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Wars and Rumors of Wars

You will hear of wars and rumors of wars. See that you are not troubled;
for all these things must come to pass, but the end is not yet. For nation
will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. And there will
be famines, pestilences, and earthquakes in various places. All these are
the beginning of sorrows.

—Matthew 24:6-8

On the evening of May 28, 1453, Constantine XI, the last of the
ancient line of Roman Emperors, stood in the lamplight of the
mighty Hagia Sofia, giving a funeral oration for the Roman Empire.
Mehmed, of the lineage of Osman, and his vast force seethed outside,
ready to storm the ancestral seat of the Christian empire in the
East. After an artillery bombardment, the janissaries advanced on the
gates. A crescent moon gave feeble illumination on this night when
Byzantium, that glittering jewel of Medieval Europe, fell. “Animals
may run from animals,” said Constantine in the church, “but you
are men, and worthy heirs of the great heroes of ancient Greece and
Rome.”1
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Osman

That heritage would not die in the slaughter of May 29. Hearing of
the Ottoman approach, a remnant fled before the encircling forces
cut off all escape. They brought manuscripts with them—the literary
treasures of Greek antiquity. The refugees made their way to the
Latin West, even to Rome. There, some began to support themselves
by teaching the Greek language. Others shared their venerable
documents with local scholars, who were entranced by this high
culture of a lost age. With Roman ruins as daily reminders, they
yearned for past glories. What wisdom, what shining eloquence,
might that old world have to pass on to the modern age? In this way,
a new intellectual movement—humanism—flourished, with its focus
on returning to the original sources (ad fontes).

Further west, Christians slowly pushed the Moors south out of
the Iberian Peninsula—though at great cost. In the siege of Moorish
Grenada in 1489, three thousand Spanish war casualties were dwarfed
by seventeen thousand struck down by a new pestilence. Typhus
had just made its European landfall. In the course of the Reconquista,
Spanish forces discovered many classical Greek texts that had been
preserved in the Arab world. News of ancient texts therefore came to
the Italian Peninsula from both Spain in the west and dead Byzantium
in the east, providing rich materials for a rebirth of classical studies.

Meanwhile, the Ottoman Empire did not sleep. Further east, it
expanded into Persian lands. Christian enthusiasm for crusading had
been waning for centuries, and when Pope Leo X preached a crusade
in 1518 against the Turks, almost no one responded. But the Knights
of St. John (the Hospitallers) remained at their posts—they still held

1. Donald M. Nicol, The Immortal Emperor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 67.
See also Lars Brownworth, Lost to the West: The Forgotten Byzantine Empire That Rescued Western
Civilization (New York: Crown, 2009), chap. 25.
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a fortress on the island of Rhodes, and from there they conducted
sea raids against Ottoman shipments so successfully that the price of
grain rose 50 percent in Istanbul in 1512. Suleiman steeled himself
to root them out, but the Hospitallers were more stubborn than
expected. With Barbary pirates trolling for plunder and Christian
captives for the North African slave markets, Ottoman power surged
in the Mediterranean. They expanded and consolidated their control
of North Africa. Barbarossa even captured the port of Tunis, a bare
hundred miles from Sicily. This was not good news for the papacy,
in light of Suleiman’s goal of conquering Rome in order to show the
superiority of Islam over Christianity.

Back in southeastern Europe, the armies of the Prophet advanced
into Hungarian and Balkan regions, absorbing large numbers of
southern Slavs, Greeks, Albanians, and Magyars. Ottoman forces
pressed forward into Moldavia, Wallachia, and Transylvania. In 1526,
at the Battle of Mohács, the Turks won a grisly victory over
Hungarian forces. Of a force of twenty-five thousand Hungarian
soldiers, as many as twenty-three thousand died in the battle. About
two thousand survivors were captured, paraded before the sultan, and
then decapitated. Three years later, the armies of Sultan Suleiman
stood before the very gates of Vienna. On this occasion, he was
repulsed, but he promised to return (which he did, in 1532).
Considering himself a new Alexander the Great, Suleiman pledged to
create a single Islamic empire stretching from the Rhine to the Indus.
These Ottoman desires to subjugate the German-speaking lands of
central Europe provided a potent geopolitical and even apocalyptic
backdrop to much of the drama of the Reformation age. The mortal
enemies of Christendom, the expansionist Muslim threat could never
entirely be put out of mind, no matter how much European powers
might war among themselves.2 This “scourge of God” was viewed as
a divine chastisement of Christendom for its sins, like the Babylonians
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in Judea. Suleiman may have styled himself a new Solomon, but for
the West, a more fitting analogy was Nebuchadnezzar—or perhaps
even Shalmaneser.

Ottoman Emperor Suleiman (1494-1566, r. 1520-66).

Papa

In Western Europe, the spiritual and administrative hub of
Christendom lay in Rome, with the papacy. The pope (“Papa” in
Italian) represented Christ on earth as the personal successor of St.
Peter, and so exercised vast spiritual authority.

In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, however, that
spiritual authority diminished. While many popes displayed genuine
piety and integrity, others did not do so consistently, such that the
very term “Renaissance Papacy” carries strongly negative

2. Francis I, however, found it convenient to ally himself with Suleiman, seeing that he would
only be attacking the territories of the pope and Charles V anyway.
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connotations still today. Thus, Pius II (1458–64) often favored family
members for coveted ecclesiastical positions. Paul II (1464–71) was
vain and relished costly spectacles. He was an enthusiastic backer
of carnivals and built himself a magnificent personal residence, the
Palazzo S. Marco. He had the historian Bartolomeo Platina
imprisoned and tortured.3 Sixtus IV (1471–84) established the Spanish
Inquisition and appointed Torquemada as Grand Inquisitor (although
he did, admittedly, seek to rein in the abuses). Meanwhile, he also
sought to aggrandize his own family by giving a multitude of
lucrative ecclesiastical appointments to relatives. Active in northern
Italian political intrigues, Sixtus even played a significant role in the
notorious Pazzi affair, where a rival Florentine banking family sought
to replace the Medicis as the official papal bankers. The affair resulted
in the murder Giuliano de Medici and the wounding of Lorenzo
de Medici. An extravagant spender, Sixtus left a large deficit for his
successor, despite a vigorous expansion of revenues from indulgences.

That successor was Innocent VIII (1484–92)—a relaxed character
surrounded by cardinals of princely ambition. To battle the financial
crisis he inherited from Sixtus, Innocent simply created large
numbers of new clerical offices and sold them off to the highest
bidders. In German lands, he ramped up the Inquisition against
witchcraft. In the Papal States, his political governance was
calamitous, resulting in anarchy and violence upon his death—which
then led to the accession of the Borgia family.

As a youth, Rodrigo Borgia found himself the beneficiary of
numerous benefices, bestowed on him courtesy of his uncle (Pope
Calixtus III). As a cardinal, Rodrigo became extremely wealthy from
these various ecclesiastical income streams. Unabashedly
promiscuous, he fathered seven children before becoming Pope

3. Platina, outlived Paul II. As Vatican librarian, he had the opportunity to write the papal
biography of his persecutor. One may easily imagine the tenor of his tome.
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Alexander VI (1492–1503)—and then fathered two more for good
measure. Alexander vigorously promoted his progeny (especially his
son Cesare) from his perch on the chair of St. Peter. Striving for
Italian political dominance for the Borgia family, Alexander was
accomplice to assassinations, property seizures, and the steady
creation of new church offices for auction. Indulgences continued to
provide useful income. He died in 1503, possibly due to poisoning.

Next, a man of culture and integrity, Pius III, followed, but only
reigned for a few weeks before dying. Bribes were then of great
assistance to Julius II (1503–13) in his election as pope. Once installed,
he strove to increase papal power, particularly in the expansion of the
Papal States on the Italian Peninsula. Ruthless and violent, some of his
methods fit better with the teachings of his contemporary, Niccolo
Machiavelli, than with the Nazarene carpenter. The word of God was
not Julius’s only sword.

In 1513, the cardinals met to elect the next pope and decided on
Giovanni de Medici, the son of Lorenzo the Magnificent (whom
Sixtus IV may have tried to assassinate in the Pazzi affair). With
refinement and cunning, he was a clever politician with a penchant
for nepotism. Like Julius II, he was a successful military leader who
had no qualms about engaging in war. He borrowed extensively,
enjoyed a lavish style, once pawned the palace furniture, and revived
the practice of simony on a grand scale. As the scion of the Florentine
banking family of the Medicis, it was not surprising that he also hit
on the idea of radically expanding fundraising through the sale of
indulgences. This, especially, would cause some difficulties north of
the Alps.

Apart from their failings, all these popes also had noble and pious
achievements. For example, Julius II, despite his military adventures,
commissioned Michelangelo to paint the Sistine Chapel. He also
banned simony.4 However, in the minds of the public (especially
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north of the Alps), the abuses were what stood out.5 These
provocations provided part of the moral basis for a call to reform.

In the early sixteenth century, the language of reform was
commonplace in the church. Prior to the Reformation, the most
significant attempt at reform took place in 1512–17, at the Fifth
Lateran Council, called by Pope Julius II (though mainly, it must be
said, to condemn the schismatic Pisan council of his enemies, as well
as to attempt to rein in the Pragmatic Sanction of Bourges, which was
serving as a check on papal power in France6). Some of the reform
proposals at the Fifth Lateran Council included the appointment
of only qualified (that is, pious and well-educated) candidates to
church office, ending the practice of purchasing ecclesiastical office
(especially in papal elections), reforming the morals of the clergy,
enforcing current church law, and seeking peace among Christian
princes. However, Leo X let practical enforcement of the reforms
drift. After all, the primary reason for calling the council in the first
place was political gain, rather than ecclesiastical reform. Simony,
too, helped pay the bills. It did not hearten reform-minded
individuals that when Pope Leo X ascended the throne, he reportedly
said, “We have been given the papacy. Now let us enjoy it.”

Financial reforms were an especially touchy topic. The Medici
popes (Leo X and Clement VII), after all, rose to power through the
influence of their family’s papal banking services. Additionally, many
offices in the church were, in fact, purchased. These offices were
supposed to be exclusively administrative roles, and not ecclesiastical

4. Leo X, however, rather flamboyantly undid that decree.
5. Nepotism, simony, sexual immorality, and occasional unscrupulous geopolitical maneuvering

did not always play well with the masses—especially those who took their faith seriously. While
older Reformation scholarship overemphasized this fact and its role in the tumults that followed,
current scholarship has swung too far in the other direction of under-emphasizing it. Abuses in
the church and by the popes did strengthen cries for reform.

6. Cajetan, Luther’s interrogator at Augsburg in 1518, also helped mobilize opposition to the
Council of Pisa.
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appointments. In practice, however, the simony overlapped into all
areas. Additionally, when an ecclesiastical office became vacant, the
income for the position reverted to the pope, which made him
somewhat disinclined to fill that vacancy expeditiously. The popes
were heavily dependent on the funds raised in these ways, in order
to maintain their political standing in relation to other European
princes. Further, the papacy also borrowed on credit, and needed
to make interest payments. So while some revenue did derive from
church offerings, the fees for purchased offices combined with the
taxes from the Papal States to provide the bulk of papal revenue.
Indulgences also proved quite helpful.

In the meantime, papal authority did not extend merely to matters
of faith, for the papacy claimed not only spiritual authority, but
also political. This was not an era where ecclesiastical and temporal
matters were held to be distinct. The pope was the one who crowned
kings, and he was the one who had the right to chastise the crowned
heads of Europe. The image comes to mind of Henry IV, King of
the Romans, standing in the snow outside of the castle of Canossa
in repentance, begging Pope Gregory VII to lift a sentence of
excommunication in 1077. The power of the Keys meant power
over kings—or, at least some in the papal line sought to make it so.
Thus the pope was effectively a prince among princes, with expansive
lands, military forces, and all the trappings of state as well.
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Pope Leo X (1475-1521, r. 1513-21). Left is

Giulio de Medici—Pope Clement VII (r.

1523-25).

The direct political rule of Christ’s vicar extended to the Papal
States—a vast swath of land in the central and northern regions of
the Italian Peninsula, which gradually expanded from the time of
Alexander VI in 1492 onward. Popes frequently named nephews
or other family members lords (or at least senior military and
administrative officials) of these Papal States in order to exert better
control. Some have referred to these creations as nepotal
principalities.7 The papacy justified these temporal holdings as
necessary to preserve the genuine independence of the pope.
Otherwise, local temporal authorities might seek to exercise undue
influence through the threat of force.8 However, noticing the

7. This phrase occurs in the Oxford Encyclopedia of the Reformation article, “Papal States.”
8. With the same reasoning, the federal government of the United States is not located within the

jurisdiction of any of the fifty states.
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gradually expanding borders of the Papal States in the early sixteenth
century, others wondered if the popes really wanted to establish
a double-monarchy—with all of Christendom under the absolute
authority of the pope in both spiritual and temporal affairs.9 Hence,
the papacy in this age is better symbolized by Julius II in full armor
at the head of an army, rather than Francis’s gentle demeanor in the
present age.

This papal assertion of temporal authority, however, had the
unintended consequence of making the papacy subject to earthly
calculations of power politics. Hence, despite papal claims of
preeminence, various popes often, in fact, found themselves in
positions of relative political weakness. Gazing out upon the world
from under a papal tiara, every pope felt strong pressure from the
expansionist imperial Islamic Ottoman Empire looming in the east.
More pious popes took this seriously. Less pious popes (such as
Alexander VI) sought lucrative deals with the sultan. To the west and
north of Rome, the ever-networking Habsburgs of the Holy Roman
Empire seemed to be forever expanding their reach in Spain, the
Netherlands, and in numerous German-speaking territories. Hence,
Christ’s vicar often found himself making common cause with the
Valois of France to act as a counterbalance to burgeoning Habsburg
hegemony. For example, after Francis I won a decisive victory over
Swiss Confederation forces at the Battle of Marignano in 1515, Pope
Leo X quickly concluded the Concordat of Bologna with him. This
agreement allowed the papacy to continue collecting monies from
the French church, but also gave the King of France significant
leeway in selecting ecclesiastical officials within the boundaries of
French territory. This strengthened both parties in relation to the
Holy Roman Empire, and the idea was swiftly confirmed at the Fifth
Lateran Council in 1516. Further, in 1519, when it was time for the

9. Maximilian I, Holy Roman Emperor actually endorsed this idea in 1511—at least in theory.
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election of a new Holy Roman Emperor, Leo X lobbied the select
group of princely electors to choose Francis. One of those electors
was Friedrich10 of Saxony, with whom Leo was stepping softly on
the issue of a certain outspoken monk at Friedrich’s new university
in Wittenberg. Nevertheless, the electors unanimously selected the
Habsburg scion Charles V.

In return for these machinations, both Habsburgs and Valois took
an active interest in the election of the next pope in the College
of Cardinals in 1521 and beyond. Here, several large factions
developed—Habsburg, Valois, and those with connections to
previous popes. If the popes sought to bring spiritual authority to
temporal rulers, then the earthly princes sought to bring temporal
authority to the spiritual ruler. Nevertheless, at the end of the
fifteenth century, Sixtus IV had already packed the College of
Cardinals with Italians, so little danger remained of the election of
anyone from either Habsburg or Valois patrimony. By this point, the
papacy and the Curia was an exclusive club for a few north-central
Italian aristocratic families.

Electoral insularity only goes so far, though. When in 1527,
Clement VII’s political machinations became too transparently anti-
Habsburg, Charles V decided to treat the pontiff as just another
contentious worldly prince. He invaded Italy, and sacked Rome.
It was the worst looting Rome had seen since its fall more than
a thousand years earlier to the Visigoths. Much of Europe was
horrified, and the political influence of the pope was radically
diminished.

10. This name is often rendered “Frederick” in English-language literature.
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Valois

To the west and north of the Papal States lay France. At the
beginning of the sixteenth century, the French domains held
approximately sixteen million people—twice the population of Spain,
and four times that of England. They were ruled with strongly
centralized powers by the House of Valois, a cadet branch of the
Capetian line, which had claimed the throne in the fourteenth
century. The English disputed the right of Philip of Valois’s accession
in 1328, however, and the Hundred Years’ War ensued. Though it
was often a close-run contest, the Valois finally succeeded in pushing
the English back across the Channel by 1453—the same year as
the fall of Constantinople. The Valois now pivoted to contest with
the Burgundian kings for preeminence. The Burgundians, however,
ended up marrying into the Habsburg family, thus becoming the
direct ancestors of Charles V, Habsburg Holy Roman Emperor from
1519 onward. Valois tensions with the Habsburgs had deep roots.

Meanwhile, Valois forces pursued dynastic claims on the Italian
Peninsula in both Naples and Milan. The pope, effectively king of
his own Papal States in the area, intensely opposed these actions. In
1508, Pope Julius II organized a Holy League, and in 1509 attempted
to use it to expel the French from Italy. Louis XII cordially responded
by organizing the Council of Pisa in an effort to depose Pope Julius.
By 1515, the French forces had indeed been removed from the
Italian Peninsula. In this year, upon the death of Louis XII, Francis
I ascended the throne. He went right back across the Alps to Milan,
crushing the Swiss armies who thought to protect that city at the
Battle of Marignano. It was at this point that Pope Leo X made his
peace with Francis I at Bologna. From here on, papal and French
interests often made common cause against the largest player on the
western European stage at this time—the Holy Roman Empire. For
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instance, Pope Leo X supported Francis’s failed attempt to be elected
Holy Roman Emperor himself, and then, in 1533, Francis I had his
son, Henry, marry the niece of Pope Clement VII, Catherine de
Médicis. Not only did this tie France to papal power, it also fostered
a helpful blood bond with the powerful Medici family, who had
a legacy of dominating both the papacy and the city of Florence.
The Habsburgs were famous for using marriage as a diplomatic tool
for self-advancement, but Francis I was not ignorant of these wiles,
either.

In 1521, Francis I employed more direct means of conflict and
went to war against Charles V. Driven out of Milan in 1522, Francis
was defeated on the field of battle at Pavia, and taken prisoner by
Charles in 1525. Released in the next year, he held no affection for
Charles, who continued to hold his two sons for ransom in Spain
until 1530.11 Francis therefore felt few qualms about engaging in an
alliance with Sultan Suleiman of the Ottoman Empire. Suleiman was,
after all, set on attacking Habsburg lands, and was actively pursuing
the goal of conquering Habsburg and other German principalities all
the way across central Europe and right up to the Rhine River (well
short of Francis’s territory). Seeing that Suleiman had no immediate
plans to attack French territory, Francis pragmatically decided that
the enemy of his enemy was his friend.

11. The eventual ransom paid was rather steep: two million crowns, and the French renunciation
of all rights to Naples, Milan, and Flanders.
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