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BOOK REVIEWS

DIETER ALBRECHT, Maximilian I. von Bayern 1573-1651 (Munich:
Oldenbourg, 1998), xiv + 1176 pp. ISBN 3 486 56334 3. DM 198.00

No German prince of the early seventeenth century, including the
Emperor Ferdinand II, dominates the historiography of the Thirty Years
War to the same extent as Maximilian of Bavaria. Maximilian
undoubtedly exerted a very considerable influence on the course of the
war, in particular during its first half, until the early 1630s. Yet the fact
that his actions have been analysed much more thoroughly than those
of other German princes is also due to the circumstance that Bavarian
policy is comparatively well documented (there is, for example, no
equivalent for imperial or for Saxon policy to the important multi-
volume edition of Briefe und Akten zur Geschichte des Dreißigjährigen
Krieges based on documents in the Munich archives). Moreover,
Maximilian has remained an important figure in Bavarian regional – or
possibly one should say ‘national’ – history, a tradition on which
Albrecht’s biography is partly based. Finally, many historians working
on the history of the Thirty Years War have shown a particular interest
in the history of the Catholic League led by Bavaria, whereas the
Emperors Ferdinand II and III have been comparatively neglected, not
least by Austrian historians themselves who might otherwise have been
better qualified than anybody else to do research on the policy of the
imperial court.

However, we have until recently lacked a truly definitive biography
of the first early modern Prince Elector of Bavaria. Andreas Kraus’s
concise biography published in 1990, although undoubtedly valuable
enough, is a less ambitious work than Albrecht’s book and, by
comparison, more impressionistic. More than thirty years ago, in 1962,
Albrecht published a study of Maximilian’s foreign policy from 1618 to
1635, and his interest in foreign policy continues to inform much of the
present work. Nevertheless this is indeed a comprehensive biography
which includes, for example, accounts of Maximilian’s youth, education,
and domestic policy, although foreign policy becomes very much the
dominant issue for the years after 1618. The chapter on Maximilian’s
piety is a particularly successful analysis of the Elector’s religious and
political mentality. Maximilian could be a ruthless and at times
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unscrupulous politician and for the modern observer it is tempting to
assume that he used religion to legitimize a policy which was ultimately
motivated by a quest for secular power and status. However, there is no
doubt that Maximilian’s religious zeal, which verged on the fanatical,
was genuine enough, and was inspired by a typical counter-Reformation
piety centred on the veneration of the Virgin Mary, as Albrecht
demonstrates. In 1645, for example Maximilian dedicated himself
entirely to Mary as the Virgin’s ‘slave’ (mancipium), and deposited a
letter written in his own blood in the tabernacle of the chapel in
Altötting as a token of this act of personal devotion. Maximilian saw to
it that his deep veneration for the Virgin Mary, whom he had proclaimed
as ‘patrona Bavaria’ early on in his reign, was shared by his subjects.
Here, as in other areas, his rule had a lasting impact on Bavaria.

Maximilian continued to hold a prominent place in the Bavarian
‘national’ pantheon well into the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, not so much because of his religious policy but because he
managed to raise Bavaria to the status of a Prince Electorate and to
acquire the Upper Palatinate in the 1620s. In fact, King Louis I of Bavaria
(1825-48) created almost a ‘cult’ of his ancestor, as Albrecht mentions.
For Maximilian himself, however, the electoral dignity was not just a
symbol of the status of the Bavarian Wittelsbachs as the highest-ranking
dynasty in the Empire after the Habsburgs. It was also a token of
Bavaria’s share and participation in the Holy Roman Empire, which he
saw not merely as a secular, but as a sacred institution, a ‘sacratissimum
aedificium’ like the Roman church, as Albrecht points out (p. 578).
Essentially Maximilian’s attitude remained ambivalent. He took pride
in his position as a prince of the Empire, but he felt entitled to oppose
the Emperor when he thought that the Habsburgs were threatening his
own privileges and the liberties of the German princes. In the late 1620s
he even contemplated active co-operation with the Habsburgs’
traditional enemy, France. In fact Maximilian always possessed deep
sympathy for France, whereas he never ceased to distrust Spanish
policy. Spain’s attempt to prevent or delay the transfer of the Palatine
electoral dignity to Maximilian in 1621-23 was partly responsible for
this attitude, but according to Albrecht, Maximilian’s fundamental
mistrust and even hatred of Spain cannot be explained in merely
rational terms (p. 657).

In this as in other respects Maximilian shared the national sentiments
and prejudices of many German Protestants in spite of his own fervent
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Catholic piety. In fact, Maximilian was capable of co-operating with
moderate Protestants such as the Elector of Saxony when he deemed
this expedient, although he clearly saw the Thirty Years War primarily
as a war of religion at least until the mid-1630s (p. 1116). But Maximilian’s
aversion to Protestantism was very much concentrated on Calvinism,
which he regarded as incompatible with the Religious Peace of Augsburg
of 1555 as Albrecht shows. This may explain why Maximilan could
argue in 1629 that even a possible Swedish intervention in the Empire
and an invasion of north-eastern Germany were acceptable as long as
Swedish troops occupied only Mecklenburg and Pomerania and did
not advance any further (p. 757). Nevertheless Maximilian clearly failed
to realize how much the Edict of Restitution, which he supported so
strongly, and which the Emperor had enacted in 1629 at least to some
extent to satisfy Maximilian’s own demands for a Catholic ‘roll back’
against the Protestants, would antagonize all Protestants, even those
who had supported Ferdinand II in the past.

Albrecht devotes two chapters of his book to the Edict of Restitution
and its aftermath (‘Das Restitutionsedikt’, pp. 693-712, and ‘Ausgleichs-
verhandlungen über das Restitutionsedikt’, pp. 761-74), and demon-
strates that the Bavarian Elector supported the Edict against the advice
of many of his own counsellors who clearly saw that the war would be
prolonged indefinitely by this radical measure (pp. 696-7). It nevertheless
remains unclear how a politician as astute as Maximilian could commit
such a serious error of judgement which was to cost him dearly in the
early 1630s. Although Albrecht’s interpretation differs in some points
from Robert Bireley’s in his important study, published in 1975, of
Maximilian’s confessor Adam Contzen, one of the fathers of the Edict
of 1629, Albrecht’s analysis does not really supersede Bireley’s book.
Here as in other respects, the limits of Albrecht’s biography become
visible. Essentially it remains a somewhat conventional and one may
even say old-fashioned work. A very solid and learned study un-
doubtedly, but not a book likely to create an entirely new image of its
protagonists or to revise earlier accounts on a large scale, although
Albrecht does correct many minor, and not so minor, misconceptions
and erroneous interpretations of Maximilian’s policy.

In his concluding chapter Albrecht offers an overall appraisal of the
Elector’s character and policy, an appraisal informed very much by a
specifically Bavarian perspective, which dominates other sections of
this book as well. He admits that Maximilian’s claim to fame is based
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more on his pertinacity and the single-mindedness with which he
pursued his objectives than on any ability to solve political problems in
a truly creative and innovative way, a gift which other princes or
statesmen of his age, such as Gustavus Adolphus or Richelieu, clearly
possessed. Nevertheless, Maximilian largely created the specifically
Bavarian variety of Catholicism, thus becoming one of the ‘fathers of
Bavarian baroque culture’ in strengthening the links between the
Bavarian state and nation (‘Staat und Volk’) on the one hand, and the
culture of the Romance countries of Europe on the other (p. 1120).
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