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good works to be necessary for salvation and upheld the
geven sacraments, the Catholic doctrine of transubstantia-
tion, and clerical celibacy. The council also affirmed the
pelief in purgatory and in the efficacy of indulgences,
although it prohibited the hawking of indulgences. Of the
reform decrees that were passed, the most important estab-
lished theological seminaries in every diocese for the train-
ing of priests.

After the Council of Trent, the Roman Catholic Church
possessed a clear body of doctrine and a unified church under
the acknowledged supremacy of the popes, who had tri-
umphed over bishops and councils. The Roman Catholic
Church had become one Christian denomination among
many with an organizational framework and doctrinal pattern
that would not be significantly altered for four hundred years.
With renewed confidence, the Catholic Church entered a
new phase of its history.

Politics and the Wars of Religion
in the Sixteenth Century

FOCUS QUESTION: What role did politics, economic
and social conditions, and religion play in the European
wars of the sixteenth century?

By the middle of the sixteenth century, Calvinism and Cathol-
icism had become activist religions dedicated to spreading the
word of God as they interpreted it. Although this struggle for
the minds and hearts of Europeans is at the heart of the reli-
gious wars of the sixteenth century, economic, social, and po-
litical forces also played an important role in these conflicts.
Of the sixteenth-century religious wars, none were more mo-
mentous or shattering than the French civil wars known as
the French Wars of Religion.

The French Wars of Religion
(1562-1598)

Religion was the engine that drove the French civil wars of
the sixteenth century. Concerned by the growth of Calvin-
ism, the French kings tried to stop its spread by persecuting
Calvinists but had little success. Huguenots (HYOO-guh-
Nots), as the French Calvinists were called, came from all
levels of society: artisans and shopkeepers hurt by rising

prices and a rigid guild system, merchants and lawyers in
provincial towns whose local privileges were tenuous, and
members of the nobility. Possibly 40 to 50 percent of the
French nobility became Huguenots, including the house of
Bourbon (boor-BOHN), which stood next to the Valois
(val-WAH) in the royal line of succession and ruled the
southern French kingdom of Navarre (nuh-VAHR). The
conversion of so many nobles made the Huguenots a poten-
tially dangerous political threat to monarchical power.
Though the Calvinists constituted only about 10 percent of
the population, they were a strong-willed and well-organized
minority.

'The Catholic majority greatly outnumbered the Calvinist
minority. The Valois monarchy was staunchly Catholic, and
its control of the Catholic Church gave it little incentive to
look on Protestantism favorably. When King Henry II was
killed accidentally in a tournament in 1559, he was succeeded
by a series of weak and neurotic sons, two of whom were
dominated by their mother, Catherine de’ Medici (1519~
1589). As regent for her sons, the moderate Catholic Cather-
ine looked to religious compromise as a way to defuse the po-
litical tensions but found to her consternation that both sides
possessed their share of religious fanatics unwilling to make
concessions. The extreme Catholic party—known as the ultra-
Catholics—favored strict opposition to the Huguenots and
was led by the Guise (GEEZ) family. Possessing the loyalty of
Paris and large sections of northern and northwestern France
through their client-patronage system, the Guises could
recruit and pay for large armies and received support abroad
from the papacy and Jesuits who favored the family’s uncom-
promising Catholic position.

But religion was not the only factor contributing to the
French civil wars. Resentful of the growing power of monar-
chical centralization, towns and provinces were only too will-
ing to join a revolt against the monarchy. This was also true
of the nobility, and because so many of them were Calvin-
ists, they formed an important base of opposition to the
crown., The French Wars of Religion, then, presented a
major constitutional crisis for France and temporarily halted
the development of the French centralized territorial state.
The claim of the state’s ruling dynasty to a person’s loyalties
was temporarily superseded by loyalty to one’s religious
belief. For some people, the unity of France was less impor-
tant than religious truth. But there also emerged in France a
group of public figures who placed politics before religion
and believed that no religious truth was worth the ravages
of civil war. These politiques (puh-lee-TEEKS) ultimately
prevailed, but not until both sides were exhausted by
bloodshed.

COURSE OF THE STRUGGLE The wars erupted in 1562 when
the powerful duke of Guise massacred a peaceful congrega-
tion of Huguenots at Vassy. In the decade of the 1560s, the
Huguenots held their own. Though too small a group to con-
quer France, their armies were so good at defensive cam-
paigns that they could not be defeated either, despite the
infamous Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre.

Politics and the Wars of Religion in the Sixteenth Century W 393




Musée Cantonal des Beaux—Arts‘, Lausanne//De Agostini Picture Library/G. Dagli Orti/The Bridgeman Art Library

This massacre of Huguenots occurred in August 1572 at a
time when the Catholic and Calvinist parties had apparently
been reconciled through the marriage of the sister of the
reigning Valois king, Charles IX (1560-1574), and Henry of
Navarre, the Bourbon ruler of Navarre. Henry was the son of
Jeanne d’Albret (ZHAHN dahl-BRAY), queen of Navarre,
who had been responsible for introducing Calvinist ideas into
her kingdom. Henry was also the acknowledged political
leader of the Huguenots, and many Huguenots traveled to
Paris for the wedding.

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

The massacre began early in the day on August 24 when
the king’s guards sought out and killed some prominent Hu-
guenot leaders. These murders soon unleashed a wave of vio-
lence that gripped the city of Paris. For three days, frenzied
Catholic mobs roamed the streets of Paris, killing Huguenots

in an often cruel and bloodthirsty manner. According to one
eyewitness account: ““Then they took her [Francoise Lussault]
and dragged her by the hair a long way through the streets,
and spying the gold bracelets on her arms, without having the
patience to unfasten them, cut off her wrists.”’'® Three days of
killing left three thousand Huguenots dead, although not
Henry of Navarre, who saved his life by promising to turn
Catholic. Thousands more were killed in provincial towns,
The massacre boomeranged, however, because it discredited
the Valois dynasty without ending the conflict.

The fighting continued. The Huguenots rebuilt their
strength, and in 1576, the ultra-Catholics formed a “Holy
League,” vowing to exterminate heresy and seat a true Catho-
lic champion—Henry, duke of Guise—on the French throne
in place of the ruling king, Henry III (1574-1589), who had
succeeded his brother Charles IX. The turning point in the
conflict came in the War of the Three Henries in 1588-1589.
Henry, duke of Guise, in the pay of Philip II of Spain, seized
Paris and forced King Henry III to make him chief minister.

To rid himself of Guise influence, Henry III assassinated the
duke of Guise and then joined with Henry of Navarre (who
meanwhile had returned to Calvinism), who was next in line
to the throne, to crush the Catholic Holy League and retake
the city of Paris. Although successful, Henry III was

The Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. Although the outbreak of religious war seemed unlikely in
France, the collapse of the strong monarchy with the death of Henry II unleashed forces that led to a series
of civil wars. Pictured here is the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre of 1572. This contemporary painting
by the Huguenot artist Frangois Dubois vividly depicts a number of the incidents of that day when
approximately three thousand Huguenots were murdered in Paris.
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assassinated in 1589 by a monk who was repelled by the spec-
racle of a Catholic king cooperating with a Protestant. Henry
of Navarre now claimed the throne. Realizing, however, that
he would never be accepted by Catholic France, Henry took
the logical way out and converted once again to Catholicism.
With his coronation in 1594, the French Wars of Religion
finally came to an end.

Nevertheless, the religious problem persisted until the
Edict of Nantes (NAHNT) was issued in 1598. The edict
acknowledged Catholicism as the official religion of France
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but guaranteed the Huguenots the right to worship in
selected places in every district and allowed them to retain a
number of fortified towns for their protection. In addition,
Huguenots were allowed to enjoy all political privileges,
including the holding of public offices. Although the Edict of
Nantes recognized the rights of the Protestant minority and
ostensibly the principle of religious toleration, it did so only
out of political necessity, not out of conviction.

Philip Il and Militant Catholicism

The greatest advocate of activist Catholicism in the second half
of the sixteenth century was King Philip II of Spain (1556
1598), the son and heir of Charles V. Philip’s reign ushered in
an age of Spanish greatness, both politically and culturally.

The first major goal of Philip II was to consolidate and
secure the lands he had inherited from his father. These
included Spain, the Netherlands, and possessions in Italy (see
Map 13.3) and the New World. For Philip, this meant strict
conformity to Catholicism, enforced by aggressive use of the
Spanish Inquisition, and the establishment of strong, monar-
chical authority. The latter was not an easy task because
Philip had inherited a governmental structure in which each of
the various states and territories of his empire stood in an
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MAP 13.3 The Height of Spanish Power Under Philip Il. Like his father, Charles V, Philip Il, the
"Most Catholic King,” was a champion of the Catholic cause against Protestantism. He sought to
Maintain Habsburg control in the Netherlands by combating a Protestant revolt, a rebellion

eventually supported by Queen Elizabeth of England. Spain’s attempt to invade England in 1588

ended in disaster.

|| Why would England feel threatened by Spanish territory in the Netherlands?
4
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Philip of Spain. This portrait by Titian depicts Philip II of Spain. The
king’s attempts to make Spain a great power led to large debts and
crushing taxes, and his military actions in defense of Catholicism ended
in fajlure and misfortune in both France and the Netherlands.

individual relationship to the king. Philip did manage,
however, to expand royal power in Spain by making the
monarchy less dependent on the traditional landed aristocracy.
Philip tried to be the center of the whole government and
supervised the work of all departments, even down to the small-
est details. Unwilling to delegate authority, he failed to distin-
guish between important and trivial matters and fell weeks
behind on state correspondence, where he was inclined to make
marginal notes and even correct spelling. One Spanish official
said, “If God used the Escorial [the royal palace where Philip
worked] to deliver my death sentence, I would be immortal.”
One of Philip’s aims was to make Spain a dominant power
in Burope. To a great extent, Spain’s preeminence depended
on a prosperous economy fueled by its importation of gold and

silver from its New World possessions, its agriculture, its com-
merce, and its industry, especially in textiles, silk, and leather
goods. The importation of silver also had detrimental effects,
however, as it helped set off a spiraling inflation that disrupted
the Spanish economy, eventually hurting both textile produc-
tion and agriculture. Moreover, the expenses of war, especially
after 1580, proved devastating to the Spanish economy. Ameri-
can gold and silver never constituted more than 20 percent of
the royal revenue, leading the government to impose a crush-
ing burden of direct and indirect taxes. Even then the govern-
ment was forced to borrow. Philip repudiated his debts seven
times; still, two-thirds of state income went to pay interest on
the debt by the end of his reign. The attempt to make Spain a
great power led to its decline after Philip’s reign.

Crucial to an understanding of Philip II is the importance
of Catholicism to the Spanish people and their ruler. Driven
by a heritage of crusading fervor, the Spanish had little diffi-
culty seeing themselves as a nation of people divinely chosen
to save Catholic Christianity from the Protestant heretics. Phi-
lip II, the “Most Catholic King,” became the champion of Ca-
tholicism throughout Europe, a role that led to spectacular
victories and equally spectacular defeats for the Spanish king.
Spain’s leadership of a holy league against Turkish encroach-
ments in the Mediterranean, especially the Muslim attack on
the island of Cyprus, resulted in a stunning victory over the
Turkish fleet at the Battle of Lepanto (LEH-pahn-toh or
LIH-pan-toh) in 1571. Philip’s greatest misfortunes came
from his attempt to crush the revolt in the Netherlands and
his tortured relations with Queen Elizabeth of England.

Revolt of the Netherlands

As one of the richest parts of Philip’s empire, the Spanish Neth-
erlands was of great importance to the Most Catholic King.
The Netherlands consisted of seventeen provinces (the modern
Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg). The seven northern
provinces were largely Germanic in culture and Dutch speak-
ing, while the French- and Flemish-speaking southern provinces
were closely tied to France. Situated at the commercial cross-
roads of northwestern Europe, the Netherlands had become
prosperous through commerce and a flourishing textile indus-
try. Because of its location, the Netherlands was open to the re-
ligious influences of the age. Though some inhabitants had
adopted Lutheranism or Anabaptism, by the time of Philip II,
Calvinism was also making inroads. These provinces had no
real political bond holding them together except their common
ruler, and that ruler was Philip I, a foreigner who was out of
touch with the local situation.

Philip IT hoped to strengthen his control in the Nether-
lands, regardless of the traditional privileges of the separate
provinces. This was strongly opposed by the nobles, towns,
and provincial states, which stood to lose politically if their
jealously guarded privileges and freedoms were weakened.
Resentment against Philip increased when the residents of the
Netherlands realized that the taxes they paid were being used
for Spanish interests. Finally, religion became a major catalyst
for rebellion when Philip attempted to crush Calvinism.
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violence erupted in 1566 when Calvinists—especially nobles—
began to destroy statues and stained-glass windows in Catholic
churches. Philip responded by sending the duke of Alva with
10,000 veteran Spanish and Italian troops to crush the rebellion.

The repressive policies of the duke proved counterproduc-
tive. The levying of a permanent sales tax alienated many
merchants and commoners, who now joined the nobles and
Calvinists in the struggle against Spanish rule. A special tribu-
nal, known as the Council of Troubles (nicknamed the Coun-
cil of Blood by the Dutch), inaugurated a reign of terror in
which even powerful aristocrats were executed. As a result,
the revolt now became organized, especially in the northern
provinces, where William of Nassau, the prince of Orange,
also known as William the Silent, and Dutch pirates known as
the ““Sea Beggars” mounted growing resistance. In 1573, Phi-
lip removed the duke of Alva and shifted to a more concilia-
tory policy to bring an end to the costly revolt.

William of Orange wished to unify all seventeen provinces,
a goal seemingly realized in 1576 with the Pacification of Ghent.
This agreement stipulated that all the provinces would stand to-
gether under William’s leadership, respect religious differences,
and demand that the Spanish troops be withdrawn. But reli-
glous differences proved too strong for any lasting union. When
the duke of Parma, the next Spanish leader, arrived in the Neth-
erlands, he astutely played on the religious differences of the
provinces and split their united front. The southern provinces
formed a Catholic union—the Union of Arras—in 1579 and
accepted Spanish control. To counter this, William of Orange
organized the seven northern, Dutch-speaking states into a Prot-
estant union—the Union of Utrecht—determined to oppose
Spanish rule. The Netherlands was now divided along religicus,
geographic, and political lines into two hostile camps. The strug-
gle dragged on until 1609, when a twelve-year truce ended the
war, virtually recognizing the independence of the northern
provinces. These “United Provinces” soon emerged as the
Dutch Republic, although the Spanish did not formally recog-
nize them as independent until 1648. The ten southern provin-
Ces remained a Spanish possession (see Map 13.3).

The England of Elizabeth

After the death of Queen Mary in 1558, her half-sister Eliza-
beth (1558-1603) ascended the throne of England. During
Elizabeth’s reign, England rose to prominence as the rela-
tively small island kingdom became the leader of the Protes-
tant nations of Europe, laid the foundations for a world
€mpire, and experienced a cultural renaissance.

The daughter of King Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, Eliza-
beth had had a difficult early life. During Mary’s reign, she
had even been imprisoned for a while and had learned early
to hide her true feelings from both private and public sight.
Intelligent, cautious, and self-confident, she moved quickly to
solve the difficult religious problem she had inherited from
Mary, who had become extremely unpopular when she tried
to return England to the Catholic fold.

RELIGIOUS POLICY Elizabeth’s religious policy was based on
moderation and compromise. As a ruler, she wished to prevent
England from being torn apart over matters of religion. Parlia-
ment cooperated with the queen in initiating the Elizabethan re-
ligious settlement in 1559. The Catholic legislation of Mary’s
reign was repealed, and the new Act of Supremacy designated
Elizabeth as “the only supreme governor of this realm, as well
in all spiritual or ecclesiastical things or causes, as temporal.”
She used this title rather than “supreme head of the church,”
which had been used by both Henry VIII and Edward VI,
because she did not want to upset the Catholics, who consid-
ered the pope the supreme head, or radical Protestants, who
thought that Christ alone was head of the church. The Act of
Uniformity restored the church service of the Book of Common
Prayer from the reign of Edward VI with some revisions to
make it more acceptable to Catholics. The Thirty-Nine Articles,
a new confession of faith, defined theological issues midway
between Lutheranism and Calvinism. Elizabeth’s religious settle-
ment was basically Protestant, but it was a moderate Protestant-
ism that avoided overly subtle distinctions and extremes.

The new religious settlement worked, at least to the extent
that it smothered religious differences in England in the sec-
ond half of the sixteenth century. Two groups, however, the
Catholics and the Puritans, continued to oppose it. One of
Elizabeth’s greatest challenges came from her Catholic cousin,
Mary, queen of Scots, who was next in line to the English
throne. Mary was ousted from Scotland by rebellious Calvin-
ist nobles in 1568 and fled for her life to England. There Eliza-
beth placed her under house arrest and for fourteen years
tolerated her involvement in a number of ill-planned Catholic
plots designed to kill Elizabeth and replace her on the throne
with the Catholic Mary. Finally, in 1587, after Mary became
embroiled in a far more serious plot, Elizabeth had her cousin
beheaded to end the threats to her regime.

Potentially more dangerous to Anglicanism in the long run
were the Puritans. The word Puritan first appeared in 1564
when it was used to refer to Protestants within the Anglican
Church who, inspired by Calvinist theology, wanted to remove
any trace of Catholicism from the Church of England. Eliza-
beth managed to keep the Puritans in check during her reign.

Elizabeth proved as adept in government and foreign pol-
icy as in religious affairs (see the box on p. 398). She was well
served administratively by the principal secretary of state. The
talents of Sir William Cecil and Sir Francis Walsingham, who
together held the office for thirty-two years, ensured much of
Elizabeth’s success in foreign and domestic affairs. Elizabeth
also handled Parliament with much skill; it met only thirteen
times during her entire reign.
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