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Dr. Korfhage
The years 1550 to 1650 in Europe are often called the Age of Religious Wars.  While there had been fighting in Germany between Catholics and Protestants in the early 1500s, after 1550 religious warfare spread across the continent, often with great brutality, as each side slaughtered the other with great religious zeal.  There were four major religious wars.
1. The French Civil War

When: 1562-1598

Who was fighting: Huguenots (French Calvinists) vs. Catholics.  However, many nobles converted to Protestantism as an expression of opposition to the (Catholic) king of France and to limit the king’s power, so the conflict between king and nobility often overlapped with the religious conflict.

Significant event: St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre—in 1572, the Queen mother, Catherine de Medici, ordered the murder of Protestant leaders, who were in Paris to attend a wedding, and it broadened into a wholesale slaughter of Protestants in Paris and beyond.  Thousands of Protestants were killed over the course of several days.

Outcome: Eventually, the leader of the Huguenot party, Henry of Navarre, became king (Henry IV), after all other contenders were killed.  He secured peace by two compromises.  To win over the Catholics, he converted to Catholicism (“Paris is worth a mass” were his famous words.)  To placate the Protestants, in the Edict of Nantes he granted them freedom of worship.  Overall, the more than thirty years of turmoil left many French looking to a strong monarchy as a solution to disorder.

2. The revolt of the Netherlands

When: 1566-1609

Who was fighting: the Dutch (including the residents of what is now the Netherlands as well as what is now Belgium) against the Spanish, who ruled the territory.  A religious element came in because the Spanish were Catholic and many of the Dutch were Protestant, and over time the conflict became increasingly religious in character.

How it started: In an attempt to suppress a Protestant uprising, the Spanish imposed harsh measures on the residents of the Netherlands.  Disliking this harsh treatment and the limits on their self-rule, the Dutch revolted.

Significant event: The Spanish Armada.  The (Protestant) English were helping the (Protestant) Dutch against the (Catholic) Spanish.  In 1588, Phillip II, King of Spain, decided to punish England by invading it, conquering it, and reimposing Catholicism.  A large invasion armada was assembled, but a combination of bad weather and English naval tactics resulted in the total destruction of the Spanish Armada.  Protestantism in England (and also in the Netherlands) was saved.

Outcome: After decades of fighting, a truce was declared in 1609, and the Spanish effectively admitted the independence of the seven northern provinces (today’s Netherlands).  The ten southern provinces (today’s Belgium) remained in Spanish hands.  The loss of the Netherlands was a major blow to Spanish power.  The Dutch, on the other hand, rose rapidly in power and wealth, becoming a major trading power with a large overseas empire.  Only in the 1660s were they finally overshadowed, by the English.

3. The Thirty Years War

When: 1618-1648

Who was fighting: It started as a war between Catholics and Protestants within the Holy Roman Empire.  Eventually, however, it turned into an international conflict, between the (Catholic) Habsburgs of Spain and Austria and the (Catholic) king of France.

How it started: The Catholic ruler of Bohemia (who was also the Holy Roman Emperor) tried to limit Protestantism in Bohemia, and also limit the power of the Bohemian Estates (their parliament).  The Bohemians responded to this threat to their political and religious liberties by throwing the Emperor’s representatives out a window (the defenestration of Prague) and revolting against the Emperor.  The Emperor suppressed the Bohemian revolt, then tried to use it as an opportunity to increase his power in the Holy Roman Empire as a whole.  This led to war between Catholics and Protestants within Germany and, eventually, to a major international war.

Significant event: The Defenestration of Prague

Outcome: Physically, Germany was devasted.  Warring armies roamed the land, pillaging the countryside and sacking cities.  A third of Germany’s population died during the war, from fighting, disease, and famine.  Politically, the Holy Roman Empire was destroyed as well.  The Peace of Westphalia left the Holy Roman Empire intact in theory, but in practice the 300 or so states and statelets that made up the HRE had complete independence.  Spain was virtually destroyed as a major power by the war, and the Austrian Habsburgs were greatly weakened, leaving France as the dominant European power.  
4. The English Civil War 

When: 1642-1648

Who was fighting: King Charles I vs. Parliament.  There was also a religious dimension, as the King’s supporters (called cavaliers) tended to be more traditional Anglicans, while the Parliament’s supporters (called roundheads) tended to be Puritans.

How it started: Parliament attempted to limit the King’s powers.  In response, the King tried to arrest members of Parliament.  When this failed, he fled to raise an army, and fighting started.

Significant event: Execution of Charles I.

Outcome: Parliamentary armies, led by Oliver Cromwell, finally defeated the royal armies and captured the king in 1648.  He was executed the next year, and a republic, called the Commonwealth, was declared.  However, it was unstable, and eventually became a military dictatorship led by Cromwell.  When Cromwell died the regime collapsed, and in 1660 Charles I’s son was restored to the throne as Charles II.

