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‘Unter den Schutz Frankreichs’: German 
reception of French subsidies in the Thirty 
Years’ War

Tryntje Helfferich

Introduction

Historians have embraced the term ‘Thirty Years’ War’ for the 
multifaceted conflict that devastated Central Europe between 1618 
and 1648. At its heart, this was a civil war fought within the confines 
of the Holy Roman Empire, driven in large part by religious conflict 
and by fundamental disagreements over the very nature of the empire 
and the balance between princely liberties and imperial power. This 
internal German war was also of enormous interest to its neighbours, 
who intervened on one side or another, thus complicating the war 
further and intertwining it with larger European conflicts – especially 
the ones between the French Bourbons and the Spanish and Austrian 
Habsburgs, between the Swedes and the Danes, and between the 
Spanish and their rebellious Dutch subjects. In general, there were 
two clear sides in this war, sides which, despite some major shifts 
over the years, remained evenly balanced in strength until the final 
Peace of Westphalia in 1648. On one side stood the Catholic Austrian 
Habsburg emperor, supported by his Spanish Habsburg cousins and 
by most of the Catholic German princes and estates. On the other 
side stood the Protestant German princes and estates, assisted briefly 
by the Lutheran Danes and more extensively by the Calvinist Dutch, 
Lutheran Swedes, and Catholic French.

Despite the war’s broad reach, many German princes and rulers 
tried to avoid direct engagement unless absolutely forced to muster 
troops for self-defence. Moreover, even those who actively joined 
the conflict had difficulty fielding an army for more than a brief 
period. Not only were personal princely incomes usually insufficient 
to allow extensive warfare, but the representative bodies (estates) 

Tryntje Helfferich - 9789198469844
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:12:28AM

via free access



44 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

of territories wielded traditional rights to approve taxation, and 
they frequently placed limits on the ability of princes to shift the 
financial burden to their subjects. And indeed, the cost of main-
taining an army was enormous. The ten-to-fifteen-thousand-man 
imperial army of the Lower Rhinish-Westphalian Circle, for example, 
required approximately 1–1.5 million reichstaler annually, while the 
78,000-man army of the Heilbronn League – an alliance made in 
1633 among a number of German Protestant princes, France, and 
Sweden – cost 9.8 million reichstaler annually. Thus on average, 
an army incurred a cost of approximately 100–125 reichstaler per 
soldier per year, roughly equivalent to the cost of one and a half 
pounds of bread a day for each man.1

To meet such expenses, armies subsisted largely off the land, 
drawing their maintenance from loot or from more regularized war 
taxation, known as contributions, imposed on occupied territories. 
Yet while contributions provided a principal method of war financing 
in this era, they could be insufficient to allow effective offensive 
military action, or could fail entirely through over-extraction or 
popular resistance. This was true even for the emperor or imperial 
leagues that could pool the resources of multiple territories and 
princes – for individual princes the problem was far greater. Those 
intent on taking part in the conflict, therefore, were forced to depend 
on the financial resources of their officers or to seek external sources 
of funding from other European powers. For the emperor and his 
allied German states, such external military subsidies came primarily 
from the Spanish Habsburgs and to a lesser extent from the papacy. 
For the German opponents of the emperor, some subsidies came 

1 Hubert Salm, Armeefinanzierung im Dreißigjährigen Krieg: Der Niederrhein-
isch-Westfälische Reichskreis 1635–1650 (Münster: Aschendorff, 1990), pp. 
165–176; Johannes Kretschmar, Heilbronner Bund, 1632–1635, I (Lübeck: 
H.G. Rahtgens, 1922), pp. 230–231; Kersten Krüger, ‘Schwedische und 
dänische Kriegsfinanzierung im Dreißigjährigen Krieg bis 1635’, in Krieg und 
Politik 1618–1648, ed. by Konrad Repgen (Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 
1988), pp. 275–298. For the cost of bread, see Tryntje Helfferich, The Thirty 
Years War: A Documentary History (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2009), pp. 296, 
300. Theoretical wages for ordinary infantry soldiers ranged between 6 and 
10 florins (4–5 reichstaler) a month, but food, lodging, and other expenses 
were deducted, and any remaining wages were often in arrears. David 
Parrott, The Business of War: Military Enterprise and Military Revolution 
in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 
pp. 161–163.
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‘Unter den Schutz Frankreichs’ 45

from the Dutch and English; but by far the greatest subsidy amounts 
were distributed by the French.2

In this chapter I discuss the German understanding of these 
French moneys and what this can teach us about the war. I argue 
that subsidies were primarily seen and described as functional, as 
a means by which the German princes could levy troops, manage 
their supply and maintenance, and employ them in the fight to 
preserve princely liberties from what they saw as Habsburg tyranny. 
Yet French subsidies were also freighted with additional, and often 
contradictory, meanings. First, the payments were seen by the 
Germans as proxies for the value the French monarch placed on 
his allies, and thus were in themselves honours and indications of the 
recipient’s worth and status. But the payments were also described 
as worrisome attempts by the French to buy influence and wield 
control over the princes – thereby denigrating the latter’s sovereign 
status and demoting them to the role of mercenary captains. French 
moneys were also portrayed as a means for this crown to meddle in 
imperial affairs, and perhaps even as a step towards the complete 
subjugation of the German empire and the subsequent loss of all 
its traditional liberties. Finally, we see that these subsidy treaties 
strengthened an existing fear of French cultural dominance among 
some members of the German elite, inspiring calls for the creation 
of a unified and an explicitly anti-French German national identity.

Subsidies as necessary tools of war

The functional and mutual nature of French moneys is most clearly 
demonstrated in the actual subsidy agreements signed between France 
and its Protestant German allies. In the October 1636 Treaty of 
Wesel made between Landgrave Wilhelm V of Hesse-Cassel and 
the French king Louis XIII, for example, the landgrave was granted 

2 For more on military financing and the importance of military enterpris-
ers see Parrott, Business of War. See also Cordula Kapser, Die bayerische 
Kriegsorganisation in der zweiten Hälfte des Dreißigjährigen Krieges 
1635–1648/49 (Münster: Aschendorff, 1997); Dieter Albrecht, ‘Zur 
Finanzierung des Dreißigjährigen Krieges: Die Subsidien der Kurie für den 
Kaiser und Liga 1618–1635’, Zeitschrift für bayerische Landesgeschichte 
19, Vierteljahresschrift für Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte, Beihefte 47/48, 
2 vols (1956), 534–567; Fritz Redlich, The German Military Enterpriser 
and His Work Force: A Study in European Economic and Social History 
(Wiesbaden: F. Steiner, 1964).
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46 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

subsidies of 200,000 reichstaler a year (500,000 livres) in return 
for fielding an army of seven thousand infantry and three thousand 
cavalry for their common cause against the Habsburg emperor. This 
subsidy treaty was later renewed under Wilhelm’s widow, Landgravine 
Amalia Elisabeth, and fixed to continue until the end of all hostilities, 
with both parties vowing not to make peace without the other.3

Surveying the correspondence of the Hessian court during this 
period, we see that, when these French subsidies were discussed, it 
was almost always in terms of their functional and necessary role 
as a tool of the Hessian anti-Habsburg war effort. The landgrave 
and, after him, the landgravine, along with their military officers and 
councillors, all stressed how the money allowed them to pay and 
supply existing troops, levy new recruits, buy munitions, maintain 
an occupying presence in strategically significant areas in the empire, 
and undertake offensive pushes either independently or in conjunc-
tion with their foreign and German princely allies. For example, 
in an internal document in which Hessian councillors debated the 
continuation of the French alliance, one pointed out that it ‘would 
not be possible to acquire the means by which one could subsist and 
support the troops without the agreement, subsidies, and assistance 
of the allies’.4 This was no exaggeration, for, although the Hessians 
drew enormous contributions from occupied territories in East Frisia 
and Westphalia, they still depended on French subsidy payments 
for as much as a third of their military funding.5

Subsidy treaties with the French were thus practical tools that 
allowed German princes to engage in military adventurism despite 
monetary shortfalls. At times, however, the issue was not merely 

3 Archives du Ministère des Affaires Etrangères, Correspondance Politique, 
Paris [AAECP] Hesse 1, fols 113–119, Treaty of Wesel, 21 October 1636. 
The earlier version of the treaty, with a smaller subsidy, is in AAECP Hesse 
1, fols 76–77, Treaty of Minden, 12 June 1636. See also AAECP Hesse 1, 
fols 233–245, Treaty of Dorsten, 22 [29] August 1639.

4 Hessisches Staatsarchiv Marburg [HStAM] 4d Nr. 46, fols 1–10, Dorsten, 
26 July/5 August 1639. See also HStAM 4h Nr. 1406, fols 19–21. This and 
all subsequent translations into English are by the author.

5 The landgravine extracted 180,000 reichstaler annually from East Frisia plus 
c. 100,000 from Westphalia, while French subsidies yielded 200,000-plus 
reichstaler annually. See HStAM 4d Nr. 51, fols 1–3, Instructions for Vultejus, 
Groningen, 12/22 January 1638; RK FrA Fasz. 50a Konv. A, fols 160–161, 
Trauttmansdorff to Ferdinand III, Münster, 7 August 1646, published in 
Acta Pacis Westphalicae [APW], II A, vol. 4 (Münster: Aschendorff, 2001), 
pp. 493–495.
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‘Unter den Schutz Frankreichs’ 47

freedom of action but survival; for, as the war dragged on, France’s 
Protestant German allies were forced to contemplate the complete 
loss of their lands and liberties. Given these enormous stakes, subsidy 
alliances with France became all the more important. In February 
1638, for example, some of the landgravine’s councillors suggested 
that only through a French alliance could she ‘be assured of land 
and people, along with religion’.6 The following year, her councillor 
Johannes Vultejus went even farther, arguing that given the grim 
military situation, and the inability of the Protestant German estates 
to unify their military actions, a mere subsidy alliance was insufficient. 
Instead, they must throw themselves ‘under the protection of the 
Crown of France’. Reasonable terms for such a submission needed 
to be worked out, he admitted, to ensure that their Reformed ‘religion 
and liberty would remain unharmed’ and ‘foreign troops’ would 
not occupy their fortresses; but all this, and even ‘in extrema’ helping 
the French king gain the imperial title, were necessary because ‘the 
[Habsburg] house of Austria fully intends to subjugate Germany 
completely and to extirpate liberty and the Evangelical religion’.7

Despite their great fear of imperial tyranny, however, the German 
princes were not unaware of the irony of depending on Catholic 
France for the salvation of German Protestantism. Such cross-
confessional alliances were equally awkward for the French, who 
reassured themselves that pragmatism and religious flexibility were 
necessitated by the Habsburg menace.8 To assuage consciences and 
court preachers on both sides, therefore, subsidy treaties included 
various religious assurances for the treatment of conquered areas, 
such as a promise to allow the free exercise of the other’s religion 
without any change or innovation, and to leave the local clergy 
unmolested and in full possession of their properties. Even this was 
insufficient, however, for the landgravine of Hesse, who in 1639 
told the French that ‘she had wanted nothing more than the liberty 

6 HStAM 4d Nr. 90, Vice Chancellor and Secret Council to Amalia Elisabeth, 
Cassel, 18/28 February 1638.

7 This plan was not pursued. HStAM 4d Nr. 56, Gutachten des Geheimen Rats 
Vultejus betr. Unterstellung unter den Schutz Frankreichs, 24 November/4 
December 1639. For more on French protection of small states, see Pro-
tegierte und Protektoren: Asymmetrische politische Beziehungen zwischen 
Partnerschaft und Dominanz (16. bis frühes 20. Jahrhundert), ed. by Tilman 
Haug, Nadir Weber, and Christian Windler, Externa 9 (Cologne: Böhlau, 
2016), pp. 89–162.

8 Paul Sonnino, Mazarin’s Quest: The Congress of Westphalia and the Coming 
of the Fronde (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), p. 90.
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48 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

of her religion in her states’, and so, unless she had a written guarantee 
of actual French support for this at a general peace, there was no 
point in sending her any money. Indeed, such subsidies ‘would be 
useless’, because she would instead ‘make another agreement in 
order to have the free exercise of religion … [as] this is the primary 
reason that has obliged her to negotiate with the king [of France].’ 9 
After some hesitation, the French agreed.10

While the religious articles of subsidy treaties were generally, 
though not consistently, followed by both sides, other treaty terms 
were regularly violated. Subsidy recipients frequently provided smaller 
armies than promised, for example, or failed to take the field at all. 
Such behaviour could easily be justified, however, by the fact that 
throughout the war the French crown maintained a consistently 
abysmal record of paying on time or as promised.11 This infuriated 
its allies, who repeatedly attempted to explain that the entire war 
effort depended on the French infusions of money, which contem-
poraries termed ‘the sinews of war’. For example, in a letter of the 
Hessian agent Joachim de Wicquefort to the French superintendent 
of finances in 1644, he stressed that the landgravine’s financial 
distress was causing a dangerous situation both for her and for her 
allies. ‘Only France remains that can contribute to her support’, 
Wicquefort wrote, for the military situation was such that the 
landgravine was fully ‘exposed to [the enemies’] discretion, and to 
her total ruin’. Unless the French offered ‘something quickly and 
powerfully for her conservation’, he went on, ‘one will shortly see 
the ruin of her armies and the loss of her state’.12 This warning to 
the French was then reinforced by the Hessian councillor Adolf 
Wilhelm von Krosigk, who cautioned the French court that without 
overdue and additional funds, the landgravine ‘will be obliged to 
act simply in the defensive, to make a reduction of her troops, and 
to lower the number of the officers (through whom, however, the 

9 AAECP Hollande 21, fols 307–308, d’Amontot (extract), 10 December 
1639.

10 A declaration was added to the Treaty of Wesel. See AAECP Hesse 1, fols 
223–224, 254–256, 257, 307–310, 311–312, 313–314. 

11 The French paid Hesse-Cassel 6,442,566 livres by the end of the war (82 per 
cent of the sum promised). Jörg Ulbert, ‘Französische Subsidienzahlungen 
an Hessen-Kassel während des Dreißigjährigen Krieges’, in Frankreich und 
Hessen-Kassel zur Zeit des Dreißigjährigen Krieges und des Westfälischen 
Friedens, ed. by Klaus Malettke (Marburg: N.G. Elwert, 1999), pp. 166–168. 

12 AAECP Hollande 30, fols 106–107, Wicquefort to Bailleul, The Hague, 25 
January 1644.
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‘Unter den Schutz Frankreichs’ 49

levies and recruits are necessarily raised) – even though by this 
means the small number [of men] that her highness will keep will 
not be secure’.13

Such letters also suggest the willingness of France’s German allies 
to use threats to obtain payment. ‘Pay us or we will collapse’ was 
a general refrain from the Hessians that appears in the documents 
year after year; ‘pay us or we will be forced to make peace and you 
will face the emperor alone’. The very frequency of such threats, 
as well as the insistent focus on allied funding we see in the Hessian 
correspondence, indicates how significant they understood the French 
subsidies to be for the continued functioning of the Hessian war 
effort in the empire, and how great a part they played in the 
French–Hessian relationship. Such dependence, however, left France’s 
German allies vulnerable to manipulation, and the French openly 
used their subsidy payments to encourage behaviour that favoured 
them or discourage behaviour that did not. For example, when in 
1640 the landgravine of Hesse-Cassel sent delegates to the Regensburg 
Reichstag, one of her counsellors reported that the French had been 
displeased by this delegation, which they feared indicated an effort 
to abandon her French allies and make a separate peace with the 
emperor. ‘Because of this,’ her counsellor reported, ‘the promised 
extraordinary subsidy moneys of 50,000 reichstaler are being with-
held’.14 Similarly, the French regularly withheld pledged subsidies 
to their ally Duke Bernhard of Saxe-Weimar, both in an attempt to 
limit his independence and in response to his failures to field the 
promised number of troops.

The use and reception of pensions and honours

In addition to subsidies, the French also used other monetary and 
symbolic inducements such as pensions, honorary titles, and gifts 
in order to guide behaviour, mould and strengthen their ties with 
their German allies, and build trust. Yet whilst subsidies, like their 
related mercenary contracts, were usually given with strict terms 
spelled out in writing (such as the dates on which certain funds 
would be made available, the number of infantry and cavalry the 

13 AAECP Hollande 30, fols 108–109, Krosigk to Mazarin, The Hague, 25 
January 1644. Note also Krosigk’s careful refutation of rumours that the 
landgravine was skimming funds.

14 HStAM 4e Nr. 1411, fragment from letter to Amalia Elisabeth, c. December 
1640 / January 1641. 
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recipient was expected to field, and so forth), pensions and other 
financial handouts enabled the French to exert a softer form of 
influence. Moreover, unlike subsidies, where the crown demanded 
(though of course did not always receive) overt and specified return 
on investment, pensions and similar inducements usually came with 
no stated expectations of direct reciprocal action. This gave the 
recipients some freedom to manoeuvre. In 1633, for example, the 
French agent Feuquières visited Landgrave Wilhelm V with an 
honorary military title and gift of an annual pension of 12,000 écus 
(36,000 livres). The clear intention of the visit and the gifts was to 
persuade Wilhelm to join the Heilbronn League. However, while 
he gratefully and ‘very humbly’ accepted the money and honours, 
he did not in fact join the League.15

Once bestowed, honours were generally lasting, even when the 
recipient ignored French desires; but pensions, like subsidies, could 
be and were withheld. Wilhelm V’s promised ordinary pension of 
1633, for example, was not in the end paid either in that year or 
the next, nor was an extraordinary payment of 100,000 reichstaler, 
which was promised to the landgrave in December 1634 to aid him 
in maintaining his troops.16 Nevertheless, the fiction remained that 
at least the pension moneys were entirely honorary. At times, 
moreover, the French court made a special effort to deny even the 
suggestion that these were anything but freely given gifts and expres-
sions of regard. In the negotiations over the military alliance between 
Wilhelm V and the French in 1636, for example, in addition to 
thorough discussions of subsidy payments and other military details, 
the French instructions to their agent, St Chamond, ordered him 
to stress to the landgrave that the pension they offered him was ‘a 
demonstration of the good will of His Majesty, which will not carry 
any obligation’. Again, St Chamond was told that ‘this is not in 
the form of an obligation or as a condition of the treaty, but as a 
true demonstration of the good will that His Majesty has toward 
the said landgrave’.17

Thus pensions and gifts were portrayed by the French as signs 
of respect and honour. They also seem to have been accepted as 
such by the Germans. During treaty negotiations in 1636, the 
landgrave began by thanking the French king for the ‘evident zeal 

15 Ulbert, ‘Französische Subsidienzahlungen’, pp. 161, 169.
16 Ibid., p. 161.
17 AAECP Hesse 1, fols 73–75, Annotations on the treaty, [May?] 1636, fols 

73–75.
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that His Majesty had for the interests of the German Estates for 
re-establishing a secure and general peace and for preserving by all 
means the ancient liberties of the princes of the empire’, proclaiming 
that he was ‘infinitely obliged to His Majesty for all of the very 
special affection that he was pleased to harbour for his highness 
[the landgrave] and all of his house, and grateful for all of the lovely 
and honourable offices’.18 For such German princes, moreover, the 
value of a pension or the exalted nature of a title directly reflected 
upon the recipient’s worth, dignity, and personal prestige. Accordingly, 
German princes competed among themselves for the status that 
these conferred. In his 1636 negotiations, for example, the Hessian 
landgrave had complained that the duke of Wittenberg was being 
preferred to him for the title of General of the Army.19 Similarly, 
in 1637, the prince of Anhalt complained that the French had offered 
him only ‘a pension of 4,000 écus along with the position of field 
marshal’, unlike the 12,000 that had been given to Wilhelm of 
Hesse-Cassel and to Bernhard of Saxe-Weimar. Anhalt was only a 
colonel commanding a regiment of infantry within the landgrave’s 
army, so the lower title and pension made sense from the French 
perspective; but he clearly still took offence.20

Status inducements became such an important and expected part 
of Franco-German relations that, in the negotiations with Hesse-Cassel 
mentioned above, the French court expressed the concern that, if 
the gifts were to be deemed insufficient, the landgrave might scuttle 
the entire treaty over them as a matter of personal honour. Similarly, 
in negotiations with Wilhelm’s widow, Amalia Elisabeth, the French 
not only agreed to make subsidy payments in return for military 
action, they also offered the landgravine a large pension and an 
expensive cross of diamonds, as well as a pension for her young 
son and the same honorary French military title (Général des Troupes 
Allemandes) that his father had enjoyed at the time of his death.21 

18 AAECP Hesse 1, fols 57–58, William V mémoire, Cassel, 17/27 March 
1636.

19 AAECP Hesse 1, fols 53–54, Mémoire, 16 February 1636.
20 AAECP Hollande 21, fols 400–409, d’Estampes mémoire pour Monsieur 

de Bouthellier, April 1639. 
21 AAECP Hesse 1, fols 179–182bis, Louis XIII (minute) to de la Boderie, 19/29 

October 1637; AAECP Allemagne 14, fols 396–411, Memoire to D’Avaux, 
19/29 October 1637, letter sent in Bibliothèque Nationale [BN] Ms. Baluze 
167, fols 127ff. See also Ulbert, ‘Französische Subsidienzahlungen’, pp. 161, 
169 n. 15.
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In addition, it is noteworthy that titles and pensions bestowed by 
the French in order to curry German princely favour often came 
together, as a package of honours.22

Pensions, gifts, and honours were also directed to the councillors 
and military officers of princes, whose influence at German courts 
could be considerable. For example, as part of subsidy-treaty negotia-
tions with the landgrave of Hesse-Cassel in 1636, the French agent 
de la Boderie was asked to approach and satisfy those councillors 
at the landgrave’s court who were ‘affectionate towards France and 
to whom one has promised a pension’.23 At the death of the landgrave 
in 1637, the French court sent de la Boderie to the court of his 
widow with instructions to ensure the continuation of the Franco-
Hessian relationship. To this end, he was instructed to ‘gratify’ the 
landgravine’s counsellors, Hans Heinrich von Günderode and 
Reinhardt Scheffer, through the gift of 3,000 livres ‘divided between 
them’.24 Later, de la Boderie approvingly noted that Günderode ‘has 
not lost any occasion to serve with a lot of fervour, he is perfectly 
instructed on affairs and well disposed to serve the king’.25

In the following year, when the alliance with the Hessians seemed 
in danger, not only did the French court instruct de la Boderie to 
offer the landgravine larger subsidies and pensions if only she would 
ratify the treaty, it also instructed him to focus his attention on her 
lieutenant general, Peter Melander, and ‘to win him and to make 
him affectionate towards France’. For ‘considering that Mr Melander 
has a lot of power to bring her to the continuation of the alliance 
with His Majesty’, the instructions stated, ‘Mr de la Boderie has 
orders to sound him out and discover what he would like from His 
Majesty … [and] to promise him, if it is necessary, not only the 
said 18,000 livres already at hand, but double or triple the said 

22 French–princely relationships in a later period are analysed in Tilman Haug, 
Ungleiche Außenbeziehungen und grenzüberschreitende Patronage: Die 
französische Krone und die geistlichen Kurfürsten (1648–1679) (Cologne: 
Böhlau, 2015). For a similar situation, see Christopher Storrs, War, Diplomacy 
and the Rise of Savoy, 1690–1720 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2007), pp. 74–121.

23 AAECP Hambourg 1, fols 97–104, Instruction pour Mr Rorté, 15 April 
1636.

24 AAECP Hesse 1, fols 179–182bis, Louis XIII (minute) to de la Boderie, 29 
October 1637.

25 AAECP Hesse 1, fols 193–194, Summary of de la Boderie letter, 27 March 
1638.

Tryntje Helfferich - 9789198469844
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:12:28AM

via free access



‘Unter den Schutz Frankreichs’ 53

sum’.26 Such determined wooing led Melander to boast that ‘he was 
only to serve great kings who had the means to recompense their 
faithful servants’.27 French presumption and use of money to gain 
influence among their officers and officials did not always go down 
well with the German princes, however. In a letter to her closest 
adviser, for example, the Hessian landgravine complained of a visit 
by a French ambassador, who had brought such ‘excessively great’ 
sums of money to pay pensions to her military officers that it had 
caused a giant uproar among the men.28

Subsidies as a threat to princely independence

Whilst the German princes needed, expected, and gloried in their 
French subsidies and pensions, and used them to bolster their power 
at home vis-à-vis each other and their own estates, the relationship 
between a German prince and the French king was inevitably unequal 
and prone to misunderstanding and misuse. In 1638, for example, 
the Hessian privy council advised the landgravine of its general 
scepticism of foreign alliances and of French motives in particular, 
arguing that one could never depend on the French to fulfil their 
promises to reject peace with the emperor until the landgravine was 
assured of her lands, people, and religion. How, they continued, 
could allies of such unequal power ever work in conjunction? Such 
a relationship was inherently ‘an uncertain thing on which one 
cannot depend nor put any reliance, particularly because of the 
disparity of the confederates who would pull on a single yoke’.29

Fully aware of the dangers of their unequal status, the Germans 
(as we shall see below) quickly pushed back when the French 
attempted to use subsidies to impose explicit or implicit obligations 
and control beyond what the princes and their councillors thought 
appropriate. If pensions and honours were free gifts, and if subsidy 

26 AAECP Hollande 20, fols 387–390, Mémoir to Mr. d’Estampes, 18 August 
1638. Melander would be named by the French a field marshal and a ‘sub-
lieutenant of the German troops’, along with his 18,000 livres in pension.

27 AAECP Allemagne 14, fols 368–371.
28 Her annoyance at d’Estampes is in HStAM 4d Nr. 50, fols 30–31, Amalia 

Elisabeth to Vultejus, Dorsten, 21/31 December 1638.
29 HStAM 4d Nr. 90, Vice Chancellor and Secret Council to Amalia Elisabeth, 

Cassel, 18/28 February 1638. The same document then went on to cast 
doubt on the French willingness to stand with the Hessians on matters of 
religion if it came to a general peace.
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treaties were military alliances between sovereigns (even unequal 
ones), then the relationship was clear and princely honour maintained. 
But if pensions were bribes and subsidy treaties were mercenary 
contracts between a king and his employee, then the German princes’ 
treasured dignity and sovereignty were thrown into question. This 
was doubly a concern since, during the war, France’s German allies 
based their opposition to the emperor explicitly on the necessity to 
preserve the so-called German liberties – that is to say, the sovereign 
independence of the German princes and imperial estates. By allying 
with the French, the Germans wondered, were they merely trading 
one kind of subservience for another?

The Germans’ determination to preserve all indications of princely 
sovereignty may be observed within the framework of negotiations 
over one of the Hessian subsidy treaties. While a preliminary version 
of that treaty specified that Landgrave Wilhelm, ‘as Lieutenant 
General of the King’s Armies in Germany’, would command their 
joint forces under the name of the king, the landgrave utterly refused 
to accept this and so place himself in the role of military contractor 
or employee. Instead, the landgrave insisted that both his own troops 
and any new levies paid for by French subsidies should fight under 
his own command and name, not that of the king. The French 
eventually relented, and this point was removed in the final agree-
ment.30 At the same time, moreover, the landgrave complained that 
the king seemed to prefer another German subsidy recipient, Duke 
Bernhard of Saxe-Weimar, to him. The king’s agent, St Chamond, 
was thus instructed to assure Wilhelm that the honorary title and 
moneys given to him were hereditary to his house and so ‘entirely 
different from the employment of the said Duke Bernhard’. Moreover, 
St Chamond was to take pains to mollify Wilhelm by stressing that 
the king knew well that the landgrave was a sovereign prince, while 
Bernhard merely served as the Heilbronn League’s general.31

This disagreement indicates the degree to which the German 
princes believed that their status was affected by their acceptance of 
French subsidies, as well as the degree to which the French were at 

30 AAECP Hambourg 1, fols 97–104, Instruction for Mr Rorté, 15 April 
1636. See also AAECP Hesse 1, fols 76–77, Treaty of Minden, 12 June 
1636; AAECP Hesse 1, fols 113–119, Treaty of Wesel, 21 October 1636. 
See also BN Ms. Fr. 10212, fols 55–71, Instruction to Cologne, between 
11 November and 22 December 1636; HStAM 4h Nr. 2116, fols 65–74, 
Das herrn Vice Cantzlars bedencken, n.d.

31 AAECP Hambourg 1, fols 97–104, Instruction for Mr Rorté, 15 April 1636.
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pains to address the princes’ scruples and umbrage over perceived 
slights to their honour and independence. Yet French frustration at 
this is evident. Not only was St Chamond told that ‘His Majesty 
considers it necessary to begin the negotiations by mentioning that 
His Majesty continues His concern for the conservation of the 
princes and estates of the empire – His friends and allies’; but St 
Chamond was also instructed to encourage the landgrave to be 
ready to give assistance to Duke Bernhard along the Rhine, with 
Bernhard acting ‘in the capacity of General of the League’ and 
Wilhelm acting ‘under his own name or under whatever other title 
it will please him to hold’.32

The German princes’ concern over the precise nature of their 
titles and honours was not merely a matter of personal ego and 
pride but an indication of a European society in which reputation 
and recognized social status were of the utmost importance. Thus 
even the most minor discourtesy shown towards a prince by the 
French crown could influence his individual status and honour within 
the empire’s intricate and closely observed web of hierarchical 
relationships. Navigating such subtle points was made all the more 
difficult for the princes, however, by the fact that the distinction 
between sovereign princely ally and noble military contractor might 
be fluid or unclear, and that subsidies from the French flowed into 
the pockets of both.33 At one end of the spectrum were princes such 
as Wilhelm of Hesse-Cassel, who studiously maintained and insisted 
on his princely status throughout all of his treaties with the French. 
At the other end were princes such as Count Ernst von Mansfeld, 
who often wielded an army as large as that of Hesse-Cassel but 
who was not a major territorial lord and was not treated as such 
in any of his subsidy agreements, which clearly understood him as 
a mercenary contractor.34

The nature of the Franco-German relationship was far more 
uncertain for Bernhard of Saxe-Weimar, who was without doubt 
one of the most significant of France’s German subsidy recipients. 

32 Ibid., fol. 101r.
33 For more on this topic, see Andrea Thiele, ‘The Prince as Military Entre-

preneur? Why Smaller Saxon Territories Sent “Holländische Regimenter” 
(Dutch Regiments) to the Dutch Republic’, in War, Entrepreneurs, and the 
State in Europe and the Mediterranean, 1300–1800, ed. by Jeff Fynn-Paul 
(Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2014), pp. 170–192.

34 Walter Krüssmann, Ernst von Mansfeld (1580–1626): Grafensohn, Söld-
nerführer, Kriegsunternehmer gegen Habsburg im Dreißigjährigen Krieg 
(Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 2010). 
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Bernhard was only a lesser German prince and not initially the ruler 
of a territorial state. After a long military career, mostly in the 
service of the Swedes, he had gained an impressive reputation and, 
as reward for his service, the duchy of Franconia. In 1633 he was 
also made general-in-chief for the army of the Heilbronn League. 
Then, in October 1635, after the League had withered (when most 
of its members joined the Peace of Prague, which brought them 
back under the emperor), Bernhard made an individual treaty with 
the French at Saint-Germain-en-Laye. According to the terms of 
this agreement, in return for an annual subsidy of 4 million livres 
(1.6 million reichstaler) and part of the territory of Alsace, Bernhard 
would field an army of eighteen thousand men to their mutual 
benefit. Interestingly, however, while most scholars consider Bernhard 
a military enterpriser or contractor, Bernhard, as with Wilhelm of 
Hesse-Cassel above, maintained in this treaty a claim to sovereign 
status and independence by refusing to swear an individual oath of 
loyalty to the French king.35

Yet despite this, the French, as we saw above in their negotiations 
with Wilhelm of Hesse-Cassel, still referred to Bernhard in conde-
scending terms as non-sovereign and fundamentally different to the 
landgrave. The immediate result of the confusion between Bernhard-
the-contractor and Bernhard-the-sovereign-ally was tension and 
discontent on both sides. While the French attempted to direct the 
duke and control his military actions, he chafed openly at any 
oversight and tried to use his influence to advance both his own 
princely power and the interests of the Protestant German princes. 
Matters between the French and the duke only deteriorated with 
time, as Bernhard began openly defying the requests of the French, 
pursing military goals they opposed, and generally indicating scorn 
for his supposed partners. Such intransigence, despite the ‘large 
amounts distributed’ to the duke, ‘greatly displeased’ the French 
king, who called on the duke to consider the common cause. 
Nevertheless, after taking the fortress of Breisach in 1638, Bernhard 
concluded the surrender in his own name, not that of the French, 

35 Bernhard Röse, Herzog Bernhard der Große von Sachsen-Weimar, vol. II 
(Weimar: Verlag des Großh. Sächs. priv. Landes-Industrie-Comptoirs, 1829), 
pp. 457–461, 554–556. See also Heinrich Bücheler, ‘Bernhard von Sachsen-
Weimar: der Cottodiere des Protestantismus’, Damals 22 (1990), 63–79; 
Amblard-Marie-Raymond-Amédée Noailles, vicomte de, Bernard de Saxe-
Weimar (1604 à 1639) et la réunion de l’Alsace à la France (Paris: Perrin, 
1908); Parrott, Business of War, pp. 107–110. 
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and installed a governor loyal and answerable to himself. The French 
were relieved when he died in 1639.36 Although such a spectacularly 
poor relationship was not the norm, the unequal status between 
subsidy giver and subsidy recipient often led to at least some 
uncertainty and disagreement over the extent of independence these 
agreements allowed.

Subsidies as a means to French domination of the empire

The subsidy-related anxieties of France’s German allies also fit into 
a far larger storm then brewing over French influence in the empire. 
To date, most scholarship on anti-French sentiment has focused on 
the rise of the aggressive France of Louis XIV later in the seventeenth 
century, and it was certainly at that time that concerns about the 
French exploded, with numerous calls for Germans to beware such 
things as ‘the secret intrigues of the French King’s ministers at the 
courts of several princes for the enslaving of Europe’.37 Similarly, 
Samuel von Pufendorf, in his Present State of Germany (1696), 
warned of the dangers of French subsidies and pensions, arguing 
that ‘the man must be very stupid, who doth not see, that the End 
of all this Courtship is the opening a Way to the Ruin of 
the German Liberty, especially if the Male Line of the House 
of Austria should happen to fail. And the French King should there 
upon obtain the Empire.’ 38 Thus, he added later in the work:

Germans must be careful not to contribute to their own servitude 
by assisting France, as happens when they do not conjoin their counsels 
and strength to repulse the enemy that threatens them all, but either 
incline together to ruin their fatherland because they have been bought 
by French gold, or sit by quietly, corrupted by noxious bribes, without 

36 AAECP Allemagne 15, fols 285–288, Louis XIII to d’Avaux, 16 July 1639.
37 Jean Baptiste Colbert, Monsieur Colbert’s ghost … (London: Printed for 

Edward Golden, 1684). The classic work on the so-called soldier trade of the 
eighteenth century is Friedrich Kapp, Der Soldatenhandel deutscher Fürsten 
nach Amerika (Berlin: Julius Springer, 1874). For more modern treatments 
see Charles W. Ingrao, The Hessian Mercenary State: Ideas, Institutions, and 
Reform under Frederick II, 1760–1785 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1987); James Allen Vann, The Making of a State: Württemberg, 
1593–1793 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984); Peter H. Wilson, War, 
State and Society in Württemberg, 1677–1793 (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1995).

38 Samuel von Pufendorf, The Present State of Germany, trans. by Edmund 
Bohun, ed. by Michael J. Seidler (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2007), p. 380.
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a care for the public good – even though others are struggling and 
they, too, will be devoured by Polyphemus after the rest have been 
consumed.39

Decades later, in an empire reeling from numerous French-initiated 
conflicts, such sentiments would be common, finding their way, for 
example, into the writings of Friedrich Wilhelm I who, in a letter 
of instruction for his son, Friedrich II (‘the Great’), famously stressed 
the importance of freeing the Prussian military from dependency 
on French and other foreign subsidies.40

Yet such anti-French propaganda and fears of French attempts 
to use money to achieve universal dominion, or at least domination 
of the empire, clearly had deeper roots; and especially during the 
middle years of the Thirty Years’ War, when French cash poured 
into German coffers and French armies crossed over into the empire, 
this sentiment gained ground. The most prominent of such critiques 
came from pro-Habsburg Catholics, who used the popular press to 
discredit France and its German Protestant supporters and to divide 
the allies. The 1626 polemical pamphlet ‘Altera secretissima instruc-
tio’, for example, was ostensibly an anonymous supporter’s letter 
of advice to Calvinist Elector Palatine Friedrich V, but was in fact 
an attempt by a member of the imperial privy council in Vienna to 
cause internal allied distrust. The author warned the elector that 
past French financial support for the Dutch Calvinists provided 
clear evidence that ‘it is never safe to trust to French papists’, for 
they had only used the conflict for their own purposes. During the 
Dutch Revolt against the Spanish, he argued,

the [French] king’s letters [of credit] were thrust upon every man, 
nay money was brought, but all to that end that the French might 
have time to make their own Peace, that they might settle their own 
affairs in a safe point, and derive the extremity of danger upon the 
Hollanders, and boast that the French were craftier then the craftiest. 
With the same fraud they will deal with you, suddenly leave you 
or ruin you … Count Maurice [prince of Orange] advised often, 
that French aid was to be used, but their faith not to be trusted 
to. The Great League rested upon the lilies, but they have pulled 

39 Ibid., n. 814. See also Peter Claus Hartmann, Geld als Instrument europäischer 
Machtpolitik im Zeitalter des Merkantilismus (Munich: Kommission für 
Bayerische Landesgeschichte, 1978).

40 Philip G. Dwyer, The Rise of Prussia 1700–1830 (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2014), pp. 56–57. 
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away their heads; and when one hath most need of them they turn  
enemies.41

Such critics thus warned Germans that the mendacious French 
wielded their subsidies in the empire only to benefit themselves, 
and would surely abandon their deluded allies when it suited them. 
The result would be a stronger France but an empire left damaged, 
its people dead and displaced, its ancient liberties and Catholic 
Church crippled. Similar critiques also appear in private correspond-
ence. In July 1647, for example, the Catholic Bishop von Wartenberg 
noted in his diary after a meeting with two of the French delegates 
to the Peace of Westphalia, the duc de Longueville and Claude 
d’Avaux, that although one might hope for better from fellow 
Catholics, ‘through French interposition [in the empire], nothing 
has been improved. On the contrary, through its subsidies and 
confederates, it has inflicted irreparable damage on Catholicism in 
Germany – if not by intention, then at least in effect.’ 42

Catholics were the most outspoken critics of the French and their 
subsidies; but after the 1635 Peace of Prague, when most German 
Protestants abandoned their foreign allies and joined the imperial 
side, anti-French critiques became more multi-confessional. French 
intervention then became more explicit, for, in response to the loss 
of its allies, France sent its own troops across the Rhine into the 
empire, rather feebly defending this action by claiming that it was 
still attempting to protect the German liberties – even if the princes 
themselves had abandoned the effort. The leader of the Protestant 
princes’ volte-face at this time was Elector Johann Georg of Saxony, 
who transformed himself from an imperial rebel into an imperial 
general and a prominent voice of anti-foreign sentiment. In a 1638 
letter to the Hessian estates, for example, he castigated them for 
their refusal to come to peace or reject their French allies. Rather 
than look to German solutions, as almost all other princes had 
done, the elector argued, the Hessians trusted that their goals would 
be more likely ‘to be pushed through under the domination of foreign-
ers. And thus at the same time the beloved fatherland and the whole 

41 Noel Malcolm, Reason of State, Propaganda, and the Thirty Years’ War: 
An Unknown Translation by Thomas Hobbes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
2007), pp. 140–142, 144 (English modernized for ease of reading).

42 APW III C 3, 2, Diarium Wartenberg, vol. 2, 2, ed. by Joachim Foerster 
(Münster: Aschendorff, 1987), pp. 936–937.
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German nation would go to rack and ruin. And you would want 
to rend asunder all volumes of the holy imperial constitution under 
the name of German freedom.’ 43

Yet even among those Germans who rejected the Peace of Prague 
and maintained French alliances, we see an awkward disconnect 
between, on the one hand, an acceptance and even eagerness to 
accept subsidies and honours, and, on the other, a striking distrust 
of French pretentions and unease at the spectre of French dominance 
over the German lands and people. For example, one pamphlet, 
published ostensibly by a leading officer of Bernhard’s army shortly 
after his death in 1639, offered a strong defence of imperial territorial 
integrity and fear that Bernhard’s conquests along the Rhine would 
now fall to France. What would all ‘righteous German hearts’ think 
of them, he asked, if, through their actions, they

burdened the fatherland with such a powerful neighbour and so 
brought the ancient acquired liberty into the most extreme danger … 
[with] the result that foreign potentates, peoples, and nations, after 
they suck the marrow from the bones of us Germans, shall also rule 
over and dominate us, divide the Roman Empire among themselves, 
eliminate German liberty, and impose on us … the unprecedented 
mockery of the yoke of slavery, while we, with our own sweat and 
blood and acting in a blind, mindless way, help them like poor slaves.44

Despite such public demands for German liberty, however, the 
directors of Bernhard’s army eventually signed a treaty with the 
French. By requiring oaths of loyalty from the generals, that treaty 
placed them more firmly under French control and authority while 
still leaving them full operational independence. This was a move 
that the historian C.V. Wedgwood called, with typical flair, ‘the 
final abdication of the German patriots, such as they were, from 
any even partial control of their allies’ war’.45

43 HStAM 4d Nr. 90, Johann Georg of Saxony (copy) to the Estates of Hesse-
Cassel, Dresden, 12/22 January 1638.

44 AbtruckSchreibens Von einem fürnehmen Officier vnter der von Hertzog 
Bernhardt Sachsen Weinmar hinterlassenen Armee … (1639), fols Bi r, 
Bii r. Of course, it is quite possible that this too was a bit of Habsburg 
propaganda, not the work of a Protestant French ally.

45 C.V. Wedgwood, The Thirty Years War (New York: New York Review 
of Books, 1938), pp. 412–413. Note that the oath was a matter of great 
controversy, and not actually sworn until August 1640. On this matter, see 
David Parrott, Richelieu’s Army: War, Government and Society in France, 
1624–1642 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 295–296. 
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As a sign of their lingering internal concern about French arro-
gance, untrustworthiness, and empty promises, the Hessians also 
briefly (beginning in 1639) entertained a scheme, in conjunction 
with the Catholic duke of Pfalz-Neuburg, to form a new third party 
in the empire. This league of princes would create a purely German, 
and bi-confessional, power bloc within the empire, a bloc that would 
counter the Franco-Swedish party on the one hand and the Imperial-
Spanish party on the other. Draft manifestos (for the league never 
came to fruition) argued that ‘foreign kings and potentates’ had 
used the war as an excuse to seize ‘one place after another in the 
empire’. Yet ‘in spite of all this, so many noble German cavaliers 
find themselves in the service of such foreign potentates whereby, 
under the false delusion of the conservation of their freedom, they 
themselves co-operate in the oppression and subjection of their 
fatherland’. If German princes did not soon extract themselves from 
service to foreign crowns, the manifesto warned, ‘they and other 
German princes will be plunged and precipitated into a far greater 
servitude and slavery than had ever before occurred’. To save 
themselves and their fatherland from ‘further oppression and dis-
memberment’ by these foreign powers, all imperial electors, princes, 
and estates ‘without distinction of religion’ must co-operate and 
unite into a ‘faithful coalition’.46

Subsidies as one part of a greater threat to the fatherland

In common usage, the term fatherland (Vaterland in German or 
patria in Latin) indicated the town or land of one’s birth; but, by 
the sixteenth century, the term was also being used to indicate a 
larger, more abstract political body, territory, or kingdom to which 
its adherents owed loyalty and service, and which they were obliged 
to defend. The term also became highly politicized, and was especially 
wielded by those attempting to justify military and political opposition 
to a central authority. In this sense a person who demonstrated love 
for the fatherland (amor patriae), that is, who was a ‘patriot’, would 
not simply show civic piety by defending his fatherland’s religion 
and laws – the classic definition of patriot found in the works of 
Cicero; he would safeguard the constitutional privileges of the 

46 Landesarchiv Nordrhein-Westfalen, Abteilung Westfalen [LANRW] Julich 
Berg II 3370, fols 10r–13v, 14 July 1639; LANRW Julich Berg II 3370, fols 
47–54v, 13 February 1640.
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fatherland against the unjust acts of a despotic ruler or power.47 
During the Thirty Years’ War, it was this broader idea of amor 
patriae that was seized upon by internal opponents of imperial 
power, but the league manifesto demonstrates how this idea was 
also directed against subsidy alliances with the French and other 
foreigners. Germans who joined these foreigners or accepted their 
money, titles, and honours, the manifesto warned, might mean well, 
but had in truth been tricked into co-operating in their own, and 
the empire’s, subjugation and enslavement.

We thus see a recurring theme in critiques of French subsidies – that 
the French intended to gain and dominate the empire not so much 
through force of arms but through the softer, more insidious strategy 
of trickery, delusion, and money. Even worse, the Germans themselves 
seemed willing to assist in this plan, gladly fighting for the French 
and stupidly trusting their inducements and false assurances that 
the king desired nothing more than the preservation of the German 
liberties. If Germans did not awaken to the danger, the critics argued, 
the French would not merely enslave them but dismember them, 
devour them, and suck the marrow from their bones. The French, 
in other words, would take from them both their freedom and their 
very essence. Interestingly, this new anti-subsidy rhetoric clearly drew 
on, and then merged into, an existing anti-French polemic that was 
concerned not primarily with the dangers of French military-financial 
might but with the threat of France’s dominant cultural power. For 
by the end of the sixteenth century, French art, music, clothing, and 
language had become all the rage at European princely courts and 
within wealthy urban social circles. This Francophilism among the 
European elite meant that young German nobles had French tutors, 
learned, spoke, and wrote in the French language from their early 
years, wore the latest in French fashion, often went to France as 

47 For more on ideas of patria, see Robert von Friedenburg (ed.), ‘Patria’ 
und ‘Patrioten’ vor dem Patriotismus: Pflichten, Rechte, Glauben und die 
Rekonfigurierung europäischer Gemeinwesen im 17. Jahrhundert (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz Verlag, 2005); Alexander Schmidt, Vaterlandsliebe und Reli-
gionskonflikt: Politische Diskurse im Alten Reich (1555–1648) (Leiden: Brill, 
2014); Gundula Caspary, Späthumanismus und Reichspatriotismus: Melchior 
Goldast und seine Editionen zur Reichsverfassungsgeschichte (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006); Orest Ranum (ed.), National Conscious-
ness, History and Political Culture in Early Modern Europe (Baltimore 
and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975); Alastair Duke and 
Andrew Spicer, Dissident Identities in the Early Modern Low Countries, 
ed. by Judith Pollmann and Andrew Spicer (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009),  
pp. 1–76.
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part of their Grand Tour, and then brought home and aped French 
etiquette, courtly styles, and political patterns.

By the beginning of the seventeenth century, such wholescale 
elite adoption of foreign trends brought about a conservative reaction 
and led to calls among some intellectuals for Germans to show a 
greater love of their fatherland by reviving and celebrating native 
German culture, language, traditions, and values. One clear example 
of this trend is the 1617 establishment in Weimar of the Frucht-
bringende Gesellschaft (‘Fruitbearing Society’). This elite literary 
society, founded on an Italian model, had as its goals the establishment 
of linguistic norms, the purification of the German language and 
purging of foreign words and phrases, and the advancement of 
German in literary and scholarly works – where it sadly lagged 
behind other European vernaculars. From the beginning, however, 
the Society had at its heart both a literary or linguistic goal and 
what we might call a political, patriotic purpose. This was both 
negative, in terms of driving out foreign influences, and positive, 
in attempting to forge a unified German literary tradition, to advance 
the honour and reputation of the German language (and thus also 
of German speakers), and to spark an empire-wide regeneration 
through the improvement of morals and the restoration of unique 
German cultural norms.48

German language theorists within the Society and elsewhere 
criticized France, in particular, as exerting an enervating influence 
on German behaviour, character, and unity. Moreover, Society 
writings warned, true Germans needed to be careful, for foreign 
linguistic domination was only the first step in the complete political 
enslavement of the German nation and loss of its shared identity.49 
Especially as the war dragged on, the Society presented itself as a 

48 Calls for German purity stretch back to the medieval era, but the seventeenth 
century saw the rise of numerous specifically literary societies, including the 
Aufrichtige Tannengesellschaft (est. 1633), the Deutchgesinnete Genossenschaft 
(est. 1643), and the Pegnesische Blumenorden (est. 1644). For more on what 
he terms the ‘linguistic patriotism’ of these baroque language societies, see 
Thorsten Roelcke, ‘Der Patriotismus der barocken Sprachgesellschaften’, 
in Nation und Sprache: Die Diskussion ihres Verhältnisses in Geschichte 
und Gegenwart, ed. by Andreas Gardt (Berlin and New York, 2000),  
pp. 139–168.

49 The Pietist mystic Jakob Böhme, for example, argued for the special sanctity 
of German as the pure ‘sensual’ mother language that gave Germans their 
national identity. See Leon Stein, ‘Religion and Patriotism in German Peace 
Dramas during the Thirty Years War’, Central European History IV.2 (June 
1971), 131–148 (p. 133).
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defender of common German interests and of the freedoms threatened 
by foreign influence, and offered the German language as the best 
way for Germans – divided in so many other ways – to unite.50 As 
the Society member Karl Gustav von Hille argued, ‘[a]lthough our 
German empire sheds blood and tears, and is almost to the point 
of death because war afflicts it without end, yet the Palm Tree [the 
symbol of the Society] blossoms in the weapons of the virtuous, gives 
a welcome shaded space, and is greened by the dew from heaven’.51

Many of the arguments used by the Society and others who were 
concerned about foreign cultural domination thus employ the same 
imagery as that used against foreign subsidies, and advance much 
the same goal as those attempting to form a purely German imperial 
third party. Like the anti-subsidy authors, moreover, these linguistic 
patriots’ warnings against German slavery and folly suggest a 
widespread sense of insecurity and defensiveness, as well as an effort 
to heal imperial divisions and weakness by forging a new unified 
German national identity. A poem by Sigmund von Birken (known 
to the society as ‘Der Erwachsene’ or ‘the Adult’) provides an excellent 
example of this. ‘Learn from the Latins and let the Gauls teach you 
how one should honour the fatherland and its language’, he wrote:

Where is the Walloon who uses German? And where is the Frenchman 
who loves our tongue? Why then do you hold only to foreign mouths 
and ears? Is your language then born ignobly? … Pift! German! 
Shame on you! And if you will not be shamed, then God will take 
from you your honour and your freedom. If you make your language 
a maid, you will become a servant of the foreigners, because your 
fatherland is not good enough for you. No, patriot, oh no, treat 
yourself better! If you will be a nation, then you will be greater in 
honour and in reputation. Help old German loyalty, my German, 
help make new the adornment of the German language!52

According to Birken, therefore, Germans did not currently form a 
true ‘nation’ – a unified ethnic community or people. They could 
become one, however, by rejecting foreign language and service and 
by coming together under their shared, worthy German cultural 
and linguistic traditions. Thus in many ways, this movement, which 

50 This was the argument of the great German poet Opitz. See Joachim Whaley, 
Germany and the Holy Roman Empire, vol. I (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), p. 466.

51 Karl Gustav von Hille, Der Teutsche Palmbaum (Munich: Kösel Verlag, 
1970), pp. 28–29.

52 Georg Neumark, Der Neu-Sprossende Teutsche Palmbaum (Weinmar [Nürn-
berg]: Joachim Heinrich Schmid, 1668), VIII.
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tied identity and political freedom to cultural preservation, demon-
strates an interesting prefiguring of nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
cultural nationalism.53

Nevertheless, such arguments did little to stem the use of the 
French styles and French language, both at the princely courts and 
in literary and diplomatic circles. French also remained the language 
of the European and German officer class, partly because of the 
ongoing influence of French military schools and manuals. The 
dominance of French military terminology caused some critics, such 
as the Stettin military engineer Wendelin Schildknecht, to complain 
that ‘although we were born of our mother in Germany’, we behave 
as if ‘we were suckled in France by an ape and raised by a baboon’.54 
The Hessian general Peter Melander, similarly, had the reputation 
of shunning the use of foreign languages, and he did not tolerate 
the use by his soldiers of such common French terms as corps de 
garde, parade, and parole, requiring instead the solid German terms 
Hauptwache, Stellung, and Wort.55 Melander, despite having accepted 
hundreds of thousands of French livres during his early career, 
would also turn against their subsidies in the end, leaving Hessian 
service in an angry protest against the continued French alliance, 
which he claimed would lead to German subjugation.56

53 This complicates Robert von Friedeburg’s argument that cultural meanings of 
patria were extremely unusual in the early modern era. Robert von Friedeburg, 
‘In Defense of Patria: Resisting Magistrates and the Duties of Patriots in the 
Empire from the 1530s to the 1640s’, Sixteenth Century Journal 32 (2001), 
357–382. Note that the attempt to form a common identity around language 
purposely excluded the large number of peoples living within the empire 
who were not native German speakers. For more on how early modern 
peoples attempted to shape themselves into nations, see Duke and Spicer, 
Dissident Identities; Robert Stein and Judith Pollmann (eds), Networks, 
Regions and Nations: Shaping Identities in the Low Countries, 1300–1650 
(Leiden: Brill, 2010); Adrian Hastings, The Construction of Nationhood. 
Ethnicity, Religion, and Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997); Georg Schmidt, ‘Die frühneuzeitliche Idee “deutsche Nation”: 
Mehrkonfessionalität und säkulare Werte’, in Nation und Religion in der 
Deutschen Geschichte, ed. by Heinz-Gerhard Haupt und Dieter Langewiesche 
(Frankfurt and New York: Campus, 2001), pp. 33–67.

54 William Jervis Jones, Images of Language: Six Essays on German Attitudes 
to European languages from 1500 to 1800 (Amsterdam: John Benjamins 
Publishing, 1999), pp. 96, 103–104.

55 Ibid., pp. 104–105.
56 HSAM 4f Frankreich, Nr. 1311, de la Boderie to Amalia Elisabeth, 9/19 

December 1640.
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Disquiet about foreign cultural and political domination, and 
the countervailing push for the creation of a shared German national 
identity, also spilled over into the German popular press from the 
late 1620s onwards, a development which coincided with the begin-
ning of French financial involvement in the war. Thus we find 
numerous pamphlets and broadsheets ridiculing Germans who wore 
French fashions, sported French beards, or used the French language 
in preference to the good old German tongue. A German who put 
on such foreign fashions and modes – a ‘Monsieur Alamodo’ – was 
shown to be both a fop and a fool.57 ‘As for the French, I know 
well that God will punish Germany through them’, one pamphlet 
writer opined, ‘for we have, like gesticulating apes in nightgowns, 
every day thoughtlessly and artlessly copied that nation in customs, 
ceremonies, gestures, banquets, language, clothes, and music. How 
could we fall into their hands better than this? But the Frenchman 
shall not become emperor in this way. The lilies belong to him; the 
eagle belongs to the Germans.’ 58

Conclusions

This study of the German understanding of French subsidies sheds 
new light on the Thirty Years’ War by highlighting the internal 
tension among princes over how best to preserve both their liberties 
and their national identity. On the one hand, the German subsidy 
recipients described French moneys as beneficial, functional, and 
indeed necessary tools for the pursuit of their political and religious 
goals, which helped them to defend both their territorial rights and 
the proper balance of power within the larger empire. The princes 
also celebrated and fought over such subsidies, and the titles and 
gifts that often accompanied them, as indicators and promoters of 
their personal honour and social status. On the other hand, those 
opposed to French involvement in the war complained that such 
subsidy agreements were not helpful but foolish, and damaging to 
the German liberties, in that they not only allowed a hostile foreign 
crown to meddle in imperial affairs but probably concealed sinister 
efforts by the French to weaken, conquer, or even dismember the 
empire. France’s German allies shared some of these suspicions and 

57 John Roger Paas, The German Political Broadsheet 1600–1700, vol. 4 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1994), pp. 34, 291–322, 352–375; vol. 7 (2002), 
pp. 27–28, 232–236, 240–244.

58 Der Deutsche Brutus, Das ist: Ein Abgeworffenes Schreiben … (1636).
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expressed unease that subsidy treaties, by leaving them dependent 
on French aid and placing them under French protection, made 
them seem mercenaries or supplicants, constantly having to beg or 
threaten to be paid while simultaneously needing to resist French 
efforts to use money as a means of control and domination. Such 
fears about a possible loss of German princely or imperial sovereignty 
and territorial integrity then drew on and merged with pre-existing 
anxieties and insecurities about the weakness or disunity of the 
German people and culture as a whole. As a result, both types of 
fear were reinforced – a process that helped contribute, well before 
the French Revolution, to calls for the creation of a unified German 
nation centred on a shared linguistic-cultural inheritance.
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