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Europe in the Age of Religious

Wars, 1560-1648

three well-dressed gentlemen stand over a muti-
lated body: one of them holds up the severed
head. Elsewhere, sword-wielding men engage in indis-
criminate slaughter, even of babies. Corpses are piled up
in the background. This painting memoriaizes the grisly
events of August 24, 1572. A band of Catholic noble-
men, accompanied by the personal guard of the king of
France, had hunted down a hundred Protestant nobles,
asleep in their lodgings in and around the royal palace,
and murdered them i cold blood. The king and his coun-
selors had planned the murders as a preempive strike
because they feared that other Protestant nobles were
gathering an army outside Paris But the calculated attack
became a massacre when ordinary Parisians, overwhelm
ingly Catholic and believing they were acting i the king’s
name, turned on thei neighbors. About three thousand
Protestants were slain in Paris over the next three days.
This massacre came to be called the Saint

E dying man's body is thrown from a window. Below,

Bartholomew's Day Massacre for the Catholic saint on
whose feast day it fell. Though horrible in ts scope, the
slaughter was not unusual in the deadly combination of
relgious and political antagonisms it reflected. Religious
conflcts were, by defiition,intractable poliical conflicts,
since virtually every religious group felt that all others
were heretics who could ot be tolerated and must be
eliminated. Rulers of all faiths looked to divine authority
and relgious intitutions to uphold their power.

In the decades after 1560, poliical tensions led to
instability and violence, especially when newly reinforced
by religious differences. Royal governments continued
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to consolidate authority, but resistance to royal power by provinces, nobles, or towns
accustomed to independence now might have a relgious sanction. Warfare over these
issues had consumed the Holy Roman Empire i the firs-half of the sixteenth century.
The conflct now spilled over into France'and the Netherlands and threatened to erupt

in England. In the early seventesfth century, the Holy Roman Empire once agai was -
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Philip I King of Span (-
156-1598),son f Charles
V.who ruled Spainat the
height of s nfluence.

‘wracked by a war simultaneousy religious and politcal n orgin. Regardless of its roots,
warfare itself had become more destructive than ever before thanks to innovations in
military technology and campaig tactics. Tensions everywhere were also worsened by
economic changes, especially soaring prices and unemployment. The politcal and reli-
gious struggles of the era took place against a background of increasing want, and eco-
nomic distress was often expressed in both poltcal and eligious terms.

A period of tension, even extraordinary violence,in political and social Ife, the era
of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries was lso distinguished by grea cre.
ativityin some areas o cultural and intellectual fe. The plays of Shakespeare, for
ple, mirrored the passions but also reflected on the dilemmas of the day and helped to
analyze Europeans circumstances with a new degree of sophistication.

Imperial Spain and the Limits of Royal Power

I~

To contemporary observers, no political fact of the late sixtcenth century was more obvi-
ous than the ascendancy of Spain. Philip I1 (r. 1556-1598) ruled Spanish conquests in the
‘New World, as well as wealthy territories in Europe, including the Netherlands and parts of
aly. et imperial Spain did not escape the poltical,social, and religious turmol of the era.

Explosive combinations of relgious dissent and political disaffection led to revolt against
‘Spain in the Netherlands. This conflct revealed the endemic tensions of sixteenth-century.
politial lfe: nobles, tovns, and provinces trying to safeguard remnants of medieval auton-
omy against efforts at greater centralization—with the added complications of economic.
strain and religious division. The revoltalso demonstrated the material limits of royal power,
since even with treasure from American conquests pouring in, Philip could, at times, barely
afford to keep ar the field. As American silver dwindled in the seventeenth century,
Philip' successors faced severe financial and politicalstrains, even i their Spanish domains.

The Revolt of the Netherlands

Philip's power stemmed in part from the far-flung territories he inherited from his father,
the Habsburg king of Spain and Holy Roman emperor Charles V: Spain, the Low Countries.
(the Netherlands), the duchy of Milan, the kingdom of Naples, the conquered lands in the
‘Americas, and the Philippine Islands in Asia. (Control of Charles’s Austrian lands had passed
to his brother, Ferdinand, Philip's uncle; see Map 15..1) Treasure flcts bearing silver from
the New World began to reach Spain regularly during Phili's reign. Spain was now the
engine powering a trading economy unlike any that had existed in Europe before. To supply.
its colonies, Spain needed timber and other shipbuilding materials from the hinterlands of
the Baltc Sea. Grain from the Baltc fed the urban populations of Spain (where wool was the
principal cash erop) and the Netherlands, while the Netherlands, in turn, was a source of
finished goods, such as loth. The major exchange point for allof these goods was the ity of
Antwerp in the Netherlands,the leading trading center of all of Europe by 1550.

‘The Netherlands were the jewel among Philip's European possessions. These seven-
teen provinces (constituting mostly the modern nations of Belgium and the Netherlands)
had been centers of trade and manufacture since the twelfth century. In the fourteenth and
fiftcenth centuries, they had enjoyed politeal importance and a period of cultural innova-
tion under the control of the dukes of Burgundy. Like his father, Philip was technically the
ruler of each province separately—that s, he was count of Flanders, duke of Brabant, and so
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system of government had evolved to accommodate the |68 8 OB L) oY op4

arious centers of power. Each province had an assembly
(Bstates) in which representativs of leading nobility and
towns authorized taxation, but each also acknowledged a
central administration in Brussels that represented Philip.
Heading the counci of sate in Brussels was a governor-
‘general, Philip's hlf sister, Margaret of Parma. e
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Background to the Revolt D‘:’m ip

Philip's clumesy effortsto adjust this distribution of power
in his favor pushed his subjects in the Netherlands into
revolt. Born and raised in Spain, Philip had litte real famil-
farity with the densely populated, linguistically diverse
Netherlands, and he never visited there after 1559. Early
in his reign, tensions in the Netherlands arose over taxa-
ion and Spanish insistence on maintaining tight control.
Bad harvests and disruptions of trade, caused by wars in
the Baltic region in the 15605, depressed the Netherlands
economy and made it difficult for the provinces to pay
the taxes Spain demanded. When the Peace of Cateau-
Cambrésis (kahtoe kam-bray-SEE) of 1559 brought an end
tothe long struggle between the Habsburgs and the Valois
(val-WAH) kings of France, the people of the Netherlands
had reason to hope for lower taxes and reduced levels of
Spanish control, yet neither was forthcoming. Indeed,
Philip named to the council of state in Brussels offcals
‘who were Spaniards themselves or had close ties to the
Spanish court, bypassing local nobles who had fought for
Philip and his father before 1559.

Philip only added to the discontent by unleashing an
invigorated repression of heresy. Unlike his father, Philip
directed the hunt for heretics not just at lower-class dis-
senters but also at well-to-do Calvinists—followers of the

French Protestant relgious reformer John Calv
numbers were considerable. Punishment for heresy now
included confication of family property along with exe-
cuton of the individual. By 1565, town council in the
Netherlands routinely refusd to enforce Phlip's relgious
policies, beliving that their prosperity—as well as their
personal secuity—depended on restraint n the prosecu-
tion ofheresy. Leading nobles also stopped enforcing the poliies on their estaes.

Encouraged by greater tolerance, Protestants began to hold open-air meetings and
atract new converts in many towns. Tn  seres of actions calld the “iconoclastc fury,”
Calvinist townsfolk around the provincesstripped Catholic hurches of the elcs and statues
they believed idlatrous. A the same time, rflecing the economic strain of thse years,
sometownsfolk ioted to protes the price of bread. One prominent nobleman warned Philip,
“Alltrade has cometoa standstil sothat there are 100,000 men begging for their bread who
used to can ... which is important] since poverty can frce people o do things which
othervise they would never thnk of doing.™
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