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The Triumph of Unity over Dualism: 

Saxony and the Imperial Elections 
1559-1619 

DOMINIC PHELPS 

Saxony and the Electoral Title 

Throughout the early modern period the electorate of Saxony 
played a key role in the politics of the Holy Roman Empire. To 
a certain extent this was due to the impressive manner in which 
the Saxon territory had been consolidated since the 1540s. By 1555 
the electorate possessed a population of about r.3 million, a flour-
ishing urban landscape, dominated by the cities of Leipzig and 
Dresden, a highly developed economy based on mining, agricul-
ture, and the linen trade, and a centralized administrative system 
that was emulated by others across the Empire. 1 Of even greater 
consequence, however, was the key role that Saxony had played 
in the tumultuous events of the early Reformation, with the two 
halves of the ruling house of Wettin split between imperial and 
Protestant sides during the ensuing Schmalkaldic War (1546-7). 
In fact, it was the decision of Duke Maurice (r. 1541-53) to ally 
with the Emperor Charles V (r. 1519-56) that had facilitated the 
transferral of the electoral title from his cousins, the Ernestines, 
to his Albertine branch after the farmer's defeat at the 1547 battle 
of Miihlberg.2 Such a victory, coupled with the continued secular-

1 Peter-Michael Hahn, 'Kursachsen und Brandenburg-Preullen: Ungleiche Gegen-
spieler (1485-1740)', in Reiner Groll (ed.), Sachsen und die Wettiner: Chancen und Realitiiten 
(Dresden, 1990), 93---g, at 9$ Reiner Groll, Geschichte Sachsens (Leipzig, 2001), 40-5; Rudolf 
Ki:itzschke and Hellmut Kretzschmar, Siichsische Geschichte (repr. Wiirzburg, 2002), 22off.; 
Francis L. Carsten, 'Saxony', in id., Princes and Parliaments in Germany: From the Fifteenth to the 
Eighteenth Century (Oxford, 1959), 191-257, at 213. 

2 Simon Illleib, 'Die Wittenberger Kapitulation von 1547', Neues Archivfiir Sachsische 
Geschichte undAltertumskunde, 12 (1891), 272-97; Groll, Geschichte Sachsens, 62-5, 73. In general, 
Gabriele Haug-Moritz, Der Schmalkaldische Bund 1530--1541 I 42: Eine Studie zu den genossen-
schefllichen Strukturelementen der politischen Ordnung des Heiligen Rtimisclwn Reiches Deutscher Nation 
(Leinfelden-Echterdingen, 2002). 
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ization of ecclesiastical lands-including the three wealthy arch-
bishoprics ofNaumburg-Zeitz, Merseburg, and Meissen-and the 
rigorous enforcement of primogeniture allowed Maurice and his 
successors to rule over a compact and organized 'state' that would 
provide the foundation by which they could exert their influence 
throughout central Germany and the Empire as a whole. 3 

One could argue that such developments would have amounted 
to very little had Maurice, in the aftermath of Protestant defeat at 
Muhlberg, not subsequently performed one of history's most 
remarkable about turns. Having freely marched against his fellow 
Lutherans in 1547, Maurice took the decision, four years later, first 
not to impose the much hated Augsburg Interim (1548) against the 
rebellious city of Magdeburg and, secondly, to take up arms against 
the very emperor who had made him an elector.4 The former 
'Judas ofMeissen' thus in one swift stroke became both the saviour 
of German Protestantism and the embodiment of the imperial 
Estates' struggle against the centralizing 'universal monarchia' of 
Charles V. 5 In the process, while the ensuing struggle cost Maurice 
his life, it is clear that his efforts both rescued his own reputation 
and precipitated a key change in the position of Saxony within the 
Empire. Rather than being depicted as traitors to their faith, the 
Albertines now found themselves as de facto heads of the nascent 
corpus evangelicorum, bound both to their Lutheran brethren and to 
the 1555 Religious Peace of Augsburg that guaranteed and pro-

3 Frank Muller, Kursachsen und der Biihmische A,ifstand 1618-1622 (Munster, 1997), 21; Paula 
Sutter Fichtner, Protestantism and Primogeniture in Ear!, Modern Germa,ry (New Haven, 1989), 
13-14;Johannes Burkhardt, '.Jenseits von Universalismus und Partikularismus: Die sach-
sische Reichspolitik und die deutsche Geschichte in der Reformationszeit', in Harald Marx 
and Cecilie Hollberg (eds.), Glaube und Macht- Sachsen im Europa der Refimnations;:,eit (Dresden, 
2004), 40-51, at 43. See also Helga-Maria Kuhn, Die Ein;:,iehung des geistlichen Gutes im 
Albertinischen Sachsen 153g-1553 (Cologne, 1966) and Enno Bunz, 'Das Ende der Kloster in 
Sachsen: Vom "Auslaufen" der Mi:inche bis zur Sakularisation (1521-1543)', in Marx and 
Hollberg (eds.), Glaube und Macht, 80-90. 

4 Gunther Wartenberg, 'Der Kampf zwischen Kaiser und protestantischen Fursten: 
Sachsische Politik unter Moritz van Sachsen zwischen 1546 und 1552', Dresdner Hefie, 52 
(1997), 19-26; Hellmut Kretzschmar, 'Die Stellung Magdeburgs in der sachsischen 
Geschichte', in Reiner GroB and Manfred Kobuch (eds.), VomAnteil Sachsens an der neueren 
deutschen Geschichte: Ausgewiihlte A,ifsiit;:,e (Stuttgart, 1999), 47-76, at 64; Brian Hale, 
'Lutherans, Calvinists and vVettins: A History of the Reformation in Southeastern 
Germany' (Ph.D. thesis, Univ. of Wisconsin, Madison, 1995), 183. 

5 Burkhardt, 'Universalismus', 46-50; Wartenberg, 'Kampf, 25; Ki:itzschke and 
Kretzschmar, Siichsische Geschichte, 212; Wolfgang Flugel, 'Bildpropaganda zum Ubergang 
der sachsischen Kurwiirde von den Ernestinern auf die Albertiner', Neues Archiv far Siichsische 
Geschichte und Altertumskunde, 67 (1996), 71-96. 
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tected them. Over the next one hundred years this position would 
prove to be vital to the success of the Dresden court's policies. 

Of all the attributes and changes produced by Maurice's actions 
there is little doubt that the elevation of the Albertines to the rank 
of electors held the most immediate significant political advantages 
in the years after 1555. In recent years research on the second 
half of the sixteenth century by historians such as Albrecht P. 
Luttenberger, Maximilian Lanzinner, Andreas Edel, and Axel 
Gotthard has demonstrated the immense importance of the elect-
oral college to the Empire and its internal stability.6 With an im-
perial diet increasingly divided along confessional lines, Charles V's 
immediate successors grew more and more dependent upon their 
'innermost and privy councillors' to function as facilitators of impe-
rial policy, steering the fractious Estates through turbulent political 
waters and preventing the collapse of the Empire's organs of ad-
ministration, governance, and justice. 7 In tum, the electors them-
selves seem to have become more aware of their own roles and their 
own position as 'immoveable pillars of the mighty imperial edifice', 
defending their 'electoral pre-eminence' and their place within the 
imperial hierarchy at any and every given opportunity.8 

It is certainly true to say that as time passed and the confessio-
political climate changed, the electors' self-perception also adjusted 
and they increasingly found or directly placed themselves at the 
head of individual religious camps and organizations (Sonder-
bünde)), namely, the Catholic League and the Protestant Union.9 

It would be incorrect, however, to argue, as Axel Gotthard has 
6 e.g. Albrecht P. Luttenberger, Kurfiirsten, Kaiser und Reich: Politische Fiihrung und 

Friedenssicherung unter Ferdinand I. und Maximilian II. (Mainz, 1994); Maximilian Lanzinner, 
Friedenssicherung und politische Einheit des Reiches unter Maximilian II. (1564-1576) (Gottingen, 
1993); Andreas Edel, Der Kaiser und Kurpfalz: Eine Studie zu den Grundelementen politischen 
Handelns bei Maximilian II. (1564-1576) (Gottingen, 1997); Axel Gotthard, Siiulen des Reiches.· 
Die Kw:ftirsten imfriihneuzeitlichen Reichsverband, 2 vols. (Husum, 1999). 

7 Sachsisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, Dresden (hereafter cited as SHStADr), Loe. 8097/3, 
fos. 54-81, at 55v: Electoral Saxon resolution for the imperial ambassador Hegenmiiller, 
Torgau, 20/30 May 1631, Draft. 

8 SHStADr, Loe. 10678/ 4, fos. 34-6, at 34v: Elector Johann Georg I of Saxony to 
Emperor Ferdinand II, Dresden, 27 Sept./ 7 Oct. 1630, Draft. See in general Gotthard, 
Siiulen, esp. i. 50-99, 238-75 and ii. 672-82; id., 'Die Inszenierung der kurfiirstlichen 
Praeminenz: Eine Analyse unter Erprobung systemtheoretischer Kategorien', in Barbara 
Stollberg-Rilinger (ed.), Vormoderne politische Verfahren (Berlin, 20m), 303-32. 

9 Moritz Ritter, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der Gegenreformation und des Dreij]igjiihrigen Krieges 
(1~1648), 3 vols. (Stuttgart, 188g--1908), ii. 235ff.; Axel Gotthard, 'Protestantische "Union" 
und katholische "Liga"-Subsidiare Strukturelemente oder Altemativentwiirfe?', in Volker 
Press (ed.), Alternativen zur Reichsverfassung in der Friihen Neuzeit (Munich, 1995), 81-112, esp. Bz-5. 
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done, that this resulted in a 'communications breakdown' which, 
in turn, completely hindered their capacity to act in a collegial 
manner. 10 Even in 1618 and 1619, as the first shots of the Thirty 
Years War were being fired, it was the electoral college that was at 
.the forefront of resolving the crisis. The failure of an 'electoral' res-
olution to the Bohemian troubles lies in the early death of Emperor 
Matthias (r. 1612-19) and the subsequent interregnum, not in any 
incapacity amongst the electors to talk with one another, a con-
tention supported by the constant search for peace through the 
medium of the electoral college in the years between 1619 and 
1635. 11

Given their important political role in maintaining what was 
often referred to in Saxon correspondence as the 'Harmoni lmperii 
Romani', it is easy to forget that the electors' prime reason for exist-
ing was actually to elect a new emperor-a function they carried 
out no fewer than five times between 1555 and 1619. 12 During this 
period the electoral process was undoubtedly more complex 
because the electoral college, like the Empire itself, was split along 
confessional lines, with three Protestant electors (Saxony, 
Brandenburg, and the Palatinate-themselves eventually split 
between Lutherans and Calvinists) to four Catholics (Mainz, Trier, 
Cologne, and the king of Bohemia). What is most noteworthy, 
however, is that among the six non-Habsburg electors only the 
Saxons consistently maintained the same voting habits throughout 
the period in question. They always proposed a Habsburg candi-
date, always voted for a Habsburg candidate, and always had their 
candidate elected. Such a pattern is all the more striking, not only 
because of the clear confessional difference between the Saxons 
and the Habsburgs but also because the Saxons themselves had 
been put forward as candidates by other electors and imperial 
Estates on no fewer than three of the aforementioned occasions. 13 

10 Gotthard, Stiulm, ii. 7w-11; id., 'Der deutsche Konfessionskrieg seit 1619: Ein Resultat 
gestiirter politischer Kommunikation', Historisches ]ahrbuch, 122 (2002), 1411 2. 

11 See documents in SHStADr, Loe. w677/2; Gotthard, Saulm, i. 306; Wilhelm Meier, 
Compositions- und Successionsverhandlungen unter Kaiser Matthias wiihrend der ]ahre 161!)1618 (Bonn, 
1895), 63. In general see Dominic Phelps, 'Reich, Religion and Dynasty: The Formation 
of Saxon Policy 1555-16!9' (Ph.D. thesis, Univ. of London, 2005), 171-213. 

12 See e.g. SHStADr, Loe. 8804/3, fos. 208-25, at 213: Electoral Saxon protocol of the 
discussions with Margrave George Frederick ofBaden-Durlach, [Dresden], 1/II Apr. 16IO, 
Original. 

13 See e.g. Briefe und Akten zur Geschichte des Dreijligjtihrigen Krieges in den ,?,eiten des vo,waltenden 
Einjlusses der Wittelsbacher, 12 vols. (Munich, 1870-1978), x. no. 97, p. 260 n. 1; Matthias 
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Landgrave Moritz of Hesse-Kassel (r. 1592-1627), for example, 
implored Elector Johann Georg I (r. 1611-56) in 1612 to take advan-
tage of a vacancy on the imperial throne to seize '[this] God-
given occasion' and become 'a proper Evangelical emperor'. 14 

Prophecies were also extant in the sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries that predicted the coming of a new Saxon emperor. 15 

Even the Habsburgs themselves feared that a Saxon candidate 
would find favour among the other imperial Estates. 16 

Why, then, given their newly elevated position within the im-
perial hierarchy, their undoubted support from the Empire's 
Protestant Estates, and the strength of their electorate, did the 
Saxons possess 'no suche ambition' to rise to the imperial 
crown? 17 Why did Elector Johann Georg I answer Landgrave 
Moritz's aforementioned appeal so dismissively with the retort 
that it was 'better to be a servant than a head without a following' 
when the landgrave had come to implore him on behalf of the 
Protestant Estates of the Empire to put himself forward? 18 Of 
course, it would be all too easy to look at the period between the 
Peace of Augsburg and the outbreak of the Thirty Years War and 
dismiss the Saxons' electoral tendencies as an extension of their 
approach to imperial politics, namely, the adoption of a broadly 
pro-Catholic, conservative, and reactionary maintenance of the 
status quo antebellum established in 1555. To do so, however, runs 
the risk of perpetuating the enduring myth of the politically naive 
or cowardly Saxon which has proved so popular in the historiog-
raphy of the Empire since 1648-not least because the Saxon 

Koch, Qyellen zur Geschichte des Kaisers Maximilian II., 2 vols. (Leipzig, 1857-61), i. 78; August 
Kluckhohn, Brieje Friedrich des Frommen Kurfiirslelz von der !Jalz mit verwandten Schrfftstiicken, 2 
vols. (Brunswick, 18681 2), i. 576 n. 1; Heinz Duchhardt, Protestantisches Kaiser/um und Altes 
Reich: Die Diskussion iiber die Korifession des Kaisers in Politik, Publizistik und Staatsrecht (Wiesbaden, 
1977), 87, 91-5; Dietrich Kohl, Die Politik Kursachsens wiihrend des Interregnums und der Kaiserwahl 
16I2 (Halle, 1887), 9-11. 

14 SHStADr, Loe. w567/J1, fo. 359-359v: Landgrave Moritz of Hesse-Kassel to Elector 
Johann Georg I of Saxony, 20/30Jan. 1612, Original. 

15 Duchhardt, Protestantisches Kaiser/um, 88-91. 
16 Ibid. 91-3; Walter Goetz, Maximilians II. Wahl zum riimischen Kiinige 1562: A1it besonderer 

Beriicksichtigung der Politik Kursaclzsens (Wiirzburg, 1891), 158-9. 
17 Sir John Finett to Sir George Calvert, Heidelberg, 11/21 Apr. 1619, in S. R. Gardiner 

(ed.), Letters and Other Documents Relating to the Relationship between England and Germany (London, 
1865), i. 63-4, at 63. Finett was discussing the reluctance of the Protestant electors to put 
themselves forward as candidates for election in 1619. 

18 SHStADr, Loe. w675/8, fo. 358-358v, at 358v: Elector Johann Georg I of Saxony to 
Landgrave Moritz of Hesse-Kassel, Dresden, 7/!7 Apr. 1612, Draft. 
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historians themselves have so lamented the failure ofMoritz's suc-
cessors to build on his legacy and prevent Hohenzollern domi-
nance of Protestant northern Germany. 19 Far from standing in 
the way of modernity and/ or progress and, by proxy, the forma-
tion of a unified Germany several centuries later, the continued 
election of members of the house of Habsburg to the 'imperial 
dignity' was a product of certain political and confessional con-
siderations that, once examined, demonstrate a clear understand-
ing of the political needs of the Saxon electorate and the 
overarching 'Augsburgian' Empire that encompassed it. Voting 
Habsburg was a logical and pragmatic choice, a demonstration 
ofloyalty (Reichstreue) and patriotism (Reichspatriotismus) rather 
than simply recourse to habit or tradition, an act of political cow-
ardice, or another chapter in the Saxons' tortuous betrayal of 
German Protestantism. 

The Parameters of Saxon Kaiserwahlpolitik 

In August 1619, on the eve of an imperial election that would 
prove decisive in the history of the Holy Roman Empire, Kaspar 
von Schonberg, president of the Saxon privy council, made the 
following stark observation to his fellow councillors: 'the question 
of the subject is the most difficult . . . there are among the 
Catholics (for [the imperial dignity] cannot go to a Protestant, 
unless one wants to change the whole form of the election and 
coronation, which would be extremely difficult to achieve) no 
more than two worldly houses that could attain [it], namely [the 
houses of] Austria and Bavaria.'20 Von Schonberg's choice of 
words regarding the possibility of a Protestant candidate is imme-
diately striking in its dismissive nature. As far as he was concerned 
there could be no Protestant emperor because neither the current 
electoral method nor the traditional form of coronation would 
allow one. 

19 e.g. Severin us de Monzambano [i.e. Samuel von Pufendorf], De statu Imperii Germanici 
ad Laelium Fratrem, Dominum Trezolani, liber unus (Geneva, 1667); Karl Wilhelm Bottiger, 
Geschichte des Kurstaales und Kiinigreiches Sachsen, 2 vols. (Hamburg, 1831); Kotzschke and 
Kretzschmar, Stichsische Geschichte, 2II-53; GroB, Geschichte Sachsens, 57-100; Karlheinz 
Blaschke, 'Sachsen im DreiBigjahrigen Krieg', Stichsische Heimatbltitter, 6 (1995), 329-34. 

20 SHStADr, Loe. 10677 I 5, fos. 367a-g, esp. 367e: Protocol of the privy council meeting 
in the presence of Elector Johann Georg I of Saxony, 1/i1 Aug. 16!9, Original; Gotthard, 
Stiulen, i. 535; Duchhardt, Protestantisches Kaiser/um, 146. 
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While the concern for ceremonial may seem trivial, the ques-
tion of electoral procedure was certainly a clear recognition of 
contemporary political realities. The Catholics possessed a major-
ity in the electoral college that, as their victory in the recent 
Cologne War (1583-8) had demonstrated, was unassailable 
without either abolishing the so-called 'ecclesiastical reservation' 
(reservatum ecclesiasticum) or, even more wildly, creating a new 
Protestant electorate.21 Given that a Protestant emperor remained 
a hope of many Protestant Estates rather than a necessity for the 
survival of the Saxons' Lutheran faith-which the Religious Peace 
of Augsburg continued to guarantee-the pursuit of such a monu-
mental, and highly inflammatory institutional revolution appeared 
as reckless as it did absurd. The Saxons like so many of their co-
confessionalists, moreover, continued to believe in the impartiality 
of the emperor in religious matters-at least until the promulga-
tion of the 1629 Edict of Restitution-and, in fact, the supposedly 
pro-Protestant attitude of the Habsburg candidate Matthias in 
1612 is completely absent from the Saxon privy council's consid-
erations, despite the best efforts of several prominent princes 
to persuade the elector that such a factor was important. 22 

Preserving the current political system, it seems, appeared emi-
nently more attractive and practical than plunging the Empire 
into chaos in search of extending a pre-extant confessional parity 
to the imperial throne. 23 

Von Schonberg's second point relates directly to this prioritiza-
tion of stability over change and is a recurrent theme within 
Saxon correspondence regarding imperial elections: the individual 
who would become emperor must have sufficient power 
(Hausmacht) to support the imperial dignity directly-and which 
house had more power than that of Habsburg? Seven years 
earlier, in the build up to another election, von Schonberg had 
used a similar line of argument, this time to distinguish between 
no fewer than five possible Habsburg candidates for the imperial 

21 Phelps, 'Reich, Religion and Dynasty', 71-9. 
22 SHStADr, Loe. w675!7, fos. 60-1v: Duke Johann Friderich of Wiirttemberg to 

Elector Johann Georg I of Saxony, Vrath, 22 Jan.II Feb. 1612, Original; ibid. Loe. 
w675/8, fos. 361-2v: Duke Heinrich Julius of Brunswick to Elector Johann Georg I of 
Saxony, 26 Feb./7 Mar. 1612, Original; Kohl, Politik Kursachsens, n-12. 

23 A fact noted by the author of the 'Discourse concerning the election of a King of the 
Romans' [n.p., n.d.] [probably early 1612], SHStADr, Loe. w675/7, fos. 85-93v; 
Duchhardt, Protestantisches Kaiser/um, 95. 
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throne arguing, 'when one ... must speak of the person then one 
must have such a person who has land and subjects: Ferdinand 
has little; Maximilian has only that which is the emperor's; 
Albrecht is a simple regent ... who cannot act without Spain's 
approval [ and] who cannot help the Empire; Leopold has 
nothing; Matthias alone has land and subjects.'24 

In a period of time supposedly dominated by bellicosity, com-
peting states, and a clash of centripetal and centrifugal forces-
often referred to as the dualist model-it seems strange that the 
leadership of a powerful territory in its own right would place such 
an emphasis on the necessity of power in a rival individual or insti-
tution. 25 Rather than seeing the emperor as a competitor, 
however, the Saxons saw him as vital to an organic interpretation 
of the Holy Roman Empire, serving as the 'head' of the 'corpus 
lmperii' to the electors and Estates representing the 'limbs' (with 
the laws of the Empire acting as the soul or essence).26 The rela-
tionship that this created between elector and emperor tran-
scended confessional boundaries and was essentially a symbiotic 
one-a fitting description given the biological nature of the con-
temporary political language-with both parties drawing power, 
authority, and strength from each other. 27 That this relationship 
was recognized by both sides is quite apparent in correspondence 
between the imperial court and that in Dresden. 

24 SHStADr, Loe. 7388/i, fos. 11"-15, at 13: Electoral Saxon privy council protocol, 
Nuremberg, 4/i4 Oct. 16u, Original. Placing an emphasis on strength was, of course, not 
simply a Saxon trait. For example, a later anonymous author would argue a similar point 
after the disastrous reign of the Bavarian Emperor Charles VII: 'it is not enough that 
Germany receives a head; [ the head] must also find itself in a position to clothe this high 
dignity in eye-catching magnificence' ( quoted from Gotthard, Siiulen, ii. 535-6). 

25 On the 'dualist model' see Peter H. Wilson, From Reich to Revolution: German History, 
1558-1806 (Basingstoke, 2005), 7-9. On bellicosity see Johannes Burkhardt, 'Die Fried-
losigkeit der Friihen Neuzeit: Grundlegung einer Theorie der Bellizitilt Europas', Z,eitschrifi 
far historische Forschung, 24 (1997), 5091 4; Heinz Schilling, 'War and Peace at the Emergence 
of Modernity: Europe between State Belligerence, Religious ,vars, and the Desire for 
Peace', in Klaus BuBmann and Heinz Schilling (eds.), 1648: rVar and Peace in Europe, 3 vols. 
(l\1iinster, 1998), i. 13-22. 

26 SHStADr, Loe. 8804/ 3, fos. 208-25: Electoral Saxon protocol of the discussions with 
Margrave George Frederick ofBaden-Durlach, [Dresden], 1/u Apr. 1610, Original; ibid. 
Loe. 7272/25, fos. 153-66, at 163-163v: Elector Christian II of Saxony to the Estates of the 
Protestant Union, [Dresden], 8/J8 Mar. 1610, Draft. 

27 When arguing against Saxon entry into the Protestant Union, Kaspar von Schonberg 
argued that the relationship between 'head' and 'limbs' must function 'non obstante 
Religionis diversitate'; see SHStADr, Loe. 8804/ 3, fos. 208-25: Electoral Saxon protocol 
of the discussions with Margrave George Frederick of Baden-Durlach, [Dresden], 1/u 
Apr. 1610, Original. 
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From the Saxon side, for example, von Schonberg often 
referred to the emperor's power 'flowing from the electoral 
college', with the Estates of the Empire being obligated to its 
'head' and an act against the latter being deemed an act against 
the entire 'body'. 28 In fact, von Schonberg felt so capable of 
understanding the relationship between an emperor and his 
Estates that he publicly lectured the Emperor Matthias on this 
subject-using similar language-when the latter came to 
Dresden in 1617.29 On the other side, a letter from Emperor 
Rudolf II (r. 1576-1612) to the Protestant electors from 1590 
mirrors the language of the Saxon court, stating that 'the sover-
eignty and authority of the electors is bound to the sovereignty 
and authority of the emperor from which it stems so that neither 
is diluted', further noting that 'the one cannot exist without the 
other'. 30 The emperor also reinforced the manner in which the 
electors benefited from this relationship, stating that 'the highest 
dignity of the electors, which places them before other kings and 
potentates, is that they elect an emperor whose sovereignty, 
authority, and power surpasses all others'. 31 The suggestion inher-
ent in such a statement, of course, was that they should be mindful 
to perform their function wisely given its relevance for their own 
standing. 

Power was undoubtedly a key element in allowing the relation-
ship between emperor and electors to prosper but it would be a 
mistake to believe that the simple possession of power was in itself 
a guarantee of securing the Saxon vote. The location of an individ-
ual's territorial interests was also a hugely significant factor. For 
example, when faced in 1612 with the elector of Mainz's fervent 
support of Archduke Albrecht (1559-1621), then regent of the 
Netherlands, von Schonberg coolly replied that, 'were the vote to 
fall upon [him], then the emperor must move from Prague . . . 

28 Ibid. fo. 213v. See also ibid. Loe. 7272/25, fos. 153-66, at 163-163v: Elector Christian 
II of Saxony to the Estates of the Protestant Union, [Dresden], 8/i8 Mar. 16w, Draft; 
ibid. Loe. 8806/i, fos. 2691 4, at 272: Elector Johann Georg I of Saxony to DukeJohann 
Kasimir ofSaxon-Coburg, [Dresden], 28 Oct./7 Nov. 16w, Draft. 

29 Paul Rachel, 'Furstenbesuche in Dresden: Tei! 1: Deutsche Kaisei--Matthias 16!7', 
Dresdner Geschichtsbliitter, 18 (1909), 17-30, 37-47, 691 0, at 27ff.; Carl Eduard Vehse, 'Der 
Hof Johann Georg's I. und die Zeiten des dreil3igjahrigen Kriegs: 1611-1656', in id., 
Geschichte der Hiife des Hauses Sachsen, 7 vols. (Hamburg, 1854), iii. 47-279, at 6off. 

30 SHStADr, Loe. 8093/i3, fos. 641 3v, at 69: Emperor Rudolf II's resolution to the 
elector Palatine and the electors of Saxony and Brandenburg, Prague, 17/27 July 1590, 
Copy. 31 Ibid., fos. 69-69v. 



192 DOMINIC PHELPS 

from what then is he to be supported?'32 As far as von Schonberg 
was concerned, Albrecht's inferior territorial powers and subse-
quent dependence on Spain-in contrast to the independently 
strong Matthias-would only facilitate the creation of a weak 
'head' who would require constant financial support from the 
'body'. Worse than this, however, it would also create an emperor 
who would be far more inclined to orient the Empire westwards 
and southwards, towards those areas of Spanish need, than 
towards Saxony's primary sphere of political interest and influence 
in the east. When Elector Johann Georg I then praised Albrecht as 
hard-working, loyal to the emperor, and of some military skill, with 
the potential to inherit lands when his wife, the Infanta Isabella 
(1566-1633), died, von Schönberg produced the damning conclu-
sion that this 'would be of little use to the electorate [particularly 
in protecting it from Matthias] because [Albrecht's] seat [would 
be] so far away'. 33 

This last comment clearly has some resonance with the geo-
graphical position of the Saxon territory, which was surrounded 
on two sides by Protestant allies (including their Ernestine cousins) 
and on two sides by the kingdom of Bohemia, which had been 
ruled since 1526 by the house of Habsburg. Thus while other 
Protestant electors, such as the elector Palatine, appeared free to 
pick and choose from any number of candidates, none of which 
directly affected the security of their territories, the Saxons were 
encouraged, as another privy councillor, Esaias Brandenstein, 
remarked, 'to have consideration for [their] neighbour'. Certainly 
in Matthias' case the Saxon privy council adjudged it infinitely 
better to have the king of Bohemia as a friend than as an enemy.34 

The potential threat to the electorate was not, however, the only 
reason why it was prudent to elect the Habsburg king of Bohemia 
to the throne. As von Schonberg argued, 'with the personage of 
Matthias, the lands of Hungary, Austria, Moravia, Bohemia, and 
Silesia would be kept within the Empire and the defensive wall 
protecting the Empire would be better secured'. 35 

This argument, which is evident in Saxon correspondence since 
32 SHStADr, Loe. 7388/i, fos. 11v-15, at 14-14v: Electoral Saxon privy council protocol, 

Nuremberg, 4/i4 Oct. 16II, Original. 
33 SHStADr, Loe. w675/8, fos. 3681 1v, at 369-369v: Electoral Saxon privy council 

protocol, Nuremberg, who Oct. 16n, Original. 34 Ibid. fo. 369v. 
35 SHStADr, Loe. 7388/i, fos. nv-15, at 14-14v: Electoral Saxon privy council protocol, 

Nuremberg, 4/i4 Oct. 16II, Original. 
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at least Maximilian II's (r. 1564-76) election as king of the Romans 
in 1562, would later be reiterated by Elector Johann Georg I who 
defended his decision not to elect Albrecht by stating that 'our 
beloved ancestors always believed that he who possessed [the 
Bohemian] lands should be elected as head of the Empire . . . 
because these lands, which are a bastion against the Turks, would 
be better preserved through this'. 36 In other words, by raising the 
king of Bohemia to the imperial dignity, the Saxons hoped to con-
tinue a tradition observed since 1558 of binding the defence of the 
emperor's own territorial lands with that of the Empire's south-
eastern border. They also clearly enunciated an appreciation of 
the Reich as including all of the Habsburg patrimonial lands-
although interestingly this did not seem to apply to the possibility 
of fully reintegrating the Netherlands into the Empire by electing 
Archduke Albrecht; a notion which von Schonberg dismissed as 
impossible given the likelihood of Spanish opposition. 37 

There were, however, simple flaws in the Saxons' arguments 
as a document from the elector ofMainz's chancellery was quick 
to point out. Would the king of Bohemia really be less inclined to 
protect his lands from the Turks ifhe was not emperor? Also, did 
the Saxons' focus on the Habsburg patrimonium and not the indi-
vidual candidates' personalities not undermine the idea of a 'free 
vote' and the 'electoral pre-eminence' upon which it was based 
and which the Saxons themselves otherwise so vociferously 
defended?38 Sadly neither von Schonberg nor any of the other 
Saxon privy councillors took it upon themselves to answer this cri-
tique, not least because they did not require Mainz's support to 
push Matthias's candidature through and because, simply put, 
they appear to have thought the former far less likely to cause 
trouble if disappointed than the latter. Indeed, it seems reasonable 
to speculate that the Saxons believed Matthias, whose 'offence to 
the Emperor [and] disrespect for the Empire' during the 
Habsburg 'Brothers' Quarrel' von Schonberg had already noted, 
might have had few qualms in making a future agreement with 

36 SHStADr, Loe. w675/8, fo. 373-373", at 373: Electoral Saxon memorandum on 
negotiating the succession [n.p., n.d.], Draft. 

37 SHStADr, Loe. w675/8, fas. 3681 1V, at 370v: Electoral Saxon privy council proto-
col, Nuremberg, w/20 Oct. 16!1, Original. 

38 SHStADr, Loe. w675/8, fas. 379-85: Short memorandum concerning the elector of 
Saxony's doubts regarding the forthcoming election [ n.p., n.d.], Original; see also Briefe 
und Akten, x. 498-500 n. 3. 
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the Turks that was detrimental to the whole Empire. 39 As such, 
their attention to the personality rather than just the territory is 
implicit in their conduct. The continued indivisibility of the 
Bohemian crown from the imperial dignity also does not seem to 
have provided the Saxons with too much trouble in 1619, given 
that they had already decided to support their favoured candidate, 
Ferdinand of Styria (1578-1637), in regaining his lost Bohemian 
crown months before the imperial election took place.40 

What other arguments did the Saxons proffer to justify their 
repetitive electoral policies? One reason that is particularly promi-
nent in the individual testaments of the electors themselves is the 
very manner by which they came across the electoral dignity itself. 
Johann Georg I advised his son and heir in his testament to give 
his support to the Habsburg emperors, 'through whose good affec-
tion and mediation the electoral dignity and other lands were 
transferred to our house'.41 The continued existence of the 
Ernestine branch of the house ofWettin, moreover, was enough to 
remind the Albertines that their electoral tradition was the product 
of imperial benevolence and stemmed from the emperor's power 
alone. It cannot have been far from their minds that the same 
power that had elevated their branch could, by the very same 
measure, also return it to relative political obscurity. This may, in 
tum, explain why the Saxons were so vehemently opposed to the 
transfer of the Palatine electoral title to Maximilian of Bavaria in 
1623 or the transfer of the ducal Mecklenburg title to Wallenstein 
in 1628.42 It is also worth noting that supporting the election of 
various Habsburgs also proved beneficial to the expansion of the 
Saxon electorate, either coming at the expense of the Emestines 
(in 1547, 1566, and 1575) or the kingdom of Bohemia (in 1621); 
although it should also be noted that this support did not ultimately 
prove successful in either Jiilich-Cleves or Magdeburg.43 

Another reason behind the Saxons' electoral policies can be 
found in the close relationships forged between the two houses, on 

39 SHStADr, Loe. 7388/J, fos. 11v-15, at 13-13v: Electoral Saxon privy council protocol, 
Nuremberg, 4/J4 Oct. 1611, Original. 

40 Phelps, 'Reich, Religion and Dynasty', 214-64. 
41 Elector Johann Georg I of Saxony's testament, Dresden, 20/30July 1652, printed in 

Johann Christian Lunig (ed.), Das Teutsche &ichs-Archiv, 24 vols. (Leipzig, 1710-22), v. pt. 2, 
pp. 169,7, at 174; Muller, Kursachsen, 129 n. 268. 42 Ibid. 450-3. 

43 GroB, Geschichte Sachsens, 83-4; Paula Sutter Fichtner, Emperor Maximilian II (New 
Haven, 2001), 141-2; Muller, Kursachsen, 21; Helen Watanabe-O'Kelly, Court Culture in 
Dresden: From Renaissance to Baroque (Basingstoke, 2002), 75. 
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both a political and personal level. Elector August (r. 1553-86), the 
effective founder of early modem Saxon policy, had shared a close 
friendship with both Emperor Ferdinand I (r. 1558-64), with whom 
he had shared the trials and tribulations of the Passau and 
Augsburg negotiations, and Emperor Maximilian II, with whom 
he had corresponded since childhood. 44 In addition, the Dresden 
court hosted an imperial visit twice prior to elections, in 1575 and 
1617, not only allowing the Saxon electors to bask in the privilege of 
having the emperor as a house guest but also, in the latter case, 
allowing personal relations to be forged between the Saxon elector 
and his officials and the chosen Habsburg candidate, Ferdinand of 
Styria; a move that was seen as particularly imperative in an age 
when the dissociation of personal bonds from the act of decision-
making had not been completed.45 Furthermore, on both occasions 
the emperor's visit raised Saxon hopes that a dynastic union 
between the two houses might be cemented through the marriage 
either of August's daughter Dorothea to the future Rudolf II or of 
Elector Christian II's (r. 1591-1611) widow, Hedwig, to the afore-
mentioned Ferdinand. Although neither materialized, such a union 
remained a clear objective of Saxon policy into the eighteenth 
century and its role in the perpetuation of Saxony's voting habits 
cannot be underestimated. 

Two final points need to be considered. First, what role did the 
opinion of other 'powers' play in the Saxon electoral decision-
making process? We have already seen that the Saxons faced oppo-
sition from Mainz and the Palatinate and ignored both, the latter 
on a frequent basis after 1566. The Dresden court was, however, 
bombarded with correspondence and delegations from Protestant 
and Catholic Estates as well as external powers, such as France and 
Spain, in the hope that its vote could be swayed in favour of their 
preferred candidate.46 Did any of it make a difference? The answer 

44 Ibid.; Ki:itzschkc and Kretzschmar, Sachsische Geschichte, 228. 
'15 Phelps, 'Reich, Religion and Dynasty', 5r6J, 192-204; Hugo Heinrich Moritz, Die 

Wahl Rudo?fi II., der Reichstag zu Regeusburg (1576) und die Freistellungsbewegung (Marburg, 1895), 
95-8; Karlheinz Blaschke, 'Der Weg zur Residenzstadt: Dynastie-Regierung--Schloss', 
in id. (ed.), Geschichte der Stadt Dresdeu, 3 vols. (Dresden, 2005-6), i. 420-32, at 430-1. See 
also those texts at n. 29. 

46 See Phelps, 'Reich, Religion and Dynasty', 153; Kohl, Politik Kursachsens, 11-12. On 
Spanish involvement with the Saxon vote see Geoffrey Parker (ed.), 1he Thirty Years' War 
(London, 1991), 56; Briefe und Akten zur Geschichte des Dreif]igjahrigen Krieges, NS, Die Politik 
Maximilians I. von Bayern und seiner Verbiindeten 1618-1651, 2 pts., JO vols. so far (Munich, 
1964-), i. pt. 1, no. 122, p. 222 n. 1; Muller, Kursachseu, 280 n. 323. 
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seems to have been no. The Saxon electors made their decision 
based on other factors than the support or opposition of certain 
Estates. For example, the certainty of French and Dutch opposition 
to Archduke Albrecht in 1611 or the opposition of many of the 
imperial Estates to the Spanish-educated Rudolf II in 1574 were 
only ever scantly considered in passing. Successive delegations from 
Madrid assured the Saxons of Spanish support for the relevant 
Habsburg candidates, with only the election of Matthias causing 
any problem in this regard-a problem that was consequently min-
imized by the obvious support of the rest of the house ofHabsburg 
for Matthias's candidacy. With such external support guaranteed, 
the Saxons need only be concerned about achieving an amicable 
decision in the electoral college and, as they invariably held the key 
to a Protestant acceptance of any given candidate, their victory was 
all but assured. 

Surprisingly, given their electoral consistency, the Saxons con-
tinued to be encouraged by imperial Estates either to put them-
selves forward or support non-Habsburg candidates throughout 
the early modern period. Part of this was no doubt due to pure 
hope that the Dresden court might suddenly adopt a policy change 
but there was also a subtler reason. The Saxons allowed themselves 
to appear undecided, freely discussing the possibility of electing 
any candidate but never committing to one. This strategy was at 
times so effective that other electors became convinced they had 
finally achieved a change in Saxon tactics. In fact, the elector of 
Mainz's officials at the 1612 electoral diet were so convinced that 
after two years of negotiations they had won the Saxon vote for 
Archduke Albrecht that they disbelievingly asked for it to be 
repeated when the vote was actually given for Matthias.47 

The final factor that can be clearly seen to have affected the 
Saxons' attitude towards imperial elections is an apparent and 
publicly oft proclaimed fear of interregna, described by Elector 
Johann Georg I as a 'dangerous' period of 'inconvenience'.48 

Wherever possible, during the period 1555 to 1619, the Saxons 
pushed for the election of an emperor-designate, or king of the 

47 SHStADr, Loe. 10676/J, fos. 1-48'": Electoral Saxon protocol of the imperial election 
conference, w/20-12/22 May 1612, Original; see also Briefe undAkten, x. 491. 

·f8 SHStADr, Loe. 7388/2, fos. 23-28v, at 26-27v: Elector Johann Georg I of Saxony to 
the Emperor, (Dresden], 24 Dec. 1611/3Jan. 1612, Draft; ibid. Loe. w675/8, fos. 363-4: 
Elector Johann Georg I of Saxony to Heinrich Julius of Brunswick-Wolfenbtittel, 18/28 
Feb. 1612, Draft. 
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Romans vivente lmperatore-during the lifetime of the current 
emperor--in order to prevent any period where the imperial 
throne might be vacant. There were a number of reasons behind 
this strategy. First, history had often demonstrated that periods of 
interregna had been oflittle benefit to the Empire, allowing external 
powers an increased amount of influence and producing greater 
instability among the imperial Estates. Secondly, the growing 
tension between the confessions and their increasingly unresolved 
Gravamina threatened to divide the electoral college (as much as 
the Estates) and endanger the prospect of reaching a unanimous 
decision unless one could be reached before the emperor's death. 
Of greatest concern to the Saxons, however, was the issue of who 
would govern the Empire in the case of an interregnum. According 
to §5 of the 1356 Golden Bull this function was to be fulfilled by 
two imperial vicars-the elector of Saxony and the elector 
Palatine. Any potential Saxon pride at being custodian to half the 
Empire was, however, tempered after 1560 by the horrifying 
prospect that the Calvinist Palatines would exercise control over 
the other half. 49 

The thought of the Palatines authorizing the raising of troops 
on the Rhine and the Main to intervene in France and the 
Netherlands (as was the case in 1565 and 1575), in Jülich-Cleves 
(in 1612), or Bohemia (in 1619) under the pretext of defending 
'imperial interests'-a classic piece of dissimulatio if ever there was 
one-was enough to cause severe panic in the heart of any Saxon 
official or elector and made finding an immediate and obvious 
imperial candidate an absolute necessity.50 The actions of the 
Palatines in this matter certainly exacerbated the Saxons' con-
cerns that during an interregnum they would adversely affect the 

49 'Cap. V. De iurc comitis Palatini et eciam Saxonie ducis', in Konrad Miiller (ed.), Die 
Goldene Bulk Kaiser Karls IV. 1356: Lateinischer Text mit Oberset:cung (Berlin, 1957), 40 (Latin) 
and 41 (German); SHStADr, Loe. w567/ll, fas. 71 ": Memorandum regarding the impe-
rial vicars [n.p., n.d.];Johann Carl Konig, Griindliche Abhandlung von denen hohen Reichs-
Vikariats-Gerechtsamen (Frankfurt am Main, 1741); Gottfried Immanuel Grundig andJohann 
Friedrich Klotzsch (eds.), Sammlung vermischter Nachrichten zur Siichsischen Geschichte, ix: 
Chursiichsische Reichsvikariatsgesclzichte von den ,<,eilen der giildenen Bulk bis aef den Tod K'!)'sers Joseph 
des ersten (Chemnitz, 1774); Wolfgang Hermkes, Das Reichsvikariat in Deutsch/and: Reichsvikare 
nach dem Tode des Kaisers von der Goldenen Bulle bis :cum Ende des Reiches (Karlsruhe, 1968). 

so On the concept of dissimulatio and religious war during the Reformation see Anton 
Schindling, 'Religionskricgc als Gerechte Kriege? Waffengewalt im Zeichen van 
Humanismus, Reformation und Gegenreformation', in Julia Dietrich and Uta Mi.iller-
Koch (eds.), Ethik und Asthetik der Gewalt (Paderborn, 2006), 177-98, at 189-90 and the essay 
by Brendle and Schindling in this volume. 
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Empire's stability. For example, since the 1560s the Palatine 
Elector Frederick III (r. 1559-76) had continually pressed for the 
electoral college to revise the electoral procedure and agree to the 
resolution of the imperial succession through an election non vivente 
imperatore, thus producing an interregnum with the death of each 
emperor. There was actually nothing new in the desire for such 
reform as it had already been proposed in the 1530s by the 
Ernestine electors of Saxony, Johann the Constant (r. 1525-32) 
and his son Elector John Frederick I (r. 1532-54), both of whom 
had proposed an addition to the Golden Bull requiring the previ-
ous agreement of all six voting electors and a cadre of the 
Empire's most prominent princes upon the necessity of any elec-
tion vivente imperatore before it was executed.51 Yet whereas this pre-
vious plan had been specifically designed to empower the electors 
and princes at the expense of the emperor, the Palatine plans were 
principally forwarded to enable the two Protestant electors to use 
the emergency judicial powers conferred upon them as imperial 
vicars to resolve the Gravamina of the Protestant Estates and thus 
facilitate an interpretation of the 1555 Religious Peace of 
Augsburg as they understood it-including, in the Palatines' case, 
the confirmation of the Calvinists' status and the implementation 
of universal and unlimited secularization. 52 

Although it is debatable whether or not this was actually 
achievable given the limits of the imperial vicars' jurisdiction, it 
remained a constant objective for the Heidelberg court and one 
which the Saxons were desperate to see unfulfilled, both out of 
concern for the consequences of such a move and their desire to 
see the Gravamina resolved through discourse between emperor, 
electors, and Estates.53 In fact, Saxon opposition to the Palatines 
can be found as early as 1562 when Elector August calmly 
deflected the complaints of Frederick III against the electoral 

51 See Rosemarie Aulinger (ed.), Der Reichstag in Regensburg und die Verhandlungen iiher einen 
Friedstand mit den Protestanten in Schweiefurt und .Niimberg 1532, 3 pts. (Gottingen, 1992), 1186ff.; 
Helmut Neuhaus, 'Die Romischc Konigswahl vivente imperatore in der Neuzeit', in 
Johannes Kunisch (ed.), .Neue Studien zur friihneuzeitlichen Reichsgeschichte (Berlin, 1987), 1-53, 
at 14-15; Alfred Kohler, Antihabshurgische Politik in der Epoche Karls V.: Die reichsstandische 
Opposition gegen die Wahl Ferdinands I. zum Riimischen Konig und gegen die Anerkennung seines 
Koizigtums (1524-1534) (Gottingen, 1981), 268-9, 363ff. 

52 Hermkes, Reichsvikariat, 5ff.; Muller, Kursaclisen, 23 n. 2. 
53 Axel Gotthard, '"Politice seint wir bapstisch": Kursachsen und der deutsche 

Protestantismus im friihen 17.Jahrhundert', ,?,eitschriflfiir hirtorische Forschung, 20 (1993), 275-
319, at 294-
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system with the statement that it was 'neither against the Golden 
Bull nor of harm to the electors' and, with a further swipe at 
Palatine ambition, the additional argument that the security of 
the imperial dignity was of far greater importance than any indi-
vidual's claim as imperial vicar.54 With the support of the other 
electors the Palatine opposition was on this occasion swiftly 
quashed, but it proved to be only a temporary respite. Indeed, 
over the next half-century the threat of interference from 
Heidelberg in the resolution of the imperial succession by tradi-
tional means resurfaced to trouble the Saxons again and again. 

In 1575, for example, the Palatines once again caused trouble at 
the imperial election when claiming that the method of electing 
an emperor vivente imperatore undermined the 'pre-eminence' of the 
electors themselves.55 At the electoral conference in Fulda in 1606 
they then attempted to put in motion a plan to elect a new king 
of the Romans without the old emperor's approval-thus poten-
tially undermining the emperor's traditional role in the election 
process.56 In 1612 the Saxons were forced to block vociferous 
attempts by the Palatines to insert electoral reform in the new 
Emperor Matthias' capitulation.57 Even as late as 1617 we find 
Elector Johann Georg I replying to Elector Frederick V (r. 1610-
32) that 'the difficulties and problems that an interregnum create are 
much greater and more significant than the prejudice which is 
inflicted on the imperial vicars by the timely resolution of the suc-
cession'-almost the exact words used by his grandfather, August, 
fifty-five years earlier! 58 Given the repetitive nature of the threat 
from Heidelberg it should come as little surprise that the Saxons 
also took a more direct approach to prevent Palatine opposition-
first by imploring the new emperors (sometimes from the moment 
they took office) to begin the process of naming and electing a 

54 Goetz, Maximilians II. Wahl, esp. 1761 ; Luttenberger, Kurflirsten, Kaiser und Reich, 
u9-20; Neuhaus, 'Konigswahl', 14; Claus-Peter Clasen, The Palatinate in European History, 
1555-1618 (Oxford, 1966), 3. 

55 See also Neuhaus, 'Konigswahl', 15ff.; Kluckhohn (ed.), Briefe, i. nos. 160-1, 168, 
174-5, 207; Luttenberger, Kurflirsten, Kaiser und Reich, u6-20; Edel, Kurpfalz, 36o, 368. 

56 SHStADr, Loe. 7386/7, fos. 1661 8: Electoral Saxon instruction, [Dresden], 7/J7 
Aug. 1606, Original; ibid. fos. 57-60: Protocol regarding the succession [n.p., n.d.], 
Original; Felix Stieve, 'Die Verhandlungen iiber die Nachfolge Kaiser Rudolfs II. in den 
Jahren 1581-16o2', Abhandlungen der Historischen Classe der Kiiniglich Bayerischen Akademie der 
Wissenscheften, 15/J (1880), 1-16o. 

57 Phelps, 'Reich, Religion and Dynasty', 157-8; Neuhaus, 'Konigswahl', 29. 
58 SHStADr, Loe. 10677/J, fos. 290-1V, at 290v: Undated Notice, Original. 
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successor, and secondly by moving heaven and earth to organize 
an election as quickly as possible thereafter.59 That the eventual 
successor should ultimately come from the emperor's own house 
was, of course, entirely predictable. 

Significance and Conclusions 

To conclude, it is important to consider one further question: 
what does Saxony's attitude towards the imperial election tell us 
about its relationship to the Holy Roman Empire? It can be seen 
that through the perpetual election of a Habsburg candidate-
and one who was also king of Bohemia-the Saxons wished to 
support the institutional strength of the imperial dignity by elect-
ing individuals with the territorial and dynastic capacity to fulfil 
their role as heads of the imperial 'corpus'. The lessons of the 
Schmalkaldic War and the precarious nature of an embryonic 
new imperial 'state' after 1555 placed even more emphasis upon 
giving the Empire a strong central figure who would not only 
respect this new 'Augsburgian' order and the imperial hierarchy 
that ran through it but who, by history and tradition, confession 
and politics, was also fundamentally bound to it. The primary 
objective of the Saxon electors in this 'confessional age' was thus 
always the protection of the 1555 status quo, including the power 
of the emperor, because that moment fulfilled the three core ele-
ments of the electorate's existence-security of faith, security of 
the Empire, and security of the dynasty.60 

Implicit in this and reflected in the Saxons' voting habits was a 
recognition that having effectively been responsible for the cre-
ation of an elected emperorship (Amtskaisertum) by opposing 
Charles V in the early 1550s it was now necessary to restore and 
later maintain some of the centripetal forces that he had embod-
ied in order effectively to preserve the resulting 'Harmoni lmperii 

59 Adalben Wahl, 'Kursachsische Politik in denJahren 16!4 und 16!5', Neues Archwfor 
siichsische Geschichl£ undAltertumskunde, 18 (1897), 56-65, esp. 57; Neuhaus, 'Konigswahl', 20--1; 
Gotthard, Siiulen, ii. 6m-2; id., "'Politice seint wir bapstisch"', 294ff. 

60 Such loyalty to the imperial system can be found in much of the Saxon electors' cor-
respondence of this time. Johann Georg I, for example, wrote of his desire 'to adhere to 
the divinely ordained supreme head of the Empire and [the latter's] constitution, laws, 
and regulations'; see SHStADr, Loe. w215/ 2, fos. 125-8, at 126v: Elector Johann Georg I 
of Saxony to Duke Philipp of Pomerania, [Dresden], 14/24 Mar. 1615, Draft. 
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Romani'. Their actions, however, provide somewhat of a problem 
for the 'dualist model' of state formation, for here we have a cen-
tralizing and developing early modern territorial complex or 
'state', containing all the forces of economic growth, confession-
alization, and burgeoning identity, that also willingly and contin-
ually yields a portion of its power (or even 'sovereignty') to an 
individual or institution both for its own benefit and that of the 
'state-like' apparatus that surrounds it. In the process, the Saxons 
appear to have achieved a satisfactory reconciliation of centripetal 
and centrifugal forces and, even more importantly, the apparent 
political demarcation of a state within a state. 

Could this therefore be, to paraphrase Peter Wilson, the simul-
taneous triumph of both the emperor and the prince-the one 
with the authority to serve and protect, the other to serve and 
elect?61 Certainly, the Saxons' attitude to the election of the 
emperor-and the relationship between emperor and Estates that 
it symbolized-can be interpreted as such. By understanding and 
maintaining the necessary equilibrium between being 'an elector 
of the Empire' and an 'innermost and privy councillor' to the 
emperor, the Saxons formed a key part of an essentially symbiotic 
state relationship that existed within the imperial hierarchy and 
allowed the Holy Roman Empire to flourish in the years between 
1555 and 1618 without disintegration into religious civil wars.62 It 
is, therefore, the ensuing gradual breakdown of both this relation-
ship and the aforementioned equilibrium, that is, the conversion 
from an essentially symbiotic state relationship to a more parasitic 
one, and the subsequent efforts of both emperors and Estates 
either to halt the change (in the case of Saxony) or accelerate it (in 
the case of the Palatines and later Brandenburg-Prussia), that 
would come to dominate the history of the Empire until its final 
dissolution nearly two hundred years later. 

61 Wilson, From Reich to Revolution, 8 and 34. 
62 Gotthard, '"Politice seint wir bapstisch"', 279. 




