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HILLAY ZMORA, State and Nobility in Early Modern Germany: The
Knightly Feud in Franconia, 1440-1567 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1998), xiv + 232 pp. ISBN 0 521 56179 5. £35.00. $59.95

Hillay Zmora rejects the widespread view that the late medieval feud
was a symptom of the decline of the nobility. He argues instead that
princely state-building made proximity to princes the crucial factor in
determining the fate of noble families. The result was a competition
within the nobility for resources that were important to the princes.
Feuds played a central part in this struggle, which led to the creation of
an élite of noble families upon whose power and wealth the princely
state depended.

The study under review covers the period from the mid-fifteenth to
the mid-sixteenth century. Around 1440 territorial conflicts between the
Franconian princes became more intense, and the role of knightly feuds
in these struggles became more important and clearer; in 1567 the
execution of Wilhelm von Grumbach marked the end of the last feud on
Franconian soil. In addition to numerous published sources and a
wealth of secondary literature, Zmora draws on manuscript sources
from the state archives of Amberg, Bamberg, Nuremberg and Würzburg,
the Bavarian Hauptstaatsarchiv in Munich, the Geheime Staatsarchiv
Preußischer Kulturbesitz in Berlin, the Freiherrlich Fuchs’sche Archiv
in Burgpreppach, and the Library of the Germanisches Nationalmuseum
in Nuremberg.

Zmora starts by outlining the image of the feud in historiography.
Ulrich von Hutten had already defended the right and duty to conduct
feuds against the common criticism that feuds were no more than
robbery. Historians long assumed that ‘feuding’ was merely a cover
under which impoverished knights acted as robbers (‘robber-knights’).
In his book Land und Herrschaft (1939) Otto Brunner rehabilitated the
feud within the context of his understanding of Alteuropa, which Zmora
critically acknowledges, as a way of preserving the law and as a
constituent of the contemporary social order. Werner Rösener, by
contrast (Zur Problematik des spätmittelalterlichen Raubrittertums, 1982),
again sees economic crisis among the lower aristocracy as an important
cause of feuding.

The author avoids giving a ‘positive’ definition of the feud. Instead,
he describes two ‘typical’ but exceptionally well documented examples
(Vestenberg versus Vestenberg, 1484 ff.; Schott versus Nuremberg, 1498
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ff.) of this ‘structured conflict over various rights’. He goes on to list
features of the feud, and emphasizes that feuds were inevitably connected
with larger political conflicts. Differentiating between feuds and other
forms of violent conflict is made more difficult by the lack of uniformity
in the contemporary terminology used in the sources.

Zmora begins the main part of his study by investigating the
foundations of noble existence. He concludes that there was no general
crisis among the late medieval German nobility that could explain the
phenomenon of the feud. Rather, he argues, a process of social
differentiation was set in motion by the consolidation of the princely
territorial state. Zmora identifies a number of indicators of high status
which were factors in the process of stratification: holding of high
offices in the prince’s administration, transactions with princes as
creditor or guarantor, and marriage to the daughters of high-status
nobles. In this context, he speaks of a ‘plutocratic élite’, but its size in
relation to the entire Franconian nobility is not made clear. Nor is there
any further differentiation of the factors, listed above, by which this élite
is defined.

The second step in Zmora’s argument is a prosopographical
examination of feuding nobles. Of the 313 main protagonists he found,
Zmora had to exclude seventy-one (22.7 per cent) because they could
not be unequivocally identified. The remaining list he regards as
representative because it is hard to imagine that a feud was not doc-
umented in the sources, and because difficulties in identifying indi-
viduals can be the result of high as well as low status. Zmora investigates
the 242 feuding nobles he identified in terms of both individual and
family parameters. The individual parameters are the factors, listed
above, for determining the social status of nobles; family parameters
are, in addition to the status of the father, the family’s access to cathedral
chapters, the survival of the family until the beginning of the seventeenth
century, and its participation in jousting. What emerges is that the feud
was to a large extent the domain of the noble power élite; about 70 per
cent of Zmora’s sample were high-status nobles, and these were re-
sponsible for about four-fifths of all feuds. The interpretation of the feud
which Zmora offers is intended largely to explain this finding. It
encompasses five points, which can only briefly be summarized here.

(1) From aristocracy to nobility. Between 1300 and 1500 Franconia
underwent a process of feudalization. In the first half of the fifteenth
century the (lower) aristocracy emerged as a clearly differentiated
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group, as Hans-Peter Baum has shown (Der Lehenhof des Hochstifts
Würzburg im Spätmittelalter, 1990). The main criterion for belonging to
this group was the possession of a free knightly fief. As valuable fiefs
which conferred power were also a crucial factor in securing the
continued existence of a family, and demand exceeded supply, conflicts
were inevitable.

(2) Territorializing princes and feuding noblemen. Princes were dependent
on the nobility for state-building, and thus competed for their loyalty;
noblemen’s lordships played an important part in the conflicts between
the Franconian territorial powers. The nobles for their part competed
for proximity to princes. As the demand for district governorships
(Amtmannschaften) and valuable fiefs outstripped supply, the princes
had to select from among the applicants, which resulted in a stratification
within the nobility. Relations between the princes and the nobility were
inconsistent. Ultimately the noble élite thwarted the princely state-
building to which it owed its existence; as conflict between the princes
escalated in a fragmented Franconia, the nobility became more powerful,
and princes were less able to integrate them into their territories as
subjects.

(3) Wars and feuds. The wars of the Franconian princes in the early
1460s set in motion a chain of feuds. The main leaders of feuds were high
princely officials or pledge-holders, which suggests that the prince
‘ordered’ their feuds. It is likely that more feuds were initiated by
princes through their most loyal nobles than we have direct evidence
for today. However, this cannot explain the majority of the feuds in
which high-status nobles were involved. Unlike Regina Görner
(Raubritter. Untersuchungen zur Lage des spätmittelalterlichen Niederadels,
besonders im südlichen Westfalen, 1987), Zmora stresses that feuding
nobles were mostly pursuing their own interests; even a mere overlap
of interests was enough to allow nobles and princes to work together.

(4) Lordship, ‘protection’, and the feud. Otto Brunner explained the
connection between landlordship (Grundherrschaft) and the feud, and
Zmora takes this approach further. Control over people and land was
the source of the nobility’s livelihood, and the social and political basis
of its position as the leading class. An essential element of the relations
between a lord and his followers was the provision of protection (Schutz
und Schirm). The main victims of a feud were the peasant subjects of the
adversary. The exposure of the ineffectiveness of the protection offered
by a rival undermined his power, and one’s own protection was offered

The Knightly Feud in Franconia
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as an alternative. In this way, feuds resulted in an accumulation of
lordship. Moreover, by producing force nobles reproduced the situation
of peasants as the recipients of protection and, ultimately, their own
situation as lords.

(5) State-making and the feud. Feuds could lead to the consolidation or
localized disintegration of a principality. Princes could therefore not
afford to remain passive. They had to intervene in order to gain
territorial advantages, or at least to maintain the status quo. They had to
support those wealthy families whose power and capital were essential
for state-building; it was annoying for princes that most feuds took
place between nobles who were members of the upper stratum and
were thus more or less equally useful to them, or posed more or less the
same degree of threat. Princes used feuds to achieve a breakthrough,
without an expensive war, in the territorial stalemate that dominated
Franconia, but at the risk of alienating powerful nobles. Nobles profited
from rivalry between the princes. On the one hand, they used this to
preserve a degree of independence. On the other, feuds brought them
into greater proximity to the prince whose support they accepted,
which was associated with improved access to resources. Princes
granted lordships (fiefs, Amtmannschaften, Pfandherrschaften) to those
who could most effectively serve their territorial goals: ‘noblemen had
to provide princes with capital and coercion in order to gain (or retain)
access to capital and coercion’ (p. 117). By expanding their lordships, not
least through feuds, nobles increased the resources which they could
then make available to the prince. ‘Underlying them all was the
concomitance of the competitions over accumulation and concentration
of landlordship and territorial lordship. These competitions converged
on the capacity of the feud to subserve hand in hand the interests of
some princes and some noblemen acting in tacit or overt union against
other princes, noblemen and cities’ (p. 118). The ability of a family to
combine its own interests with those of a prince determined its rise or
decline.

In the concluding chapter, Zmora investigates the reasons for the
decline of the feud in the sixteenth century. One commonly held view
is that this was the direct consequence of the rise of the state. Zmora, by
contrast, sees an indirect connection between the two phenomena. The
rise of the early modern territorial state forced nobles to redefine their
relations with the princes. While they remained vassals of the prince,
whom they continued to serve as officials, they opposed integration
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into the territories created by the prince. And thereby, according to
Zmora, the deeper causes of feuds fell away: ‘The dissolution of the
territorial ties to the princes meant that the nobles and their lordships
lost their former value as elements of state-building’ (p. 142). They were
no longer the object of conflicting claims by the princes, and as a result,
frictions within the nobility lost their political significance and were less
likely to lead to feuds. The nobility stood up to the princes by forming
the Imperial Knighthood with the Emperor’s support. Zmora describes
its creation, starting in 1331. In order to evade the grip of the territorial
state, nobles were forced to work together in a project of deliberate self-
disciplining, including internal pacification by suppressing the feud:
‘Individual freedom could be saved only by institutionalised political
solidarity which necessarily constrained it’ (p. 146).

Although Zmora’s argument is logical, it should not blind us to the
fact that there were also other reasons for the decline of the feud. For
example, it cannot seriously be doubted that the imperial proscription
on feuding (Landfriede of 1495) and its improved enforcement through
the Exekutionsordnung of 1555, as well as the superiority of the princely
states in terms of power had a disciplinary effect, directing the nobility
towards the amicable or juridical settlement of disputes.

An appendix provides the statistical material upon which the
discussion of the stratification of the Franconian nobility during the
period under investigation is based. It contains the following lists: (A)
creditors and guarantors of the (Franconian) Margraves of Brandenburg
(incumbents of high offices are indicated); (B) high princely officials
(from A; in addition, the stewards of the Franconian princes) whose
fathers-in-law could be identified and were also high officials; (C-F)
individual and family parameters of the feuding nobles (subdivided
into two groups). Every piece of information in the appendix is verified
by a mention of sources used. A comprehensive bibliography of primary
and secondary sources, and an index (of names, places, and subjects)
round off the volume.

Much fundamental research still needs to be done before a social
history of the Franconian lower nobility can be written; this is indirectly
confirmed by Cord Ulrich’s book, Vom Lehnhof zur Reichsritterschaft.
Strukturen des fränkischen Niederadels am Übergang vom Spätmittelalter zur
frühen Neuzeit (1997), which Zmora was not able to consult. Given this
handicap, Zmora arrives at remarkable results concerning the social
location of the feud using his chosen method. His subsequent
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interpretation of the feud and explanation of its decline are, on the
whole, convincing. Going beyond its immediate subject, Zmora’s
investigation provides a good insight into the situation of the lower
nobility and its relationship with the princes and their territories. It also
has much to say about the nature of the state in late medieval and early
modern Franconia (an important additional reference here is H. H.
Hofmann, Adelige Herrschaft und souveräner Staat, 1962).
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