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Preface

THE 1991 MEETING OF the American Military Institute, held in Durham, North Carolina, witnessed a truly extraordinary conference session. Four historians each gave a short presentation, then the discussion was thrown open. It seemed that everyone in the audience had something to say—a question to ask, a fact to offer, an interpretation to suggest. Ideas flew across the room until the last moment of the time allocated to the session, and afterwards two different historians commented to panel members that it had been the most remarkable conference discussion in their experience.

The topic that had evoked so much interest and debate was, of course, the “Military Revolution” in early modern Europe. The excitement generated by that roundtable discussion inspired me to begin the process of putting together this book—which includes, along with other key essays on the military revolution, article-length versions of each of the short presentations that began that session. Consequently, I wish to dedicate this anthology to my fellow panel members (and mentors)—John F. Guilmartin, Jr., John A. Lynn, and Geoffrey Parker—and to all those who participated in the debate and discussion that day.

 



Clifford J. Rogers
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“THE ORDINARY THEME and argument of history,” wrote Sir Walter Raleigh early in the seventeenth century, “is war.”1 Few of his contemporaries would have disagreed with this assessment: as J. R. Hale has pointed out, “there was probably no single year throughout the period in which there was neither war nor occurrences which looked and felt remarkably like it.”2 Until recently, however, most academic historians have treated war and military affairs as subjects of tertiary interest at best, completely overshadowed in importance by social and economic structures and processes.

I am by no means one to disregard the importance of economic forces in history. There can be little doubt, for instance, that the development of civilization proper along the banks of the Nile, Indus, Yellow, and Tigris and Euphrates Rivers can be rivalled only by the Industrial Revolution as a key turning point in human history, or that both of these were, first and foremost, economic phenomena. But if the “carrot” of the production and allocation of wealth is one of the basic motive forces of history, the “stick” of the creation and application of coercive force is the other. The walls of Uruk, like the steam-powered European gunboats that coursed the Yangtze in the nineteenth century, symbolize how economic and military developments almost inevitably go hand in hand. Control over the means of violence, as sociologists from Aristotle to Weber and Andreski have argued, can have as much impact on social and political systems as does control over the means of production.3


Unfortunately, however, military history has been nowhere near as successful as economic history in integrating its material into the “big picture” presented in general histories. There are exceptions, of course—Heinrich Brunner and Lynn White, for example, enjoyed remarkable success in arguing that the rise of heavy cavalry to military predominance in Western Europe laid the foundation for the feudal system, and so for medieval society as a whole.4 In general, though, military  historians have been much more effective in showing how revolutions in military technique and technology can transform the art of war than in showing how the resulting changes in warfare can alter entire societies.5 As Michael Roberts put it, “the experts in military history have been mostly content to describe what happened, without being overmuch concerned to trace out broader effects; while social historians have not been very apt to believe that the new fashions in tactics, or improvements of weapon-design, were likely to prove of much significance.”6


Yet it would be fair to say that at least one area of historical scholarship has done a good job of weaving the thread of military history into the overall picture it presents. Ever since the mid-1950s, the “Military Revolution,” as Roberts dubbed it, has been thoroughly integrated into the canon of early modern European history—and, increasingly, into early modern world history as well. As described in Roberts’ brilliant and seminal 1956 article on the subject, the Military Revolution centered on tactical reforms undertaken by Maurice of Nassau and Gustavus Adolphus, most notably a return to linear formations for shot-armed infantry and aggressive charges for cavalry. These tactical changes required more highly trained and disciplined soldiers; this led to the general adoption of drill, uniforms, and standing armies organized into smaller, more standardized units. These armies rapidly grew to unprecedented size as a “result of a revolution in strategy, made possible by the revolution in tactics, and made necessary by the circumstances of the Thirty Years’ War.”7


At this point, Roberts’ analysis of military changes merges into a consideration of their constitutional and societal impact. Larger, more permanent armies and the more intensive marshaling of resources which they required “led inevitably to an increase in the authority of the state.” Governments used that authority, backed by new-style armies, to impose far heavier burdens (taxes, corvées, and other impositions) than ever before on society at large, so that warfare on the vast new scale could be fought. In order to manage and direct these resources, governments had to employ a host of new officials. Thus, the centrally organized, bureaucratically governed nation-state—the paramount symbol of the modern era—ultimately grew from the tiny seed of late-sixteenth century tactical reforms. Military factors played a key, even a pre-eminent, role in shaping the modern world.

Over the nearly four decades since Roberts first presented his thoughts on the Military Revolution, a number of historians, Geoffrey Parker foremost among them, have studied, discussed, and debated nearly every aspect of his argument. Many elements of Roberts’ conception have been convincingly challenged; new analytical components added; and different interpretations of its significance put forward. But the essential point is that these scholars never lost sight of the need to keep discussions of military matters closely tied to the impact they had on society as a whole.

That is why the Military Revolution in early modern Europe is as important historiographically as it was historically. In addition to helping us understand  such diverse issues as bureaucratization, the nature of revolutions, state formation, and the rise of the West—as well as specific historical episodes from the Wars of Italy to the Thirty Years War to the British conquest of India—the active and wide-ranging debate over the Military Revolution has brought the explanatory value of military history to the attention of the historical community as a whole. Only four decades ago, academic military history in the United States was almost non-existent; today, even an economic/social historian like Princeton’s Charles Tilly can comment that “military competition ... underlay both the creation and the ultimate predominance of the national state.”8 The ongoing Military Revolution debate is at least partially responsible for this historiographical revolution.




COURSE OF THE DEBATE

Roberts’ article immediately found wide acceptance among early modern historians, partly because Sir George Clark incorporated the idea of the Military Revolution into his 1958 War and Society in the Seventeenth Century.9 A somewhat revised version of “The Military Revolution, 1560—1660” appeared in Roberts’ 1967 Essays in Swedish History (and is reprinted here), but the minimal scale of the alterations after ten years demonstrates how successfully the piece had avoided criticism. Indeed, it was only after another decade had passed that the first major revision of the Military Revolution thesis appeared, with Geoffrey Parker’s ”The ‘Military Revolution’, 1560—1660—a myth?“

As we might expect from a biographer of Gustavus Adolphus, Michael Roberts had made Sweden and the Thirty Years War the focus of his analysis. Parker, primarily a Spanish historian (and later a biographer of Philip II), expanded the Military Revolution theme both geographically and chronologically to embrace what some have termed the “Hapsburg hegemony.” Although he pointed out that the roots of the Military Revolution extended back as far as the 1430s,10 he concentrated on the period 1530—1710. The regression of the starting date by thirty years, though seemingly innocuous, had major conceptual repercussions. Parker accepted the key importance of the growth of armies over this period, but argued that since the first surge in military manpower came before the reforms even of Gustavus’ predecessor, Maurice of Nassau, the tactical developments described by Roberts could not be the cause of the gargantuan armies which stalked the fields of early modern Europe.

To provide an alternative explanation for this phenomenon, Parker turned to the new style of artillery fortifications developed in Italy in the first decades of the sixteenth century, the trace italienne. The superb ability of this type of fortress to resist both bombardment and infantry assault tipped the strategic balance in favor of the defensive. Battles became “irrelevant—and therefore unusual”; war became primarily an affair of sieges. Siege warfare, with its vast entrenchments and numerous garrisons, demanded money and manpower on an unprecedented  scale—at the same time as the growth of the population and wealth of Europe made it possible to meet that demand. By emphasizing the trace italienne, Parker added a key new ingredient to the Military Revolution debate: military technology as a causative factor.11


The publication of his article in 1976 in the prestigious Journal of Modern History already signalled a breadth of interest in this conception. Parker’s ideas were soon incorporated into wide-ranging studies like William H. McNeill’s The Pursuit of Power.12 Though somewhat altered, the basic idea of the Military Revolution continued to hold the high ground both in early modern and in military historiography. Further work in the field began to appear, including Colin Jones’ “The Military Revolution and the Professionalisation of the French Army under the Ancien Régime” and the other two articles in Michael Duffy’s The Military Revolution and the State, 1500—1800.13 These studies tended both to expand the dates of Military Revolution even further, and also to re-emphasize the connections between the Military Revolution and state formation, bureaucratization, and military professionalization. While Roberts and Parker had mentioned the greater impact of the new large armies on society, Jones’ article spelled out the details of plundering, taxation, billeting, and Kontributions. It also pointed out the transition from the ad hoc mobilizing expedients of the early Military Revolution, “cobbled together with an almost prodigal delegation of powers,” to the more systematized, professional (even “absolutist”) methods of the later ancien régime.14


After what had been a gradual evolution of the debate,15 there was an explosion of scholarship in the mid-1980s, which can be said to have revolutionized the study of the phenomenon. David Parrott published his “Strategy and tactics in the Thirty Years War: the ‘military revolution,’” which offered what may be the most important critique of the entire Military Revolution thesis yet produced, in 1985.16 Parrott pointed out that, before making arguments based on tactical reforms, historians should look carefully at how battles were actually fought. His conclusion—that the tactical reforms described by Roberts were in practice nearly irrelevant to the battles after the Swedish invasion of Germany17—is certainly open to debate; but the questions he asks, and the issues he raises, are important ones. Rather than emphasizing tactical or technological factors, Parrott turned to logistic and political influences when addressing the subject of army growth. This, too, has had a lasting impact on the historiography.

No fewer than four studies of the impact of the Military Revolution in Scandinavia appeared between 1983 and 1985.18 J. R. Hale’s masterly 1985 study, War and Society in Renaissance Europe, 1450—1620, devoted a chapter to what he termed the “Military Reformation.”19 In the same year, John Lynn contributed a study of French tactical developments, 1560—1660, arguing that the French evolved the small tactical units and linear infantry formations typical of the Military Revolution independently of Dutch and Swedish developments.20 In 1986 Gunther Rothenberg published an excellent study on the Military Revolution in the seventeenth century, focussing on its intellectual component, while Pepper and Adams’  Firearms and Fortifications offered a valuable case-study of the impact of trace italienne fortifications.21 The high point of this burst of scholarly effort came with the publication of Parker’s 1984 Lee Knowles lectures as The Military Revolution: Military innovation and the rise of the West, 1500—1800 in 1988.


The Military Revolution—which this anthology is intended to complement—attracted a great deal of attention, even before it won the Best Book Award of the American Military Institute (1989) and the Dexter Prize for the best book on the history of technology published between 1987 and 1990.22 It offered a number of refinements to earlier work, including a survey of the military changes (or lack thereof) away from the “heartland” of the Revolution, in areas like Britain and Eastern Europe, where cavalry retained more of its old importance and the trace italienne remained rare. Logistics, recruitment, and military organization received more in-depth treatment, and the naval aspects of the Military Revolution, per se, were given their first real analysis. All of this material provided ammunition for Parker to make his main point: that “the key to the Westerners’ success in creating the first truly global empires between 1500 and 1750 depended upon precisely those improvements in the ability to wage war which have been termed ‘the military revolution.’”23


“Who is so thoughtless and lazy,” asked the historian Polybius in the second century B.C., “that he does not want to know how ... the Romans, in less than 53 years, conquered nearly the entire inhabited world and brought it under their rule—an achievement previously unheard of?”24 If the rise of Rome to imperial power continues to hold our interest today, it is easy to see why Europe’s ascension to genuinely global predominance—so much more immediate—is a subject few students of history can resist. By harnessing the concept of the Military Revolution to this issue, Parker added substantially to its breadth and its importance. Henceforth it would be clear that the consequences of military innovation in early modern Europe belonged at least as much to World as to European History.

The pace of publications relating to the Military Revolution has continued unabated up to the present. Simon Adams, in his 1990 “Tactics or Politics? ‘The Military Revolution’ and the Hapsburg Hegemony, 1525—1648,” follows David Parrott’s lead in arguing against tactical or technological causes for army growth, which he sees as resulting more from changing political balances and strategic approaches. Adams also claims that the great increase in military manpower usually attributed to the Thirty Years War took place almost entirely on paper: “the number of effectives rose but little, and the scale of battles and campaigns was unchanged.”25


John Lynn, one of the most important writers on the Military Revolution, is equally skeptical of the significance assigned by Parker to bastioned-trace fortifications. Lynn’s “The trace italienne and the Growth of Armies: The French Case” offers a powerful critique of a technologically-based view of the Military Revolution, and stresses the growing population and wealth of Europe as the key factors behind the development of the massive armed forces of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

In addition to Lynn’s article, 1991 also saw the publication of Jeremy Black’s short monograph, A Military Revolution? Military Change and European Society, which attacked the Military Revolution thesis by emphasizing continuity rather than change in early modern European warfare. Black’s study also argued that the major changes in matters military which did take place belonged primarily to the period after 1660. This changed chronology implies that absolutism was more the cause than the result of the Military Revolution. He has taken up this later period again in his new article, “A Military Revolution? A 1660—1792 Perspective,” which appears for the first time in this anthology. This piece helps to round out our view of the Military Revolution, which tends to focus too much on the first half of the 1500—1800 period. After all, it was only in the century after the failure of the siege of Vienna in 1683 that Western European arms showed a reasonably consistent ability to overcome their most advanced opponents—Ottomans, Mughals, and other civilizations with developed gunpowder technology.

Although Black deals mainly with changes in the art of war from 1660—1720, he also credits the years 1470—1530 and 1792—1815 with “revolutionary” status in military history.26 This echoes the argument of my own 1993 article, “The Military Revolutions of the Hundred Years’ War,” which holds that the military innovations which underlay the rise of the West did not occur in a single revolution, but rather through a process of “punctuated equilibrium evolution”—that is, through a series of intense revolutionary episodes, each built on a more extended base of slow evolutionary change. This process began with the “Infantry Revolution” of the fourteenth century and the “Artillery Revolution” of the fifteenth, and has continued to the present day. Each revolutionary period in military affairs has had dramatic consequences for the history of Europe, and eventually for the world.27


Like my own article, John Lynn’s recently published study, “Recalculating French Army Growth during the Grand Siècle, 1610—1715,” is presented here with some revisions, consisting mainly of expanded documentation in the endnotes.28 The importance of army growth in the Military Revolution has received universal agreement, though its causes have not. Lynn’s article, taking France as a case study, subjects this key issue to the most rigorous analysis it has yet received. This provides relatively hard data with which historians can test the various paradigmatic approaches to the Military Revolution, on one of its analytical axes at least.

Another case-study which emphasizes the importance of army growth is I. A. A. Thompson’s “‘Money, money, and yet more money!’ Finance, the Fiscal-State, and the Military Revolution: Spain 1500—1650.” From the first, scholars have emphasized how the Military Revolution imposed unprecedented burdens on both state and society in early modern Europe, burdens reflected in higher taxation and more elaborate bureaucracies. In Spain, for example, royal expenditures (nine-tenths of which went to pay for wars present or past) roughly quadrupled in real terms between 1500 and 1650.29 Thompson’s article, written for The Military Revolution Debate, studies this phenomenon in detail, elucidating both its causes  and its effects. One of his important conclusions is that the great bulk of the increase in military expenditure can be attributed directly to the growth of military manpower—not to tactical or technological changes related to the general adoption of gunpowder weapons or to the cost of the trace italienne. Perhaps even more significant is the article’s argument that the fiscal pressures of hegemonic war would not necessarily drive a “coercion-extraction cycle”30 leading to the increased power and capability of the bureaucratic central state.31 Instead, the need to marshal ever-greater war resources could force the center to make political concessions in order to gain the cooperation of the periphery in raising the necessary finances.

Thomas Arnold’s new contribution, “Fortifications and the Military Revolution: The Gonzaga Experience, 1530—1630,” points out another way in which the Military Revolution could work against the centralizing tendencies of the emerging nation-states. Through a careful study of how the trace italienne molded the political and military strategy—and, ultimately, the fate—of the Duchies of Mantua and Monferrat, Arnold shows how the defensive power of fortifications alla moderna could place a stumbling block in front of the ambitions of expansionist or centralizing royal governments, much as medieval stone castles had done before the Artillery Revolution of the fifteenth century. Arnold’s conclusions, like Thompson’s, argue against the widely held belief that only the emerging Great Powers could afford the state-of-the-art military technology of the early modern period.

One of the growing “gunpowder empires” which stumbled over the trace italienne was the Ottoman state.32 In another article published here for the first time, John F. Guilmartin, Jr., looks at how the military innovations arising from the Wars of Italy helped the Hapsburgs check the Porte’s expansion in the Balkans. “The Military Revolution: Origins and First Tests Abroad” also looks at three other early 16th-century cases: the handful of Spanish conquistadors who overwhelmed the Inca and Aztec empires, the Portuguese soldier-merchants who so rapidly seized control over the Indian Ocean, and the various powers who struggled for control of the Mediterranean through the end of the century. By showing us how the European arms forged by the early Military Revolution fared against opponents of various levels of technological and military sophistication, Guilmartin’s article helps us analyze which innovations in the craft of war were truly significant, and which were merely incidental.

The last word in this volume belongs to Geoffrey Parker, since it is primarily his conception of the Military Revolution which has served as a quintain for the pens of the other contributors. His new essay, “In Defense of The Military Revolution,” responds to many of the critiques of his work contained in the other studies in this volume, and some others as well. But Parker does not merely attempt to parry every attack on his original thesis: he integrates some of the divergent perspectives provided by the other contributors to this book with new material of his own,  pointing the way to a new synthesis. Of course, that new synthesis, in good dialectical fashion, will only be the basis for continued debate in the future.




THIS BOOK

The summary of the debate on the Military Revolution offered above is by no means exhaustive.33 The volume of material on the subject has made it impossible to include every relevant article in this introduction, much less this anthology. Instead, this book aims to do three things:

First, by bringing together the most important previously published articles on the Military Revolution, to make them easily accessible both to scholars working in this area and to a wider audience of students of early modern and military history. The literature is, after all, too broad to be adequately addressed by reading Parker’s book alone. This is particularly important because many of these studies were published in hard-to-get places: Parrott’s in  Militärgeschichtliche Mitteilungen, Jones’ in a pamphlet published by the University of Exeter, and so on.

Second, to fill some gaps (chronological and thematic) which I perceived in the Military Revolution literature. The new articles by Thomas Arnold, Jeremy Black, John F. Guilmartin, Jr., and I. A. A. Thompson serve this purpose. In a way, Geoffrey Parker’s defense of his view of the Military Revolution does so, too.

Third, to enable the reader to pull the diverse viewpoints represented by these articles into an overall framework which will both solidify his or her understanding of the Military Revolution and highlight questions which have been raised but not fully answered. My hope is that this collection will introduce a wider audience to the burgeoning research in this area, and also serve to spur further work on the Military Revolution.
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IT IS A HISTORICAL commonplace that major revolutions in military techniques have usually been attended with widely ramifying consequences. The coming of the mounted warrior, and of the sword, in the middle of the second millennium BC; the triumph of the heavy cavalryman, consolidated by the adoption of the stirrup, in the sixth century of the Christian era; the scientific revolution in warfare in our own day—these are all recognized as major turning-points in the history of mankind. The period in the history of the art of war with which I shall try to deal in this lecture may seem from this point of view to be of inferior importance. But it brought changes which may not improperly be called a military revolution; and that revolution, when it was accomplished, exercised a profound influence upon the future course of European history. It stands like a great divide separating mediaeval society from the modern world. Yet it is a revolution which has been curiously neglected by historians. The experts in military history have mostly been content to describe what happened, without being overmuch concerned to trace out broader effects; while social historians have not been very apt to believe that the new fashions in tactics, or improvements in weapon-design, were likely to prove of much significance for their purposes. Some few sociologists, indeed, have realized the importance of the problem; but historians tend to find their expositions a trifle opaque, and their conclusions sometimes insecurely grounded. Yet it remains true that purely military developments, of a strictly technical kind, did exert a lasting influence upon society at large. They were the agents and auxiliaries of constitutional and social change; and they bore a main share of responsibility for the coming of that new world which was to be so very unlike the old.1


The military revolution which fills the century between 1560 and 1660 was in essence the result of just one more attempt to solve the perennial problem of tactics—the problem of how to combine missile weapons with close action; how to unite hitting power, mobility, and defensive strength. And the solution offered by the reforms of Maurice of Orange and Gustav Adolf was a return, under the inspiration  of Vegetius, Aelian, and Leo the Isaurian, to linear formations.2 In place of the massive, deep, unwieldy squares of the Spanish tercio, or the still larger but more irregular blocks of the Swiss column, they relied upon a multiplicity of small units ranged in two or three lines, and so disposed and armed as to permit the full exploitation of all types of weapon. Maurice used these new formations wholly for defence; but it was the great achievement of Gustav Adolf to apply them with brilliant success in offensive actions too. Moreover, he restored to cavalry its proper function, by forbidding the caracole; he made it charge home with the sword; and he insisted that it rely for its effect upon the impact of the weight of man and horse. And lastly, as a result of his experiments in gunfounding, he was able to arm his units with a light and transportable field-piece designed to supply close artillery support for infantry and cavalry alike.

These were fundamental changes; and they were essentially tactical in nature. But they entailed others of much larger implication. They entailed, for instance, a new standard in the training and discipline of the ordinary soldier. The soldier of the Middle Ages had been, on the whole, an individualist; and he (and his horse) had been highly trained over a prolonged period. The coming, first of firearms, then of the Swiss column, put an end to this state of affairs. The mercenary in the middle of a pike-square needed little training and less skill: if he inclined his pike in correct alignment and leaned heavily on the man in front of him, he had done almost all that could be required of him.3 So too with the musketeer: a certain dexterity in loading—it could take as many as ninety-eight words of command to fire a musket—a certain steadiness in the ranks, sufficed to execute the countermarch, since no one could reasonably demand of a musket that it should be aimed with accuracy. The training of a bowman, schooled to be a dead shot at a distance, would be wasted on so imperfect an instrument as an arquebus or a wheel-lock pistol; and the pike, unlike the lance, was not an individual weapon at all. One reason why firearms drove out the bow and the lance was precisely this, that they economized on training.4 Moreover, deep formations, whether of horse or foot, dispensed with the need for a large trained corps of officers, and required a less high morale, since it is difficult to run away with fifteen ranks behind you.

The reforms of Maurice inaugurated a real, and a lasting, revolution in these matters. Maurice’s small units had to be highly trained in manoeuvre; they needed many more officers and NCOs to lead them. The tactics of Gustav Adolf postulated a vastly improved fire-discipline, and long practice in the combination of arms. The sergeant-major of the tercio had been well content if he mastered the art of ‘embattling by the squareroot’;5 the sergeant-major of Maurice’s army must be capable of executing a great number of intricate parade-ground evolutions, based on Roman models,6 besides a number of battle movements of more strictly practical value. For Londono drill and exercises had been designed primarily to promote physical fitness; for Lipsius they were a method of inculcating Stoic virtues in the soldier; for Maurice they were the fundamental postulates of tactics. From Aelian Maurice borrowed the whole vocabulary of military command,  transmitting it almost unaltered to our own day.7 Contemporaries found in the new drill which he introduced a strange and powerful fascination: it was an ‘invention’, a ‘science’,8 indeed, a revelation; and a large literature appeared, designed to explain to the aspiring soldier, in two pages of close print, the precise significance of the order ‘right turn’—a service the more necessary, since it sometimes meant, in fact, turn left.9 And so officers became not merely leaders, but trainers, of men; diligent practice in peacetime, and in winter, became essential; and drill, for the first time in modern history, became the precondition of military success. The decline in the size of the basic infantry unit from about three thousand to about thirty meant that individual initiative was now expected at a far lower level of command than before. The slowly-increasing technical complexity of firearms was already beginning the process of forcing the soldier to be a primitive technician. If the revolution in drill implied a more absolute subordination of the soldier’s will to the command of a superior, it implied also an intelligent subordination. Henceforth it might not be the soldier’s business to think, but he would at least be expected to possess a certain minimal capacity for thinking. The army was no longer to be a brute mass, in the Swiss style, nor a collection of bellicose individuals, in the feudal style; it was to be an articulated organism of which each part responded to impulses from above. The demand for unanimity and precision of movement led naturally to the innovation of marching in step, which appears at some date impossible to establish about the middle of the seventeenth century.10 And the principle of mass-subordination, of the solution of the individual will in the will of the commander, received a last reinforcement with the slow adoption of uniforms: ‘without uniforms’, said Frederick the Great, ‘there can be no discipline: The process was already observable in the 1620s; but it was scarcely complete by the end of the century. The long delay is easily explained. As long as body-armour remained general, uniforms were scarcely practical; and even when armour was abandoned, the common use of the sword-resisting buffcoat prevented for a time a general change.11 Moreover, the habit of using mercenary armies, and the notorious readiness of mercenaries to change sides, induced men to prefer the ’token‘—a kerchief round the arm, a green branch in the hat—which could be discarded easily as the occasion for it passed. Nevertheless, by the time Louvois was well in the saddle it was sufficiently plain that the general adoption of uniforms would not long be delayed.12 Their mass-psychological effect will be readily appreciated by anyone who has ever worn one. The way was clear for the armies of the nineteenth century: it remained only for the twentieth to complete the process by replacing dolmans, busbies, eagle’s wings, and all the flaunting panache of Cossack and Hussar, by the flat uniformity of field-grey and khaki.

The new emphasis on training and drill seemed to contemporaries to reinforce their already established convictions about the best way to recruit an army. The armies which carried through the military revolution—or upon which that revolution impinged—were nearly all mercenary armies. It has indeed been argued,  with some plausibility, that the great military innovations throughout history have generally coincided with the predominance of mercenaries;13 and it has been asserted, more specifically, that the reforms of Maurice were possible only in a mercenary force, since the prolonged drilling and high degree of professional skill which they demanded would have been impossible to obtain from a citizen militia. 14 But though this last contention (as we shall see in a moment) cannot be sustained, there is no doubt that the use of mercenaries was attended with certain obvious advantages. The mercenary had no local attachments, was indifferent to national sentiment; and this made him an invaluable agent in the suppression of popular disturbances. A mercenary army cared not at all if the war were prolonged, or fought far from home; it economized the state’s own manpower, and hence its wealth; the system of recruiting through captains relieved the government of a good deal of administrative work. There were, of course, many countervailing disadvantages: the mercenary was undisciplined, unreliable, and averse to battle; his arms and equipment were unstandardized and often bad;15 the employer was invariably swindled by the captains; and the whole system was ruinously expensive. So expensive, indeed, that the smaller and poorer states were forced to look for alternatives. Around the turn of the century many of the lesser German states—and even some quite big ones such as Saxony, Brandenburg and Bavaria—began to experiment with local militias.16 Military writers such as Machiavelli and Lazarus von Schwendi had urged the superiority of the citizen army, with many a backward glance at the military virtues of republican Rome.17 But it was forgotten that the classical authors whose military teachings formed the basis of the Maurician reforms all dated from times when the Roman forces were citizen-armies no longer. The event proved that the half-trained militias were incapable of mastering the modern art of war. Their failure in Germany was universal, ignominious and complete; and it seemed that those were right who contended that in the new conditions only mercenary armies could be effective. The Swedish victories, however, were a warning against too hasty a conclusion; for the Swedish army was a conscript national militia—the first truly national European army—and it proved capable of mastering military techniques much more complex than had been seen before. The second and more important stage of the military revolution, which Gustav Adolf carried through, was in fact launched, not by highly-skilled professionals, but by conscript peasants; and experienced mercenary soldiers such as Robert Monro had to go to school again to learn the new Swedish methods.18 And not only were the Swedish armies better than any mercenaries; they were also incomparably cheaper. There was no peculation by captains; and payment could be made in land-grants, revenue-assignments, taxremissions, or in kind.

But conditions in Sweden were exceptional, and other European countries felt unable to follow the Swedish example. The Spanish army under Philip II did indeed contain some conscripts, as well as international mercenaries and Spanish ‘gentlemen-rankers’, and the Prussian army of Frederick William I was a mixed  army too;19 but on the whole the rulers found no feasible alternative to a mercenary force, drawn, often enough, from the more impoverished and mountainous regions of Europe such as Scotland, Albania, or Switzerland.20


Few monarchs of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were prepared to establish national armies; for most of them agreed with Christian IV of Denmark and John George of Saxony in being unwilling to put arms into the hands of the lower orders:21 only where the peasantry had been reduced to a real serfdom was it esteemed safe to proceed upon the basis of conscription. This stage was not reached in Prussia before the end of the century; nor even in Russia before the reforms of Peter the Great. Except in Sweden, therefore, and to some extent in Spain, the armies continued to be mercenary armies throughout the century. The difference was that they became standing armies too. And this change arose mainly from the obvious need to make them less burdensome to the state. Already before the end of the sixteenth century it was realized that the practice of disbanding and paying-off regiments at the end of each campaigning season, and re-enlisting them in the following spring, was an expensive way of doing business. Large sums were payable on enlistment and mustering, and (in theory at least) all arrears were paid up on disbandment. But between mustering and disbandment pay was irregular and never full, despite the so-called ‘full-pays’ which occurred from time to time.22 If then a mercenary force were not disbanded in the autumn, but continued from year to year, the calls upon the exchequer were likely to be considerably lessened, and the general nuisance of mutinous soldiery would be abated. Moreover, if the army remained embodied throughout the winter, the close season could be used for drilling and exercising, of which since the tactical revolution there was much more need than ever before. There were, moreover, special areas where winter was the best season for campaigning: it was so in the marshy regions of Poland and north-west Russia; and it was so in Hungary, for the Turkish camels could not stand the cold of the Hungarian plain, and their annual retirement provided the Habsburgs with the chance to recoup the losses of the preceding summer.23 Considerations such as these led one prince after another to retain his mercenaries on the strength throughout the winter months: Rudolf II was perhaps the earliest to do so; but Maurice of Orange was not far behind. From this practice arose the modern standing army; and it is worth while emphasizing the fact that it was the result of considerations of a military and financial, and not of a political or constitutional nature. Writers such as de la Noue, Duplessis-Mornay, Wallhausen and Montecuccoli all advocated standing armies on purely military grounds.24 There seems little basis for the suggestion that standing armies were called into being by artful princes in order to provide employment for their turbulent nobility;25 or that they were a sign of the inherent Drang nach Machtentfaltung of the monarchs;26 or that they were designed to enable the rulers to establish a sovereignty unrestrained by law and custom and free from constitutional limitations—though they did, no doubt, prove very serviceable instruments of despotism. Where absolutism triumphed in this century, it  did so because it provided the response to a genuine need; and though an army might be useful for curbing aristocratic licence, it was but an accessory factor in the general political situation which produced the eclipse of the Estates. Essentially the standing armies were the product of military logic rather than of political design. And the same is true of the permanent navies: greater obligations in the way of commerce-protection, increased need for making blockades effective, the demand for trained crews and officers constantly at call, economy of administration—these were some of the factors that produced permanent navies; and it was a constitutional accident that the first two attempts in this direction—the Compagnie van Assurantie of Frederick Henry, and the Shipmoney fleets of Charles I—should both have acquired a sinister significance in the minds of their opponents.27


But it was not only that armies were tending to become permanent; it was also that they were rapidly becoming much larger. And this I take to be the result of a revolution in strategy, made possible by the revolution in tactics, and made necessary by the circumstances of the Thirty Years’ War. The sixteenth century had already seen a notable broadening of strategic horizons: in the long duel between Valois and Habsburg, simultaneous operations on two or more fronts had been the rule, and it would have been difficult at times to decide which was the encircler, and which the encircled. The same was true, on a vaster scale, of the struggle against the Turks: Portuguese attacks on Eritrea, Persian assaults upon Asia Minor, were balanced by Turkish alliances with France and England. At the same time the discovery of the New World, and the penetration of the East Indies, extended the possible area of European conflict until it covered most of the globe, and inaugurated a new age of amphibious warfare. But these developments were for long unsystematic, the realm of the project-maker and the armchair strategist: the day had not yet arrived when the military and naval administrations of Europe were equal to the coordination of effort over distances so formidable. The sterility of warfare in Europe, in the time of Prince Maurice, is the accurate measure of the strategic thinking of the age.

The Thirty Years’ War brought a change. Battle came again into favour, perhaps under the influence of confessional ferocity, and with it a strategy aiming at battle; and as hostilities ranged back and forth over Germany, and along the borders of Germany from Poland and Transylvania to Italy, Lorraine and the Netherlands, commanders were driven to look at the whole of central Europe as one great theatre of war. When Gustav Adolf wrote that ‘all the wars of Europe are now blended into one’,28 he was thinking in terms of politics; but the remark was equally true in regard to strategy. Wallenstein sends Arnim to fight on the Vistula; Pappenheim rushes to the relief of Maestricht; Olivares dreams of seizing Göteborg, and of a Spanish naval base at Wismar, to be made accessible by a Kiel canal: 29 Piccolomini makes a famous march from Flanders to Bohemia;30 Savoy, Venice, Transylvania and even the Tatars of the Crimea become elements in everwider and more unified plans of operations. Above all, Gustav Adolf’s strategic  thinking seems a whole dimension bigger than any that had preceded it. He successfully combines two types of strategy: on the one hand a resolute offensive strategy designed to annihilate the enemy in battle—the product of confidence in the superiority of the new Swedish tactics; on the other a wholly new gradualist strategy, designed to conquer Germany by the occupation and methodical consolidation of successive base-areas. The two blend in his plan for the destruction of the Austrian Habsburgs by the simultaneous and effectively co-ordinated operations of five or seven armies moving under the king’s direction on an enormous curving front extending from the middle Oder to the Alpine passes.31 It was a strategic concept more complex, vaster, than any one commander had ever previously attempted. His death prevented its being carried out; but the closing years of the war saw other developments of interest. The strategy of devastation began to be employed with a new thoroughness and logic; and, as its consequence, the war became pre-eminently a war of movement, best exemplified in the campaigns of Baner, Torstensson and Gallas.32 Not all of these developments were to be pursued in the years that followed: an age of reason and mathematical logic would try to bring war itself within the scope of its calculations, to the detriment of that offensive spirit without which wars cannot be won; but the effects of the strategic revolution of which Gustav Adolf was the most illustrious exponent were not to be effaced.

The most important of them was the great increase in the scope of warfare, reflected in a corresponding increase in the normal size of the armies of the major powers. Philip II had dominated Europe in his day with the aid of an army which probably did not exceed 40,000 men: a century later, 400,000 were esteemed necessary to maintain the ascendancy of Louis XIV.33 In 1627, under the Elector George William, Brandenburg possessed a defence force totalling 900:34 under Frederick William I, the normal establishment was about 80,000. The previous millennium could show nothing to compare with this sudden rise in the size of western European armies. Great agglomerations of troops for a particular occasion had indeed occurred in the past, and the Turks had brought vast hosts to bear upon their enemies; but in the West, at least, the seventeenth century saw the permanent establishment of some armies at levels which earlier ages had rarely, if ever, known. With Louvois, indeed, the passion for mere numbers had something of a megalomaniac quality: an aspect, perhaps, of that ‘pursuit of the quantitative’ which has been considered as an essential characteristic of the new industrialism. 35 It may perhaps be legitimately objected that the instances I have chosen to illustrate the growth of armies are hand-picked: the Spanish armies of 1690 were certainly no bigger than those of 1590; and the army with which Charles XII won the battle of Narva was slightly smaller than that with which Charles IX lost the battle of Kirkholm:36 that Gustav Adolf had 175,000 men under arms in 1632 was for Sweden a quite exceptional circumstance, never repeated. But this does not alter the fact that the scale of European warfare was throughout the century prodigiously increasing: the great armies of Louis XIV had to be met by armies of comparable  size; and if one state could not manage it, there must be a Grand Alliance. Moreover, in the seventeenth century numbers had acquired a precise meaning: when Charles V is credited with assembling an army of 120,000 men to repel the Turkish attack, we are perhaps entitled to decline to take the figure too literally; but when Louvois states the French army at 300,000, it is safe to assume that there was just that number on the muster-rolls, even though not all of them may have appeared in the ranks. And so it happened that (as Montecuccoli observed) men, no less than money, became in the seventeenth century the sinews of war:37 hence the concern of the earliest demographical investigations to make sure that population was not declining; hence the insistence of the mercantilists, with their eyes ever upon the contingency of war, that a copious population is among the chief riches of the state.

The transformation in the scale of war led inevitably to an increase in the authority of the state. The days when war partook of the nature of feud were now for ever gone, and the change is reflected in (among other things) the development of international law, of which I shall speak in a moment. Only the state, now, could supply the administrative, technical and financial resources required for large-scale hostilities. And the state was concerned to make its military monopoly absolute. It declared its hostility to irregular and private armies, to ambiguous and semi-piratical naval ventures. Backward countries such as Scotland were the exceptions that proved the rule: the failure of Scottish parliaments to disarm Highland clans was a sign of weakness in the body politic. Navies become state navies, royal navies: the old compromise of the armed merchantman falls into disuse; the Dutch West India Company goes bankrupt. Effective control of the armed forces by a centralized authority becomes a sign of modernity: it is no accident that the destruction of the streltsi by Peter the Great preceded by a century and a quarter the destruction of the Janissaries by Mahmud II.

This development, and the new style of warfare itself, called for new administrative methods and standards; and the new administration was from the beginning centralized and royal. Secretaries of state for war are born; war offices proliferate. The Austrian Habsburgs had possessed a Hofkriegsrat since the mid-sixteenth century; but in the seventeenth the rising military powers—Sweden, France, Brandenburg, Russia—all equipped themselves with new and better machinery for the conduct of war. Inevitably these new officials spent a good deal of their time in grappling with problems of supply—supply of arms and armaments, supply of goods, clothing, transport and the rest. Experience showed that it was bad for discipline, as well as inefficient, to permit the mercenary armies to equip themselves:38 it was better to have standardized weapons, a limited number of recognised calibres, an agreed maximum of windage, a consistently-compounded gunpowder, and, in the end, uniform clothing, and boots in three standard sizes. Hence the state was driven to attempt the supervision of supply; in many cases, to production on its own account; sometimes, to monopoly: the Spanish Netherlands had a state monopoly of the manufacture of gunpowder, the Swedish Trading  Company was created to facilitate control of a strategic material—copper. Military needs drove the monarchs into ever-increasing interference in the lives of their subjects: in Sweden, as in England, there were bitter complaints at the grisly perquisitions of the saltpetre-collector. The developments in the science of fortification, of which Vauban was to be the most eminent exponent, meant new fortresses for the pré carré, and this in turn meant heavier corvées, the subversion of municipal liberties, and the increased power of the sovereign: ‘fortresses’, says Montecuccoli, ‘are the buttresses of the crown’; and he added that the fact that ‘licentious’ nations such as the English disliked them merely proved their utility.39 The stricter discipline, the elaborately mechanical drilling, required by the new linear tactics, matched the tendency of the age towards absolute government, and may well have reinforced it: it was tempting to think that the discipline which had succeeded so well in the field might yield equally satisfactory results if applied to civil society. The ruler was increasingly identified with the commander-in-chief, and from the new discipline and drill would be born not merely the autocrat, but that particular type of autocrat which delighted in the name of Kriegsherr. It was not the least of England’s good luck, that for the whole of the critical century from 1547 to 1649 she was ruled by monarchs with neither interest nor capacity for military affairs. It was certainly no accident that Louis XIII should have been’passionately fond‘ of drill;40 nor was it a mere personal quirk that led Louis XIV to cause a medal to be struck, of which the reverse displays him in the act of taking a parade, and correcting, with a sharp poke of his cane, the imperfect dressing of a feckless private in the rear rank.41 The newly-acquired symmetry and order of the parade-ground provided, for Louis XIV and his contemporaries, the model to which life and art must alike conform; and the pas cadencé of Martinet—whose name is in itself a programme—echoed again in the majestic monotony of interminable alexandrines.42 By the close of the century there was already a tendency in monarchs of an absolutist cast to consider military uniform as their normal attire—as Charles XII did, for instance, and Frederick William I. It was not a fashion that would have commended itself to Henry VIII, or Gustav Vasa, or Philip II.

One very important effect of all these developments was in the sphere of finance. The ever-increasing cost of war—the result of larger armies and navies, more expensive armaments, longer periods of training, bigger administrative staffs, in an age when prices were still rising—embarrassed the finances of every state in Europe. Kings were presented with new problems of paying large and distant armies, which posed new difficulties of remittance; and the solutions they found to these difficulties contributed a good deal to the development of financial instruments and a structure of credit: Wallenstein’s ties with the great German financiers were an essential element in his success.43 Everywhere kings found that though they might still—with care—live of their own in peacetime, they plunged into debt in wartime. And in this period it was almost always wartime. They fell back on affaires extraordinaires, on ad hoc financial devices, some of them sufficiently remarkable: this is the age of Peter the Great’s pribylshtiki, or tax-inventors,  and of the analogous officials employed after Colbert’s death by Le Pelletier at the Contrôle Générale.44 They had recourse to currency debasement, sale of monopolies, sale of crown lands, inflation of honours, and above all to the sale of offices, which in this century for the first time becomes a general European phenomenon. 45 But sooner or later financial stringency, in country after country, involved the authorities in constitutional crises: the monarchs found themselves forced to parley with their Estates, or to violate the ancient constitutional liberties. Behind all the great insurrectionary movements of the age—the Thirty Years’ War, the English rebellion, the Fronde, the revolts in the Spanish realms—there lay, as one major element in the situation (though of course not the only one) the crown’s need for money; and that need was usually produced by military commitments whose dimensions were in part the result of the military revolution. On the whole, the monarchs prevailed; the income for maintaining standing armies was taken out of the control of the Estates; sometimes military finance—as in Brandenburg—was wholly separated from the ordinary revenues. And in Germany this issue of the conflict resulted, in part, from the fact that in the last resort the Estates had rather sacrifice a constitutional principle, and retain the security afforded by a standing army, than risk the appalling sufferings and crushing financial exactions which, as the experience of the Thirty Years’ War had shown, awaited the militarily impotent or old-fashioned.46 Nevertheless, though the standing army thus came to be accepted as the lesser of two evils, it was a grievous burden to the smaller and financially weaker states. They had discarded the alternative of a militia; a standing army seemed inescapable; but many of them could scarcely finance it from their own resources. It was this situation which presented such opportunities to that subsidy-diplomacy upon which the aggressive policies of Louis XIV were to thrive.

If liberty, then, were thus to be sacrificed to the army, it ought at least to be an army that was really the property of the king, and not a mere agglomeration of recruiting speculators. The free bargaining between recruiting captain and employing prince, the Articles of War which partook more of the nature of an industrial agreement than of a code of military discipline,47—these things were repugnant to the orderliness and efficiency of the new military ideal. The larger the army, the greater the need for disciplining it from above.48 The monarch must take over the business of recruiting and paying men, as he was already beginning to take over the business of supplying material and supervising war-industries. And the monarchs, in fact, did so. The Articles of War of Gustav Adolf set a new standard of royal control, and were imitated even in countries which employed a predominantly mercenary army. Wallenstein made a start in curbing the independence of the recruiting captains;49 and a generation later Louvois and the Great Elector were to profit from his example.50 By the end of the century the monarchs had mostly gained effective control of their armies. It was a significant development; for once the armies became royal (as the navies already were) the way was open for their eventually becoming national.

The social consequences of the military revolution were scarcely less important than the constitutional. In the Middle Ages war had been almost the privilege of a class; by the seventeenth century it had become almost the livelihood of the masses. The Military Participation Ratio (to borrow the language of the sociologists) 51 rose sharply. Men flocked to the swollen mercenary armies. In part they did so, no doubt, because in the Germany of the 1630s and 1640s the army was the safest place to be;52 but also, and more generally, because the new warfare offered fresh prospects of a career. Never before had commanders required so many subalterns and NCOs. It was no wonder that impoverished Scots and Irish made all haste to the wars of Low Germanie: ‘He who is down on his luck’, ran the contemporary Gaelic proverb, ‘can always earn a dollar of Mackay’.53 Even the cavalry, which had once been the close preserve of the nobility, was now open to all who could sit a horse and fire a pistol; for with the abolition of the lance the European nobility tended to abandon heavy cavalry to the professionals, while light cavalry had long appeared to them almost as socially subversive, since it eliminated the difference, in mount, arms and equipment, between the noble and his esquire. The decline of expensive heavy armour, which was a consequence of the growing realization that no armour could stop a musket ball, and that in any case few musket balls hit their mark, had obvious social implications too. The obliteration of the old distinction between cavalry and foot, gentlemen and others, is a matter of common remark in the seventeenth century: as Sir James Turner put it, ‘the ancient distinction between the Cavalry and Infantry, as to their birth and breeding, is wholly taken away, men’s qualities and extractions being little or rather just nothing either regarded or enquired after; the most of the Horsemen, as well as of the Foot, being composed of the Scum of the Commons’.54 The new armies, in fact, served as the social escalators of the age; the eternal wars favoured interstratic mobility; and for a young man with some capital behind him a regiment could be a brilliant investment: Wallhausen lamented that war was ceasing to be an honourable profession, and was becoming a mere traffic.55 But even for the youth who had no other assets than a native pugnacity and the habit of survival, advancement was now probable, and the impecunious commoner whose wits were sharp might certainly hope for a commission. He could not, indeed, feel that he carried a baton in his knapsack. Very few of the leading commanders on the Continent were of humble origin: Aldringen had been a lackey, Derfflinger was a tailor’s apprentice, Jean de Werth rose from absolute obscurity; but the great names are still noble names: even Catinat came from the noblesse de robe.56 Nevertheless though the highest positions might in practice remain unattainable, the army had become an attractive career, and in France three generations of military service would enable a family to claim reception into the noblesse de race.57 As the old custom of conferring knighthood on the battlefield declined, the new custom of ennoblement came to take its place. Nor were the possibilities of advancement restricted to the army in the field. A host of clerks and secretaries was now required to keep the muster- and pay-rolls, and conduct the correspondence of semi-literate  commanders:58 Grimmelshausen makes Herzbruder’s father a muster-clerk in the Saxon army, and the merchant’s son, Oliver, becomes secretary to a Swedish general. Administrators were in brisk demand for the new war offices;59 business heads were needed to solve the ever-widening problems of logistics: such careers as those of Michel Le Tellier, Johan Adler Salvius, and Louis de Geer, tell their own tale. The importance of the civilian, bourgeois, administrators in bringing order and method into the management of the fighting services has often been remarked, and Colbert and Louvois are the most famous representatives of this development. But it has less often been pointed out that it was the purely military changes of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries that opened to the middle classes a quite new field of activity, and tempting prospects of social advancement. How good those prospects could be may best be seen from a glance at the peerages conferred by successive Swedish monarchs upon persons of this sort.

It is true that the enhanced opportunities provided by the new style of army tended, before the century was out, to be somewhat restricted. The decay of heavy cavalry, the decline of individualist warfare, was accompanied by the gradual withering away of such remnant of the old noble obligation of military service as had survived from the middle ages. In France, in Sweden, in Brandenburg, knight-service had vanished for all practical purposes by the third quarter of the century.60 It was outmoded and inefficient, disorderly and unreliable, and subversive of the new principle of concentrating military power under the absolute control of the sovereign. But the nobility found, in the new standing armies, an opening which more than compensated them for the loss of their own special military organization; and the monarchs, indeed, took care that it should be so. The more impoverished of them—the hoberaux, Junkers, knapar—were delighted to be relieved of the burden of supplying the expensive equipment of the heavy cavalryman, and glad to be able to find a full-time career in the king’s service. It was not long before they attempted to claim, as a privilege of birth, an excessive share of the new opportunities. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, though the social escalator was still on the move, there was a widespread tendency to label it ‘Nobles Only’, and this tendency was not wholly counteracted by the practice (prevalent in some countries) of ennobling non-noble officers who might attain to a certain grade.

Meanwhile, the arm which presented the aspiring soldier with the fewest social barriers was undoubtedly the artillery.61 Empirical in method, generously approximate in effect, the artillery was nevertheless ceasing to be a ‘mystery’, and was on the way to becoming a regular arm of the services, with a normal military organization: the first purely artillery regiment seems to have been that established by Gustav Adolf in 1629.62 And behind the artillery lay a fringe of scientific laymen and minor mathematicians—those ‘mathematical practitioners’ whose part in educating the seamen, gunners and surveyors of the age has now been made clear.63 Indeed, one main element in the military revolution was the harnessing, for the first time and on a large scale, of science to war: the invention of corned  powder towards the end of the sixteenth century gave to firearms a new effectiveness, and would have been still more important if the techniques of metallurgy had been able to take full advantage of this advance.64 A century of notable technical progress, nevertheless, lay behind the Swedish light artillery. Very soon after the invention of a satisfactory portable telescope it was being used in the field by Maurice and Gustav Adolf. The importance for military purposes of advances in cartography seems first to have been recognized by Stefan Batory, who caused military maps to be drawn for him in the 1580s.65 Technicians and theoreticians vied with each other in devising new and more terrible weapons: multiple-barrelled guns were invented upon all hands; Napier, the father of logarithms, was more favourably known to his contemporaries as the man who built a submarine, suggested the use of gas-shells, and designed an armoured fighting vehicle; Gilius Packet invented the first hand-grenade for Erik XIV in 1567;66 Jan Bouvy in his Pyrotechnie militaire (1591) described the first practicable torpedo.67 Maurice of Orange dallied with saucisses de guerre, with saws fitted with silencer attachment (for nocturnal attacks upon fortresses), and with other contrivances more curious than effective.68 In 1650 the Venetians resorted to biological warfare in the defence of Crete, despatching Dr Michael Angelo Salomon thither to infect the Turkish armies with ’the quintessence of the pest‘.69 It comes as no surprise that when Colbert founded his Académie royale des Sciences, one of its main objects should have been the application of science to war.

These developments brought to an end the period in which the art of war could still be learned by mere experience or the efflux of time. The commander of the new age must be something of a mathematician; he must be capable of using the tools with which the scientists were supplying him. Gustav Adolf consistently preached the importance of mathematics; Monro and Turner spoke slightingly of illiterate old soldiers.70 And since war must be learned—even by nobles—institutions must be created to teach it: the first military academy of modern times was founded by Johan of Nassau at Siegen in 1617. The need for military education was especially felt by the nobility, whose former supremacy in arms was beginning to be challenged; and the century saw the foundation of noble academies or cadetschools, which sought to combine the now gentlemanly acquirement of fortification with the Italian tradition of courtly education: such were Christian IV’s Sorø, Louvois’ short-lived cadet-school, and the similar Austrian establishment, founded in 1648 by the ominously-named Baron de Chaos.71


Side by side with the older stratification of society based upon birth or tenure, there now appeared a parallel and to some extent a rival stratification based on military and civil rank. The first half of the seventeenth century sees the real emergence of the concept of rank. In the armies of the Landsknechts, for instance, the distinction between officers and men had been faint, and their bands had at times something of the aspect of a self-governing democracy.72 All that was now changed. After captains came colonels; then (in the Thirty Years’ War) majors; then a regular hierarchy of generals and field-marshals. Soon after 1660 Louvois  regulated precedence in the French army.73 And this hierarchization was the more necessary, since very soon military ranks were drawn into that general sale of offices which was one of the characteristics of the age. On the whole, the parallel hierarchies of rank and birth avoided conflict; the nobility contrived to evade noncommissioned service, except in special regiments (such as Charles XII’s guards) where it was recognized to be no derogation; and the locution ‘an officer and a gentleman’ became a pleonasm rather than a nice distinction. But in some countries at least (Russia and Sweden, in particular) the state found it expedient to promulgate Tables of Rank, in order to adjust delicate questions of precedence as between (for instance) a second lieutenant and a university professor, or an ensign and a college registrar. By the close of the century, the officer-corps had been born: a European, supranational entity, with its own ethos, its own international code of honour, its own corporate spirit. The duellum of a dying chivalry is transformed into the affair of honour of a military caste. And the military revolution is seen to have given birth, not only to modern warfare, but also to modern militarism.

The effect of war upon the economic development of Europe in this period is one of the classic battlefields of historians—a ‘dark and bloody ground’ whereon Professor Nef still grapples valiantly with the shade of Werner Sombart, much as Jacob wrestled with the Angel—and it would be rash for one who is not an economic historian to intrude upon this argument. But this at least may be said: that war was a fundamental presupposition of mercantilist thought, and by many mercantilists was considered to be necessary to the health of the state—and implicit in all their theories was the new concept of war-potential.74 The mercantilists held that the economic activities of the state must be so directed as to ensure that it be not at the mercy of a foreign power for those commodities—whether men, money, or goods—without which wars cannot be waged: Thomas Mun, for instance, urged the stockpiling of strategic raw materials.75 And when mercantilist writers in France and England and Austria—and even in Sweden—boasted that their respective countries excelled all others in fertility of soil and mineral wealth, they were in fact proclaiming their preparedness for war, and warning off an aggressor. But since few states could be truly autarkic, there arose, more clearly than ever before, the idea of economic warfare; the more so, since the needs of armies were now greater and more varied. There had, of course, been conscious economic warfare before: repeated attempts had been made to cut off the Turks from supplies of war-materials; similar attempts were made in the 1560s to deny them to Muscovy; Sweden had been hard hit in the Seven Years’ War of the North by the Danes’ stoppage of her imports of salt. But in the seventeenth century economic warfare became wider in range, sharper, and more effective than before. This increased efficacy is a consequence (but also a cause) of larger navies, and of the building of ships with a greater sea-endurance. It was a sign of the new scope of economic warfare that the Dutch in 1599 not only declared a total blockade of the entire coasts of Italy, Portugal and Spain, but also proceeded to a serious attempt  to make that blockade effective.76 At the same time, the notion of contraband of war underwent a considerable extension: by the mid-century it could be made to cover even such commodities as corn, specie, cloth and horses.77 It was to meet this situation that the legists of Europe began the attempt to formulate an international law of contraband and blockade. Before the middle of the century the Dutch had already induced at least three nations to recognize the principle ‘free ships make free goods’;78 and it was partly because of the serious military implications that there had arisen the classic controversy between the advocates of mare liberum and mare clausum. The military revolution, indeed, had important effects upon international relations and international law. There can be no doubt that the strengthening of the state’s control of military matters did something to regularize international relations. The mediaeval concept of war as an extension of feud grows faint; military activities by irresponsible individuals are frowned on; the states embark on the suppression of piracy; the heyday of the Algerines and the Uscocchi is drawing to a close. The century witnessed a steady advance towards restriction of the old rights of looting and booty, and before the end of it cartels governing the exchange of prisoners had become usual. This was a necessary consequence of the decline of individual warfare; for looting and booty had been juridically based on the idea of feud, and the apportionment of booty had been generally linked to the amount of capital invested by the soldier in his arms and equipment, so that the cavalryman received more than the footsoldier: hence when the state provided the capital it reasonably claimed the disposition of the loot.79 Nevertheless, before this stage had been arrived at, Europe had endured a period—the period of the Thirty Years’ War—when war-making seems to have been only intermittently under the state’s control, and when ordinary conduct was of exceptional savagery. The explanation of this state of affairs lies, it seems to me, in the technical changes which I have been considering. The increased size of armies, the new complexity of their needs, at first confronted the states with problems of supply which they were incapable of solving—hence the bland indifference of most generals during the Thirty Years’ War to any threat to their line of communications. Armies must live off the country; looting and booty were necessary if the soldier were to survive.80 The occupation of territory thus became a legitimate strategic object in itself; and conversely, the commander who could not deny to the enemy the territory he desired must take care so to devastate it that it became useless to him. Thus, as Piero Pieri observes, frightfulness became a logistical necessity,81 a move in a struggle for supply which was itself the result of the increased size of armies and the low level of administrative techniques. Already, however, there were signs of better things. Gustav Adolf, despite his dictum that bellum se ipsum alert,82 was not content to plunder Germany haphazard; and among other innovations he introduced a system of magazines, by which supplies and war material were concentrated at strategic points such as Erfurt, Nuremberg, Ulm, and Mainz:83 it was a development that looked forward to the eighteenth century. Nevertheless, the menace of the self-supporting army, wandering  at large over central Europe, lasted sufficiently long to induce in Germany’s neighbours a sharpened consciousness of frontiers, and a new determination to make them defensive. Richelieu put the point clearly when he wrote in his Testament politique that a well-fortified frontier was necessary to prevent the raids of a marauding enemy. A generation later the idea of a frontier as one or more lines of fortified places was well developed, and from it there followed the rather new notion that frontiers must be ‘rectified’ to meet strategic requirements. The age of Vauban, of the pré carré, of the Réunions, is not far ahead.84


Before that stage was reached, the administrative nihilism which had been one of the early consequences of the military revolution made it urgent to draw up afresh some code for the conduct of war. This was the situation in which Hugo Grotius wrote his De Jure Belli ac Pacis. It bears on every page the impression of the military revolution; for it was the hopelessness of maintaining the old standards in the face of the new situation that forced Grotius to go so far in the condonation of evil. It seemed to Grotius that the old restraints—moral, conventional or religious—had ceased to be effective, and that man in his war-making had sunk to the level of the beasts. The last vestige of chivalry had perished in the French civil wars; and the antagonism of Catholic and Protestant had made religion the pretext for ferocity, rather than a check upon it. To these factors were now added the growing predominance of missile weapons, which were dehumanizing war into an affair of undiscriminating slaughter at a distance,85 and also the new strategy of devastation. It was an age when the soldiery came near to asserting a prescriptive right to massacre a recalcitrant civilian population;86 and the armies of the Thirty Years’ War had latterly to contend, not only with their official enemies, but with the bloodthirsty vengeance of peasant guerillas: Simplicissimus might well comment on ‘the enmity which there ever is between soldiers and peasants’.87 In this situation, Grotius sought to set limits to what was legitimate in war. But the importance of his attempt has obscured the fact that the limits he did set were appallingly wide: wider, for instance, than in Suárez and Gentili; and far wider than in Vitoria.88 Grotius taught that it is lawful to kill prisoners of war; that assassination is legitimate, if not accompanied by perfidy; that unrestricted devastation of the lands and cities of the enemy is permissible, even if they have surrendered; that the civilian has no right to special consideration; and that ‘the slaughter of women and children is allowed to have impunity, as comprehended in the right of war’—a position which he buttressed, according to his habit, with an apposite quotation from the 137th Psalm: ‘Blessed shall he be that taketh thy children and dasheth them against the stones.’89 It is true that he proceeded to urge moral considerations which must deter the good man from making use of these rights; but they remain rights none the less. Grotius, in fact, reflects the logistical devastation of the age of the Thirty Years’ War;90 though it was to the same classical authorities which had given Maurice the inspiration for his disciplinary reforms, that he turned for his repertory of convenient instances. The absolute,  feral warfare of the epoch, with which Grotius thus felt obliged to come to terms, gave a peculiar incisiveness to the logic of Leviathan.

The continued use of mercenary armies, with their professional codes and traditions, and the rise of an international officer-class, did indeed provide mitigations before many decades had passed: new military conventions grew up, to regulate the relations of armies to one another. But it was long before these restrictions were applied to civilians: not until the most civilized state in Europe, impelled by military logic, had twice devastated the Palatinate, did public opinion begin to turn against the type of warfare which Grotius had been compelled to legitimize. Grotius, indeed, represents a transitional stage at which the military revolution had not yet worked out its full effects. A completer control by the state of its armies, better administrative devices—and the fear of reprisals—were required before there could be any real alleviation. If the military revolution must be given the responsibility for the peculiar horrors of the Thirty Years’ War, it did at last evolve the antidote to them. The eighteenth century would bring to Europe a long period in which a limitation of the scope of war was successfully maintained. But it is a long way still, in 1660, to the humane rationalism of Vattel.

Such were some of the effects of the military revolution: I have no doubt that others could be distinguished. I hope, at least, to have persuaded you that these tactical innovations were indeed the efficient causes of changes which were really revolutionary. Between 1560 and 1660 a great and permanent transformation came over the European world. The armies of Maximilian II, in tactics, strategy, constitution and spirit, belong to a world of ideas which would have seemed quite foreign to Benedek and Radetzky. The armies of the Great Elector are linked infrangibly with those of Moltke and Schlieffen. By 1660 the modern art of war had come to birth. Mass armies, strict discipline, the control of the state, the submergence of the individual, had already arrived; the conjoint ascendancy of financial power and applied science was already established in all its malignity; the use of propaganda, psychological warfare, and terrorism as military weapons was already familiar to theorists, as well as to commanders in the field. The last remaining qualms as to the religious and ethical legitimacy of war seemed to have been stilled. The road lay open, broad and straight, to the abyss of the twentieth century.
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