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FOCUS QUESTIONS

• Why did Europeans begin to amass overseas empires during the six-
teenth century, and what effects did this experience have on both the
Europeans and conquered peoples?

• What role did religion play in the European wars of the sixteenth 
century and the Thirty Years’ War of the seventeenth century?

• How did the religious policy, the foreign policy, and the governments of
Philip II of Spain and Elizabeth I of England differ?

• What economic and social crises did Europe experience between 1560
and 1650?

• How did the turmoil in Europe between 1560 and 1650 contribute to
the witchcraft craze and to the artistic and intellectual developments 
of the period?

BY THE MIDDLE of the sixteenth century, it was apparent that
the religious passions of the Reformation era had brought an

end to the religious unity of medieval Europe. The religious division
(Catholics versus Protestants) was instrumental in beginning a series of
wars that dominated much of European history between 1560 and
1650. The struggles fought in Germany at the beginning of the seven-
teenth century (known as the Thirty Years’ War) were especially brutal
and devastating. When the Catholic general Johann Tilly captured
Neubrandenburg, his forces massacred the 3,000 defenders. A month
later, the army of the Protestant leader Gustavus Adolphus retaliated by
slaughtering the entire garrison of 2,000 men at Frankfurt-an-der-Oder.
Noncombatants suffered as well, as is evident from the contemporary
description by Otto von Guericke of the sack of Magdeburg. Once the
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city had been captured, Tilly’s forces were let loose:
“Then there was nothing but beating and burning,
plundering, torture, and murder.” All the buildings were
looted of anything valuable, and then the city was
“given over to the flames, and thousands of innocent
men, women, and children, in the midst of a horrible
noise of heartrending shrieks and cries, were tortured
and put to death in so cruel and shameful a manner
that no words would suffice to describe.” Thus, “in a
single day this noble and famous city, the pride of the
whole country, went up in fire and smoke, and the rem-
nant of its citizens, with their wives and children, were
taken prisoners and driven away by the enemy.” 

The wars, in turn, worsened the economic and
social crises that were besetting Europe. Wars, rebel-
lions and constitutional crises, economic depression,
social disintegration, a witchcraft craze, and a demo-
graphic crisis all afflicted Europe and have led some
historians to speak of the ninety years between 1560
and 1650 as an age of crisis in European life. 

Periods of crisis, however, are frequently ages of
opportunities, nowhere more apparent than in the geo-
graphical discoveries that made this an era of Euro-
pean expansion into new worlds. Although the
discovery of new territories began before the sixteenth
century, it was not until the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries that Europeans began to comprehend the
significance of their discoveries and to exploit them for
their material gain. 

◆ An Age of Discovery 
and Expansion 

Nowhere has the dynamic and even ruthless energy of
Western civilization been more apparent than in its expan-
sion into the rest of the world. By the sixteenth century,
the Atlantic seaboard had become the center of a com-
mercial activity that raised Portugal and Spain and later
the Dutch Republic, England, and France to prominence.
The age of expansion was a crucial factor in the European
transition from the agrarian economy of the Middle Ages
to a commercial and industrial capitalistic system. Expan-
sion also led Europeans into new and lasting contacts with
non-European peoples that inaugurated a new age of
world history in the sixteenth century. 

l The Motives 

For almost a millennium, Catholic Europe had been con-
fined to one geographical area. Its one major attempt to
expand beyond those frontiers, the crusades, had largely
failed. Of course, Europe had never completely lost touch
with the outside world: the goods of Asia and Africa made

their way into medieval castles; the works of Muslim
philosophers were read in medieval universities; and in
the ninth and tenth centuries the Vikings had even made
their way to the eastern fringes of North America. But 
in all cases, contacts with non-European civilizations
remained limited until the end of the fifteenth century,
when Europeans embarked upon a remarkable series of
overseas journeys. What caused Europeans to undertake
such dangerous voyages to the ends of the earth? 

Europeans had long been attracted to lands out-
side Europe. Indeed, a large body of fantasy literature
about “other worlds” blossomed in the Middle Ages. In the
fourteenth century, the author of The Travels of John Man-
deville spoke of  realms (which he had never seen) filled
with precious stones and gold. Other lands were more
frightening. In one country, “the folk be great giants of
twenty-eight foot long, or thirty foot long. . . . And they eat
more gladly man’s flesh than any other flesh.” Further
north was a land inhabited by “full cruel and evil women.
And they have precious stones in their eyes. And they be
of that kind that if they behold any man with wrath they
slay him at once with the beholding.”1 Other writers spoke
of mysterious Christian kingdoms: the magical kingdom of
Prester John in Africa and a Christian community in south-
ern India that was supposedly founded by Thomas, the
apostle of Jesus.

Although Muslim control of central Asia cut Europe
off from the countries further east, the Mongol conquests
in the thirteenth century had reopened the doors. The
most famous medieval travelers to the East were the Polos
of Venice. Niccolò and Maffeo, merchants from Venice,
accompanied by Niccolò’s son Marco, undertook the
lengthy journey to the court of the great Mongol ruler Khu-
bilai Khan (1259–1294) in 1271. As one of the Great
Khan’s ambassadors, Marco went on missions as well and
did not return to Italy until 1295. An account of his expe-
riences, the Travels, proved to be the most informative of
all the descriptions of Asia by medieval European travel-
ers. Others followed the Polos, but in the fourteenth cen-
tury, the conquests of the Ottoman Turks and then the
breakup of the Mongol Empire reduced Western traffic
to the East. With the closing of the overland routes, a num-
ber of people in Europe became interested in the possi-
bility of reaching Asia by sea to gain access to the spices
and other precious items of the region. Christopher
Columbus had a copy of Marco Polo’s Travels in his pos-
session when he began to envision his epoch-making voy-
age across the Atlantic Ocean. 

An economic motive thus looms large in Renais-
sance European expansion. Merchants, adventurers, and
government officials had high hopes of finding precious
metals and new areas of trade, in particular, more direct
sources for the spices of the East. The latter continued to
come to Europe via Arab intermediaries but were outra-
geously expensive. Many European explorers and con-
querors did not hesitate to express their desire for material
gain. One Spanish conquistador explained that he and his
kind went to the New World to “serve God and His
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Majesty, to give light to those who were in darkness, and
to grow rich, as all men desire to do.”2

This statement expresses another major reason for
the overseas voyages—religious zeal. A crusading men-
tality was particularly strong in Portugal and Spain where
the Muslims had largely been driven out in the Middle
Ages. Contemporaries of Prince Henry the Navigator of
Portugal (see the next section) said that he was motivated
by “his great desire to make increase in the faith of our Lord
Jesus Christ and to bring him all the souls that should be
saved.” Although most scholars believe that the religious
motive was secondary to economic considerations, it would
be foolish to overlook the genuine desire on the part of both
explorers and conquistadors, let alone missionaries, to con-
vert the heathen to Christianity. Hernán Cortés, the con-
queror of Mexico, asked his Spanish rulers if it was not
their duty to ensure that the native Mexicans “are intro-
duced into and instructed in the holy Catholic faith,” and
predicted that if “the devotion, trust and hope which they
now have in their idols turned so as to repose with the
divine power of the true God . . . they would work many
miracles.”3 Spiritual and secular affairs were closely inter-
twined in the sixteenth century. No doubt, grandeur and

glory as well as plain intellectual curiosity and spirit of
adventure also played some role in European expansion. 

If “God, glory, and gold” were the primary motives,
what made the voyages possible? First of all, the expan-
sion of Europe was connected to the growth of centralized
monarchies during the Renaissance. Although historians
still debate the degree of that centralization, the reality is
that Renaissance expansion was a state enterprise. By the
second half of the fifteenth century, European monarchies
had increased both their authority and their resources and
were in a position to turn their energies beyond their bor-
ders. For France, that meant the invasion of Italy, but for
Portugal, a state not strong enough to pursue power in
Europe, it meant going abroad. The Spanish scene was
more complex because the Spanish monarchy was strong
enough by the sixteenth century to pursue power both in
Europe and beyond. 

At the same time, by the end of the fifteenth century,
Europeans had achieved a level of wealth and technology
that enabled them to make a regular series of voyages
beyond Europe. Although the highly schematic and sym-
bolic medieval maps were of little help to sailors, the por-
tolani, or detailed charts made by medieval navigators and
mathematicians in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries,
were more useful. With details on coastal contours, dis-
tances between ports, and compass readings, they proved
of great value for voyages in European waters. But because
the portolani were drawn on a flat scale and took no
account of the curvature of the earth, they were of little use
for longer overseas voyages. Only when seafarers began
to venture beyond the coast of Europe did they begin to
accumulate information about the actual shape of the
earth. By the end of the fifteenth century, cartography had
developed to the point that Europeans possessed fairly
accurate maps of the known world.

In addition, Europeans had developed remarkably
seaworthy ships as well as new navigational techniques.
European shipmakers had mastered the use of the axial
rudder (an import from China) and had learned to com-
bine the use of lateen sails with a square rig. With these
innovations, they could construct ships mobile enough to
sail against the wind and engage in naval warfare and also
large enough to mount heavy cannon and carry a sub-
stantial amount of goods over long distances. Previously,
sailors had used a quadrant and their knowledge of the
position of the Pole Star to ascertain their latitude. Below
the equator, however, this technique was useless. Only

THE CARAVEL, WORKHORSE OF THE AGE OF EXPLORATION.
Prior to the fifteenth century, most European ships were
either small craft with lateen sails used in the Mediter-
ranean or slow, unwieldly square-rigged vessels operating
in the North Atlantic. By the sixteenth century, European
naval architects began to build ships that combined the
maneuverability and speed offered by lateen sails with
the carrying capacity and seaworthiness of the square-
riggers. Shown here is a representation of Christopher
Columbus’s flagship Santa Maria, which took part in 
the first Spanish voyage across the Atlantic Ocean.
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with the assistance of new navigational aids such as the
compass and the astrolabe were they able to explore the
high seas with confidence. 

A final spur to exploration was the growing knowl-
edge of the wind patterns in the Atlantic Ocean. The first
European fleets sailing southward along the coast of West
Africa had found their efforts to return hindered by the
strong winds that blew steadily from the north along the
coast. By the late fifteenth century, however, sailors had
learned to tack out into the ocean, where they were able
to catch westerly winds in the vicinity of the Azores islands
that brought them back to the coast of western Europe.
Christopher Columbus used this technique in his voyages
to the Americas, and others relied on their new knowledge
of the winds to round the continent of Africa in search of
the Spice Islands.

l The Development of a Portuguese
Maritime Empire 

Portugal took the lead in exploring the coast of Africa
under the sponsorship of Prince Henry the “Navigator”
(1394–1460), whose motives were a blend of seeking a
Christian kingdom as an ally against the Muslims, acquir-
ing trade opportunities for Portugal, and extending Chris-
tianity. In 1419, Prince Henry founded a school for
navigators on the southwestern coast of Portugal. Shortly
thereafter, Portuguese fleets began probing southward
along the western coast of Africa in search of gold, which
had been carried northward from south of the Atlas Moun-
tain in central Morocco for centuries. In 1441, Portuguese
ships reached the Senegal River, just north of Cape Verde,
and brought home a cargo of black Africans, most of whom
were then sold as slaves to wealthy buyers elsewhere in
Europe. Within a few years, an estimated 1,000 slaves
were shipped annually from the area back to Lisbon. 

Through regular expeditions, the Portuguese grad-
ually crept down the African coast, and in 1471, they dis-
covered a new source of gold along the southern coast of
the hump of West Africa (an area that would henceforth
be known to Europeans as the Gold Coast). A few years
later, they established contact with the state of Bakongo,
near the mouth of the Zaire (Congo) River in central Africa.
To facilitate trade in gold, ivory, and slaves (some of the
latter were brought back to Lisbon while others were
bartered to local merchants for gold), the Portuguese
leased land from local rulers and built stone forts along the
coast. 

Hearing reports of a route to India around the south-
ern tip of Africa, Portuguese sea captains continued their
probing. In 1488, Bartholomeu Dias (c. 1450–1500) took
advantage of westerly winds in the South Atlantic to round
the Cape of Good Hope, but he feared a mutiny from his
crew and returned home without continuing onward. Ten
years later, a fleet under the command of Vasco da Gama
(c. 1460–1524) rounded the cape and stopped at several
ports controlled by Muslim merchants along the coast of
East Africa. Then, da Gama’s fleet crossed the Arabian Sea

and reached the port of Calicut, on the southwestern coast
of India, on May 18, 1498. On arriving in Calicut, da
Gama announced to his surprised hosts that he had
arrived in search of “Christians and spices.” He found no
Christians, but he did find the spices he sought. Although
he lost two ships en route, da Gama’s remaining vessels
returned to Europe with their holds filled with ginger and
cinnamon, a cargo that earned the investors a profit of sev-
eral thousand percent.

For the next several years, Portuguese fleets returned
annually to the area, seeking to destroy Arabic shipping
and establish a monopoly in the spice trade. In 1509, a
Portuguese armada defeated a combined fleet of Turkish
and Indian ships off the coast of India and began to
impose a blockade on the entrance to the Red Sea to cut
off the flow of spices to Muslim rulers in Egypt and the
Ottoman Empire. The following year, seeing the need for
a land base in the area, Admiral Alfonso de Albuquerque
(c. 1462–1515) set up port facilities at Goa, on the west-
ern coast of India south of present-day Bombay. Goa
henceforth became the headquarters for Portuguese oper-
ations throughout the entire region. Although Indian mer-
chants were permitted to continue their trading activities,
the Portuguese conducted raids against Arab shippers,
provoking the following brief report from an Arab source:
“In this year the vessels of the Portuguese appeared at sea
en route for India and those parts. They took about seven
vessels, killing those on board and making some prisoner.
This was their first action, may God curse them.”4

The Portuguese now began to range more widely 
in search of the source of the spice trade. In 1511, Albu-
querque sailed into the harbor of Malacca on the Malay
peninsula. Malacca had been transformed by its Muslim
rulers into a thriving port and a major stopping point for
the spice trade. For Albuquerque, control of Malacca
would serve two purposes. It could help to destroy the
Arab spice trade and also provide the Portuguese with a
way station on the route to the Moluccas, then known as
the Spice Islands. After a short but bloody battle, the Por-
tuguese seized the city and massacred the local Arab pop-
ulation. This slaughter initiated a fierce and brutal struggle
between the Portuguese and the Arabs. According to one
account, “to enhance the terror of his name he [Albu-
querque] always separated Arabs from the other inhabi-
tants of a captured city, and cut off the right hand of the
men, and the noses and ears of the women.”5

From Malacca, the Portuguese launched expeditions
further east, to China and the Spice Islands. There they
signed a treaty with a local ruler for the purchase and
export of cloves to the European market. The Portuguese
trading empire was now complete. Within a few years,
they had managed to seize control of the spice trade from
Muslim traders and had garnered substantial profits for
the Portuguese monarchy. Nevertheless, the Portuguese
Empire remained limited, consisting only of trading posts
on the coasts of India and China. The Portuguese lacked
the power, the population, and the desire to colonize the
Asian regions.
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Why were the Portuguese so successful? Basically,
their success was a matter of guns and seamanship. The
first Portuguese fleet to arrive in Indian waters was rela-
tively modest in size, consisting of three ships and twenty
guns, a force sufficient for self-defense and intimidation,
but not for serious military operations. Later Portuguese
fleets, which began to arrive with regularity early in the six-
teenth century, were more heavily armed and were able
not only to intimidate but also to inflict severe defeats if
necessary on local naval and land forces. The Portuguese
by no means possessed a monopoly on the use of firearms
and explosives, but their effective use of naval technology,
their heavy guns that could be mounted in the hulls of
their sturdy vessels, and their tactics gave them a mili-
tary superiority over lightly armed rivals that they were
able to exploit until the arrival of other European forces
several decades later. 

l Voyages to the New World 

While the Portuguese were seeking access to the spice
trade of the Indies by sailing eastward through the Indian

Ocean, the Spanish were attempting to reach the same
destination by sailing westward across the Atlantic.
Although the Spanish came to overseas discovery and
exploration after the initial efforts of Henry the Navigator,
their greater resources enabled them to establish a far
grander overseas empire of a quite different nature than
the Portuguese Empire. 

An important figure in the history of Spanish explo-
ration was an Italian known as Christopher Columbus
(1451–1506). Knowledgeable Europeans were aware that
the world was round, but had little understanding of its cir-
cumference or the extent of the continent of Asia. Con-
vinced that the circumference of the earth was less than
contemporaries believed and that Asia was larger than
people thought, Columbus felt that Asia could be reached
by sailing west instead of around Africa. After being
rejected by the Portuguese, he persuaded Queen Isabella
of Spain to finance his exploratory expedition.

With three ships, the Santa María, Niña, and Pinta,
manned by ninety men, Columbus set sail on August 3,
1492. On October 12, he reached the Bahamas and then
went on to explore the coastline of Cuba and the northern
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shores of Hispaniola (present-day Haiti and the Domini-
can Republic). Columbus believed that he had reached
Asia, and in his reports to Queen Isabella and King Fer-
dinand, he assured them not only that he would eventu-
ally find gold but that they had a golden opportunity to
convert the natives to Christianity: 

These islands are very green and fertile and the breezes are
very soft, and it is possible that there are in them many
things, of which I do not know, because I did not wish to
delay in finding gold, by discovering and going about many
islands. And since these men give these signs that they wear
it on their arms and legs, and it is gold because I showed
them some pieces of gold which I have, I cannot fail, with
the aid of Our Lord, to find the place whence it comes.

. . . So your Highnesses should resolve to make them
Christians, for I believe that, if you begin, in a little while
you will achieve the conversion of a great number of peo-
ples to our holy faith, with the acquisition of great lordships
and riches and all their inhabitants for Spain. For without a
doubt there is a very great amount of gold in these lands.6

In three subsequent voyages (1493, 1498, 1502), Colum-
bus sought in vain to find a route through the outer lands
to the Asian mainland. In his four voyages, Columbus
reached all the major islands of the Caribbean and the
mainland of Central America. 

Although Columbus clung to his belief until his
death, other explorers soon realized that he had discovered
a new frontier altogether. State-sponsored explorers joined
the race to the New World. A Venetian seaman, John
Cabot, explored the New England coastline of the Ameri-
cas under a license from King Henry VII of England. The
continent of South America was discovered accidentally by
the Portuguese sea captain Pedro Cabral in 1500. Amerigo
Vespucci, a Florentine, accompanied several voyages and
wrote a series of letters describing the geography of the New
World. The publication of these letters led to the use of the
name “America” (after Amerigo) for the new lands. 

The first two decades of the sixteenth century wit-
nessed numerous overseas voyages that explored the east-
ern coasts of both North and South America. Vasco Nuñez
de Balboa, a Spanish explorer, led an expedition across
the Isthmus of Panama and reached the Pacific Ocean
in 1513. Perhaps the most dramatic of all these expedi-
tions was the journey of Ferdinand Magellan (1480–1521)
in 1519. After passing through the straits named after him
at the southern tip of South America, he sailed across the
Pacific Ocean and reached the Philippines (named after
King Philip of Spain by Magellan’s crew) where he met his
death at the hands of the natives. Although only one of his
original fleet of five ships survived and returned to Spain,
Magellan’s name is still associated with the first known cir-
cumnavigation of the earth. 

The newly discovered territories were called the New
World, although they possessed flourishing civilizations
populated by millions of people when the Europeans
arrived. The Americas were, of course, new to the Euro-
peans who quickly saw opportunities for conquest and
exploitation. The Spanish, in particular, were interested
because in 1494 the Treaty of Tordesillas had divided up
the newly discovered world into separate Portuguese and
Spanish spheres of influence. Hereafter the route east
around the Cape of Good Hope was to be reserved for the
Portuguese while the route across the Atlantic (except for
the eastern hump of South America) was assigned to Spain. 

l The Spanish Empire in the New World

The Spanish conquistadors were hardy individuals moti-
vated by a typical sixteenth-century blend of glory, greed,
and religious crusading zeal. Although sanctioned by the
Castilian crown, these groups were financed and outfit-
ted privately, not by the government. Their superior
weapons, organizational skills, and determination brought
the conquistadors incredible success. They also benefited
from rivalries among the native peoples. 

In 1519, a Spanish expedition under the command
of Hernán Cortés (1485–1547) landed at Veracruz, on the
Gulf of Mexico. He marched to the city of Tenochtitlán (see

CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS. Columbus was an Italian
explorer who worked for the queen of Spain. He has
become a symbol for two entirely different perspectives.
To some, he was a great and heroic explorer who dis-
covered the New World; to others, especially in Latin
America, he was responsible for beginning a process of
invasion that led to the destruction of an entire way of
life. This painting by the Italian Sebastiano del Piombo
in 1519 is the earliest known portrait of Columbus, but 
it was done thirteen years after his death and reveals as
much about the painter’s conception of Columbus as it
does about the explorer himself.
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the box above) at the head of a small contingent of troops
(550 soldiers and 16 horses); as he went, he made alliances
with city-states that had tired of the oppressive rule of the
Aztecs. Especially important was Tlaxcala, a state that the
Aztecs had not been able to conquer. In November Cortés
arrived at Tenochtitlán, where he received a friendly wel-
come from the Aztec monarch Moctezuma (often called
Montezuma). At first, Moctezuma believed that his visitor
was a representative of Quetzalcoatl, the god who had
departed from his homeland centuries before and had
promised that he would return. Riddled with fears,
Moctezuma offered gifts of gold to the foreigners and gave
them a palace to use while they were in the city.

But trouble eventually erupted between the Spaniards
and the Aztecs. The Spaniards took Moctezuma hostage
and began to pillage the city. In the fall of 1520, one year
after Cortés had first arrived, the local population revolted
and drove the invaders from the city. Many of the
Spaniards were killed, but the Aztecs soon experienced
new disasters. As one Aztec related: “But at about the time
that the Spaniards had fled from Mexico, there came a
great sickness, a pestilence, the smallpox.” With no nat-
ural immunity to the diseases of Europeans, many Aztecs
fell sick and died. Meanwhile, Cortés received fresh
soldiers from his new allies; the state of Tlaxcala alone pro-
vided 50,000 warriors. After four months, the city capitu-

Hernán Cortés was a minor Spanish nobleman who came
to the New World in 1504 to seek his fortune. Contrary to
his superior’s orders, Cortés waged an independent cam-
paign of conquest and overthrew the Aztec Empire in
Mexico (1519–1521). Cortés wrote a series of five reports
to Emperor Charles V to justify his action. The second
report includes a description of Tenochtitlán, the capital of
the Aztec Empire. The Spanish conquistador and his men
were obviously impressed by this city, awesome in its
architecture yet built by people who lacked European
technology, such as wheeled vehicles and tools of hard
metal.

l Cortés’s Description of an Aztec City

The great city Tenochtitlán is built in the midst of this
salt lake, and it is two leagues from the heart of the city
to any point on the mainland. Four causeways lead to it,
all made by hand and some twelve feet wide. The city
itself is as large as Seville or Córdoba. The principal
streets are very broad and straight, the majority of them
being of beaten earth, but a few and at least half of the
smaller thoroughfares are waterways along which they
pass in their canoes. Moreover, even the principal streets
have openings at regular distances so that the water can
freely pass from one to another, and these openings
which are very broad are spanned by great bridges of
huge beams, very stoutly put together, so firm indeed
that over many of them ten horsemen can ride at once.
Seeing that if the natives intended any treachery against
us they would have every opportunity from the way in
which the city is built, for by removing the bridges from
the entrances and exits they could leave us to die of
hunger with no possibility of getting to the mainland, I
immediately set to work as soon as we entered the city
on the building of four brigs, and in a short space of time
had them finished so that we could ship 300 men and
the horses to the mainland whenever we so desired.

The city has many open squares in which markets are
continuously held and the general business of buying

and selling proceeds. One square in particular is twice
as big as that of Salamanca and completely surrounded
by arcades where there are daily more than 60,000 folk
buying and selling. Every kind of merchandise such as
may be met with in every land is for sale there, whether
of food and victuals, or ornaments of gold and silver, or
lead, brass, copper, tin, precious stones, bones, shells,
snails and feathers; limestone for building is likewise
sold there, stone both rough and polished, bricks burnt
and unburnt, wood of all kinds and in all stages of
preparation. . . . There is a street of herb-sellers where
there are all manner of roots and medicinal plants that
are found in the land. There are houses as it were of
apothecaries where they sell medicines made from these
herbs, both for drinking and for use as ointments and
salves. There are barbers’ shops where you may have
your hair washed and cut. There are other shops where
you may obtain food and drink. . . .

Finally, to avoid being wordy in telling all the won-
ders of this city, I will simply say that the manner of
living among the people is very similar to that in Spain,
and considering that this is a barbarous nation shut off
from a knowledge of the true God or communication
with enlightened nations, one may well marvel at the 
orderliness and good government which is everywhere
maintained.

The actual service of Moctezuma and those things
which call for admiration by their greatness and state
would take so long to describe that I assure your
Majesty I do not know where to begin with any hope of
ending. For as I have already said, what could there be
more astonishing than that a barbarous monarch such
as he should have reproductions made in gold, silver,
precious stones, and feathers of all things to be found in
his land, and so perfectly reproduced that there is no
goldsmith or silversmith in the world who could better
them, nor can one understand what instrument could
have been used for fashioning the jewels; as for the
featherwork its like is not to be seen in either wax or
embroidery; it is so marvelously delicate.

The Spanish Conquistador: Cortés and the Conquest of Mexico

L
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lated. And then the destruction began. The pyramids, tem-
ples, and palaces were leveled, and the stones used to build
Spanish government buildings and churches. The rivers and
canals were filled in. The mighty Aztec Empire on mainland
Mexico was no more. Between 1531 and 1550, the Span-
ish gained control of northern Mexico. 

The Inca Empire high in the Peruvian Andes was still
flourishing when the first Spanish expeditions arrived in
the area. In December 1530, Francisco Pizarro 
(c. 1475–1541) landed on the Pacific coast of South Amer-
ica with only a small band of about 180 men, but 
like Cortés, he had steel weapons, gunpowder, and horses,
none of which were familiar to his hosts. Pizarro was also
lucky because the Inca Empire had already succumbed
to an epidemic of smallpox. Like the Aztecs, the Inca had
no immunities to European diseases, and all too soon,
smallpox was devastating entire villages. In another stroke
of good fortune for Pizarro, even the Inca emperor was a
victim. Upon the emperor’s death, two sons claimed the
throne, leading to a civil war. Pizarro took advantage of the
situation by seizing Atahualpa, whose forces had just
defeated his brother’s. Armed only with stones, arrows, and
light spears, Incan soldiers provided little challenge to the
charging horses of the Spanish, let alone their guns and
cannons. After executing Atahualpa, Pizarro and his sol-
diers, aided by their Incan allies, marched on Cuzco and

captured the Incan capital. By 1535, Pizarro had estab-
lished a capital at Lima for a new colony of the Spanish
Empire.

/ ADMINISTRATION OF THE SPANISH EMPIRE

Spanish policy toward the Indians of the New World was
a combination of confusion, misguided paternalism, and
cruel exploitation. Whereas the conquistadors made deci-
sions based on expediency and their own interests, Queen
Isabella declared the natives to be subjects of Castile and
instituted the Spanish encomienda, a system that permit-
ted the conquering Spaniards to collect tribute from the
natives and use them as laborers. In return, the holders of
an encomienda were supposed to protect the Indians, pay
them wages, and supervise their spiritual needs. In prac-
tice, this meant that the settlers were free to implement the
paternalistic system of the government as they pleased.
Three thousand miles from Spain, Spanish settlers largely
ignored their government and brutally used the Indians to
pursue their own economic interests. Indians were put to
work on plantations and in the lucrative gold and silver
mines. Forced labor, starvation, and especially disease
took a fearful toll of Indian lives. With little or no natural
resistance to European diseases, the Indians of America
were ravaged by the smallpox, measles, and typhus that
came with the explorers and the conquistadors. Although

THE SLAUGHTER OF THE AZTECS. Fearful of growing
Aztec resistance, the Spaniards responded by slaughter-
ing many Aztecs. This sixteenth-century watercolor shows

the massacre of Aztecs at Cholula, carried out on the
orders of Cortés.
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scholarly estimates of native populations vary drastically,
a reasonable guess is that 30 to 40 percent of the natives
died. On Hispaniola alone, out of an initial population
of 100,000 natives when Columbus arrived in 1493, only
300 Indians survived by 1570. In 1542, largely in response
to the publications of Bartolomé de Las Casas, a Domini-
can friar who championed the Indians (see the box above),
the government abolished the encomienda system and pro-
vided more protection for the natives. 

In the New World, the Spanish developed an admin-
istrative system based on viceroys. Spanish possessions
were initially divided into two major administrative units:
New Spain (Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean
islands) with its center in Mexico City, and Peru (west-
ern South America), governed by a viceroy in Lima. Each
viceroy served as the king’s chief civil and military officer
and was aided by advisory groups called audiencias, which
also functioned as supreme judicial bodies. 

By papal agreement, the Catholic monarchs of Spain
were given extensive rights over ecclesiastical affairs in the
New World. They could appoint all bishops and clergy,
build churches, collect fees, and supervise the affairs of
the various religious orders that sought to Christianize the
heathen. Catholic missionaries—especially the Domini-

cans, Franciscans, and Jesuits—fanned out across the
Spanish Empire where they converted and baptized hun-
dreds of thousands of Indians in the early years of the con-
quest. To facilitate their efforts, the missionaries brought
Indians together into villages where they could be con-
verted, taught trades, and encouraged to grow crops.
Removing the Indians from their homes to these villages
helped the missionaries not only to gain control over the
Indians’ lives but also to ensure that they would be docile
subjects of the empire. 

The mass conversion of the Indians brought the
organizational and institutional structures of Catholicism
to the New World. Dioceses, parishes, cathedrals, schools,
and hospitals—all the trappings of civilized European soci-
ety—soon appeared in the Spanish Empire. So, too, did
the Spanish Inquisition, established first in Peru in 1570
and then in Mexico in 1571.

l The Impact of Expansion 

European expansion made an enormous impact on both
the conquerors and the conquered. The native American
civilizations, which had their own unique qualities and a
degree of sophistication not much appreciated by Euro-

Bartolomé de Las Casas (1474–1566) participated in the
conquest of Cuba and received land and Indians in return
for his efforts. But in 1514 he underwent a radical trans-
formation and came to believe that the Indians had been
cruelly mistreated by his fellow Spaniards. He became a
Dominican friar and spent the remaining years of his life
(he lived to the age of ninety-two) fighting for the Indians.
This selection is taken from his most influential work,
which is known to English readers as The Tears of the
Indians. This work was largely responsible for the “black
legend” of the Spanish as inherently “cruel and murderous
fanatics.” Most scholars feel that Las Casas may have
exaggerated his account in order to shock his contempo-
raries into action.

l Bartolomé de Las Casas,
The Tears of the Indians

There is nothing more detestable or more cruel, than the
tyranny which the Spaniards use toward the Indians for
the getting of pearl. Surely the infernal torments cannot
much exceed the anguish that they endure, by reason of
that way of cruelty; for they put them under water some
four or five ells [fifteen to eighteen feet] deep, where they
are forced without any liberty of respiration, to gather up
the shells wherein the pearls are; sometimes they come
up again with nets full of shells to take breath, but if
they stay any while to rest themselves, immediately
comes a hangman row’d in a little boat, who as soon as

he has well beaten them, drags them again to their
labor. Their food is nothing but filth, and the very same
that contains the pearl, with a small portion of that
bread which that country affords; in the first whereof
there is little nourishment; and as for the latter, it is
made with great difficulty, besides that they have not
enough of that neither for sustenance; they lie upon the
ground in fetters, lest they should run away; and many
times they are drown’d in this labor, and are never seen
again till they swim upon the top of the waves: often-
times they also are devoured by certain sea monsters,
that are frequent in those seas. Consider whether this
hard usage of the poor creatures be consistent with the
precepts which God commands concerning charity to
our neighbor, by those that cast them so undeservedly
into the dangers of a cruel death, causing them to perish
without any remorse or pity, or allowing them the benefit
of the sacraments, or the knowledge of religion; it being
impossible for them to live any time under the water;
and this death is so much the more painful, by reason
that by the constricting of the breast, while the lungs
strive to do their office, the vital parts are so afflicted
that they die vomiting the blood out of their mouths.
Their hair also, which is by nature black, is hereby
changed and made of the same color with that of the sea
wolves; their bodies are also so besprinkled with the
froth of the sea, that they appear rather like monsters
than men.

Las Casas and the Spanish Treatment of the American Natives

L



Discovery and Crisis in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 401

peans, were virtually destroyed. Ancient social and polit-
ical structures were ripped up and replaced by European
institutions, religion, language, and culture. The Por-
tuguese trading posts in the East, on the other hand, had
much less impact on native Asian civilizations. 

For some Europeans, expansion abroad in the six-
teenth century also brought hopes for land, riches, and
social advancement. One Spaniard commented in 1572
that many “poor young men” left Spain for Mexico, where
they might hope to acquire landed estates and call them-
selves “gentlemen.” Although some wives accompanied
their husbands abroad, many ordinary European women
found new opportunities for marriage in the New World
because of the lack of white women. Indeed, as one com-
mentator bluntly put it, even “a whore, if handsome, [can]
make a wife for some rich planter.”7 In the violence-prone
world of early Spanish America, a number of women also
found themselves rich after their husbands were killed
unexpectedly. In one area of Central America, women
owned about 25 percent of the landed estates by 1700.

European expansion also had other economic effects
on the conquerors. Wherever they went in the New World,
Europeans sought to find sources of gold and silver. One
Aztec commented that the Spanish conquerors “longed
and lusted for gold. Their bodies swelled with greed, and
their hunger was ravenous; they hungered like pigs for that
gold.”8 Rich silver deposits were found and exploited in
Mexico and southern Peru (modern Bolivia). When the
mines at Potosí in Peru were opened in 1545, the value 
of precious metals imported into Europe quadrupled.
Between 1503 and 1650, an estimated 16 million kilo-
grams (over 35 million pounds) of silver and 185,000 kilo-
grams (407,000 pounds) of gold entered the port of Seville
and helped to create a price revolution that affected the
Spanish economy. 

But gold and silver were only two of the products
that became part of the exchange between the New World
and the Old. Europeans brought horses and sheep to the
New World and also introduced the cultivation of wheat.
Back to Seville flowed sugar, dyes, cotton, vanilla, and
hides from livestock raised on the grass-covered plains
of South America. New agricultural products such as pota-
toes, coffee, corn, and tobacco were also imported. Be-
cause of its trading posts in Asia, Portugal soon challenged
the Italian states as the chief entry point of the eastern
trade in spices, jewels, silk, carpets, ivory, leather, and per-
fumes, although the Venetians clung tenaciously to the
spice trade until they lost out to the Dutch in the seven-
teenth century. Economic historians believe that the
increase in the volume and area of European trade and the
rise in fluid capital due to this expansion were crucial fac-
tors in producing a new era of commercial capitalism that
represented the first step toward the world economy that
has characterized the modern historical era. 

European expansion, which was in part a product of
European rivalries, also deepened those rivalries and
increased the tensions among European states. Bitter con-
flicts arose over the cargoes coming from the New World

and Asia. Although the Spanish and Portuguese were the
first to enter the competition, the Dutch, French, and
English soon became involved on a large scale and by the
seventeenth century were challenging the Portuguese and
Spanish monopolies. 

Finally, how does one evaluate the psychological
impact of colonization on the colonizers? The relatively
easy European success in dominating native peoples rein-
forced Christian Europe’s belief in the inherent superior-
ity of European civilization. The Scientific Revolution of the
seventeenth century (see Chapter 16), the Enlightenment
of the eighteenth (see Chapter 17), and the imperialism
of the nineteenth (see Chapter 24) would all strengthen this
Eurocentric perspective that has pervaded Western civi-
lization’s relationship with the rest of the world. 

◆ Politics and the Wars of
Religion in the Sixteenth
Century 

The so-called wars of religion were a product of Refor-
mation ideologies that allowed little room for compromise
or toleration of differing opinions. By the middle of the six-
teenth century, Calvinism and Catholicism had become
highly militant religions dedicated to spreading the word
of God as they interpreted it. Although their struggle for
the minds and hearts of Europeans is at the heart of the
religious wars of the sixteenth century, economic, social,
and political forces also played an important role in these
conflicts. Of the sixteenth-century religious wars, none
were more momentous or shattering than the French civil
wars known as the French Wars of Religion. 

l The French Wars of Religion
(1562–1598) 

France seemed an unlikely place for a religious war. The
Valois monarchs Francis I (1515–1547) and Henry II
(1547–1559) had been strong rulers aided by royal offi-
cials, a permanent mercenary army, the power to tax, and
the ability to control the French church by nominating
bishops. But when Henry II was killed accidentally in a
tournament in 1559 and was succeeded by a series of
weak, feeble, and neurotic sons, two of whom were dom-
inated by their mother, Catherine de’ Medici (1519–1589),
as regent, the forces held in check by the strong monarchy
broke loose, beginning a series of intermittent and con-
fused civil wars. Religious, political, economic, and social
forces all contributed to these wars. 

The religious forces were the most important. Con-
cerned by the growth of Calvinism, the French kings tried
to stop its spread by persecuting Calvinists but had little
success. Huguenots (as the French Calvinists were called)
came from all levels of society: artisans and shopkeepers
hurt by rising prices and a rigid guild system; merchants
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and lawyers in provincial towns whose local privileges
were tenuous; and members of the nobility. Possibly 40 to
50 percent of the French nobility became Huguenots,
including the house of Bourbon, which stood next to the
Valois in the royal line of succession and ruled the south-
ern French kingdom of Navarre. The conversion of so
many nobles made the Huguenots a potentially danger-
ous political threat to monarchical power. Though the
Calvinists constituted only about 7 percent of the popu-
lation, they were a strong-willed and well-organized
minority.

The Catholic majority greatly outnumbered the
Calvinist minority. The Valois monarchy was staunchly
Catholic, and its control of the Catholic church gave it
little incentive to look favorably upon Protestantism. As
regent for her sons, the moderate Catholic Catherine de’
Medici looked to religious compromise as a way to defuse
the political tensions, but found to her consternation that
both sides possessed their share of religious fanatics
unwilling to make concessions. The extreme Catholic
party—known as the ultra-Catholics—favored strict oppo-
sition to the Huguenots and was led by the Guise family.
Possessing the loyalty of Paris and large sections of
northern and northwestern France through their client-
patronage system, they could recruit and pay for large
armies and received support abroad from the papacy and
Jesuits who favored the Guises’ uncompromising Catholic
position. Ironically, the allegiance of the Catholic Guises
to their own dynasty and international Catholicism posed
a strong threat to the Catholic Valois monarchy. 

The religious issue was not the only factor that con-
tributed to the French civil wars. Towns and provinces,
which had long resisted the growing power of monarchi-
cal centralization, were only too willing to join a revolt
against the monarchy. This was also true of the nobility,
and because so many of them were Calvinists, they formed
an important base of opposition to the crown. The French
Wars of Religion, then, constituted a major constitutional
crisis for France and temporarily halted the development
of the French centralized territorial
state. The claim of the state’s ruling
dynasty to a person’s loyalties was
temporarily superseded by loyalty

to one’s religious belief. For some people, the unity of
France was less important than religious truth. But there
also emerged in France a group of politiques who placed
politics before religion and believed that no religious truth
was worth the ravages of civil war. The politiques ulti-
mately prevailed, but not until both sides were exhausted
by bloodshed. 

The wars erupted in 1562 when the powerful duke
of Guise massacred a peaceful congregation of Huguenots
at Vassy. In the decade of the 1560s, the Huguenots held
their own. Too small a group to conquer France, their
armies were so good at defensive campaigns that they
could not be defeated either, even with the infamous Saint
Bartholomew’s Day massacre. 

This massacre of Huguenots in August 1572
occurred at a time when the Catholic and Calvinist parties
had apparently been reconciled through the marriage 
of the sister of the reigning Valois king Charles IX
(1560–1574) and Henry of Navarre, the Bourbon ruler of

THE SAINT BARTHOLOMEW’S DAY
MASSACRE. Although the out-
break of religious war seemed
unlikely in France, the collapse 
of the strong monarchy with the
death of Henry II unleashed 
forces that led to a series of civil
wars. Pictured here is the Saint
Bartholomew’s Day massacre of
1572. This contemporary painting
by the Huguenot artist François
Dubois depicts a number of the
incidents of that day when approx-
imately 3,000 Huguenots were
murdered in Paris. 
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Navarre. Henry was the son of Jeanne d’Albret, queen of
Navarre, who had been responsible for introducing Calvin-
ist ideas into her kingdom. Henry was also the acknowl-
edged political leader of the Huguenots, and many
Huguenots traveled to Paris for the wedding.

But the Guise family persuaded the king and his
mother, Catherine de’ Medici, that this gathering of
Huguenots posed a threat to them. Charles and his advis-
ers decided to eliminate the Huguenot leaders with one
swift blow. According to one French military leader,
Charles and his advisers believed that civil war would
soon break out anyway and that “it was better to win a bat-
tle in Paris, where all the leaders were, than to risk it in the
field and fall into a dangerous and uncertain war.”9

The massacre began early in the day on August 24
when the king’s guards sought out and killed some promi-
nent Huguenot leaders. These murders soon unleashed
a wave of violence that gripped the city of Paris. For three
days, frenzied Catholic mobs roamed the streets of Paris,
killing Huguenots in an often cruel and bloodthirsty man-
ner. According to one eyewitness account: “Then they took
her [Françoise Lussault] and dragged her by the hair a long
way through the streets, and spying the gold bracelets on
her arms, without having the patience to unfasten them,
cut off her wrists.”10 Three days of killing left 3,000
Huguenots dead, although not Henry of Navarre who
saved his life by promising to turn Catholic. Thousands
more were killed in provincial towns. The massacre
boomeranged, however, because it discredited the Valois
dynasty without ending the conflict. 

The fighting continued. The Huguenots rebuilt their
strength, and in 1576 the ultra-Catholics formed a Holy
League, vowing to exterminate heresy and seat a true
Catholic champion—Henry, duke of Guise—on the French
throne in place of the ruling king, Henry III (1574–1589),
who had succeeded his brother Charles IX in 1574. The
turning point in the conflict came in the War of the Three
Henries in 1588–1589. Henry, duke of Guise, in the pay
of Philip II of Spain, seized Paris and forced King Henry
III to make him his chief minister. To rid himself of Guise
influence, Henry III assassinated the duke of Guise and
then joined with Henry of Navarre (who meanwhile had
returned to Calvinism), who was next in line to the throne,
to crush the Catholic Holy League and retake the city of
Paris. Although successful, Henry III in turn was assas-
sinated in 1589 by a monk who was repelled by the spec-
tacle of a Catholic king cooperating with a Protestant.
Henry of Navarre now claimed the throne. Realizing, how-
ever, that he would never be accepted by Catholic France,
Henry took the logical way out and converted once again
to Catholicism. With his coronation in 1594, the French
Wars of Religion finally came to an end. 

Nevertheless, the religious problem persisted until
the Edict of Nantes was issued in 1598. The edict acknowl-
edged Catholicism as the official religion of France, but
guaranteed the Huguenots the right to worship in selected
places in every district and allowed them to retain a num-
ber of fortified towns for their protection. In addition,

Huguenots were allowed to enjoy all political privileges,
including the holding of public offices. Although the Edict
of Nantes recognized the rights of the Protestant minor-
ity and ostensibly the principle of religious toleration, it
did so only out of political necessity, not out of conviction.
The French Wars of Religion also demonstrated once again
to many French people the necessity for strong govern-
ment, laying a foundation for the growth of monarchy in
the seventeenth century. 

l Philip II and the Cause of Militant
Catholicism 

The greatest advocate of militant Catholicism and the most
important political figure in the second half of the sixteenth
century was King Philip II of Spain (1556–1598), the son
and heir of Charles V (see the box on p. 404). Philip’s reign
ushered in an age of Spanish greatness, both politically
and culturally. A tremendous price was paid, however, for
the political and military commitments that Philip made,
and we can see in retrospect that the golden age of Spain
was also the period in which Spain’s decline began. 

The first major goal of Philip II was to consolidate
and secure the lands he had inherited from his father,
Charles V. These included Spain, the Netherlands, and the
possessions in Italy and the New World. For Philip this
meant a strict conformity to Catholicism, enforced by
aggressive use of the Spanish Inquisition, and the estab-
lishment of strong, monarchical authority. The latter was
not an easy task because Philip had inherited a govern-
mental structure in which each of the various states and
territories of his empire stood in an individual relationship
to the king. Philip did manage, however, to expand royal
power in Spain by making the monarchy less dependent
on the traditional landed aristocracy, especially in the
higher echelons of government. He enlarged the system of
administrative councils first developed by Ferdinand and
Isabella and broadened by his father. Although Philip
found that his ability to enforce his will was restricted by
local legal traditions, lack of rapid communication, and an
inadequate bureaucracy, he tried to be the center of the
whole system and supervised the work of all departments,
even down to the smallest details. His meticulousness was
tragic for both Philip and Spain. Unwilling to delegate
authority, he failed to distinguish between important and
trivial matters and fell weeks behind on state correspon-
dence, where he was inclined to make marginal notes and
even correct spelling. One Spanish official said, “If God
used the Escorial [the royal palace where Philip worked]
to deliver my death sentence, I would be immortal.”
Philip’s administrative machinery enabled him to do lit-
tle more than maintain the status quo. 

One of Philip’s aims was to make Spain a dominant
power in Europe. To a great extent, Spain’s preeminence
depended upon a prosperous economy fueled by its impor-
tation of gold and silver from its New World possessions,
its agriculture, its commerce, and its industry, especially
in textiles, silk, and leather goods. The importation of silver
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had detrimental effects as well, however, as it helped set
off a spiraling inflation that disrupted the Spanish econ-
omy, eventually hurting both textile production and agri-
culture. Moreover, the expenses of war, especially after
1580, proved devastating to the Spanish economy. Amer-
ican gold and silver never constituted more than 20 per-
cent of the royal revenue, leading the government to
impose a crushing burden of direct and indirect taxes,
especially on the people of Castile. Even then the gov-
ernment was forced to borrow. Philip repudiated his debts
seven times; still two-thirds of state income went to pay
interest on the debt by the end of his reign. The attempt to
make Spain a great power led to the decline of Spain after
Philip’s reign. 

Crucial to an understanding of Philip II is the impor-
tance of Catholicism to the Spanish people and their ruler.
Driven by a heritage of crusading fervor, the Spanish had
little difficulty seeing themselves as a nation of people
divinely chosen to save Catholic Christianity from the
Protestant heretics. Philip II, the “Most Catholic King,”
became the champion of Catholicism throughout Europe,

a role that led to spectacular victories and equally spec-
tacular defeats for the Spanish king. Spain’s leadership
of a Holy League against Turkish encroachments in the
Mediterranean, especially the Muslim attack on the island
of Cyprus, resulted in a stunning victory over the Turkish
fleet in the Battle of Lepanto in 1571. But Philip was to
experience few other such successes. His intervention in
France on behalf of the ultra-Catholics at the end of the
1580s and the beginning of the 1590s was an utter failure.
But the major thrust of his foreign policy was aimed at 
the Netherlands and England. Philip’s attempt to crush 
the revolt in the Netherlands and his tortured relations
with the English queen Elizabeth led to his greatest
misfortunes. 

l The Revolt of the Netherlands 

One of the richest parts of Philip’s empire, the Spanish
Netherlands was of great importance to the “Most Catholic
King.” The Netherlands consisted of seventeen provinces
(modern Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg). The

After the abdication of Charles V in 1556, his son Philip II
became king of Spain at the age of twenty-nine. Modern
historical opinions of Phillip II have varied widely. Some
Protestant historians have viewed him as a moral monster,
but Catholic apologists have commended him for his sin-
cerity and sense of responsibility. These selections include
an assessment of Philip II by a contemporary, the Vene-
tian ambassador to Spain, and a section from a letter by
Philip II to his daughters, revealing the more loving side
of the king.

l Suriano, An Estimate of Philip II

The Catholic king was born in Spain, in the month of
May, 1527, and spent a great part of his youth in that
kingdom. Here, in accordance with the customs of the
country and the wishes of his father and mother, . . . he
was treated with all the deference and respect which
seemed due to the son of the greatest emperor whom
Christendom had ever had, and to the heir to such a
number of realms and to such grandeur. As a result of
this education, when the king left Spain for the first time
and visited Flanders, passing on his way through Italy
and Germany, he everywhere made an impression of
haughtiness and severity, so that the Italians liked him
but little, the Flemings were quite disgusted with him,
and the Germans hated him heartily. But when he had
been warned by the cardinal of Trent and his aunt, and
above all by his father, that this haughtiness was not in
place in a prince destined to rule over a number of
nations so different in manners and sentiment, he
altered his manner so completely that on his second

journey, when we went to England, he everywhere
exhibited such distinguished mildness and affability that
no prince has ever surpassed him in these traits. . . .

In the king’s eyes no nation is superior to the
Spaniards. It is among them that he lives, it is they that
he consults, and it is they that direct his policy; in all
this he is acting quite contrary to the habit of his father.
He thinks little of the Italians and Flemish and still less
of the Germans. Although he may employ the chief 
men of all the countries over which he rules, he admits
none of them to his secret counsels, but utilizes their
services only in military affairs, and then perhaps not so
much because he really esteems them, as in the hope
that he will in this way prevent his enemies from making
use of them.

l A Letter of Philip II to His Daughters

It is good news for me to learn that you are so well. It
seems to me that your little sister is getting her eye teeth
pretty early. Perhaps they are in place of the two which I
am on the point of losing and which I shall probably no
longer have when I get back. But if I had nothing worse
to trouble me, that might pass. . . .

I am sending you also some roses and an orange
flower, just to let you see that we have them here [Lis-
bon]. Calabrés brings me bunches of both these flowers
every day, and we have had violets for a long time. . . .
After this rainy time I imagine that you will be having
flowers, too, by the time my sister arrives, or soon after.
God keep you as I would have him!

Philip II, the Most Catholic King of Spain

L
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seven northern provinces were largely Germanic in culture
and Dutch speaking, while the French- and Flemish-
speaking southern provinces were closely tied to France.
Situated at the commercial crossroads of northwestern
Europe, the Netherlands had become prosperous through
commerce and a flourishing textile industry. Because of its
location, the Netherlands was open to the religious influ-
ences of the age. Though some inhabitants had adopted

Lutheranism or Anabaptism, by the time of Philip II,
Calvinism was also making inroads. These provinces had
no real political bond holding them together except their
common ruler, and that ruler was Philip II, a foreigner who
was out of touch with the situation in the Netherlands. 

Philip II hoped to strengthen his control in the
Netherlands, regardless of the traditional privileges of 
the separate provinces. This was strongly opposed by the
nobles, towns, and provincial states, which stood to lose
politically if their jealously guarded privileges and freedoms
were weakened. Resentment against Philip was also
aroused when the residents of the Netherlands realized that
the taxes they paid were being used for Spanish interests.
Finally, religion became a major catalyst for rebellion when
Philip attempted both to reorganize the ecclesiastical struc-
ture of the Dutch Catholic church and to crush heresy.
Calvinism continued to spread, especially among the nobil-
ity and artisans in the towns. Philip’s policy of repression
alienated the Calvinists without halting the spread of the
movement. Resistance against the king’s policies increased,
especially from the aristocrats led by William of Nassau,
the prince of Orange, also known as William the Silent.
Violence erupted in 1566 when Calvinists—especially
nobles—began to destroy statues and stained glass win-
dows in Catholic churches. Philip responded by sending

the duke of Alva with 10,000 veteran Spanish
and Italian troops to crush the rebellion. 

The repressive policies of the duke proved
counterproductive. The levying of a permanent
sales tax alienated many merchants and com-
moners who now joined the nobles and Calvin-
ists in the struggle against Spanish rule. A
special tribunal, known as the Council of Trou-
bles (nicknamed by the Dutch the Council of
Blood), inaugurated a reign of terror in which
even powerful aristocrats were executed. As a
result, the revolt now became organized, espe-
cially in the northern provinces where William
of Orange and Dutch pirates known as the “Sea
Beggars” mounted growing resistance. In 1573,
Philip removed the duke of Alva and shifted to
a more conciliatory policy to bring an end to the
costly revolt. 

William of Orange wished to unify all sev-
enteen provinces, a goal seemingly realized in
1576 with the Pacification of Ghent. This agree-
ment stipulated that all the provinces would
stand together under William’s leadership,
respect religious differences, and demand that
Spanish troops be withdrawn. But religious

PHILIP II OF SPAIN. This portrait depicts
Philip II of Spain at the age of fifty-two. The
king’s attempts to make Spain a great power
led to large debts and crushing taxes, and his
military actions in defense of Catholicism
ended in failure and misfortune in both
France and the Netherlands. 
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differences proved too strong for any lasting union. When
the duke of Parma, the next Spanish leader, arrived in the
Netherlands, he astutely played upon the religious dif-
ferences of the provinces and split their united front. The
southern provinces formed a Catholic union—the Union
of Arras—in 1579 and accepted Spanish control. To
counter this, William of Orange organized the northern,
Dutch-speaking states into a Protestant union—the Union
of Utrecht—determined to oppose Spanish rule. The
Netherlands was now divided along religious, geograph-
ical, and political lines into two hostile camps. Unwill-
ing to rule themselves, the northern provinces sought to
place themselves under the French king and then the
English queen Elizabeth. Both refused, although Eliza-
beth further antagonized Philip II by continuing military
assistance. The struggle went on for several years after
both Philip and Elizabeth had died; finally, in 1609, the
war ended with a twelve-year truce that virtually recog-
nized the independence of the northern provinces. These
“United Provinces” soon emerged as the Dutch Republic,
although the Spanish did not formally recognize them
as independent until 1648. The southern provinces
remained a Spanish possession. 

l The England of Elizabeth 

After the death of Queen Mary in 1558, her half-sister Eliz-
abeth ascended the throne of England. During Elizabeth’s
reign, England rose to prominence as the relatively small
island kingdom became the leader of the Protestant

nations of Europe, laid the foundations for a world empire,
and experienced a cultural renaissance. 

The daughter of King Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn,
Elizabeth had had a difficult early life. During Mary’s reign,
she had even been imprisoned for a while and had learned
early to hide her true feelings from both private and pub-
lic sight. Though appearing irresolute in avoiding con-
frontation as long as possible, she was capable of decisive
action when it was finally forced upon her. Intelligent and
self-confident, she moved quickly to solve the difficult reli-
gious problem she had inherited from Mary, who had
become extremely unpopular when she tried to return 
England to the Catholic fold. 

Elizabeth’s religious policy was based on moderation
and compromise. Although she had some deep religious
feelings, the changes she had experienced had taught her
caution and tolerance. As a ruler, she wished to prevent
England from being torn apart over matters of religion.
Interests of state and personal choice combined to favor a
temperate approach to religious affairs. As the Scottish
Calvinist reformer John Knox remarked, “Elizabeth was
neither a good Protestant nor yet a resolute Papist.” Nor
did she care what her subjects believed privately as long
as they did not threaten the state’s power. 

Parliament cooperated with the queen in initiating
the Elizabethan religious settlement in 1559. The Catholic
legislation of Mary’s reign was repealed, and a new Act
of Supremacy designated Elizabeth as “the only supreme
governor of this realm, as well in all spiritual or ecclesi-
astical things or causes, as temporal.” An Act of Unifor-

MAP 14.2 Philip II and the Height of Spanish Power.
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mity restored the church service of the Book of Common
Prayer from the reign of Edward VI with some revisions to
make it more acceptable to Catholics. Elizabeth’s religious
settlement was basically Protestant, but it was a moderate
Protestantism that avoided overly subtle distinctions and
extremes. 

The new religious settlement worked, at least to the
extent that it smothered religious differences in England
in the second half of the sixteenth century. Two groups,
however, the Catholics and Puritans, continued to
oppose the new religious settlement. By the end of Eliz-
abeth’s reign, the Catholics had dwindled to a tiny minor-
ity, a process aided by the identification of Catholicism
in English minds with the Spanish King Philip II, but ear-
lier they appeared to pose a significant threat. One of
Elizabeth’s greatest challenges came from her Catholic
cousin, Mary, queen of Scots, who was next in line to the
English throne. Mary was ousted from Scotland by rebel-
lious Calvinist nobles in 1568 and fled for her life to En-
gland. There Elizabeth placed her under house arrest and
for fourteen years tolerated her involvement in a number
of ill-planned Catholic plots designed to kill Elizabeth
and replace her on the throne with the Catholic Mary.
Finally, in 1587, after Mary became embroiled in a far
more serious plot, Elizabeth had her cousin beheaded to
end the threats to her regime. 

Potentially more dangerous to Anglicanism in the
long run were the Puritans. The word Puritanism first
appeared in 1564 when it was used to refer to those
Protestants within the Anglican church who, inspired by
Calvinist theology, wanted to remove any trace of Catholi-
cism from the Church of England. Elizabeth managed to
contain the Puritans during her reign, but the indefatiga-
ble Puritans would dominate the English scene in the mid-
dle part of the seventeenth century. 

Elizabeth proved as adept in government and foreign
policy as in religious affairs. She was well served admin-
istratively by the principal secretary of state, an office cre-
ated by Thomas Cromwell during the reign of Henry VIII.
The talents of Sir William Cecil and Sir Francis Walsing-

ham, who together held the office for thirty-two years,
ensured much of Elizabeth’s success in foreign and domes-
tic affairs. Elizabeth also handled Parliament with much
skill; it met only thirteen times during her entire reign (see
the box on p. 408). 

Caution, moderation, and expediency also dictated
Elizabeth’s foreign policy. Fearful of other countries’
motives, Elizabeth realized that war could be disastrous
for her island kingdom and her own rule. Unofficially,
however, she encouraged English seamen to raid Spanish
ships and colonies. Francis Drake was especially adept 
at plundering Spanish fleets loaded with gold and silver
from Spain’s New World empire. While encouraging
English piracy and providing clandestine aid to French
Huguenots and Dutch Calvinists to weaken France and
Spain, Elizabeth pretended complete aloofness and
avoided alliances that would force her into war with any
major power. 

Gradually, however, Elizabeth was drawn into more
active involvement in the Netherlands and by 1585 had
reluctantly settled upon a policy of active military inter-
vention there. This move accelerated the already mount-
ing friction between Spain and England. After years of
resisting the idea of invading England as too impractical,
Philip II of Spain was finally persuaded to do so by advis-
ers who assured him that the people of England would rise
against their queen when the Spaniards arrived. Moreover,
Philip was easily convinced that the revolt in the Nether-
lands would never be crushed as long as England provided
support for it. In any case, a successful invasion of En-
gland would mean the overthrow of heresy and the return
of England to Catholicism, surely an act in accordance
with the will of God. The execution of Mary, queen of
Scots, in 1587 reinforced the king’s decision, especially
when the pope, angered by Mary’s beheading, offered to
provide financial support for the undertaking. Accordingly,
Philip ordered preparations for an Armada that would ren-
dezvous with the army of the duke of Parma in Flanders
and escort his troops across the English Channel for the
invasion. 

PROCESSION OF QUEEN ELIZABETH I. Intelligent
and learned, Elizabeth Tudor was familiar with
Latin and Greek and spoke several European
languages. Served by able administrators, Eliza-
beth ruled for nearly forty-five years and gener-
ally avoided open military action against any
major power. Her participation in the revolt of
the Netherlands, however, brought England into
conflict with Spain. This picture painted near the
end of her reign shows the queen on a ceremo-
nial procession. 
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The Armada proved to be a disaster. The Spanish
fleet that finally set sail had neither the ships nor the man-
power that Philip had planned to send. A conversation
between a papal emissary and an officer of the Spanish
fleet before the Armada departed reveals the fundamental
flaw: 

“And if you meet the English armada in the Channel, do
you expect to win the battle?” “Of course,” replied the
Spaniard. 

“How can you be sure?” [asked the emissary] 
“It’s very simple. It is well known that we fight in God’s

cause. So, when we meet the English, God will surely
arrange matters so that we can grapple and board them,
either by sending some strange freak of weather or, more
likely, just by depriving the English of their wits. If we can
come to close quarters, Spanish valor and Spanish steel
(and the great masses of soldiers we shall have on board)
will make our victory certain. But unless God helps us by a
miracle the English, who have faster and handier ships than
ours, and many more long-range guns, and who know their
advantage just as well as we do, will never close with us at
all, but stand aloof and knock us to pieces with their cul-
verins, without our being able to do them any serious hurt.
So,” concluded the captain, and one fancies a grim smile,
“we are sailing against England in the confident hope of a
miracle.”11

The hoped-for miracle never materialized. The Spanish
fleet, battered by a number of encounters with the English,
sailed back to Spain by a northward route around Scot-
land and Ireland where it was further battered by storms.
Although the English and Spanish would continue their
war for another sixteen years, the defeat of the Armada
guaranteed for the time being that England would remain
a Protestant country. Although Spain made up for its
losses within a year and a half, the defeat was a psycho-
logical blow to the Spaniards. 

◆ Economic and Social Crises 
The period of European history from 1560 to 1650 wit-
nessed severe economic and social crises as well as polit-
ical upheaval. Economic uncertainties, intensified by
wildly fluctuating boom and bust cycles, were accompa-
nied by social uncertainties and stark contrasts between
the living standards of the rich and the poor. Although his-
torians commonly refer to a sixteenth-century price revo-
lution and a seventeenth-century economic crisis, the lack
of concrete data has made it difficult to be precise in these
areas, leading to numerous historical controversies. 

Queen Elizabeth I ruled England from 1558 to 1603 with
a consummate skill that contemporaries considered
unusual in a woman. Though shrewd and paternalistic,
Elizabeth, like other sixteenth-century monarchs,
depended for her power upon the favor of her people. This
selection is taken from her speech to Parliament in 1601,
when she had been forced to retreat on the issue of
monopolies after vehement protests by members of Parlia-
ment. Although the speech was designed to make peace
with Parliament, some historians also feel that it was a
sincere expression of the rapport that existed between the
queen and her subjects.

l Queen Elizabeth I, “The Golden Speech”

I do assure you there is no prince that loves his subjects
better, or whose love can countervail our love. There is
no jewel, be it of never so rich a price, which I set before
this jewel: I mean your love. For I do esteem it more
than any treasure or riches. . . . And, though God has
raised me high, yet this I count the glory of my crown,
that I have reigned with your loves. This makes me that
I do not so much rejoice that God has made me to be a
Queen, as to be a Queen over so thankful a people. . . .

Of myself I must say this: I never was any greedy,
scraping grasper, nor a strait, fast-holding Prince, nor yet
a waster. My heart was never set on any worldly goods,

but only for my subjects’ good. What you bestow on me,
I will not hoard it up, but receive it to bestow on you
again. Yea, mine own properties I account yours, to be
expended for your good. . . .

I have ever used to set the Last-Judgement Day
before mine eyes, and so to rule as I shall be judged to
answer before a higher Judge, to whose judgement seat 
I do appeal, that never thought was cherished in my
heart that tended not unto my people’s good. And now,
if my kingly bounties have been abused, and my grants
turned to the hurt of my people, contrary to my will and
meaning, and if any in authority under me neglected or
perverted what I have committed to them, I hope God
will not lay their culps [crimes] and offenses to my
charge; who, though there were danger in repealing our
grants, yet what danger would I not rather incur for your
good, than I would suffer them still to continue?

There will never Queen sit in my seat with more zeal
to my country, care for my subjects, and that will sooner
with willingness venture her life for your good and
safety, than myself. For it is my desire to live nor reign
no longer than my life and reign shall be for your good.
And though you have had and may have many princes
more mighty and wise sitting in this seat, yet you never
had nor shall have any that will be more careful and
loving.

Queen Elizabeth Addresses Parliament (1601)

L
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l Inflation and Economic Stagnation 

Inflation was a major economic problem in the sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries. This so-called price revo-
lution was a Europeanwide phenomenon, although dif-
ferent areas were affected at different times. Though the
inflation rate was probably a relatively low 2 to 3 percent
a year, it was noticeable in a Europe accustomed to sta-
ble prices. Foodstuffs were most subject to price increases,
especially evident in the price of wheat. An upward surge
in wheat prices was first noticed in the Mediterranean
area—in Spain, southern France, and Italy—and reached
its peak there in the 1590s. By the 1620s and 1630s, wheat
prices in northern Europe had undergone similar increases. 

Although precise data are lacking, economic histo-
rians believe that as a result of the price revolution, wages
failed to keep up with price increases. Wage earners, espe-
cially agricultural laborers and salaried workers in urban
areas, began to experience a lower standard of living. At
the same time, landed aristocrats who could raise rents
managed to prosper. Commercial and industrial entre-
preneurs also benefited from the price revolution because
of rising prices, expanding markets, and relatively cheaper
labor costs. Some historians regard this profit inflation as
a valuable stimulus to investment and the growth of cap-
italism, helping to explain the economic expansion and
prosperity of the sixteenth century. Governments were like-
wise affected by inflation. They borrowed heavily from
bankers and imposed new tax burdens on their subjects,
often creating additional discontent. 

The causes of the price revolution are a subject of
much historical debate. Already in the 1560s European
intellectuals had associated the rise in prices with the great
influx of precious metals from the New World. Although
this view was accepted for a long time, many economic
historians now believe that the increase in population in
the sixteenth century played an important role in creating
inflationary pressures. A growing population increased the
demand for land and food and drove up prices for both. 

But the inflation-fueled prosperity of the sixteenth
century showed signs of slackening by the beginning of the
seventeenth century. Economic contraction began to be
evident in some parts of Europe by the 1620s. In the 1630s
and 1640s, as imports of silver declined, economic reces-
sion intensified, especially in the Mediterranean area. The
industrial and financial center of Europe in the age of the
Renaissance, Italy was now becoming an economic back-
water. Spain’s economy was also seriously failing by the
decade of the 1640s. 

l Trade, Industry, Banking, 
and Agriculture 

The flourishing European trade of the sixteenth century
revolved around three major areas: the Mediterranean in
the south, the Low Countries and the Baltic region in the
north, and central Europe, whose inland trade depended

on the Rhine and Danube Rivers. As overseas trade ex-
panded, however, the Atlantic seaboard began to play a
more important role, linking the Mediterranean, Baltic,
and central European trading areas together and making
the whole of Europe into a more integrated market that
was all the more vulnerable to price shifts. With their
cheaper and faster ships, the Dutch came to monopolize
both European and world trade, although they were
increasingly challenged by the English and French in the
seventeenth century. 

The commercial expansion of the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries was made easier by new forms of com-
mercial organization, especially the joint-stock trading
company. Individuals bought shares in a company and
received dividends on their investment while a board of
directors ran the company and made the important busi-
ness decisions. The return on investments could be spec-
tacular. During its first ten years, investors received 30
percent on their money from the Dutch East India
Company, which opened the Spice Islands and Southeast
Asia to Dutch activity. The joint-stock company made it
easier to raise large amounts of capital for world trading
ventures. 

Enormous profits were also being made in ship-
building and in mining and metallurgy, where technolog-
ical innovations, such as the use of pumps and new
methods of extracting metals from ores, proved highly suc-
cessful. The mining industry was closely tied to sixteenth-
century family banking firms. In exchange for arranging
large loans to Charles V, Jacob Fugger was given a
monopoly over silver, copper, and mercury mines in the
Habsburg possessions of central Europe that produced
profits in excess of 50 percent per year. Though these close
relationships between governments and entrepreneurs
could lead to stunning successes, they could also be pre-
carious. The House of Fugger went bankrupt at the end of
the sixteenth century when the Habsburgs defaulted on
their loans. 

By the seventeenth century, the traditional family
banking firms were no longer able to supply the numerous
services needed for the commercial capitalism of the sev-
enteenth century. New institutions arose to take their
place. The city of Amsterdam created the Bank of Am-
sterdam in 1609 as both a deposit and a transfer institu-
tion and the Amsterdam Bourse or Exchange where the
trading of stocks replaced the exchange of goods. By the
first half of the seventeenth century, the Amsterdam
Exchange had emerged as the hub of the European busi-
ness world, just as Amsterdam itself had replaced Antwerp
as the greatest commercial and banking center of Europe. 

Despite the growth of commercial capitalism, most
of the European economy still depended on an agricul-
tural system that had experienced few changes since the
thirteenth century. At least 80 to 90 percent of Euro-
peans till worked on the land. Almost all of the peasants of
western Europe were free of serfdom, although many still
owed a variety of feudal dues to the nobility. Despite the
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expanding markets and rising prices, European peasants
saw little or no improvement in their lot as they faced
increased rents and fees and higher taxes imposed by
the state. In eastern Europe, the peasants’ position even
worsened as they were increasingly tied to the land in
a new serfdom enforced by powerful landowners (see
Chapter 15). 

l Population and the Growth of Cities 

The sixteenth century was a period of expanding popula-
tion, 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 mil-
lion by 1600, the first major recovery of the European pop-
ulation since the devastation of the Black Death in the
mid-fourteenth century. However, records also indicate
that the population had leveled off by 1620 and even
begun to decline by 1650, especially in central and south-
ern Europe. Only the Dutch, English, and, to a lesser
degree, the 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.
In 1630, for example, northern Italy was hit by a devas-
tating recurrence of bubonic plague; Verona and Mantua
lost 60 to 70 percent of their populations. Europe’s entry
into another “little ice age” after the middle of the sixteenth
century, when average temperatures fell and glaciers even
engulfed small Alpine villages, affected harvests and gave
rise to famines. Historians have noted the parallels be-
tween population increase and economic prosperity in the
sixteenth century and population decline and economic
recession in the seventeenth century. 

The rise in population was reflected in the growth of
cities. In 1500, Paris, Constantinople, and four cities in
Italy (Naples, Venice, Milan, Genoa) had populations
above 100,000 people. By 1600, Naples had grown to
300,000, while Rome, Palermo, and Messina reached
100,000. Cities along coasts and well-traveled trade routes
grew the most, reflecting the close ties between commerce
and urban growth. Naples became the largest port in Italy
while Seville in Spain, the port of entry for the wealth of
the New World, and Lisbon in Portugal had populations
over 100,000 by 1600. Across the English Channel, Lon-
don’s domination of the commercial and financial life of
England pushed its population to 250,000 by 1600. By
that year, Europe’s greatest and most populous city was
Paris with its 500,000 people. 

Seventeenth-century cities visibly reflected the
remarkable disparity in wealth during the seventeenth cen-
tury. The beautiful houses and palaces of rich nobles and
wealthy merchants contrasted sharply with the crowded
tenements and dirty hovels of the lower classes. Crime,
pollution, filth, and lack of sanitation, fresh water, and food
were accompanied by social tensions between landed
nobles who moved into the cities and the wealthy mer-
chants who resented their presence. 

◆ Seventeenth-Century Crises:
War and Rebellions 

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 cen-
tury continued to be a period of crisis. A devastating war
that affected much of Europe and rebellions seemingly
everywhere protracted an atmosphere of disorder and
violence. 

l The Thirty Years’ War 

Religion, especially the struggle between a militant Catholi-
cism and a militant Calvinism, certainly played an impor-
tant role in the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War, 
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. 

JACOB FUGGER THE RICH. Jacob Fugger, head of one of
the wealthiest banking firms of the sixteenth century, is
pictured here with his faithful secretary, Matthaus
Schwartz, who painted this scene in 1516. The cabinet 
in the background lists the names of the cities where
Fugger’s firm had branch offices, including Milan,
Innsbruck, Nuremberg, and Lisbon. 
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Although much of the fighting in the Thirty Years’
War (1618–1648) took place in the Germanic lands of the
Holy Roman Empire, the war became a Europeanwide
struggle. In fact, some historians view it as part of a larger
conflict between the Bourbon dynasty of France and the
Habsburg dynasties of Spain and the Holy Roman Empire
for European leadership and date it from 1609 to 1659.
A brief look at the motives of the European states and
the situation in the Holy Roman Empire provides the back-
ground necessary to understand the war. 

Since the beginning of the sixteenth century, France
had worked to break out of what it perceived as its encir-
clement by the house of Habsburg. The situation had
eased in 1556 when Charles V abdicated and divided his
empire. His son Philip inherited Spain, the Netherlands,
Italy, and the New World while his brother Ferdinand
became Holy Roman Emperor and received the Habsburg
possessions in Austria and eastern Europe. France felt
threatened by the Spanish Habsburgs and feared the con-
solidation of the Holy Roman Empire by the Habsburg
emperor. 

Spain, which viewed the twelve-year truce negoti-
ated with the Dutch in 1609 as only temporary, was deter-
mined to regain control of the Netherlands, specifically,
the northern Dutch provinces. English and Dutch con-
trol of the seas, however, forced the Spanish to seek an
alternative route for shipping supplies and men to the
Dutch provinces by way of Italy and western Germany.

The Austrian Habsburgs wished to consolidate their
holdings in Austria and Bohemia by eliminating Protes-
tantism and establishing stronger central authority. At the
same time, as Holy Roman Emperors, they remained frus-
trated by their lack of real authority over the lands of Ger-
many where hundreds of individual states still provided
the real basis of political power. It was among these Ger-
man states that the Thirty Years’ War had its immediate
beginnings. 

The Peace of Augsburg in 1555 had brought an end
to the 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,

MAP 14.3 The Thirty Years’ War.
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although the treaty had not recognized the rights of Calvin-
ists, 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, a Catholic League of German
states was organized by Duke Maximilian of the south
German state of Bavaria. This division of Germany into
two armed camps was made even more dangerous by the
involvement of foreign states. The Protestant Union gained
the support of the Dutch, English, and French, while Spain
and the Holy Roman Emperor aided the Catholic League.
By 1609, then, Germany was dividing into two armed
camps in anticipation of religious war. 

The religious division was exacerbated by a consti-
tutional 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 lib-
erties,” their constitutional rights and prerogatives as indi-
vidual rulers. To pursue their policies, the Habsburg
emperors looked to Spain for assistance while the princes
turned to the enemies of Spain, especially France, for help
against the emperor. 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.
Events in Bohemia in 1617 and 1618 finally brought the
outbreak of the war everyone dreaded. 

Historians have traditionally divided the Thirty
Years’ War into four major phases. The Bohemian phase
(1618–1625) began in one of the Habsburgs’ own ter-
ritories. 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, Fer-
dinand 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 gov-
ernment. The Catholic side claimed that their seemingly
miraculous escape from death in the seventy-foot 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 head of the Protestant Union. 

Ferdinand, who in the meantime had been elected
as Holy Roman Emperor, refused to accept his deposition.
Aided by the imposing forces of Maximilian of Bavaria and
the Catholic League, the imperial forces defeated Freder-
ick and the Bohemian nobles at the Battle of White Moun-
tain outside Prague on November 8, 1620. Spanish troops
meanwhile took advantage of Frederick’s predicament 
by invading the Palatinate and conquering it by the end 
of 1622. The unfortunate Frederick who had lost two

crowns—Bohemia and the Palatinate—fled into exile in
Holland. 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 Duke Maximil-
ian 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. Some 30,000 Protestant families emi-
grated to Saxony and Hungary. 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. 

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 Ger-
many. Most likely, he also wished to annex territories in
northern Germany that would give him control of the south-
ern Baltic. His campaign turned out to be a complete fiasco. 

The imperial forces were now led by a brilliant and
enigmatic commander, Albrecht von Wallenstein, a
Bohemian nobleman who had taken advantage of Fer-
dinand’s victory to become the country’s wealthiest
landowner. Wallenstein marched the imperial army north,
utterly defeated the Danes, and occupied parts of north-
ern Germany, including the Baltic ports of Hamburg,
Lübeck, and Bremen. Christian IV’s total defeat ended
Danish involvement in the Thirty Years’ War and even
meant the end of Danish supremacy in the Baltic. 

After the success of the imperial armies, the 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
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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 Habs-
burg emperor frightened many German princes who feared
for their independent status and reacted by forcing the
emperor to dismiss Wallenstein. At the same time, Ferdi-
nand was faced with another intervention by foreign pow-
ers as the war entered its third phase. 

The Swedish phase (1630–1635) marked the entry
of Gustavus Adolphus, king of Sweden (1611–1635), into
the war. Gustavus Adolphus was responsible for reviving
Sweden and making it into a great Baltic power. The
French, disturbed by the Habsburg consolidation of power,
provided financial support to Gustavus, a military genius
who brought a disciplined and well-equipped Swedish
army to northern Germany. Gustavus had no desire to see
the Habsburgs in northern Germany since he wanted the
Baltic Sea to be a Swedish lake. At the same time, Gus-
tavus Adolphus was 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 despera-
tion, the imperial side recalled Wallenstein, who was given
command of the imperial army that met Gustavus Adol-
phus’s troops near Leipzig. At the Battle of Lützen (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 Wallen-
stein, who was assassinated in 1634 by one of his own
captains, the imperial army decisively defeated the Swedes
at the Battle of Nördlingen at the end of 1634 and drove
them out of southern Germany. This imperial victory guar-
anteed 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 Resti-
tution of 1629. But peace failed to come to war-weary Ger-

many. The Swedes wished to continue while the French,
under the direction of Cardinal Richelieu, the chief min-
ister of King Louis XIII (see Chapter 15), entered the war
directly, beginning the fourth and final phase of the war,
the Franco-Swedish phase (1635–1648). 

By this time, religious issues were losing their signif-
icance as dynastic power politics came to the fore. The
Catholic French, after all, were now supporting the Protes-
tant Swedes against the Catholic Habsburgs of Germany
and Spain. This phase of the war was fought by Sweden
in northern Germany and by France in the Netherlands and
along the Rhine in western Germany. The Battle of Rocroi
in 1643 proved decisive as the 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 negotia-
tions, 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 this “basically meaningless
conflict,” as one historian has called it? The Peace of West-
phalia 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 Franco-German border
area and excellent bases for future military operations in
Germany. While Sweden and the German states of Bran-
denburg 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 300 states that made up the Holy Roman
Empire were virtually recognized as independent states,
since each received the power to conduct its own foreign

SOLDIERS PILLAGING A
FARM. This painting
shows a group of sol-
diers running amok on
a French peasant’s farm.
This scene was typical
of many that occurred
during the Thirty Years’
War, especially in
Germany where the 
war caused enormous
destruction. 
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policy; this brought an end to the Holy Roman Empire as
a political entity and ensured German disunity for another
200 years. The Peace of Westphalia also made it clear that
religion and politics were now separate worlds. 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. 

The economic and social effects of the Thirty Years’
War on Germany are still debated. The most recent work
pictures a ruined German economy and a decline in Ger-
man population from 21 to 16 million between 1618 and
1650. Some areas of Germany were completely devas-

tated, but others remained relatively untouched and even
experienced economic growth. In any case, the Thirty
Years’ War was undoubtedly the most destructive conflict
Europeans had yet experienced (see the box above).
Unfortunately, it was not the last. 

l A Military Revolution? 

By the seventeenth century, war played an increasingly
important role in European affairs. One historian has cal-
culated that between 1562 and 1721 there were only four
years in which all Europe was at peace. Military power
was considered essential to a ruler’s reputation and power;

The Thirty Years’ War was the most devastating war Euro-
peans had experienced since the Hundred Years’ War.
Destruction was especially severe in Germany. We have a
firsthand account of the face of war in Germany from a
picaresque novel called Simplicius Simplicissimus, writ-
ten by Jakob von Grimmelshausen. The author’s experi-
ences 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.

l 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 butcher-
ing, heating water, and rendering lard, as if to prepare
for a banquet, others raced through the house, ransack-
ing 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, house-
hold 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 out-
side 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 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 raid-
ing 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, partic-
ularly 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 enter-
taining 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 hid-
den 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.

The Face of War in the Seventeenth Century

L
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thus, the pressure to build an effective military machine
was intense. Although some would disagree, some histo-
rians believe that the changes that occurred in the science
of warfare between 1560 and 1650 warrant the title of mil-
itary 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 halberds and arranged in massed rectangles,
known as squadrons or battalions. The squadron of pike-
men became a crucial element in sixteenth-century armies
and helps to explain the success of the Spanish who per-
fected its use. The utilization of firearms required adjust-
ments 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 Gus-
tavus’s army were composed of equal numbers of mus-
keteers and pikemen, standing six men deep. They
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 shoot-
ing a pistol volley, they charged the enemy with their
swords. Additional flexibility was obtained by utilizing
lighter artillery pieces that were more easily moved during
battle. All of these changes required coordination, care-
ful training, and better discipline, forcing rulers to move
away from undisciplined mercenary forces. Naturally, the
success of Gustavus Adolphus led to imitation. Perhaps
the best example was the New Model Army of Oliver
Cromwell (see Chapter 15). His army consisted of infantry
(two-thirds musketeers and one-third pikemen), cavalry,
mounted infantry known as dragoons, and artillery units.
A well-integrated and disciplined army, it was known for
its mobility and flexibility. 

The military changes between 1560 and 1650
included an increased use of firearms and cannon, greater
flexibility and mobility in tactics, and better disciplined
and trained armies. These innovations necessitated stand-
ing armies, based partly on conscription, which grew ever
larger and more expensive as the seventeenth century pro-
gressed. Such armies could only be maintained by levying
heavier taxes, making war an economic burden and an
ever more important part of the early modern European
state. To some historians, the creation of large bureau-
cracies to supervise the military resources of the state was
the real reason for the rise of royal absolutism in the sev-
enteenth century (see Chapter 15). 

l Rebellions 

Before, during, and after the Thirty Years’ War, a series
of rebellions and civil wars stemming from the discon-
tent of both nobles and commoners rocked the domestic

stability of many European governments. To strengthen
their power, monarchs attempted to extend their author-
ity 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 gov-
ernment 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 to halt the
growth of royal power (see Chapter 15). The northern
states of Sweden, Denmark, and Holland were also not
immune from upheavals involving clergy, nobles, and mer-
cantile groups. Even relatively stable Switzerland had a
peasant rebellion in 1656. By far the most famous and
wide-ranging struggle, however, was the civil war and
rebellion in England, commonly known as the English
Revolution (see Chapter 15). 

◆ The Witchcraft Craze 
In the midst of the turmoil created by wars, rebellions, and
economic and social uncertainties, yet another source of
disorder arose as hysteria over witchcraft came to affect
the lives of many Europeans in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. Witchcraft trials were prevalent in En-
gland, Scotland, Switzerland, Germany, some parts of
France and the Low Countries, and even New England
in America. As is evident from this list, the witchcraft craze
affected both Catholic and Protestant countries. 

Witchcraft was not a new phenomenon in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries. 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 activi-
ties of the devil, thereby transforming witchcraft into a
heresy that had to be wiped out. After the creation of the
Inquisition in the thirteenth century, some people were
accused of a variety of witchcraft practices and, follow-
ing the biblical injunction, “Thou shalt not suffer a witch
to live,” were turned over to secular authorities for burn-
ing at the stake or hanging (in England). 

The search for scapegoats to explain the disaster of
the Black Death in the fourteenth century led to a rise in
the persecution of people accused of sorcery. In a papal
bull of 1484, Pope Innocent VIII made official the belief
of the Catholic church in such pernicious practices: 

It has recently come to our ears, not without great pain to
us, that in some parts of upper Germany, . . . many persons
of both sexes, heedless of their own salvation and forsaking
the catholic faith, give themselves over to devils male and
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female, and by their incantations, charms, and conjurings, 
. . . ruin and cause to perish the offspring of women, the
foal of animals, the products of the earth, the grapes of
vines, and the fruits of trees, as well as men and women,
cattle and flocks and herds and animals of every kind . . . ;
that they afflict and torture with dire pains and anguish,
both internal and external, these men, women, cattle,
flocks, herds, and animals, and hinder men from begetting
and women from conceiving, and prevent all consummation
of marriage; . . . that, moreover, at the instigation of the
enemy of mankind [Satan], they do not fear to commit and
perpetrate many other abominable offenses and crimes.12

To combat these dangers, Innocent sent two Dominican
friars, Jacob Sprenger and Heinrich Krämer, to Germany
to investigate and root out the witches. In 1486, based
on their findings, they wrote the Malleus Maleficarum (The
Hammer of the Witches), which until the eighteenth cen-
tury remained one of the standard handbooks on the prac-
tices of witchcraft and the methods that could be used to
discover and try witches. 

What distinguished witchcraft in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries from these previous developments
was the increased number of trials and executions of pre-
sumed witches. Although estimates have varied widely,
the most recent figures indicate that 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 propor-
tions. Approximately 25 percent of the villages in the
English county of Essex, for example, had at least one

witchcraft trial in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies. Although larger cities were affected first, the tri-
als also spread to smaller towns and rural areas as the
hysteria persisted well into the seventeenth century (see
the box on p. 417). 

From an account of witch persecution in the German
city of Trier, we get some glimpse of who the accused were:
“Scarcely any of those who were accused escaped pun-
ishment. Nor were there spared even the leading men in
the city of Trier.” Although this statement makes it clear
that the witchcraft trials had gone so far that even city
officeholders were not immune from persecution, it also
implies what is borne out in most witchcraft trials—that
women of the lower classes were more likely to be accused
of witchcraft. Indeed, where lists are given, those men-
tioned most often are milkmaids, peasant women, and ser-
vant girls. In the witchcraft trials of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, 80 percent of those accused were
women, most of them single or widowed and many over
fifty years old. Moreover, almost all victims belonged to
the lower classes, the poor and propertyless. 

The accused witches usually confessed to a number
of practices. Many of their confessions were extracted by
torture, greatly adding to the number and intensity of activ-
ities mentioned. But even when people confessed volun-
tarily, certain practices stand out. Many said that they had
sworn allegiance to the devil and attended sabbats or noc-
turnal 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 neigh-

THE ACTIVITIES OF WITCHES. Hysteria over witchcraft
affected the daily lives of many Europeans in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries. This picture by Frans
Francken the Young, painted in 1607, shows a number

of activities commonly attributed to witches. In the cen-
ter, several witches are casting spells with their magic
books and instruments, and at the top, a witch on a post
prepares to fly off on her broomstick. 
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bors by killing their livestock, injuring their children, or
raising storms to destroy their crops. 

A number of contributing factors have been sug-
gested to explain why the witchcraft craze 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 south-

Persecutions for witchcraft reached their high point in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when tens of thousands
of people were brought to trial. In this excerpt from the
minutes of a trial in France in 1652, we can see why the
accused witch stood little chance of exonerating herself.

The Trial of Suzanne Gaudry

28 May, 1652. . . . Interrogation of Suzanne Gaudry,
prisoner at the court of Rieux. . . . [During interrogations
on May 28 and May 29, the prisoner confessed to a
number of activities involving the devil.]

l Deliberation of the Court—June 3, 1652

The undersigned advocates of the Court have seen these
interrogations and answers. They say that the aforemen-
tioned Suzanne Gaudry confesses that she is a witch,
that she had given herself to the devil, that she had
renounced God, Lent, and baptism, that she has been
marked on the shoulder, that she has cohabited with the
devil and that she has been to the dances, confessing
only to have cast a spell upon and caused to die a beast
of Philippe Cornié. . . .

l Third Interrogation—June 27

This prisoner being led into the chamber, she was exam-
ined to know if things were not as she had said and
confessed at the beginning of her imprisonment.

—Answers no, and that what she has said was done
so by force.

Pressed to say the truth, that otherwise she would be
subjected to torture, having pointed out to her that her
aunt was burned for this same subject.

—Answers that she is not a witch. . . .
She was placed in the hands of the officer in charge

of torture, throwing herself on her knees, struggling to
cry, uttering several exclamations, without being able,
nevertheless to shed a tear. Saying at every moment that
she is not a witch.

l The Torture

On this same day, being at the place of torture.
This prisoner, before being strapped down, was

admonished to maintain herself in her first confessions
and to renounce her lover.

—Says that she denies everything she has said, and
that she has no lover. Feeling herself being strapped
down, says that she is not a witch, while struggling to
cry. . . . and upon being asked why she confessed to
being one, said that she was forced to say it.

Told that she was not forced, that on the contrary she
declared herself to be a witch without any threat.

—Says that she confessed it and that she is not a
witch, and being a little stretched [on the rack] screams
ceaselessly that she is not a witch. . . .

Asked if she did not confess that she had been a
witch for twenty-six years.

—Says that she said it, that she retracts it, crying that
she is not a witch.

Asked if she did not make Philippe Cornié’s horse die,
as she confessed.

—Answers no, crying Jesus-Maria, that she is not a
witch.

The mark having been probed by the officer, in the
presence of Doctor Bouchain, it was adjudged by the
aforesaid doctor and officer truly to be the mark of the
devil.

Being more tightly stretched upon the torture-rack,
urged to maintain her confessions.

—Said that it was true that she is a witch and that
she would maintain what she had said.

Asked how long she has been in subjugation to the
devil.

—Answers that it was twenty years ago that the devil
appeared to her, being in her lodgings in the form of a
man dressed in a little cow-hide and black breeches. . . .

l Verdict

July 9, 1652. In the light of the interrogations, answers
and investigations made into the charge against
Suzanne Gaudry, . . . seeing by her own confessions that
she is said to have made a pact with the devil, received
the mark from him, . . . and that following this, she had
renounced God, Lent, and baptism and had let herself
be known carnally by him, in which she received satis-
faction. Also, seeing that she is said to have been a part
of nocturnal carols and dances.

For expiation of which the advice of the undersigned
is that the office of Rieux can legitimately condemn the
aforesaid Suzanne Gaudry to death, tying her to a gal-
lows, and strangling her to death, then burning her body
and burying it here in the environs of the woods.

A Witchcraft Trial in France

L
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western Germany, where Protestant-Catholic controver-
sies still raged. As religious passions became inflamed,
accusations of being in league with the devil became com-
mon on both sides. 

Recently, however, historians have emphasized the
importance of social conditions, especially the problems
of a society in turmoil, in explaining the witchcraft hyste-
ria. At a time when the old communal values that stressed
working together for the good of the community were dis-
integrating before the onslaught of a new economic ethic
that emphasized that each person should look out for him-
self or herself, 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 susceptible to suspicion. Many of them,
no longer the recipients of the local charity available in tra-
ditional society, may even have tried to survive by sell-
ing herbs, potions, or secret remedies for healing. When
problems arose—and there were many in this crisis-laden
period—these same women were the most likely scape-
goats at hand. 

That women should be the chief victims of witchcraft
trials was hardly accidental. Indeed, the authors of the
Malleus Maleficarum had argued that there was a direct
link between witchcraft and women. According to them,
women were inferior to men both mentally and morally.
Women’s moral weaknesses made them especially open
to temptation and hence especially vulnerable to the
allures of Satan. The strong beliefs of the authors of the
Malleus Maleficarum were repeated in virtually all of the
new witchcraft treatises written in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. Nicholas Rémy, a witchcraft judge
in France in the 1590s, found it “not unreasonable that
this scum of humanity (i.e., witches) should be drawn
chiefly from the feminine sex.” To another judge, it came
as no surprise that witches would confess to sexual expe-
riences 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 provo-
cations.”13 Of course, not only witch hunters held such low
estimates of women. Most theologians, lawyers, and
philosophers in early modern Europe believed in the nat-
ural 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 hys-
teria began to subside. The destruction of the religious
wars had at least forced people to accept a grudging tol-
eration, causing religious passions to subside. Moreover,
as governments began to stabilize after the period of cri-
sis, fewer magistrates were willing to accept the unset-
tling and divisive conditions generated by the trials of
witches. Finally, by the end of the seventeenth and begin-
ning of the eighteenth centuries, more and more educated
people were questioning altogether their old attitudes
toward religion and finding it especially contrary to rea-
son to believe in the old view of a world haunted by evil
spirits. 

◆ Culture in a Turbulent World 
Art and literature passed through two major stylistic stages
between the Renaissance and 1650. These changes were
closely linked to the religious, political, and intellectual
developments of the period. 

l Art: Mannerism and the Baroque 
The artistic Renaissance came to an end when a new
movement called Mannerism emerged in Italy in the
decades of the 1520s and 1530s. The age of the Refor-
mation had brought a revival of religious values accom-
panied by much political turmoil. Especially in Italy, the
worldly enthusiasm of the Renaissance gave way to anx-
iety, uncertainty, suffering, and a yearning for spiritual
experience. Mannerism reflected this environment in its
deliberate attempt to break down the High Renaissance
principles of balance, harmony, and moderation (the term
Mannerism derives from critics who considered their con-
temporary artists to be second-rate imitators, painting in
the “manner” of Michelangelo’s late style). Italian Man-
nerist painters deliberately distorted the rules of propor-
tion 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). Doménikos Theotocópoulos (called
“the Greek”—El Greco) was from Crete, but after studying
in Venice and Rome, he moved to Spain in the 1570s
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 well the artist’s desire to create
a world of intense emotion. 

Mannerism was eventually replaced by a new 
movement—the Baroque—that dominated the artistic
world for another century and a half. The Baroque began
in Italy in the last quarter of the sixteenth century and
spread to the rest of Europe. Baroque artists sought to
harmonize the classical traditions of Renaissance art with
the intense religious feelings fostered by the revival of
religion in the Reformation. The Baroque first appeared in
Rome in the Jesuit church of Il Gesù, whose facade was
completed in 1575. Although Protestants were also affected,
the Baroque 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 Holland, eventually the Baroque
style spread to all of Europe and to Latin America. 

In large part, Baroque art and architecture reflected
the search for power that was characteristic of much of the
seventeenth century. Baroque churches and palaces fea-
tured richly ornamented facades, sweeping staircases, and
an overall splendor that were meant to impress people.
Kings and princes wanted other kings and princes as well
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as their subjects to be in awe of their power. The Catholic
church, which commissioned many new churches, wanted
people to see clearly the triumphant power of the
Catholic faith. 

Baroque painting was known for its use
of dramatic effects to heighten emotional
intensity. This style was especially evi-
dent in the works of 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 vio-
lent motion, heavily fleshed

nudes, a dramatic use of light and shadow, and rich sen-
suous pigments converge to show 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
(1598–1680), who completed Saint

Peter’s Basilica 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 inte-
rior of Saint Peter’s, where

his Throne of Saint Peter hov-
ers in mid-air, held by the
hands of the four great doc-
tors of the Catholic church.
Above the chair, rays of
golden light drive a mass of
clouds and angels toward
the spectator. In his most

EL GRECO, LAOCÖON. Mannerism reached one of its
highest expressions 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 Laocöon, a famous

piece of Hellenistic sculpture that had been discovered
in Rome in 1506. The elongated, contorted bodies pro-
ject a world of suffering while the somber background
scene of the city of Toledo adds a sense of terror and
doom. 

IL GESÙ. The Jesuit church 
of Il Gesù in Rome was the first
example of Baroque. Its facade,
seen here, was completed in
1575. With its use of classical
columns, entablatures, and
pediments, it served as a model
for later church designs done 
in the Baroque style. 
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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 sensu-
ously real portrayal of physical ecstasy. 

Less well-known than the male artists who domi-
nated the art world of seventeenth-century Italy but promi-
nent in her own right was Artemisia Gentileschi
(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, including Judith, Esther, and
Bathsheba. Most famous is her 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.

l Thought: The World of Montaigne 

The crises between 1550 and 1650 produced challenges
to the optimistic moral and intellectual premises of the
Renaissance. The humanist emphasis on the dignity of man
and the role of education in producing moral virtue seemed
questionable in view of the often violent passions of dynas-

tic and religious warfare. Intellectuals and writers began
to adopt new approaches in criticizing tradition and author-
ity. The concept of a positive skepticism is closely associ-
ated with the work of Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592). 

Son of a prosperous French merchant, Montaigne
received the kind of classical education advocated by
Renaissance humanists. Montaigne served as a lawyer
and magistrate in the Parlement of Bordeaux, but the reli-
gious wars so disgusted him that he withdrew to his coun-
try estate to think and write his Essays, the first two books
of which were published in 1580. His aim was to “disclose
himself,” or to use self-knowledge as an instrument to
understand the world. Montaigne questioned tradition and
authority and attacked moral absolutists. He was espe-
cially critical of the Huguenot and ultra-Catholic fanatics
of the French Wars of Religion who deluded themselves
and took the easy way out of life’s complexities by trying
to kill each other: “instead of transforming themselves into
angels, they transform themselves into beasts.” 

To counteract fanaticism, Montaigne preached mod-
eration and toleration or the “middle way.” In his Essay on
Experience, he wrote: “It is much easier to go along the
sides, where the outer edge serves as a limit and a guide,
than by the middle way, wide and open, and to go by art
than by nature; but it is also much less noble and less
commendable. Greatness of soul is not so much pressing
upward and forward as knowing how to set oneself in
order.”14 Montaigne also brought his middle way and skep-

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 a dramatic use of
light and color, bodies in motion, and luxuri-
ous 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. 
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GIAN LORENZO BERNINI, ECSTASY OF SAINT THERESA.
One of the greatest figures 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 pieces of sculpture. Bernini
sought to convey visually Theresa’s own description of
her mystical experience when an angel supposedly
pierced her heart repeatedly with a golden arrow. 

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 bloody nature of Judith’s act.

tical mind to bear on other subjects of the day. He won-
dered, for example, whether “civilized” Europeans were
superior to the “savages” of the New World. 

Montaigne was secular minded and discussed moral
issues without reference to Christian truths. He was, in
many ways, out of step with his own age of passionate reli-
gious truths and hatreds, but his ideas would be welcomed
by many Europeans once Europe passed through this
stage of intense intolerance. His maturity, experience, gen-
tleness, and openness all made Montaigne one of the time-
less writers of Western civilization. 

l A Golden Age of Literature: 
England and Spain 

Periods of crisis often produce great writing, and so it was
of this age, which was characterized by epic poetry, exper-
imental verse, the first great chivalric novel, and, above all,
a golden age of theater. In both England and Spain, writ-
ing for the stage reached new heights between 1580 and
1640. All of this impressive literature was 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 golden 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 her reign. Elizabethan literature
exhibits the exuberance and pride associated with English
exploits under Queen Elizabeth (see the box on p. 423).
Of all the forms of Elizabethan literature, none expressed
the energy and intellectual versatility of the era better than
drama. Of all the dramatists, none is more famous than
William Shakespeare (1564–1616). 

Shakespeare was the son of a prosperous glove-
maker from Stratford-upon-Avon. When he appeared in
London in 1592, Elizabethans were already addicted to
the stage. By 1576, two professional theaters run by actors’
companies were in existence. Elizabethan theater became
a tremendously successful business. In or near London, at
least four to six theaters were open six afternoons a week.
London theaters ranged from the Globe, which was a 
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circular unroofed structure holding 3,000, to the Black-
friars, which was roofed and held only 500. In the for-
mer, an admission charge of one or two pennies 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. Shake-
speare has long been recognized as a universal genius. A
master of the English language, he was instrumental in
transforming a language that was still in a period of tran-
sition. His technical proficiency, however, was matched by
an incredible insight into human psychology. Whether in
his tragedies or comedies, Shakespeare exhibited a remark-
able understanding of the human condition. 

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 (1562–1635). Like Shakespeare,
he was from a middle-class background. He was an incred-

ibly prolific writer; almost 500 of his 1,500 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.” 

One of the crowning achievements of the golden age
of Spanish literature was the work of Miguel de Cervantes
(1547–1616), whose Don Quixote has been acclaimed as
one of the greatest literary works of all time. While sati-
rizing medieval chivalric literature, Cervantes also per-
fected the chivalric novel and reconciled it with literary
realism. The two main figures of his famous work repre-
sented the dual nature of the Spanish character. The
knight Don Quixote from La Mancha is the visionary who
is so involved in his lofty ideals that he is oblivious to
the hard realities around him. To him, for example, wind-
mills appear as four-armed giants. In contrast, the knight’s
fat and earthy squire, Sancho Panza, is the realist who
cannot get his master to see the realities in front of him.
But after adventures that took them to all parts of Spain,
each came to see the value of the other’s perspective. We
are left with Cervantes’s conviction that idealism and real-
ism, visionary dreams and the hard work of reality, are
both necessary to the human condition. 

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE. The golden age of
English literature is identified with the Eliza-
bethan era. Drama flourished during the period,
and the greatest dramatist of the age was
William Shakespeare. An actor and shareholder
in a theatrical company as well as a playwright,
Shakespeare wrote a number of tragedies, come-
dies, romances, and histories. 



Discovery and Crisis in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 423

Conclusion LLLLLLLLLLLL

The period from 1560 to 1650 witnessed Europe’s
attempt to adjust to a whole range of change-laden
forces. Population contracted as economic expansion
gave way to economic recession. The discovery of new
trade routes to the East and the “accidental” discovery
of the Americas led Europeans to plunge outside the
medieval world in which they had been enclosed for
virtually 1,000 years. The conquest of the Americas

brought out the worst and some of the best of European
civilization. The greedy plundering of resources and the
brutal repression, enslavement, and virtual annihila-
tion of millions of Indians were hardly balanced by
attempts to create new institutions, convert the natives
to Christianity, and foster the rights of the indigenous
peoples. 

In the sixteenth century, the discoveries made little
impact on Europeans preoccupied with the problems of
dynastic expansion and, above all, religious division. It

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 versatil-
ity. His historical plays reflected the patriotic enthusiasm
of the English in the Elizabethan era, as this excerpt from
Richard II illustrates.

l 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,
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!

William Shakespeare: In Praise of England

L
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took 100 years of religious warfare complicated by seri-
ous political, economic and social issues—the worst
series of wars and civil wars since the collapse of the
Roman Empire in the west—before Europeans finally
admitted that they would have to tolerate different ways
of worshiping God. That men who were disciples of the
Apostle of Peace would kill each other—often in brutal
and painful fashion—aroused skepticism about Chris-
tianity itself. As one German writer put it in 1650:
“Lutheran, popish, and Calvinistic, we’ve got all these
beliefs here; but there is some doubt about where Chris-
tianity has got to.”15 It is surely no accident that the
search for a stable, secular order of politics and for order
in the universe through natural laws played such impor-
tant roles in the seventeenth century. The religious wars
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries opened the
door to the secular perspectives that have characterized
modern Western civilization. 
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