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The Imperial Cities and the 

Politics of Reformation 
C. SCOTT DIXON 

On 16 February 1541 the Habsburg emperor Charles V (r. 1519-
56) rode into the imperial city of Nuremberg. As Charles moved 
in the direction of the castle, he may have noticed the festoons 
and arches framing the route, each painted with fruits, garlands, 
suits of armour, and weaponry. He may also have noticed the 
escutcheons at the centre of the hanging arches, each representing 
one of the kingdoms of his domain. But the most impressive spec-
tacle was saved for last, when the procession spilled into the 
square. Once there, the emperor and his retinue were greeted by 
a triumphal arch topped by an imperial eagle. It was a mock-
marble replica on a massive scale. Framed by Corinthian capitals 
and rounded by a coffered ceiling, the main gateway passed 
underneath a series of Latin inscriptions that jointly celebrated 
the virtues of the emperor while protesting the loyalty of the city. 
On each side were the four semi-recessed figures of Prudentia, 
Justicia, Fortitudo, and Modestia, and above them a balcony crowded 
with the patrician elite and the city trumpeters. But the crowning 
glory was the imperial eagle. As the emperor rode through the 
arch, it bowed down and spread its wings; as he rode out the other 
side, it turned to watch his progress. Charles's Spanish attendants, 
it was said, were amazed by this and expressed their wonder at 
what they had seen. Later German chroniclers, always eager to 
trump the benighted Spaniards, were quick to point out it was 
simply the work of pulleys and levers. 1 

For all of the allegory and ingenuity on display, what may have 
struck Charles the most was marked by its absence. In 1424, 

1 Albrecht Kircher, Deutsche Kaiser in Nfirnberg (Nuremberg, 1955), 50-65; Franz Soden, 
Kaiser Karl V. in Niirnberg (Nuremberg, 1858), w--26; Vann Riimischer Kayserlicher Mayes/at Caroli 
V. Ehrlich einreitten in des Hf!Yligen Reicks Stat Niirmberg den xvi Februarii. Anno MDXXXXI 
(Wiirzburg, 1541); Stadtarchiv Niirnberg (hereafter StadtAN), Niirnberg Kronungsakten 
67, 1 fos. 138',8'; Reichsstadt Niirnberg Handschriften, Nr. 453-487, Rep.-ad 52a, 467, 
fos. 375-89. 
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Emperor Sigismund (r. 1411-37) transferred the regalia and 
insignia to Nuremberg, thus making the city the keeper of the 
imperial treasure. Included among the objects in its care was a 
valuable collection of relics, and these were put on display in the 
church of St Sebald whenever an emperor entered the city. 
Accompanied by priests and monks and schoolboy choirs, the 
emperors would walk with the procession until it reached St 
Sebald, where the relics were placed at the altar and revered. This 
was followed by a high mass. 2 When Charles V entered the city 
in 1541, however, there were no priests and no monks, nor were 
there any Catholic clergymen in the churches, as the council had 
specifically forbidden the mass. 3 St Sebald remained on the route, 
but the medieval images viewed by Sigismund and Frederick III 
(r. 1440-93) had been covered by tapestries, and the regalia had 
been placed on the altar in place of the relics, which were locked 
away in a silver strongbox.4 There was no service and no mass, 
and no sense that the emperor's entry was a small-scale re-cre-
ation of the adventus of Christ into Jerusalem, which had been 
such a central motif in the past. All of this change was the result 
of decisions made by the city councillors, who had replaced the 
sacral ceremony with a purely secular event. 5 

Before the introduction of the Reformation, Nuremberg's 
standing in the Holy Roman Empire had been based on a juxta-
position of the sacred and the profane. As an imperial city, it was 
essentially an autonomous power, a self-sufficient oasis of rule. 
Nuremberg's only overlord was the emperor, from whom gener-
ations of medieval councillors had secured a range of rights and 
liberties. This policy of maintaining close ties to the emperors had 
not only made Nuremberg the foremost city in Germany, it had 
drawn the commune into the broader sacral fabric of the 
Empire.6 The city had become one of the main supports of the 
Christian dominion that had passed from Charlemagne to the 
Germans. Thus its role in the imperial system was not just to 
maintain the secular order in the sense of the pax romana; through 
its close association with the emperors, the rulers of Nuremberg 

2 Kircher, Deutsche Kaiser in Niimberg, 8--28. 
3 StadtAN, NOmberg Kronungsakten 67, I fo. 141r-v. 
4 StadtAN, Nilmberg Kronungsakten 67, I fos. 139r-45r. 
5 Kircher, Deutsche Kaiser in Niimberg, 48; StadtAN, Bu/ 443, fo. 5. 
6 Eugen Franz, Niimberg, Kaiser und Reich: Studien zur reichsstiidtischen A'!flenpolitik (Munich, 

1930), 15,4. 
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were also responsible for the maintenance of Christian society in 
the broader sense of the pax Christi. With the Reformation, this 
changed. In accordance with the principles of evangelical thought, 
the relationship between the city and emperor was no longer 
thought of as that between a pious Catholic commune and a 
quasi-sacerdotal imperator. It was now a purely secular bond 
between a godly community and its temporal overlord. The 
emperor was celebrated as the heir of a long line of rulers reach-
ing back to ancient Rome, but he was no longer the rex et sacerdos 
that his medieval predecessors had been. The Reformation had 
dissolved these sacral bonds and in so doing turned the sacrum 
imperium of Charles V into a fiction. 

Nuremberg was an exceptional city faced by exceptional cir-
cumstances, and yet there is much that might be taken from this 
brief history of the royal entry that speaks to the more general 
issues raised by the Reformation in the imperial cities. To begin 
with there are questions relating to motivation. Why did the ruling 
elite decide in favour of the evangelical faith and transform, some-
times at great risk, a religious culture that was so deeply rooted in 
the urban constitution? There are also issues of context and 
means. What were the preconditions and the mechanisms that 
facilitated this mass conversion from late medieval Catholicism to 
a religion that broke all ties with Rome? It was one thing to 
preach against the papacy as the reformers were doing in 
Wittenberg, but it was quite another to establish the institutional 
framework for the creation of a new church, and yet that was, in 
essence, the task that confronted the imperial communes during 
the early years of the Reformation. And finally, to what extent 
was the city actually transformed by the process of reform? 
Clearly the magistrates of Nuremberg viewed the office of 
emperor differently, and understood their own role differently, 
now that they were guardians of the faith. But was this vision 
uniform and uncontested? What sort of tensions emerged as a 
result of confessional change? Whose political will was being rep-
resented in the process of Reformation and what sort of political 
dialogue resulted? And how was the urban constitution affected 
as a result? To what extent was the Protestant imperial city differ-
ent in kind from the Roman Catholic city that preceded it?7 

7 Although the literature on the Reformation and the imperial city is now legion, I have 
kept the references in the footnotes to a necessary minimum. Historiographical reviews 
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I 

Archival testimony to the rise of the imperial cities (Reichsstadte) 
can be traced back to the eleventh century. In return for military 
aid, the income accrued from regalia, rights, tolls, and taxation, 
and the general benefits of trade and industry, emperors began to 
invest some cities with liberties and privileges that over time made 
them in effect autonomous. In legal terms, the only overlord was 
the emperor. The medieval period also saw the rise of a number 
of free cities (freie Städte) with a similar status (hence the common 
designation Freie und Reichsstadte), even if in the strict legal sense 
they were not directly subject to the Empire. Though not as 
powerful as the city-states of Switzerland or Italy, within their 
own boundaries the German imperial cities were substantial 
polities, with a ruling elite that exercised more or less the same 
type of powers as the secular and spiritual lords. By the eve of the 
Reformation, the city councils had the right to impose taxes and 
duties on the subject population, to regulate social and economic 
relations within the reach of their jurisdiction, to pass laws and 
formulate policy relating to the policing of civic order, to treat 
independently with surrounding powers-which might include 
forming alliances and raising troops for war-and to influence 
local ecclesiastical affairs, either through their roles as patrons of 
the urban churches or as guardians over the local foundations.8 In 
the absence of a residential capital in the German lands, these 
cities, which included centres of trade and high culture such as 
Nuremberg, Strasbourg, Augsburg, Frankfurt, and Ulm, emerged 
as the links in a chain of conurbation that was the northern equiv-
alent of the civic civilization of Renaissance Italy. Only a handful 
of princely courts could match them in terms of trade, industry, 
technology, or cultural sophistication. But the main point of dif-
ference was political. Unlike the territories that surrounded them, 
can be found in Olaf Morke, Die Reformation: Voraussetzungen und Durchsetzung (Munich, 2005), 
93-rno; Robert W. Scribner and C. Scott Dixon, The German Ref,mnation (2nd edn. 
Basingstoke, 2003), 25-31, 35-42, 76-83; Stefan Ehrenpreis and Ute Lotz-Heumann, 
Reformation und korifessionelles .?,eitalter (Stuttgart, 2002), 29-38; Heinz Schilling, Die Stadt in 
der Friihen Neuzeit (Munich, 1993), 94-rn3. 

8 Thomas Brady Jr., 'The Holy Roman Empire', in Peter Blickle (ed.), Resistance, 
Representation and Community (Oxford, 1997), 225-8; Eberhard Isenmann, Die deutsche Stadt im 
Sptitmittelalter 1251r1500: Stadtgestalt, Recht, Stadtregiment, Kirche, Gesellschefl, Wirtschefl(Stuttgart, 
1988), 74-rn2; Peter Moraw, 'Reichsstadt, Reich und Konigtum im spaten Mittelalter', 
.?,eitschriflfiir historische Forschung, 6 (1979), 385-424. 
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the imperial cities were legitimized by the ideals of communalism 
and voluntary association and thus valued forms of government, 
at least in theory, that were based in corporate decision-making 
and representative bodies of rule. Even at the height of their 
powers in the late fifteenth century, when Niccolo Machiavelli 
could claim that the imperial cities enjoyed 'unrestricted freedom' 
in the Empire and might do as they wished, the ruling elite never 
lost sight of the fact that the government was in place in order to 
oversee the common good and preserve the public welfare. 

Imperial cities had thus escaped the hegemony of the princes 
and emerged as self-administrating and self-governing res publicae. 
Over the years they had accumulated a wide range of preroga-
tives, all carefully documented and preserved in archives full of 
charters, mandates, statutes, and by-laws. In part, this bureaucra-
tization was one aspect of a drift towards more modern forms of 
government, and it confirmed the shift of power taking place, 
namely the gradual absorption by the urban councils of the rights 
and offices that had once been in the hands of the bailiff Vogt), 
the overlord's representative in the city.9 And yet, even though 
the cities had liberated themselves in this manner, and even 
though they traced their origins back to oaths of association, the 
nature of rule was not democratic in any meaningful sense. Most 
cities were ruled by oligarchies, elite coteries marked out by an-
tiquity and wealth that effectively reigned as lords over the subject 
population. By the fifteenth century, these men began to model 
themselves after the senatorial patricians of the Roman Republic, 
claiming that their native virtue and instinctive grasp of justice 
and morality lifted them up beyond the common run and made 
them alone suitable for public office. As the Nuremberg jurist 
Christoph Scheurl (1481-1542) explained in 1516, 'our whole 
common wealth is in the hands of the patricians ... newly arrived 
and plebeian inhabitants do not rule ... no one is thus accepted 
for the senate, unless a member of the families wearing the 
toga' .10 In Nuremberg, forty-three families belonged to this clique, 
from which the majority of the offices in the Small Council were 
filled, and it was this council that exercised the legislative, judicial, 

9 Isenmann, Die deutsche Stadt im Spiitmittelalter, u5-30. 
10 Robert von Friedeburg, 'Civic Humanism and Republican Citizenship in Early 

Modern Germany', in Martin van Gelderen and Quentin Skinner (eds.), Republicanism: A 
Shared European Heritage, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 2002), i. 127-45, at 132; lsenmann, Die deutsche 
Stadt im Spiitmittelalter, 269,4. 
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and executive powers in the commune. Once again, Nuremberg 
was something of an exception, not least because there were no 
guild interests to counterbalance patrician rule. But even where 
the guilds remained a powerful presence, as in the Swabian com-
munes of Regensburg, Memmingen, Ulm, and Augsburg, the 
basic trend was the building up of these 'fainéant escutcheoned 
patriciates', as was the case throughout the Empire. 11 It should 
be added in closing that this was sometimes the result of collusion 
rather than exclusion, as the homines novi deliberately merged with 
the patrician families. But the end result was the same. 

In order to understand the relationship between the Reform-
ation and the imperial city, it is important to emphasize that this 
striving after autonomy was not just confined to the secular realm. 
In the religious sphere as well, the councils had been extending 
their influence throughout the medieval period, partly by flexing 
their executive muscles and appropriating more and more control 
over the local church, but also by making the most of the late 
medieval ideal of the corpus Christianum, which in effect joined all 
urban dwellers in the same covenant with God. Symptomatic of 
this trend was the effort made to intervene in matters that 
touched on moral and religious affairs, traditionally the preserve 
of the church. It was rooted in the conviction, to cite the words 
of the city council of Basel, that 'the government of every city is 
established primarily to augment and support the honour of God 
and to prohibit all injustice and especially the grossest sins and 
crimes according to the ordinance of Holy Christianity'. 12 But 
taking on the role of the bishop in the commune was not without 
its difficulties. To begin with, although some cities had forced 
their bishops to relocate outside the walls, the Catholic church 
remained a very powerful force. Urban Catholicism was made 
up of numerous institutions, hundreds of personnel, huge 
amounts of wealth and property, and legal and financial immu-
nities that exempted the clergy from secular law and civic duties. 

11 R.J. W. Evans, The Making ,if the Habsburg Monarchy 1550---1700 (Oxford, 1979), 80-5; 
Rolf KieBiing, 'Stadtischer Republikanismus: Regimentsformen des Biirgertums in ober-
schwabischen Stadtstaaten im ausgehenden Mittelalter und der beginnenden Friihneuzeit', 
in Peter Blickle (ed.), Politische Kultur in Oberschwaben (Tiibingen, 1993), 175-205. 

12 Bernd Moeller, Imperial Cities and the Reformatwn, trans. H. C. Erik Midelfort and Mark 
U. Edwards Jr. (Philadelphia, 1972), 46, originally published as Reichssto.dt und R,eformatwn 
(Giitersloh, 1962); Isenmann, Die deutsche Sto.dt im SpiitmiUelalter, 210-16; for the theme in 
general, Peter Blickle (ed.), Kommunalisierung und Christianisierung: Vorausset;;ungen und Fofgen 
der Reformatwn 1400---1600 (Berlin, 1989). 
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Taken together, this was a significant obstacle for the councils to 
overcome. 13 

And yet, despite the formidable power and reach of the church, 
the urban elite had managed to whittle away at its authority over 
the years. On the eve of the Reformation it was not unusual for 
the council to be in effective control of religious affairs. This was 
accomplished through a variety of means, including the gradual 
suspension of clerical immunities and the imposition of secular 
laws, the sequestration of ecclesiastical property, the extension of 
guardianship over monasteries, hospitals, orphanages, and leper 
houses, and the establishment of lesser urban officials, who were 
initially entrusted with fairly minor duties as custodians of the 
parish churches but over time acquired substantial powers in local 
religious affairs. 14 But the most effective way to exercise influence 
was to obtain rights of patronage and appointment, and this was 
something that had occurred in most of the imperial cities over 
the course of the medieval period. It was public policy; in fact, it 
often involved large sums of money and papal intervention. The 
prelates were fully aware that the aim of the city council, as the 
bishop of Bamberg observed in the late fifteenth century, was 'to 
free itself from the subjection of us and our bishopric in ecclesias-
tical matters' .15 But the diocesan authorities could do little to stop 
the encroachment of the secular arm, and indeed to a large extent 
the process of Reformation fed on this momentum, this striving 'to 
eradicate the last refuge from the Council's authority and the last 
enclaves of independence from civic responsibility'. 16 

Behind these strategies of urban advancement was a philosophy 
of rule that was primarily concerned with the preservation of 
peace and order.Just as the various myths of origin spoke of how 
the communes had emerged as areas of security and freedom in 
the midst of feudal-and feuding-lords, so too did the later 
imperial communes project themselves as areas where peace and 
justice (pax et iustitia) were guaranteed for the local population. 

13 Isenmann, Die deutsche Stadt im Spiitmittelalter, 211; Miriam Usher Chrisman, Strasbourg 
and the Reform (London, 1967), 32-44. 

14 Isenmann, Die deutsche Stadt im Spiitmittelalter, 210-16; on developments in Nuremberg, 
see Martial Staub, Les Paroisses et la cite: Nuremberg du Xllle suck a la riforme (Paris, 2003), 36-
200. 

15 Giinter Vogler, 'Erwartung-Enttliuschung-Befriedigung: Reformatorischer 
Umbruch in der Reichsstadt Niirnberg', in Stephen E. Buckwalter and Bernd Moeller 
(eds.), Diefaihe Reformation in Deutsch/and a/s Umbruch (Giitersloh, 1998), 381-406, at 384. 

16 Gerald Strauss, Nuremberg in the Sixteenth Century (London, 1976), 160. 
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The main purpose of urban government was to preserve the status 
quo. To this way of thinking, the only alternative to the existing 
order was disorder, which for patricians like Lazarus Spengler 
(1479-1534) made for a fairly straightforward approach to rule: 
'what is there more devilish, importune and damaging than oppo-
sition, trouble and disunity over against that which is lovelier, 
more true and beneficial, as are peace and unity?' 17 Maintaining 
power, however, at least theoretically, was not an end in itself. At 
the heart of all theory and practice was the idea of the 'common 
good' (Gemeinnutz), a concept frequently defined by contrasting 
it with its perceived opposite, self-interest (Eigennutz). This left it 
a fairly vague and flexible notion, but as Eberhard Isenmann has 
noted, its close identification with peace and harmony, as well as 
its sacral dimensions-in the sense that any regime that worked to 
this end was necessarily serving God at the same time-meant 
that it remained the principal raison d'état of every urban govern-
ment in the Empire. 18 Having said this, however, we should not 
imagine that the idea of the common good was unchallenged or 
that all of the town dwellers thought about it in the same way. 
Each one of the associated norms that made up the idea had been 
contested at some stage in the medieval period, and this continued 
well into the age of Reformation. 19 

Given the importance of peace and order for the urban consti-
tution, it is little wonder that the initial response of the ruling elite 
to the Reformation was circumspect. Paradoxically, the problem 
facing the councillors was that the movement itself was, to cite the 
well-known formulation, an 'urban event at once literary, techno-
logical and oratorical' (and more recent historiography would add 
to this ritualistic), which meant that the very social and cultural 
forces that facilitated rule now proved a threat to civic order.20 

Words, for instance, both printed and spoken, so long in the 
service of the elite in the shape of Humanist eulogies and codes of 
law, now became weapons that could be directed against councils 

17 Hans-Christoph Rublack, 'Political and Social Norms in Urban Communities in the 
Holy Roman Empire', in Kaspar von Greyerz (ed.), Religion, Politics and Social Protest 
(London, 1984), 24-60, at 39; Eberhard Isenmann, 'Norms and Values in the European 
City, 1300-18oo', in Blickle (ed.), Resistance, Representation and Communi!}I, 185-213. 

18 Isenmann, Die deutsche Stadt im Spiitmittelalter, 146,. 
19 Bob Scribner, 'Communities and the Nature of Power', in id. (ed.), Germany: A New 

Social and Economic History: 145er-1630, 3 vols. (London, 1996), i. 310-20. 
20 A. G. Dickens, The German Nation and Martin Luther (London, 1974), 182. 
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that resisted reform. Without waiting on the clergy or the magis-
tracy for guidance, supporters of the movement could read evan-
gelical books and pamphlets in their homes, gather for discussions 
in schoolhouses, inns, workplaces, cemeteries, and open fields, and 
lecture to local audiences in church greens and market squares, 
all of which allowed for an unchecked cross-fertilization of ideas 
and enabled a predominantly illiterate audience to engage new 
religious ideas. Most important of all, however, and by far the 
most effective way of spreading the message, was the sermon. All 
of the important imperial cities had reformers of the first rank 
preaching in their churches; and even where they were not in 
office, evangelical sympathizers could spread the message 
furtively. One noteworthy example among hundreds of others was 
Matthäus Zell of Strasbourg, who was forced to use a portable 
pulpit in order to address the crowds. Public preachers of this sort 
were fairly easy to root out. Less easy to find were the two 
Strasbourg carpenters who made the pulpit for Zell and took it 
home with them at night, or the stonecutters, carpenters, and 
tailors of the church of Young St Peter's who stood in the aisles, 
armed, in order to support the selection of an evangelical clergy-
man, or the handworkers and other members of the parish who 
gathered at the horse market and rioted in the Augustinian and 
Carthusian monasteries. 21 

Perhaps even more of a threat to urban order was the emer-
gence of groups engaged in forms of collective action (this being 
the ritualistic aspect mentioned above). The clergy were the first 
to react in this way, staging mass protests against traditional pro-
cessions, heckling Catholic preachers, debating monks, priests, and 
even papal theologians in public contests, and coming together in 
mass demonstrations, the most infamous example being Luther's 
burning of the papal bull outside the gates of Wittenberg. The laity 
responded in a similar manner. Examples of group action in 
support of the early Reformation include events in Strasbourg, 
where the gardeners' guild mobilized in defence of the movement; 
Schwiibisch Gmünd, where the smiths rallied in support of the 
faith; and Memmingen, where, after one of the local bakers was 
imprisoned for refusing to pay tithes, several hundred citizens gath-
ered before the town hall and demanded his release. Forced to give 

21 Chrisman, Strasbourg and the Reform, 292. 
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way to collective demands, the Memmingen council later staged a 
public disputation attended by the clergy, four doctors, the town 
councillors, and one man out of every guild. Soon after the dispu-
tation, the evangelical service replaced the Catholic rites in the 
town.22 

II 

The most influential paradigm in the study of urban reform was 
established over four decades ago by Bernd Moeller in his essay 
Imperial Cities and the Reformation (1962). Moeller situated the move-
ment firmly in the medieval cityscape and demonstrated how it 
was in large part the corollary of centuries of political development. 
'It is important to recognize', he wrote, 'that the Reformation was 
introduced almost everywhere according to the forms prescribed 
by the city constitution, and that it had its foundation in the city's 
communal mentality.'23 In political terms, the preconditions for 
this association were clearly in evidence. Throughout the medieval 
period, as we have seen, city councils had been extending their 
powers into the spiritual realm, to the point that by the late 
medieval period they were in effect sovereign over local church 
affairs. In pragmatic and purely functional terms, the introduction 
of the Reformation was a further step in this direction. 

But Moeller spoke of a deeper affinity as well. In referring to 
the collective mentality of the imperial city, he drew attention to 
the norms and values of urban governance and the similar stock 
of norms preached in early Reformation theology. In its origins, 
the imperial city thought of itself as a political association, bound 
by oath, joined by common will, created in order to preserve the 
peace. The values underwriting this myth of community-
concord, unity,justice, love, peace, and the common good-were 
those that placed collective welfare above the interests of the indi-
vidual. Further legitimization was provided by the medieval affin-
ity to think of the city in terms of a sacral corporation, with the 
religious standing of each member bearing upon the salvation of 
the whole. Little separated this cast of mind from early 
Reformation theology and its stress on brotherly love, communal 
peace, and the shared destiny of the local church. This synthesis 

22 Peter Blickle, Die Reformation im Reich (Munich, 1992), 81-105, 16-79; Euan Cameron, 
The European Reformation (Oxford, 1991), 210-63. 23 Moeller, Imperial Cities, 63. 
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has been referred to as 'civic righteousness', its main distinguish-
ing features being its close association of the secular and the spir-
itual, its belief that all areas of life have a bearing on salvation, 
and its conviction that the social and political world is the proper 
setting for Christian growth. 24 As Moeller pointed out, this cast 
of mind was especially marked in the cities of the southern Empire 
and the Swiss lands, where there had always been a strong com-
munal dimension to public religion. The reformers of the south-
ern Empire, urban preachers such as Martin Bucer (1491-1551) 
and Huldrych Zwingli (1484-1531), privileged ideas of covenant 
and collective salvation, emphasizing the need, as Bucer put it, 
for the cities to become temporary 'kingdoms of Christ' as they 
worked to actualize the teachings of the New Testament. Zwingli 
once remarked that 'when the Gospel is preached and all, includ-
ing the magistrate, heed it, the Christian man is nothing else than 
the faithful and good citizen; and the Christian city is nothing 
other than the Christian church'. 25 

Alongside harmonizing visions of this kind, Moeller also drew 
attention to the clash of values that might arise. Necessarily, a 
strong sense of communalism, newly empowered by evangelical 
theology, was bound to come into conflict with the 'oligarchical 
tendency' of the patrician elite. For some historians, this conflict 
was the primary dynamic behind the Reformation, and much of 
the criticism that has been levelled at Moeller has taken him to 
task for downplaying the ideological tensions. 26 There are numer-
ous histories that demonstrate how the movement divided the 
commune. Indeed, this fear of unrest was one of the main reasons 
why a council might resist reform-in the hope, as the magistracy 
of Uberlingen put it, 'that in our city there be no disunion, no 
discord, no dissension among us as in other communities'. 27 But 
in general, city councils could do little to stave off the antagonisms 
incited by evangelical preaching. In communes with guild-based 
constitutions, the pressure from below was often substantial 
enough to force through a change of policy. And, of course, the 
political dynamic was never just a simple dualism. There were 
also the interests of the emperor and the neighbouring prelates to 

24 Scribner and Dixon, The German R.eformation, 41-2, 80-1. 
25 Robert C. Walton, ,<.wingli's Theocracy (Toronto, 1967), 169. 
26 See the discussion in Mtirke, Reformation, 93-100. 
21 Moeller, Imperial Cities, 61. 
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factor in, and beyond this the many social and political groupings 
within the cities.28 In Strasbourg, for instance, not only were there 
tensions between the subject citizenry and the rentier nobles and 
merchant aristocracy that comprised the council, there was fric-
tion within the council itself, where both zealous and moderate 
Protestants shared power with diehard Catholics. And even in 
Strasbourg, the pressure from below forced the antagonistic 
parties to come up with a common policy, until through 'judicious 
retrenchment, yielding, and timely conversion from above', the 
elite made concessions and managed to avoid serious unrest. 29 It 
was this communal dimension that distinguished the urban 
Reformation in the early years, and quite often it was the 
groundswell of support, and the threat it represented, that 
prompted the councils to decide in favour of reform. Failure to 
do so, the cities claimed in 1524, 'would doubtless provoke wide-
spread disturbances, rebellion, murder, bloodshed, yes, total ruin 
and every sort of evil'. 30 

Thus with reference to origins, the Reformation was not an 
event orchestrated by the city council. The impulse came from 
below.31 Once the decision was taken in favour of reform, 
however, even though periods of indecision may have followed, 
the process was exclusively in the hands of the secular authorities. 
In the words of Robert Scribner: 'Whatever the reason, the nature 
of the intervention is indisputable: it was erastianism, voluntary 
or reluctant, which enabled the emergence of "Reformation" 
from the evangelical movement of the 1520s in towns of all types 
in all parts of Germany.'32 From that point forward, policy con-
cerns shifted from the suppression of unrest to the nature and 
pace of religious change, and these concerns were generally 
approached in two ways: theologically and institutionally. Two 
case studies will bear out the general points. 

A concern with theological orthodoxy was clearly demonstrated 
28 Blickle, Reformation im Reich, 81-105; Cameron, European Reformation, 24g---6s; for a close 

study of the dynamics, see Johannes Wolfart, Religion, Government and Political Culture in Earty 
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29 Thomas A. Brady Jr., Ruling Class, Regime, and Reformation at Strasbourg: r52<rr555 
(Leiden, 1978), 199-235, 292. 

30 Id., Turning Swiss: Cities and Empire, r45<r1550 (Cambridge, 1985), 169. 
3 I Blickle, Reformation im Reich, 103. 
32 R. W. Scribner, 'Paradigms of Urban Reform: Gemeindereformation or Erastian 
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by the process of Lutheran reform in Nuremberg. In the begin-
ning, the only allusion to evangelical thought was the vague ref-
erence to the preaching of nothing but the holy gospel, the 
traditional formula in the Empire. Although the council sus-
pended the publication of polemical works and imposed greater 
censorship, it was not directed at any theology in particular. In a 
mandate of 14 February 1522, the council simply ordered the 
clergy to remain true to the gospel and Christian teaching, and 
avoid inflaming any particular party or giving cause for ill will. 33 

It remained very much an unscripted policy of containment 
rather than the first steps in the direction of a Protestant church. 

Not until the defeat of the Peasants' War in 1525 did the council 
begin to concern itself with doctrine, and when it did so, it pursued 
a consistent policy in favour ofLutheranism. Catholicism was dis-
credited; Anabaptists and Zwinglians were expelled; the works of 
reformers such as Andreas Karlstadt (1486-1541), Johannes 
Oecolampadius (1482-1531), and other 'Sacramentarians' were 
proscribed; and reform movements to the 'left' of Lutheranism 
were stigmatized. 34 Meanwhile the council began to establish a 
uniform corpus ofbeliefs, beginning with the staging of a debate in 
March 1525. In part an attempt by the council to put an end to 
the constant infighting by way of a 'Christian disputation', it was 
also smart politics, for since it was a public event, held in the great 
hall of the Rathaus to a crowd of hundreds gathered outside, it set 
the communal seal on the decision to introduce the Reformation. 
Soon after the debate, Catholic sermons were prohibited, evangel-
ical clergymen were dispatched to the monasteries, obdurate oppo-
nents were expelled, and the mass was suspended. Moreover, the 
magistracy now embarked on a more positive policy of defining 
the teachings of the new church, a commission thought to be so 
important it even eclipsed the ancient animosity between the 
Franconian city and the Hohenzollern margraves ofBrandenburg-
Ansbach-Kulmbach, as theologians and jurists from both sides 
drew up articles of the faith, the visitation order of 1528, and ulti-
mately, after years of negotiation, the Brandenburg-Nuremberg 
Church Ordinance of 1533, one of the earliest and most important 
public statements of Lutheranism in the Empire. From that point 

33 Vogler, 'Erwartung--Enttiiuschung--Befriedigung', 397. 
34 Heinrich Richard Schmidt, 'Die Haretisierung des Zwinglianismus im Reich seit 
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forward, all of the parishioners and clergy within the jurisdiction of 
the city council were legally obliged to observe its teachings. 35 

The institutional implications are illustrated by the process of 
reform in Strasbourg, which naturally occurred in the face of 
Catholic opposition. Within the city, many of the regular clergy, 
and above all the Franciscans and Dominicans, resisted the 
council's demands; outside of the city, the bishop of Strasbourg 
condemned all changes of doctrine and pressed for reconciliation; 
while within the Empire, the city had to contend with the denun-
ciations of neighbouring Catholic powers, the Swabian League 
and the house of Austria. InJuly 1524, Strasbourg received a rep-
rimand from Charles V for its failure to enforce the Edict of 
Worms. But by the mid 1520s, the senators of Strasbourg could 
argue along the same lines as the patricians of Nuremberg, insist-
ing that the suppression of the movement would 'affect many 
states, and especially the cities, by weakening and even destroying 
peace, order, and unity'.36 Moreover, the ruling elite could also 
draw support from the political theology of south German reform-
ers such as Bucer, who argued that the magistrates had been 
placed in office by God in order to watch over the souls of their 
subjects, which placed the functions of the visible church within 
their sphere of authority. 'Wherever a true God-fearing regime 
exists,' he wrote, 'those who belong to the household of the faith 
must continually be favoured and the despisers of the faith disad-
vantaged. And the authorities, which have to administer not their 
own but God's justice, should treat unbelievers in such a way as 
to provoke horror.'37 In this instance, Bucer was writing with a 
view to disciplinary measures, but it is representative of his general 
thoughts on the relationship between church and state. 

Validated by arguments of this kind, and motivated, above all, 
by fears that a lack of resolve would encourage the spread of 
urban disorder, the Strasbourg magistrates intervened directly in 

35 Gottfried SeebaB, 'Der Nurnberger Rat und das Religionsgesprach vom Marz 1525', 
Jahrbuch.far .friinkische Landeiforschung, 34 (1975), 46,99; Gunter Zimmermann, Prediger der 
Freiheit: Andreas Osiander und der Niimberger Rat 152:r-1548 {Mannheim, 1999), 11z---4,B; Andreas 
Osiander d. A, Gesamtausgabe, ed. Gerhard Millier and Gottfried SeebaB, 10 vols. 
{Giitersloh, 1975-g7), iii. 123-42, 18,248, 468-606; iv. 219-56, 373-g6. 

36 Thomas A. Brady Jr., The Politics ef the Reformation in Germany: Jacob Sturm ef Strasbourg 
(148g-1553) (London, 1997), 95. 

37 Martin Greschat, 'The Relation between Church and Civil Community in Bucer's 
Reforming Work', in D. F. Wright (ed.), Martin Bucer: Reforming Church and Communi!)! 
(Cambridge, 1994), 17-31, at 29. 
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ecclesiological affairs. In 1524, after mobs had destroyed images 
in the churches of St Aurelia and St Martin, the council issued a 
mandate calling for the systematic removal of offending images. In 
the same year it assumed control over clerical appointments, gave 
the pulpits to the evangelicals, and abolished the immunities of 
the diocesan clergy. By degrees, the council put an end to the 
Catholic services in the city, including the mass (formally abol-
ished in 1529), while it oversaw the upbuilding of the new church. 
Although this did not immediately transform the relations of 
power or the controlling interests within the city, in time the rejec-
tion of Roman Catholicism necessarily resulted in substantial insti-
tutional change. With the bishop deposed, control over the church 
fell to the council, exercised through committees, boards of exam-
iners, and above all the church wardens, who, subject to the 
council, watched over church affairs. Local and general synods, 
staffed by both spiritual and secular officials, assumed the func-
tions that had once been carried out by bishops and chapters. At 
the same time, as the cloisters steadily atrophied, the institutional 
presence of the Catholic church disappeared. Thirteen of the 
nineteen religious houses in the city died out, as did three of the 
seven parish churches, one of the collegial churches, and numer-
ous private chapels (of which there were 180 in total). Some, such 
as the Dominican and Carmelite foundations, were turned over to 
the newly created school committee and put into the service of 
the city. Much of this change arose in response to circumstances, 
but the general strategy was consistent: the usurpation of the 
Catholic institutions and the creation of a Protestant alternative, 
all completely under the control of the city council. 38 

III 

The Reformation was not one urban event but many, each deter-
mined by its own set of circumstances. Moreover, in historio-
graphical terms, there was nothing particularly unique about 
events in the imperial cities. The rise of reform in the demesne 
towns and municipalities to the north of Germany, including the 

38 Marc Lienhard, 'La Reforme a Strasbourg', in Georges Livet (ed.), Histoire de 
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powerful Hanseatic communes, was often determined by a 
dynamic no less complex, and no less political, than the reform 
movements in the imperial cities to the south.39 Nevertheless, an 
important historical distinction must be made. Very few territorial 
towns could match the imperial cities for power, wealth, or influ-
ence, and more to the point, very few territorial towns had the 
political standing that enabled them to introduce the Reformation 
free of the controlling influence of a secular or a spiritual lord. 
The imperial city had the latitude to shape its own religious for-
tunes, and for this reason historians consider it a central force in 
the making of the German Reformation. 

Behind the decision in favour of the new faith was a powerful 
impulse to use religion as a tool of consolidation, which in prac-
tical terms might mean bringing together the various strands of 
patronage and power, strengthening the sense of sacral commu-
nity through the emphasis on brotherly love and Christian moral-
ity, or abolishing the legal and jurisdictional anomalies that had 
been the cause of so much conflict between the Catholic church 
and the council. A specific example of this strategy was the effort 
to integrate the clergy into the civic order. Held at a distance for 
centuries due to their character indelebilis, the clergy had been 
immune to many of the taxes, laws, and burdens expected of the 
other members of the commune. Councils had been chipping 
away at these privileges for years, and with the adoption of the 
Reformation, the half-measures of the medieval period became 
an open policy of naturalization. The first steps were taken in 
Strasbourg, where in 1523 the citizen oath was reworded to 
include the clergy, and this was formalized in 1525, when the 
first clerical Estate was made subject to civic responsibilities. 
Nuremberg followed the Strasbourg initiative in 1525, ruling that 
all citizens must bear the same 'burdens', and not long afterward 
Augsburg, Lubeck, and other cities did the same.4° For the 
purpose of analysis, this specific policy of clerical Verbürgerlichung 
may stand in for more general developments. Although it was 
rooted in medieval trends, the formal integration of the clerical 
Estate into the civic constitution that followed the Reformation 

39 Mi.irke, R.efarmation, 95-6; Ehrenpreis and Lotz-Heumann, Reformation und lwnfessioneUes 
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was different in kind from what had occurred before. For not only 
did the movement itself create the dynamic that forced the hand 
of the council and thus transform relations between church and 
state, evangelical theology, with its early emphasis on the role of 
the lay community and its attack on the traditional notions of reli-
gious authority, invested the secular authorities with a sense of 
power and purpose-and an ability to conceptualize this power 
and purpose-that was entirely new.41 

Investing the civic authorities with the theological justification 
to rule over the church had a profound impact on the way the 
ruling elites perceived themselves and their roles in the commune. 
It is not too far-fetched to speak of the rise of a culture of civic 
Protestantism in the sixteenth century, devoted to fostering a spe-
cific form of identity (Lutheran or Swiss Reformed), based in a 
myth of popular politics, and directed towards the service of the 
community.42 And it owed much to a group of indigenous intel-
lectuals and educators-the urban reformers-who were engaged 
in a collective project to recover these ideals from Scripture. The 
result was a coming together of medieval communalism and the 
early evangelical philosophy of a Christian society bound by 
brotherly love, a synthesis that promised both spiritual and secular 
salvation.43 

We can get a sense of civic Protestantism in the writings of 
Lazarus Spengler, city secretary of Nuremberg and one of the 
earliest lay supporters of Luther. Spengler was quick to write in 
defence of the early Reformation, and like a number of city sec-
retaries, he worked hard behind the scenes to influence the opin-
ions of the other council members and develop practical strategies 
to facilitate the introduction of the Protestant faith.44 Spengler 
was also a strong believer in the idea that secular rule should serve 
as an instrument for religious order, for there were no natural 
boundaries between the sacred and the profane. Indeed, like 
many Christian Humanists of the time, he tended to reduce all 
order to a dialectic between the inner and the outer natures of 

41 Blickle, Reformation im Reich, 81-105; Berndt Hamm, Biirgertum und G/aube: Konturen der 
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man. Proper faith based on Christian principles would necessarily 
result in Christian men and women, and these in turn would 
make up an orderly Christian society. Spengler's ideas were con-
firmed in his discussions with Andreas Osiander (1498-1552), the 
reformer of St Lorenz, who was one of the first to argue strongly 
in favour of secular control of the Reformation. When Spengler 
approached him for advice in 1525, Osiander replied that the 
secular official, in his capacity as the instrument (W erkzeug) of 
God, was responsible for ensuring that the conditions were in 
place to allow for the preaching of the Word. Once broadcast, 
with its message of peace, justice, and brotherly love, the gospel 
would restore the sense of Christian community that had been 
abandoned during the years of papal tyranny.45 With this, 
Spengler had the theological analogies for his ideal of commu-
nity. In the evangelical idea of brotherly love, he saw the civic 
virtues of the common good; in the Word of God, he spied the 
mandate for the regnum Christi on earth; and in the salvation of 
the individual, he perceived the grounds for the salvation of the 
whole.46 

We should not conclude from this that Spengler or any of the 
other patrician rulers of Nuremberg thought that Protestantism 
altered the relationship between the commune and the council. 
No less than the princes that surrounded them, the magistrates of 
the imperial cities believed that God had placed them alone in 
office to rule. The Reformation strengthened the matrix of mag-
isterial rule and confirmed the elite in their offices. Some caveats 
must be added to this. Necessarily, any process that touched on so 
many aspects of urban life, and in particular one that gathered so 
much of its momentum from below, had an influence on the 
municipal constitution. In many cities, the early Reformation was 
bound up with political unrest, most famously in the Hanseatic 
towns, where the evangelical movement was often embraced by 
the stratum of disaffected burghers who mixed their search for a 
purified religion with the long-standing demand for more open 
systems of rule. And while their efforts did not lead to lasting rev-
olutionary change, the introduction of the Reformation did open 
up the council to a broader proportion of the urban population 
and effect a greater 'communal' presence at the highest levels of 

45 Zimmermann, Prediger der Freiheit, 149-84. 
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rule, whether through personal ties or the type of burgher com-
mittees that arose in Hamburg.47 But these subtle shifts in repre-
sentation aside, in general no fundamental structural changes 
followed in the wake of the Reformation, and for the most part 
the late medieval systems of rule remained in place. 

The political effect of the early Reformation was thus the 
strengthening of oligarchical rule and the extension of power to 
spheres of urban life that had once been the sole preserves of the 
church, from the economic to the educational to the caritative. 
One particularly important development will be used here to illus-
trate the general point: the supervision of civic morality. The 
enforcement of discipline quickly emerged as a major source of 
contention between the reformers and the magistrates. Whereas 
the clergy argued that they needed disciplinary powers in order 
to separate the wheat from the chaff, the councillors were 
extremely reluctant to cede independent powers to the ministry, 
especially when it touched on something of such consequence as 
excommunication. We can follow the shape of the early debates 
in Constance, where attempts made by the reformersjohannes 
Spreter (c.1500-47) andjohannes Zwick (1496-1542) to impose 
rigid standards of discipline on the commune came up against the 
resistance of the council. And it was not because there was no 
precedent for the offences they wished to punish: most of the 
crimes would not have been out of place in the list of offences 
policed in the fourteenth century. The issue related to power. 
With Zwinglian theology to support it, the city council of 
Constance argued that it was the responsibility of the secular arm 
to enforce morality, even those matters closely associated with 
spiritual affairs. As a consequence, although the clergy were still 
invested with the responsibility to oversee morality, the council 
had the final say.48 

Much of this was dissimulation, of course, for the authorities 
tended to react only when the clergy wanted more rather than 
less discipline, at which stage they raised the issue of urban 
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order-claiming, as they did in Constance, that too much 
restraint would make an enemy of God, or as in Strasbourg, 
where the senators advised Bucer against conjuring a 'new 
papacy'.49 But even ifwe keep the deeper strategies in mind, these 
conflicts do speak strongly of the sense of moral responsibility that 
the Protestant magistrates had taken upon themselves, different 
in intensity if not in kind from that of their medieval ancestors. 
And it was confirmed by the practice of rule, as in Constance, 
Strasbourg, Nuremberg, and other imperial cities, where the 
policing of religious morality was subsumed by the secular man-
dates. Bucer may have thought that the Strasbourg council was 
lax in regard to discipline, but the members of a city council that 
issued on average four mandates per year between 1517 and 1539 
had cause to think otherwise.50 Even in the small towns of 
Lutheran Germany, the extent to which post-Reformation mag-
istrates would interfere in the religious lives of the parishioners 
was marked. In the Saxon town of Einbeck, for instance, the first 
article of the 1573 sumptuary ordinance began as follows: 
Above all things, every burgher of Einbeck should guard himself against 
disrespecting God. He should be diligent in going to church and hearing 
the Word of God, the only means of our salvation. And whoever finds 
himself in the marketplace, in the churchyard, or in any other place in 
the city during the Sunday sermons, whether in the early morning or 
the afternoon, he will be fined one Einbeck Mark on each occasion he 
is discovered, which will then be paid, without exception, into the 
common fund. 51 

Like hundreds of others in the Empire, the ordinance then goes 
on to list the range of laws to be observed in the commune, from 
the stipulations relating to godparentage and marriage to the 
punishments for blasphemy and false belief. The same sort of 
scrutiny existed in the imperial cities, but on a much broader scale. 

But the Reformation did not just transform the inner workings 
of the imperial cities; it reshaped their outer forms as well. First to 
fall victim to evangelical ideas of purity was the church fabric, as 
much of the interior and exterior paraphernalia was moved or 
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removed in conformance with the new theology. The destruction 
of objects of worship, especially by the iconophobes of Swiss 
Protestantism, is a well-known story and does not need to be 
reiterated in any detail here. 52 What should be stressed in the 
context of this essay is the extent to which the removal of the 
images and objects of medieval worship-or more precisely, to 
cite the Strasbourg council, the 'images of false worship'-
reflected the broader dynamic of reform. After an initial phase of 
unrestrained enthusiasm, the process of 'cleansing' the churches 
was taken in hand by the councils. In place of the focus on the 
altars, statuary, medieval paintings, and the Eucharistic equipage 
integral to late medieval worship, a religious service emerged that 
was enacted through weekly sermons, pulpit readings, psalm-
singing, and communal prayers, all closely regulated by the local 
church orders. If the medieval service had promised moments of 
epiphany, the Protestant alternative was less a miracle than 'a 
means of shaping the individual faith'. 53 

Outside the churches as well, the Reformation left its mark. 
Gone were not only the institutional traces of Catholicism, the 
monasteries, nunneries, chapels, and even the shrines with their 
semi-recessed statuettes of the Virgin Mary and the saints; the 
entire 'landscape of the sacred' was reconfigured in the wake of 
the Protestant attack on sacramentality. Whereas before crosses, 
statues, holy wells, sites of pilgrimage, and other areas of sacrality 
had been a common feature of the cityscape and its environs, the 
Protestant commune had a single space where believers might 
commune with God: the parish church. Witness the reform of 
religious space just outside the city walls, which for so many 
centuries had been an area reserved for the smaller churches and 
lesser foundations, local shrines, pilgrimage chapels, and leper 
houses. After the Reformation, many of these buildings were 
simply pulled down, with the materials then used for other 
projects, or, if left standing, put to profane use. 54 The ancient 
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frontiers between the sacred and the profane began to fall away. 
Even the architecture of secular rule reflected this porosity, as in 
Ulm, for instance, where images of Paradise and the Fall were 
added to the classical facade of the Rathaus in order to emphasize 
the religious dimension of civic rule, or in Regensburg, where 
virtues such as]ustitia, Caritas, Pax, and Fides (allegorized in female 
form) were joined by episodes and parables taken from the .Bible. 
As we know from surviving architectural drafts, the outer facade 
of the town hall was covered by figures taken from both Roman 
and biblical history.55 

The rise of a new politico-religious identity raises an obvious 
question: how did these Protestant communes cope in the 
Catholic Empire? The decision to introduce the Reformation 
brought with it political risks. New Jerusalems required latter-day 
leaders, and given the initial reluctance of the German princes to 
support Luther, it was left to the imperial cities to safeguard the 
faith. As early as 1523, the cities, evangelical and Catholic alike, 
had joined forces and sent supplications to the emperor in their 
struggle against the economic measures being sought by the 
princes in Nuremberg (which included increased taxes and import 
duties). Charles V, who considered the cities an important ally, 
agreed to some of their demands, but when the same strategy was 
put to use in defence of religious liberty in the form of a 'Christian 
letter' claiming that it was not possible to enforce the Edict of 
Worms without provoking unrest, it did not meet with the same 
success. Nevertheless, even after the response from Burgos and 
proof of the emperor's displeasure, the evangelical cities continued 
to treat among themselves; and while lacking a long-term strategy, 
this effort in defence of the Word 'clear and pure' does suggest 
some measure of solidarity. But it did not last for long. Discussions 
continued throughout the later 1520s about urban leagues and 
closer union, but by 1529, when the Estates met at the Diet of 
Speyer, it was clear that the solidarity of the evangelical cities had 
unravelled. Having signed peace treaties with France and Rome, 
Charles V returned to the German lands in order to deal directly 
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with the religious question, which meant in the first instance the 
imposition of the Edict of Worms. At this point a number of cities, 
including Augsburg, Cologne, Frankfurt, Regensburg, and 
Aachen, began to retreat, while the two main urban powers, 
Nuremberg and Strasbourg, went their separate ways: the former 
chose to seek security in its traditional policy of close dealings with 
the emperors, while the free city of the upper Rhine adopted an 
attitude of open resistance, threatening to withhold taxes and dues 
unless the emperor agreed to tolerate the faith. 56 

Over seventy years ago the historian Hans Baron concluded that 
Speyer was 'the birthplace of the new political constellation', and 
it does seem to hold true that it was precisely at this time and at 
this place that the weakness of the urban front was revealed. 57 With 
the dominance ofLutheranism in central and northern Germany, 
the spread of a Zwinglian faction in the south, and the inability of 
the theologians to reach an agreement in Marburg in 1529, the 
divisions within Protestantism stood exposed. After Marburg, 
Luther argued against any union with the 'Sacramentarians', thus 
prompting Strasbourg, Constance, Memmingen, and Lindau to 
draw up the Zwinglian counterpoint to Wittenberg orthodoxy. At 
the same time, the Catholic communes began to distance them-
selves from the evangelicals. The unrest of the mid 1520s, followed 
by the ultimatum at Speyer (1529), put an end to religious ambiva-
lence, with the result that some imperial cities made it a point to 
confirm their place within the Catholic fold. Rottweil, Oberlingen, 
and Ravensburg, for instance, drew back from association with 
the evangelical communes, prompting the patricians of Nuremberg 
to claim that they had chosen the devil over God. 58 But above all 
it was the rise of the Protestant princes that ended the pre-
dominance of the imperial cities in the Reformation movement. 
After the defeat of the Revolution of 1525, which had implicated a 
number of towns, and the recess of the Diet of Speyer (1526), which 
had granted some latitude to the reform-minded Estates, the 
Reformation found its natural home in the territories of central and 
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northern Germany. Protestant princes such as the elector of 
Ernestine Saxony, the landgrave of Hesse, and the margrave of 
Brandenburg-Ansbach-Kulmbach took over the movement from 
the notables of Nuremberg, Strasbourg, and Ulm. This was made 
evident at Speyer in 1529, where the cities were asked to endorse 
the letter of protestation that had originated with the refusal of six 
evangelical princes to accept the revocation of the 1526 recess. And 
it was confirmed by the later history of the Schmalkaldic League, 
which, while proving a defence against Catholic aggression, was 
very much under the controlling influence of the German princes. 

Although the original nurseries of the Reformation, the im-
perial cities could do little once the movement began to outgrow 
the dimensions of the civic constitution. And many saw it coming. 
Even before the outbreak of the Schmalkaldic War (1546-7), the 
urban elite recognized that a shift in power was taking place, and 
that the princes, whom the patricians likened to beasts and wolves, 
were looking to consume every lesser power within the compass 
of their political ambitions. 59 There was even an overturning of 
ideologies: while the princes played up the importance of peace, 
security, and the common good for the making of the godly 
society, the urban elite started to sound more and more like the 
lords of a feudal community, the magistratus aristocraticus chosen by 
God to rule over the rabble. But whatever their pretensions, they 
could do little to stave off the onward march of the Protestant 
princes. As Moeller remarked: 'After 1550 the spiritual centre of 
Germany shifted rapidly away from the imperial cities and away 
from southern Germany to the princely courts of northern and 
central Germany.'60 

Proof of this shift in momentum came with the Peace of 
Augsburg (1555). At Augsburg, the territorial rulers secured the 
right to determine religion in their domains ('cuius regio, eius 
religio'), a moment in imperial history considered fundamental 
for the making of the confessional state. But the same right of 
reform (ius reformandi) was not extended to those urban com-
munes where both Protestant and Catholic communities existed 
at the time of the Peace, and that included cities, such as 
Augsburg and Ulm, once at the vanguard of the early 
Reformation. Thus in the very communes where the Reformation 
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had first taken root, many of which were the meeting points of 
the Wittenberg and Zurich traditions, Protestants were forced to 
share the same shops, streets, and squares-and sometimes even 
the same churches-with antagonistic Catholic communities that 
had been invested with equal religious and political rights by the 
emperor. 61 Only a minority of imperial cities became constitu-
tionally bi-confessional, but it is symptomatic of the general fate of 
the vision and energy of the early urban Reformation. For even 
in those cities less affected by the Peace, the ideal of the uncon-
tested and integrated corpus Christianum never became a reality. In 
Strasbourg, for instance, although the public church was 
Lutheran, alternative communities continued to challenge the reli-
gious order. Anabaptists, Sacramentarians, Schwenkf eldians, and 
other Spiritualists had been in the commune since the beginning 
of the Reformation and remained into the second half of the 
century. Indeed, there were a number of high-placed Spiritualists 
in office, among them lawyers, intellectuals, notaries, and civil ser-
vants such as Michael Theurer, member of the board of censors 
and noted collector of Schwenkfeldiana. 62 In addition, there were a 
substantial number of Catholics and a fluctuating community of 
Calvinist refugees, which at one stage even had its own stranger 
church. This was a very different outcome from the one imaged 
by Bucer, who envisioned a covenanted church of uniform believ-
ers brought into being by the strength of communal faith. And 
this type of plurality was common in the Protestant imperial cities, 
which in itself was testimony to the extent to which the vision of 
a sacral commune had been trumped by political events. After 
1555, as the later urban Reformations attest, the oligarchical and 
monarchical paradigms of reform generally eclipsed the corpo-
rate-communal dimension. 63 

To offer a final example of the Protestant communes' fall from 
grace, we might return to where we started: the relationship 
between Charles V and Nuremberg. Six years after his first visit, 
the emperor visited Nuremberg following his victory over the 
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Schmalkaldic princes. On this occasion there was no triumphal 
procession of any kind, just Charles atop a horse as a victorious 
general accompanied by lines of imperial officers and detach-
ments of Spanish troops. Nor was there a ritual adventus or an 
oath-taking ceremony, just the quartering of soldiers followed by 
imperial demands for thousands of gulden in forced loans and war 
reparations. As during an earlier visit, the Catholic churches had 
been ordered to close, the mass forbidden; but so too were the 
most vocal Protestant preachers silenced, the services shortened, 
and all hymn-singing limited to a single turn of 'Erhalt uns, Herr, 
bei deinem Wort'. Nuremberg had remained a Protestant city, 
but by mid century its hold on the church still seemed tenuous, 
and many of its citizens must have thought that its conversion had 
come at too great a cost. Indeed, the emperor may have been 
thinking this himself as he sat at the window of the imperial resi-
dence and watched the smoke rising from Lohe, one of 
Nuremberg's subject Lutheran villages. There was a fire, so the 
rumour ran, that had been started by Spanish troops returning 
from the war.64 
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