
Pieter C. Emmer:  

Migration and the making of a common European culture, 1500–1800

Schriftenreihe Analecta musicologica. Veröffentlichungen der Musikgeschichtlichen 

Abteilung des Deutschen Historischen Instituts in Rom Band 49 (2013) 

Herausgegeben vom Deutschen Historischen Institut Rom  

  Copyright   

Das Digitalisat wird Ihnen von perspectivia.net, der Online-Publikationsplattform 
der Max Weber Stiftung – Deutsche Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute im Ausland, 
zur Verfügung gestellt. Bitte beachten Sie, dass das Digitalisat der Creative-
Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) unterliegt. Erlaubt ist aber das Lesen, das 
Ausdrucken des Textes, das Herunterladen, das Speichern der Daten auf einem 
eigenen Datenträger soweit die vorgenannten Handlungen ausschließlich zu 
privaten und nicht-kommerziellen Zwecken erfolgen. Den Text der Lizenz 
erreichen Sie hier: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode


21Migration and themaking of a common European culture

Migration and themaking
of a common European culture, 1500–1800

Pieter C. Emmer

Introduction

Europe might be a divided continent with numerous political, religious and lin-
guistic borders, yet it is possible to speak of one European culture. In architecture,
painting, music and scholarship Europe was united in spite of all its borders and
barriers. These were overcome by migration. Those who created European culture
and scholarship moved all over Europe. Some of this migration was permanent and
some temporary such as that of painters making a trip to Italy, students residing at
a foreign university for a semester, or composers and musicians performing in one
or more European cultural centres. It has often been thought that these cultural
migrants were an exception during the period before 1850. Many assumed that the
population of Europe must have been largely immobile as the majority was too poor
to move. Many researchers were blinded by the spectacular and massive outflow of
Europeans to the US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand during the nineteenth
century and thus assumed that European mass migration did not start until one
hundred and fifty years ago and was part of the rapid modernisation of Europe
and a result of the Industrial Revolution. However, recent studies have shown that
before 1800 migration was by no means negligible and confined to the elite. Europe
has always had a very mobile population and migration was not typical of only
musicians, architects, scholars, and painters. There were many mobile groups in the
lower income brackets and that suggests that a common culture in Europe was not
exclusively limited to high culture and had much deeper roots in society than has
previously been assumed.1

When did Europe start to become mobile? Until recently, there were indeed
good reasons to suggest that this did not happen until the nineteenth century. After
the middle of that century millions of Europeans moved to North and South Amer-

1 Europeans on the move. Studies in European migration, 1500–1800, ed. Nicolas Canny, Oxford
1994.
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ica, South Africa, Australia,New Zealand and North Africa. In addition, large num-
bers of Poles moved to Germany in order to work in the mines and similarly large
numbers of Italians migrated to France in search of employment. Migration seems
to have abated during the first half of the twentieth century, but after the World
War II Europeans started to migrate again both inside their own continent as well
as to destinations outside of Europe. In addition, after World War II the migration
into Europe started to increase. That was a new phenomenon, originating in Latin
America, Africa and Asia and sometimes labelled as »the empire is coming home«,
a slogan used in Great Britain in order to describe the arrival of large numbers of
its former colonial subjects, such as Indians, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis,West Indi-
ans, and Africans. Similar migration streams targeted the other ex-colonial mother
countries France,Portugal and the Netherlands. In fact, the case of Portugal is a most
spectacular one as the country after a regime change in 1974 suddenly decolonized
its two large colonial possessions in Africa, Angola and Mozambique. All in all about
800 000 people moved from Africa to Portugal within a very short time span of
little over a year. Another spectacular migration movement was that of the German
speaking minorities in Eastern Europe beginning in October 1944 with the advance
of the Red Army until the summer of 1947. During that period around 16 million
German speakers moved westward from Hungary, Rumania, Czechoslovakia and
Poland, while perhaps as many as 25 per cent of these migrants died in the process.
Similarly painful population movements had taken place after World War I, as one
of the peace treaties stipulated that theTurkish minority would leave Greece and the
Greek minorityTurkey.2

These large migration movements seem indeed to suggest that moving was a
typical phenomenon of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Most of the older
literature suggests that there was immobility during the ancien régime and that large-
scale migration did not begin until after end of the Napoleonic Wars and perhaps
not even before the middle of the nineteenth century. It was usually argued that in
order to increase mass mobility, the welfare levels needed to rise first. Most migrants
were unable to earn a living during the period during which they migrated and that
meant that they needed to save a substantial amount of food and money before they
could undertake a longer voyage. It was assumed that before 1800 the population
of Europe in general was too poor and could not save. Another factor suggesting a
mobility revolution in the nineteenth century was the decrease in travel costs. It was
not until the introduction of railways and steam ships that voyages became safer and
cheaper.That must have stimulated more Europeans to migrate and to migrate over
longer distances. Also,migration was encouraged by a more efficient and rapid postal
service as only after the middle of the nineteenth century information regarding
attractive destination areas became much more readily available than before. Thus a

2 Klaus J. Bade, Europa in Bewegung. Migration vom späten 18. Jahrhundert bis zur Gegenwart,
München 2000.



23Migration and themaking of a common European culture

small farmer in the Irish country side contemplating migration was able to obtain
exact information on the hourly wage rates and cost of living in Liverpool, Lon-
don and Chicago. And last, but not least, the Industrial Revolution was a decisive
factor in making Europe mobile. In order to staff the new factories, people had to
leave agricultural employment and move to the cities, where the new factories were
located. Once the population started to move to the nearby cities, some decided to
move further afield as they might as well go to those destinations with the highest
wages even if these were overseas.3

New views onmigration from 1500 to 1800

Over the past years, however, the mobility revolution of the nineteenth century has
been discredited. It appears that Europe has always had a mobile population albeit
that before 1800 the distance covered by migrants was shorter than during the later
centuries. Migration over a short distance is not only less spectacular than intercon-
tinental migrations, it also left fewer traces. When going to another continent, the
migrants needed transportation and the movements of ships were usually carefully
recorded. Records are also available of migrants arriving in foreign ports, while par-
ish records document the long-distance migrants once they are settled in the desti-
nation country. Most of this documentation is missing in the case of short-distance
migration. It goes to show that records on migration and migrants provide us with
an unbalanced image by giving much more information on only one type of move-
ment, that is from Europe to other continents.

In order to explore the migration movements before 1800, the remainder of this
contribution will discuss the following migration categories: 1) the early inter-conti-
nental migration,mainly from Europe to the NewWorld,2) the long-distance migra-
tion in Europe caused by religious and political tensions, 3) the migration of colonists
inside Europe with the aim of populating or re-populating areas depopulated by war
and famine or conquered from the receding Turkish empire on the Balkans, 4) the
labour migration of soldiers, sailors and 5) the migration of artisans, musicians and
other specialised professionals. Until recently,most of the information on these types
of migration was dispersed in various monographs and scholarly articles, but in 2007
the comprehensive Encyclopaedia of migration and minorities in Europe. From the 17th cen-
tury to the present, ed. Klaus J. Bade etc. (German-language edition in 2007, English-
language edition in 2011) was published.4 Much of the information on which the
following sections of this contribution are based, is taken from this encyclopaedia.

3 European expansion and migration. Essays on the intercontinental migration from Africa, Asia, and
Europe, ed. Pieter C. Emmer,Magnus Mörner, NewYork/Oxford 1992.
4 Enzyklopädie Migration in Europa. Vom 17. Jahrhundert bis zur Gegenwart, ed. Klaus J. Bade,
Pieter C. Emmer, Leo Lucassen, Jochen Oltmer, 3rd, revised ed., Paderborn/Munich 2010.
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As in the period after 1800, the long distance migrants from Europe to the New
World in the period between 1500 and 1800 have left many archival traces, albeit
not in every country.There is much more information on the migration to the New
World from the British Isles, the Dutch Republic and France than there is about
the migration from the Iberian Peninsula. Between 1500 and 1760 a total of 2 mil-
lion Europeans left for North- and South America, 746 000 left from British ports,
678 000 from Spain, 523 000 from Portugal, 100 000 from France and 20 000 from
the Netherlands.5

There are various reasons why these five countries with colonies in the New
World have sent migrants to the New World in such different numbers, especially
when the size of the population of the home country is taken into account. First of
all, the Iberian countries had more time at their disposal to send migrants overseas as
they already participated in the migration across the Atlantic between 1500 and 1600,
when the other European powers had not yet conquered parts of the New World.
Second, not all countries had overseas colonies that were suited for large-scale colo-
nisation by European migrants. Both France and the Dutch Republic lost their set-
tlement colonies in North America and concentrated on their tropical possessions
instead, and especially on those that could produce crops for export such as coffee
and sugar. As few Europeans were willing to risk their lives by going to theTropics,
the plantation colonies were mainly populated by African slaves and not by Euro-
pean migrants.Yet a third difference among the Atlantic powers was the absence of
the system of indentured labour in the Iberian countries. Neither Portugal nor Spain
offered contracts to poor migrants providing the opportunity to migrate to the New
World by allowing the employers and shipping firms to advance the passage money
in exchange for which the migrant would work for those employers without wages
except for food and housing during a period ranging from 3 to 7 years.6

In addition to the two million intercontinental migrants, Europe forced some-
thing like a million migrants to leave their home in search of a safe haven for freely
exercising their religion. The best known among these, no doubt, were the Prot-
estants in France, the Huguenots, 150 000 of whom left France. However, there
were many other groups. With the advance of the Turks on the Balkans towards
the end of the fifteenth century, Albanian refugees left their homeland and settled
in Italy. Jews expelled from Germany settled in Poland and Lithuania during the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. In the same period Jews from Portugal and Spain
were driven out and settled in France, England, the Low Countries and in the New
World. After the end of theThirtyYears’War (1648) more than 100 000 people left
Bohemia as their home country was being re-catholicized by the Habsburg rulers
and migrated to states that were ruled by Protestants, such as Sachsen, Brandenburg,

5 David Eltis,The rise of African slavery in the Americas, Cambridge 2000, p. 9.
6 Pieter C. Emmer, Immigration into the Caribbean: the introduction of Chinese and East Indian inden-
tured laborers between 1839 and 1917, in:European expansion and migration (see note 3),pp.245–250.
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the Netherlands, Poland and England. In addition, there were many smaller migra-
tion movements of religious refugees.7

In the course of the eighteenth century the religious tensions in Europe declined
and did no longer constitute a reason for migration, flight, or expulsion. Slowly, but
gradually religious motives for migration gave way to political ones. None of these
migrations were as large as they were to become in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, but political refugees were not unknown between 1500 and 1800. A few
thousand Royalists left England during the Civil War and later about 30 000 fol-
lowers of the exiled Stuart King James II left the British Isles for the Continent.The
Cossacks migrating to the fringes of Russia could be considered political refugees
and their numbers were substantial. Around 1780, in the Dutch Republic, about
40 000 political refugees fled to the neighbouring countries as they were afraid of
the retaliation by the conservative Dutch government against their attempts to bring
about political change. Many returned to the Netherlands once that country had
been occupied by the French revolutionary forces in 1795. On the other side of the
political spectrum, in France, that same Revolution forced a considerable number of
conservatives into exile.8

A third migration movement inside Europe was made up of colonists.This type
of migrant is usually associated with the expansion of Europe overseas and the peo-
pling of the New World, Australia and South Africa, where the native inhabitants
had died or been driven away. Such regions, however, also existed in parts of Central
Europe after the devastation of theThirtyYears’War, in the regions conquered from
Turkey in South-Eastern Europe, as well as in Ireland after the English conquest.
Well-known are the German colonists who moved from Germany to Hungary and
Rumania, while German and Greek colonists settled in Russia. Numbers are dif-
ficult to come by, but the number of German colonists in Hungary surpassed half a
million in 1773. England and Scotland sent more than 300 000 migrants to settle in
Ireland during the seventeenth century. The bulk of the migrants in this category,
however, were Russian peasants who settled in the newly conquered regions in the
Caucasus. It seems safe to assume that the number of colonists migrating to a desti-
nation within Europe between 1500 and 1800 ranged around 4 million.9

7 Matthias Asche, Hugenotten in Europa seit dem 16. Jahrhundert, in: Enzyklopädie Migration in
Europa (see note 4), pp.635–643; Peter Bartl, Albanische Siedler in Italien seit der Frühen Neuzeit,
ibid., pp.367–369; Stefi Jersch-Wenzel, Aschkenasische Juden in Europa seit der Frühen Neuzeit, ibid.,
pp.385–394; Alexander Schunka, Böhmische Exulanten in Sachsen seit dem 17. Jahrhundert, ibid.,
pp.410–413.
8 Michael Schaich, Britische Royalisten in West-, Mittel-, und Südeuropa 1640–1660, in: En-
zyklopädie Migration in Europa, pp.424–427; Christoph von Ehrenstein, Jakobiten in Europa,
1688–1788, ibid., pp.707–710; Joost Roosendaal,Niederländische Flüchtlinge (»Bataver«) in Frankreich
1787–1785, ibid., pp.810–812; Daniel Schönpflug, Französische Revolutionsflüchtlinge in Europa nach
1789 (Beispiel Deutschland), ibid., pp.587–591.
9 Jan Lucassen and Leo Lucassen,The mobility transition revisited, 1500–1900: what the case of Eu-
rope can offer to global history, in:The journal of global history 4 (2009), no.3, pp.347–377.
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Between 1500 and 1800 the largest group of migrants in Europe consisted of
soldiers, sailors and labourers. Many did not cross international borders, but just
moved over relative small distances from the countryside to a nearby town or port
city. In England, parish records show that 60 per cent of the people were buried in
places, where they had not been born. The economy of pre-industrial Europe did
not enable large families to live off the land. Farms were small and could not feed
all the members of a family after the children had reaching adulthood. As a result,
many moved to the cities in order to look for employment in the service sectors
or to obtain an education as an artisan. Others moved to other agricultural areas,
where labour was in short supply, while some became soldiers or sailors in the hope
of saving some money that would allow them to set up a small business or to buy a
small farm of their own. Estimates of the migration to cities in Europe between 1500
and 1800 range between 20 and 25 million, or 7 to 8 million migrants per century
between 1500 and 1800. Among the labour migrants in Europe, men dominated,
but the number of women migrating to the cities as well as to some parts of the
countryside in order to be employed as a maid or housekeeper increased over time.

A special category of these labour migrants was made up by men only: soldiers
and seamen. As there was no conscription, all armies used mercenaries and these
came from all over Europe. Well-known are the mercenaries from Hessen in Ger-
many as they were used by the British to fight the American insurgents during the
War of Independence (1775–1783). Benjamin Franklin, one of the Founding Fathers
of the USA, published a cynic open letter addressed to the Count of Hessen, accus-
ing him to sell the lives of his male subjects to anyone who was willing to pay. Also,
in many languages the expression »no money, no Swiss« refers to the role of the poor
Swiss country boys who had no option but to fight as mercenaries in foreign armies,
but only if there was money to pay them.10

Being a sailor did not necessarily mean being a migrant. Many sailors came
from port cities and fishing villages and did not need to migrate in order to find
employment. However, many came from regions deep inside Europe. This can be
demonstrated by studying the muster rolls of the largest enterprise in the early mod-
ern world: the Dutch East India Company. About half of its sailors and soldiers came
from inland regions outside the Netherlands. Germans were well represented, but so
were the Scandinavians, Poles and even some of migrants from the Mediterranean
countries.Year after year thousands of young boys came to the recruitment offices of
the East India Company in Amsterdam in order to get a job, in spite of the fact that
only about half of the men going to Asia would return alive. The mortality in the
Tropics was very high and of those stationed as soldiers at the trading station of the
East India Company in Asia, only ten per cent would return. All in all between 1500

10 Alain-Jacques Czouz-Tornare, Schweizer Söldner in Europa vom 17. bis zum 19. Jahrhundert
(Beispiel Frankreich), in: Enzyklopädie Migration in Europa (see note 4), pp.973–975.
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and 1800 the number of sailors and soldiers in Europe might well have amounted to
45 million men excluding those in theTurkish part of Europe.11

A last category of migrants in Europe consisted of artisans, scholars, students,
and others with special skills such as painters, architects, and performing artists. In
fact, these migrants, albeit small in numbers compared to the other categories of
migrants, were of the utmost importance in creating a common European culture.
German heads of state used Italian architects and painters to build their churches
and palaces, while the Italian nobility employed German artisans to construct gov-
ernment offices and church buildings. European fashion, European scholarship, and
European music and painting were created by migrating artists and artisans travelling
from city to city all over Europe.

Themigration of artists

Over time the migration of artists resembled the general migration patterns of the
period. Before 1800 the migration of artists was triggered by the geographical loca-
tion of the demand for artistic services.12 The courts of Europe, the wealthy cities,
and the Catholic Church all employed various types of artisans and artists in order
to obtain results in line with the latest fashion in architecture, painting, and music.
Sometimes, these artisans and artists only stayed abroad a short time; others remained
abroad for years on end. Obviously, to give a series of concerts or to compose a
music piece or to paint a portrait would not take as long as to construct a church or
a palace. Some places such as Rome or the French and Habsburg courts employed
artists and artisans all the time, while smaller cities and courts could not afford that.

In many ways, the migration of artisans and artists resembled the migration of
the highly skilled international experts of today. In some ways,migrating during the
ancien régime period was even easier than today. Nationalities and passports did not
play a role as there were no border controls and no administration that was able to
keep track of foreigners. Rather than employing artists and artisans from the home
region, those from abroad had an added prestige. For example, architects and artisans
fromTessin and Graubünden were at a premium among those employed in the con-
struction of the baroque churches and palaces in southern Germany.13

11 Lucassen and Lucassen,The mobility transition (see note 9), figure 9.
12 Otto G. Schindler,Comici dell’arte in Europa in der Frühen Neuzeit, in: Enzyklopädie Migration
in Europa (see note 4), pp.454–458;Hans-UlrichThamer,Deutsche Möbeltischler im Paris des 18. Jahr-
hunderts, ibid., pp.502–505;Ton Hoenselaars, Englische Komödianten im Europa der Frühen Neuzeit
(Beispiel Niederlande), ibid., pp.542–544; Ernst Schubert, Spielleute, Schausteller, Gaukler und Artisten
im Mitteleuropa der Frühen Neuzeit, ibid., pp.1007–1011; Natasja Peeters, Zugewanderte Künstler in
Antwerpen in der Frühen Neuzeit, ibid., pp.1 108–1110.
13 Michael C. Maurer and Anton Schindling, Italienische,Graubündner,Tessiner und Vorarlberger Bau-
meister und bildende Künstler im barocken Europa, in: Enzyklopädie Migration in Europa, pp. 683–689.
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Many of these artisans originated in the valleys of the Alps, where agriculture
could only support a limited number of inhabitants. A sizeable part of the male
population had to earn a living elsewhere be it permanently or on a seasonal basis.
That explains why so many men of the Alpine regions travelled widely either as arti-
sans in the building profession, as chimney sweeps or as travelling salesmen. When
the economy in southern Germany started to grow again after the end of theThirty
Years’War,many men from the Alpine regions migrated north in the hope of earn-
ing money as stonemason, carpenter or decorator. Usually, they migrated together
with other men of the same village taking their sons with them. In many ways this
migration from the Alpine regions was unique as French artisans hardly migrated
when in the course of the 18th century French architecture, furniture, painting and
garden design became popular among the higher circles in Europe.

Religion might have divided Europe at the time; it hardly played a role in the
migration of artisans and artists. Obviously, a painter specialized in religious themes
was well advised to offer his services at courts and churches in the Roman Catholic
part of Europe and the same applied to the various artisans specialised in baroque
architecture as described in the previous paragraph. The religious divide did not
apply to musicians, but in catholic Europe the demand was larger as there were more
courts and churches and music played a larger role in the Catholic Church services
than in the Protestant ones.

Conclusion

After 1500 the development of Europe as compared to other continents has some-
times been called »a miracle«. Europe jumped ahead in education, science, literacy,
and income. Many of these achievements did not come about until the nineteenth
century, but the period between 1500 and 1800 is usually seen as incubation time
for the rapid advancement later on. Why did Europe take the lead in spite of the
fact that there were so many wars, small states, and so many religious and linguistic
differences? Not Europe, but China or Moghul India should have taken the lead
as most of the barriers for economic development present in Europe did not exist
there. China was a united country with one market, one ruler, one administrative
system, one economic policy and one official language.

Yet Europe won the race towards modernity and China or India did not. In
order to understand this miracle, some of the drawbacks of early modern Europe
can also be seen as advantages. Without so many political entities, there would have
been less of a competitive element in Europe. Especially the larger states strove to
outcompete their rivals. And in spite of the many borders, the propensity to migrate
among the European population was considerable. Migration allowed the European
population to grow as people usually moved away from areas with limited resources
to areas with more opportunities to earn a living. In addition, migration ensured
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a common European culture. Thanks to migration, new architectural styles were
diffused all over Europe and the same goes for painting, music, fashion, scholarship
and consumer goods. The states took pride in guaranteeing public safety and that
allowed migrants to move over considerable distances without the risk of being
robbed or killed. Most migration in Europe was short distance,when people moved
from the countryside to a nearby town, but some groups of specialized migrants
moved over much longer distances, be it to return home later or in order to remain
elsewhere in the hope of obtaining a higher income, more social and professional
recognition, or of living a life with less religious restrictions.

The number of migrants differed from country to country. In the early modern
period internal migration in the British Isles was surprisingly voluminous, much
larger than in neighbouring France. Germany also had many internal migrants,
while the population of the Netherlands did not migrate as much and relied on for-
eign immigrant labour. In general, however, Europe was highly mobile in the early
modern period. There was an increase in mobility during the nineteenth century
particularly among the number of Europeans migrating to other continents, but that
mobility revolution was not nearly as dramatic as had been assumed previously. In
spite of the political, religious and social differences, and even without the benefits
of the railways and steam ships,migration in Europe was substantial before 1800 and
created a common culture.




