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Preface

The history of the Thirty Years War is rich in specialist studies, but poor
in general accounts. Few authors provide more than short overviews
intended for students. It is easy to see why. To cover all aspects would
require knowledge of at least fourteen European languages, while there
are sufficient archival records to occupy many lifetimes of research. Even
the printed material runs to millions of pages; there are over 4,000 titles
just on the Peace of Westphalia that concluded the conflict. The sheer
volume of evidence has affected how previous histories have been
written. Some cut through the detail by fitting the war into broader
explanations of Europe’s transition to modernity. Others give more
scope to personalities and events but often signs of fatigue set in as the
author approaches the mid-1630s. By then the heroes and villains giving
life to the opening phases were largely dead, replaced by other figures
ignored by posterity. There is a rush to wrap up the story and the last
thirteen years are compressed into a quarter or less of the text, much of
which is devoted to discussing the peace and aftermath.

The present work seeks to redress this through a more even coverage
across the entire time span. Some of the distinctive features of this
approach are set out in the introductory chapter. The most important is
to view the war on its own terms as a struggle over the political and
religious order of Central Europe, rather than submerging it within a
general account of European conflict throughout the first half of the
seventeenth century. While this simplifies some aspects, it also directs
attention to the war’s origins in the complex situation in the Holy
Roman Empire during the later sixteenth century. The task of the first
part of the book is to explain this and place it in the wider European
context. The second part follows the unfolding tragedy roughly chrono-
logically, paying particular regard to why peace-making efforts failed



xxiv

preface

before the mid-1640s. The final part examines the war’s political, econ-
omic, social and cultural impact and longer-term significance. Through-
out, structural explanations have been combined with an emphasis on
agency and contingency, giving more space than customary to minor as
well as more prominent participants. Referencing is selective, excluding
much of the older material used in favour of recent works that are more
accessible for most readers and provide a useful guide to the specialist
literature.

It is a great pleasure to acknowledge the support of the Arts and
Humanities Research Council for a Research Leave Award in 2007–8
that enabled this book to be completed. I have also benefited from a
supportive research environment during my time at the University of
Sunderland, as well as a warm welcome by the History Department at
Hull where the final sections were written. Leopold Auer and the staff
of the Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv Vienna provided valuable assistance
during my all-too-brief visit in 2006. I am grateful to Scott Dixon,
Robert Evans, Ralph Morrison and Neil Rennoldson for their help in
locating obscure works, and especially to Kacper Rekawek for assist-
ing with Polish-language material. Clarissa Campbell Orr, Tryntje
Helfferich, Michael Kaiser, Maureen Meikle, Géza Pálffy and Ciro
Paoletti all generously shared their knowledge on numerous points of
detail. I am particularly indebted to Trevor Johnson for providing a
pre-publication version of his book on Bavarian policy. Sadly, his sudden
death in 2007 means I am no longer able to reciprocate.

Simon Winder’s encouragement sustained my faith that the book
would eventually be completed, while his editorial advice greatly
improved its clarity. Charlotte Ridings’ careful copyediting rooted out
inconsistency and error, and Cecilia Mackay transformed my wish-list
of illustrations into reality.

Eliane, Alec, Tom and Nina patiently tolerated my immersion in the
past and, as usual, have provided the greatest assistance and inspiration.
This book is dedicated to them with love.


