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State Building and
the Search for Order
in the Seventeenth
Century

BY THE END of the sixteenth century, Europe was beginning to experience a decline in religious passions and
a growing secularization that affected both the political
and intellectual worlds (on the intellectual effect, see
Chapter 16). Some historians like to speak of the seventeenth century as a turning point in the evolution of a
modern state system in Europe. The ideal of a united
Christian Europe gave way to the practical realities of a
system of secular states in which matters of state took
precedence over the salvation of subjects’ souls. By the
seventeenth century, the credibility of Christianity had
been so weakened through religious wars that more and
more Europeans came to think of politics in secular
terms.
One of the responses to the religious wars and other
crises of the time was a yearning for order. As the internal social and political rebellions and revolts died down,
it became apparent that the privileged classes of society—
the aristocrats—remained in control, although the various states exhibited important differences in political
forms. The most general trend saw an extension of monarchical power as a stabilizing force. This development,
which historians have called absolute monarchy or absolutism, was most evident in France during the flamboyant reign of Louis XIV, regarded by some as the perfect
embodiment of an absolute monarch. In his memoirs,
the duc de Saint-Simon, who had firsthand experience of
French court life, said that Louis was ‘‘the very figure of
a hero, so imbued with a natural but most imposing
majesty that it appeared even in his most insignificant
gestures and movements.’’ The king’s natural grace gave
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him a special charm as well: ‘‘He was as dignified and
majestic in his dressing gown as when dressed in robes
of state, or on horseback at the head of his troops.’’ He
spoke well and learned quickly. He was naturally kind
and ‘‘loved truth, justice, order, and reason.’’ His life was
orderly: ‘‘Nothing could be regulated with greater exactitude than were his days and hours.’’ His self-control was
impeccable: ‘‘He did not lose control of himself ten
times in his whole life, and then only with inferior persons.’’ But even absolute monarchs had imperfections,
and Saint-Simon had the courage to point them out:
‘‘Louis XIV’s vanity was without limit or restraint,’’
which led to his ‘‘distaste for all merit, intelligence, education, and, most of all, for all independence of character and sentiment in others,’’ as well as ‘‘to mistakes of
judgment in matters of importance.’’
But absolutism was not the only response to the
search for order in the seventeenth century. Other
states, such as England, reacted differently to domestic
crisis, and another very different system emerged in
which monarchs were limited by the power of their representative assemblies. Absolute and limited monarchy were
the two poles of seventeenth-century state building.

Social Crises, War,
and Rebellions
F
Q
: What economic, social, and
Q political
crises did Europe experience in the first
OCUS

UESTION

half of the seventeenth century?
The inflation-fueled prosperity of the sixteenth century
showed signs of slackening by the beginning of the seventeenth. Economic contraction was evident in some parts
of Europe in the 1620s. In the 1630s and 1640s, as imports
of silver from the Americas declined, economic recession
intensified, especially in the Mediterranean area. Once the
industrial and financial center of Europe in the Renaissance, Italy was now becoming an economic backwater.
Spain’s economy was also seriously failing by the 1640s.
Population trends of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries also reveal Europe’s worsening conditions. The
sixteenth century was a period of expanding population,
possibly related to a warmer climate and increased food
supplies. It has been estimated that the population of
Europe increased from 60 million in 1500 to 85 million by
1600, the first major recovery of European population
since the devastation of the Black Death in the midfourteenth century. Records also indicate a leveling off of
the population by 1620, however, and even a decline by
1650, especially in central and southern Europe. Only the
Dutch, English, and French grew in number in the first
half of the seventeenth century. Europe’s longtime
adversaries—war, famine, and plague—continued to affect
population levels. After the middle of the sixteenth century, another ‘‘little ice age,’’ when average temperatures

fell, affected harvests and caused famines. These problems
created social tensions that came to a boil in the witchcraft craze.

The Witchcraft Craze
Hysteria over witchcraft affected the lives of many Europeans in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Witchcraft trials were held in England, Scotland, Switzerland,
Germany, some parts of France and the Low Countries, and
even New England in America.
Witchcraft was not a new phenomenon. Its practice had
been part of traditional village culture for centuries, but it
came to be viewed as both sinister and dangerous when
the medieval church began to connect witches to the activities of the devil, thereby transforming witchcraft into a
heresy that had to be wiped out. After the establishment
of the Inquisition in the thirteenth century, some people
were accused of a variety of witchcraft practices and,
following the biblical injunction ‘‘Thou shalt not suffer a
witch to live,’’ were turned over to secular authorities for
burning at the stake or, in England, hanging.
THE SPREAD OF WITCHCRAFT What distinguished witchcraft in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries from
these previous developments was the increased number of
trials and executions of presumed witches. Perhaps more
than 100,000 people were prosecuted throughout Europe
on charges of witchcraft. As more and more people were
brought to trial, the fear of witches as well as the fear of
being accused of witchcraft escalated to frightening proportions. Although larger cities were affected first, the
trials also spread to smaller towns and rural areas as the
hysteria persisted well into the seventeenth century (see
the box on p. 448).
The accused witches usually confessed to a number of
practices, most often after intense torture. But even when
people confessed voluntarily, certain practices stand out.
Many said that they had sworn allegiance to the devil and
attended sabbats or nocturnal gatherings where they
feasted, danced, and even copulated with the devil in
sexual orgies. More common, however, were admissions of
using evil incantations and special ointments and powders
to wreak havoc on neighbors by killing their livestock,
injuring their children, or raising storms to destroy their
crops.
A number of contributing factors have been suggested
to explain why the witchcraft frenzy became so widespread in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Religious uncertainties clearly played some part. Many
witchcraft trials occurred in areas where Protestantism had
been recently victorious or in regions, such as southwestern Germany, where Protestant-Catholic controversies still
raged. As religious passions became inflamed, accusations
of being in league with the devil became common on both
sides.
Recently, however, historians have emphasized the
importance of social conditions, especially the problems of
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a society in turmoil, in explaining the witchcraft hysteria.
At a time when the old communal values that stressed
working together for the good of the community were
disintegrating before the onslaught of a new economic
448

ethic that emphasized looking out for oneself, property
owners became more fearful of the growing numbers of
poor in their midst and transformed them psychologically
into agents of the devil. Old women were particularly
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susceptible to suspicion. Many of them, no longer the
recipients of the local charity available in traditional society, may even have tried to survive by selling herbs,
potions, or secret remedies for healing. When problems
arose—and there were many in this crisis-laden period—
these women were handy scapegoats.
That women should be the chief victims of witchcraft
trials was hardly accidental. Nicholas Remy, a witchcraft
judge in France in the 1590s, found it ‘‘not unreasonable
that this scum of humanity [witches] should be drawn
chiefly from the feminine sex.’’ To another judge, it came as
no surprise that witches would confess to sexual experiences
with Satan: ‘‘The Devil uses them so, because he knows that
women love carnal pleasures, and he means to bind them to
his allegiance by such agreeable provocations.’’1 Of course,
witch hunters were not the only ones who held women in
such low esteem. Most theologians, lawyers, and philosophers in early modern Europe believed in the natural inferiority of women and thus would have found it plausible
that women would be more susceptible to witchcraft.
By the mid-seventeenth century, the witchcraft
hysteria began to subside. The destruction caused by the
religious wars had forced people to accept at least a
grudging toleration, tempering religious passions. Moreover, as governments began to stabilize after the period of
crisis, fewer magistrates were willing to accept the unsettling and divisive conditions generated by the trials of
witches. Finally, by the turn of the eighteenth century,
more and more educated people were questioning traditional attitudes toward religion and finding it contrary to
reason to believe in the old view of a world haunted by evil
spirits.

DECLINE

The Thirty Years’ War
Although many Europeans responded to the upheavals of
the second half of the sixteenth century with a desire for
peace and order, the first fifty years of the seventeenth
century continued to be plagued by crises. A devastating
war that affected much of Europe and rebellions seemingly everywhere protracted the atmosphere of disorder
and violence.
BACKGROUND TO THE WAR Religion, especially the struggle between militant Catholicism and militant Calvinism,
played an important role in the outbreak of the Thirty
Years’ War (1618–1648), often called the ‘‘last of the religious wars.’’ As the war progressed, however, it became
increasingly clear that secular, dynastic-nationalist considerations were far more important. Although much of
the fighting in the Thirty Years’ War took place in the
Germanic lands of the Holy Roman Empire, it became a
Europe-wide struggle (see Map 15.1). In fact, some historians view it as part of a larger conflict for European
leadership between the Bourbon dynasty of France and
the Habsburg dynasties of Spain and the Holy Roman
Empire and date it from 1609 to 1659.

The Peace of Augsburg in 1555 had brought an end to
religious warfare between German Catholics and Lutherans. Religion, however, continued to play a divisive role in
German life as Lutherans and Catholics persisted in vying
for control of various principalities. In addition, although
the treaty had not recognized the rights of Calvinists, a
number of German states had adopted Calvinism as their
state church. At the beginning of the seventeenth century,
the Calvinist ruler of the Palatinate, the Elector Palatine
Frederick IV, assumed the leadership in forming a league
of German Protestant states called the Protestant Union.
To counteract it, the Catholic League of German states
was organized by Duke Maximilian of the south German
state of Bavaria. By 1609, then, Germany was dividing
into two armed camps in anticipation of religious war.
The religious division was exacerbated by a constitutional issue. The desire of the Habsburg emperors to consolidate their authority in the Holy Roman Empire was
resisted by the princes, who fought for their ‘‘German liberties,’’ their constitutional rights and prerogatives as individual rulers. To pursue their policies, the Habsburg
emperors looked to Spain (ruled by another branch of the
family) for assistance while the princes turned to the enemies of Spain, especially France, for help against the
emperors. The divisions in the Holy Roman Empire and
Europe made it almost inevitable that if war did erupt, it
would be widespread and difficult to stop.
THE BOHEMIAN PHASE Historians have traditionally divided the Thirty Years’ War into four major phases. The
Bohemian phase (1618–1625) began in one of the Habsburgs’ own territories. In 1617, the Bohemian Estates
(primarily the nobles) accepted the Habsburg Archduke
Ferdinand as their king but soon found themselves unhappy with their choice. Though many of the nobles were
Calvinists, Ferdinand was a devout Catholic who began a
process of re-Catholicizing Bohemia and strengthening
royal power. The Protestant nobles rebelled against Ferdinand in May 1618 and proclaimed their resistance by
throwing two of the Habsburg governors and a secretary
out of the window of the royal castle in Prague, the seat of
Bohemian government. The Catholic side claimed that
their seemingly miraculous escape from death in the 70foot fall from the castle was due to the intercession of the
Virgin Mary, while Protestants pointed out that they fell
into a manure pile. The Bohemian rebels now seized
control of Bohemia, deposed Ferdinand, and elected as his
replacement the Protestant ruler of the Palatinate, Elector
Frederick V, who was also the head of the Protestant
Union.
Ferdinand, who in the meantime had been elected Holy
Roman Emperor, refused to accept his deposition. Realizing that the election of Frederick V, if allowed to stand,
could upset the balance of religious and political power in
central Europe and give the Protestant forces greater
control of the Holy Roman Empire, Ferdinand sought the
aid of the imposing forces of Duke Maximilian of Bavaria
and the Catholic League. With their help, the imperial
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MAP 15.1 The Thirty Years’ War. The conflict began in the German states as Europe’s major
powers backed either the northern Protestant Union or the southern Catholic League. As the war
progressed, religion receded in importance, replaced by a dynastic struggle between the French
Bourbons and the Spanish and Austrian Habsburgs.

Compare this map with Map 13.2. Which countries engaged in the war were
Q predominantly
Protestant, which were predominantly Catholic, and which were mixed?
View an animated version of this map or related maps on the CourseMate website.

forces defeated Frederick and the Bohemian nobles at the
Battle of White Mountain outside Prague on November 8,
1620. Spanish troops took advantage of Frederick’s predicament by invading the Palatinate and conquering it by
the end of 1622. The unfortunate Frederick fled into exile
in the United Provinces. The Spanish took control of the
western part of the Palatinate (to gain the access route
from Italy to the Netherlands that they had wanted),
and Maximilian of Bavaria took the rest of the territory.
Reestablished as king of Bohemia, Emperor Ferdinand
declared Bohemia a hereditary Habsburg possession,
confiscated the land of the Protestant nobles, and established Catholicism as the sole religion. The Spanish renewed their attack on the Dutch, and the forces of
Catholicism seemed on the road to victory. But the war
was far from over.
450

THE DANISH PHASE The second phase of the war, the
Danish phase (1625–1629), began when King Christian IV
of Denmark (1588–1648), a Lutheran, intervened on behalf of the Protestant cause by leading an army into
northern Germany. Christian had made an anti-Habsburg
and anti-Catholic alliance with the United Provinces and
England. He also wanted, however, to gain possession of
some Catholic territories in northern Germany to benefit
his family.
In the meantime, Ferdinand had gained a new commander for the imperial forces in Albrecht von Wallenstein (AWL-brekht fun VAHL-en-shtyn). A brilliant and
enigmatic commander, Wallenstein was a Bohemian nobleman who had taken advantage of Ferdinand’s victory to
become the country’s wealthiest landowner. Wallenstein’s
forces defeated a Protestant army at Dessau and then
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continued to operate in northern Germany. The forces of
Christian IV, despite substantial aid from their allies, were
defeated in 1626 by an army of the Catholic League under
Count Tilly and then suffered an even more devastating
loss to Wallenstein’s forces the following year. Wallenstein
now occupied parts of northern Germany, including the
Baltic ports of Hamburg, L€
ubeck, and Bremen. Christian
IV’s defeat meant the end of Danish supremacy in the
Baltic.
After the success of the imperial armies, Emperor
Ferdinand II was at the height of his power and took this
opportunity to issue the Edict of Restitution in March
1629. His proclamation prohibited Calvinist worship and
restored to the Catholic Church all property taken by
Protestant princes or cities during the past seventy-five
years. But this sudden growth in the power of the Habsburg emperor frightened many German princes, who
feared for their independent status and reacted by forcing
the emperor to dismiss Wallenstein.
The Swedish phase (1630–1635)
marked the entry of Gustavus Adolphus (goo-STAY-vus
uh-DAHL-fuss), king of Sweden (1611–1632), into the war.
Gustavus Adolphus was responsible for reviving Sweden
and transforming it into a great Baltic power. A military
genius, he brought a disciplined and well-equipped Swedish army to northern Germany. He was also a devout
Lutheran who felt compelled to aid his coreligionists in
Germany.
Gustavus’s army swept the imperial forces out of the
north and moved into the heart of Germany. In desperation, the imperial side recalled Wallenstein, who was given
command of the imperial army that met Gustavus’s troops
near Leipzig. At the Battle of L€
utzen (LOOT-sun) (1632),
the Swedish forces prevailed but paid a high price for the
victory when the Swedish king was killed in the battle.
Although the Swedish forces remained in Germany, they
proved much less effective. Despite the loss of Wallenstein, who was assassinated in 1634 on the orders of
Emperor Ferdinand, the imperial army decisively defeated
the Swedes at the Battle of N€
ordlingen at the end of 1634
and drove them out of southern Germany. This imperial
victory guaranteed that southern Germany would remain
Catholic. The emperor used this opportunity to make
peace with the German princes by agreeing to annul the
Edict of Restitution of 1629. But peace failed to come to
war-weary Germany. The Swedes wished to continue,
while the French, under the direction of Cardinal Richelieu (REESH-uh-lyoo), the chief minister of King Louis
XIII, entered the war directly, beginning the fourth and
final phase of the war, the Franco-Swedish phase (1635–
1648).
THE SWEDISH PHASE

THE FRANCO - SWEDISH PHASE

By this time, religious
issues were losing their significance. The Catholic French
were now supporting the Protestant Swedes against the
Catholic Habsburgs of Germany and Spain. The Battle of
Rocroi (roh-KRWAH) in 1643 proved decisive as the
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French beat the Spanish and brought an end to Spanish
military greatness. The French then moved on to victories
over the imperialist-Bavarian armies in southern Germany. By this time, all parties were ready for peace, and
after five years of protracted negotiations, the war in
Germany was officially ended by the Peace of Westphalia
in 1648. The war between France and Spain, however,
continued until the Peace of the Pyrenees in 1659. By that
time, Spain had become a second-class power, and France
had emerged as the dominant nation in Europe.
What were the results of what
one historian has called a ‘‘basically meaningless conflict’’?
The Peace of Westphalia ensured that all German states,
including the Calvinist ones, were free to determine their
own religion. Territorially, France gained parts of western
Germany, part of Alsace, and the three cities of Metz,
Toul, and Verdun, giving the French control of the FrancoGerman border area. While Sweden and the German states
of Brandenburg and Bavaria gained some territory in
Germany, the Austrian Habsburgs did not really lose any
but did see their authority as rulers of Germany further
diminished. The more than three hundred states that
made up the Holy Roman Empire were recognized as
virtually independent, since each received the power to
conduct its own foreign policy. The Habsburg emperor
had been reduced to a figurehead in the Holy Roman
Empire. The Peace of Westphalia also made it clear that
religion and politics were now separate. The pope was
completely ignored in all decisions at Westphalia, and
political motives became the guiding forces in public
affairs as religion moved closer to becoming primarily a
matter of personal conviction and individual choice.
Some historians also argue that the Peace of Westphalia

OUTCOMES OF THE WAR
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Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin// c DHM/The Bridgeman Art Library

The Thirty Years’ War: Soldiers Plundering a Village. This 1660 painting shows a group of
soldiers running amok and plundering a German village. This scene was typical of many that
occurred during the Thirty Years’ War, especially in Germany, where the war caused enormous
destruction.

marks the beginning of a modern international order in
which sovereign states began to operate as equals within
a secular framework.
The economic and social effects of the Thirty Years’
War on Germany are still debated. Some areas of Germany
were completely devastated, but others remained relatively untouched and even experienced economic growth.
The most recent work pictures a damaged economy and a
population decline of 15 to 20 percent in the Holy Roman
Empire. Although historians may debate the degree of
devastation, many people in Germany would have understood this description by a traveler journeying along the
Main River in 1636:
[We] came to a wretched little village called Neukirchen,
which we found quite uninhabited yet with one house on fire.
Here, since it was now late, we were obliged to stay all night,
for the nearest town was four miles away; but we spent that
night walking up and down with guns in our hands, and
listening fearfully to the sound of shots in the woods around
us. . . . Early next morning, His Excellency went to inspect the

452

church and found it had been plundered and that the pictures
and the altar had been desecrated. In the churchyard we saw
a dead body, scraped out of the grave, while outside the
churchyard we found another dead body.2

The Thirty Years’ War was undoubtedly the most destructive conflict Europeans had yet experienced (see the
box on p. 453).

A Military Revolution?
By the seventeenth century, war played an increasingly
important role in European affairs. Military power was
considered essential to a ruler’s reputation and power;
thus, the pressure to build an effective military machine
was intense. Some historians believe that the changes that
occurred in the science of warfare between 1560 and 1660
warrant the title of military revolution.
Medieval warfare, with its mounted knights and supplementary archers, had been transformed in the Renaissance by the employment of infantry armed with pikes and
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The Face of War in the Seventeenth Century
We have a firsthand account of the face of war in Germany from a picaresque novel called Simplicius Simplicissimus, written by Jakob von Grimmelshausen. The
author’s experiences as a soldier in the Thirty Years’ War
give his descriptions of the effect of the war on ordinary
people a certain vividness and reality. This selection
describes the fate of a peasant farm, an experience all
too familiar to thousands of German peasants between
1618 and 1648.

Jakob von Grimmelshausen, Simplicius
Simplicissimus
The first thing these horsemen did in the nice back
rooms of the house was to put in their horses. Then
everyone took up a special job, one having to do with
death and destruction. Although some began butchering,
heating water, and rendering lard, as if to prepare for a
banquet, others raced through the house, ransacking upstairs and down; not even the privy chamber was safe,
as if the golden fleece of Jason might be hidden there.
Still others bundled up big packs of cloth, household
goods, and clothes, as if they wanted to hold a rummage
sale somewhere. What they did not intend to take along
they broke and spoiled. Some ran their swords into the
hay and straw, as if there hadn’t been hogs enough to
stick. Some shook the feathers out of beds and put
bacon slabs, hams, and other stuff in the ticking, as if
they might sleep better on these. Others knocked down
the hearth and broke the windows, as if announcing an
everlasting summer. They flattened out copper and pewter dishes and baled the ruined goods. They burned up
bedsteads, tables, chairs, and benches, though there
were yards and yards of dry firewood outside the
kitchen. Jars and crocks, pots and casseroles all were
broken, either because they preferred their meat broiled
or because they thought they’d eat only one meal with
us. In the barn, the hired girl was handled so roughly
that she was unable to walk away, I am ashamed to
report. They stretched the hired man out flat on the
ground, stuck a wooden wedge in his mouth to keep it
open, and emptied a milk bucket full of stinking manure

halberds and arranged in massed rectangles known as
squadrons or battalions. The use of firearms required adjustments to the size and shape of the massed infantry and
made the cavalry less effective.
It was Gustavus Adolphus, the king of Sweden, who
developed the first standing army of conscripts, notable
for the flexibility of its tactics. The infantry brigades of
Gustavus’s army were composed of equal numbers of
musketeers and pikemen, standing six men deep. They

drippings down his throat; they called it a Swedish cocktail. He didn’t relish it and made a very wry face. By
this means they forced him to take a raiding party to
some other place where they carried off men and cattle
and brought them to our farm. Among those were my
father, mother, and Ursula [sister].
Then they used thumbscrews, which they cleverly
made out of their pistols, to torture the peasants, as if
they wanted to burn witches. Though he had confessed
to nothing as yet, they put one of the captured hayseeds
in the bake-oven and lighted a fire in it. They put a
rope around someone else’s head and tightened it like a
tourniquet until blood came out of his mouth, nose, and
ears. In short, every soldier had his favorite method of
making life miserable for peasants, and every peasant
had his own misery. My father was, as I thought, particularly lucky because he confessed with a laugh what
others were forced to say in pain and martyrdom. No
doubt because he was the head of the household, he was
shown special consideration; they put him close to a
fire, tied him by his hands and legs, and rubbed damp
salt on the bottoms of his feet. Our old nanny goat had
to lick it off and this so tickled my father that he could
have burst laughing. This seemed so clever and entertaining to me—I had never seen or heard my father
laugh so long—that I joined him in laughter, to keep
him company or perhaps to cover up my ignorance. In
the midst of such glee he told them the whereabouts of
hidden treasure much richer in gold, pearls, and jewelry
than might have been expected on a farm.
I can’t say much about the captured wives, hired girls,
and daughters because the soldiers didn’t let me watch
their doings. But I do remember hearing pitiful screams
from various dark corners and I guess that my mother
and our Ursula had it no better than the rest.

Q

What does this document reveal about the effect
of war on ordinary Europeans? Compare this description with the descriptions of the treatment of
civilians in other wars. Does Grimmelshausen exaggerate, or does this description agree with the
other descriptions?

employed the salvo, in which all rows of the infantry fired
at once instead of row by row. These salvos of fire, which
cut up the massed ranks of the opposing infantry squadrons, were followed by a pike charge, giving the infantry a
primarily offensive deployment. Gustavus also used the
cavalry in a more mobile fashion. After shooting a pistol
volley, they charged the enemy with their swords. Additional flexibility was obtained by using lighter artillery
pieces that were more easily moved during battle. All of
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these changes required coordination, careful training, and
better discipline, forcing rulers to move away from undisciplined mercenary forces. Naturally, the success of
Gustavus Adolphus led to imitation.
Some historians have questioned the use of the phrase
‘‘military revolution’’ to describe the military changes
from 1560 to 1660, arguing instead that military developments were gradual. In any case, for the rest of the
seventeenth century, warfare continued to change.
Standing armies, based partly on conscription, grew ever
larger and more expensive. Standing armies necessitated
better-disciplined and better-trained soldiers and led to
the education of officers in military schools. Armies also
introduced the use of linear rather than square formations
to provide greater flexibility and mobility in tactics. There
was also an increased use of firearms as the musket with
attached bayonet increasingly replaced the pike in the
ranks of the infantry. A naval arms race in the seventeenth century led to more and bigger warships or capital
ships known as ‘‘ships of the line.’’ By the end of the seventeenth century, most of these had two or three decks and
were capable of carrying between fifty and one hundred
heavy cannon.
Larger armies and navies could be maintained only by
levying heavier taxes, making war a greater economic
burden and an ever more important part of the early
modern European state. The creation of large bureaucracies to supervise the military resources of the state led to
growth in the power of state governments.

Rebellions
Before, during, and after the Thirty Years’ War, a series
of rebellions and civil wars stemming from the discontent of both nobles and commoners rocked the domestic
stability of many European governments. To strengthen
their power, monarchs attempted to extend their authority at the expense of traditional powerful elements
who resisted the rulers’ efforts. At the same time, to fight
their battles, governments increased taxes and created
such hardships that common people also rose in
opposition.
Between 1590 and 1640, peasant and lower-class revolts erupted in central and southern France, Austria, and
Hungary. In the decades of the 1640s and 1650s, even
greater unrest occurred. Portugal and Catalonia rebelled
against the Spanish government in 1640. The common
people in Naples and Sicily revolted against both the
government and the landed nobility in 1647. Russia, too,
was rocked by urban uprisings in 1641, 1645, and 1648.
Nobles rebelled in France from 1648 to 1652 in an effort
to halt the growth of royal power. The northern states of
Sweden, Denmark, and the United Provinces were also not
immune from upheavals involving clergy, nobles, and
mercantile groups. The most famous and widest-ranging
struggle, however, was the civil war and rebellion in England, commonly known as the English Revolution (discussed later in this chapter).
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The Practice of Absolutism:
Western Europe
F
Q
: What was absolutism in theory,
Q and
how did its actual practice in France reflect or
OCUS

UESTION

differ from the theory?
Absolute monarchy or absolutism meant that the sovereign power or ultimate authority in the state rested in
the hands of a king who claimed to rule by divine right.
But what did sovereignty mean? The late-sixteenthcentury political theorist Jean Bodin (ZHAHN boh-DAN)
believed that sovereign power consisted of the authority
to make laws, tax, administer justice, control the state’s
administrative system, and determine foreign policy.
These powers made a ruler sovereign.
One of the chief theorists of divine-right monarchy
in the seventeenth century was the French theologian and
court preacher Bishop Jacques Bossuet (ZHAHK bawSWAY) (1627–1704), who expressed his ideas in a book
titled Politics Drawn from the Very Words of Holy Scripture.
Bossuet argued first that government was divinely ordained so that humans could live in an organized society.
God established kings and through them reigned over all
the peoples of the world. Since kings received their power
from God, their authority was absolute. They were responsible to no one (including parliaments) except God.
For Bossuet, though, the last point was especially important. Because God would hold a king accountable for his
actions, Bossuet believed that kings faced serious responsibilities as well as real limits on their power. There
was also a large gulf between the theory of absolutism as
expressed by Bossuet and the practice of absolutism. A
monarch’s absolute power was often limited greatly by
practical realities.

Absolute Monarchy in France
France during the reign of Louis XIV (1643–1715) has
traditionally been regarded as the best example of the
practice of absolute monarchy in the seventeenth century.
French culture, language, and manners influenced all
levels of European society. French diplomacy and wars
shaped the political affairs of western and central Europe.
The court of Louis XIV seemed to be imitated everywhere
in Europe. Of course, the stability of Louis’s reign was
magnified by the instability that had preceded it.
FOUNDATIONS OF FRENCH ABSOLUTISM : CARDINAL
RICHELIEU The half century of French history before

Louis XIV came to power was a time in which royal and
ministerial governments struggled to avoid the breakdown of the state. The line between order and anarchy
was often a narrow one. The situation was especially
complicated by the fact that both Louis XIII (1610–1643)
and Louis XIV were only boys when they succeeded to
the throne in 1610 and 1643, respectively, leaving the
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in-TEN-dunts) to the provinces to execute the orders of
the central government. As the functions of the intendants grew, they came into conflict with provincial
governors. Since the intendants were victorious in most
of these disputes, they further strengthened the power
of the crown. Richelieu proved less capable in financial
matters, however. Not only was the basic system of state
finances corrupt, but so many people benefited from the
system’s inefficiency and injustice that the government
faced strong resistance when it tried to institute reforms. The taille (an annual direct tax usually levied on
land or property) was increased—in 1643 it was two and
a half times what it had been in 1610—and crown lands
were mortgaged again. Richelieu’s foreign policy goal of
confronting the growing power of the Habsburgs in the
Thirty Years’ War, however, led to ever-increasing expenditures, which soon outstripped the additional revenues. French debt continued its upward spiral under
Richelieu.

Cardinal Richelieu. A key figure in the emergence of a strong
monarchy in France was Cardinal Richelieu, pictured here in a
portrait by Philippe de Champagne. Chief minister to Louis XIII,
Richelieu strengthened royal authority by eliminating the private
armies and fortified cities of the Huguenots and by crushing
aristocratic conspiracies.

government dependent on royal ministers. Two especially competent ministers played crucial roles in maintaining monarchical authority.
Cardinal Richelieu, Louis XIII’s chief minister from
1624 to 1642, initiated policies that eventually strengthened the power of the monarchy. By eliminating the
political and military rights of the Huguenots while preserving their religious
ones, Richelieu transformed the HugueCardinal
nots into more reliable subjects. Richelieu
Richelieu,
Political
acted more cautiously in ‘‘humbling the
Testament
pride of the great men,’’ the important
(1624)
French nobility. He understood the influential role played by the nobles in the
French state. The dangerous ones were those who asserted
their territorial independence when they were excluded
from participating in the central government. Proceeding
slowly but determinedly, Richelieu developed an efficient
network of spies to uncover noble plots and then crushed
the conspiracies and executed the conspirators, thereby
eliminating a major threat to royal authority.
To reform and strengthen the central administration,
initially for financial reasons, Richelieu sent out royal
officials called intendants (anh-tahnh-DAHNHZ or

CARDINAL MAZARIN Richelieu died in 1642, followed
five months later by King Louis XIII, who was succeeded
by his son Louis XIV, then but four years old. This necessitated a regency under Anne of Austria, wife of the
dead king. But she allowed Cardinal Mazarin (maz-uhRANH), Richelieu’s trained successor, to dominate the
government. An Italian who had come to France as a
papal legate and then become naturalized, Mazarin attempted to carry on Richelieu’s policies until his death
in 1661.
The most important event during Mazarin’s rule was a
revolt known as the Fronde (FROHND). As a foreigner,
Mazarin was greatly disliked by all elements of the French
population. The nobles, who particularly resented the
centralized administrative power being built up at the
expense of the provincial nobility, temporarily allied with
the members of the Parlement of Paris, who opposed the
new taxes levied by the government to pay the costs of the
Thirty Years’ War (Mazarin continued Richelieu’s antiHabsburg policy), and with the masses of Paris, who were
also angry at the additional taxes. The Parlement (par-luhMAHNH) of Paris was the most important court in
France, with jurisdiction over half of the kingdom, and its
members formed the nobles of the robe, the service nobility of lawyers and administrators. These nobles of the
robe led the first Fronde (1648–1649), which broke out in
Paris and was ended by compromise. The second Fronde,
begun in 1650, was led by the nobles of the sword, whose
ancestors were medieval nobles. They were interested in
overthrowing Mazarin for their own purposes: to secure
their positions and increase their own power. The second
Fronde was crushed by 1652, a task made easier when the
nobles began fighting each other instead of Mazarin. With
the end of the Fronde, the vast majority of the French
concluded that the best hope for stability in France lay in
the crown. When Mazarin died in 1661, the greatest of the
seventeenth-century monarchs, Louis XIV, took over supreme power.
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The Reign of Louis XIV (1643–1715)
The day after Cardinal Mazarin’s death, Louis XIV, age
twenty-three, expressed his determination to be a real
king and the sole ruler of France:
Up to this moment I have been pleased to entrust the government of my affairs to the late Cardinal. It is now time that
I govern them myself. You [secretaries and ministers of state]
will assist me with your counsels when I ask for them. I
request and order you to seal no orders except by my
command. . . . I order you not to sign anything, not even a
passport . . . without my command; to render account to me
personally each day and to favor no one.3

His mother, who was well aware of Louis’s proclivity for
fun and games and getting into the beds of the maids in
the royal palace, laughed aloud at these words. But Louis
was quite serious.
Louis proved willing to pay the price of being a strong
ruler. He established a conscientious routine from which
he seldom deviated, but he did not look upon his duties
as drudgery since he considered his royal profession
‘‘grand, noble, and delightful.’’ Eager for glory (in the
French sense of achieving what was expected of one in an
important position), Louis created a grand and majestic
spectacle at the court of Versailles (vayr-SY). Consequently, Louis and his court came to set the standard for
monarchies and aristocracies all over Europe. Just a few
decades after the king’s death, the great French writer
Voltaire dubbed the period from 1661 to 1715 the ‘‘Age
of Louis XIV,’’ and historians have tended to call it that
ever since.
Although Louis may have believed in the theory of
absolute monarchy and consciously fostered the myth of
himself as the Sun King, the source of light for all of his
people, historians are quick to point out that the realities
fell far short of the aspirations. Despite the centralizing
efforts of Cardinals Richelieu and Mazarin, seventeenthcentury France still possessed a bewildering system of
overlapping authorities. Provinces had their own regional
courts, their own local Estates, their own sets of laws.
Members of the high nobility, with their huge estates and
clients among the lesser nobility, still exercised much
authority. Both towns and provinces possessed privileges
and powers seemingly from time immemorial that they
would not easily relinquish.
One of the
keys to Louis’s power was that he was able to restructure the
central policy-making machinery of government because it
was part of his own court and household. The royal court
located at Versailles was an elaborate structure that served
different purposes: it was the personal household of the
king, the location of central governmental machinery, and
the place where powerful subjects came to find favors and
offices for themselves and their clients as well as the main
arena where rival aristocratic factions jostled for power.

ADMINISTRATION OF THE GOVERNMENT
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The greatest danger to Louis’s personal rule came from the
very high nobles and princes of the blood (the royal princes), who considered it their natural function to assert the
policy-making role of royal ministers. Louis eliminated this
threat by removing them from the royal council, the chief
administrative body of the king and overseer of the central
machinery of government, and enticing them to his court,
where he could keep them preoccupied with court life and
out of politics. Instead of the high nobility and royal princes,
Louis relied for his ministers on other nobles. His ministers
were expected to be subservient; said Louis, ‘‘I had no intention of sharing my authority with them.’’
Louis’s domination of his ministers and secretaries
gave him control of the central policy-making machinery
of government and thus authority over the traditional
areas of monarchical power: the formulation of foreign
policy, the making of war and peace, the assertion of the
secular power of the crown against any religious authority,
and the ability to levy taxes to fulfill these functions.
Louis had considerably less success with the internal administration of the kingdom, however. The traditional
groups and institutions of French society—the nobles,
officials, town councils, guilds, and representative Estates
in some provinces—were simply too powerful for the king
to have direct control over the lives of his subjects. Consequently, control of the provinces and the people was
achieved largely by bribing the individuals responsible for
executing the king’s policies. Nevertheless, local officials
could still obstruct the execution of policies they disliked,
indicating clearly that a so-called absolute monarch was
not always absolute. A recent study of Louis’s relationship
with the parlements, however, asserts that he was able
to exercise both political and economic control over these
provincial law courts, which were responsible for registering new laws sent to them by the king.
RELIGIOUS POLICY The maintenance of religious harmony
had long been considered an area of monarchical power.
The desire to keep it led Louis into conflict with the
French Huguenots. Louis XIV did not want to allow
Protestants to practice their faith in largely Catholic
France. Perhaps he was motivated by religion, but it is
more likely that Louis, who believed in the motto ‘‘One
king, one law, one faith,’’ felt that the existence of this
minority undermined his own political authority. In
October 1685, Louis issued the Edict of Fontainebleau
(fawnh-ten-BLOH). In addition to revoking the Edict of
Nantes, the new edict provided for the destruction of
Huguenot churches and the closing of Protestant schools.
It is estimated that 200,000 Huguenots defied the prohibition against their leaving France and sought asylum in
England, the United Provinces, and the German states.
Although it was once believed that this exodus weakened
the French economy, others maintain that an influx of
English and Irish political and religious refugees into France
offset the loss. Support for the expulsion of the Protestants
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The Palace of Versailles as Depicted in an Eighteenth-Century Engraving. Louis XIV
spent untold sums of money on the construction of a new royal residence at Versailles.
The enormous palace (it was more than a quarter of a mile long) also housed the members
of the king’s government and served as home for thousands of French nobles. As the largest
royal residence in Europe, Versailles impressed foreigners and became a source of envy for
other rulers.

came from Catholic laypeople, who rejected Protestant legal
rights, banned them from government meetings, and destroyed Protestant churches in an effort to regain Catholic
control of heavily populated Protestant regions.
The cost of building Versailles and
other palaces, maintaining his court, and pursuing his
wars made finances a crucial issue for Louis XIV. He was
most fortunate in having the services of Jean-Baptiste
Colbert (ZHAHNH-bah-TEEST kohl-BAYR) (1619–1683)
as controller general of finances. Colbert sought to increase the wealth and power of France through general
adherence to mercantilism, which stressed government
regulation of economic activities to benefit the state. To
decrease the need for imports and increase exports,
Colbert attempted to expand the quantity and improve
the quality of French manufactured goods. He founded

FINANCIAL ISSUES

new luxury industries, such as the royal tapestry works at
Beauvais; invited Venetian glassmakers and Flemish
clothmakers to France; drew up instructions regulating
the quality of goods produced; oversaw the training of
workers; and granted special privileges, including tax exemptions, loans, and subsidies, to individuals who established new industries. To improve communications and
the transportation of goods internally, he built roads and
canals. To decrease imports directly, he raised tariffs on
foreign manufactured goods, especially English and Dutch
cloth, and created a merchant marine to facilitate the
conveyance of French goods.
Although Colbert’s policies are given much credit for
fostering the development of manufacturing in France,
some historians are dubious about the usefulness of many
of his mercantilistic policies and question whether Colbert
stuck to rigid mercantilistic convictions. Regulations were
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Interior of Versailles: The Hall of Mirrors. Pictured here is the exquisite Hall of Mirrors at
Versailles. Located on the second floor, the hall overlooks the park below. Three hundred and
fifty-seven mirrors were placed on the wall opposite the windows in order to create an illusion
of even greater width. Careful planning went into every detail of the interior decoration. Even
the doorknobs were specially designed to reflect the magnificence of Versailles. This photo
shows the Hall of Mirrors after the restoration work that was completed in June 2007, a project
that took three years, cost 12 million euros (more than $16 million), and included the restoration
of the Bohemian crystal chandeliers.

often evaded, and the imposition of high tariffs brought
foreign retaliation. French trading companies entered the
scene too late to be really competitive with the English
and the Dutch. And above all, Colbert’s economic policies,
which were geared to making his king more powerful,
were ultimately self-defeating. The more revenue Colbert
collected to enable the king to make war, the faster Louis
depleted the treasury. At the same time, the burden of
taxes fell increasingly on the peasants, who still constituted the overwhelming majority of the French population. Nevertheless, some historians argue that although
Louis bankrupted the treasury in order to pay for his wars,
the economic practices implemented under Colbert, including investment in the shipping and textile industries
and improvements in transportation facilities, allowed for
greater economic growth in the eighteenth century.
The court of
Louis XIV at Versailles set a standard that was soon followed by other European rulers. In 1660, Louis decided to

DAILY LIFE AT THE COURT OF VERSAILLES
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convert a hunting lodge at Versailles, not far from the
capital city of Paris, into a chateau. Not until 1688, after
untold sums of money had been spent and tens of thousands of workers had labored incessantly, was construction completed on the enormous palace.
Versailles served many purposes. It was the residence
of the king, a reception hall for state affairs, an office
building for the members of the king’s government, and
the home of thousands of royal officials and aristocratic
courtiers. Versailles became a symbol for the French absolutist state and the power of the Sun King, Louis XIV. As
a visible manifestation of France’s superiority and wealth,
this lavish court was intended to overawe subjects and
impress foreign powers.
Versailles also served a practical political purpose. It
became home to the high nobility and princes of the blood
(the royal princes), those powerful figures who had aspired to hold the policy-making role of royal ministers. By
keeping them involved in the myriad activities that made
up daily life at the court of Versailles, Louis excluded them
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Travels with the King
The duc de Saint-Simon was one of many noble courtiers
who lived at Versailles and had firsthand experience of
court life there. In his Memoirs, he left a controversial and
critical account of Louis XIV and his court. In this selection,
Saint-Simon describes the price court ladies paid for the
‘‘privilege’’ of riding with the great king.

Duc de Saint-Simon, Memoirs
The King always traveled with his carriage full of
women: His mistresses, his bastard daughters, his
daughters-in-law, sometimes Madame [the wife of the
king’s brother], and the other ladies of the court when
there was room. This was the case for hunts, and trips
to Fontainebleau, Chantilly, Compiegne, and the like. . . .
In his carriage during these trips there was always an
abundance and variety of things to eat: meats, pastries,
and fruit. Before the carriage had gone a quarter league
the King would ask who was hungry. He never ate between meals, not even a fruit, but he enjoyed watching
others stuff themselves. It was mandatory to eat, with
appetite and good grace, and to be gay; otherwise; he
showed his displeasure by telling the guilty party she
was putting on airs and trying to be coy. The same

from real power while allowing them to share in the mystique of power as companions of the king.
Life at Versailles became a court ceremony with Louis
XIV at the center of it all. The king had little privacy; only
when he visited his wife or mother or mistress or met with
ministers was he free of the noble courtiers who swarmed
about the palace. Most daily ceremonies were carefully
staged, such as those attending Louis’s rising from bed,
dining, praying, attending Mass, and going to bed. A mob of
nobles aspired to assist the king in carrying out these solemn activities. It was considered a great honor for a noble
to be chosen to hand the king his shirt while dressing. But
why did nobles participate in so many ceremonies, some of
which were so obviously demeaning? Active involvement in
the activities at Versailles was the king’s prerequisite for
obtaining the offices, titles, and pensions that only he could
grant. This policy reduced great nobles and ecclesiastics, the
‘‘people of quality,’’ to a plane of equality, allowing Louis to
exercise control over them and prevent them from interfering in the real lines of power. To maintain their social
prestige, the ‘‘people of quality’’ were expected to adhere to
rigid standards of court etiquette appropriate to their rank.
Indeed, court etiquette became a complex matter. Nobles
and royal princes were arranged in an elaborate order of
seniority and expected to follow certain rules of precedence.
Who could sit down and on what kind of chair was a subject
of much debate. When Philip of Orleans, the king’s brother,
and his wife Charlotte sought to visit their daughter, the

ladies or princesses who had eaten that day at the
King’s table were obliged to eat again as though they
were weak from hunger. What is more, the women were
forbidden to mention their personal needs, which in any
case they could not have relieved without embarrassment, since there were guards and members of the
King’s household in front and in back of the carriage,
and officers and equerries riding alongside the doors.
The dust they kicked up choked everyone in the carriage, but the King, who loved fresh air, insisted that
all the windows remain open. He would have been extremely displeased if one of the ladies had pulled a
curtain to protect herself from the sun, the wind, or
the cold.
He pretended not to notice his passengers’ discomfort, and always traveled very fast, with the usual number of relays. Sickness in the carriage was a demerit
which ruled out further invitations. . . . When the king
had to relieve himself he did not hesitate to stop the
carriage and get out; but the ladies were not allowed
to budge.

Q

How would you describe the king’s personality?
Do you think this account might be biased? Why?

duchess of Lorraine, they encountered problems with Louis.
Charlotte told why in one of her letters:
The difficulty is that the Duke of Lorraine claims that he is
entitled to sit in an armchair in the presence of Philip and
myself because the Emperor gives him an armchair. To this
the King [Louis] replied that the Emperor’s ceremonial is one
thing and the King’s another, and that, for example, the
Emperor gives the cardinals armchairs, whereas here they
may never sit at all in the King’s presence.4

Louis refused to compromise; the duke of Lorraine was
only entitled to a stool. The duke balked, and Philip and
Charlotte canceled their visit.
Daily life at Versailles also included numerous forms of
entertainment. Walks through the gardens, boating trips,
performances of tragedies and comedies, ballets, and
concerts all provided sources of pleasure (see the box
above). Three evenings a week, from seven to ten, Louis
also held an appartement (uh-par-tuh-MAHNH) where he
was ‘‘at home’’ to his court. The appartement was characterized by a formal informality. Relaxed rules of etiquette
even allowed people to sit down in the presence of their
superiors. The evening’s entertainment began with a
concert, followed by games of billiards or cards, and ended
with a sumptuous buffet.
Both the increase in royal
power that Louis pursued and his desire for military glory
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France in 1630

MAP 15.2 The Wars of Louis XIV. The
Sun King instigated several wars in his
efforts to expand the power of France and
the Bourbon dynasty. Each military thrust
was met by a coalition of European states
that kept French gains minimal compared
with the amount of blood spilled and
capital spent.
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led the king to wage war. Under the secretary of war,
François-Michel Le Tellier (frahnh-SWAH-mee-SHEL luh
tel-YAY), the marquis of Louvois (loo-VWAH), France
developed a professional army numbering 100,000 men in
peacetime and 400,000 in time of war. Louis made war an
almost incessant activity of his reign. To achieve the
prestige and military glory befitting the Sun King as well
as to ensure the domination of his Bourbon dynasty over
European affairs, Louis waged four wars between 1667
and 1713 (see Map 15.2).
In 1667, Louis began his first war by invading the
Spanish Netherlands to his north and Franche-Comte to
the east. But the Triple Alliance of the Dutch, English, and
Swedes forced Louis to sue for peace in 1668 and accept a
few towns in the Spanish Netherlands for his efforts. He
never forgave the Dutch for arranging the Triple Alliance,
and in 1672, after isolating the Dutch, France invaded the
United Provinces with some initial success. But the French
victories led Brandenburg, Spain, and the Holy Roman
Empire to form a new coalition that forced Louis to end
the Dutch War by making peace at Nimwegen (NIM-vaygun) in 1678. While Dutch territory remained intact,
France received Franche-Comte from Spain, which served
merely to stimulate Louis’s appetite for even more land.
This time, Louis moved eastward against the Holy Roman Empire, which he perceived from his previous war as
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feeble and unable to resist. The gradual annexation of the
provinces of Alsace and Lorraine was followed by the occupation of the city of Strasbourg, a move that led to
widespread protest and the formation of a new coalition.
The creation of this League of Augsburg, consisting of
Spain, the Holy Roman Empire, the United Provinces,
Sweden, and England, led to Louis’s third war, the War of
the League of Augsburg (1689–1697). This bitterly contested eight-year struggle brought economic depression
and famine to France. The Treaty of Ryswick (RYZ-wik)
ending the war forced Louis to give up most of his conquests in the empire, although he was allowed to keep
Strasbourg and part of Alsace. The gains were hardly
worth the bloodshed and the misery he had caused the
French people.
Louis’s fourth war, the War of the Spanish Succession
(1702–1713), was over bigger stakes, the succession to the
Spanish throne. Charles II, the sickly and childless Habsburg ruler, left the throne of Spain in his will to a
grandson of Louis XIV. When the latter became King
Philip V of Spain after Charles’s death, the suspicion that
Spain and France would eventually be united in the same
dynastic family caused the formation of a new coalition,
determined to prevent a Bourbon hegemony that would
mean the certain destruction of the European balance of
power. This coalition of England, the United Provinces,
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Habsburg Austria, and German states opposed France and
Spain in a war that dragged on in Europe and the colonial
empires in North America for eleven years. In a number of
battles, including the memorable defeat of the French
forces at Blenheim in 1704 by allied troops led by the
English commander, John Churchill, duke of Marlborough, the coalition wore down Louis’s forces. An end to
the war finally came with the Peace of Utrecht in 1713
and of Rastatt in 1714. Although these peace treaties
confirmed Philip V as the Spanish ruler, initiating a
Spanish Bourbon dynasty that would last into the twentieth century, they also affirmed that the thrones of Spain
and France were to remain separated. The Spanish
Netherlands, Milan, and Naples were given to Austria, and
the emerging state of Brandenburg-Prussia gained additional territories. The real winner at Utrecht, however,
was England, which received Gibraltar as well as the
French possessions in America of Newfoundland, Hudson
Bay Territory, and Nova Scotia. Though France, by its
sheer size and position, remained a great power, England
had emerged as a formidable naval force.
Only two years after the treaty, the Sun King was dead,
leaving France in debt and surrounded by enemies. On his
deathbed, the seventy-six-year-old monarch seemed remorseful when he told his successor:
Soon you will be King of a great kingdom. I urge you not to
forget your duty to God; remember that you owe everything
to Him. Try to remain at peace with your neighbors. I loved
war too much. Do not follow me in that or in overspending.
Take advice in everything; try to find the best course and
follow it. Lighten your people’s burden as soon as possible,
and do what I have had the misfortune not to do myself.5

Did Louis mean it? Did Louis ever realize how tarnished the glory he had sought had become? Ten years
before the end of his reign one of his subjects wrote:
‘‘Even the people . . . who have so much loved you, and
have placed such trust in you, begin to lose their love,
their trust, and even their respect . . . They believe you
have no pity for their sorrows, that you are devoted only
to your power and your glory.’’6 In any event, the advice to
his successor was probably not remembered; his greatgrandson was only five years old.

The Decline of Spain
At the beginning of the seventeenth century, Spain
possessed the most populous empire in the world, controlling almost all of South America and a number of
settlements in Asia and Africa. To most Europeans,
Spain still seemed the greatest power of the age, but the
reality was quite different. The treasury was empty;
Philip II went bankrupt in 1596 from excessive expenditures on war, and his successor, Philip III, did the
same in 1607 by spending a fortune on his court. The
armed forces were out-of-date, the government was inefficient, and the commercial class was weak in the midst of
a suppressed peasantry, a luxury-loving class of nobles,
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and an oversupply of priests and monks. Spain continued
to play the role of a great power, but appearances were
deceiving.
During the reign of Philip III (1598–1621), many of
Spain’s weaknesses became apparent. Interested only in
court luxury or miracle-working relics, Philip III allowed
his first minister, the greedy duke of Lerma, to run the
country. The aristocratic Lerma’s primary interest was
accumulating power and wealth for himself and his family.
As important offices were filled with his relatives, crucial
problems went unsolved.
THE REIGN OF PHILIP IV The reign of Philip IV (1621–
1665) seemed to offer hope for a revival of Spain’s energies, especially in the capable hands of his chief minister, Gaspar de Guzman (gahs-PAR day goos-MAHN),
the count of Olivares (oh-lee-BAH-rayss). This clever,
hardworking, and power-hungry statesman dominated
the king’s every move and worked to revive the interests
of the monarchy. A flurry of domestic reform decrees,
aimed at curtailing the power of the Catholic Church and
the landed aristocracy, was soon followed by a political
reform program whose purpose was to further centralize
the government of all Spain and its possessions in monarchical hands. All of these efforts met with little real
success, however, because both the number (estimated at
one-fifth of the population) and the power of the Spanish
aristocrats made them too strong to curtail in any significant fashion.
At the same time, most of the efforts of Olivares and
Philip were undermined by their desire to pursue Spain’s
imperial glory and by a series of internal revolts. Spain’s
involvement in the Thirty Years’ War led to a series of
frightfully expensive military campaigns that incited
internal revolts and years of civil war. Unfortunately
for Spain, the campaigns also failed to produce victory.
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THE RISE OF BRANDENBURG - PRUSSIA The evolution of
Brandenburg into a powerful state was largely the work of
the Hohenzollern (hoh-en-TSULL-urn) dynasty, which in
1415 had come to rule the insignificant principality in
northeastern Germany (see Map 15.3). In 1609, the Hohenzollerns inherited some lands in the Rhine valley in
western Germany; nine years later, they received the duchy
of Prussia (East Prussia). By the seventeenth century, then,
the dominions of the house of Hohenzollern, now called
Brandenburg-Prussia, consisted of three disconnected
masses in western, central, and eastern Germany; only the
person of the Hohenzollern ruler connected them.
The foundation for the Prussian state was laid by
Frederick William the Great Elector (1640–1688), who
came to power in the midst of the Thirty Years’ War.
Realizing that Brandenburg-Prussia was a small, open
territory with no natural frontiers for defense, Frederick
William built a competent and efficient standing army. By
1678, he possessed a force of 40,000 men that absorbed
more than 50 percent of the state’s revenues. To sustain
the army and his own power, Frederick William established the General War Commissariat to levy taxes for the
army and oversee its growth and training. The Commissariat soon evolved into an agency for civil government as
well. Directly responsible to the elector, the new bureaucratic machine became his chief instrument for governing
the state. Many of its officials were members of the
Prussian landed aristocracy, the Junkers (YOONG-kers),
who also served as officers in the all-important army.
The nobles’ support for Frederick William’s policies
derived from the tacit agreement that he made with them.
In order to eliminate the power that the members of the
nobility could exercise in their provincial Estates-General,
Frederick William made a deal with the nobles. In return
for a free hand in running the government (in other
words, for depriving the provincial Estates of their power),
he gave the nobles almost unlimited power over their

As Olivares wrote to King Philip IV, ‘‘God wants us to
make peace; for He is depriving us visibly and absolutely
of all the means of war.’’7 At the Battle of Rocroi in 1643,
much of the Spanish army was destroyed.
The defeats in Europe and the internal revolts of the
1640s ended any illusions about Spain’s greatness. The
actual extent of Spain’s economic difficulties is still debated, but there is no question about its foreign losses.
Dutch independence was formally recognized by the Peace
of Westphalia in 1648, and the Peace of the Pyrenees with
France in 1659 meant the surrender of Artois and the
outlying defenses of the Spanish Netherlands as well as
certain border regions that went to France.
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emerge as major powers in the seventeenth
century?
During the seventeenth century, a development of great
importance for the modern Western world took place in
central and eastern Europe, as three new powers made
their appearance: Prussia, Austria, and Russia.

The German States
The Peace of Westphalia, which officially ended the Thirty
Years’ War in 1648, left each of the states in the Holy
Roman Empire virtually autonomous and sovereign. Properly speaking, there was no longer a German state but
rather more than three hundred little Germanies. Of these,
two emerged as great European powers in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries.
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MAP 15.3 The Growth of BrandenburgPrussia. Frederick William the Great Elector laid
the foundation for a powerful state when he
increased the size and efficiency of the army,
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landed aristocracy. Later rulers added more
territory.
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MAP 15.4 The Growth of the Austrian Empire. The Habsburgs had hoped to establish a
German empire, but the results of the Thirty Years’ War crushed that dream. So Austria
expanded to the east and the south, primarily at the expense of the Ottoman Empire, and also
gained the Spanish Netherlands and former Spanish territories in Italy.

In which areas did the Austrian Empire have access to the Mediterranean Sea, and
Q why
would that potentially be important?
View an animated version of this map or related maps on the CourseMate website.

peasants, exempted the nobles from taxation, and awarded
them the highest ranks in the army and the Commissariat
with the understanding that they would not challenge his
political control. As for the peasants, the nobles were allowed to appropriate their land and bind them to the soil
as serfs. Serfdom was not new to Brandenburg-Prussia,
but Frederick William reinforced it through his concessions to the nobles.
To build Brandenburg-Prussia’s economy, Frederick
William followed the fashionable mercantilist policies,
constructing roads and canals and using high tariffs, subsidies, and monopolies for manufacturers to stimulate domestic industry. At the same time, however, he continued
to favor the interests of the nobility at the expense of the
commercial and industrial middle classes in the towns.
Frederick William laid the groundwork for the Prussian
state; his son Frederick III (1688–1713) made one further
significant contribution: in return for aiding the Holy
Roman Emperor in the War of the Spanish Succession, he
was officially granted the title of king-in-Prussia. Thus was
Elector Frederick III transformed into King Frederick I,
ruler of an important new player on the European stage.
THE EMERGENCE OF AUSTRIA The Austrian Habsburgs
had long played a significant role in European politics as
Holy Roman Emperors, but by the end of the Thirty Years’

War, the Habsburg hopes of creating an empire in Germany
had been dashed. In the seventeenth century, the house of
Austria made an important transition; the German empire
was lost, but a new empire was created in eastern and
southeastern Europe.
The nucleus of the new Austrian Empire remained the
traditional Austrian hereditary possessions: Lower and Upper
Austria, Carinthia, Carniola, Styria, and Tyrol (see Map 15.4).
To these had been added the kingdom of Bohemia and parts
of northwestern Hungary in the sixteenth century.
In the seventeenth century, Leopold I (1658–1705) encouraged the eastward movement of the Austrian Empire,
but he was sorely challenged by the revival of Ottoman
power. Having moved into Transylvania, the Ottomans
eventually pushed westward and laid siege to Vienna in
1683. A European army, led by the Austrians, counterattacked and decisively defeated the Ottomans in 1687. By
the Treaty of Karlowitz (KARL-oh-vits) in 1699, Austria took
control of Hungary, Transylvania, Croatia, and Slovenia, thus
establishing an Austrian Empire in southeastern Europe. At
the end of the War of the Spanish Succession, Austria gained
possession of the Spanish Netherlands and received formal
recognition of its occupation of the Spanish possessions in
Italy, namely, Milan, Mantua, Sardinia, and Naples. By the
beginning of the eighteenth century, the house of Austria
had acquired an empire of considerable size.
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Italy: From Spanish to Austrian Rule
By 1530, Emperor Charles V had managed to defeat the
French armies in Italy and become the arbiter of Italy (see
Chapter 13). Initially, he was content to establish close
ties with many native Italian rulers and allowed them to rule,
provided that they recognized his dominant role. But in 1540,
he gave the duchy of Milan to his son Philip II and transferred
all imperial rights over Italy to the Spanish monarchy.
From the beginning of Philip II’s reign in 1556 until
1713, the Spanish presence was felt everywhere in Italy.
Only Florence, the Papal States, and Venice managed to
maintain relatively independent policies. At the same time,
the influence of the papacy became oppressive in Italy as
the machinery of the Catholic Counter-Reformation—the
Inquisition, the Index, and the Jesuits—was used to
stifle all resistance to the Catholic orthodoxy created by
the Council of Trent (see Chapter 13).
At the beginning of the eighteenth century, Italy suffered further from the struggles between France and
Spain. But it was Austria, not France, that benefited the
most from the War of the Spanish Succession. By gaining
Milan, Mantua, Sardinia, and Naples, Austria supplanted
Spain as the dominant power in Italy.

In the seventeenth century, Muscovite society was
highly stratified. At the top was the tsar, who claimed to
be a divinely ordained autocratic ruler. Russian society
was dominated by an upper class of landed aristocrats
who, in the course of the seventeenth century, managed
to bind their peasants to the land. An abundance of land
and a shortage of peasants made serfdom desirable to the
landowners. Townspeople were also controlled. Many
merchants were not allowed to move from their cities
without government permission or to sell their businesses
to anyone outside their class. In the seventeenth century,
merchant and peasant revolts as well as a schism in the
Russian Orthodox Church created very unsettled conditions. In the midst of these political and religious upheavals, seventeenth-century Moscow was experiencing
more frequent contacts with the West, and Western ideas
were beginning to penetrate a few Russian circles. But
Russia remained largely outside the framework of the
West: the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the geographic discoveries of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries made little impact on Russia. At the end of the
seventeenth century, Peter the Great (1689–1725) noticeably accelerated the westernizing process.
Peter
the Great was an unusual character. A strong man, towering 6 feet 9 inches tall, Peter was coarse in his tastes and

THE REIGN OF PETER THE GREAT (1689–1725)

Museum of History, Moscow// c Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY

The Austrian monarchy, however, never became a
highly centralized, absolutist state, primarily because it
included so many different national groups. The Austrian
Empire remained a collection of territories held together
by a personal union. The Habsburg emperor was archduke
of Austria, king of Bohemia, and king of Hungary. Each of
these areas had its own laws, Estates-General, and political life. The landed aristocrats throughout the empire
were connected by a common bond of service to the house
of Habsburg, as military officers or government bureaucrats, but no other common sentiment tied the regions
together. Nevertheless, by the beginning of the eighteenth
century, Austria was a populous empire in central Europe
of great potential military strength.

Russia: From Fledgling Principality
to Major Power
A new Russian state had emerged in the fifteenth century
under the leadership of the principality of Moscow and its
grand dukes (see Chapter 12). In the sixteenth century,
Ivan IV the Terrible (1533–1584), who was the first ruler
to take the title of tsar (‘‘Caesar’’), expanded the territories
of Russia eastward after finding westward expansion
blocked by the powerful Swedish and Polish states. Ivan
also extended the autocracy of the tsar by crushing the
power of the Russian nobility, known as the boyars.
Ivan’s dynasty came to an end in 1598 and was followed
by a resurgence of aristocratic power in a period of anarchy known as the Time of Troubles. It did not end until
the Zemsky Sobor (ZEM-skee suh-BOR), or national assembly, chose Michael Romanov (1613–1645) as the new
tsar, beginning a dynasty that lasted until 1917.
464

Peter the Great. Peter the Great wished to westernize Russia,
especially in the realm of technical skills. His foremost goal was
the creation of a strong army and navy in order to make Russia
a great power. Jean Marc Nattier, a French artist, painted this
portrait of the armored tsar in 1717.
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Peter the Great Deals with a Rebellion
During his first visit to the West in 1697–1698, Peter
received word that the Streltsy, an elite military unit
stationed in Moscow, had revolted against his authority.
Peter hurried home and crushed the revolt in a very savage fashion. This selection is taken from an Austrian account of how Peter dealt with the rebels.

Peter and the Streltsy
How sharp was the pain, how great the indignation, to
which the tsar’s Majesty was mightily moved, when he
knew of the rebellion of the Streltsy, betraying openly
a mind panting for vengeance! He was still tarrying at
Vienna, quite full of the desire of setting out for Italy;
but, fervid as was his curiosity of rambling abroad, it
was, nevertheless, speedily extinguished on the announcement of the troubles that had broken out in the
bowels of his realm. Going immediately to Lefort . . . , he
thus indignantly broke out: ‘‘Tell me, Francis, how I can
reach Moscow by the shortest way, in a brief space, so
that I may wreak vengeance on this great perfidy of my
people, with punishments worthy of their abominable
crime. Not one of them shall escape with impunity.
Around my royal city, which, with their impious efforts,
they planned to destroy, I will have gibbets and gallows
set upon the walls and ramparts, and each and every
one of them will I put to a direful death.’’ Nor did he
long delay the plan for his justly excited wrath; he took
the quick post, as his ambassador suggested, and in four
weeks’ time he had got over about 300 miles without

rude in his behavior. He enjoyed a low kind of humor—
belching contests, crude jokes, comical funerals—and
vicious punishments including floggings, impalings,
roastings, and beard burnings (see the box above). Peter
gained a firsthand view of the West when he made a trip
there in 1697–1698 and returned to Russia with a firm
determination to westernize or Europeanize his realm.
Perhaps too much has been made of Peter’s desire to
westernize his ‘‘backward country.’’ Peter’s policy of Europeanization was largely technical. He admired European
technology and gadgets and desired to transplant these to
Russia. Only this kind of modernization could give him
the army and navy he needed to make Russia a great
power.
As could be expected, one of his first priorities was the
reorganization of the army and the creation of a navy.
Employing both Russians and Europeans as officers, he
conscripted peasants for twenty-five-year stints of service
to build a standing army of 210,000 men. Peter has also
been given credit for forming the first Russian navy.
Peter also reorganized the central government, partly
along Western lines. In 1711, he created the Senate to

accident, and arrived the 4th of September, 1698—a
monarch for the well deposed, but an avenger for the
wicked.
His first anxiety after his arrival was about the
rebellion—in what it consisted, what the insurgents
meant, who dared to instigate such a crime. And as nobody could answer accurately upon all points, and some
pleaded their own ignorance, others the obstinacy of
the Streltsy, he began to have suspicions of everybody’s
loyalty. . . . No day, holy or profane, were the inquisitors
idle; every day was deemed fit and lawful for torturing.
There was as many scourges as there were accused, and
every inquisitor was a butcher. . . . The whole month of
October was spent in lacerating the backs of culprits
with the knout and with flames; no day were those that
were left alive exempt from scourging or scorching; or
else they were broken upon the wheel, or driven to the
gibbet, or slain with the ax. . . .
To prove to all people how holy and inviolable are
those walls of the city which the Streltsy rashly meditated scaling in a sudden assault, beams were run out
from all the embrasures in the walls near the gates, in
each of which two rebels were hanged. This day beheld
about two hundred and fifty die that death. There are
few cities fortified with as many palisades as Moscow
has given gibbets to her guardian Streltsy.

Q

How did Peter deal with the revolt of the Streltsy?
What does his approach to this problem tell us
about the tsar?

supervise the administrative machinery of the state while
he was away on military campaigns. In time, the Senate
became something like a ruling council, but its ineffectiveness caused Peter to borrow the Western institution of
‘‘colleges,’’ or boards of administrators entrusted with
specific functions, such as foreign affairs, war, and justice.
To impose the rule of the central government more effectively throughout the land, Peter divided Russia into
eight provinces and later, in 1719, into fifty. Although he
hoped to create a ‘‘police state,’’ by which he meant a wellordered community governed in accordance with law, few
of his bureaucrats shared his concept of honest service
and duty to the state. Peter hoped for a sense of civic duty,
but his own forceful personality created an atmosphere of
fear that prevented it. He wrote to one administrator,
‘‘According to these orders act, act, act. I won’t write more,
but you will pay with your head if you interpret orders
again.’’8
To further his administrative aims, Peter demanded
that all members of the landholding class serve in either
military or civil offices. Moreover, in 1722, Peter instituted the Table of Ranks to create opportunities for
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nonnobles to serve the state and join the nobility. All civil
offices were ranked according to fourteen levels; a parallel
list of fourteen grades was also created for all military
offices. Every official was then required to begin at level
one and work his way up the ranks. When a nonnoble
reached the eighth rank, he acquired noble status. This
attempt by Peter to create a new nobility based on merit
was not carried on by his successors.
To obtain the enormous amount of money needed for
an army and navy that absorbed as much as four-fifths of
the state revenue, Peter adopted Western mercantilistic
policies to stimulate economic growth. He tried to increase exports and develop new industries while exploiting domestic resources like the iron mines in the Urals.
But his military needs were endless, and he came to rely
on the old expedient of simply raising taxes, imposing
additional burdens on the hapless peasants, who were
becoming ever more oppressed in Peter’s Russia.
Peter also sought to gain state control of the Russian
Orthodox Church. In 1721, he abolished the position
of patriarch and created a body called the Holy Synod
to make decisions for the church. At its head stood a
procurator, a layman who represented the interests of
the tsar and assured Peter of effective domination of the
church.
Shortly after his return from the West in 1698, Peter
had begun to introduce Western customs, practices, and
manners into Russia. He ordered the preparation of the
first Russian book of etiquette to teach Western manners.
Among other things, it pointed out that it was not polite
to spit on the floor or to scratch oneself at dinner. Because
Europeans at that time did not wear beards or traditional
longskirted coats, Russian beards had to be shaved and
coats shortened, a reform Peter personally enforced at
court by shaving off his nobles’ beards and cutting their
coats at the knees with his own hands. Outside the court,
barbers and tailors planted at town gates enforced the
edicts by cutting the beards and cloaks of those who entered or left.
One group of Russians benefited greatly from Peter’s
cultural reforms—women. Having watched women mixing
freely with men in Western courts, Peter shattered the
seclusion of upper-class Russian women and demanded
that they remove the traditional veils that covered their
faces. Peter also decreed that social gatherings be held
three times a week in the large houses of Saint Petersburg
where men and women could mix for conversation, card
games, and dancing, which Peter had learned in the West.
The tsar also now insisted that women could marry of
their own free will.
RUSSIA AS A MILITARY POWER The object of Peter’s
domestic reforms was to make Russia into a great state
and a military power. His primary goal was to ‘‘open a
window to the West,’’ meaning a port easily accessible to
Europe. This could only be achieved on the Baltic, but at
that time the Baltic coast was controlled by Sweden, the
most important power in northern Europe. Desirous of
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these lands, Peter, with the support of Poland and Denmark, attacked Sweden in the summer of 1700 believing
that the young king of Sweden, Charles XII, could easily be
defeated. Charles, however, proved to be a brilliant general. He smashed the Danes, flattened the Poles, and with
a well-disciplined force of only 8,000 men, routed the
Russian army of 40,000 at the Battle of Narva (1700). The
Great Northern War (1701–1721) soon ensued.
But Peter fought back. He reorganized his army along
Western lines and at the Battle of Poltava (pul-TAH-vuh)
in 1709 defeated Charles’s army decisively. Although the
war dragged on for another twelve years, the Peace of
Nystadt (NEE-shtaht) in 1721 gave formal recognition to
what Peter had already achieved: the acquisition of Estonia, Livonia, and Karelia (see Map 15.5). Sweden had become a second-rate power, and Russia was now the great
European state Peter had wanted. And he was building it a
fine capital. Early in the war, in the northern marshlands
along the Baltic, Peter had begun to construct a new city,
Saint Petersburg, his window on the West and a symbol
that Russia was looking westward to Europe. Though its
construction cost the lives of thousands of peasants, the
city was completed during Peter’s lifetime. It remained the
Russian capital until 1917.
Peter modernized and westernized Russia to the extent that it became a great military power and, by his
death in 1725, an important member of the European
state system. But his policies were also detrimental to
Russia. Westernization was a bit of a sham, because
Western culture reached only the upper classes, and the
real object of the reforms, the creation of a strong military, only added more burdens to the masses of the
Russian people. The forceful way in which Peter the
Great imposed westernization led his people to distrust
Europe and Western civilization rather than embrace
them.

The Great Northern States
As the economic thoroughfare for the products of eastern
Europe and the West, the Baltic Sea bestowed special
importance on the lands surrounding it. In the sixteenth
century, Sweden had broken its ties with Denmark and
emerged as an independent state (see Chapter 13). Despite their common Lutheran religion, Denmark’s and
Sweden’s territorial ambitions in northern Europe kept
them in almost constant rivalry in the seventeenth
century.
Under Christian IV (1588–1648), Denmark
seemed a likely candidate for expansion, but it met with
little success. The system of electing monarchs forced the
kings to share their power with the Danish nobility, who
exercised strict control over the peasants who worked
their lands. Danish ambitions for ruling the Baltic were
severely curtailed by the losses they sustained in the
Thirty Years’ War and later in the so-called Northern War
(1655–1660) with Sweden.
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MAP 15.5 Russia: From Principality to Nation-State. Russia had swelled in size since its
emergence in the fifteenth century. Peter the Great, however, modernized the country, instituting
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from Sweden, giving Russia a port at Saint Petersburg.
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balance of power in Europe?
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Danish military losses led to a constitutional crisis in
which a meeting of Denmark’s Estates brought to pass a
bloodless revolution in 1660. The power of the nobility
was curtailed, a hereditary monarchy was reestablished,
and a new absolutist constitution was proclaimed in 1665.
Under Christian V (1670–1699), a centralized administration was instituted with the nobility as the chief
officeholders.
Compared with Denmark, Sweden seemed a
relatively poor country, and historians have had difficulty
explaining why it played such a large role in European
affairs in the seventeenth century. Sweden’s economy was
weak, and the monarchy was still locked in conflict with
the powerful Swedish nobility. During the reign of Gustavus Adolphus (1611–1632), his wise and dedicated chief
minister, Axel Oxenstierna (AHK-sul OOK-sen-shur-nah),
persuaded the king to adopt a new policy in which the
nobility formed a ‘‘First Estate’’ occupying the bureaucratic positions of an expanded central government. This
created a stable monarchy and freed the king to raise a
formidable army and participate in the Thirty Years’ War,
only to be killed in battle in 1632.
Sweden entered a period of severe political crisis after
the death of Gustavus Adolphus. His daughter Christina
(1633–1654) proved to be far more interested in philosophy

SWEDEN

and religion than ruling. Her tendency to favor the interests of the nobility caused the other estates of the Riksdag
(reeks-TAGH), Sweden’s parliament—the burghers, clergy,
and peasants—to protest. In 1654, tired of ruling and
wishing to become a Catholic, which was forbidden in
Sweden, Christina abdicated in favor of her cousin, who
became King Charles X (1654–1660). His accession to the
throne defused a potentially explosive peasant revolt
against the nobility.
Charles X reestablished domestic order, but it was his
successor, Charles XI (1660–1697), who did the painstaking work of building the Swedish monarchy along the
lines of an absolute monarchy. By retaking control of
the crown lands and the revenues attached to them from
the nobility, Charles managed to weaken the independent
power of the nobles. He built up a bureaucracy, subdued
both the Riksdag and the church, improved the army and
navy, and left to his son, Charles XII (1697–1718), a wellorganized Swedish state that dominated northern Europe.
In 1693, he and his heirs were acclaimed as ‘‘absolute,
sovereign kings, responsible for their actions to no man
on earth.’’
Charles XII was primarily interested in military affairs.
Energetic and regarded as a brilliant general, his grandiose plans and strategies, which involved Sweden in
conflicts with Poland, Denmark, and Russia, proved to be
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Sweden’s undoing. By the time he died in 1718, Charles XII
had lost much of Sweden’s northern empire to Russia, and
Sweden’s status as a first-class northern power had ended.

The Ottoman Empire
After conquering Constantinople in 1453, the Ottoman
Turks tried to complete their conquest of the Balkans,
where they had been established since the fourteenth
century (see Map 15.6). Although they were successful in
taking the Romanian territory of Wallachia in 1476, the
resistance of the Hungarians kept them from advancing
up the Danube valley. From 1480 to 1520, internal
problems and the need to consolidate their eastern frontiers kept the Turks from any further attacks on Europe.
The reign of Sultan Suleiman (soo-lay-MAHN) I the
Magnificent (1520–1566), however, brought the Turks
back to Europe’s attention. Advancing up the Danube, the
468

Turks seized Belgrade in 1521 and Hungary by 1526, although their attempts to conquer Vienna in 1529 were
repulsed. At the same time, the Turks extended their
power into the western Mediterranean, threatening to
turn it into a Turkish lake until a large Turkish fleet was
destroyed by the Spanish at Lepanto (in modern-day
Greece) in 1571. Despite the defeat, the Turks continued
to hold nominal control over the southern shores along
the Mediterranean.
Although Europeans frequently spoke of new Christian
Crusades against the ‘‘infidel’’ Turks, by the beginning of
the seventeenth century the Ottoman Empire was being
treated like just another European power by European
rulers seeking alliances and trade concessions. The Ottoman
Empire possessed a highly effective governmental system,
especially when it was led by strong sultans or powerful
grand viziers (prime ministers). The splendid capital,
Constantinople, possessed a population far larger than
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MAP 15.6 The Ottoman Empire. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Ottoman
Empire possessed an effective bureaucracy and military. During this period, it conquered much
of the Balkans and made inroads into eastern Europe; by 1699, however, it had lost the farthest
reaches of its European territory and would never again pose a serious threat to Europe.

In what region did the Ottomans make the greatest territorial gains in the sixteenth
Q century?
View an animated version of this map or related maps on the CourseMate website.

that of any European city. Nevertheless, Ottoman politics
periodically degenerated into bloody intrigues as factions
fought each other for influence and the throne. In one
particularly gruesome practice, a ruling sultan would murder his brothers to avoid challenges to his rule. Despite
the periodic bouts of civil chaos, a well-trained bureaucracy of civil servants continued to administer state affairs
efficiently.
A well-organized military system also added to the
strength of the Ottoman Empire. Especially outstanding
were the Janissaries, composed of Christian boys who had
been taken from their parents, converted to the Muslim
faith, and subjected to rigid military discipline to form an
elite core of 8,000 troops personally loyal to the sultan.
In the first half of the seventeenth century, the Ottoman Empire was a ‘‘sleeping giant.’’ Occupied by domestic

bloodletting and severely threatened by a challenge from
Persia, the Ottomans were content with the status quo in
eastern Europe. But under a new line of grand viziers in
the second half of the seventeenth century, the Ottoman
Empire again took the offensive. By 1683, the Ottomans
had marched through the Hungarian plain and laid siege
to Vienna. Repulsed by a mixed army of Austrians, Poles,
Bavarians, and Saxons, the Turks retreated and were
pushed out of Hungary by a new European coalition. Although they retained the core of their empire, the Ottoman
Turks would never again be a threat to Europe.

The Limits of Absolutism
In recent decades, historical studies of local institutions have
challenged the traditional picture of absolute monarchs.
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Limited Monarchy
and Republics
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: What were the main issues in
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struggle between king and Parliament in
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seventeenth-century England, and how were they
resolved?
Almost everywhere in Europe in the seventeenth century,
kings and their ministers were in control of central governments that sought to impose order by strengthening
their powers. But not all European states followed the
pattern of absolute monarchy. In eastern Europe, the
Polish aristocracy controlled a virtually powerless king. In
western Europe, two great states—the Dutch Republic and
England—successfully resisted the power of hereditary
monarchs.

The Weakness of the Polish Monarchy
Much of Polish history revolved around the bitter struggle
between the crown and the landed nobility. The dynastic
union of Jagiello (yahg-YEL-oh), grand prince of Lithuania,
with the Polish queen Jadwiga (yahd-VEE-guh) resulted
in a large Lithuanian-Polish state in 1386, although it
was not until 1569 that a formal merger occurred between the two crowns. The union of Poland and Lithuania
under the Jagiello dynasty had created the largest kingdom in Christendom at the beginning of the fifteenth
century. As a result, Poland-Lithuania played a major role
in eastern Europe in the fifteenth century and also ruled
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much of Ukraine by the end of the sixteenth century.
Poland-Lithuania had a rather unique governmental system in that assemblies of nobles elected the king and
carefully limited royal power. The power of the nobles also
enabled them to keep the Polish peasantry in a state of
serfdom.
In 1572, when the Jagiello dynasty came to an end, a
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goal but by the end
of the seventeenth century had become a weak, decentralized state.
It was the elective nature of the Polish monarchy that
reduced it to impotence. The Sejm (SAYM), or Polish diet,
was a two-chamber assembly in which landowners completely dominated the few townspeople and lawyers who
were also members. To be elected to the kingship, prospective monarchs had to agree to share power with the
Sejm (in effect with the nobles) in matters of taxation,
foreign and military policy, and the appointment of state
officials and judges. The power of the Sejm had disastrous
results for central monarchical authority, for the real aim
of most of its members was to ensure that central authority would not affect their local interests. The acceptance of the liberum veto in 1652, whereby the meetings
of the Sejm could be stopped by a single dissenting
member, reduced government to virtual chaos.
Poland, then, was basically a confederation of semiindependent estates of landed nobles. By the late seventeenth century, it had also become a battleground for
foreign powers, who found the nation easy to invade but
difficult to rule.
NB
UR

We now recognize that their power was far from absolute,
and it is misleading to think that they actually controlled
the lives of their subjects. In 1700, government for most
people still meant the local institutions that affected their
lives: local courts, local tax collectors, and local organizers
of armed forces. Kings and ministers might determine
policies and issue guidelines, but they still had to function
through local agents and had no guarantee that their
wishes would be carried out. A mass of urban and provincial privileges, liberties, and exemptions (including
from taxation) and a whole host of corporate bodies and
interest groups—provincial and national Estates, clerical
officials, officeholders who had bought or inherited their
positions, and provincial nobles—limited what monarchs
could achieve. The most successful rulers were not those
who tried to destroy the old system but rather those like
Louis XIV, who knew how to use the old system to their
advantage. Above all other considerations stood the
landholding nobility. Everywhere in the seventeenth
century, the landed aristocracy played an important role
in the European monarchical system. As military officers,
judges, officeholders, and landowners in control of vast,
untaxed estates, their power remained immense. In some
places, their strength put severe limits on how effectively
even absolute monarchs could rule.

The Golden Age of the Dutch Republic
The seventeenth century has often been called the golden
age of the Dutch Republic as the United Provinces held
center stage as one of Europe’s great powers. Like France
and England, the United Provinces was an Atlantic power,
underlining the importance of the shift of political and
economic power from the Mediterranean basin to the
countries on the Atlantic seaboard. As a result of the
sixteenth-century revolt of the Netherlands, the seven
northern provinces, which began to call themselves the
United Provinces of the Netherlands in 1581, became the
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core of the modern Dutch state. The new state was officially recognized by the Peace of Westphalia in 1648.
With independence came internal dissension. There
were two chief centers of political power in the new state.
Each province had an official known as a stadholder (STADhohl-dur) who was responsible for leading the army and
maintaining order. Beginning with William of Orange and
his heirs, the house of Orange occupied the stadholderate
in most of the seven provinces and favored the development of a centralized government with themselves as
hereditary monarchs. The States General, an assembly of
representatives from every province, opposed the Orangist
ambitions and advocated a decentralized or republican
form of government. For much of the seventeenth century, the republican forces were in control. But in 1672,
burdened with war against both France and England, the
United Provinces turned to William III (1672–1702) of the
house of Orange to establish a monarchical regime. But
his death in 1702 without a direct heir enabled the republican forces to gain control once more, although the
struggle persisted throughout the eighteenth century.
Underlying Dutch prominence in the seventeenth
century was economic prosperity, fueled by the role of
the Dutch as carriers of European trade. But warfare
proved disastrous to the Dutch Republic. Wars with
France and England placed heavy burdens on Dutch finances and manpower. English shipping began to challenge what had been Dutch commercial supremacy, and
by 1715, the Dutch were experiencing a serious economic
decline.
LIFE IN SEVENTEENTH - CENTURY AMSTERDAM By the
beginning of the seventeenth century, Amsterdam had
replaced Antwerp as the financial and commercial capital
of Europe. In 1570, Amsterdam had 30,000 inhabitants;
by 1610, that number had doubled as refugees poured in,
especially from the Spanish Netherlands. In 1613, this
rapid growth caused the city government to approve an
‘‘urban expansion plan’’ that increased the city’s territory
from 500 to 1,800 acres through the construction of three
large concentric canals. Builders prepared plots for the
tall, narrow-fronted houses that were characteristic of
the city by hammering wooden columns through the mud
to the firm sand underneath. The canals in turn made it
possible for merchants and artisans to use the upper
stories of their houses as storerooms for their goods.
Wares carried by small boats were hoisted to the top
windows of these dwellings by block and tackle beams
fastened to the gables of the roofs. Amsterdam’s physical
expansion was soon matched by its population as the city
grew to 200,000 by 1660.
The exuberant expansion of Amsterdam in the seventeenth century owed much to the city’s role as the commercial and financial center of Europe. But what had
made this possible? For one thing, Amsterdam merchants
possessed vast fleets of ships, many of which were used
for the lucrative North Sea herring catch. Amsterdambased ships were also important carriers for the products

of other countries. The Dutch invention of the fluyt
(FLYT), a shallow-draft ship of large capacity, enabled the
transport of enormous quantities of cereals, timber, and
iron.
Amsterdam merchants unloaded their cargoes at Dam
Square, where all goods weighing more than 50 pounds
were recorded and tested for quality. The quantity of
goods brought to Amsterdam soon made the city a
crossroads for many of Europe’s chief products. Amsterdam was also, of course, the chief port for the Dutch
West Indian and East Indian trading companies. Moreover, city industries turned imported raw materials into
finished goods, making Amsterdam an important producer of woolen cloth, refined sugar and tobacco products,
glass, beer, paper, books, jewelry, and leather goods. Some
of the city’s great wealth came from war profits: by 1700,
Amsterdam was the principal supplier of military goods in
Europe; its gun foundries had customers throughout the
Continent.
Another factor in Amsterdam’s prosperity was its importance as a financial center. Trading profits provided
large quantities of capital for investment. The city’s financial role was greatly facilitated by the foundation in
1609 of the Exchange Bank of Amsterdam, long the
greatest public bank in northern Europe. The city also
founded the Amsterdam Stock Exchange for speculating in
commodities.
At the very top of Amsterdam’s society stood a select
number of very prosperous manufacturers, shipyard owners, and merchants whose wealth enabled them to control
the city government of Amsterdam as well as the Dutch
Republic’s States General. In the first half of the seventeenth century, the Calvinist background of the wealthy
Amsterdam burghers led them to adopt a simple lifestyle.
They wore dark clothes and lived in substantial but simply
furnished houses known for their steep, narrow stairways.
The oft-quoted phrase that ‘‘cleanliness is next to godliness’’ was literally true for these self-confident Dutch
burghers. Their houses were clean and orderly (see Images
of Everyday Life on p. 472); foreigners often commented
that Dutch housewives always seemed to be scrubbing.
But in the second half of the seventeenth century, the
wealthy burghers began to reject their Calvinist heritage, a
transformation that is especially evident in their more
elaborate and colorful clothes.

England and the Emergence
of Constitutional Monarchy
One of the most prominent examples of resistance to
absolute monarchy came in seventeenth-century England,
where king and Parliament struggled to determine the
role each should play in governing the nation. But the
struggle over this political issue was complicated by a deep
and profound religious controversy. With the victory of
Parliament came the foundation for constitutional monarchy by the end of the seventeenth century.
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IMAGES OF EVERYDAY LIFE

Dutch Domesticity

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam// c Alinari/Art Resource, NY

Gemaeldegalerie, Berlin// c Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY

Museum der Bildenden Kuenste, Leipzig// c Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY

During the golden age of the Dutch Republic, Dutch
painters delighted in painting scenes of domestic life, especially the lives of the wealthy burghers who prospered
from trade, finance, and manufacturing. The Dutch
painter Pieter de Hooch specialized in painting pictures
of Dutch interiors, as can be seen in three of his paintings. In The Mother (below left), de Hooch portrays a
tranquil scene of a mother with her infant and small
daughter. The spotless, polished floors reflect the sunlight streaming in through the open door. The rooms are
both clean and in good order. Household manuals, such
as The Experienced and Knowledgeable Hollands Householder, provided detailed outlines of the cleaning tasks
that should be performed each day of the week. In The
Linen Cupboard (below right), a Dutch mother, assisted by
her daughter, is shown storing her clean sheets in an elegant cupboard in another well-polished Dutch room. The
Chinese porcelain on top of the cupboard and the antique
statue indicate that this is the residence of a wealthy
family. In Two Women Teach a Child to Walk (at the
right), the artist again shows a well-furnished and spotless interior. A small girl is learning to walk, assisted by
a servant holding straps attached to a band around the
girl’s head to keep her from falling.

Upon the death of
Queen Elizabeth in 1603, the Tudor dynasty became extinct, and the Stuart line of rulers was inaugurated with
the accession to the throne of Elizabeth’s cousin, King
James VI of Scotland (son of Mary, queen of Scots), who
became James I (1603–1625) of England. Although used
to royal power as king of Scotland, James understood

KING JAMES I AND PARLIAMENT
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little about the laws, institutions, and customs of the
English. He espoused the divine right of kings, the belief
that kings receive their power directly
from God and are responsible to no one
James I on the
except God. This viewpoint alienated Par- Divine Right of
liament, which had grown accustomed
Kings (1609)
under the Tudors to act on the premise
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that monarch and Parliament together ruled England as a
‘‘balanced polity.’’ Parliament expressed its displeasure
with James’s claims by refusing his requests for additional
monies needed by the king to meet the increased cost of
government. Parliament’s power of the purse proved to be
its trump card in its relationship with the king.
Some members of Parliament were also alienated by
James’s religious policy. The Puritans—Protestants in the
Anglican Church inspired by Calvinist theology—wanted
James to eliminate the episcopal system of church organization used in the Church of England (in which the
bishop or episcopos played the major administrative role)
in favor of a Presbyterian model (used in Scotland and
patterned after Calvin’s church organization in Geneva,
where ministers and elders—also called presbyters—
played an important governing role). James refused because he realized that the Anglican Church, with its
bishops appointed by the crown, was a major support of
monarchical authority. But the Puritans were not easily
cowed and added to the rising chorus of opposition to the
king. Many of England’s gentry, mostly well-to-do landowners below the level of the nobility, had become Puritans, and these Puritan gentry not only formed an
important and substantial part of the House of Commons,
the lower house of Parliament, but also held important
positions locally as justices of the peace and sheriffs. It
was not wise to alienate them.
The
conflict that had begun during the reign of James came to
a head during the reign of his son, Charles I (1625–1649).
In 1628, Parliament passed the Petition of Right, which
the king was supposed to accept before being granted any
tax revenues. This petition prohibited taxation without
Parliament’s consent, arbitrary imprisonment, the quartering of soldiers in private houses, and the declaration of
martial law in peacetime. Although he initially accepted it,
Charles later reneged on the agreement because of its
limitations on royal power. In 1629, Charles decided that
since he could not work with Parliament, he would not
summon it to meet. From 1629 to 1640, Charles pursued
a course of personal rule, which forced him to find ways to
collect taxes without the cooperation of Parliament. One
expedient was a tax called ship money, a levy on seacoast
towns to pay for coastal defense, which was now collected
annually by the king’s officials throughout England and
used to finance other government operations besides
defense. This use of ship money aroused opposition
from middle-class merchants and landed gentry, who objected to the king’s attempts to tax without Parliament’s
consent.
The king’s religious policy also proved disastrous. His
marriage to Henrietta Maria, the Catholic sister of King
Louis XIII of France, aroused suspicions about the king’s
own religious inclinations. Even more important, however, the efforts of Charles and William Laud, the archbishop of Canterbury, to introduce more ritual into the
Anglican Church struck the Puritans as a return to

CHARLES I AND THE MOVE TOWARD REVOLUTION

Catholic popery. Grievances mounted. Charles might have
survived unscathed if he could have avoided calling Parliament, which alone could provide a focus for the many
cries of discontent throughout the land. But when the
king and Archbishop Laud attempted to impose the Anglican Book of Common Prayer on the Scottish Presbyterian Church, the Scots rose up in rebellion against the
king. Financially strapped and unable to raise troops to
defend against the Scots, the king was forced to call Parliament into session. Eleven years of frustration welled
up to create a Parliament determined to deal the king
his due.
In its first session, from November 1640 to September
1641, the so-called Long Parliament (because it lasted in
one form or another from 1640 to 1660) took a series of
steps that placed severe limitations on royal authority.
These included the abolition of arbitrary courts; the abolition of taxes that the king had collected without Parliament’s consent, such as ship money; and the passage of
the revolutionary Triennial Act, which specified that
Parliament must meet at least once every three years, with
or without the king’s consent. By the end of 1641, one
group in Parliament was prepared to go no further, but a
group of more radical parliamentarians pushed for more
change, including the elimination of bishops in the Anglican Church. When the king tried to take advantage of
the split by arresting some members of the more radical
faction in Parliament, a large group in Parliament led by
John Pym and his fellow Puritans decided that the king
had gone too far. England slipped into civil war.
CIVIL WAR IN ENGLAND Parliament proved victorious
in the first phase of the English Civil War (1642–1646).
Most important to Parliament’s success was the
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other but the hand of God;
and to Him alone belongs Civil War in England
the glory.’’ We might also
attribute some of the credit to Cromwell himself, since his
crusaders were well disciplined and trained in the latest
military tactics. Supported by the New Model Army, Parliament ended the first phase of the civil war with the
capture of King Charles I in 1646.
A split now occurred in the parliamentary forces. A
Presbyterian majority wanted to disband the army and
restore Charles I with a Presbyterian state church. The
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army, composed mostly of the more radical Independents,
who opposed an established Presbyterian church, marched
on London in 1647 and began negotiations with the king.
Charles took advantage of this division to flee and seek
help from the Scots. Enraged by the king’s treachery,
Cromwell and the army engaged in a second civil war
(1648) that ended with Cromwell’s victory and the capture
of the king. This time, Cromwell was determined to
achieve a victory for the army’s point of view. The Presbyterian members of Parliament were purged, leaving a
Rump Parliament of fifty-three members of the House of
Commons who then tried and condemned the king on a
charge of treason and adjudged that ‘‘he, the said Charles
Stuart, as a tyrant, traitor, murderer, and public enemy to
the good people of this nation, shall be put to death by the
severing of his head from his body.’’ On January 30, 1649,
Charles was beheaded, a most uncommon act in the seventeenth century. The revolution had triumphed, and the
monarchy in England had been destroyed, at least for the
moment.

c National Portrait Gallery, London/SuperStock

CROMWELL AND NEW GOVERNMENTS After the death
of the king, the Rump Parliament abolished the monarchy
and the House of Lords and proclaimed England a republic
or commonwealth (1649–1653). This was not an easy

Oliver Cromwell. Oliver Cromwell was a dedicated Puritan who
helped form the New Model Army and defeat the forces
supporting King Charles I. Unable to work with Parliament, he
came to rely on military force to rule England. Cromwell is
pictured here in 1649, on the eve of his military campaign in
Ireland.
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period for Cromwell. As commander in chief of the army,
he had to crush a Catholic uprising in Ireland, which he
accomplished with a brutality that earned him the eternal
enmity of the Irish people, as well as an uprising in
Scotland on behalf of the son of Charles I.
Cromwell also faced opposition at home, especially
from more radically minded groups who took advantage of
the upheaval in England to push their agendas. The Levellers, for example, advocated such advanced ideas as
freedom of speech, religious toleration, and a democratic
republic, arguing for the right to vote for all male householders over the age of twenty-one. The Levellers also called
for annual Parliaments, women’s equality with men, and
government programs to care for the poor. As one Leveller
said, ‘‘The poorest he that is in England has a life to live as
the greatest he.’’ To Cromwell, a country gentleman, only
people of property had the right to participate in the affairs of state, and he warned in a fit of rage: ‘‘I tell
you . . . you have no other way to deal with these men but
to break them or they will break you; and make void all
that work that, with so many years’ industry, toil, and
pains, you have done . . . I tell you again, you are necessitated to break them.’’9 And break them he did; Cromwell
smashed the radicals by force. More than a century would
pass before their ideas of democracy and equality became
fashionable.
At the same time that Cromwell was dealing with the
Levellers, he also found it difficult to work with the Rump
Parliament and finally dispersed it by force. As the
members of Parliament departed (in April 1653), he
shouted after them, ‘‘It’s you that have forced me to do
this, for I have sought the Lord night and day that He
would slay me rather than put upon me the doing of this
work.’’ With the certainty of one who is convinced he is
right, Cromwell had destroyed both king and Parliament
(see the box on p. 475).
The army provided a new government when it drew up
the Instrument of Government, England’s first and only
written constitution. Executive power was vested in the
Lord Protector (a position held by Cromwell) and legislative power in a reconstituted Parliament. But the new
system failed to work. Cromwell found it difficult to work
with Parliament, especially when its members debated
his authority and advocated once again the creation of a
Presbyterian state church. In 1655, Cromwell dissolved
Parliament and divided the country into eleven regions,
each ruled by a major general who served virtually as a
military governor. To meet the cost of military government, Cromwell levied a 10 percent land tax on all former Royalists. Unable to establish a constitutional basis
for a working government, Cromwell had resorted to
military force to maintain the rule of the Independents,
ironically using even more arbitrary policies than those
of Charles I.
Oliver Cromwell died in 1658. After floundering for
eighteen months, the military establishment decided that
arbitrary rule by the army was no longer feasible and reestablished the monarchy in the person of Charles II, the
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Oliver Cromwell: Three Perspectives
Oliver Cromwell was a strong leader with firm religious
convictions. The first selection below, taken from a letter
written after the defeat of the king’s forces at Naseby in
1645, reveals Cromwell’s feelings about the reasons for
his military victory. The next selection, also by Cromwell,
is taken from his comments after his army’s massacre of
Catholic forces at Drogheda in Catholic Ireland. The
third selection is by Edmund Ludlow, a general on Cromwell’s side who broke with Cromwell after the latter had
become Lord Protector. The final selection by Edward
Hyde, the first earl of Clarendon, a supporter of King
Charles I and later Charles II, presents a royalist view of
Cromwell.

Oliver Cromwell on the Victory at Naseby
Sir, this is none other but the hand of God; and to Him
alone belongs the glory, wherein none are to share with
Him. The general [Fairfax] served you with all faithfulness and honor: and the best commendations I can give
him is, that I dare say he attributes all to God, and
would rather perish than assume to himself. Which is an
honest and a thriving way, and yet as much for bravery
may be given to him, in this action, as to a man.

Cromwell on the Massacre at Drogheda
The next day, the other two towers were summoned, in
one of which was about six or seven score; but they refused to yield themselves, and we knowing that hunger
must compel them, set only good guards to secure them
from running away until their stomachs were come
down. From one of the said towers, notwithstanding
their condition, they killed and wounded some of our
men. When they submitted, their officers were knocked
on the head, and every tenth man of the soldiers killed,
and the rest shipped for the Barbados. The soldiers in
the other tower were all spared, as to their lives only,
and shipped likewise for the Barbados.
I am persuaded that this is a righteous judgment of
God upon these barbarous wretches, who have imbrued
their hands in so much innocent blood; and that it will
tend to prevent the effusion of blood for the future,
which are the satisfactory grounds to such actions,
which otherwise cannot but work remorse and regret.

Edmund Ludlow, Memoirs
Then I drew near to the council-table, where Cromwell
charged me with dispersing treasonable books in

Ireland, and with endeavoring to render the officers of
the army disaffected, by discoursing to them concerning new models of Government. I acknowledged that
I had caused some papers to be dispersed in Ireland,
but denied that they justly could be called treasonable. . . .
‘‘You do well,’’ said he, ‘‘to reflect on our fears. . . .
I now require you to give assurance not to act against
the Government.’’ I desired to be excused in that particular, reminding him of the reasons I had formerly
given him for my refusal, adding, that I was in his
power, and that he might use me as he thought fit.
‘‘Pray then,’’ said he, ‘‘what is it that you would have?
May not every man be as good as he will? What can
you desire more than you have?’’ ‘‘It were easy,’’ said I,
‘‘to tell what we would have.’’ ‘‘What is that, I pray?’’
said he. ‘‘That which we fought for,’’ said I, ‘‘that the
nation might be governed by its own consent.’’ ‘‘I am,’’
said he, ‘‘as much for a government by consent as any
man; but where shall we find that consent? Amongst
the Prelatical, Presbyterian, Independent, Anabaptist,
or Leveling Parties?’’ I answered, ‘‘Amongst those of all
sorts who had acted with fidelity and affection to the
public.’’

Lord Clarendon, The History of the Rebellion
and Civil Wars in England
He was one of those men, . . . whom his very enemies
could not condemn without commending him at the
same time: for he could never have done half that mischief without great parts of courage, industry, and
judgment. He must have had a wonderful understanding in the natures and humors of men, and as great a
dexterity in applying them; who, from a private and obscure birth (though of a good family), without interest
or estate, alliance or friendship, could raise himself to
such a height, and compound and knead such opposite
and contradictory tempers, humors, and interests into
a consistence, that contributed to his designs, and to
their own destruction; whilst himself grew insensibly
powerful enough to cut off those by whom he had
climbed, in the instant that they projected to demolish
their own building. What [a Roman writer] said of
Cinna [a Roman politician] may very justly be said of
him: he attempted those things which no good man
dared have ventured on; and achieved those in which
none but a valiant and great man could have succeeded. Without doubt, no man with more wickedness
ever attempted any thing, or brought to pass what he
(continued)
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(Opposing Viewpoints continued)

desired more wickedly, more in the face and contempt
of religion, and moral honesty; yet wickedness as great
as his could never have accomplished those trophies,
without the assistance of a great spirit, an admirable
circumspection and sagacity, and a most magnanimous
resolution.

Q

eldest son of Charles I (see Chart 15.1 below). The restoration
of the Stuart monarchy ended England’s time of troubles, but
it was not long before yet another constitutional crisis arose.

new Parliament (the Cavalier Parliament) met in 1661 and
restored the Anglican Church as the official church of
England. In addition, laws were passed to force everyone,
particularly Catholics and Puritan Dissenters, to conform
to the Anglican Church. Charles, however, was sympathetic to and perhaps even inclined toward Catholicism.
Moreover, Charles’s brother James, heir to the throne, did
not hide the fact that he was a Catholic. Parliament’s
suspicions were therefore aroused in 1672 when Charles
took the audacious step of issuing the Declaration of Indulgence, which suspended the laws that Parliament had
passed against Catholics and Puritans. Parliament would
have none of it and induced the king to suspend the
declaration. Propelled by a strong anti-Catholic sentiment,
Parliament then passed the Test Act of 1673, specifying
that only Anglicans could hold military and civil offices.
A purported Catholic plot to assassinate King Charles
and place his brother James on the throne, though soon

After eleven years
of exile, Charles II (1660–1685) returned to England. As
he entered London amid the acclaim of the people, he
remarked sardonically, ‘‘I never knew that I was so popular
in England.’’ The restoration of the monarchy and the
House of Lords did not mean, however, that the work of
the English Revolution was undone. Parliament kept
much of the power it had won: its role in government was
acknowledged, the necessity for its consent to taxation
was accepted, and arbitrary courts were still abolished. Yet
Charles continued to push his own ideas, some of which
were clearly out of step with many of the English people.
A serious religious problem disturbed the tranquility of
Charles II’s reign. After the restoration of the monarchy, a

RESTORATION OF THE MONARCHY

What motivated Cromwell’s political and military
actions? What was Edmund Ludlow’s criticism of
Cromwell, and how did Cromwell respond? In what
ways did Edward Hyde see both good and bad
features in Cromwell? How do you explain the differences in these three perspectives?

CHART 15.1 A Simplified Look at the Stuart Dynasty
James I
(1603–1625)

Henrietta Maria

Anne of Denmark

Charles I
(1625–1649)

Frederick V
of the Palatinate

Elizabeth

Sophia

Ernst of Hanover

George I
(1714–1727)
first king of Hanoverian dynasty

Charles II
(1660–1685)

Mary

William II of Orange

William III of Orange and England
(1689–1702)
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James II
(1685–1688)

Mary II
(1689–1694)

Anne Hyde

Anne
(1702–1714)
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exposed as imaginary, inflamed Parliament to attempt to
pass a bill that would have barred James from the throne
as a professed Catholic. Although these attempts failed,
the debate over the bill created two political groupings:
the Whigs, who wanted to exclude James and establish a
Protestant king with toleration of Dissenters, and the
Tories, who supported the king, despite their dislike of
James as a Catholic, because they believed that Parliament
should not tamper with the lawful succession to the
throne. To foil these efforts, Charles dismissed Parliament
in 1681, relying on French subsidies to rule alone. When
he died in 1685, his Catholic brother came to the throne.
The accession of James II (1685–1688) virtually guaranteed a new constitutional crisis for England. An open and
devout Catholic, his attempt to further Catholic interests
made religion once more a primary cause of conflict between king and Parliament. Contrary to the Test Act, James
named Catholics to high positions in the government, army,
navy, and universities. In 1687, he issued a new Declaration
of Indulgence, which suspended all laws barring Catholics
and Dissenters from office. Parliamentary outcries against
James’s policies stopped short of rebellion because members
knew that he was an old man and that his successors were
his Protestant daughters Mary and Anne, born to his first
wife. But on June 10, 1688, a son was born to James II’s
second wife, also a Catholic. Suddenly, the specter of a
Catholic hereditary monarchy loomed large.
A group of seven prominent
English noblemen invited William of Orange, husband of
James’s daughter Mary, to invade England. An inveterate
foe of Louis XIV, William welcomed this opportunity to
fight France with England’s resources. William and Mary
raised an army and invaded England while James, his
wife, and their infant son fled to France. With almost no
bloodshed, England had embarked on a ‘‘Glorious Revolution,’’ not over the issue of whether there would be a
monarchy but rather over who would be monarch.
The events of late 1688 set the Glorious Revolution in
motion. The far more important part was the Revolution
Settlement, which confirmed William and Mary as monarchs. In January 1689, the Convention Parliament asserted that James had tried to subvert the constitution
‘‘by breaking the original contract between king and
people’’ and declared the throne of England vacant. It then
offered the throne to William and Mary, who accepted it
along with the provisions of a declaration of rights, later
enacted into law as the Bill of Rights in 1689 (see the box
on p. 478). The Bill of Rights affirmed Parliament’s right
to make laws and levy taxes and made it impossible for
kings to oppose or do without Parliament by stipulating
that standing armies could be raised only with the consent
of Parliament. Both elections and debates of Parliament
had to be free, meaning that the king could not interfere.
The rights of citizens to petition the sovereign, keep arms,
have a jury trial, and not be subject to excessive bail were
also confirmed. The Bill of Rights helped fashion a system
of government based on the rule of law and a freely

A GLORIOUS REVOLUTION

CHRONOLOGY Limited Monarchy and Republics
Poland
Merger of Poland and Lithuania

1569

Sigismund III

1587–1631

Beginning of liberum veto

1652

United Provinces
Official recognition of United Provinces

1648

House of Orange
William III

1672–1702

England
James I

1603–1625

Charles I

1625–1649

Petition of Right

1628

First Civil War

1642–1646

Second Civil War

1648

Execution of Charles I

1649

Commonwealth

1649–1653

Death of Cromwell

1658

Restoration of monarchy

1660

Charles II

1660–1685

Cavalier Parliament

1661

Declaration of Indulgence

1672

Test Act

1673

James II

1685–1688

Declaration of Indulgence

1687

Glorious Revolution

1688

Bill of Rights

1689

elected Parliament, thus laying the foundation for a constitutional monarchy.
The Bill of Rights did not settle the religious questions
that had played such a large role in England’s troubles in
the seventeenth century. The Toleration Act of 1689
granted Puritan Dissenters the right of free public worship
(Catholics were still excluded), although they did not yet
have full civil and political equality since the Test Act was
not repealed. Although the Toleration Act did not mean
complete religious freedom and equality, it marked a departure in English history: few people would ever again be
persecuted for religious reasons.
Many historians have viewed the Glorious Revolution
as the end of the seventeenth-century struggle between
king and Parliament. By deposing one king and establishing another, Parliament had demolished the divineright theory of kingship (William was, after all, king by
grace of Parliament, not God) and confirmed its right to
participate in the government. Parliament did not have
complete control of the government, but it now had an
unquestioned role in affairs of state. Over the next century, it would gradually prove to be the real authority in
the English system of constitutional monarchy.
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The Bill of Rights
In 1688, the English experienced yet another revolution,
a bloodless one in which the Stuart king James II was
replaced by Mary, James’s daughter, and her husband,
William of Orange. After William and Mary had assumed
power, Parliament passed the Bill of Rights, which specified the rights of Parliament and laid the foundation for
a constitutional monarchy.

The Bill of Rights
Whereas the said late King James II having abdicated
the government, and the throne being thereby vacant,
his Highness the prince of Orange (whom it has pleased
Almighty God to make the glorious instrument of delivering this kingdom from popery and arbitrary power)
did (by the device of the lords spiritual and temporal,
and diverse principal persons of the Commons) cause
letters to be written to the lords spiritual and temporal,
being Protestants, and other letters to the several counties, cities, universities, boroughs, and Cinque Ports, for
the choosing of such persons to represent them, as were
of right to be sent to parliament, to meet and sit at
Westminster upon the two and twentieth day of January,
in this year 1689, in order to such an establishment as
that their religion, laws, and liberties might not again be
in danger of being subverted; upon which letters elections
have been accordingly made.
And thereupon the said lords spiritual and temporal
and Commons, pursuant to their respective letters and
elections, being now assembled in a full and free representation of this nation, taking into their most serious
consideration the best means for attaining the ends
aforesaid, do in the first place (as their ancestors in like
case have usually done), for the vindication and assertion of their ancient rights and liberties, declare:
1. That the pretended power of suspending laws, or
the execution of laws, by regal authority, without
consent of parliament is illegal.
2. That the pretended power of dispensing with the
laws, or the execution of law by regal authority, as
it has been assumed and exercised of late, is illegal.

RESPONSES TO REVOLUTION The English revolutions
of the seventeenth century prompted very different responses from two English political thinkers—Thomas
Hobbes and John Locke. Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679),
who lived during the English Civil War, was alarmed by
the revolutionary upheavals in his contemporary England.
Hobbes’s name has since been associated with the state’s
claim to absolute authority over its subjects, a topic that
he elaborated in his major treatise on political thought
known as the Leviathan (luh-VY-uh-thun), published in
1651.
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3. That the commission for erecting the late court of
commissioners for ecclesiastical causes, and all
other commissions and courts of like nature, are
illegal and pernicious.
4. That levying money for or to the use of the crown
by pretense of prerogative, without grant of parliament, for longer time or in other manner than the
same is or shall be granted, is illegal.
5. That it is the right of the subjects to petition the
king, and all commitments and prosecutions for
such petitioning are illegal.
6. That the raising or keeping a standing army within
the kingdom in time of peace, unless it be with consent of parliament, is against law.
7. That the subjects which are Protestants may have
arms for their defense suitable to their conditions,
and as allowed by law.
8. That election of members of parliament ought to be
free.
9. That the freedom of speech, and debates or proceedings in parliament, ought not to be impeached
or questioned in any court or place out of
parliament.
10. That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted.
11. That jurors ought to be duly impaneled and
returned, and jurors which pass upon men in trials
for high treason ought to be freeholders.
12. That all grants and promises of fines and forfeitures
of particular persons before conviction are illegal
and void.
13. And that for redress of all grievances, and for the
amending, strengthening, and preserving of the
laws, parliament ought to be held frequently.

Q

How did the Bill of Rights lay the foundation for a
constitutional monarchy? What key aspects of this
document testify to the exceptional nature of
English state politics in the seventeenth century?

Hobbes claimed that in the state of nature, before society was organized, human life was ‘‘solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish, and short.’’ Humans were guided not by reason
and moral ideals but by animalistic instincts and a ruthless struggle for self-preservation. To save themselves
from destroying each other (the ‘‘war of every man against
every man’’), people contracted to form a commonwealth,
which Hobbes called ‘‘that great Leviathan (or rather, to
speak more reverently, that mortal god) to which we owe
our peace and defense.’’ This commonwealth placed its
collective power into the hands of a sovereign authority,
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preferably a single ruler, who served as executor, legislator, and judge. This absolute ruler possessed unlimited
power. In Hobbes’s view, subjects may not rebel; if they
do, they must be suppressed.
John Locke (1632–1704) viewed the exercise of political
power quite differently from Hobbes and argued against
the absolute rule of one man. Locke’s experience of English politics during the
Glorious Revolution was incorporated into
John Locke,
Second Treatise
a political work called Two Treatises of
of Government,
Government. Like Hobbes, Locke began
selected topics
with the state of nature before human
(1690)
existence became organized socially. But
unlike Hobbes, Locke believed that humans lived then in a state of equality and freedom rather
than a state of war. In this state of nature, humans had
certain inalienable natural rights—to life, liberty, and
property. Like Hobbes, Locke did not believe all was well
in the state of nature. Since there was no impartial judge in
the state of nature, people found it difficult to protect
these rights. So they mutually agreed to establish a government to ensure the protection of their rights. This
agreement established mutual obligations: government
would protect the rights of the people while the people
would act reasonably toward government. But if a government broke this agreement—for example, if a monarch
failed to live up to his obligation to protect the people’s
rights or claimed absolute authority and made laws
without the consent of the community—the people might
form a new government. For Locke, however, the community of people was primarily the landholding aristocracy

who were represented in Parliament, not the landless
masses. Locke was hardly an advocate of political democracy, but his ideas proved important to both the Americans
and the French in the eighteenth century and were used to
support demands for constitutional government, the rule
of law, and the protection of rights.

The Flourishing of European
Culture
F
Q
: How did the artistic and literary
Q achievements
of this era reflect the political and
OCUS

UESTION

economic developments of the period?
In the midst of religious wars and the growth of absolutism, European culture continued to flourish. The era was
blessed with a number of prominent artists and writers.

The Changing Faces of Art
After the Renaissance, European art passed through a
number of stylistic stages. The artistic Renaissance came to
an end when a new movement called Mannerism emerged
in Italy in the 1520s and 1530s.
The Reformation’s revival of religious values brought much political turmoil. Especially in Italy, the
worldly enthusiasm of the Renaissance gave way to anxiety, uncertainty, suffering, and a yearning for spiritual
experience. Mannerism reflected this environment in its

MANNERISM

El Greco, Laoco€
on. Mannerism
reached its height of expression
in the work of El Greco. Born
in Crete, trained in Venice and
Rome, and settling finally in
Spain, El Greco worked as a
church painter in Toledo.
Pictured here is his version of
the Laoco€
on, a Hellenistic
sculpture discovered in Rome
in 1506. The elongated,
contorted bodies project a
world of suffering while the
somber background scene
of the city of Toledo and the
threatening sky add a sense
of terror and doom.
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THE BAROQUE PERIOD Mannerism was eventually replaced by a new movement—the Baroque—that began in
Italy in the last quarter of the sixteenth century and spread
to the rest of Europe. The style was most wholeheartedly
embraced by the Catholic reform movement, as is evident
at the Catholic courts, especially those of the Habsburgs in
Madrid, Prague, Vienna, and Brussels. Although it was resisted in France, England, and the Netherlands, eventually
the Baroque style spread to all of Europe and to Latin
America.
Baroque artists sought to bring together the Classical
ideals of Renaissance art with the spiritual feelings of the
sixteenth-century religious revival. The Baroque painting
style was known for its use of dramatic effects to arouse
the emotions. In large part, though, Baroque art and architecture reflected the search for power that was such a
large part of the seventeenth-century ethos. Baroque
churches and palaces were magnificent and richly detailed.
Kings and princes wanted other kings and princes as well
as their subjects to be in awe of their power.
Baroque painting was known for its use of dramatic
effects to heighten emotional intensity. This style was especially evident in the works of the Flemish master Peter
Paul Rubens (1577–1640), a prolific artist and an important figure in the spread of the Baroque from Italy to other
parts of Europe. In his artistic masterpieces, bodies in violent motion, heavily fleshed nudes, a dramatic use of light
and shadow, and rich, sensuous pigments converge to express intense emotions. The restless forms and constant
movement blend together into a dynamic unity.
Perhaps the greatest figure of the Baroque was the
Italian architect and sculptor Gian Lorenzo Bernini
(ZHAHN loh-RENT-zoh bur-NEE-nee) (1598–1680), who
completed Saint Peter’s Basilica at the Vatican and designed the vast colonnade enclosing the piazza in front of
it. Action, exuberance, profusion, and dramatic effects
mark the work of Bernini in the interior of Saint Peter’s,
where his Throne of Saint Peter hovers in midair, held by

480

es Nationaux/Art Resource, NY
Louvre, Paris// c R
eunion des Muse

deliberate attempt to break down the High Renaissance
principles of balance, harmony, and moderation (the term
Mannerism derives from critics who considered their
contemporary artists to be second-rate imitators, painting
‘‘in the manner of ’’ Michelangelo’s late style). Italian
Mannerist painters deliberately distorted the rules of
proportion by portraying elongated figures that conveyed
a sense of suffering and a strong emotional atmosphere
filled with anxiety and confusion.
Mannerism spread from Italy to other parts of Europe
and perhaps reached its apogee in the work of El Greco
(1541–1614). Domenikos Theotoc
opoulos (called ‘‘the
Greek’’—El Greco) was from Crete, but after studying in
Venice and Rome, he moved in the 1570s to Spain, where
he became a church painter in Toledo. El Greco’s elongated and contorted figures, portrayed in unusual shades
of yellow and green against an eerie background of turbulent grays, reflect the artist’s desire to create a world of
intense emotion.

Peter Paul Rubens, The Landing of Marie de’ Medici at
Marseilles. Peter Paul Rubens played a key role in spreading
the Baroque style from Italy to other parts of Europe. In The
Landing of Marie de’ Medici at Marseilles, Rubens made dramatic
use of light and color, bodies in motion, and luxurious nudes to
heighten the emotional intensity of the scene. This was one of a
cycle of twenty-one paintings dedicated to the queen mother of
France.

the hands of the four great doctors of the Catholic Church.
Above the chair, rays of golden light drive a mass of clouds
and angels toward the spectator. In his most striking
sculptural work, the Ecstasy of Saint Theresa, Bernini depicts a moment of mystical experience in the life of the
sixteenth-century Spanish saint. The elegant draperies and
the expression on her face create a sensuously real portrayal of physical ecstasy.
Less well known than the male artists who dominated
the art world of seventeenth-century Italy but prominent in
her own right was Artemisia Gentileschi (ar-tuh-MEE-zhuh
jen-tuh-LESS-kee) (1593–1653). Born in Rome, she studied
painting under her father’s direction. In 1616, she moved
to Florence and began a successful career as a painter. At
the age of twenty-three, she became the first woman to be
elected to the Florentine Academy of Design. Although she
was known internationally in her day as a portrait painter,
her fame now rests on a series of pictures of heroines from
the Old Testament. Most famous is Judith Beheading Holofernes, a dramatic rendering of the biblical scene in which
Judith slays the Assyrian general Holofernes to save her
besieged town from the Assyrian army.
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Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Ecstasy of Saint Theresa. One of the
great artists of the Baroque period was the Italian sculptor and
architect Gian Lorenzo Bernini. The Ecstasy of Saint Theresa,
created for the Cornaro Chapel in the Church of Santa Maria
della Vittoria in Rome, was one of Bernini’s most famous
sculptures. Bernini sought to convey visually Theresa’s mystical
experience when, according to her description, an angel pierced
her heart repeatedly with a golden arrow.
FRENCH CLASSICISM In the second half of the seventeenth
century, France replaced Italy as the cultural leader of Europe. Rejecting the Baroque style as overly showy and impassioned, the French remained committed to the Classical
values of the High Renaissance. French late Classicism,
with its emphasis on clarity, simplicity, balance, and harmony of design, was, however, a rather austere version of
the High Renaissance style. Its triumph reflected the shift
in seventeenth-century French society from chaos to order.
Though it rejected the emotionalism and high drama of the
Baroque, French Classicism continued the Baroque’s conception of grandeur in the portrayal of noble subjects,
especially those from Classical antiquity. Nicolas Poussin
(NEE-koh-lah poo-SANH) (1594–1665) exemplified these
principles in his paintings. His choice of scenes from
Classical mythology, the orderliness of his landscapes, the
postures of his figures copied from the sculptures of antiquity, and his use of brown tones all reflect French
Classicism of the late seventeenth century.
DUTCH REALISM The supremacy of Dutch commerce in
the seventeenth century was paralleled by a brilliant flowering of Dutch painting. Wealthy patricians and burghers of

Artemisia Gentileschi, Judith Beheading Holofernes.
Artemisia Gentileschi painted a series of pictures portraying
scenes from the lives of courageous Old Testament women. In
this painting, a determined Judith, armed with her victim’s
sword, struggles to saw off the head of Holofernes. Gentileschi
realistically and dramatically shows the gruesome nature of
Judith’s act.

Dutch urban society commissioned works of art for their
guild halls, town halls, and private dwellings. The interests
of this burgher society were reflected in the subject matter
of many Dutch paintings: portraits of themselves, group
portraits of their military companies and guilds, landscapes, seascapes, genre scenes, still lifes, and the interiors
of their residences. Neither classical nor Baroque, Dutch
painters were primarily interested in the realistic portrayal of secular everyday life.
This interest in painting scenes of everyday life is evident in the work of Judith Leyster (LESS-tur) (c. 1609–
1660), who established her own independent painting
career, a remarkable occurrence in seventeenth-century
Europe. Leyster became the first female member of the
painting Guild of Saint Luke in Haarlem, which enabled
her to set up her own workshop and take on three male
pupils. Musicians playing their instruments, women sewing, children laughing while playing games, and actors
performing all form the subject matter of Leyster’s paintings of everyday Dutch life.
The finest product of the golden age of Dutch painting
was Rembrandt van Rijn (REM-brant vahn RYN) (1606–
1669). During his early career, Rembrandt painted opulent
portraits and grandiose scenes that were often quite colorful. He was prolific and successful, but he turned away
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Judith Leyster, Laughing Children with
a Cat. Although Judith Leyster was a wellknown artist to her Dutch contemporaries,
her fame diminished soon after her death.
In the late nineteenth century, a Dutch art
historian rediscovered her work. In Laughing
Children with a Cat, painted in 1629, she
shows two children laughing as one tickles
the other, a scene repeated throughout
history.

Rembrandt van Rijn, Syndics of the Cloth Guild. The Dutch experienced a golden age of
painting during the seventeenth century. The burghers and patricians of Dutch urban society
commissioned works of art, and these quite naturally reflected the burghers’ interests, as
this painting by Rembrandt illustrates.
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William Shakespeare: In Praise of England
William Shakespeare is one of the most famous playwrights of the Western world. He was a universal genius,
outclassing all others in his psychological insights, depth
of characterization, imaginative skills, and versatility. His
historical plays reflected the patriotic enthusiasm of the
English in the Elizabethan era, as this excerpt from
Richard II illustrates.

William Shakespeare, Richard II
This royal throne of kings, this sceptered isle,
This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,
This other Eden, demi-Paradise,
This fortress built by Nature for herself
Against infection and the hand of war,
This happy breed of men, this little world,
This precious stone set in the silver sea,
Which serves it in the office of a wall
Or as a moat defensive to a house
Against the envy of less happier lands—
This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this
England,
This nurse, this teeming womb of royal kings,
Feared by their breed and famous by their birth,

from materialistic success to follow his own artistic path; in
the process, he lost public support and died bankrupt.
Although Rembrandt shared the Dutch predilection for
realistic portraits, he became more introspective as he grew
older. He refused to follow his contemporaries, whose
pictures were largely secular; half of his own paintings
depicted scenes from biblical tales. Since the Protestant
tradition of hostility to religious pictures had discouraged
artistic expression, Rembrandt stands out as the one great
Protestant painter of the seventeenth century.

A Wondrous Age of Theater
In England and Spain, writing reached new heights between 1580 and 1640. All of these impressive new works
were written in the vernacular. Except for academic fields,
such as theology, philosophy, jurisprudence, and the
sciences, Latin was no longer a universal literary language.
The greatest age of English literature is often called the
Elizabethan era because much of the English cultural
flowering of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries occurred during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I.
Elizabethan literature exhibits the exuberance and pride
associated with England’s international exploits at the
time. Of all the forms of Elizabethan literature, none expressed the energy and intellectual versatility of the era
better than drama. And of all the dramatists, none is more
famous than William Shakespeare (1564–1616).

Renowned for their deeds as far from home,
For Christian service and true chivalry,
As is the sepulcher in stubborn Jewry [the Holy
Sepulcher in Jerusalem]
Of the world’s ransom, blessed Mary’s Son—
This land of such dear souls, this dear dear land,
Dear for her reputation through the world,
Is now leased out, I die pronouncing it,
Like a tenement or pelting farm.
England, bound in with the triumphant sea,
Whose rocky shore beats back the envious siege
Of watery Neptune, is now bound in with shame,
With inky blots and rotten parchment bonds.
That England, what was wont to conquer others,
Hath made a shamful conquest of itself.
Ah, would the scandal vanish with my life,
How happy then were my ensuing death!

Q

Why is William Shakespeare aptly described as not
merely a playwright, but a ‘‘complete man of the
theater’’? Which countries might Shakespeare have
meant by the phrase ‘‘the envy of less happier
lands’’?

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE Shakespeare was the son of a
prosperous glovemaker from Stratford-upon-Avon.
When he appeared in London in 1592, Elizabethans
were already addicted to the stage. In Greater London,
as many as six theaters were open six afternoons a
week. London theaters ranged from the Globe, which
was a circular unroofed structure holding three thousand spectators, to the Blackfriars, which was roofed
and held only five hundred. In the former, an admission
charge of a penny or two enabled even the lower classes
to attend; the higher prices in the latter ensured an
audience of the well-to-do. Elizabethan audiences varied
greatly, putting pressure on playwrights to write works
that pleased nobles, lawyers, merchants, and even
vagabonds.
William Shakespeare was a ‘‘complete man of the theater.’’ Although best known for writing plays, he was also
an actor and shareholder in the chief company of the time,
the Lord Chamberlain’s Company, which played in theaters as diverse as the Globe and the Blackfriars. Shakespeare has long been recognized as a universal genius. A
master of the English language, he was instrumental in
codifying a language that was still in transition. His
technical proficiency, however, was matched by an incredible insight into human psychology. In tragedies as
well as comedies, Shakespeare exhibited a remarkable
understanding of the human condition (see the box
above).
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SPAIN ’ S GOLDEN CENTURY

The theater was also one of
the most creative forms of expression during Spain’s
golden century. The first professional theaters established
in Seville and Madrid in the 1570s were run by actors’
companies, as in England. Soon a public playhouse could
be found in every large town, including Mexico City in the
New World. Touring companies brought the latest Spanish
plays to all parts of the Spanish Empire.
Beginning in the 1580s, the agenda for playwrights
was set by Lope de Vega (LOH-pay day VAY-guh) (1562–
1635). Like Shakespeare, he was from a middle-class
background. He was an incredibly prolific writer; almost
one-third of his fifteen hundred plays survive. They have
been characterized as witty, charming, action packed,
and realistic. Lope de Vega made no apologies for the fact
that he wrote his plays to please his audiences. In a
treatise on drama written in 1609, he stated that the
foremost duty of the playwright was to satisfy public
demand. Shakespeare undoubtedly believed the same
thing, since his livelihood depended on public approval,
but Lope de Vega was considerably more cynical about it:
he remarked that if anyone thought he had written his
plays for fame, ‘‘undeceive him and tell him that I wrote
them for money.’’

As the great age of theater in England
and Spain was drawing to a close around 1630, a new
dramatic era began to dawn in France that lasted into the

FRENCH DRAMA

1680s. Unlike Shakespeare in England and Lope de Vega
in Spain, French playwrights wrote more for an elite audience and were forced to depend on royal patronage.
Louis XIV used theater as he did art and architecture—to
attract attention to his monarchy.
French dramatists cultivated a style that emphasized
the clever, polished, and correct over the emotional and
imaginative. Many of the French works of the period derived both their themes and their plots from Classical
Greek and Roman sources, especially evident in the works
of Jean-Baptiste Racine (ZHAHNH-bah-TEEST ra-SEEN)
(1639–1699). In Phedre, which has been called his best
play, Racine followed closely the plot of Hippolytus by the
Greek tragedian Euripides. Like the ancient tragedians,
Racine, who perfected the French neoclassical tragic style,
focused on conflicts, such as between love and honor or
inclination and duty, that characterized and revealed the
tragic dimensions of life.
Jean-Baptiste Moliere (ZHAHNH-bah-TEEST mohlYAYR) (1622–1673) enjoyed the favor of the French court
and benefited from the patronage of King Louis XIV.
Moliere wrote, produced, and acted in a series of comedies
that often satirized the religious and social world of his
time. In Tartuffe, he ridiculed religious hypocrisy. His satires, however, sometimes got him into trouble. The Paris
clergy did not find Tartuffe funny and had it banned for
five years. Only the protection of the king saved Moliere
from more severe harassment.

CHAPTER SUMMARY
To many historians, the seventeenth century has assumed extraordinary proportions. The divisive effects of
the Reformation had been assimilated and the concept
of a united Christendom, held as an ideal since the
Middle Ages, had been irrevocably destroyed by the religious wars, making possible the emergence of a system
of nation-states in which power politics took on an increasing significance. The growth of political thought
focusing on the secular origins of state power reflected
the changes that were going on in seventeenth-century
society.
Within those states, there slowly emerged some of the
machinery that made possible a growing centralization of
power. In those states called absolutist, strong monarchs
with the assistance of their
aristocracies took the lead in
providing the leadership for
greater centralization. In this
so-called age of absolutism,
Louis XIV, the Sun King of
France, was the model for
other rulers. His palace of
Versailles, where the aristocracy was entertained and
controlled by ceremony and etiquette, symbolized his
484

authority. Louis revoked his grandfather’s Edict of Nantes, and he
fought four costly wars, mainly to
acquire lands on France’s eastern
borders. Strong monarchy also
prevailed in central and eastern
Europe, where three new powers
made their appearance: Prussia,
Austria, and Russia. Peter the Great
attempted to westernize Russia, especially militarily, and
built St. Petersburg, a new capital city, as his window on
the west.
But not all European states followed the pattern of
absolute monarchy. Especially important were developments in England, where a series
of struggles between king and
Parliament took place in the seventeenth century. The conflict between the Stuart kings, who were
advocates of divine-right monarchy, and Parliament led to civil war
and the creation of a republic and
then a military dictatorship under
Oliver Cromwell. After his death,
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the Stuart monarchy was restored, but a new conflict led
to the overthrow of James II and the establishment of a
new order. The landed aristocracy gained power at the
expense of the monarchs, thus laying the foundations for
a constitutional government in which Parliament provided the focus for the institutions of centralized power.
In all the major European states, a growing concern for
power and dynamic expansion led to larger armies and
greater conflict. War remained an endemic feature of
Western civilization.

But the search for order and harmony continued, evident in art and literature. At the same time, religious
preoccupations and values were losing ground to secular
considerations. The seventeenth century was a period of
transition toward the more secular spirit that has characterized modern Western civilization to the present. No
stronger foundation for this spirit could be found than in
the new view of the universe that was ushered in by the
Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century, and it is
to that story that we turn in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 15 State Building and the Search for Order in the Seventeenth Century
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AP* Review Questions foR ChAPteR 15
1. The Baroque style
(A) represents an artistic spiritual element that was
brought about by the Protestant Reformation.
(B) invoked an element of grandeur and opulence
that glorified the political leadership of European
monarchs.
(C) originated in western Europe due to the emphasis
on nature and the revival of Classical architecture
that was taking place there.
(D) was heavily influenced by the Islamic architecture
that was dominant in southern Spain.
(E) was brought about by the artistic changes of the
Italian Renaissance.
2. The Thirty Years’ War resulted in all of the following
EXCEPT
(A) expanded religious toleration for Lutherans,
Catholics, and Calvinists.
(B) the revival of the economies and populations in
many German states.
(C) the expansion of France’s territorial holdings.
(D) a decline in the power of the Habsburgs as the Holy
Roman Emperor lost prestige and power.
(E) greater independence for 300 German states.
3. The seventeenth century in Europe could best be
characterized as
(A) plagued by wars, peasant uprisings, and noble
unrest.
(B) a period of rejuvenation and rebirth as art and
culture flourished.
(C) a time of political repression and social upheaval
as movements such as nationalism spurred
revolutions.
(D) a period of political and economic liberalism as
seen in the writings of French intellectuals.
(E) a time of academic renewal when peasants sought
greater knowledge of their surroundings.
4. Which of the following correctly pairs a European king
with his adviser?
(A)
(B)
(C)
(D)
(E)

Henry II—Colbert
Louis XV—Mazarin
Louis XIV—Sully
Louis XIII—Richelieu
Henry III—Necker

5. Peter the Great accomplished all of the following
EXCEPT
(A) gaining a warm-water port for Russia.
(B) limiting the power of the Russian Orthodox
Church.
(C) building a new capital city of St. Petersburg.
(D) sealing an agreement to share power with the
boyars.
(E) establishing a shipbuilding industry in Russia.
6. As a result of Louis XIV’s reign, France
(A) doubled the size of its borders and became
financially stable.
(B) pacified its nobles and formed an alliance between
Protestants and Catholics.
(C) was left with a great amount of debt and little
effective leadership to guide the country.
(D) saw the power of the nobles increase as the country
moved closer to becoming a constitutional monarchy.
(E) emerged as the intellectual and technological
leader of western Europe.
7. The primary unifying force for the noncontiguous
Prussian state was
(A)
(B)
(C)
(D)
(E)

its sense of history and its multiethnic populations.
the building of a new state army.
an alliance between the Junkers and the king.
the feeling of nationalism within the country.
the love and admiration for its leader, Frederick
William the Great Elector.

8. By 1650, the Austrian state faced all of the following
EXCEPT
(A) constant invasions by the Ottoman Empire.
(B) differences among the multiple nationalities within
the country.
(C) an inability to become highly centralized.
(D) a strong group of Magyar landowners in the
Hungarian territories.
(E) a choice not to expand its borders within eastern
Europe.
9. In Leviathan (1651), Thomas Hobbes said that life in
the state of nature was “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish,
and short.” With which form of political thought is this
quotation most closely associated?
(A)
(B)
(C)
(D)
(E)

divine right
absolutism
oligarchy
constitutional monarchy
republicanism
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10. Which of the following marked the reigns of both James
I and Charles I?
(A) Puritan unrest, Parliament’s control of the purse,
and belief in the divine right of kings
(B) wars with the German states, uprisings of
Catholics, and noble attacks
(C) civil peace, religious harmony, and an English
Renaissance
(D) Catholic uprisings, Irish rebellion, and French
attacks
(E) mass emigration, famine, and civil war

13. What was the political impact of the Glorious
Revolution of 1688?
(A) It established a new monarchical state of absolute
rule.
(B) It forged a union between the nobility and the
church.
(C) It created a limited government and ensured a bill
of rights for the people.
(D) It formed a new revolutionary state in England
under a republican government.
(E) It forced out the Stuarts and brought in the
Hanovers to begin a new dynasty.

11. The Levellers hoped to achieve which of the following?
(A)
(B)
(C)
(D)
(E)

freedom of religion
freedom of speech
a democratic republic
universal male suffrage
All of the options are correct.

12. Under Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell,
(A) England intervened in the Thirty Years’ War on
behalf of German Protestants.
(B) the state enacted divine right as the official dogma
of the Church of England.
(C) the Irish faced heavy persecution.
(D) many Calvinists sought to return to England from
the North American colonies.
(E) the English army fell into disrepair as Cromwell
practiced antiquated military tactics and style.

14. Which of the following factors best explains the growth
and expansion of the hysteria over witchcraft during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries?
(A) increasing tension within villages across gender
and class divisions
(B) rapid growth in the practice of infanticide
(C) the decline of civil and religious conflict
(D) widespread dissemination of literature due to the
use of the printing press
(E) the increasing number of women holding political
positions
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