarchical absolutism, a tide
that approached from the continent. Certainly he sought to restore
Catholicism as the state religion. In April 1688, he issued a declaration of
toleration and ordered the Anglican clergy to read it from the pulpit. When
seven bishops protested, James put them in prison. However, when the
bishops were tried in court, a jury declared them not guilty.

The “Protestant Wind"

One of James's Protestant daughters by a previous marriage, Mary (1662—
1694), had married the Protestant Dutchman William of Orange (1650—
1702), the stadholder (chief official) of the Netherlands. A group of Tories
and Whigs, the “immortal seven”—six nobles and a bishop—invited William
to restore Protestantism and, from their point of view, the English constitu-
tion. William, eager that England assist the Dutch in resisting Louis XIV’s
aggressive designs, prepared to invade England from the Netherlands. His
followers flooded England with propaganda on behalf of his cause.



The Glorious Revolution 229

The context of European international politics seemed favorable to
William. Louis X1V's revocation of the Edict of Nantes had outraged the
Dutch, who worried that James's successful restoration of Catholicism in En-
gland might make the Dutch Republic more vulnerable to Catholic France.
They believed that England was an indispensable partner in helping resist
Louis XIV's grand ambitions. A friendly Protestant monarch on the throne of
England might even reduce tensions stemming from the trade rivalry
between the Dutch Republic and England.

The Catholic continental monarchs would not aid James I1. Louis XIV's
principal interest remained continental territorial expansion. Despite declar-
ing war on the Dutch Republic, Louis limited his attacks to verbal bluster
and the seizure of several Dutch ships in French ports. Emperor Leopold of
Austria, another powerful Catholic monarch, was tied up fighting the Turks
in the east.

James did little to prepare military defenses except to appoint Catholic
officers in his new regiments and to bring more troops from Ireland. He
relied on his navy to protect his throne. Hoping for a last-minute compro-
mise, he promised to summon a “free” Parliament. But it was too late.

In a declaration promulgated early in October 1688, William accused
James of arbitrary acts against the nation, Parliament, and the Church of
England. Aided by a munificent wind—later dubbed the “Protestant wind"—
that blew his ships to the southwestern coast of England but pinned James'’s
loyal fleet farther away in the Channel or kept them in port, William landed
at Torbay on the English Channel with a force of 15,000 men on November 5,

William 111 of England and Queen Mary, joint rulers of England.
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1688. William marched cautiously to London, encouraged by defections
from James's cause. Uprisings on William’s behalf in several northern towns
further isolated the king. James was in a state of virtual physical and psycho-
logical collapse. At the end of November, he promised to summon Parlia-
ment and allow William’s supporters to sit. But riots broke out against his
rule and against Catholics. In December, James left England for exile in
France. Parliament, victorious again, declared the throne vacant by abdica-
tion and invited William and Mary to occupy a double throne.

The Bill of Rights

This “Glorious Revolution” of 1688, less dramatic than the English Civil
War, was arguably of more lasting importance in the constitutional evolu-
tion of England. Parliament passed a Bill of Rights in 1689 that ratified the
Revolution of 1688, ending decades of constitutional battles. Accepted
by William and Mary, it became a milestone in English history. It was
passed at a time when the rights and influence of representative bodies lay
in shambles throughout much of the continent as absolute monarchs con-
solidated their power (see Chapter 7). The Bill of Rights reaffirmed the
rights of Parliament and guaranteed the rights of property owners to self-
government and of the accused to the rule of law. In particular, it reasserted
Parliament’s financial authority over government by enumerating what a
monarch should not do and by reducing royal control over the army. The
Toleration Act (1689) stipulated that Protestant Dissenters could hold pub-
lic services in licensed meeting houses and could maintain preachers. Angli-
canism, however, remained the Established Church of England, and only
Anglicans could hold office. Catholics could not occupy the throne and, like
Dissenters, they were excluded from government positions.

The Glorious Revolution pleased the English philosopher John Locke
(1632—1704), friend of some of the wealthy landowners who sent James 11
into exile. Locke was specific about the ways in which the power of mon-
archs ought to be limited. “The end of government,” he wrote, should be “the
good of mankind.” Locke argued that the rights of individuals and, above all,
the ownership of property found protection when Parliament’s rights limited
monarchical prerogatives. Knowing of the bloody chaos of the Thirty Years’
War (1618—1648) on the continent, Locke also advocated religious tolera-
tion and espoused the right of subjects to rise up against tyranny, as the En-
glish supporters of Parliament had against Charles I.

The Glorious Revolution reaffirmed the political domination of the gentry,
whose interests Parliament represented above all. English monarchs named
nobles to hereditary seats in the House of Lords, but wealthy landowners
elected members to the House of Commons. The gentry's economic and
social position was more secure than during the inflationary years of the first
half of the century. Order and social hierarchy reigned, and the fear of popu-
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lar disorder ebbed. Benefiting from the consensus of 1688, the elite of
wealthy landowners, increasingly more open to newcomers than their conti-
nental counterparts, would continue to shape British political life in the
eighteenth century. The English Civil War and the Glorious Revolution
affirmed the principle of representation not only in England, but also in the
North American colonies, an important legacy for the future.

THeE GOLDEN AGE OF THE DuTCH REPUBLIC

The Dutch Republic of the United Provinces (usually known today as the
Netherlands, or sometimes simply—and erroneously—as Holland, its most
populated and prosperous province) was the other European power (besides

Map 6.2 THE NETHERLANDS, 1648 At the conclusion of
the Thirty Years’ War, the Dutch war of independence also
ended, with the northern United Provinces becoming the
Dutch Republic and the southern provinces remaining under
Spain as the Spanish Netherlands.
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Poland) that defied the pattern of absolute and increasingly centralized rule
that characterized seventeenth-century Europe. Spain ruled the Nether-
lands from 1516, when Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, who had inherited
the territories of the dukes of Burgundy, became king of Spain. After a long,
intermittent war that had begun in 1566 against Spanish rule (Chapter 5),
the Dutch Republic officially became independent in 1648 (see Map 6.2
and pp. 98-202). The United Provinces, a confederation of republics, had
been federalist in structure since the Union of Utrecht in 1579, when the
provinces and cities of the Dutch Netherlands came together to form a
defensive alliance against the advancing Spanish army. The Dutch Repub-
lic, from which William of Orange had launched his successful invasion of
England in 1688, resisted the aspirations of the House of Orange for a cen-
tralized government dominated by a hereditary monarchy. Like their En-
glish counterparts, most people in the Netherlands did not want absolute
rule, which they identified with the arbitrary acts of the Catholic Spanish
monarchy.

The Structure of the Dutch State

The States General served as a federal legislative body of delegations from
each of the seven provinces of the Dutch Republic. Each of the provinces
held to traditions of autonomy, provincial sovereignty, and, since the Refor-
mation, religious pluralism. Nobles received automatic representation in the
States General. But their economic and political role in the Republic was
relatively weak, except in the overwhelmingly agricultural eastern provinces.

The Dutch Republic was in some ways less a republic than an oligarchy of
wealthy families who monopolized political power. No republican ideology
existed until at least the second half of the seventeenth century. But Dutch
citizens enjoyed some basic rights unavailable in most other states at the
time. Provincial courts protected the Dutch against occasional arbitrary acts
of both the central government and town governments. Solid fiscal institu-
tions generated international confidence, permitting the Republic to raise
sizable loans as needed.

The princes of the House of Orange served as stadholder of the Republic.
A stadholder was at first appointed, and served as a political broker. He had
influence, but not authority. He was not a ruler, and could not declare war,
legislate, or even participate in the important decisions of the Republic.
Many of the Orangist stadholders chafed under the restrictions on their
authority, although they dominated some high federal appointments and
named the sons of nobles to important positions in the army and navy. The
Orangist stadholders dreamed of establishing a powerful hereditary monar-
chy. In 1650, William Il (1626—1650), stadholder of five of the seven
provinces, arrested six leaders of Holland and sent an army to besiege Ams-
terdam. A compromise reinforced the stadholders’ power. But with William's
sudden death several months later, the balance of power swung back to the
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regents (wealthy merchants and bankers) of the provinces. Any possibility of
the Netherlands becoming an absolute state ended.

Expanding Economy

The Dutch economy developed more rapidly during the first two-thirds of
the seventeenth century than did the economies of its competitors, England
and France. The increased affluence brought by foreign trade helped the
Dutch carry on the war against Spain. In 1609, following the signing of a
truce with Spain, the Amsterdam Public Bank opened its offices in the town
hall. The bank's principal function was to facilitate Amsterdam’s burgeoning
foreign trade by encouraging merchants to make payments in bills drawn on
the bank. Foreign merchants were attracted to Amsterdam, particularly after
mid-century, when bills of exchange became acceptable as currency.
Amsterdam’s banking, credit, and warehousing facilities were soon
unmatched in Europe. Although an ordinance in 1581 had included bankers
among those occupations considered disreputable—along with actors, jug-
glers, and brothel keepers—and therefore excluded them from receiving
communion in the Dutch Reformed Church, bankers came to be respected
by the beginning of the seventeenth century. Good credit allowed the United
Provinces to raise loans by sclling negotiable bonds at low interest rates.

The Amsterdam Bourse in the seventeenth century. Merchants had fized places at
the Stock Exchange where they met to arrange various financial matters.
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Canals and rivers expedited internal trade in the Dutch Republic. These boats
along the Spaarne at Haarlem carried goods to the port, where they were loaded for
distant trade.

The Dutch Republic, small in territory and population, expanded its agri-
cultural resources during the first half of the seventeenth century. Workers
and horses reclaimed much of the country’s most fertile land from the sea.
Increased productivity generated an agricultural surplus that was invested in
commerce or manufacturing; an increased food supply sustained a larger
population. Commercial livestock raising and capital-intensive farming
became lucrative.

The Dutch Republic’s population rose by a third between 1550 and 1650,
to almost 2 million people, which made it Europe’s most densely populated
country after several of the Italian states. More than half of the population
lived in towns. As Amsterdam became a major international port of trade and
London’s primary rival, its population rose from about 50,000 in 1600 to
about 200,000 by 1670.

Early in the seventeenth century, construction of three large canals
expanded Amsterdam’s area by almost four times. These canals permitted
boats to dock outside merchants’ warehouses, where they were loaded with
goods, which they then carried to the large ships of the port. Handsome
townhouses reached skyward above new tree-lined streets along the canals.
Built for bankers and merchants, the townhouses had narrow and increas-
ingly ornamented facades, dauntingly steep staircases, and drains and sew-
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ers. The city spread out from the port along the semi-radial canals. The
Dutch Republic benefited not only from relatively good roads, which expe-
dited internal trade, but also from 500 miles of canals dug during the middle
decades of the century.

Dutch traders steadily expanded their range and the variety of goods they
bartered. They specialized in bulk goods carried by specially designed long,
flat vessels that could be cheaply built and operated. The Dutch Republic’s
merchant fleet tripled during the first half of the century. Dutch shipbuild-
ing boomed, aided by wind-powered sawmills. The Dutch Republic’s 2,500
ships in the 1630s accounted for about half of Europe’s shipping. Amster-
dam became the principal supplier of grain and fish in Europe as the Dutch
dominated the lucrative Baltic trade. Dutch ships hauled most of the iron
produced in Sweden, and carried wheat and rye from Poland and East Prus-
sia, dropping off what was needed for local consumption and then carrying
what was left to France, Spain, and the Mediterranean. Capital investment
and shrewd knowledge of markets made the herring trade a crucial part of
Dutch prosperity. Dutch fishing boats were omnipresent in the rich North
Sea fishing grounds. In 500 ships solid enough to stand up to the storms of
the North Sea, Dutch fishermen worked in waters as far away as northern
Scotland, the Shetland Islands, and Iceland. As many as 200 million herring
a year were salted and packed in wooden casks, then exchanged for grain,
salt, wine, and other commodities.

In 1602, a group of investors founded a private trading company, the
Dutch East India Company, to which the government of the Dutch Republic
granted a monopoly for trade in East Asia. When the Thirty Years’ War and a
Spanish embargo on Dutch commerce reduced continental trade, Dutch
traders successfully developed trade overseas with India, Ceylon, Indonesia,
and Japan. The Dutch East India Company proved to be stiff competition for
the English company of the same name.

Tolerance and Prosperity

In contrast to England, where religious division led to civil war, the Dutch
Republic remained a relative haven of toleration in an era of religious
hatred. During the last decades of the sixteenth century, perhaps 60,000
Huguenots fled to the Dutch Republic to escape persecution in France and
the Spanish Netherlands. Published works circulated throughout the
Netherlands defending the rights of religious dissidents, including Mennon-
ites, Lutherans, Quakers fleeing England, and Dutch Collegiants (a dissi-
dent Protestant group). Amsterdam’s Jewish community numbered 7,500.
Most were immigrants from the German states, and they spoke Yiddish
among themselves, as well as German and Dutch; others had originally left
persecution in Spain and Portugal. The municipal government rejected a
request by Christian merchants that their Jewish competitors be restricted,
as in many European cities, to a specific neighborhood, or ghetto. The
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Amsterdam regents built 1,000 dwellings for refugees. Refugees from reli-
gious persecution in other countries contributed to the prosperity of the
Dutch Republic.

Nonetheless, despite the religious toleration generally accorded in the
Dutch Republic, the Dutch Reformed Church, a strict Calvinist religion, did
persecute and discriminate against some religious groups. Dutch Arminians
asked for protection from persecution in a Remonstrance (which gave them
their most common name, the Remonstrants). Catholics, most of whom
lived in the eastern provinces, also faced Calvinist hostility, although many
had fought for Dutch independence. Jews were excluded from most guilds,
and gypsies were routinely hounded and persecuted. Overall, however, toler-
ation seemed less divisive to the Dutch than intolerance, and it seemed to
make economic sense as well.

The Dutch Republic blossomed like the famous tulips that were so popu-
lar in Holland (the craze over this flower, originally imported from Turkey,
reached such a fever pitch that a single tulip bulb could cost as much as the
equivalent of three years’ wages for a master artisan). To the eyes of a French
visitor, Amsterdam was “swollen with people, chock-full of goods, and filled
with gold and silver.” The Dutch in the middle decades of the seventeenth
century reached a level of prosperity unmatched in Europe at the time. Real
wages rose during the last half of the seventeenth century while falling else-
where. Dutch families enjoyed a relatively varied diet, consuming more meat
and cheese—as well as, of course, fish—than households elsewhere in Eu-
rope. Amsterdam’s market offered a plethora of colonial goods, such as cof-
fee, tea, cocoa, ginger, and other spices; dried and pickled herring and other
fish; a wide range of grains; finished cloth from Antwerp and Florence; Sile-
sian linens; and English woolens. Dutch manufacturers, with windmills pro-
viding power, found lucrative outlets for draperies, worsteds, papers, books,
and jewels. Even at the beginning of the century, Amsterdam had almost
200 breweries and more than 500 taverns.

Although prosperity reached far down the social ladder, the Dutch Repub-
lic also had its poor, who lived in the narrow streets around the Bourse
(Stock Exchange), in poor farmhouses in the eastern flatlands, and in the
huts of ethnic Frisian fishermen exposed to the onslaught of the waves and
wind of the North Sea. The urban poor occasionally rioted and sometimes
stole in order to survive. The proliferation of charitable institutions demon-
strated Dutch compassion but also the desire to confine vagrants and beg-
gars, as well as a capacity to lash out in brutal repression when patience with
the poor grew thin. Beatings, floggings, branding, and even death remained
common forms of punishment, and gallows stood at the main gates of large
cities.

Yet despite prosperity, a sense of precariousness and vulnerability perme-
ated the Republic. The armies of the ambitious king of France camped
across the low-lying Southern Netherlands (now Belgium). The Republic
had almost no natural resources and was subject to sudden calamities
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Dike breach at Caevarden. Because so much land had been reclaimed from the
sea, many of the Dutch lived in chronic fear of flooding.

brought by weather. A good part of the Dutch Netherlands would have been
under water were it not for the famous dikes. These occasionally broke with
catastrophic consequences long remembered (a flood in 1421 had claimed
over 100,000 lives). A sense that disaster might be looming was reflected by
the popularity in the Republic of novels and histories about disasters. This
may explain the sense of solidarity and patriotic duty that brought people of
various classes together against Spanish rule.

Seventeenth-Century Dutch Culture

Dutch painting in the golden age of the seventeenth century reflected not
only the Republic’s commercial wealth, but also its toleration and openness
to secular styles and subject matter. The Dutch press enjoyed relative free-
dom; books were printed in the Republic that could not have been printed
elsewhere. The first English and French newspapers were published in
1620, not in London and Paris, but in Amsterdam. Dutch publishers dif-
fused knowledge of the Scientific Revolution (see Chapter 8). Dutch writers
and poets discovered their own language, translated Latin authors, and pop-
ularized Dutch accounts of the revolt against Spain.

Dutch painting reflected the prosperity and taste of the middle class. Like
the artists of the Renaissance, Dutch painters depended on the patronage of
people of means, particularly wealthy Amsterdam merchants. Although Delft
and several other towns each claimed their own style, the great port of Ams-
terdam dominated the art market. Some shopkeepers and craftsmen were
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prosperous enough to buy a painting or two, and some well-off peasants did
as well.

Holland’s regents, in particular, patronized Dutch painting. In contrast,
the princes of Orange and some nobles patronized French and other foreign
artists whose work reflected baroque themes associated with the Catholic
Reformation found in the Southern Netherlands. Flanders became a north-
ern outpost of the Catholic Reformation, encouraging religious themes with
emotional appeal. In the Dutch Republic, by contrast, ecclesiastical artistic
patronage was generally absent. Indeed, the Dutch Reformed Church
ordered the removal of paintings from its churches.

Dutch painters looked to picturesque urban and rural scenes within their
own country for inspiration. The Dutch school retained much of its cultural
unity at least through the first half of the seventeenth century. Until 1650,
the Republic remained relatively isolated from outside cultural influences,
despite the arrival of refugees and immigrants. Very few Dutch artists and
writers had the resources to travel as far as Italy or even France; even those
who earned a comfortable living showed little inclination to go abroad. The
group paintings of merchants or regents and municipal governments were
usually commissioned by the subjects themselves, as in the case of Rem-
brandt van Rijn’s The Night Watch (1642), a theatrically staged masterpiece
presenting a group of city officials in uniform.

Rembrandt (1606—1669) was the son of a miller from Leiden. He was one
of a handful of Dutch painters who amassed a fortune. Certainly, few artists
have so successfully portrayed human emotions through the use of color,
light, and shadow. Despite his posthumous fame, in his own time the brood-
ing Rembrandt was a loner isolated from other painters. He bickered with
his patrons and squandered most of what he made. Rembrandt increasingly
became his own favorite subject, and he did at least eighty self-portraits,
some of which reveal a thinly disguised sadness.

Dutch painters depicted everyday life. The prolific Jacob van Ruisdael (c.
1628-1682) mastered the visual effects of light on figures, trees, and house-
hold objects. The remarkable ability of Delft-born Jan Vermeer (1632-1675)
to place simple scenes of ordinary people in astonishing light exemplifies the
Golden Age of Dutch painting. Within the Dutch school of the seventeenth
century, only Rembrandt frequently turned to the classical biblical themes
that were so predominant in Flemish art. Although seascapes and naval
scenes proliferated in Dutch painting, there were few canvases depicting bat-
tles, a favorite subject in absolute states, and those took their place on the
large walls of noble chateaux in the distant countryside, not in the narrow
houses of Amsterdam.

The Dutch considered the household a place of refuge and safety from the
struggles of the outside world, as well as the basis of economic, social, and
political order, and therefore worthy of artistic representation. Frans Hals
(1580-1666) brought middle-class subjects and militia companies to life in
remarkably composed individual and collective portraits. Paintings of fami-
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A peasant family pausing to pray before mealtime.

lies at work, at play, or eating were particularly popular. Jan Steen (1626~
1679) portrayed boisterous revelers of different means. Still lifes of platters
of food became staples for Dutch artists, with titles such as Still Life with
Herring and Jug Still Life with Lobster. The banquet became a favorite sub-
ject, with all of its accoutrements, such as oak table and chairs, iron cooking
pans, elegant plates and drinking vessels, and its rituals, such as the prayer,
the careful carving of the meat, and rounds of toasts.

The relationship between parents and children emerged as another famil-
iar domestic theme. The Dutch painters also frequently portrayed servants,
furniture and other household goods, and domestic pets. However, women
on Dutch canvases appear more equal to men than they were in reality.

THE DecLINE ofF THE DuTtcH REPUBLIC

The relative decline of Dutch power is perhaps not surprising, given the
greater economic resources and populations of France and England. England



240 CH. 6 ®* ENGLAND AND THE DuTtcH REPUBLIC

emerged in the second half of the century as the world’s dominant commer-
cial power, although the decline of Dutch trade was not complete until early
in the eighteenth century.

The Dutch Republic tried to steer a course between England (its greatest
commercial rival) and France, but this proved impossible. Wars against En-
gland in defense of Dutch commercial interests drained resources. Further-
more, Louis XIV of France had designs on the Netherlands. In 1667, France
imposed damaging tariffs on Dutch goods and also forced the Dutch out of
the cinnamon-producing island of Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) in the Indian
Ocean. In Brazil, the Dutch West India Company failed to dislodge the Por-
tuguese. Few Dutch demonstrated much enthusiasm for these distant
places, and the Republic’s colonial empire lagged behind those of England
and Spain, to be sure, but also behind that of France.

With Spain weakened, Louis XIV coveted the Southern Netherlands, the
conquest of which would place the Dutch in direct danger. Should France be
able to open the Scheldt River (closed by the Spanish in 1585 with the goal
of breaking the Dutch rebellion) to international trade, Antwerp’s return to
its former prosperity would be at Amsterdam'’s expense. In 1672, Louis XIV
invaded the Dutch Republic, having signed a secret treaty with King Charles
II of England (see Chapter 7). French armies quickly occupied all of the
Republic except for two provinces, one of which was Holland. But the Dutch
successfully defended the Republic, defeating the English fleet and pushing
back the French army.

Taking advantage of the invasion, William of Orange (King William 111 of
England in 1688) forced the States General to name him stadholder in 1672.
He ordered the dikes opened, literally flooding the French into retreat. Roy-
alist mobs murdered the leading official of the Republic and several influen-
tial regents of Holland who had dedicated themselves to keeping the
stadholders in place. Supporters of the House of Orange eased into impor-
tant political positions in that province. The Orangists controlled the Repub-
lic’s foreign policy until the end of the century, but they still could not impose
a monarchy on the provinces. With William's death in 1702, the main
Orange dynastic line ended.

After the Glorious Revolution in England in 1688, the United Provinces
allied with England and Sweden, fearing that Louis XIV of France might
again invade. The alliance helped stave off the French threat in the last de-
cades of the century, but at the same time it dragged the small country into
a series of wars with France that lasted until the mid-eighteenth century,
necessitating considerable spending on armies and southern fortifications.

The relative decline of Dutch influence in Europe could be first seen by
about 1670 or 1680. Some luxury products, such as linen and Delft porce-
lain, continued to sell abroad, but Holland's textile industry and shipbuilding
failed to keep pace with those of its rivals, above all England. Higher produc-
tion costs (particularly wages) and a lack of technological innovation were at
least partially to blame. Rivals imposed tariffs, which kept out many Dutch
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products. Dutch ships lost control of the Baltic trade. The Dutch faced com-
petition in the herring market from England, France, and Sweden. The pro-
tectionist policies of Britain and Sweden protected their own fishermen
while cutting off their domestic markets to Dutch herring. English warships
destroyed Dutch ships in the wars fought between the two rivals. Further-
more, some Dutch entrepreneurs lent money abroad or invested in the
colonies, land, government stocks, and even in English manufacturing, not
in Dutch businesses. Investment in agriculture and land reclamation fell off.

Spain’s golden age of art coincided with its decline as a great power. In
contrast, Dutch painting languished with the nation's decline. Painters
began looking abroad for inspiration and, in doing so, lost some originality. In
the 1650s, the Amsterdam regents ignored the Dutch school when planning
the construction and decoration of the new town hall, which combines Ital-
ian classicism and the Flemish baroque flamboyance. Some Dutch leaders
now took pride in speaking French, believing it the language of good taste.
French classicism overwhelmed Dutch literature and poetry. Although the
French military invasion of 1672 failed, a cultural invasion succeeded. Dutch
artists began to offer pale imitations of French works. There were fewer
paintings of attentive and hardworking municipal and provincial officials.

The originality of Dutch political life also waned with relative economic
decline. The great merchant families maintained increasingly tight control
over the position of regent and other influential posts. A form of municipal
corruption (“contracts of correspondence”) allowed them to divide up or
even purchase lucrative government positions. More regents were now major
landowners and had little in common with merchants, who had vital inter-
ests in government policies.

Government became more rigid, more distant from the Dutch people, and
less tolerant, persecuting religious dissenters and undertaking a witch hunt
against homosexuals. The Dutch army became increasingly one of mercenar-
ies, not citizens. The Dutch Republic’s loss of vitality and economic primacy
was accompanied by its decline in international affairs.

CONCLUSION

At the dawn of the eighteenth century, England and the Netherlands
remained non-absolutist states. The victory of Parliament in the English Civil
War, the Glorious Revolution of 1688, and the Bill of Rights of 1689,
accepted by the monarchy, guaranteed the rights of Parliament and the rule
of law. While the Netherlands entered a period of decline, as had Spain,
Great Britain (as England became known in 1707 after the formal union with
Scotland) would remain a great power in the eighteenth century, enriched by
commerce and empire. In the meantime, the kings of Spain and the rulers of
France, Prussia, Austria, Russia, and Sweden increased their authority over
their subjects as continental Europe entered the age of absolutism.
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In Louis XIV's France, architects and artists were paid to glorify
the monarch. In 1662, the king chose the sun as his emblem; he declared
himself nec pluribus impar—without equal. To Louis, the sun embodied
virtues that he associated with the ideal monarch: firmness, benevolence,
and equity. Henceforth, Louis XIV would frequently be depicted as Apollo,
the Greek and Roman sun god.

The rulers of continental Europe, including Louis XIV (ruled 1643—
1715), relentlessly extended their power between 1650 and 1750. The sov-
ereigns of France, Prussia, Russia, Austria, and Sweden, in particular,
became absolute rulers, in principle above all challenge from within the
state itself. To the east, the power of the Turkish sultan of the Ottoman
Empire was itself already in principle absolute. Rulers extended their dynas-
tic domains and prestige, making their personal rule absolute, based on loy-
alty to them as individuals, not to the state as an abstraction. But at the same
time, they helped lay the foundations for the modern centralized state.
Absolute rulers asserted their supreme right to proclaim laws and levy taxes,
appointing more officials to carry out the details of governance and multiply-
ing fiscal demands on their subjects. They ended most of the long-standing
privileges of towns, which had survived longer in Western Europe than in
Eastern Europe, such as freedom from taxation, or the right to maintain in-
dependent courts.

The absolute state affected the lives of more people than ever before
through taxation, military service, and the royal quest for religious ortho-
doxy. Absolute rule thus impinged directly on the lives of subjects, who felt
the extended reach of state power through, for example, more efficient tax
collection. A Prussian recalled that in school no child would question “that
the king could cut off the noses and ears of all his subjects if he wished to
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do so, and that we owed it to his goodness and his gentle disposition that
he had left us in possession of these necessary organs.”

Absolutism was at least in part an attempt to reassert public order and
coercive state authority after almost seventy years of wars that had brought
economic, social, and political chaos. England and Spain had been at war in
the last decades of the sixteenth century. Wars of religion had raged through
much of Europe on and off for more than a century—above all, during the
Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648). The Dutch war of independence against
Spain began in 1566 and did not officially end until 1648. The tumultuous
decade of the 1640s was particularly marked by political crises. Wars had
led to often dramatic increases in taxes, which quadrupled in Spain under
Philip II, and jumped fivefold in France between 1609 and 1648. During the
1640s, the English Civil War led to the execution of King Charles I in 1649
(see Chapter 6). In France, the period of mid-century rebellion known as the
Fronde included a noble uprising against the crown and determined, violent
peasant resistance against increased taxation. The multiplicity and seem-
ingly interrelated character of these crises engendered great anxiety among
social elites: “These are days of shaking, and this shaking is universal,” a
preacher warned the English Parliament.

THEORIES OF ABSOLUTISM

The doctrine of absolutism originated with French jurists late in the six-
teenth century. The emergence of theories of absolutism reflected contem-
porary attempts to conceptualize the significance of the rise of larger
territorial states whose rulers enjoyed more power than their predecessors.
France was a prime example of this trend. The legal theorist Jean Bodin
(1530-1596) had lived through the wars of religion. “Seeing that nothing
upon earth is greater or higher, next unto God, than the majesty of kings and
sovereign princes,” he wrote in the Six Books of the Republic (1576), the
“principal point of sovereign majesty and absolute power [is] to consist prin-
cipally in giving laws unto the subjects in general, without their consent.”
The ruler became the father, a stern but supposedly benevolent figure.
Bodin, who like many other people in France longed for peace and order,
helped establish the political theory legitimizing French absolute rule.
Almost a century later, the political philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588—
1679) emerged as the thundering theorist of absolutism. Hobbes had experi-
enced the turmoil of the English Civil War (see Chapter 6). In Leviathan
(1651), he argued that absolutism alone could prevent society from lapsing
into the “state of nature,” a constant “war of every man against every man”
that made life “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” People would only
obey, Hobbes insisted, when they were afraid of the consequences of not
doing so. Seeking individual security, individuals would enter into a type of
social contract with their ruler, surrendering their rights in exchange for
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The illustration for the cover of the Englishman Thomas Hobbes's Leviathan (1651)
depicts the absolute state. Note how the ruler’s body is made up of the masses over
whom he rules. England and then Great Britain, however, remained an exception
to the absolutist wave that swept across continental Europe.

protection. A ruler’s will thus became for Hobbes the almost sacred embodi-
ment of the state. In France, Jacques Bossuet (1627—1704), bishop and
tutor to Louis XIV, postulated that kings ruled by “divine right,” that is, by
virtue of the will of God. Unlike Hobbes'’s notion of authority based on a
social contract, Bossuet held that the ruler’s authority stemmed from God
alone.

Yet theorists of absolutism recognized the difference between absolute
and arbitrary or despotic rule. Inherent in their theories was the idea that
the absolute ruler was responsible for looking after the needs of his people.
Bossuet summed up: “It is one thing for a government to be absolute, and
quite another for it to be arbitrary. It is absolute in that it is not liable to con-
straint, there being no other power capable of coercing the sovereign, who is
in this sense independent of all human authority.” But he went on, “it does
not follow from this that the government is arbitrary, for besides the fact that
all is subject to the judgment of God . . . there are also laws, in states, so
that whatever is done contrary to them is null in a legal sense; moreover,
there is always an opportunity for redress, either at other times or in other
conditions.” Thus, even according to one of the most determined propo-
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nents of absolutism, the monarch, whose legitimacy came from God,
nonetheless was subject to limits imposed by reason through laws and tradi-
tions. Western monarchs recognized, at least in theory, the necessity of con-
sulting with institutions considered to be representative of interests such as
the Church and nobility: parlements (noble law courts), Estates, the Cortes
in Spain, and Parliament, which had been victorious in the English Civil
Wiar in non-absolutist England, where the law remained separated from the
will of the monarch.

CHARACTERIZING ABSOLUTE RULE

Absolute states were characterized by strong, ambitious dynasties, which
through advantageous marriages, inheritance, warfare, and treaties added
to their dynastic domains and prestige. Their states had nobilities that
accepted monarchical authority in exchange for a guarantee of their sta-
tus, ownership of land, and privileges within the state and over the peas-
antry, whether peasants were legally free, as in Western Europe, or serfs,
as in Prussia, Austria, Poland, and Russia. The absolute states of Central
and Eastern Europe—Prussia, Austria, and Russia—shared similar social
structures: a strong nobility with ties to rulers who granted privileges in
exchange for cooperation; a subservient peasantry in the process of losing
remaining rights to rulers and landlords, including—by becoming serfs
attached to the land they worked—that of personal freedom; and a rela-
tively weak and politically powerless middle class. Unlike England and the
Dutch United Provinces, these states had no representative institutions
and few towns of sufficient importance to stand in the way of absolute
rule.

The Commonwealth of Poland-Lithuania was an exception and thus did
not fit the Russian or Prussian model. In 1386 the Kingdom of Poland and
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania had been joined in a personal union (Warsaw
became the capital in 1595). The Commonwealth of Poland-Lithuania was
created in 1569 by virtue of the Union of Lublin. In the Commonwealth,
the authority of the king was limited by the strength of the landed nobility—
the szlachta, who dominated the Parliament (the Sejm). Particularly in
northern Poland around the port city of Gdansk, a concept of sovereignty
emerged that paralleled similar important transformations in England and
the Netherlands. The Commonwealth of Poland-Lithuania is thus some-
times referred to as a “gentry democracy.” Here the parliamentary system,
which had been founded in the fifteenth century, protected the personal
freedom of the citizens of the monarchy.

Although some Western sovereigns were somewhat limited by representa-
tive bodies—diets, parlements, Estates—absolute monarchies nonetheless
created an unprecedented concentration of governing power. Between 1614
and 1788, no king of France convoked the Estates-General, an assembly of
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representatives from the three estates—clergy, nobility, and commoners—
that had been created early in the fourteenth century as an advisory council
to the king. To take another example, the Portuguese assembly of nobles did
not meet at all during the eighteenth century.

Monarchs and Nobles

In each absolute state, the relationship between ruler and nobles deter-
mined the specific character of absolutism. This delicate balance is reflected
in the oath of loyalty sworn to the king of Spain by the Aragonese nobility:
“We who are as good as you swear to you who are no better than we to accept
you as our king and sovereign lord, provided you observe all our liberties and
laws; but if not, not.” Monarchs negotiated compromises with nobles,
awarding titles and confirming privileges for obedience, or at least compli-
ance. In some cases, nobles asserted independence vis-a-vis royal authority.
But emphatic assertions of royal authority reduced nobles to the role of ju-
nior ruling partners in governance, dominating state and local government.
Nobles frightened by the social and political turmoil that shook Europe dur-
ing the first half of the century now more willingly served rulers as royal offi-
cials and military commanders.

“Tables of ranks” dividing nobles into distinct grades or ranks were estab-
lished at the turn of the century by the kings of Sweden, Denmark, Prussia,
and Russia, making it clear that noble privileges were bestowed by mon-
archs. Louis XIV of France asserted the right to monitor the legitimacy of all
titles and even to confiscate noble estates. In 1668, he ordered the investiga-
tion of “false” nobles holding dubious titles. These measures helped the king
maintain the loyalty of nobles, some of whom resented those who held titles
they considered suspect. The great noble families thereafter enjoyed an
even greater monopoly over the most lucrative and prestigious royal and
ecclesiastical posts. Using the augmented power of the state, rulers also pla-
cated nobles by ending a turbulent period of peasant uprisings against taxes,
obligations to lords, and the high price of grain. Insurrections occurred less
frequently and were savagely repressed.

The gradual centralization of authority in Eastern Europe left nobles with
even more autonomy than they had in the West, allowing Russian lords, Pol-
ish nobles, and Prussian nobles (Junkers) the possibility of further increas-
ing their wealth and power through the extension of their estates, which
were worked by serfs. Beginning in the late sixteenth century, such
seigneurs made fortunes shipping grain to the West, where prices of cereal
and food had risen dramatically in response to population growth. Royal
decrees in Prussia and Russia and assembly legislation in Poland progres-
sively limited the right of peasants to move from the land they worked, or
even to inherit property. Ravaged by hard times, peasant proprietors had to
sell their land to nobles. Impoverished and virtually powerless to resist, peas-
ants lost their personal freedom, a process most marked in Russia. Thus, as
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feudalism disappeared in Western Europe, it became more prevalent in the
East as lords dispossessed peasants from their land and the latter became
serfs. The economic crises of the seventeenth century, including the Thirty
Years’ War and the decline in Western demand for grain imported from the
East because of increased production in the West, only made conditions of
life harder for serfs.

In the Ottoman Empire, absolutism was even more despotic. All lands
were considered the sultan’s private imperial possessions. He granted
landed estates to those who served him, but because the sultan recognized
no rights of property, no hereditary nobility could develop to challenge his
authority. No representative institutions existed. Towns in the overwhelm-
ingly rural empire had neither autonomy nor rights.

Expanding State Structures

Absolute monarchs extended their authority within their territories by
expanding the structure of the state. The Renaissance city-states of Italy had
created relatively efficient civil administrations and had set up the first per-
manent diplomatic corps. During the seventeenth century, the apparatus of
administration, taxation, and military conscription gradually became part of
the structure of the absolute states, which were increasingly centralized.
The result was that in Europe as a whole, the number of government offi-
cials grew about fourfold. To fill the most prestigious offices, monarchs
chose nobles for their influence more than for their competence. But some
absolute rulers also began to employ commoners as officials to collect vital
information—for example, to project revenues or to anticipate the number
of soldiers available for war.

One result of these expanding ranks of officials was the tripling of tax rev-
enues between 1520 and 1670 in France and Spain, and in England as well.
To raise money, absolute rulers sold monopolies (which permitted only the
holder of the monopoly to produce and sell particular goods) on the produc-
tion and sale of salt, tobacco, and other commodities, and imposed taxes on
trading towns. The rulers of France, Spain, and Austria also filled the state
coffers by selling hereditary offices. James 1 of England doubled the number
of knights during the first four months of his reign. Queen Christina of Swe-
den doubled the number of noble families in ten years. In addition, as royal
power and prestige rose, the monarchs more easily found wealthy families
to loan them money, usually in exchange for tax exemptions, titles, or other
privileges.

Absolutism and Warfare

The regular collection of taxes and the expansion of sources of revenue
increased the capacity of absolute rulers to maintain standing armies and
fortifications, and to wage war. Absolute states were characterized by the
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TaBLE 7.1. THE S1ZE oF EUROPEAN ARMIES, 1690-1814

1690 1710 1756/60 1789 1812/14
Britain 70,000 75,000 200,000 40,000* 250,000
France 400,000 350,000 330.000 180,000 600,000
Habsburg Emp. 50,000 100,000 200,000 300,000 250,000
Prussia 30,000 39,000 195,000 190,000 270,000
Spain na 30,000 na 50,000 na
Sweden na 110,000 na na na
United Prov. 73,000 130,000 40,000* na na

*Drop reflects peacetime and non-absolutist character of the state.
na: Figures not available.
Source: Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (New York: Vintage, 1989), p. 99.

deployment of a large standing army capable of maintaining order at home
and maintaining or expanding dynastic interests and territories. Absolutist
statemaking and warfare had direct and indirect consequences for most of
the European population. Kings no longer depended on troops provided by
nobles or military contractors, thereby avoiding the risk that private armies
might challenge royal power. Standing armies continued to grow in size
during the eighteenth century (see Table 7.1). During the 1500s, the
peacetime armies of the continental powers had included about 10,000 to
20,000 soldiers; by the 1690s, they reached about 150,000 soldiers. For
the first time, uniforms became standard equipment for every soldier. The
French army, which soon stood at about 180,000 men in peacetime, rose to
350,000 soldiers during the War of the Spanish Succession (1701-1714).
The Russian army grew from 130,000 in 1731 to 458,000 in 1796. In con-
trast, England and the Dutch Republic, two non-absolutist powers,
had relatively small armies, and, as sea powers, both depended on their
navies.

As absolute monarchs consolidated their power, the reasons for waging
international wars changed. The wars of the previous century had been
fought, in principle, over the rivalry between the Catholic and Protestant
religions, even if dynastic interests were never far from the surface. Now,
although religious rivalries still constituted an important factor in interna-
tional conflict (as in the case of the long struggle between the Muslim
Ottoman Empire and the Catholic Habsburg Empire), “reasons of state”
became a prevalent justification for the rulers of France, Prussia, and Russia
to make war on their neighbors.

Wiarfare both encouraged and drew upon the development of credit insti-
tutions. But as the British and Dutch cases demonstrated, a state did not
have to be absolutist to marshal sufficient resources to fight sustained wars.
English colonial trade generated excise and customs taxes, permitting the



Characterizing Absolute Rule 249

expansion of the Royal Navy. The crown'’s reputation for repayment facili-
tated raising money through loans at home and abroad. Amsterdam’s stature
as a great banking center contributed to the ability of the Dutch government
to fight extended wars. In contrast, the French monarchy lacked the confi-
dence of wary investors, and despite the sale of privileges found itself in an
increasingly perilous financial situation. Moreover, the French monarchy
often had to pay higher rates of interest than private investors because it was
a bad credit risk.

Even in peacetime, military expenditures now took up almost half of the
budget of the European state. In times of war, the percentage rose to 80 per-
cent, or even more. By the end of the sixteenth century, Philip Il of Spain
had allocated three-quarters of state expenditures to pay for past wars or to
wage new ones. Appropriately enough, the bureau in Prussia that a century
later would oversee tax collection itself evolved from the General War
Office, making explicit the close connection between the extraction of state
revenue and the waging of dynastic wars. Inevitably, there came a point even
in absolute states when noble and other wealthy families upon which
monarchies depended for financial support began to grumble.

Absolutism and Religion

An alliance with established churches helped monarchs achieve and
maintain absolute rule. Absolute monarchs lent their authority and pres-
tige to the established churches, the support of which, in turn, seemed to
legitimize absolute monarchical power. In Catholic states in particular,
the Church’s quest for uniformity of belief and practice went hand in
hand with the absolutist monarch’s desire to eliminate challenges to his
authority. The Church helped create an image of the king as a sacred fig-
ure who must be obeyed because he served God's interests on earth. In
turn, absolute monarchs obliged the Church by persecuting religious
minorities.

Absolute rulers also reduced ecclesiastical autonomy in their realms. The
Catholic Church lost authority to their absolute monarchs. Yet the Church
owned as much as two-thirds of the land in Portugal, at least one-tenth of
the land in Spain, Austria, and France, half the land in Bavaria and Flanders,
and considerable holdings in every ltalian state. Moreover, the Church
claimed the right to the tithe, the tax of 10 percent on annual resources. But
absolute monarchs maintained authority over ecclesiastical appointments,
in effect creating national churches, much to the consternation of the
papacy in Rome. Signs of the victory of absolute rulers over the Catholic
Church included eliminating the Inquisition in France and Spain, closing
monasteries and expelling religious orders in France and Austria, assuming
control over censorship, reducing ecclesiastical authority over marriage, and
establishing the principle of state supervision over education.
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In France, the very existence
of the French, or Gallican
Church, defied papal claims to
complete authority over the
Church. By the Concordat of
Bologna in 1516, the pope had
given the kings of France
virtual control (subject to
papal confirmation) over the
appointment of bishops in
France and the right to over-
rule the judgments of ecclesi-
astical courts. This irritated
French “ultramontane” clergy,
who recognized only the
authority of the pope “beyond
the mountains,” that is, over
the Alps in distant Rome. The
provincial  parlements, or
noble law courts, by contrast,
remained defiantly Gallican.
The Gallican Church itself
was far more likely to remain
loyal to the monarchy that
defended its prerogatives,
even if Gallicans themselves
insisted that the pope and
bishops retain spiritual authority, with the king having a monopoly only on
temporal power.

Recognizing no distinction between church and state, the Turkish
Ottoman Empire remained a theocracy. The sultan’s subjects believed his
despotic authority to be divine. The Muslim religious hierarchy, which
included judges, theologians, and teachers, provided officials for the imper-
ial administration. The supreme religious dignitary occasionally invoked
religious law, of which he was the main interpreter, to counter orders of the
sultan, but the latter’s political authority remained absolute.

The expansion of the Ottoman Empire had been based upon the concept
of the crusading “Holy War" against infidels, that is, non-Muslims. As the
Turks destroyed the Byzantine Empire, capturing Constantinople in 1453,
they confiscated many of the resources of the Orthodox Church and other
Christian denominations. The Ottoman Turks enslaved prisoners of war,
purchased slaves abroad, and imposed slave levies upon the Christians of
the empire. Many Christian children had been trained as officials or sol-
diers and had converted to Islam. The empire also depended on the contri-
butions of nonslave Christians, including skilled Greek sailors who made

The siege of Constantinople by the Turks in
1453 from a French manuscript illumination.
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Turkish galleys feared in the Mediterranean. Some joined the “janissary”
infantry, a military corps that assumed police duties in periods of peace.

Yet the Ottoman Empire tolerated religious diversity. As long as non-
Muslims did not resist Turkish authority, they were free to practice their reli-
gion and to become officials within the empire. In Albania (where alone
conversions seemed to have been forced), Bosnia, and Herzegovina, many
people, including some nobles, converted to the Muslim faith. Young Chris-
tians captured by Turkish fleets could convert to Islam to escape a life
chained to benches as galley slaves. In contrast, Muslims captured by Chris-
tian powers remained galley slaves, even if they converted.

Monumentalism in Architecture and Art

Absolute monarchs utilized the extravagant emotional appeal of monu-
mental architecture. They designed their capitals to reflect the impera-
tives of monarchical authority. Madrid, Berlin, Saint Petersburg, and
Versailles were planned, shaped, and invested with symbols of absolute
rule. These cities were laid out according to geometric principles. In con-
trast to the narrow, winding streets of cities that had evolved organically
from medieval times, straight, wide boulevards were created in one fell
swoop. These symmetrical boulevards symbolized the organized and far-
reaching power of absolutism and the growth of the modern state. Royal
armies paraded down boule-
vards to squares or royal
palaces, around which were
grouped government buildings
and noble residences. Barracks
housing standing armies also
became a prominent feature of
the new urban landscape.
Monarchs paid artists and
architects to combine baroque
elements with a more restrained,
balanced classicism, influenced
by the early sixteenth-century
Roman style of the High Renais-
sance. This became known as the
Louis XIV style. Thus, the facade
completing the Louvre palace in
Paris, the work of Gianlorenzo
Bernini (1598-1680), drew on
the architectural style of Roman
temples, thereby linking Louis
to the glories of Julius Caesar.
Hyacinthe Rigaud’s full-length Hyacinthe Rigaud's Louis XIV (1701).
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portrait of Louis XIV in 1701 shows a supremely confident and powerful
king standing in a regal pose, wearing luxurious coronation robes, clutching
his staff of authority, and looking with condescension at the viewer—his
subject.

Absolutism in France

Absolutist France became the strongest state in early modern Europe.
Francis I and Henry IV had extended the effective reach of monarchical
authority (see Chapter 4). Louis XIII's invaluable minister Cardinal Riche-
lieu had used provincial “intendants” to centralize and further extend
monarchical authority. Richelieu’s policies led to the doubling of taxes
between 1630 and 1650, sparking four major waves of peasant resistance,
including one uprising in the southwest in 1636 in which about 60,000
peasants took up arms, some shouting the impossible demand, “Long live
the king without taxes!” Upon Louis XIII's death in 1643, the stage was set
for Louis XIV to rule as a divine-right king of an absolute state. But before
the young Louis could take control of the government, France would first
experience the regency of his mother and the revolt known as the Fronde.

The Fronde: Taming “Overmighty Subjects”

Louis XIV was four years old at the time of his accession to the throne. His
mother, Anne of Austria (1601-1666), served as regent. She depended on
Cardinal Jules Mazarin (1602-1661) for advice. Mazarin, a worldly, charm-
ing, and witty Italian, always dressed in the finest red silk and was well
known for his love of money. A master of intrigue, rumor had it that he and
Anne had secretly married.

During the Regency period, Anne and Mazarin kept French armies in the
field, prolonging the Thirty Years’ War, which had become a struggle pitting
the dynastic interests of France against the Austrian and Spanish Habsburgs
(see Chapter 4). Most nobles, with much to lose from civil disturbances,
remained loyal to the monarchy. But Mazarin’s prolongation of the victori-
ous struggle against Spain generated a political crisis.

Resistance to royal authority culminated in a revolt that shook the Bour-
bon monarchy at mid-century. Between 1648 and 1653, powerful “nobles of
the sword” (those nobles who held ancient titles and whose forebears had
gathered retainers to fight for the king) tried to regain the influence lost dur-
ing the reign of Louis XIII. Ordinary people entered the fray, demanding
lower taxes because of deteriorating economic conditions. The revolt
became known as the Fronde—named for a slingshot boys in Paris used to
hurl rocks.

Mazarin, whom many nobles considered a “foreign plotter” and an out-
sider like Anne of Austria, had borrowed money for the state from financiers.
He did so against expected revenue from new taxes or the sale of offices.
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Nobles were willing to suffer extraordinary levies in times of war. But now
they complained bitterly that since the wars had ended supplementary impo-
sitions were needless. Furthermore, some of the oldest noble families had
claimed for some time that they had been systematically excluded from the
highest and most lucrative and prestigious offices. In fact, there was some
truth in this claim, as the king feared the power of disloyal “overmighty sub-
jects,” preferring lesser nobles for military offices and skilled bureaucrats for
some civil posts. Now nobles of the sword denounced Mazarin, his system of
patronage, and his financier friends, some of whom had made fortunes sup-
plying the royal armies.

In 1648, Mazarin attempted to secure the approval of the Parlement of
Paris for increased taxes. The Parlement of Paris, the chief law court in
France, was made up of nobles who had purchased their positions from the
crown. Wanting to safeguard their privileges and power, the Parlement of
Paris defied the Regency by calling for an assembly of the four sovereign
courts of Paris to consider the financial crisis. Meeting without royal permis-
sion, the assembly proposed that the courts elect delegates to consider
financial reforms in the realm. The provincial parlements joined the protest
against what seemed to be unchecked royal authority. Financiers who had
earlier purchased titles from the crown now refused to loan the state any
more money.

When Mazarin ordered the arrest of some of the defiant members of the
parlement in August 1648, barricades went up in Paris in support of the
parlement. From inside the Louvre palace, Louis XIV, now nine years of
age, heard the angry shouts of the crowds. Popular discontent forced the
royal court to flee Paris in January 1649.

The role of the prince of Condé (Louis de Bourbon, 1621-1686), head of
the junior branch of the Bourbon family, was crucial in the Fronde. Condé’s
great victory in 1643 over the Spanish at the battle of Rocroi in northern
France, which ended any possibility of a successful Spanish invasion of the
country, earned him the name of “the Great Condé.” But as long as Mazarin
had met Condé’s demands for money and offices, the latter remained loyal
to the young king and in 1648 marched to Paris with his army to defend
him. Short-lived tax reforms bought time. But major uprisings against taxes,
which had doubled in two decades as Richelieu and Mazarin had in turn
raised money to wage war, broke out in several provinces. Relatively poor
nobles, who resented that wealthy commoners were able to purchase titles,
led other revolts. Condé himself changed sides in 1649 and supported the
frondeurs.

Fearing Condé's influence, a Spanish invasion, and further insurrections,
Anne and Mazarin found noble allies against Condé and early in 1650
ordered him imprisoned. Condé’s arrest further mobilized opposition to
Mazarin, whose enemies forced the minister to flee the country early the
next year. A year later, Condé was released from prison at the demand of
the Parlement of Paris. In September 1651, Louis XIV declared his majority
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and right to rule, although he was only thirteen. But he faced an immediate
challenge from Condé, who marched to Paris in 1652 with the goals of
reestablishing the great nobles’ political influence and of getting rid of
Mazarin (who continued to sway royal policy from his exile in Germany).
However, finding insufficient support from the parlement, the municipal
government, or ordinary Parisians, Condé fled to Spain. The boy-king
recalled Mazarin to Paris.

Louis XIV restored monarchical authority by ending the nobles’ rebellion
and putting down peasant resistance against taxation. Louis made clear that
henceforth the Parlement of Paris could not meddle in the king’s business.
And in 1673 the king deprived the twelve parlements of their right to issue
remonstrances (formal objections to the registration of new royal ordi-
nances, edicts, or declarations, which could be overridden by the king)
before they registered an edict. The king also disbanded the private armies
of headstrong nobles and tightened royal control over provincial governors.

Unlike the English Parliament’s successful rebellion against the crown in
defense of constitutional rule (see Chapter 6), royal victory in the Fronde
broke French noble resistance to absolute rule. The king’s predecessors had
frequently consulted with prominent nobles about important matters. Louis
X1V felt no obligation to do so. Yet the Fronde also demonstrated that the
crown had to rule more subtly with respect to noble interests.

Mercantilism under Louis XIV

Following Mazarin’s death in 1661, Louis XIV, now twenty-two years of age,
assumed more personal responsibility. The state’s firmer financial footing
owed much to the cool calculations of Jean-Baptiste Colbert (1619-1683),
controller-general of the realm, who directed administration, taxation, and
public works. The grandson of a provincial merchant of modest standing,
Colbert endured the hostility of the old noble families. His frosty personality
led him to be dubbed “the North.” He employed surveyors and mapmakers
to assess the economic resources of the provinces. Whereas formerly only
about a quarter of revenues reached royal coffers, now as much as four-
fifths of what was collected poured into the royal treasury. Even though the
direct royal tax on land (the taille) had been reduced, state revenues dou-
bled, despite abuses and privileged exemptions (nobles and clergy did not
pay the land tax).

Mercantilism underlay the economy of absolutist France, as it did royal
economic policies in Europe. Mercantilists posited that all resources should
be put into the service of the state and that a state’s wealth was measured by
its ability to import more gold and silver than it exported. Jealous of English
and Dutch prosperity, Colbert became the chief proponent of French mer-
cantilist policies, which emphasized economic self-sufficiency. He founded
commercial trading companies to which the king granted monopolies on
colonial trade, and levied high protective tariffs on Dutch and English
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imports. Louis XIV established the royal Gobelins tapestry manufacture on
the edge of Paris and encouraged the textile industry and the manufacture
of other goods that could be exported. He improved roads and oversaw the
extension of France's network of canals, including the Languedoc Canal
(Canal du Midi), which links the Mediterranean to the Garonne River and
thus to the Atlantic Ocean.

Yet despite the growth of the French merchant fleet and navy, the French
East India Company, established by Colbert in 1664, could not effectively
compete with its more efficient and adventurous Dutch and English rivals in
the quest for global trade. The monarchy had to bail out the company and
later took away its trading monopoly. Moreover, trade within France
remained hamstrung by a bewildering variety of restrictions and internal tar-
iffs that in some places were not much different from those that character-
ized the hodgepodge of German states.

At the same time, while the king was a master of extracting revenue from
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