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The tercentenary of the outbreak of the Thirty Years War has prompt-
ed a flood of new publications, media coverage, conferences, and
exhibitions. University libraries were certainly not short on books
about the war but, as Georg Schmidt rightly points out, the old
clichés have proved surprisingly persistent and remain deeply
embedded in the popular memory of this conflict. Chief among these
is that the war represented the lowest point in German history
between the Reformation and unification in 1871. He seeks to correct
this through two books; one is a substantial new general history of
the war, while the other is an updated version of his short textbook
which first appeared in 1995. Unlike several of the competing books
published in 2018, Schmidt’s major new study is not simply a work
of synthesis, but a clear statement of his own interpretation of the
war’s causes and consequences. It builds on arguments already part-
ly rehearsed in earlier versions of the textbook, the latest edition of
which serves as an admirably clear and succinct summary of his
interpretation and scholarship on the war more generally.

Central to this interpretation is Schmidt’s conception of the Holy
Roman Empire as the first German nation-state, which he has articu-
lated in other works since the early 1990s, most notably in his
Geschichte des Alten Reiches: Staat und Nation in der Frühen Neuzeit
(1999). The Peace of Augsburg of 1555, the deficiencies of which are
often blamed for causing the war, is regarded by Schmidt as stabiliz-
ing the imperial constitution and integrating the north German impe-
rial Estates (Reichsstände) more closely within the Empire. The result
was what he terms the ‘Complementary Empire-State’ in which the
imperial Estates shared key powers with the emperor. The political
balance was expressed in the language of ‘German liberties’ and the
constitutional order increasingly became the focus for what Schmidt
interprets as a ‘German’ national identity. 

This approach tends to treat the Austrian Habsburg monarchy,
the Burgundian lands, and imperial (northern) Italy as already sepa-
rate from the mass of smaller imperial Estates represented in the key
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institutions like the Reichstag and the imperial Circles (Reichskreise).
While this is problematic when considering the Empire’s history
more broadly, it does add analytical clarity to Schmidt’s characteri-
zation of the war as a distinct Central European conflict and not a
general European war. Here he is arguing against the mainstream
Anglophone scholarship, which has tended to follow Geoffrey
Parker’s line and see the Thirty Years War as part of a wider struggle
over Spanish claims to continental hegemony.

He is also dissenting from the majority view among German his-
torians, and voiced elsewhere by others like Sir John Elliott, that the
war began in the Empire and expanded outwards in concentric cir-
cles to become a European war. This ‘European war school’ suggests
that the Empire’s problems either rapidly lost importance once the
Spanish–Dutch war resumed in 1621, or that events in the Empire
were largely determined by external actors, making it ‘a European
war fought in Germany’ as Johannes Arndt and others have claimed.1
Schmidt restores agency to the Empire’s political leadership, as well
as assigning them responsibility for the horrendous conflict which
ensued. This is a bold step in the current political climate, given the
drift implicit in the ‘European war school’ back towards the older
conservative nationalist characterization of the Thirty Years War as a
national disaster inflicted on an innocent Germany by evil foreigners.
Die Reiter der Apokalypse is divided into three parts. The first ex -

plores the war’s origins as a constitutional conflict which escaped
control and which centred on a struggle between German freedom
and Habsburg monarchical authority. As Schmidt rightly argues, ex -
ternal intervention was determined by this, not the other way round,
since each foreign power joining the conflict did so either to support
or oppose the Habsburgs. He strikes a middle course between those,
like Axel Gotthard and Geoffrey Parker, who see the war as in -
evitable, and those, like Johannes Burkhardt, who argue there was a
real chance that a serious conflict could have been avoided. Schmidt
remains reserved towards the current history of mentalities, which
has grown steadily since the linguistic turn in the 1990s and the sub-
sequent surge in new cultural history. When applied to the Thirty
Years War, this approach argues that the impact of Hu man ism, sci-
ence, the Reformation, and responses to climate change and various

1 Johannes Arndt, Der Dreißigjährige Krieg, 1618–1648 (Ditzingen, 2009), 12.



political and economic problems combined to make war inevitable
by creating a climate of fear. This view has now largely displaced the
earlier structuralist explanation of the war’s causes, based on a ‘Gen -
eral Crisis’ caused either by a change in mode of production from feu-
dalism to capitalism, or a political shift related to the fragmentation of
Spanish Habsburg hegemony. Schmidt disputes claims that ‘mass
psychosis’ caused the war and prolonged it by reigniting it after each
peace attempt. There was, indeed, a general sense of anxiety, but not
everyone accepted fate passively and there were still those who
called for a peaceful resolution of the problems. However, he does
argue that ‘crisis management’ failed repeatedly, because each party
felt convinced that God and justice were on their side and hoped that
a show of force would compel their opponents to back down.

The book’s second part tackles the question of why the war lasted
thirty years. This develops the argument about repeated failures to
defuse, or at least contain, a succession of crises. Presentation of the
material is fairly conventional, following the customary chronologi-
cal structure adopted to explain the war, though Schmidt varies this
a little as he enters the 1630s, and he dissociates the different phases
from their usual linkage with the successive intervention of Den -
mark, Sweden, and France. More might have been said about how
the methods used to fund the war made its termination harder to
achieve. The discussion also suffers from the usual compression of
events after the Peace of Prague in 1635, which are covered in just 86
pages, compared to the 492 devoted to narrating the first half of the
war. The text does draw on the rich range of contemporary personal
testimonies, such as the soldier’s diary presumed to have been writ-
ten by Peter Hagendorf, but these do not feature as prominently as in
some of the other recent books on the war.

The final part deals with the Congress of Westphalia and evalu-
ates the peace settlement in line with the book’s argument that this
was a ‘German’ war. Schmidt stresses that the religious clauses of the
settlement successfully defused confessional tension and contributed
to the post-war stability of the Empire. This was far from being a
‘national’ humiliation but, on the contrary, pointed towards moder-
nity, especially in how the treaty enshrined a great variety of indi-
vidual and corporate liberties within the imperial constitution. The
war’s demographic, social, economic, and cultural consequences are
covered only briefly, with more attention paid to its commemoration
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and place in subsequent German national identity. Overall, Schmidt
balances a general synthesis of recent research with his own, distinc-
tive interpretation, and achieves his goal of providing an accessible,
lucid account of what was an extremely complex conflict.
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