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Introduction

Peter Paul Rubens’s portrait of 1635 eternalises Emperor Charles V as a warrior and as a world emperor. Wearing a laurel wreath and dressed in full armour underneath a tunic, Charles holds a globe (sphaira) in his left hand and a sword in his right. He extends his right hand and presents the sword with its blade upwards but pushes the globe towards his chest. He appears to be ready to strike with his right hand while seeking to protect the globe against an attack.

Rubens drew on the medieval occidental iconography of emperors. From the tenth century occidental rulers bearing the imperial title were often shown holding the sphaira as the symbol of universal rule in their extended left hand and the sceptre as the symbol of virtue and equity in their extended right hand. Rubens modified the medieval model in two important respects: he replaced the symbol of virtue and equity by the symbol of war-proneness and did not allow Charles to extend his left hand. Rubens’s portrait thus visualises a tension between Charles as a daring warrior and Charles as the peace-bringing emperor. Readiness to use military force and willingness to protect the world do not seem to go together.

Rubens’s portrait is part of a tradition of scepticism that constitutes a conflict between the tasks of a warrior and the tasks of a ruler; that juxtaposes the values of heroism against the values of stoicism; that recognises the obligation of warriors to risk their lives while it imposes upon rulers the obligation to preserve their lives as long as they can. Again, the tradition is old. It can be traced back to the tenth century. But did Charles himself accept the view that there was a conflict between warriors’ and rulers’ norms, values and rules? Certainly, some of his advisers urged him not to risk his life, and Charles died peacefully, though not as a ruler. Yet he consciously risked his life on several occasions, was trained in combat, acted as a military commander and reflected on aspects of the theory of war. Contrary to the legacy of the medieval tradition of rulers’ ethics Charles combined rather than juxtaposed warriors’ and rulers’ norms, values and rules. This book will show that Charles saw the fulfilment of his warrior tasks as the precondition for the accomplishment of his obligations as a ruler. War was an element of life, peace a dream about the future at best. Although he lived with medieval traditions, Charles was not a man of the Middle Ages.

Charles was born as a Burgundian nobleman at Ghent in the Netherlands on 24 February 1500. He took the office of the duke of Burgundy at the age of six. He succeeded as ruler of the Spanish kingdoms in 1516 and was elected emperor in 1519. As a young man Charles raised the most exalted hopes: that he could unify Christendom and that he could pacify the world. Indeed, he journeyed back and forth between the Iberian peninsula and central Europe attempting to ‘bring peace and good government’ to his many subjects. But, after forty years in office, his many foes denounced him as ‘the butcher of Flanders’ and nicknamed him ‘Charles of Ghent who claims to be emperor’. At the age of fifty-five he felt ill and so tired that he abdicated and spent his remaining years in the vicinity of a monastery, where he died in 1558.

Charles’s experience was the most extravagant among the unusual lives that many holders of high office have led. As a ruler he bore different numbers. As duke of Burgundy and ruler over the Netherlands he has been known as Charles II, as Spanish ruler he has been Charles I, and as emperor he has received the number V. At times he was also archduke of Austria and duke of Milan. He was in control of the island worlds to which Columbus had journeyed, the Native American empires that Hernán Cortés and Francisco Pizarro had conquered and, at times, the Spice Islands in the South Pacific that the Magellan expedition had visited. His nearest relatives were his brother Ferdinand, to whom he granted his title of archduke of Austria and who was also king of Bohemia and Hungary and king of the Romans; his sister, who was regent for the Netherlands; the king of Denmark, Sweden (with Finland) and Norway, who was his brother-in-law; the king of France, who was another brother-in-law; the kings of Portugal, one of whom was his brother-in-law, another his son-in-law; the queen of England, who was his daughter-in-law; the duke of Florence, who was his son-in-law; and the duke of Parma, who was also his son-in-law. His rivals and enemies regarded Charles and his closest kin as a threat to peace in Christendom, criticised them for their accumulation of offices and accused them of excessive ambition. In response to these charges Charles insisted that, in all his wars, he never wanted anything for himself but was only trying to do his best to promote peace in the world. But he envisioned peace as an order that he and only he was going to establish.

Charles was an elusive figure, his world paradoxical. Historians must search for him by tracing his footprints. But footprints can only show where he was, not who he was. While political scientists may be able to stand on tiptoe observing politicians in action in front of them, historians cannot look over Charles’s shoulder. For historians, he remains behind a veil of texts recording his movements. There is an abundance of texts bearing Charles’s name. But he never saw most of these and among the minority of letters that he did write with his own hand are some which do not reflect his own thoughts but those of his advisers. Charles was an elusive figure not merely because he was an itinerant ruler but because, despite his remarkable rhetorical skills, he did not communicate with many people. Dr Martin Luther, who liked to talk, and confronted him on two occasions, called him ‘our silent emperor’. I have tried to penetrate behind the veil of texts by letting Charles respond to the paradoxical world in which he was moving as a warrior and ruler. I do not attempt to explain the paradoxes of his world; for I have neither the intention of undoing them nor the ability to instil meaning into them retrospectively. Instead, I allow the paradoxes to remain in Charles’s world and record Charles’s responses primarily through his actions and less often through his words. Keeping silent is also a way of responding and, needless to say, a type of manifest action.

In a biography the hero determines the framework of chronology, not the historian. Nevertheless, it is the historian’s task to mark time. I have used the years 1515, 1519, 1521, 1530 and 1548 as major epochal breaks. In Chapter One, I introduce Charles’s family and describe his youth to 1515. In Chapter Two, I examine his ascendance to the Spanish kingdoms to 1519. In Chapter Three, I relate the story of his early years as emperor to 1521. In Chapter Four, I trace his movements to 1530. The period from 1530 to 1548 poses difficulties for Charles’s biographer because he was simultaneously engaged in activities concerning many different peoples and places. Rather than jumping back and forth from one scene to another, I have forced Charles to pass through these crucial years twice. Thus, in Chapter Five, I display him engaged in European military and diplomatic strife and Spanish overseas affairs, and in Chapter Six, I observe him in his struggles against Turkish armies and adherents to what Charles persistently referred to as the ‘Lutheran heresy’. Chapter Seven covers the final years.

Each chapter consists of three sections. The first section always gives the narration of events, following the chronological framework. The second section establishes the background of the world in which these events took place. The third section reviews carefully selected sources relevant to the main contents of the chapter.

Charles’s world was the remote world of courts. Unlike his grandfather, Emperor Maximilian I, he was not a popular figure and did not become a hero of literature. Nevertheless, there remains something artificial about Charles and his world, as if it were the world of the stage.
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Europe and the Habsburg possessions at the time of Charles V.


ONE

Dramatis Personae: The Dynasties

CREATING A FAMILY OF RULERS

A duke meets the emperor

Appearances matter. Charles the Bold, Duke of Burgundy and ruler over a plethora of territories within the Holy Roman Empire and beyond its western fringes, spared no pomp when he met Emperor Frederick III in the city of Trier in 1473. Trier was gleaming with symbols of empire. Once a residential imperial capital in the bygone days of antiquity, it still featured ruins of once-lavish Roman baths, of imperial palaces and a well-preserved gate that remained in use as a church. In the Middle Ages, the city became the seat of an archbishopric, and as an archiepiscopal metropolis it wielded considerable influence over the empire, the Netherlands as well as France. When meeting the emperor in the monastery of St Maximin, Charles the Bold brought along stupendous manifestations of his wealth, decorating the meeting-place with tapestries and precious pieces of art and dressing himself up in the most elegant of garments that his manufacturers could produce.1 Frederick III was unable to equal Charles’s splendour. The emperor was poor as an officeholder, as he depended on the revenues that the lesser rulers in the empire were willing to award to him. But Frederick had immaterial treasures to offer, namely an impressive genealogy of ancestors and the right to designate his successor. In 1473, Frederick had been at the helm of the empire for thirty-three years while using the time to advance the fame of his dynasty, the Habsburgs. He tried to keep his own branch of the dynasty in the imperial office, and thus boosted the expectation that his son Maximilian, born in 1459, would be the heir to all Habsburg dominions. The Habsburgs were in control of areas scattered in what is today Austria, Switzerland, southern Germany, northern Italy and Slovenia, outnumbering the holdings of Charles the Bold. Frederick’s marriage to Eleonore of Portugal secured him good connections to one of the most dynamic economies in fifteenth-century Europe next to the realms under the control of Charles the Bold. Imperial genealogists were compiling preposterous family trees that connected Frederick with the Frankish kings of the early Middle Ages; the ancient Roman aristocratic family of the Colonna; Hector and Aeneas, the heroes of the Trojan War; the ancient Roman emperors; Osiris, the ancient Egyptian hero; and Noah, the biblical father. Frederick did not forget to bring a booklet with his genealogies to Trier, which he put on display before his counterpart.2

By Frederick’s standards, Charles was nobody. As a descendant of the French royal dynasty of the Valois he could reiterate their claim to descent from the Trojans. Moreover, if Frederick’s wife was a Portuguese princess, so was Charles’s mother Isabella. But his own branch had split off from the French royal dynasty merely four generations ago when establishing itself as the dukes of Burgundy. True, Charles cared little about legal niceties and used his wealth to demonstrate his power. He even created a propagandistic fancy that portrayed the duke of Burgundy at a rank similar to that of the Roman emperor. But King Louis XI of France, Charles’s archrival, contended these claims and insisted that the dukes of Burgundy were his disloyal vassals. Charles could only hope to be able to continue to live up to his image of a wealthy and powerful ruler equal to the emperor and kings of France, England and Portugal if he succeeded in demonstrating his ability to resist Louis’s claims for suzerainty. Charles’s dilemma was thus that he could use his wealth and power only as long as he was able to keep his position of autonomy, but could hope to succeed in the long run merely if he found an alliance partner. Frederick, of course, knew Charles’s dilemma well. Yet at Trier, Charles had his trump cards. His third wife, whom he had married in 1468, was Margaret of York, sister of King Edward IV. Through this marriage he was thus allied with the English kings. By his second wife Isabella of Bourbon he had a daughter, Mary, born in 1457 and thus matching Maximilian in age. And this was why the two rulers met at Trier: if it was possible to mate their children, a power house would come into existence that could bring together the ruling dynasties of the Roman Empire, Burgundy, England and Portugal. The combination could not only secure Charles’s position against Louis XI of France, but offered golden opportunities in the dreams of ambitious fathers.

As Frederick wanted Charles’s money together with his daughter and Charles wanted Frederick’s status together with his son, the deal seemed to be straightforward. But Charles knew his value. He demanded nothing less than the imperial crown in exchange for his daughter. In Charles’s view, the deal was this: Mary would marry Maximilian, Charles would succeed Frederick as emperor, and Maximilian would succeed Charles. Nicknamed ‘the rash’ by his junior contemporaries, Charles would neither take into account that the ageing Frederick might continue to occupy the imperial throne for another twenty years nor imagine that Louis XI would be able to mobilise a formidable enemy against his disloyal vassal. Nevertheless, Charles’s conditions were tough for Frederick. The empire was not a hereditary monarchy, as the emperors were elected by a college of seven rulers bearing the appropriate title ‘electors’. What if these electors refused to consent to Charles’s demands? Frederick hesitated, and the meeting ended in a draw. Mary was betrothed to Maximilian and further decisions were postponed to the future.

The future that forced Frederick to make decisions came sooner than he may have anticipated. Louis XI concluded an agreement with the Swiss canton of Bern that allowed him to rally Swiss warriors against Charles. By 1476, the Swiss were ready for battle, and Charles decided to face the enemy. Drawing on his revenues, he assembled the most modern of armies, equipped with high-technology weapons, such as mortars, cannon and portable firearms, and staffed with numerous well-trained warriors. He loaded the big cannon on wheels, so that they could be hauled quickly and with ease wherever they were needed. He added a large cavalry and requested enforcements with longbowmen from his English relatives. He carefully planned tactical arrangements for battle that allowed him a maximum of flexible responses. The Swiss appeared to be no match for this fighting force. They relied mainly on a long variant of the lance, called the pike, a weapon that farmers could use with ease, together with a small cavalry and a few firearms. They ordered the pikemen into one large battalion called ‘the heap’, which could march straight forwards to strike at the enemy but could hardly manoeuvre. Hence, all odds pointed against the Swiss, and yet they won the first battle against Charles at Grandson early in 1476 because Charles simply could not break into the carefully maintained Swiss rank and file. Charles was again defeated at Murten later in the same year, when he lost much of his valuable equipment. In the third battle, at Nancy in January 1477, Charles’s army was completely destroyed and the duke’s body was discovered in the mud only days after the battle had ended. Louis XI’s proxy warriors had done their job well.

The emperor’s son and the duke’s daughter get married

Maximilian, then approaching the age of eighteen, was eager to have his marriage concluded. Under the given conditions Mary, the new reigning duchess of Burgundy, had no choice but to accept the deal. Maximilian thus entered the stage as a juvenile warrior willing to take up the defence of the Burgundian realms against Louis XI, the old man in Paris. The campaigns proved protracted and difficult. The loyalty of the estates, namely the urban governments and seigneurial lords in Charles’s vast realms, was shaken by the defeats at Grandson, Murten and Nancy. Revenue came in less easily and, above all, there were thorny legal issues. With Charles the Bold gone, Maximilian was the unquestioned heir apparent in the empire. As the husband of the reigning duchess of Burgundy, he was theoretically a vassal to the French king. As the future emperor could hardly accept being dependent on the French king, Burgundy would have to be constituted as a polity of its own, so to speak, between France and the empire. But this strategy would lead to a Habsburg–Valois rift and deepen the antagonism between the empire and the kingdom of France. Through his campaigns for the Habsburg succession over Burgundy, Maximilian tried to prevent Louis XI from calling back his fief. Maximilian thus faced the awkward task of restoring the loyalty of the Burgundian estates without breaking with the French king. Luckily, Maximilian’s fighting force of German lansquenets gained a victory at Guinegate in 1479, rescuing Artois, Tournai and Picardy for Maximilian. Through her so-called ‘Great Privilege’ of 1477, Mary succeeded in soliciting support from the Burgundian estates by confirming their liberties, some of which the previous dukes had alienated. The privilege restored the right of self-government and became the equivalent of a constitution for Burgundy and the Netherlands. However, Maximilian failed to retain the core part of the duchy of Burgundy around the city of Dijon, once the residential capital of the dukes. The Franche-Comté of Burgundy around Besançon remained contested, although the dukes continued to hold extensive stretches of land there. Yet the ducal power base moved northwards near the urban landscapes of Brabant and Flanders, with Brussels strengthening its position as the administrative centre.

Meanwhile, the Burgundian ducal family grew. Two children, Philip and Margaret, were born in 1478 and 1480. They were named after Mary’s grandfather and her stepmother and thus, through their names, displayed their parents’ willingness to continue the Burgundian heritage. Maximilian was deeply impressed by the splendour of Burgundian court life, the rigour of administrative techniques and the aesthetic refinement of production and reproduction in the arts and crafts. Burgundy appeared to have a future not only as an intermediary between France and the empire but also as a type of polity later to be referred to as the state. However, that bright future was seriously jeopardised when Mary fell from her horse in 1482 while enjoying a hunting excursion and died. Mary’s sudden and premature death was a shock for Maximilian, as his emotional ties to his wife were strong. Even as an old man he remembered her with love and devotion in a lavish piece of literature that described his Burgundian campaign in the style of a medieval wooing epic.3 Yet the grief over the sudden loss of his beloved wife was surmounted by political worries. King Louis XI of France died in 1483, leaving the French throne to his son, a young man who succeeded as Charles VIII. Fortunately for Maximilian, Charles VIII displayed less concern for Burgundian affairs than his father but developed a keener interest in Italian matters. But the question was whether the Burgundian estates accepted Maximilian as their ruler. Maximilian decided to take the risk and had himself quickly invested as duke of Burgundy. At least he had two children, was himself ready for another marriage and intended to use the opportunity strategically to promote a Habsburg–Valois rapprochement. By 1483, he had sent his daughter Margaret to the court of Louis XI to prepare her for the marriage with the future Charles VIII. In 1489, he agreed to marry Anne, the reigning duchess of Brittany, at Rennes where she was under siege by French troops seeking to incorporate the duchy into the French kingdom. Because Maximilian could not reach Rennes in person, Anne had her marriage concluded by proxy. Anne appealed for help to a coalition consisting of Maximilian, King Henry VII of England and King Ferdinand of Aragon. But French military pressure continued until, eventually, Anne agreed to cancel her marriage with Maximilian and, instead, to wed Charles VIII. After Charles’s death in 1498, she married his successor Louis XII and her daughter Claude married Francis of Angoulême in 1514, who followed Louis XII as Francis I in 1515. Maximilian shelved his plans for a dynastic union between Habsburg and Valois in 1490 and Margaret returned to her father.

To make things worse, Maximilian’s Yorkist relatives were defeated at the battle of Bosworth in 1485. Maximilian hastily supported an abortive rebellion by Yorkist loyalists against the new king, Henry VII. The rebellion collapsed in 1487 but Henry remained a difficult partner for Maximilian. Moreover, Maximilian’s position in the Netherlands remained shaky. Some of the Flemish cities insisted that Maximilian should confirm Mary’s ‘Great Privilege’. But he was reluctant to do so. While his lansquenets were campaigning in Flanders he was engaged in negotiations with urban governments to restore their loyalty by means of diplomacy. Soon his lansquenets’ arrogance sent some cities into revolt. At Bruges angry citizens arrested Maximilian early in 1488 and detained him for about two months until he promised to confirm their liberties. A year later, when his position had been strengthened by his lansquenets’ victory at Thérouanne, Maximilian returned to Bruges, levelled the house where he had been detained to the ground and punished the citizens for their insurgency.4 Meanwhile, trouble was mounting in the empire, and Maximilian was summoned to his duties there. In 1486, Frederick III arranged for the coronation of his son as ‘king of the Romans’, an office that was understood to make apparent the heir to the imperial throne. The ceremony was necessary because in 1485, Matthew Corvinus, king of Hungary, had conquered Vienna, driving Frederick out of his residential capital. Maximilian received the task of restoring Vienna to Habsburg control. At the same time, Frederick placed a further burden upon his son’s shoulders, and that was the crusade against the Ottoman Turkish Empire. In the proclamation announcing Maximilian’s installation as ‘king of the Romans’, Frederick announced that the new king would march against the Turkish sultan in the foreseeable future and requested support from everyone in the empire.5 The crusade, the defence of the Roman Empire and the maintenance of Habsburg rule over the Netherlands remained the three issues that dominated Maximilian’s world and European and local politics to the end of his life.

The old emperor dies and his son succeeds

Pursuing policies at these three levels and with equal rigour proved to be a formidable task. Control over the Netherlands involved fewer difficulties than expected although the relationship with France remained strained. Maximilian succeeded in ending Matthew Corvinus’s control over Vienna in 1490, and Frederick could return home. When Frederick finally died in 1493, Maximilian succeeded to the helm of the empire without any problems, although he never received his imperial coronation from the pope. Yet Charles VIII opened a new front in 1494 by intervening in Italian affairs and leading an army that penetrated into the peninsula as far south as Naples. Although Charles’s efforts to impose himself as a major actor in Italian affairs were soon thwarted by shortages of supply and a want of devoted partners in 1495, the intervention sent shock waves through the establishments of territorial rulers and urban governments as well as into the mindsets of private intellectuals.6 Members of all three groups became beset with the impression that the Italian peninsula was politically divided and militarily weak. They traded on the fear that Italian liberties were at stake and demanded strong measures of defence against possible future invasions. This momentous quest for autonomy raised Maximilian’s concerns because the emperor was legally the overlord of a variety of Italian polities, the most important being the duchy of Milan. Hence, any Habsburg strategy in pursuit of expanding the imperial influence over these polities against France would inevitably trigger anti-Habsburg responses from territorial rulers, urban governments and the intellectual public opinion-makers.

Moreover, even after Charles VIII’s withdrawal the French party continued to have many supporters, specifically in the republic of Venice, at whose formal request Charles had intervened, and in the duchy of Milan, where French troops took control and remained until 1521. Maximilian tried to solve the problem in his own way by using his marriage with Bianca Maria Sforza, niece of Lodovico il Moro, Milan’s ruler from 1476 to 1499. The marriage had been concluded in 1493 in an attempt to secure Milan for the Habsburgs. But Lodovico il Moro had his own strategy for keeping Milan under Sforza sway and used Bianca as a spy. Maximilian kept a distanced relationship with his wife, and the marriage produced no offspring. Yet of all of Maximilian’s burdens, the crusades weighed most heavily because they were costly. More than his father, Maximilian could rely on the Habsburg hereditary lands over which he wielded full control. He could also draw on revenue from the Netherlands as long as he succeeded in persuading the estates that his expenses were necessary and good for the Netherlands. He could also try to make profitable marriage deals, expecting that the dowries would be paid to him. But the crusades demanded more. The ruler of the empire yielded an aura of respect and fame but commanded little control over revenue. At the end of the fifteenth century, the Ottoman Turkish Empire covered large portions of western Asia and the Balkans. The Turkish sultan could draw on support from Muslim rulers in North Africa. In order to have a chance of success, a crusade against this empire needed thorough preparation, long-term financial support and a measure of consensus and stability within the Occident that allowed the pursuit of a protracted campaign without the danger of resurfacing internal rivalries. Even if Maximilian’s position was not entirely hopeless, the prospects for meeting these demands were grim.

Up until the middle of the 1490s, we see Maximilian engaged in diplomatic negotiations to the end of creating this consensus and stability. His efforts reached their first peak during the imperial diet held at Worms in 1495. Towards the end of the fifteenth century the imperial diet was emerging as the highest decision-making institution. It was usually convened and chaired by the emperor. It was attended by those territorial rulers and urban governments in the empire who were regarded as imperial estates (or states). Imperial estates were rulers over land and people within the empire who exercised their control in accordance with traditional privileges that they often called liberties. Territorial rulers as imperial estates were normally not in need of imperial legitimisation. Urban governments as imperial estates could claim rights of self-government and were usually free from control by neighbouring territorial lords and stood merely under imperial suzerainty. All estates could thus take the view that they were free from direct control by the emperor and could make their own decisions with regard to their own and imperial affairs. The diet launched a programme for the reform of the empire into a territorial polity under the control of the emperor, against the resistance by some estates. It also established a special tax to support the preparations for the crusade and laid the foundations for a framework of the peaceful adjudication of conflicts among imperial estates.7 However, after the end of the diet, little happened that could implement this strategic design. For Maximilian, the most pressing need was to achieve his coronation as emperor, and in order to allow the coronation to happen, Maximilian had to establish favourable political conditions in the Italian peninsula. Thus Maximilian became absorbed in Italian affairs, while Charles VIII’s campaign was going on, and postponed the more far-reaching plan. Yet despite all the woes confronting him in his own present, when imperial estates were reluctant to endorse his designs for reforms, and when rulers outside the empire challenged the imperial claim for leadership at least over the Occident, Maximilian had his children as foundations of hope. In 1495, Philip was seventeen and Margaret was fifteen. Thus both were ready for use as trump cards in future marriage deals. At Worms, therefore, Maximilian began negotiations with the Spanish courts.

The new emperor expands his kin network

That Maximilian would cast an eye on the Spanish courts in his search for marriage partners for his children was all but self-evident. True, he was familiar with the Portuguese court through his mother and one of his wife’s grandmothers. But he was ill informed about current affairs in the Iberian peninsula. This can be gleaned from a letter that the Nuremberg physician Hieronymus Müntzer addressed to King John II of Portugal on 14 July 1493. On Maximilian’s behalf Müntzer recommended a westward voyage across the ocean as the nearest and cheapest way to Asia.8 Müntzer used arguments that the Portuguese Junta de Matematicos had previously rejected when Columbus had presented them in the 1480s.9 Hence, Maximilian had no idea that his suggestions were well known at the Portuguese court, and was equally unfamiliar with the fact that, meanwhile, Columbus had returned from his first transoceanic voyage, and was now in Spanish service. Maximilian was also ignorant of the fact that Columbus had landed at Lisbon, where he had been interrogated at the request of the Portuguese king. Finally, he knew nothing of the negotiations between the Spanish and Portuguese rulers going on in the town of Tordesillas in 1494 about the regulation of access to the seaways west of Europe and Africa. The involuntary demonstration of imperial provincialism stands against the suggestion that Maximilian approached the Spanish courts as partners in a marriage alliance with an eye on the expeditions. Moreover, Maximilian had little knowledge of Spanish domestic affairs. At the turn of the sixteenth century, the Spanish peninsula was a promising but difficult terrain. There was no united Spanish kingdom but an agglomeration of the two polities of Castile and Aragon, the latter of which consisted of several units (Aragon proper, Catalonia, Leon, and Navarre, as well as overseas dependencies in Naples and Sicily), each with their own histories and institutions. Aragon was under the rule of King Ferdinand, who had ascended the throne in 1479, whereas Castile stood under the government of Queen Isabel, whose actual reign began in the same year. Isabel took over from her half-brother Henry IV, who had occupied the throne in 1454. Henry IV had a daughter Juana, born from his second wife in 1462. As Henry’s first marriage had remained without offspring, the Castilian court immediately suspected that Juana was actually not the king’s offspring but the daughter of a courtier, namely the Duke of Albuquerque, Don Beltran de la Cueva, and nicknamed her Juana la Beltraneja. Henry IV betrothed Juana to King Alfonso of Portugal and designated Isabel as his successor in 1468 but revoked this designation when Isabel decided to marry Ferdinand of Aragon in 1469. When Henry died in 1474, a war of succession broke out between Isabel and King Alfonso V of Portugal. Although supported by Alfonso, Juana eventually renounced her claims in 1479 and retreated to a monastery where she lived on until 1530. Being recognised as reigning queen of Castile, Isabel could jointly rule the two separate kingdoms with her husband so as to lay the foundations for a future unification under their successors. Their surviving children were four daughters, namely Isabel, Juana, Mary and Catherine, and one son, Juan.

Religious controversy added to dynastic rivalries. Throughout the later Middle Ages, a series of military campaigns in the Iberian peninsula aimed at expelling Muslim rulers whose power base was in the southern region of Andalusia. In the course of the 1480s and early 1490s, Ferdinand and Isabel made joint efforts to conclude these campaigns, which were conducted in the form of a crusade under the name reconquista. Early in January 1492 the emir of Granada, the last of the Muslim rulers in the peninsula, voluntarily withdrew from the city to North Africa without giving up his rights to rule. Spanish armed forces that had been assembled in a camp outside Granada moved into the city. The event marked the end of the military phase of the reconquista and was followed by the forced conversion of Muslims and Jews who chose to stay in the territories now coming under the control of the Spanish rulers. The two rulers manifested their control by establishing an inquisition to investigate whether the converts had in fact become Christians or had merely, by lip service, renounced their previous faiths.

At the Worms Diet, the recent fiasco of the Habsburg–Valois union seems to have induced Maximilian to gather information about other suitable marriage partners for his children. But the Spanish kingdoms were a more complicated case. Maximilian made no explicit statement justifying the expectation that he was acting in pursuit of some grand political strategy although he may have considered long-term prospects.10 In 1495, Juan and Juana were seventeen and sixteen years old; that is, they were excellent matches for his two children, Margaret and Philip. To prevent another dynastic disaster, Maximilian tried to arrange a double marriage of two couples. This arrangement would make the Habsburg–Spanish alliance so tight that it was reasonable to expect that neither political disturbances nor the ravages of death could overthrow the long-term prospects of the incorporation of the Spanish kingdoms into the Habsburg-led system of polities with the empire at its core. From the Spanish side, the deal was equally attractive. Ferdinand and Isabel had married their eldest daughter Isabel to heir Alfonso of Portugal and, upon his death, to his son Manuel I. They had done so to maintain peaceful relations among the polities in the Iberian peninsula and to exclude future rival claims from Juana la Beltraneja. The decision revealed their willingness to join Maximilian in using dynastic relations as instruments of diplomacy. The establishment of kin ties with the imperial dynasty offered the strategic advantages of establishing equality with the Portuguese court. It also helped elevate the ruling dynasties in the Spanish kingdoms to a position of supremacy over the many local Castilian, Aragonese, Navarrese, Leonese and southern Italian aristocratic families with their own seigneurial rights and traditions. Moreover, kin ties with prominent dynasties elsewhere in Europe could position the royal government above the representative bodies (Cortes) where deputies of cities had political participation rights. For the Spanish rulers, Maximilian was as helpful as a provider of glory, honour and fame to the end of promoting the interests of the Spanish rulers as the Spanish rulers were for Maximilian in his quest to demonstrate his capacity for leadership at the helm of the empire. Thus the deal was struck. Juana married Philip in 1496, and Margaret married Juan in 1497. Treaties were carefully drawn up specifying legal details, such as the dowries to be paid and the succession rights to be observed. In accordance with these treaties, Philip became the heir apparent to the throne of the future united kingdom of Spain.

Philip and Juana settled in Ghent, where he was acknowledged as duke of Burgundy and lord of the polities in the Netherlands in succession to his father. They enjoyed the festival culture with its court feasts and tournaments. Philip earned a reputation as a knightly aristocrat, well trained in decorum and pageantry. Unlike his father, he was hardly noteworthy for his interest in government and military affairs, although he developed a certain pride, claiming to be the foremost vassal of the French king, due to his position as the duke of Burgundy. Thus, contrary to Maximilian’s expectation, Habsburg relations with France appeared to improve through the attractive young couple. Juana was a productive woman. Within a period of about ten years, she gave birth to seven children, of whom six survived to adulthood. In 1498, she bore a daughter who received the name of her paternal Portuguese great-grandmother Eleanor. The next child was a son, born on 25 February 1500. He was given the name of his paternal Burgundian great-grandfather Charles. The other children were a daughter, born in 1501 and named after her maternal grandmother Isabel; a boy, born in 1503 and baptised with the name of his maternal grandfather Ferdinand; a daughter, born in 1505 and christened after her paternal grandmother Mary; and a daughter, born in 1507 and given the name Catherine.

When Queen Isabel died in 1504, Philip and Juana were due to move to Spain to take up rule in Castile. The preparations for the journey took some time. Eventually, in 1506, most of the family left the Netherlands en route for Juana’s home through the realms of Philip’s royal lord. Eleanor and Charles were left behind to grow up and receive their education in the Netherlands.

COMING OF AGE IN THE NETHERLANDS

The lives of the Habsburg–Spanish family from 1496 to 1506 resembled a drama wherein a cruel fate removes some of the actors from the scene. Juan was the first to depart. His marriage with Margaret appears to have been happy, too happy perhaps, as the couple devoted most of their time and energy to each other. Only six months after the wedding, Juan died suddenly, apparently of exhaustion. Juan’s early departure buried all hopes for a Spanish succession in the empire.11 Margaret decided to marry again, this time to Philibert of Savoy. As her second husband died prematurely in 1504, he left Margaret widowed and once again at her father’s disposal, but she refused to remarry. The next to go was Isabel, wife of King Manuel I of Portugal. She died without issue in 1498. In order not to jeopardise their reconciliation policy, Ferdinand and Isabel gave their unmarried daughter Mary into wedlock with Manuel. Yet the biggest blow was still to come. While travelling in France in 1506, Philip caught a cold but ignored it. He continued the journey until he arrived at Burgos, where he passed away on 25 September.

Despite Ferdinand’s reluctance, Philip had been accepted as joint ruler of Castile together with his wife Juana, but his position was not formally recognised at the time of his death. Juana, pregnant with Catherine, refused to accept the fact of Philip’s death. She attended the official funeral in a bright colourful garment, decorated with flowers, while all the other mourners appeared in black. For months, she continued to travel in the peninsula, demanding that Philip’s coffin should follow her. Courtiers in her entourage were unable to accept her behaviour. During her mother’s lifetime, she had already acquired the reputation of being eccentric. On occasions she reproached Philip, who seems to have cultivated his womanising capability. Philip himself was annoyed at what he considered to be unwarranted outbursts of jealousy and reportedly kept a diary. In the diary he apparently noted down what he categorised as fits of madness. No traces of the alleged diary are extant, but Philip’s assertions gained currency after his death. Although Juana wanted to succeed her mother as legitimate ruler of Castile, she was declared unfit to rule even though her title as queen of Castile remained uncontested.12 In retrospect, Juana’s behaviour appears to have been less outrageous than Philip and the courtiers claimed. Womanising was indeed a favourite pastime of Burgundian aristocrats, as Maximilian himself demonstrated on many occasions, but women’s toleration of marital infidelity grew stronger at the turn of the sixteenth century. Thus Juana may merely have been more self-reliant and assertive than most females of her time.13 Moreover, like Juana, Maximilian developed the habit of pulling a coffin with him while he was on the move. The scene was equally macabre even though Maximilian had books placed into the coffin rather than a corpse.14 Finally, Maximilian did not go so far as completely refusing to accept Philip’s death; but he did reject the interpretation that it had occurred as a sudden blow of some evil fate. Instead, he speculated publicly that King Louis XII of France had had Philip poisoned while the heir to the Spanish realms was travelling in France.15

Be that as it may, Juana was not allowed to act as reigning queen of Castile. Instead she was kept in confinement without access to most of her children and unable to interfere in government affairs. Hence the succession problem was again on the agenda. Soon after Isabel’s death Ferdinand married again, in 1505, hoping to generate new offspring. His choice fell on Germaine de Foix. She was great-granddaughter of King Charles VII of France through her grandmother Madeleine de France. Madeleine had married Gaston de Foix, Prince of Viana in Navarre. The area was of strategic interest to the king of Aragon because it was then a French stronghold south of the Pyrenees. Ferdinand may have chosen his third wife with the intention of laying the dynastic basis for the future expansion of Aragonese rule on to Navarre. In 1512, however, he changed his strategy and conquered the area by military force. As Ferdinand had no children from Germaine, he was forced to accept one of his grandsons as his successor. The choice was between Charles and Ferdinand. The ageing king’s initial preference was for his namesake grandson.

To make things worse, Philip’s death also raised concerns over the governance of the Netherlands. Maximilian, who had long been worried about increasing French anti-Habsburg initiatives, foresaw a French attack on the western fringes of the empire. He was also fearful of outbursts of disgruntlement among the seigneurial lords and urban people in the Netherlands that the French king might use to end Habsburg rule there. He thus responded quickly to the emergency that Philip’s death had created and established his widowed daughter Margaret as his regent in the Netherlands. Young Charles succeeded his father as archduke of Austria and duke of Burgundy, while Margaret acted as the imperial and Habsburg lieutenant and, simultaneously, as the provider of funds for the imperial coffers. She retained her position until she died in 1530. Margaret proved to be Maximilian’s best choice. Not only was she fit to execute her many duties; she was also a respectable educator for Eleanor and Charles.

What did it mean to grow up in a family of rulers? The first observation to be made in response to this question is that the Habsburg–Spanish dynasty was different from what might be called a standard ‘bourgeois’ family, then as now. The very idea that the education of children should fall into the parents’ competence was absent, not merely because Philip, the father, had died prematurely. Whether Juana would have educated her children well can no longer be determined as she was removed from that task. But this condition was far from unusual in ruling dynasties, where parents would rarely develop intimate relationships with their offspring and left their education to professional nannies, teachers and senior relatives at the courts. It was also common for members of ruling dynasties to search for marriage partners in distant places. Thus it had been customary from the early Middle Ages for elders of these kin groups to dispatch young princesses as consorts to remote places. As a consequence, European rulers were connected through continent-wide kin networks that linked people of widely diverse backgrounds. Hence parents and their advisers often held widely divergent views about educational principles.16

Moreover, the Habsburg–Spanish family displayed some further distinctive features. In this kin group, there does not seem to have been any strong prejudice against daughters. Although women were excluded from imperial succession by Roman law, they were not so in the Iberian peninsula and the Netherlands. Neither Ferdinand of Aragon nor Maximilian, the surviving grandfathers, regarded daughters as less important than sons, although both gave preference to male successors where they were available. Thus, much as it was a perfectly normal experience for children in ruling dynasties to be educated by close relatives and professionals rather than their parents, it was not common in ruling dynasties to elevate women to positions of rulers or regents. Second, Philip and Juana, and Juan and Margaret, showed no hesitation in asserting themselves as individuals, living out their extravagances at least as long as they could avoid the burdens of official duties. In their worldview, education had the task of shaping individual characters rather than uniform kin members, males and females alike.17 Isabel, Queen of Castile, had insisted that all of her children should have a broad education, and Margaret in the Netherlands thought likewise. Thus she invited prominent scholars to her court. Foremost among them was Archbishop Adrian of Utrecht, whom she asked to instruct her niece and nephew in religion, ethics and law. Adrian of Utrecht seems to have been a conscientious teacher. He instilled into the minds of his pupils a strong faith in Catholicism and trust in divine justice. Throughout his life, Charles gave ample evidence of his strong conviction that the divinity would be his ultimate judge and that he intended to perform well on Judgement Day. Margaret also commissioned one of her principal counsellors, William of Croy, sieur de Chièvres, to reveal to them the secrets of government work. The two children thus grew up learning to become familiar with the specific norms and rules, the exceptional etiquette and pastimes of court life. In a word, the courts were the world for them.

It is difficult to overestimate the exceptional features of court life at the turn of the sixteenth century. Courts offered access to possibilities that were far from the dreams of ordinary people. At the same time, court life was lonely and took place in a well-ordered and minutely controlled environment. At court the display of emotions could be treated as a sign of madness; personal ties could become subject to the stern logic of dynastic ambition, and plots and intrigues could have fatal consequences. It is remarkable that against this background Margaret succeeded in generating an atmosphere of mutual trust among all of her nieces and nephews, not merely those who grew up under her immediate control. Against the often-ruthless conventions of court life, trust helped establish bonds of loyalty between Eleanor, Charles, their brother and their sisters that were to last throughout their lives.

Although life in the courts followed similar standards throughout much of Europe, language was a dividing factor. Eleanor and Charles spent much of their youth at Malines in the vicinity of Brussels, where Margaret had her favourite court. French was the language of communication there. The children absorbed French traditions, and French remained the principal means of communication throughout their lives. By contrast, their brother and sisters who had followed Juana to the Spanish kingdoms or were born there received their education in Spanish. Ferdinand, for one, was under the wing of his maternal grandfather who saw to it that his grandson became familiar with Spanish traditions. Whereas Charles grew up as a nobleman who looked for his future in Burgundy and the Netherlands, the Spanish kingdoms appeared to be the lands of Ferdinand’s future.

The Habsburg–Spanish family of rulers was also different from other dynasties with regard to the relations between old and young. Age was defined by a variety of different systems. The most popular schematic division of age during the Middle Ages was informed by the work of the elder Seneca and consisted of five grades. In the late fourth century St Augustine amplified Seneca’s original scheme of ‘infancy, boyhood, adolescence, young age and old age’ by distinguishing two old-age grades, namely the age of advanced years and senility. Presumably, Augustine opted for six age grades in lieu of Seneca’s five because he wanted to equate the six age grades with the six world ages and the six creation days of biblical tradition. In any case, Isidore of Seville canonised St Augustine’s age grade scheme in the seventh century.18 These schematic age grades were conspicuous for the absence of a distinct concept of adult age as the intermediary between young and old age. Among the many later references to the Augustinian–Isidorian scheme was the fourteenth-century exegesis of the Bible by the Paris theologian Jean Hesdin, who continued to portray the sequence of age grades as the process of a power transition from the young to the old without any intermediate age.19

Yet at the turn of the sixteenth century, a new perception evolved according to which the generation change no longer occurred directly from the old to the young but indirectly from the old to some intermediate group of kin members who were no longer young but not yet old. The extension of the Augustinian–Isidorian age-grade scheme became possible after it had lost its connection with the world ages and thus allowed further ages to be added. Among others, Shakespeare used the resulting scheme of seven age grades,20 and it featured frequently in other verbal and pictorial sources during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The conceptualisation of adulthood as a distinct age grade or set of age grades had the important consequences that adults acted as intermediaries between the old and the young, and that the young and the old no longer depended on each other, but both depended on the adults. The new schemes also informed the perception that the power transition occurred from the ageing to the adults and was of no concern to the young. Instead, adult age could be described and depicted as the peak of a person’s life.21

In the case of the Habsburg–Spanish dynasty, the father was dead and the mother lived in seclusion. The young thus grew up in a world of grandfathers and aunts. With the intermediate generation of parent adults thus eliminated, any power transition was to take place directly from the grandparents or their lieutenants to the grandchildren. This was so not because the family followed the medieval conventions but because parent adults were simply not available. Nevertheless, there were tricky legal issues to be observed in power transitions. Maximilian was busy with imperial affairs. Margaret was obliged to help her father. Ferdinand continued as king of Aragon and showed little willingness to accept the consequences of the marriage arrangements of 1496/97. Juana retained her title of queen of Castile throughout her life in seclusion. Ferdinand did not dare to touch upon her rights but acted as a regent for Castile until the maturity of her children. Among her children, Charles continued to preserve her rights until Juana died in 1555. As an adult, Charles thus shared the view that it was his task to take care of the old, and he repeatedly saw to it that his mother continued to live in acceptable conditions.

In summary, Eleanor, Charles, their brother and sisters thus grew up in a family that, despite a broad platform of common standards of court life, displayed several important, distinctive features. Some of its senior members were notorious for their outbursts of emotions, the pursuit of their own happiness during their days of youth and, as far as they could decide by themselves, they were willing to grant some freedoms to the younger generation. This family of rulers was atypical in that there was no active intermediate group of parent adults and that the mother Juana demanded special care for almost fifty years of her life. Her children were capable of developing a basis for mutual trust despite exposure to different cultural traditions and were thus able to keep together as a group of friends and reliable partners in a world of political intrigue and personal animosity.

This platform of trust was crucial in the family’s struggle against its many adversaries. The grandfathers insisted that marriage alliances were of critical importance to the continuity of the dynasty. But marriage alliances could only be accomplished if the young abided by the dictates of the old. There were thus conflicts between the dynastic concerns that the old pursued and the individual desires that the young wished to follow. These conflicts were particularly dramatic for women. Margaret, whom her father had sent to the French court at the age of three to become the wife of the future French king, knew the conflict from her own experience. Yet she joined her father in requesting subservience from her nieces.

Ferdinand of Aragon did not display more mercy. While Isabel was alive, the Spanish rulers and King Henry VII of England had reached an agreement according to which Catherine, the youngest daughter of the Spanish rulers, was to marry Henry’s eldest son Arthur, the English heir apparent. Accompanied by some Spanish courtiers and a lavish dowry, Catherine travelled to England, where she was received with tournaments and pageants in November 1501.22 But Arthur died less than six months later. As Henry VII did not want to lose the dowry, he proposed that Catherine should marry his younger and apparently more robust son with the same name. But the younger Henry protested.23 While Catherine stayed in England, the king shelved the issue and offered the marriage of his daughter Mary to Charles in return. But, as both were still children, definitive arrangements in the form of a marriage treaty had to wait. Meanwhile, Henry VII was widowed, became preoccupied with his remarriage and regarded the political aspects of the relationship with the Spanish kingdoms as less urgent. In 1505, he sent his emissaries to the kingdom of Naples to suggest to the recently widowed queen of Naples, Isabella de Baux, that he should marry her daughter Charlotte. While these delicate negotiations were going on, young Henry changed his mind and agreed to marry Catherine, who was still in England. But negotiations were protracted, as Henry VII was not willing to go ahead with his son’s marriage until his daughter Mary was married to Charles. Instead the ageing king considered marrying Juana, being flattered by the remark that he was the best husband for Juana, whether or not she was insane.24 Eventually, the younger Henry had to wait until his father died in 1509. Upon his recognition as King Henry VIII, the marriage ceremonies took place and concluded with Catherine’s investiture as queen of England. Meanwhile Mary continued to wait until Charles came of age. Diplomats in charge of the relations between England and the Spanish kingdoms kept an eye on the future marriage alliance and praised Princess Mary’s decorum, her comportment and education, and deplored the fact that she had no more than an unfavourable portrait of her potential future husband. Presumably, this was one of the many portraits of young Charles with his mouth open and his chin sticking out.25

Maximilian was no less ruthless. He planned to repeat the double marriage arrangement of 1496/97 with his grandchildren. As Charles was already reserved for Mary, the only other available grandson was Ferdinand, while several granddaughters remained ready for choosing. In 1515, Maximilian pressured Juana’s daughter Isabel to marry Christian II, King of Denmark, in order to establish the prospect of a dynastic union with the Scandinavian kingdoms. At this time, the king of Denmark had control of Sweden (with Finland) and Norway, and Maximilian hoped to be able to impose Habsburg rule in the Baltic. Looking out elsewhere for a suitable pair of marriage partners, Maximilian detected the children of Ladislaus, King of Hungary and Bohemia, successor to Matthew Corvinus. They seemed to be ideal candidates. The idea was to settle ancient rivalries between the imperial dynasty and these kingdoms by marrying Ferdinand to Ladislaus’s daughter Anne and to give Ferdinand’s sister Mary to Ladislaus’s son Louis. The negotiations were tough, as Ferdinand of Aragon, his third marriage being without issue, was inclined to designate his grandson Ferdinand as successor for Aragon and Castile. But Maximilian supported Charles’s succession. According to Maximilian’s design, Eleanor was to marry a reigning king, and Charles was to succeed the elder Ferdinand in Aragon and Juana in Castile. According to this plan Charles would move to Spain, while the younger Ferdinand would be transferred from Aragon to Vienna, to succeed his brother as archduke of Austria, take control of the Habsburg hereditary lands and have the option of succeeding as king of Hungary and Bohemia in the future. Maximilian thus envisaged the Habsburg–Spanish dynasty in control of the empire, Burgundy with the Netherlands, England, the Spanish kingdoms with their Italian dependencies, Portugal and its dependencies, the Scandinavian kingdoms as well as Hungary and Bohemia. The Bohemian crown was particularly valuable as a prey because its bearer was one of the seven imperial electors. Through their control of Bohemia the Habsburgs would thus be able to neutralise one electoral vote.

Grand as Maximilian’s strategy was, it roused anxieties not only in France but also in the Iberian peninsula and the empire itself. It is small wonder that the Habsburgs were accused of striving for universal monarchy. The accusation was another way of protesting by way of public propaganda against what appeared to critics of Habsburg policy as excessive dynastic ambition. Thus the two grandfathers played a high-level, risky and protracted political game with, as it were, Maximilian pulling the strings and Ferdinand pulling the legs. In his desperate and notorious need for revenue, Maximilian even went so far in 1516 as to offer the imperial crown to Henry VIII in exchange for a large sum of money. The proposal was a repetition of Charles the Bold’s plan of 1473: Henry was to succeed Maximilian as the emperor’s adopted son and then pass the imperial crown on to Charles, who was then designated to become Henry’s brother-in-law. Although Henry responded with keen interest,26 Maximilian did not pursue the idea, as he was more focused on concluding the double marriage treaty with Ladislaus of Hungary and Bohemia. In 1515, the Habsburg–Hungarian deal was settled. Ferdinand eventually married Anne in 1521, and Louis and Mary married in 1522. Anticipating Maximilian’s success, Ferdinand of Aragon seems to have arrived at the conclusion that his cause was lost. Early in 1516, he designated Charles as his successor.27 Maximilian won the game, and Henry VIII’s candidacy for the imperial succession vanished from the emperor’s memory.

Personal relations in families of rulers were thus political matters. Boys and girls born into these families had to accept the reality that arrangements about their lives were made for them, not by them. The decision of who was to marry whom was far too important to be left to the vagaries of personal emotions and individual preferences. These decisions entailed rights of succession to high offices, involved the transfer of large amounts of money in the form of dowries and were formalised in treaties with a binding effect in terms of international law. While sudden deaths were incalculable risks, the selection of suitable marriage partners required up-to-date knowledge about the most recent events in the European ruling and high aristocratic dynasties, a thorough familiarity with their histories, and careful projections of the expected consequences of marriage deals for generations to come. Close scrutiny of the health and physical features of candidates was equally important. When Henry VII was in search of a new wife, he dispatched his embassy to the court of Naples and instructed his emissaries to enquire into the physical and intellectual capabilities of a woman under consideration. Among other matters, the emissaries were to find out tactfully whether the women had fresh breath and a healthy complexion. Investigating the health of incumbent and future rulers and their offspring was an often-performed task of secret diplomacy.28 Yet scores of portraits of unmarried females and males were made for public consumption in the early sixteenth century and later, and still fill art museums in many parts of the world. The portraits owed their existence to the desire to advertise offspring ready for marriage deals and present them in the most favourable light.

Only experienced kin elders had the competence to handle these complex and delicate matters, and Maximilian was the unofficial grand priest of this arcane discipline. He eagerly passed his skills on to his children and grandchildren. Among them, Margaret, Charles, Ferdinand and Mary proved to be his equals.

TEACHER OF A FUTURE EMPEROR: JAKOB MENNEL

Maximilian’s faible for history is recorded through his intimate relationship with Jakob Mennel, whom he used as a kind of court historian from 1506. Mennel was educated in the 1480s in the then recently founded south German university of Tübingen, from where he received a doctoral degree in law. He used his academic honours to obtain the position of a scribe for the government of the south-west German city of Freiburg, which sent him on diplomatic missions and asked him for legal opinions. Apparently in 1498, Maximilian met Mennel at Freiburg and seems to have been impressed by the rigour of Mennel’s scholarship. Ever since the Trier meeting between Frederick III and Charles the Bold, several attempts had been made to provide the Habsburg family with a reliable genealogy. It was the task of this genealogy to support the claim that the imperial dynasty was the oldest, most renowned and most widely connected of all European ruling kin groups. The task was formidable because genealogical records tracing the Habsburgs to periods before the thirteenth century were scarce and subject to controversial interpretations. Maximilian was determined to clear these mists and asked Mennel to travel widely and to search for ancient manuscripts, place-names, tombstones, buildings and other material sources recording the purportedly ancient history of the Habsburgs.29 Mennel took the imperial instruction seriously and assembled a rich genealogical documentary. The material seemed to support the view that the Habsburgs were directly linked to the Franks, the Huns, the Trojan army and further back to Noah.30 According to Mennel’s genealogical reconstruction, the Habsburgs were indeed the oldest family.

The idea of tracing kin groups to Noah was not new in Maximilian’s time. Ninth-century genealogies are on record featuring Noah’s name. In the course of the Middle Ages Noah’s position as the highest ancestor gained such wide currency in genealogies of ruling families that the practice of awarding to Noah the top position in a genealogy became the target of ridicule. Among others, Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, later Pope Pius II, remarked on one occasion that Noah was the ancestor of all humankind and that, consequently, tracing ruling dynasties to him turned rulers and their offspring into ordinary human beings and thus deprived them of all titles to rule. Piccolomini argued that instead of enduring this counterproductive consequence, genealogists in service of ruling families should look out for less prominent figures as focal points of their fancy.31 However, neither Maximilian nor Mennel were bothered by such quibbles. Instead, they relied on the simple but effective and well-tested method of constructing images of the past where records were scarce.

Mennel did his work well. He made the methodically sound decision to look for the origins of the Habsburgs in the lands of their earliest recorded activities. This area was not Austria but, in terms of modern geography, the triangle of territories across the French–German–Swiss border. This choice led him to link the Habsburgs to one of the core parts of the early medieval Frankish kingdom. Then Mennel constructed the genealogy of the Habsburgs as a branch of the genealogy of the Frankish kings.32 Like other early medieval rulers, the Frankish kings traced themselves back to the Trojans and to Noah.33 Mennel provided what Maximilian wanted. In doing so, he followed medieval traditions of origin according to which, in the aftermath of the Trojan War, the Trojan army had dispersed across the world, migrating from Asia Minor to Europe where they appeared as Huns, Saxons, Franks or Hungarians. On the basis of this construction Mennel produced six volumes of a manuscript chronicle of the Habsburg dynasty, narrating the story of alleged Frankish and Habsburg wanderings from the Trojan War to central and western Europe. He submitted the work to Maximilian in 1517 together with a picture index.34 In his narrative the Trojans-Huns-Hungarians moved further west, where they founded Austria, and then continued to areas west of the Rhine where they appeared as Franks and the alleged invaders of the Iberian peninsula.35 Moreover, when in the later Middle Ages the Habsburgs moved from the Upper Rhine Valley to Austria, they were merely returning to the ancient lands. Mixing Huns with Hungarians thus helped Mennel provide seemingly solid evidence in support of the Habsburg claim to succession in Hungary. Mennel’s narrative supported the view that the Spanish–Habsburg marriage deal was no more than the restitution of the Habsburgs to their long-established ancient rights. The emperor was so pleased with the work that he placed the volumes into the coffin that accompanied him on his journeys. Mennel rose to the position of an imperial adviser on matters of history. When Maximilian felt his end approaching in 1518, he summoned Mennel to his deathbed and asked him to read from the chronicle during sleepless nights.36

The history of family relations and genealogies were thus complicated matters. Maximilian knew of their importance and, in 1515, commissioned Mennel to instruct his grandson Charles in history. Mennel wrote an excerpt from his chronicle introducing Habsburg history to Maximilian’s heir apparent, drawing on the medieval world picture for his identification of Europe as one of three parts of the inhabitable world.37 He portrayed the Habsburgs as descendants of Noah and the oldest world rulers of antiquity, whom he identified as Huns and Trojans, and linked them to their purported successors in Roman antiquity and medieval Europe:

You must know and take into account that, from the time of Noah your first ancestor . . . your line goes and descends through the Trojans and Huns. . . . From these and further persons, who already then held their territories and the government of the world, your ancient predecessors and other kings and princes in your pedigree of Troy and the Huns and the kings of Gaul, Germany and Italy came and descended.38

In accordance with his narrative, Mennel addressed Charles in 1515 as ‘King of Spain and Hungary, Archduke of Austria, Duke of Burgundy etc.’39 He did so at a time when Ferdinand of Aragon was still alive, the Spanish succession was an open matter and Maximilian was engaged in mating Charles’s brother Ferdinand with the daughter of the Hungarian king. In the same year, Mennel produced a booklet that contained brief references to the Roman emperors and popes as the bearers of traditions of universal rule. At Maximilian’s command, Mennel dedicated the booklet to Charles. It reads like an abridged version of the bulky chronicle that Mennel had compiled for Maximilian. Its central feature is the display of the Habsburg dynasty as the inheritors of the imperial tradition.40 The abridged works written ad usum Delphini fulfilled their purpose. They helped impregnate Charles’s mind with the conviction that he was the descendant of the oldest ruling kin group in Europe. The volumes of Mennel’s full-length chronicle remained in Maximilian’s custody and, upon his death, were passed on to Charles’s brother Ferdinand, who kept them in his private library.


TWO

The Stage for the Show: The Old versus the New World

THE SUCCESSION TO THE SPANISH KINGDOMS (1515–19)

Time flies. At the age of fifteen Charles reached maturity and assumed the duty of ruling the duchy of Burgundy. He took office in a ceremony held in the Hall of the Great Palace in Brussels. Aunt Margaret became his counsellor but continued to assert herself in Burgundian politics. She selected Charles’s advisers so that the appointed personages were people of her choice. Foremost among them were Adrian of Utrecht, William of Croy, sieur de Chièvres, and the aristocrat Jean de Sauvages. Charles, the Burgundian nobleman, remained in the entourage of Burgundians, who pleaded for the maintenance of good relations towards their neighbours in France and England. Thus Maximilian and his daughter Margaret urged Charles to remain on good terms with Henry VIII, and Charles had a formal letter sent to England in 1515, declaring his maturity and assuring the king of continuing friendship.1 The court also followed Charles’s father in maintaining good personal ties between the new duke and his lord, the French king. By a lucky circumstance, a new young ruler had just ascended the French throne in the person of Francis I, who appeared similar in age and habits to his high-ranking vassal. Henry VIII was merely a few years senior to both. For the time being, the Habsburg–Valois rivalry appeared to be a matter of the past, and the Netherlands, France and England, the three foremost polities in western Europe, seemed to be looking forward to a period of peace and friendship. The three like-minded rulers were seen as a stabilising factor in a volatile world. They appeared like a triumvirate in need of one another not merely as partners in peace but also as enemies in war. No one expressed this sentiment better than the English court ideologues who created the motto Cui adhaereo prae est (the person to whom I am close is ahead) for Henry VIII, apparently on the occasion of Henry’s meeting with Charles and Francis on the Field of the Cloth of Gold in 1520.2 The motto positioned the English king theoretically as a balancer between the two other rulers although, in practice, Henry would opt for Charles and against Francis on most occasions. In 1514, when Charles decided to revoke the marriage arrangement with Henry’s sister Mary, Henry responded by offering her to Francis, but otherwise he remained loyal to Charles.3 Francis tried to maintain good personal relations with both rulers during much of his reign, though not always successfully. Likewise, Charles hardly hesitated to claim the dynastic prestige he believed he had as the emperor’s grandson and heir apparent to the Habsburg dynasty, but to the end of his active life he treated Henry and Francis as his most important partners outside his own dynasty.

For the time being, the advisers arranged matters of high politics for the young duke. Charles attended council meetings without becoming seriously involved. In his ample spare time he cultivated aristocratic decorum, enjoying life at Margaret’s court with its traditional Burgundian habits, joining the festivities of the Order of the Golden Fleece over which he presided, and improving his knightly tournament skills. With regard to the last ability, he even received praise from his grandfather, which meant a lot; Maximilian was well known for his knightly skills.4 Yet the duke’s advisers knew well that their protégé’s unburdened youth was ending. When Maximilian was winning the struggle over the succession in the Spanish kingdoms, the time for Charles’s departure for the Iberian peninsula approached.

The need for departure came sooner than expected, when Ferdinand of Aragon died suddenly on 23 January 1516. Although Charles was the designated successor, the management of the succession was complicated. Charles followed Ferdinand in the crown of Aragon, whereas Castile continued to be under Juana’s titular rule. Moreover, during the period of Charles’s temporary absence from the Spanish kingdoms, a new regent had to be found for Castile who could also act as interim ruler for Aragon and its dependencies. Government passed into the hands of Cardinal Francisco Jimenez de Cisneros despite his advanced age. Charles’s presence in his Spanish domains was urgently required but Margaret’s court was wary of sending him away instantaneously. Preparations had to be made, including the selection of his entourage. Although Cardinal Jimenez was asked to make sure that Spanish advisers surrounded the new king, the Burgundian courtiers were unwilling to yield their positions. A Spanish–Burgundian rivalry opened over priority of privileged access to the ruler.

While the preparations for Charles’s journey were going on, dramatic events destabilised the Spanish kingdoms. The Cortes of Aragon and Castile together with revolutionary groups of commoners named Germania decided to probe the strength of Jimenez’s regency. The Cortes of Aragon demanded their participation in the process of installing the new ruler. The Cortes of Castile requested that Juana’s rights to rule should be observed. The revolutionaries aimed at weakening the power of monarchical rulership and, to that end, even appealed to Juana. A delegation visited her at Tordesillas, where she was kept in confinement. She listened graciously to the delegation but did not act. Meanwhile Jimenez fought to restore government control over Aragon and Castile and to enforce Aragonese rule in the western Mediterranean Sea and in the south of the Italian peninsula. He took a strong stand against the Cortes and tried to subdue the Germania. He expanded the naval forces and dispatched a new viceroy to Naples. He appealed to Charles to move to his Spanish kingdoms as soon as possible but could not speed up the preparation process in the Netherlands. Instead, Charles dispatched Adrian of Utrecht as his emissary with the task of suppressing the uprisings.

The cardinal’s conundrums became explicit in a memorandum written by Alonso Manrique de Lara, Bishop of Badajoz, on 8 March 1516. Lara was a Castilian who had served Charles’s father Philip before joining Margaret’s court in 1509. He knew Charles’s condition well and advised the cardinal on how to proceed in the succession issue. He began with two observations. The first was that the young king could not speak a word of Spanish. The second was that Burgundian advisers directed Charles. Lara was worried about Charles’s lack of knowledge of Spanish because it appeared to indicate that the new king was unfamiliar with the culture and traditions of his subjects and might act against their well-understood interests. The second observation strengthened these concerns as it suggested that Charles’s current advisers were neither willing nor able to represent Spanish interests. Straightforwardly, Lara accused Charles’s Burgundian entourage of greed and corruption and reported that some capable Spanish aristocrats, surviving from King Philip’s time, were being barred from access to the ruler and from participation in his government. In the bishop’s opinion, these practices were not only detrimental to Spanish interests but, more importantly, entailed the further evil consequence that the French party at Margaret’s court was gaining strength. Eventually, the bishop warned, Charles might accept treaty obligations in favour of French and against Spanish interests.

Lara singled out Chièvres as the strong man representing the French party. He described Chièvres as a Frenchman by birth, through father and mother, as Lara emphasised, and insinuated that Chièvres was responsible for promoting a ‘mood of inferiority’ in Charles vis-à-vis the French king. He expressed his indignation about what he considered as a forthcoming miserable situation in which Charles as a Spanish ruler might sign letters as ‘servant and vassal’ of the French king. In fact, Charles’s Burgundian chancellery arranged for a treaty between Francis I and Charles, signed at Noyon in 1516, according to which Charles would marry Louise, Francis’s one-year-old daughter, and pledged to withdraw Aragonese forces from Navarre. The Spanish government saw the treaty as an instrument to tie the Spanish ruler to the French king through dynastic obligations. Although Lara conceded that it was a good thing for both rulers to maintain amicable relations, he insisted that these relations should never be allowed to become detrimental to Spanish interests. He was explicitly critical of agreements that Charles appeared to be willing to sign about the future return of the Spanish part of the kingdom of Navarre to French control, and demanded that every effort should be made to prevent a personal meeting between Charles and Francis while Charles was on his way to Spain.5

A sense of rivalry between the Spanish and Margaret’s courts thus led Bishop Lara to demand that Cardinal Jimenez make every effort to further speed up preparations for Charles’s journey to Spain. Lara expected that, in the Spanish kingdoms, Charles would be more easily convinced that he had to act in favour of Spanish interests. He had no confidence in Margaret’s court and even suspected her of pushing ahead marriage negotiations for Eleanor and Charles that were unfavourable for the Spanish kingdoms. In the bishop’s judgement, only Henry VIII appeared as a trustworthy friend.

Yet preparations did not speed up. Eventually, Charles only left the Netherlands in 1517 to travel to Spain by sea. He journeyed in the company of his largely Burgundian entourage. Although the voyage was calm, Charles and his courtiers had to go ashore prematurely, close to the remote spot Viciosa on the coast. The party had to make their way through difficult terrain before they reached Valladolid in November 1518. Thus the new king sneaked into his realms through the back door. Being informed about Charles’s arrival, Cardinal Jimenez set off to meet him but fell ill on the way. He was forced to rest and wait for Charles to come. Thanks to the cardinal’s rule by iron fist, the Cortes were willing to accept the new king. But revolutionary unrest continued at various places. The government was forced to begin its work immediately. Yet, against these pressures, Charles took time to visit his mother at Tordesillas. He found her and his younger sisters in a miserable condition and decided to establish a small court where Juana could lead a life worthy of the titular queen of Castile. While the king was making his way through the northern Spanish lands, the cardinal died at Roa not far from Valladolid on 8 November 1517, before Charles and his party arrived there. Charles spent the winter at Valladolid, where he received oaths of loyalty from the Cortes of Castile against the pledge not to employ foreigners in his service. He moved on to Aragon in March 1518.

It was a bad start for the new king. Not only were the new and unfamiliar realms in disarray and revolt; family issues were also waiting to be settled. While Margaret was ready to act as his regent for the Netherlands, Charles had yet to accommodate himself with his brother Ferdinand. Now fourteen years of age, Ferdinand had grown up in Spain expecting to spend the rest of his life there. But Maximilian thwarted these expectations with his marriage arrangements of 1515. Hence Ferdinand could no longer stay in the Spanish kingdoms after Charles had arrived there. Maximilian, Margaret and Charles thus agreed that Ferdinand, the Spanish aristocrat, should move to the Netherlands to continue his education at Margaret’s court until he could be invested with control over the Habsburg hereditary lands. The castling took place. The Burgundian nobleman took office as ruler in the Spanish kingdoms, and the Spanish aristocrat became available as a ruler in the German-speaking areas.

Moreover, there was indeed widespread disgruntlement at Charles’s Burgundian entourage. They were criticised for their habit of big spending that did not appeal to Spanish conventions. Their methods of administration were often felt to be incompatible with the legalism that had established itself as a principle of government in the Iberian peninsula from the fifteenth century. New agencies were established for the purpose of curtailing the influence of Charles’s Burgundian entourage, among them the State Council, established in 1521, and the Indian Council, established in 1524. Both councils balanced the impact of the Burgundian staff because jurists trained in Spanish universities as well as aristocrats experienced in government entered them and obtained direct access to the king. Eventually the number of Spanish members in Charles’s entourage grew and, with them, the new king’s exposure to Spanish traditions and habits. But Margaret dispatched Mercurino d’Arborio Gattinara, whom she knew as an administrator from the time of her marriage with Philibert of Savoy. Charles appointed him to the office of chancellor for the Spanish kingdoms. Gattinara effectively counterpoised the rising influence that Spanish intellectuals and aristocrats were having on Charles.

Based on the solid foundations that Cardinal Jimenez had laid, domestic politics calmed down. Charles could rely on revenue extracted from his Spanish subjects. Surprisingly, the situation in the Netherlands remained smooth. After Charles’s departure, Margaret balanced the demands for revenue from her father the emperor and her nephew the Spanish ruler against the often disgruntled and uncooperative estates. The burghers of Ghent articulated their dissent even at the time when Charles was present in the Netherlands. In 1515, when Charles was introduced as the new count of Flanders, the guild of weavers at Ghent protested because Charles was willing to swear the oath of fealty only after the burghers had agreed to a reduction of their autonomy. Charles had some protesters arrested and executed. He issued a decree that prohibited public gatherings and forced office-holders to swear allegiance to it. The burghers of Ghent obeyed but referred to the decree contemptuously as the calfvel (calf skin). By contrast, Charles was warmly received at Bruges, where burghers gave him a triumphal entry.6 In terms of foreign policy, Margaret made lasting efforts to prevent estrangement between Charles and Francis and to boost the friendship between Charles and Henry. She understood, perhaps better than her nephew, that the maintenance of peace in western Europe was a condition for profitable trade in the Netherlands and, further to this, that profits from trade were crucial to the generation of revenue from these provinces. Thus Aunt Margaret and her advisers in the Netherlands pleaded in favour of flexible diplomacy in relations with France and England.7 By contrast, Charles’s advisers in the Spanish kingdoms demanded harsh measures against the French king, whom they often accused of being unreliable and acting in breach of valid agreements.8

The dilemma did not wane when Maximilian died on 12 January 1519. After some hesitation and against pleas by his Spanish advisers, Charles decided to announce his candidacy for the imperial office. This meant that he had to seek approval from the seven imperial electors, and he neglected the affairs of his Spanish domains. Charles’s campaign turned into a race not only against Francis, who ran as well, but also against Henry, who had not forgotten Maximilian’s promise. Like Charles’s Spanish advisers, Margaret was opposed to Charles’s candidacy. She feared that his rivalry with Francis would have a deteriorating impact on the relations between the Netherlands and France. She thus proposed to nominate a neutral candidate, and her own choice was Ferdinand. Hastily she prepared for his departure to the German-speaking areas. But the Spanish court learned of Margaret’s activities and dispatched a stiff note written in Charles’s name. In the letter, Margaret was warned not to step beyond the limits of her office as Charles’s regent and not to interfere in her nephew’s business. Instead, Charles had her informed about his determination to seek election as emperor. Margaret complied and removed Ferdinand from the race.9 But Margaret’s compliance did not reduce resistance to Charles’s candidacy in the Spanish kingdoms. His advisers were afraid that Charles as emperor would become involved in many political affairs that were of little interest for the Iberian peninsula and might be detrimental for the Spanish royal coffers. Specifically, they expected that the king would have to leave his domains, again having to entrust government to advisers or to a regent. This expectation materialised soon when, early in 1519, Charles made up his mind to support his candidacy through his own presence in the German-speaking areas.

THE ROMAN EMPIRE AND THE CONQUEST OF THE NEW WORLD

The territorialisation of politics

Centres demand peripheries as their counterparts, and peripheries demand boundaries that not only separate but also interrelate inside and outside. The more centres there are, the more numerous their boundaries must be and the more diversified the political landscape becomes. Centralisation affects the structure of space in territorial polities, the collective identities of the residential population groups and the forms and roles of government.

Throughout the sixteenth century, few territorial polities were rounded off in the sense that they were structured as territorial unities within established boundaries. That is, within a territorial polity, such as the kingdom of France, there could be areas under the government of an external ruler, for example the papal enclaves in Avignon, the Venaissin in central France, and the county of Montbéliard in Burgundy which came under the rule of the duke of Württemberg until 1793. Conversely, there could be territorial polities that were widely scattered across extensive lands, such the areas placed directly under Habsburg rule which extended from the border area towards the Ottoman Turkish Empire to the Netherlands. It was also perfectly normal that territorial polities were carved up into districts for taxation, marked by internal boundaries. Crossing these boundaries implied the obligation to pay customs dues for traders as if they were entering a territorial polity under the control of another ruler. Checkpoints were also erected for the purpose of controlling migrants and curtailing desertion.

On the other side, there were only few sizeable territorial polities which were subjected to the exclusive control of only one ruler or governing institution. That was the case during much of the sixteenth century for the kingdoms of England and Portugal, the core part of the Russian Empire and the kingdoms of Sweden and Denmark, even though the rulers of the last three embarked on expansionist policies. Amid the variegated polities, whose number amounted to more than three hundred all over Europe, the Roman Empire continued with controversial and often-changing boundaries. Towards the east, the boundaries remained poorly defined and gave rise to incessant strife. Towards the south, the empire was in retreat from the rising tide of autonomy in such polities as the republic of Venice. Elsewhere, existing boundaries of the empire became threadbare because territorial rulers inside the empire began to establish their own relations with rulers beyond the recognised imperial confines, and even entered into formal alliances.

Still, the right of hereditary succession to rule over territorial polities prevailed and counterbalanced the otherwise advancing process of territorialisation of rule, although with a declining degree of success. Following the precedence of the so-called Hundred Years War which ended in 1492 in the English withdrawal from France, except for Calais, ever more cases became known in which succession to rule after the extinction of a local dynasty sparked controversy. Thus in the course of the sixteenth century, Maximilian’s practice of uniting titles to rule and to overlordship on the grounds of hereditary privileges began to be opposed particularly in southern and western Europe. Nevertheless, Charles continued to use dynastic relations as instruments of imperial policy and made efforts to enforce the principle of dynastic legitimacy. However, at the end of his reign, he admitted that his attempts had failed.10 Many unresolved cases remained, first and foremost in the empire, such as the controversy over the Prussian succession in Jülich, Cleves and Berg, and these difficulties often resulted from the fact that most of the ruling dynasties in Europe were then so closely affiliated with each other that contending claims emerged and fuelled controversies.

Strengthening the institutional aspects of territorial polities was in the interest of territorial rulers but reduced the viability of attempts to advance universal rule. Territorial rulers were eager to promote institutionalisation because it allowed them to present themselves as the highest ruling agents in the territorial polities over which they were entrusted to rule. In turn, institutionalisation promoted bureaucratisation, and the emergent bureaucracies in service to territorial rulers had to be established in permanent offices in proximity to the ruler’s residence. Within these courts, life became highly formalised, with much emphasis on ceremonial and normative behaviour. A special brand of literature emerged whose authors systematised the norms and rules to be observed by the courtiers.11 Hence the residential capitals of territorial polities grew into administrative centres from which each territorial polity at large was to be controlled. In the sixteenth century, such centralised bureaucratic control remained imperfect in many respects. But the principle that the territorial ruler was to be recognised as the head of a bureaucratic government administrating the public affairs of the territorial polity received widespread recognition.

Foremost among the theorists who supported this principle was Niccolò Machiavelli. In the early sixteenth century, he appeared as the most vocal representative of a theory of government according to which rulers ought to enlarge their competence to rule over land and people, to enlarge the size of the territories under their control and to do so by means of whatever strategies appeared to be conducive to these ends.12 Since the eighteenth century, Machiavelli’s political theory has met with scepticism and he has been accused of ruthlessness in giving morally unacceptable advice to rulers. But Machiavelli did not conclude the most consequential of his political writings without the demand that rulers defend the integrity of the territories entrusted to their control. In this request was implied the further demand that rulers act in fulfilment of the wishes and desires of the ruled and that they do so by safeguarding the ruled against interventions or invasions from outside.

The Roman Empire versus territorial polities

Machiavelli’s theory of government thus made explicit the demand that rulers should govern effectively and comprehensively over land and people within a given and stable territory. Executing this demand was only possible on condition that there was only one person or institution in charge of making ultimate decisions over the territorial polity as a whole. This condition could be fulfilled in all territorial polities where an unequivocal hierarchy of aristocratic lords had evolved in the course of the Middle Ages who recognised the territorial ruler as the legitimate holder of supreme power. However, in the sixteenth century, there were few territorial polities where this was unequivocally the case. Within the Roman Empire, it was difficult to decide authoritatively which of the rulers occupied the highest position. There were the emperor, the electors, a substantive number of dukes and earls as well as the free and imperial cities. With regard to these territorial rulers and urban governments, the contest was between proponents of two theories. One group of theorists argued that the empire was no more than a republic of aristocratic lords and that, consequently, the emperor could be the ruler only over the hereditary lands of the family to which he belonged. The other group insisted that, within the empire, the emperor was the sole ruler over all imperial estates.

The first position evolved through attempts to disentangle the right to rule over territorial polities from the person of the ruler.13 Throughout the sixteenth century, jurists in service to territorial rulers wrote legal opinions regarding the question whether the right to rule over land and people existed as a personal privilege of the ruler or whether it was tied to the land and the population over which it was exercised. These jurists concluded that the right to rule over land and people could only result from the willingness of the population to invest a ruler or a government with the representation of their collective concerns and to relate these concerns to the territory within which the population happened to live.14 Fourteenth-century ideas of a covenant between the ruled and the ruler15 resurfaced and promoted the conclusion that only one personal ruler or governing institution could act as the representative of the collective will of the population. However, the population could only be understood as a partner in the covenant with a single ruler if it lived in united territories with clearly demarcated boundaries.16 Jean Bodin cast these views into a technical term that has remained in use ever since. He identified the sole and exclusive ruler over a territory as the ‘sovereign’. Neither the word sovereignty nor the subject matter was new. The Latin word suprematus and its vernacular renderings, such as Old English sovereyn, were in use during the thirteenth century, together with vernacular terms such as German oberkait. In its application to the empire, the theory of sovereignty confirmed the position that the Roman Empire was not and could not be a territory of its own and that, consequently, the emperor was not a sovereign. Thus the theory placed Charles in a dilemma. He could claim to be sovereign of the Spanish kingdoms with the argument that he was the sole territorial ruler there and that Spanish aristocrats had accepted him as their ruler. But he could not at the same time claim to be overlord of the Spanish kingdom in his capacity as Roman emperor. As Spanish ruler, he was in control of the Spanish overseas territories. As Roman emperor, he was practically confined to rule over parts of Europe. The medieval theories of universal rule that Maximilian could still use to claim the position of a suzerain of the world were reduced to fanciful dreams. If the emperor had any role to play in the world at large, he was obliged to act as the divinely willed bringer of peace. Yet theorists as well as practical political decision makers were familiar with the paradox that the promotion of peace was difficult without maintaining the ability to issue serious military threats.17

Theorists of the rival group defended the Roman Empire as a territorial polity of its own to which the same definitional elements ought to be applied as to territorial polities.18 These theorists claimed that rule over the empire did not come into the hands of the emperor as a personal gift through hereditary succession, but that it was handed down to him through divine grace. Consequently, these theorists limited the rights of territorial rulers within the empire to the territories placed under their control and subjected them to the ultimate sovereignty of the emperor. Likening the rule of the emperor to the authority of the housefather in the tradition of St Augustine,19 they concluded that the imperial estates had no right to stand up against the emperor. According to these theorists, Charles was unequivocally sovereign of the Roman Empire but the empire itself was no longer universal.

In summary, throughout the sixteenth century, rulers emerged at the centre of bureaucracies that began to place themselves in charge of controlling the public affairs of territorial polities. Most of these rulers were monarchs who assembled in their courts administrative specialists, many of whom were trained in jurisprudence. They centralised public affairs in their courts which, in turn, developed into central places of territorial polities. The centralisation became architecturally explicit in new spacious palaces that the territorial rulers had built for themselves, their families and dependants as well as the growing numbers of courtiers. These palaces differed sharply from the medieval castles that had been secluded from the physical environment by their walls. Architects demanded that palaces should be built so that their inhabitants could overlook the open landscape.20 Building them was a costly and time-consuming process which only territorial rulers, a few high-ranking aristocrats, senior church officials and wealthy members of the urban patriarchates could afford. Lesser aristocrats whose funds were limited remained confined to their medieval castles and responded with confessions of envy to the lavish palaces which, to them, appeared as manifestations of luxury.21 The newly built palaces were not only open to the landscape but conformed to simple though stern geometrical shapes in which symmetries and centralisation achieved paramount significance. The geometrical patterns extended through the formal gardens into the physical environment in the vicinity of the palaces. These patterns were expressions of a wider-ranging human desire to control the physical environment and subject it to a human-made symmetrical order.

Moreover, the central position of the palaces as the courts and administrative centres became manifest in the geometrical structuration of the territorial polities. Here, the main instrument was the building of roads. Territorial rulers, such as King Henry VIII of England, began to supervise the building and repairing of roads, which they considered to be vital for commerce in the polity at large.22 The more the ruler’s administrative centre grew to become a residential capital, the more the road networks were focused on the centre. In the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, several miles discs were printed showing distances to and from major cities, such as London, Augsburg or Nuremberg. For an entire polity, one such network is shown in the frontispiece of John Ogilby’s Britannia of 1675.23 The picture shows a map of England in which the most important roads connect peripheral places with London and terminate at the outward boundaries of the kingdom. A similar map had already been printed in 1502 by Erhard Etzlaub for the purpose of describing pilgrims’ roads to Rome.24 The map places the south with Rome at the top and gives pictorial instructions on how to find and cross the major Alpine passes into the Italian peninsula. Etzlaub’s map does not feature administrative boundaries, but portrays Europe as permeable. It characterises Rome as the final destination for pilgrims from Europe north of the Alps, but not as the administrative centre of a territorial polity.

Indeed, sixteenth-century cartographers made growing efforts to display the world as an assemblage of territorial polities. In 1537, John Putsch (Bucius) of Innsbruck created the first image of Europe as a virgin whose body consists of the names of territories.25 The map was first printed in Paris and reappeared in many editions of Sebastian Münster’s Cosmographia between 1544 and 1628.26 It was also included in the Czech version of Heinrich Bünting’s Itinerarium sacrae scripturae of 1592.27 Moreover, in 1587, Abraham Ortelius created a much-imitated cartographical image of the world where the continents were filled up with names of territorial polities and allowed for no blank spaces. Only some mythical Arctic lands and the hypothetical Fourth Continent were allowed to feature without names, but they did so as unknown lands. This cartographical image was reflected by the growing number of handbooks containing verbal descriptions of the existing territorial polities by continents.28 The descriptions were comparative and touched upon aspects of the physical environment, natural resources, production, trade and other economic activities, customs and habits, government and armies as well as history. Such comparative surveys had already been composed in the fifteenth century,29 but their focus on territorial polities was new in the sixteenth century. Like the world maps, the handbooks presented the world with its territorial divisions rather than as the theatre of universal rule.

The New World

While the Habsburg–Spanish family of rulers was being established and Charles began to rule over the Spanish kingdoms, dramatic changes of the world picture occurred when an apparently ‘new world’ came into the sight of European mapmakers and rulers. The phrases orbis novus and mundus novus, meaning new world, were already part of Columbus’s vocabulary and appeared elsewhere in the 1490s. But the meaning of the words orbis and mundus varied. In the terminology of Columbus, his contemporaries and the reporters on his voyages, they related to the island worlds in the ocean west of Europe and Africa, and contained nothing suggestive of the claim that Columbus may have visited parts of a new continent separate from the land mass shown in medieval world maps. Other references to these western island worlds visited by Columbus and his contemporaries were cast in words and phrases such as terra, terra firma or continens, meaning land or continent. Again, none of these references supports the claim that the navigators traversing the ocean in the 1490s and early 1500s had a vision of America avant la lettre. Instead, the orbis novus, mundus novus, the terra nova, terrae or terrae firmae or the continentes mentioned in the reports, descriptions and maps on the voyages of Columbus and his contemporaries were merely various expressions for the same kind of geographical phenomena, namely certain islands which were larger in relation to other islands in their vicinity.30 Such terminology is by no means uncommon. In the Japanese archipelago, for example, the largest of the Ryûkyû Islands is known as Okinawa Hontô, that is Okinawa Main Island, and the largest island of the entire archipelago is Honshû, the main land. Hence there is little excitement enclosed in these phrases, as they simply reflect the fact that the island worlds in the ocean were believed not to have been known to European geographers during antiquity and the Middle Ages. Insisting that these island worlds represented an orbis novus or the like was nevertheless an admission that the medieval world maps had been imperfect and, moreover, an explicit criticism of the geography of antiquity. The criticism was primarily targeted at the cartographic work printed under the name of Ptolemy at the turn of the sixteenth century. Against this background, references to the orbis/mundus novus reflected the pride of the navigators who had not only proved that Ptolemy was empirically wrong but could claim to know more than the celebrated sage of antiquity and the makers of medieval world maps.

The most consequential use of the orbis/mundus novus phraseology occurred in a report on the voyage conducted by Alvares Cabral in 1500. The report was first published in the form of a letter addressed to the Medici in Florence by one Amerigo Vespucci in 1503.31 Vespucci was a member of Cabral’s crew. In his report, he described aspects of the coastlines of what is north-east South America in present geography. Vespucci was a skilful writer and gave an impressive account of the voyage that became a bestseller pamphlet. Vespucci used the phrase mundus novus in the title of the pamphlet and thereby did much to spread the use of the orbis/mundus novus phraseology. However, Vespucci made no attempt to identify as a separate continent the growing number of islands and terrae firmae coming in sight of the European navigators. Instead, he shared Columbus’s perception that the island worlds were located in a previously unknown part of the ocean.

By the middle of the first decade of the sixteenth century, the number of accounts on the western voyages became substantive enough to attract the interest of cartographers. The school of intellectuals at St Dié in Lorraine, whose members were devoted to the study of Ptolemaic geography, seem to have eagerly absorbed the incoming news in attempts to fit the island worlds into cartographic world pictures. Fortunately for them, Alberto Cantino, an Italian agent working in Lisbon for the Duke of Ferrara, seems to have had access to the inner circle of Portuguese scholars and mapmakers and brought with him the results of the Portuguese voyages. The map stands in the tradition of the late medieval portulans or sea charts and lists a large number of coastal points in Africa, South Asia and the island worlds of the ocean. It displays in considerable detail the coastlines of what are southern Africa, south-west India and north-east South America today. The St Dié scholars, most notably Martin Waldseemüller,32 knew Vespucci’s work and must have had access to Cantino’s map, for they produced their own map in 1507 which represents north-east South America in exactly the same shape as the Cantino map. Consequently, the Cantino map and the St Dié map both agreed on allowing unrestricted passage from Europe to Asia through what they described as island worlds in the ocean. Moreover, the tri-continental landmass of Europe, Asia and Africa formed the centrepiece in these maps. But they also reflected important innovations. Most significantly, they vastly extended the share of the earth’s surface that they displayed as covered by water. The narrow strip of water which had separated Europe and Africa from Asia in maps modelled on medieval world maps gave way to vast stretches of oceanic waters into which numerous islands and terrae firmae were interspersed. The St Dié mapmakers thus embedded the tri-continental landmass into widely diversified oceanic waters through which unrestricted trespass was possible. The St Dié map makes the craving for novelty of its authors even more explicit through the pictures and inscriptions on its margins. On the upper margin it depicts images of Ptolemy and Vespucci facing each other. Ptolemy is introduced as the sage of antiquity whereas Vespucci comes along as the discoverer of the New World. The most significant innovation of the map relates to the nomenclature. The St Dié mapmakers inscribed the name ‘America’ into the largest item in the island worlds between Europe and Africa on the one side and Asia on the other, thereby replacing the previous use of such names as Terra Sanctae Crucis.33 The process of renaming the Terra Sanctae Crucis into America began with the St Dié map that placed the name ‘America’ into the eastern part of the terra described by Vespucci and set this terra apart from the area which he portrayed as having been discovered ‘by command of the King of Castile’. Thus the St Dié scholars differentiated areas in accordance with the stipulations of the Tordesillas treaty but did not insert the demarcation line. For the text of the inscription about the area associated with the ‘King of Castile’, the mapmakers drew on the Cantino map. Yet Waldseemüller did not insert the name ‘America’ into his edition of the work of Ptolemy, which appeared in Strasbourg in 1513. Instead, he used the formula terra incognita. Nevertheless, the Strasbourg printers Johann Adolph Muehlich (= Johann Adelphus) and Johann Grüninger, as well as the cartographer Johann Schöner for his globe of 1520, used the St Dié terminology. Muehlich–Grüninger inserted an area identified as nüwe insel oder welt (new island or world) into the far western part of their global map, placed it ‘next to Europe and Africa to the outside and the sunset’, and maintained that it should ‘be named America after its discoverer’.34 Other reporters on the ‘discoveries’ followed the St Dié school and distinguished between the island worlds and the terra visited by Columbus on the one side and Vespucci on the other. Or they mentioned Columbus as the discoverer of many islands but derived the name ‘America’ from the name of Amerigo Vespucci and described it as the fourth ‘part of the world that was discovered in the year 1497’.35 In view of the fact that Amerigo Vespucci appears as the discoverer of this part of the world in the same map, it is difficult to deny that the St Dié mapmakers derived the name for the area from Vespucci’s given name.

Apart from these grand maps of the entire earth, there were sketches of details or parts of the mundus novus. The best known is the portulan map drawn in 1500 by Juan de La Cosa, who was a member of Columbus’s crew.36 La Cosa’s map shows a solid land together with the island world which the Columbus expeditions had visited during the fifteenth century, and the distance between Europe and this island world. It is a display of the navigatory accomplishments of Columbus and his crew without an attempt to interconnect the results of the expeditions with some picture of the earth as a whole. The same kind of practical task seems to have been behind three small maps showing areas visited during Columbus’s voyages. Columbus’s brother Bartholomew appears to have sketched them although they are extant only in a report written by the Venetian Alessandro Zorzi.37 The maps illustrate the achievements mainly of Columbus’s third voyage, which reached the northern shores of what is the South American continent in present geography. One of the maps displays this area as an island, names it ‘MONDO NOVO’ and places it in proximity to Asia. It is known from reports on Columbus’s third and fourth voyages that, on these occasions, he believed he had reached waters close to the Ganges River. Another map of the world west of the first one shows the eastern and southern coasts of Asia and identifies the seaway south of Asia in the Ptolemaic tradition as INDICVM MARE (Indian Sea) and once more in accordance with the medieval world maps as OCEANVS INDICVS (Indian Ocean). The small maps confirm Columbus’s continuing belief that he was travelling in Asian waters and that eastern Asia as well as southern Asia were accessible from Europe by a westward voyage. However, like the La Cosa map, they fail to integrate this area into the geographical context of the entire earth. That is to say that, during the first decade of the sixteenth century, neither the cartographers and other intellectuals who were studying the world picture, nor the Portuguese and Spanish rulers as the organisers of the oceanic expeditions and other practical political decision makers elsewhere in Europe saw any urgency to depart from the conventional perception of the world as a tri-continental landmass. Nevertheless, they did attribute a larger share of the surface of the earth to water.

New oceans

The waterway known as the ‘Indian Sea’ on Ptolemaic maps38 and as ‘mare Occeanum’ in fifteenth-century geography39 attracted much attention in the early years of the sixteenth century. The waterway had been the theatre of a trading network for five hundred years at the time when Vasco da Gama arrived there in 1498. It connected Japan and China with the East African coasts and was maintained by the cooperation of merchant mariners from Japan, China, the South-east Asian archipelago, south-west and north-west India as well as the Arabian peninsula. The Portuguese merchants appeared in this waterway initially as competitors to Arab Muslim merchants. They tried to put Muslims out of business and thereby demonstrated their willingness to continue to adhere to the crusading rhetoric of the Middle Ages.40 Da Gama’s first attempt at Calicut failed, but Portuguese sailors subsequently resorted to military violence. Vasco da Gama returned as viceroy of India on his second expedition from 1502 to 1505 and was succeeded by Afonso d’Albuquerque, who arrived in South-east Asian waters in 1509. With the sack of Malacca by Albuquerque’s troops in 1511 and the withdrawal of the local sultan from the place,41 the Portuguese placed themselves in control of a strategic spot, which allowed them further penetration into the South-east Asian archipelago and the Chinese Pacific coast. Yet the costs of the conquest were high. Malacca, which had been a thriving market during the fifteenth century, sank into obscurity as the Portuguese expansion encountered fierce opposition from Muslim and other traders. This opposition forced the Portuguese King Manuel I to commission the building and maintenance of fortresses on the spots in the South-east Asian archipelago where Portuguese merchants were doing business.

Activities were also advanced towards the ocean in the west. Upon departure for his fourth voyage, Columbus received a letter from the Spanish rulers addressed to Vasco da Gama, who was known to operate in Asian waters at the time.42 The letter records that the Spanish rulers shared Columbus’s belief that the expedition was to head for the eastern coasts of Asia. It also shows that the Spanish rulers were worried about a structural defect in the Tordesillas treaty of 1494. The treaty had demarcated the Portuguese and Spanish zones of influence only along a longitude west of Europe and Africa but had not specified where the eastward Portuguese and the westward Spanish expeditions were to end. Spanish worries resulted from the increasing Portuguese activity in the oceanic waters, seen as stretching between Asia and Europe. The sheer size of the oceanic waters seemed to demand considerations about a second line of demarcation east of the Asian coasts.

The defective character of the Tordesillas agreement became even more disturbing once Vasco Nuñez de Balboa established with certainty in 1513 that there was a land bridge west of Columbus’s island worlds and came in sight of a further ocean after he had crossed this land bridge of Panama westwards. The most frequent early name of this ocean, now known as the Pacific, was Mar del Sur, the Southern Sea. This naming of the ocean west of Columbus’s island worlds reflected the view that this was the ocean at the southern end of which a vast, as yet unknown, continent was expected. Thus efforts were deemed necessary to penetrate further into the Southern Sea and to determine the share that the Spanish rulers would be able to claim for themselves from the hypothetical Fourth Continent.43

The first author to make extensive use of the orbis/mundus novus concept and to make efforts to adjust the conventional world picture to the results of the expeditions was the Spanish scholar Peter Martyr d’Anghiera, who began to report on the Columbus voyages in 1493 and whose work first appeared in print in 1516. Anghiera appears to have had access to sources on the voyages and presented detailed accounts of Columbus’s activities in the island worlds. He used the phrase terra nova as a reference to the island world visited by Columbus.44 Anghiera also plunged into theoretical debates attempting to fit the Columbian island worlds into the conventional world picture. His use of the phrase terra nova made it explicit that he was convinced that Columbus had travelled to previously unknown places in the ocean.

As Spanish ruler Charles was thus pressured to continue the westward expeditions. The ongoing Portuguese expansion in the Asian waters where Canton was reached in 1517 was a constant source of worries on the Spanish side, particularly as news about the profitable Spice Islands in the south-east Asian archipelago within or close to the Southern Sea was confirmed. In 1518, a committee presented Charles with the proposal for a westward voyage around the southern end of the Spanish island worlds. The proposal included the demand that the full southern extension of the terra firma be determined: it was named ‘America’ by some cartographers but was called ‘New Spain’ by the Spanish administration. If the Spanish expedition could find a passage south of the area that Cabral had claimed for the Portuguese kings, seaborne access to the Southern Sea and the Spice Islands therein would become possible under Spanish control. The proposal thus drew on the expectation that the terra firma first visited by Portuguese mariners in 1500 might have a substantive south-western extension.

Charles accepted the proposal and entrusted the command for the expedition of four ships to Fernand de Magellan, a Portuguese by birth and a navigator with experience of the ocean.45 The expedition was launched in 1519, eventually reached the southernmost tip of the terra firma in 1521 and then continued westwards into the Southern Sea. The passage which Magellan used, and which ever since then has borne his name, was not understood to separate the terra firma from a few islands scattered in its south.46 Instead, the land which the expedition recorded to be south of the passage was taken to represent the northern fringes of the Fourth Continent and came to be named Terra Magellanica. Maps of the seventeenth century still displayed a vast stretch of land extending southwards from the route which Magellan found on his voyage west of the terra firma of ‘America’ or ‘New Spain’.47

The transformation of the European world picture

In 1521 Magellan was killed in a skirmish on Maketan in the group of islands later referred to as the Philippines, but the expedition continued westward. That it did so was unequivocally a breach of the Tordesillas treaty. Nevertheless, the expedition continued unmolested, and one ship returned to Spain in 1522. The expedition thus firmly revealed the deficiency of the Tordesillas arrangements and solicited the demand to supplement this agreement by a further agreement on a line of demarcation along the Asian coasts. Thus the Magellan expedition was as crucial in economic terms regarding trade in spices as it was in political respects concerning control over the Southern Sea and the hypothetical Fourth Continent. But its intellectual significance was even higher; it stimulated efforts to represent the earth as a globe with as many details as possible. Such efforts had already begun with Behaim’s globe of 1492. The St Dié mapmakers produced a map in 1507 which showed several gores thinning out towards the top and the bottom. In this way, it became possible to print a globe on paper, then to cut out the vacant space in between the strips and to glue the strips together into a globe.48 At the same time, the St Dié mapmakers tried out a further solution to the problem of representing the three-dimensional shape of the earth on a two-dimensional printed map. This solution consisted of printing two global hemispheres next to each other and joining them together through a continuing equatorial line. This attempt had been included in the upper margin of the large world map of 1507 between the figures of Ptolemy and Vespucci.49 Giovanni Contarini attempted a third solution in 1506.50 In striking similarity to the Zorzi small maps, Contarini showed Columbus’s island worlds in proximity to Asia and projected the earth in a fan-like shape in which the size of the earth had visually been reduced from 360 degrees to 225 degrees. Contarini did this by cutting the Asian continent in the upper part of his map, suggesting that viewers should join the parts together in their minds. But this projection had the grave disadvantage of enforcing distortions of distances so that the purported easternmost tip of Asia came to be placed in proximity to northern Europe. Johann Stabius and Albrecht Dürer pursued a further possibility by command of Emperor Maximilian I in 1515. Their two-dimensional map shows the earth as a globe in one single picture. Dürer imagined that the viewer would understand that the right and left margins of the globe were to be joined at the virtual back of the map. As in the St Dié map of 1507, Stabius and Dürer placed the east coast of Asia on the far right and the island worlds of the ocean on the left margin of their map.51 But this style of projection became possible only at the expense of certain distortions of locations depicted on the left and right margins. Hence these projections were unsatisfactory and had no successors.

During the third decade of the sixteenth century, several further attempts were made to manufacture more elaborate three-dimensional globes and to reduce the distortions of two-dimensional global maps. Johann Schöner composed a detailed globe in 1520 for which he relied on the St Dié world map of 1507.52 In 1530, Peter Apian tried to refine the Stabius–Dürer projection and experimented with a heart-shaped projection.53 Apian drew his map symmetrically on either side of a central line separating the eastern and the western hemispheres and cutting through western Asia in the middle of the Caspian Sea in the same way as the Ptolemaic maps had done in the later fifteenth century. Apian followed the St Dié mapmakers in juxtaposing Ptolemy and Vespucci, separating Asia from the island worlds in the ocean and printing the name ‘America’ for these island worlds in the left margin of the map.

Subsequently, depictions of the earth as a globe became standard illustrations in geographical and cosmological works.54 These global projections made it mandatory for cartographers to know the distances between the points mentioned in the maps and to do so without more than necessary distortions. At the time, this theoretical demand met with serious obstacles, as nautical knowledge did not suffice to determine locations unequivocally. Specifically, problems emerged with regard to Marco Polo’s description of Zipangu.55 In the fifteenth century, Zipangu was displayed somewhere in the vicinity of the Asian coast; hence its association with Asia had been taken for granted. However, when the island worlds in the ocean turned out to be part of an extensive terra firma dividing the ocean, the location of Zipangu became a bone of contention. The principal decision that cartographers had to make was whether they should follow Columbus, who had believed he was close to Zipangu,56 and place the island in the oceanic waters between Europe and the island worlds that Columbus had visited. Alternatively, they could take the view that Columbus had been mistaken in his search for Zipangu and would then have to place the island in the oceanic waters between Asia and the island worlds visited by Columbus. Early sixteenth-century maps display a wide variety of choices, from identifying Zipangu with Yucatan or Cuba to locating it midway between ‘America’ and Asia.57 Only in 1569, after Portuguese sailors had reached Japan, did the Dutch geographer Gerhard Mercator explicitly identify Zipangu with Japan, but added that the island was also identical with the mythical gold island Chryse known from Greek mythology.58

Moreover, all sixteenth-century world maps concurred in giving a great deal of space to water covering the surface of the earth. As a rule, maps displayed open seas, namely waterways, without physical or otherwise noteworthy restrictions of sea-borne access. This convention was underlined by representations of Europe as the only continent open to the sea. A remarkable piece of pictorial evidence for this perception is recorded in a world map printed in Basle in 1532. The map is part of a cosmological description by Simon Grynaeus but was made by Hans Holbein the Younger, the celebrated artist based at Basle. Holbein added to the map a sequence of scenes representing the three continents and the mundus novus and placed them on the margins of the map.59 For these representations, Holbein relied on stereotypes current at the time. Pictures of hunters in purportedly Persian dress stand for ‘Asia’, wild animals for ‘Africa’ and cannibals for ‘America’. Whereas images of land dominate in these three pictures, ‘Europe’ is shown as a stretch of coastal land overlooked by a large building of which two columns are visible. The latter stereotype promoted the image of access to the open sea. Hence, in the view of sixteenth-century intellectuals, Spain was facing the ocean and the king of Spain was the ruler of the ocean waves. Charles and his entourage shared this view. Apparently during the preparations for his departure from the Netherlands for Spain, the Burgundian court invented the motto PLVS VLTRA for the new king. Literally translated it meant ‘Still further’ and responded to the medieval Dantean formula ‘Non Plus Ultra’ (no further). Charles’s motto was abundantly successful. He campaigned with it for the imperial election and continued to use it to the end of his life. The motto was often combined with two columns symbolising Hercules’ pillars or the westernmost part of the inhabitable world according to the world picture of antiquity.60 In accepting this motto Charles demonstrated his willingness to look west and search for new horizons beyond the ocean.

Spanish crusaders in the New World

In the early phase of his reign, Charles associated the motto with the legacy of medieval universalism and applied it to a world picture from which the New World had been absent. Yet his Spanish administrators took an alternative viewpoint that positioned the New World as a Spanish domain. This alternative view had already been made explicit in the so-called Requirimiento, which was drafted in 1512, probably by Juan Lopez de Palacios Rubios, legal adviser to Ferdinand of Aragon.61 This document was to be read aloud to Native Americans before the beginning of military action. It demanded that all human beings should subject themselves to the power of the pope of Rome because the pope had received his power directly from the divinity. The pope was supposed to have requested assistance from the Spanish rulers for the purpose of converting Native Americans to Catholicism. Should they resist, they were to receive harsh treatment and be converted by force.62

While world rule was incompatible with this world picture, designs for conquests of overseas polities could still be clad in the quest for world-empire. Hernán Cortés played with this idea when he left the island of Hispaniola (Haiti) in 1519 and launched an unauthorised military campaign. From its very beginning the goal of his campaign appears to have been nothing less than the conquest of the Aztec Empire in what today is Mexico. Instead, he was instructed by the appointed governor of the Crown, Diego Velázquez, to search for Spaniards who had been missing and were believed to have been taken as prisoners by Native Americans. Moreover, he was commissioned to obtain information about the solid lands in the vicinity of Hispaniola.63 But Cortés seems to have been determined to ignore his instructions and to become a famous conqueror. Yet he scrupulously followed legal procedures. He had the Requirimiento read out in full at the beginning of the campaign and employed a public notary to observe and certify the legal act. In the course of the conquest he then combined the ruthless use of martial arms with the build-up of a legalistic theory capable of justifying his military actions. The theory consisted of the claim that Cortés had ignored Velázquez’s instructions for the benefit of the emperor and had helped to aggrandise imperial power. Because Cortés defied his instructions he had to be prepared to appeal directly to Charles if he succeeded as a conqueror. Only Charles himself could relieve Cortés from the odium of having been a traitor. Indeed, Cortés’s legalistic defence was eventually successful when Charles exculpated him.

Hindsight makes it easy to appreciate the full scale of the risk Cortés had to face under these circumstances. But these dimensions are such that it would be unrealistic to assume that Cortés had a grand strategic design covering all major possible eventualities of the campaign. Instead, lack of contemporary records from the very beginnings of the campaign renders difficult any assumptions about the strategies that Cortés may have had in mind upon his departure. It seems more appropriate to surmise that Cortés continuously advanced his strategy and adapted it to the changing situation on the spot. This assumption remains possible even in the light of retrospective records written by Cortés himself. In these texts, namely the five reports (cartas) which he sent to Charles as emperor, Cortés made substantive efforts to present himself as the chosen man of great vision. Thus he habitually attributed unexpected success in battle to divine intervention in his support, and frequently claimed that it was through his perseverance that he was capable of eventually accomplishing success.64 But these reports are skilfully styled rhetorical letters composed to construe the campaign as a legitimate series of well-designed actions in execution of divine will and for the benefit of the emperor. Therefore, they are sources for the image that Cortés wanted to disseminate about himself and in his own defence, but they contain no clues to his initial attitudes, perceptions and goals. The implication is that Cortés’s reports must be read critically with an eye on the differences that may have existed between his primary motives (about which little can be known) and the retrospective image produced for consumption in Spain.

Nevertheless, Cortés’s reports are relevant to Charles’s strategies for empire because Cortés drew on a specific theory of empire in defence of his conquest. In the first two reports, he defended his conquest on the grounds that the Aztec Empire had once been part of the Roman Empire. In the second report, he described Moctezuma’s arrest and boasted that his action would allow Charles to style himself emperor of the areas of which Cortés appeared to be in control and that Charles could do so by the same divine right that had granted him title to rule over the ‘Empire of the Germans’.65 In the same report, Cortés recorded a speech that he claimed Moctezuma had delivered during a series of meetings with Cortés in the capital. Moctezuma is made to say that some of his Aztec forefathers had left the land after some strife and that, since then, local customs and rules had changed fundamentally. According to Cortés, Moctezuma identified the conqueror as the descendant of those forefathers. In his own view, Cortés was thus doing no more than restoring the rule of the Roman emperor to the solid lands in the ocean.66

The alleged speech is only on record in Cortés’s report. This report is unlikely to be a faithful account of Moctezuma’s negotiations with Cortés as the Aztec ruler is credited with knowledge of features of Christian tradition with which he cannot have been familiar. It is therefore unlikely that Moctezuma’s speech, provided it took place at all, contained the elements that Cortés chose to place in Moctezuma’s mouth. Cortés rather seems to have drawn on a fourteenth-century political theory that he used to reconcile the existence of particularistic polities with traditions of political universalism. It is contained in tracts on the validity of Roman law as the law of empire written by the legist Bartolus of Sassoferato. Bartolus faced the difficulty of having to explain how the Roman Empire could exist as a universal empire in view of the multitude of secular polities under the rule of their own specific law. He developed a casuistry which defined four different categories of groups and legal frameworks: the first referred to groups living under Roman rule and under Roman law, the second to groups living under Roman law but not under Roman rule, the third to groups living neither under Roman rule nor under Roman law but being of Roman origin, and the fourth to groups living neither under Roman rule nor Roman law and not being of Roman origin. For the fourth category of groups, Bartolus postulated the existence of some freedom privilege that a Roman emperor had issued in the more remote past.67

Cortés operated with the third of Bartolus’s categories. The second report in which this argument was used was crucial for Cortés in his bid to obtain recognition as the conqueror and royal governor of the former Aztec Empire. He could have known Bartolus because he had familiarised himself with legal matters while still in Spain and had acquired practical administrative experience during his stay in Hispaniola. It has been shown that in preparing his reports Cortés used legal sources of various traditions, among them the thirteenth-century Siete Partidas of King Alfonso X of Castile, even though there is no certainty that he had direct access to an original version of this text. Likewise, there is no certainty that Cortés’s recourse to the legist tradition of universalism helped him to win eventual vindication. However, the fact of the matter is that Charles decided to retain Cortés in his position and to leave him unpenalised although he dispatched a number of administrators under royal supervision to keep him in check.68 Thus Cortés cannot have been completely mistaken about the effects of his recourse to the legist justification of universal rule.

In addition, Cortés received further arguments in his support through the ideology of mission. These arguments drew on the crusading ideology. It implied that it was, first and foremost, the emperor’s task to spread Christianity, if necessary through military means, and to subject ‘infidel’ adversaries of the Christian religion to Roman rule. The ideology was old. It can be found as early as the ninth century, when Saxon hagiographers defended Charlemagne’s wars against the Saxons with the argument that he had legitimately used force to convert the Saxons.69 In principle, every Christian ruler had the task of defending and spreading Christianity according to this ideology. Yet the rulers at the helm of the Roman Empire, if there were any, had to do so in the first place. Charles inherited from his grandfather the obligation to conduct crusades against the Ottoman Turkish Empire.70 Charles also took over the legacy of the Spanish reconquista, which obliged him to permit and even support acts of conquest against non-Christians. In the course of the Middle Ages, traditions of the reconquista had become associated with the legend of St James the Apostle, whose central place of veneration developed in Santiago de Compostela and who was commonly labelled the ‘Matamoros’, the killer of Moors. Early in the sixteenth century, St James became the ‘Mataindios’, the killer of Native Americans. Sculptures feature him on the back of a horse triumphant over an ‘Indio’.71 In his description of the conquest of Tenochtitlan, Bernal Diaz del Castillo, one of the conquistadores, reported that Cortés’s troops frequently invoked help from St James in the course of the battle.72

There are numerous further instances showing that the Spanish administration regarded the conquest of the New World as a crusade. One is that the Crown reserved for itself the use of 20 per cent of the spoils, which is the standard share claimed for the organisers of crusades.73 Monks such as Matías de Paz74 and soldiers such as Martín Fernández de Enciso75 agreed that the conquests were just. This was traditional crusading rhetoric. Pope Gregory VII had already announced benefits for participants in crusades76 and similar announcements were repeated in the fifteenth century in papal bulls.77 A version of the text of an alleged speech by Cortés was included in Ginés de Sepúlveda’s History of the Conquest. In this version, Cortés is even supposed to have referred to the Requirimiento and to have argued that it was his duty to continue the war because of the obstinacy of the Native Americans. Cortés is supposed to have said that, after the reading of the Requirimiento, the Native Americans knew what their fate was going to be and that if they chose to resist their conversion, force would be applied.78 There were thus differences in detail regarding the use of the crusading ideology between Cortés’s report and later versions. But the bottom line of the argument was the same on either side: the conquest was displayed as a crusade for the purpose of extending the Roman Empire to the boundaries of the globe.

In his campaign for the conquest of the Inca Empire in what is today Peru, from 1531 to 1533, Francisco Pizarro employed similar tactics, using the crusading ideology in defence of his actions; he obtained a royal charter investing him as governor of Peru. He denied Native Americans the moral status of human beings and put down rebellions remorselessly. Pizarro could rely on theorists who rejected the applicability of natural law to Native Americans and took the view that Native Americans did not have the moral status of human beings. Among these theorists was the cleric Domingo de Betanzos, who believed that the only option for Native Americans was to go to hell. Indeed, in 1529, even Pope Clement VII requested that Charles should make sure that force should be used if Native Americans strongly resisted their conversion.79 In the 1530s, however, the Catholic Church was beginning to take a different position. When Pope Paul III came under the influence of Dominican missionaries – who had acted in defence of Native Americans since 1511 – he issued a bull in 1537 in which he demanded the respect of natural law vis-à-vis Native Americans, their treatment as good human beings and assurance of their freedom.80 Moreover, the pope now insisted that Native Americans should be converted without the use of force. Against the verdict by the pope Charles accepted Pizarro’s attitude in 1537 when he declared a papal edict as void for the Spanish kingdoms. At Charles’s request the pope revoked the edict.81 But the crusading strategy had its flaws. This was first and foremost because it relied on the acceptance of some papal privilege to invest rulers with the right to conduct missionary efforts. The Portuguese kings and Spanish rulers of the fifteenth century could accept this papal privilege but it was problematic for the emperor. If the emperor was a universal ruler, the pope could not invest him with rights to rule as, in this case, the emperor would recognise the supremacy of the pope.

In summary, strategies to refurbish universal rule as the guiding imperial ideology were no longer viable. Not only were the advocates of universal rule plagued by the deficiency of their arguments; they found no means to stem the rising tide of territorialisation. However, the pluralism of territorial polities did not render universalism dispensable. On the contrary, no single series of events revealed more dramatically the necessity to consider humankind as a whole than the activities of the conquistadores in America. Mission made sense only on condition that humankind embraced every human being in moral respects. This was a principle of natural law that stood against the use of military force for missionary purposes. As Thomas Aquinas had identified natural law as divine law, it was in the world as part of the creation and not in need of human-made institutions for its enforcement. The missionaries who began to work in the islands and solid lands in the ocean under Spanish rule in the early sixteenth century accepted Aquinas’s position and turned against Cortés and his successor conquistadores. They also acted in accordance with the papal bulls demanding the conversion of Native Americans. First and foremost among them was Bartolomé de Las Casas, who devoted much of his long life to the missionary task. He arrived in Hispaniola in 1502, became active as a preacher in 1510, joined the Dominican Order in 1522 and headed the missionary bishopric of Chiapas in Mexico to 1551. Against Cortés, Las Casas used missionary ideology to induce Pope Paul III to speak out against the abuse of Native Americans.82

DIVIDING THE WORLD?

Did anyone divide the world at the turn of the sixteenth century? During the protracted period of their penetration into oceanic waters, the Portuguese and Spanish rulers mostly followed a policy of the diplomatic accommodation of rival claims. The Alcacovas treaty of 1479 marked the first agreement on a line that purported to regulate access to the ocean strip west of Europe and Africa. The line agreed upon at Alcacovas ran westwards from the coast north of Lisbon. It allowed Spanish ships to ply the ocean in the northern hemisphere and reserved the southern hemisphere to the Portuguese. Yet Spanish ships continued to have access to waters west of Africa around the Canary Islands, which were under Spanish control. Columbus’s return from his first voyage sparked hectic diplomatic activity because he landed at Lisbon, that is, south of the Alcacovas line, and thereby acted in breach of the treaty. The Portuguese king used the opportunity to have Columbus interrogated by the experienced sailor Bartolomeo Diaz. Diaz was the leader of the Portuguese crew that first reached the Cape of Good Hope in 1488. Through Diaz, the Portuguese court obtained first-hand knowledge about the trans-oceanic voyage that the Spanish rulers had authorised in the previous year.

It soon became clear that the Alcacovas line was far from ideal because it left its western end unspecified.83 This deficit mattered because Columbus’s voyage put on record that the distances he had covered across the ocean were in excess of what had been taken for granted in medieval cosmography. Thus the two parties had two choices: they could renegotiate the bilateral Alcacovas treaty to the end of extending the line westward, or they could make a new treaty. Both parties agreed to do the latter and to involve the Catholic Church during the negotiations. Throughout the fifteenth century, the Catholic Church was an actor in the organisation of the Portuguese expeditions and the Spanish reconquista, at times appearing behind the scenes. Up until the 1450s Henry the Navigator sought and obtained privileges from the popes legitimising the Portuguese southward advance along the African coast in the terms of a crusade.84 After Henry’s death in 1460, Alfonso V, John II and Manuel I obtained further privileges or received confirmations of previous privileges from Sixtus IV, Innocent VIII and Alexander VI.85 Spanish rulers down to Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabel of Castile sought and obtained papal crusading bulls and edicts authorising them to continue the reconquista.86 Hence both sides customarily approached the popes as umpires of their rivalries and as an authority that was held to be able to grant missionary rights over people beyond the confines of Europe. The longer the Portuguese–Spanish rivalry lasted, the more both sides felt compelled to use bulls and edicts emanating from the papal chancellery, with the aim of delineating areas over which they intended to exercise their own control. The chancellery issued bulls and edicts that they designed as investiture privileges but not as donations, even though the legitimacy of issuing such privileges was contested.

Foremost among the early sixteenth-century scholars who questioned the papal right to issue investiture privileges was Cardinal Tommaso de Vio from Gaeta, who called himself Cajetan. In his comments on St Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae, Cajetan followed Bartolus of Sassoferato in dividing non-Christians into three groups: people who did not live according to the rules of the Christian faith but had once been under the control of the Roman emperor as a Christian ruler; people who lived elsewhere under the control of a Christian ruler; and people to whom neither category could be applied. Cajetan concluded that the people visited by Columbus belonged to the third category and could therefore not be rightfully subjected to the control of any Christian ruler; nor could competence to govern them be legitimately allocated by the pope.87 Cajetan was uncertain about what the legal status of the New World was. He assumed that Popes Nicholas V and Alexander VI had not had a legal title to act as arbiters between the rival rulers of Portugal and Spain. He did so on the grounds that the ocean and the islands as well as the solid lands were areas outside the tri-continental landmass. They could not fall under the lawful control of the popes because there were islands in the ocean, such as the British Isles, which obviously did not come under papal rule. Cajetan concluded that while the islands and solid lands in the ocean did not indeed belong to the Old World, they did not acquire the status of a terra nullius, a no-man’s-land, because they were inhabited. Columbus’s islands and solid lands fell under control of no one other than their inhabitants. He thus argued that they could neither be the target of rightful conquest nor the object of papal adjudication. Instead, he argued in favour of the principle that Native Americans were by nature free and thereby had the inalienable right of self-rule. By these standards, the European conquest and occupation of America could not be founded on any lawful grounds but resulted from nothing other than the application of physical force. Cajetan was not alone in setting the tri-continental Old World as the theatre to which Roman emperors were confined for their actions. Erasmus of Rotterdam also took this view in 1517 when he denied universal rule to the emperors and identified Christ as the sole ruler of the world.88 These theories thus turned the conquest into an undeclared war fought by Europeans against Native Americans for morally indefensible reasons.

In the view of Columbus and the Spanish rulers, the Spanish– Portuguese rivalry mattered more than these intellectual objections. Manifestly, the trans-oceanic expeditions were directed at ‘islands and firm lands’ that lay south of the Alcacovas line and in waters far west of the Canary Islands. The Spanish rulers accepted this fact in a letter to Columbus, dated 5 September 1493. In their letter, they admitted that the newly found ‘islands and the firm lands’ were located in a part of the world to which the Spanish side had no access by the stipulations of the Alcacovas treaty.89 Thus, Columbus’s voyage reopened the potential for military conflicts between the Portuguese and Spanish kingdoms. This potential had caused great concern to the Portuguese kings throughout the fifteenth century and they remained fearful that, after the occupation of Granada, the Spanish rulers might continue the reconquista into Portugal. Unfortunately for the Portuguese, the newly elected pope Alexander VI had strong kinship ties to Aragon and Castile, whereas many of his predecessors as far back as Celestine III at the end of the twelfth century had tended to support Portuguese causes. Indeed, Alexander’s chancellery responded favourably to Spanish requests for new privileges concerning the Columbus voyage and hurried to confirm the Spanish position that the newly found ‘islands and firm lands’ stood of right under Spanish control.90 The wording of the edicts in the name of Alexander VI followed fifteenth-century conventions. They agreed with Columbus’s demand that the Spanish rulers were to be invested with the right to control the ‘islands and firm lands’ and that the latter were required to shoulder the burden of spreading Catholicism there. The Spanish concluded that Alexander’s edicts identified Columbus’s voyages as the beginning of a trans-oceanic crusade against non-Christian populations, although the edicts neither justified nor stipulated military conquest.

Alexander’s intervention was disturbing for the Portuguese. Heavily involved at the time in the continuing expeditions along the African coast, King John II had neither reason nor title to approach the pope in his own right, because the Portuguese southward advance had already been sanctioned. Moreover, John was preoccupied with preparations for an alliance with presumed or actual Christian rulers in Africa and Asia and thus saw no possibility of supporting westward expeditions in addition to those following the African coasts. It was therefore a matter of expediency to find a diplomatic arrangement with his rivals in the Spanish kingdoms. The Spanish rulers were not disinclined to enter into direct negotiations because, from their point of view, the Alcacovas line had to be supplemented in accordance with Alexander’s edicts. Negotiations eventually began in Tordesillas in 1494. While Alexander’s delegate was present on the spot, the pope neither intervened nor intermediated in the course of the negotiations.

The treaty agreed upon at Tordesillas in 1494 stipulated a change of the oceanic line that had been recognised since 1479.91 The new line ran from the north to the south poles at a longitude of 370 nautical miles west of the westernmost Azores. It allocated access rights for the western hemisphere to the Spanish side while the Portuguese side was confined to the eastern hemisphere. Accordingly, Portuguese ships could continue their expeditions along the African coast without molestation from Spanish competitors, and Columbus was entitled to continue to search for ‘islands and firm lands’ in the far West. Close contemporary maps display with some rigour efforts to differentiate between the Portuguese and Spanish zones on the newly emerging American continent. Thus the so-called Cantino map of the early sixteenth century showed a demarcation line following the stipulations of the Tordesillas treaty.92 There are also verbal descriptions, such as the one contained in a map of 1519. This map, which was preserved in the monastery at Bretten (Bavaria), features inscriptions on the land representing the north-eastern coast of South America. The inscriptions read ‘all the land discovered by Christopher Columbus for the King of Spain’ in the western section and ‘all the land called “Land of the Holy Cross” of the King of Portugal’ in the eastern section. It was with reference to these descriptions that the governor of Española, Zuazo, made the remark in a letter to Charles in 1518 that the world was being divided between the Portuguese king and the Spanish majesty like an orange.93

While the Tordesillas line was thus respected, problems of legitimising the ensuing conquests arose. In the understanding of the Spanish rulers the papal demand for missionary activities implied that the populations on the newly found ‘islands and firm lands’ had a choice of either accepting Catholicism or facing extinction. Yet neither the pope nor the Tordesillas treaty partitioned the world or established suzerainty rights over ‘islands and firm lands’ in the ocean. Neither did the pope donate land to the Portuguese and Spanish rulers, nor did he claim any overlordship over monarchs in Europe or elsewhere in the world.

However, Martín Fernández de Enciso, a military man and commentator on Cortés’s conquest, went a step further. He described the ongoing Spanish conquest of America within the topology of the biblical exodus and thus created the image of America as the Promised Land. At the same time, Enciso justified the conquest as a crusade against people who, he claimed, were venerating idols and were incapable of keeping peace. Moreover, Enciso reasoned that the divinity had donated their lands to the Spanish rulers in the same way that Israel had been given to Moses and his people. In Enciso’s perception the Spanish conquistadores were bringers of peace with divine support, and they were treating the Native Americans merely as Joshua had treated the Canaanites. The argument continued to be traded among the Spanish soldiery into the 1560s on many occasions when there was a need to justify brutalities committed against Native Americans.94 The earliest explicit piece of evidence that the Spanish courts understood the provisions of the papal edicts of 1493 as a donation in the sense of Roman law is extant in Rubios’s work. Rubios derived what he understood as the papal capacity to ‘donate’ islands in the ocean from the papal claim for divinely willed universal rule. This claim, he knew, had been articulated from the time of Pope Innocent III at the turn of the thirteenth century. Rubios regarded these islands as located outside the mundus, which he identified as the area under the control of the emperor. With respect to these islands he employed the Latin word donatio in the sense of the transfer of the power to rule over land, as laid down in Justinian’s civil code.95

Nevertheless, the Tordesillas treaty was a bilateral agreement and thus not binding for other rulers and their subjects. English merchants, mainly from Bristol, had a long record of penetrating westwards into the ocean from 1481 at the latest.96 Sailors from Italy and France soon followed Columbus across the ocean. None of these sailors was willing to accept Columbus’s position that the stipulations of the Tordesillas treaty closed access to the western ocean to everyone not holding privileges from the Spanish rulers. As ruler over the Spanish kingdoms, Charles was hard pressed to effectively end the ongoing competition between Spanish and non-Spanish sailors plying the ocean. But he left the issue pending. On the one hand, he was criticised in 1544 for an agreement made with Francis I that could be understood as allowing French sailors unrestricted access to the ocean.97 But Charles did not respond to the criticism. On the other hand, his sister Mary declared laconically in 1554 that the ocean was free, and Charles remained silent as well.98 In a way, his motto PLVS VLTRA (still further) suggested that he was inclined to the latter position.

Hence, no one divided the world at the turn of the sixteenth century. Maximilian was the great promoter of the unification of rule in Habsburg hands. In 1503 he had insisted that merchants from the German-speaking areas ought to be willing to go as far as Calicut in India to do business.99 On Maximilian’s mental map, Calicut represented the far eastern end of the world and Columbus’s ‘islands and firm lands’ stood for the far west. In proclaiming himself imperial suzerain over the Portuguese and Spanish ruling dynasties from 1507, he emphasised his determination to expand imperial rule as overlordship to the boundaries of the then known world. Charles took over Maximilian’s heritage in his bid for election to the imperial office in succession to his grandfather. However, Charles’s strategies to refurbish universal rule as imperial overlordship over the most expansive European dynasties were no longer viable after Maximilian’s death. Charles could accept papal privileges in his capacity as the ruler of the Spanish kingdoms. But he could no longer do so once he had become emperor. Hence the advocates of universal rule not only found no means against the rising tide of territorialisation but were also at a loss to cope with the widening scope of oceanic waters that had to be recognised as covering the largest part of the surface of the earth. Philip Melanchthon, Charles’s supporter in the German-speaking areas at the time of the imperial election, eventually took the view that the notion of universal empire should remain confined to areas that had been under the sway of the Roman emperors of antiquity.100 Therefore, Charles had no choice other than to accept the de-territorialisation of universalism and to untie the Roman Empire from the traditions of universal rule.
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