Paul Douglas Lockhart

Political Language and Wartime Propaganda
in Denmark, 1625-1629

In recent years, the study of political theory in early-modern
European history has largely been replaced by the study of
‘political language’ and ‘political discourse’, a shift that demon-
strates, in the main, a greater appreciation for the complexity of
European political thought before the Enlightenment. Historians
of political language have turned increasingly to heretofore
neglected sources, including lesser writings and pamphlet litera-
ture, to discern change and continuity in political mentalities; in
addition, the study of court culture has at least highlighted the
iconographic and constitutional significance of visual display and
court patronage of the arts. For a state with a rich tradition of
political literature — early Stuart England, for example — such
sources provide an important ancillary to conventional constitu-
tional history. For a state without such a tradition, like pre-
absolutist Denmark, sources such as these are nearly all that we
have. Oldenburg Denmark lacked a significant political literature
before 1660, and the nature of the Danish constitution precluded
the lengthy interchanges between monarchy and elites over the
nature of sovereignty which appear so frequently in English
history. An understanding of the Oldenburg constitution requires
an examination of court ceremonial, court culture, and the
popular press; only through these means can we discern the way
in which the Danish monarchy presented itself, or the ways in
which its subjects perceived it.

While historians of early-modern Denmark may not have yet
uncovered what Malcolm Smuts termed ‘a visual language of
power and authority’ in the seventeenth-century Oldenburg
state,! the study of court culture has at least begun to figure
prominently in early-modern Danish historiography. Steffen
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Heiberg, Hugo Johannsen, and — most recently — Sebastian
Olden-Jorgensen have examined royal patronage of the arts
under King Christian IV (1596-1648) and in the early years of
the absolute monarchy in Denmark. The near dearth of printed
political literature in pre-absolutist Denmark, however, puts
severe restrictions on the study of Danish political culture.?

Yet the study of political attitudes and mentalities does not
require the existence of a literature that is expressly political in
nature; these ideas may be manifested in other types of writing as
well. In Denmark — as in much of Europe — the overwhelming
preponderance of printed literature concerned religious or
devotional topics, generally written by ordained clerics. Given
the nature of church-state relations in seventeenth-century
Denmark, it should hardly be surprising that this religious litera-
ture would, from time to time, reflect the clergy’s perception
of the monarchy and perhaps the monarchy’s image as the king
himself would have it. An examination of religious pamphlets
and printed sermons from the time of the greatest constitutional
crisis in early seventeenth-century Denmark — Christian IV’s
military intervention in the Thirty Years’ War — reveals a great
deal about the royal image. The king’s close relationship with
the state Lutheran church meant that printed sermons and devo-
tional literature would serve as a sort of propaganda, defending
to the king’s subjects the necessity of war and of the attendant
sacrifices they would have to make to support the war effort. This
propaganda literature is significant in at least three ways: first,
it is thematically unique in comparison with other European
propaganda literatures from the period of the Thirty Years’ War;
second, it serves as an indication of the degree of royal control
over the state confessional church in Denmark; and finally, it
exhibits a vision of the mission and majesty of monarchy that is
altogether different from that previously projected in Danish
political discourse. In other words, the pressures of war com-
pelled the king to refashion his image, to assert a much enhanced
role within the polity. It is this final consideration — the exercise
of royal power and the perception of kingship embodied in
Danish wartime propaganda — which concerns us here.

The tracts and printed sermons which make up the bulk of
Danish propaganda from the time of Christian IV’s intervention
in the Thirty Years’ War bear little resemblance to state- and
church-generated propaganda from other European states during
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the same period. These latter — including Charles I’s defence of
the Forced Loan, Richelieu’s arguments in favour of French
intervention against the Habsburgs, Gustav IT Adolf’s and Axel
Oxenstierna’s justification of a Swedish assault on the Holy
Roman Empire, and the apologia of Elector Johann Georg for
Saxon neutrality during the 1620s — make frequent use of con-
fessional arguments, as does the Danish wartime literature, but
here the similarity ends. While the aforementioned English,
French, Swedish, and Saxon propaganda blames the inevitable
onslaught of war on the actions of real or perceived enemies,
thereby externalizing the factors which made war necessary, the
Danish tracts and sermons focus the blame inwards. In other
words, the Danish literature portrays the inevitable onslaught of
war and calamity as the predictable result of the collective
iniquity of the people of Denmark; war, like other disasters, is the
inescapable manifestation of God’s righteous wrath, visited upon
Denmark for its sins. While this overall theme was hardly new in
1625, even in Denmark, its portrayal of the king was something
of an innovation. For the king was fated to serve as the national
saviour, prepared to sacrifice his wealth and his life for his sinful
and ungrateful subjects. Such a messianic representation of the
king simply has no precedent in Danish royal iconography before
1625, but it would colour the bitter constitutional aftermath of
Danish defeat in the war against the Holy Roman Emperor.3

Kingship and the Oldenburg Constitution

The basic structure of the Danish constitution, as well as the
background to Denmark’s disastrous involvement in the Thirty
Years’ War, are certainly covered elsewhere, but are probably
not sufficiently familiar to most early modernists. Prior to the
royalist coup d’état of 1660, the characteristic constitutional form
of Danish government was what later Danish historians have
labelled adelsvelden, in which the responsibility of governance
was entrusted to the joint stewardship of the elected king and the
aristocratic Council of State (Rigsrddet). Together, these two
elements made up the ‘Crown of Denmark’ (Danmarks krone), a
concept not unlike that of ‘king in parliament’ in contemporary
England. Although the king was recognized as the chief states-
man of the realm, a coronation charter (hdndfestning) limited his
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arbitrary powers, and in general major decisions had to be made
in consultation with the Council of State. A small group of
ministers (Rigsembedsmaendene), almost invariably appointed by
the king from within the ranks of the Council, assisted in the
governance of the realm. Popular representative institutions,
except at the local level, were all but non-existent; regular meet-
ings of the Estates (Stendermoderne) would not become a feature
of Danish or Norwegian government until the late 1620s. The
monarchy remained nominally elective, but the Oldenburg
dynasty had been in place since 1448, and in fact — if not in
theory — kingship had been hereditary since the Lutheran
Christian III had forced his way to the throne in 1536.

During the reigns of Kings Christian III (1536-59) and
Frederik II (1559-88), and during the first half of Christian IV’s
reign, political life in Denmark was unusually harmonious. The
tumultuous and violent reign of Christian IT (1513-23) taught
succeeding kings of the Oldenburg line the dangers of ruling
without the Council; the chaotic interregnum of 1533-36, like-
wise, served as an object lesson to the Council that the absence
of royal authority might well engender anarchy. The lack of
significant confessional strife in the Oldenburg State after 1536
was a factor of no mean importance, but in the main the king and
the aristocratic Council made a conscientious effort to maintain
their potentially precarious balance in order to avert confronta-
tion and instability. Indeed, until well into the 1620s there
existed a close socio-political symbiosis between the king and the
nobility, despite frequent clashes over foreign policy and fiscal
issues.

Court culture and prevailing notions of kingship tended to
reinforce the idea of the king as primus inter pares. Until the
1630s, the Danish court never approached most of its Con-
tinental contemporaries (or, for that matter, that of the Tudor or
Stuart monarchs) in terms of ostentatious display, and had a great
deal more in common with the austere courts of the impoverished
north German territorial states. Danish court society was
virtually devoid of titles and other distinctions of rank. Nor did
the king attempt to set himself apart from his aristocracy, and
the daily activities of court life cemented a closer working
relationship between the two. The king and the foremost
members of his court, together with their armed retainers (svend),
comprised a formal military unit (Hoffanen). The kings — espe-
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cially Frederik II, probably the consummate conciliar king in the
history of adelsvelden — feasted and drank with their councillors,
invited councillors to attend the baptism ceremonies of the royal
children, and allowed the children of the leading families to be
educated alongside den udvalgte prins (the Prince Elect, or heir
apparent) and the dukes and princesses of the royal house. The
Council, in other words, was more the king’s comitatus than
his constitutional opponent. Court ceremony may have been
stiff, indeed almost Spanish in its formality, when foreign
ambassadors were present, but the day-to-day relationship
between the king and the Council was characterized by a rough-
hewn conviviality and familiarity.* When Christian IV, for
example, made a sea voyage to visit his northern Norwegian
domains in 1599, accompanied by a number of aristocratic com-
panions, he insisted that his guests aboard ship refer to him as
‘Captain Christian Frederiksen’ and not by his royal titles.> It is
not difficult to understand why Christian IV and James I got
along so famously during Christian’s two visits to England in
1606 and 1614, or why the Danish king’s indecorous behaviour
during the first visit so appalled James’s court.®

Adelsvelden, in this sense at least, died during the reign of
Christian IV, well before the establishment of the absolute
monarchy by King Frederik III in 1660. Ironically, for the first
thirty years of his long reign, Christian IV seemed ideally suited
to maintain the consensus between king and aristocracy neces-
sary for conciliar monarchy to function smoothly. His father’s
association with the conciliar aristocracy had been especially
close, but the young Prince Elect Christian (IV) — a mere boy of
eleven when his father died in April 1588 — did not have much
opportunity to witness Frederik II at work, in particular the
manner in which Frederik managed his Council. Christian
received most of his education and political training at the hands
of the regency government which ruled in his stead until his
formal coronation in 1596. Christian’s political education was
not intensive — his readings in political theory appear to have
been limited to Erasmus’ Institutio principis christiani — but as it
was supervised by members of the aristocratic Council of State it
was slanted towards the interests of the upper nobility, and
doubtlessly was not replete with images of royal supremacy.”’ The
most famous theorist of adelsvelden, the councillor Arild
Huitfeldt, composed a multi-volume history of Denmark for the
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young king. This series, usually called Danmarks Riges Kronike
(Chronicles of the Kingdom of Denmark), and especially the intro-
ductions to each volume, served as a didactic in the speculum
regale tradition with a very simple message: successful and godly
kings ruled with and through the aristocracy; while monarchy
was necessary for political stability, kings who consistently
ignored the interests of the aristocracy were invariably tyrants.®
Unlike his contemporary and brother-in-law James VI/I,
Christian I'V never revealed his vision of kingship in his extensive
personal writings, but he did through his actions. He summoned
the entire Council of State far more frequently than his father did,
and appears to have scoffed at the idea of royal supremacy. His
fierce prosecution of Christoffer Dybvad, the Danish academic
who in the early 1620s had the temerity to suggest that Christian
abolish the Council of State and establish a kind of popular
absolutism, bears more than adequate testimony to the king’s
devotion to the political status quo.’

Christian IV and the Thirty Years’ War

Limited monarchy may have prevailed for the first half of
Christian I'V’s reign, but as in several European states the Thirty
Years’ War brought with it pressures that were too great for
limited monarchy to bear. Unlike Frederik II, Christian IV had
never demonstrated any great interest in the impending con-
fessional and constitutional crises in the Empire, nor in the
creation of a Protestant or anti-Habsburg coalition. He worked
assiduously to augment Denmark’s military, naval, and com-
mercial power, but he lacked his father’s astute grasp of inter-
national politics outside of Baltic Europe. The various crises
leading up to the Thirty Years’ War did not cause Christian IV
any visible concern, and he harboured little sympathy for the
Bohemian rebels in 1618.10

Nonetheless, Christian IV found himself dragged into the
escalating conflict in the Empire. In part, this was because his
support was courted both by the Habsburg and by their
adversaries, especially the latter. And with good reason: his
personal fortune was the greatest of any reigning monarch in
Europe, the Danish navy was one of the most powerful on the
Continent, and — most important — Denmark’s geopolitical
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position was strategically significant. For Christian IV — whose
realms included not only the kingdom of Denmark itself (includ-
ing the now-Swedish provinces of Blekinge, Halland, and
Skane), but also Norway, Iceland, Greenland, the Faroe Islands,
and much of Holstein — controlled the Sound and all other
approaches to the Baltic Sea, thereby making access to the lucra-
tive Baltic trade dependent upon his good will. As duke of
Holstein, he was an important prince of the Holy Roman
Empire, clearly the most powerful German prince in the Lower
Saxon Circle. By 1625, his aggressive acquisition of secularized
bishoprics in northern Germany had given Christian IV nearly
total dominance over the Weser and Elbe estuaries. And the
extensive ties of blood and matrimony — with England and
Scotland, Brandenburg, Saxony, Mecklenburg, and the Palatin-
ate — ensured that the king was well connected.

It was the encroachment of Habsburg authority on Christian’s
lands in Germany, however, that finally moved the Danish king
to action. The primary foreign-policy problem in Christian IV’s
reign had been Sweden’s aggressive expansionism in the Baltic,
and Gustav II Adolf’s unremitting hostility towards Denmark,
but the advances of Habsburg forces (and, concomitantly, of the
Counter Reformation Church) in the early 1620s threatened his
established territorial holdings in northern Germany. More pre-
cisely, these advances threatened his religion and his ‘princely
liberties’; like any German Reichsfiirst, Christian IV treasured the
decentralized nature of the Empire that allowed him to pursue his
territorial policies in Lower Saxony without threat of interference
from Vienna or Prague. As the army of the Catholic League
began to threaten Lower Saxony directly, and as England,
France, and the United Provinces importuned him to take up the
common anti-Habsburg cause, Christian IV made the decision to
defend his interests in Lower Saxony against the centralizing
policies of the Habsburg.

Adelsvelden, however, would not allow so brash a move as an
uprising against the emperor without the consent of the Council
of State, and the Council did not share Christian I'V’s understand-
ing of the crisis in the Empire. Christian IV, as duke of Holstein,
saw considerable peril in the movement of the victorious
Habsburg armies; the Council saw the war in Germany as a
distant conflict that did not involve Denmark. The Council
repeatedly foiled the king’s attempts to become involved in the
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German conflict between 1621 and 1624. With the promise of
substantial foreign aid, however, Christian decided to pursue the
war on his own, as duke of Holstein, without the support of
Denmark itself. The Danish royal intervention of 1625-9 —
known as the Lower Saxon War in German historiography and
as Kejserkrigen (the Emperor’s War) in Danish — was a signifi-
cant blow to Denmark and to its king. A string of minor defeats in
1625 and 1626, a greater one at Lutter-am-Barenberge in August
1626, and even a failed diversionary campaign into Moravia
were insufficient to crush the king’s Lower Saxon army com-
pletely. As promised foreign aid failed to materialize, and as his
minor German princely allies deserted him one by one, Christian
bereft of substantial military or financial support from his own
realm was gradually overpowered by the superior armies of the
Empire and the Catholic League. Ultimately the Council of
State, albeit reluctantly, came to the king’s aid, and the recently
summoned Estates pledged their support, but it was too late. In
the autumn of 1627, the armies of Tilly and Wallenstein overran
the last of Christian’s German territories and crossed the frontier
into Slesvig and Jutland. Only a series of brilliantly executed
amphibious assaults along the Jutish and Baltic coasts, assisted
by the still-powerful Danish fleet, staved off a complete Imperial
victory, and allowed the conclusion of a surprisingly lenient peace
settlement at Liibeck in May 1629.

Despite the unexpectedly happy outcome of the war for
Denmark — Christian IV lost only his lesser Imperial posses-
sions — the war marked the beginning of a major constitutional
crisis. The Council blamed the destructive Imperial invasion of
Denmark on the king’s ‘royal adventure’ in Germany; the king,
conversely, blamed the Council for its failure to support him until
the last possible moment. For the remainder of the reign, the
Council sought to find ways to limit the king’s ability to make
foreign and military policy, and Christian IV sought to sidestep
these restrictions. Although the king was marginally successful
in augmenting royal authority in these areas prior to 1643, a
disastrous war with Sweden — the Torstensson War of 1643-5 —
brought an end to Christian’s constitutional endeavours. The last
three years of the reign were a low point in the history of the
Danish monarchy. Christian died in February 1648, broken,
despondent, and bankrupt, a mere ‘shadow king’ in Steffen
Heiberg’s words.!!
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Christian IV never attempted to alter radically the constitu-
tional structure of the Oldenburg polity. His efforts to magnify
royal authority never aimed at the destruction or complete sub-
ordination of the Council, and he seems to have rejected every
opportunity that arose to do so. Christian IV did try, with a fair
amount of success, to refashion prevailing notions of kingship in
Danish political discourse. This self-conscious refashioning
began with the monarchy’s first attempts to produce propaganda
for domestic consumption in the autumn of 1626. By that time,
the defeat at Lutter-am-Barenberge had triggered the wholesale
defection of Christian IV’s German allies, and it was becoming
increasingly apparent that foreign subsidies would not be forth-
coming in the near future. The king sought the support of his
Council and of his subjects; hence it was necessary for Christian
to defend his motives in fighting the costly war in Germany. The
Danish propaganda ‘campaign’ during the Lower Saxon War,
however, was never very well organized. In Sweden, Gustav 11
Adolf and Axel Oxenstierna had prepared the population for a
war in Germany several years before the actual landing at
Peenemiinde in 1630, in large part by means of royal instructions
on preaching; in Denmark, the process of propaganda was
entirely reactive. But the means of propaganda had already been
prepared, well before Lutter, by the loyal Danish clergy.
Christian I'V had to do little more than sanction and supervise the
dissemination of propaganda, the themes of which had been well
established in sermons and religious literature.

The Clergy, the Monarchy, and the Mechanism of Propaganda

The Danish clergy would serve as the primary vehicle for royal
propaganda during the Lower Saxon War. Previously, both
Frederik II and Christian IV had employed ‘royal historiogra-
phers’ who frequently served as propagandists, but Christian I'V’s
historiographer, the panegyrist Claus Christoffersen Lyschander
(1558-1624), had died the year before the war began.!? The
Lutheran clergy more than made up for the loss. Although the
Lutheran Reformation had been effected in Denmark at the
accession of Christian III in 1536, it was only under Frederik I1
that a true confessional state church had emerged, and that most
of the remaining vestiges of the Roman faith had been wiped out
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at least in Denmark, if not yet in Norway and Iceland. Still,
Frederik II had kept his church theologically vague, and crypto-
calvinists — most notably the renowned theologian Niels
Hemmingsen (1513-1600) — figured prominently throughout
the ranks of the clergy.!® Christian IV was initially tolerant of
crypto-calvinists, but by the early 1610s he had begun to demon-
strate a preference for the growing orthodox (or Gnesio-
Lutheran) faction in the clergy. The fall of the crypto-calvinist
Oluf Jensen Kock in 1614 marked the true ascendancy of the
orthodox clergy, as typified by the careers of Hans Poulsen
Resen and Jesper Rasmussen Brochmand. The orthodox clergy
remained fiercely loyal to the king well beyond the death of
Christian IV in 1648, and would later play a significant role in
the establishment of absolute monarchy in 1660.14

Royal support for and control of the church paid rich political
dividends. Under the direction of Hans Poulsen Resen, bishop-
superintendent of Sjelland, the clergy became a firm, if not
especially vocal, protagonist of royal policy from the Lower
Saxon War to the end of Christian’s reign. The political leanings
of the upper clergy are difficult to determine, but the upper
clergy as a whole seems to have been strongly inclined towards
royalism.!> Perhaps such a political stance would hardly seem
surprising in a Lutheran state church, given the orthodox
Lutheran position on the sanctity of legitimate secular authority.
The lack of Danish texts on political theology from the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries renders any kind of
generalization about this issue problematic at best, but scattered
evidence seems to suggest that the clerical attitudes towards royal
power had indeed changed during the half-century before 1625.
In 1567, no less a personage than Niels Nielsen Colding,
Frederik II’s court chaplain, published The most remarkable
stories, passages and examples found in the Holy Scripture, on the
duty . . . of authority, an articulate if rambling defence of
Denmark’s brand of limited monarchy, predating Arild
Huitfeldt’s much more famous apologia for adelsvelden by
almost three decades. Later ecclesiastical writings on political
authority — notably Thomas Cortsen Vegner’s eulogy for Michel
Wibis (1624), Nelaus Poulsen Nested’s Clangor tube of 1624
and his 1626 tract on the necessity of obedience to secular
authority, and the relevant chapters of Jesper Rasmussen
Brochmand’s Systema universe theologie (1633) — have a dis-
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tinctly royalist tone, without the obeisances to adelsvaelden which
characterized Colding’s work.!® Even though Frederik II in
many ways dominated his clergy, frequently overstepping his
bounds in appointing and dismissing superintendents and even
individual parish priests, the Danish episcopacy did not hesitate
to castigate him for granting pardon to the nobleman Laurits
Brockenhus for murder in 1582.!7 There are no exact parallels for
the reign of Christian I'V, but nonetheless it is hard to imagine the
clergy protesting any of Christian I'V’s actions with similar bold-
ness. Whether it was because the clergy agreed with Christian
IV’s policies, or because decades of royal intervention in ecclesi-
astical affairs had simply reduced the clergy to the level of mere
servants of the king, the end result was the same: the clergy lent
their support to Christian IV’s intervention in the German war,
tacitly or explicitly. Jesper Rasmussen Brochmand, for one,
voiced his endorsement of royal foreign policy when, at the
height of the war in Lower Saxony, he complained to a member
of the Council of State about the nobility’s reticence in assisting
the king’s military efforts: ‘There is no-one who will implore God
. . . [or] clothe himself in sackcloth and ashes for the king’s
welfare.’18

The clergy demonstrated their support for the king, and
thereby disseminated propaganda, in two ways: first, through
published sermons, broadsheets, and tracts; and second, directly
from the pulpit. Given the relatively low literacy rate in the
Oldenburg state (even by seventeenth-century standards), of
course the second avenue would be the more effective one. To be
sure, many sermons were published, as were the royal instruc-
tions on preaching. In this study, I have concentrated my efforts
on published material, for two reasons. First, unpublished ser-
mons dating from the time of the Lower Saxon War are virtually
non-existent in any of the major Danish manuscript collections.
Second, and more importantly, published sermons and devo-
tional tracts reflect at least a measure of royal influence. There
were relatively few printing presses in Denmark during the early
seventeenth century, and nearly all of those were in Copen-
hagen.!® Strict royal censorship laws ensured that nothing could
be published without the explicit permission of the king and of
the senior faculty (the so-called Hojlerde) at the University of
Copenhagen; no published work — foreign or native — could
circulate within the kingdom unless it had first been examined
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and approved by these two parties. The Danish clergy still pro-
duced a substantial body of printed literature during these years.
Between this literature and the printed sermons and royal instruc-
tions on preaching we can gain a fair view of what was being
preached in Danish churches, as well as the way in which the
episcopacy and the king himself recast the image of monarchy.
Individual priests began a public defence of the war effort in
Lower Saxony almost simultaneously with Christian IV’s inter-
vention in June 1625, but such efforts were not given any real
measure of royal supervision until immediately after the defeat at
Lutter-am-Barenberge in August 1626. By this point, as it
became obvious that the king would need national support to
prosecute the war effectively, Christian IV and his supporters
must have realized that some form of propaganda was necessary.
The king did this by proclaiming special bededage (‘prayer-
days’), to ensure that the clergy informed the laity about the
importance of the war, and that the contact between clergy and
laity would extend beyond the ordinary weekly observation of the
Sabbath. Prayer-days were by no means unique to Denmark, nor
were they unprecedented in the Oldenburg State. Christian III
had made only occasional use of bededage, but Frederik I1I
employed them somewhat more — there were approximately
twenty-three groups of bededage during his twenty-nine-year
reign. Up until 1626, Christian IV did not decree prayer-days
more than once annually. In most cases, the kings proclaimed
bededage to beg God’s help and guidance in difficult times, for
example in periods of pestilence or famine. In addition,
Frederik II announced special prayers (kirkebon) for the
beleaguered Protestant communities in the Netherlands and the
German states during the 1570s and 1580s, and Christian IV had
proclaimed a special set of bededage to celebrate the success of
the Norwegian silver mines at Kongsberg and (simultaneously)
the execution of the Catholic agent Arnold Weisweiler in 1624.20
The prayer-days held from 1626 to 1629 differ considerably
from their antecedents. First, they were held with much greater
regularity than had been the case previously. The first bededage
held during the war were proclaimed for a three-day period in
April 1625, shortly after Christian IV had accepted the position
of Kreisoberst (military commander) of the Lower Saxon Circle.
Only one more set of prayer-days, in March 1626, was decreed
between April 1625 and the autumn of 1626.2! The frequency of
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prayer-days, however, changed dramatically in September 1626.
Shortly after Christian IV’s defeat at Lutter-am-Barenberge, as
the king’s ‘royal adventure’ became Denmark’s burden, the
Prince Elect Christian (V) and the Regency Council (Regerings-
rdadet, set up to govern the realm while the king was absent on
campaign in Germany) promulgated a royal ordinance prescrib-
ing the observance of prayer-days once weekly. According to the
terms of the Prayer-Days Ordinance (Bededagsforordningen) of
September/October 1626, all residents of the larger towns
throughout Denmark and Norway were required to attend a spe-
cial church service every Friday; those residing in the countryside
were to attend a prayer-day one Wednesday each month. Soldiers
on duty in Lower Saxony were compelled to attend church
services twice each week. All subjects were advised to pray and
sing psalms with their families each morning and evening, and to
devote some time each day to the study of the Scriptures. No
meals could be served, publicly or privately, before service on the
prayer-days, and all drinking and dancing were strictly prohibited
for the entire day. Moreover, the superintendent of each diocese
in Denmark and Norway was to arrange for the printing of
prayers used in the bededage, so that ‘the common man . . . can
use and recite them’.22 If these strictures were insufficiently clear,
further directives enforced attendance at church services and
sobriety during the prayer-days. These edicts, especially the
second Prayer-Days Ordinance (September 1628), attest to the
importance Christian I'V attached to the bededage.??

The Prayer-Days Ordinance of 1626 is significant in a second
way as well: it demonstrates a far greater degree of royal involve-
ment. No prior bededage had been decreed by royal ordinance
in such detail. Frederik II and Christian IV, prior to 1626, had
left the content of the prayer-days’ services entirely up to the
episcopacy. The king specified only the dates of, and sometimes
the reasons behind, the prayer-days.?* The 1626 Ordinance, on
the other hand, outlined the conduct and content of the bededage
in great detail. The bishops still enjoyed considerable freedom in
selecting appropriate scriptural texts for the sermons, but the
Ordinance stipulated very precise guidelines for the substance of
prayers and sermons.

The Prayer-Days Ordinance of 1626 is the most notable piece
of evidence linking the monarchy to the dissemination of propa-
ganda, but its precise authorship is unclear. While the ordinance
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bears the names of the Prince Elect and the Regency Council,
any significant participation by the former seems unlikely. The
Prince Elect was not an especially diligent administrator. He
shared his father’s love for drinking and gambling, but to even
greater excess, and would soon shock Denmark with his open
liaison with a recently widowed young noblewoman. Nor is there
any evidence that the Council of State discussed the draft of the
ordinance during its meeting at Copenhagen in mid-September
1626 or at the noble assembly (Herredag) at Kolding in May.2’
The initial inspiration for the text of the ordinance seems to have
been more theological than political. Although neither would
take credit for the writing of the 1626 ordinance, two figures
stand out in particular: Holger Rosenkrantz ‘the Learned’, a
member of the Council of State, a wealthy and influential fief-
holder (lensmand), and a noted theologian in his own right; and
Rosenkrantz’s close friend Jesper Rasmussen Brochmand,
protégé of the orthodox Lutheran bishop Hans Poulsen Resen,
professor of theology, and former tutor to the Prince Elect. The
two had collaborated in an unsuccessful attempt to formulate an
ordinance on church discipline in 1623,26 and both were firmly
convinced that the spread of war over the Continent in the early
1620s required national penance if Denmark hoped to escape
God’s wrath. Brochmand expressed disgust with the population
of Denmark for their refusal to repent, and impatience with the
central government for not enforcing popular penitence by fiat.?’
Shortly after the publication of the 1626 ordinance, Brochmand
wrote to Rosenkrantz:28

In vain you struggle, Rosenkrantz, and in vain I and the others as well, with the
world about penitence. Now it has come to the point that the world, with deaf
ears, disregards all kinds of admonitions. Punishment must now be awaited
... For our enemies (the papists), though blinded by superstition, are at least
in this regard keen-sighted, in that they show their contrition with sackcloth and
ashes, with fasting, with perpetual prayer and the scourging of the body . . .
while we, for whom the light of God’s Word shines down in all its clarity,
commit gluttony and lechery, and have given ourselves over entirely to the
accumulation of wealth.

It does appear as well that the king sought a broader consensus
from the clergy as well; the minutes of the synod at Roskilde
show that the text of the ordinance was submitted to the synod,
and possibly discussed there, as early as June 1626, three months
before the promulgation of the ordinance.?’
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Themes and Images

The propaganda literature, like nearly all Danish religious litera-
ture from the second half of the sixteenth century onwards, was
overtly anti-Catholic in tone. While the Danish Reformation, as
introduced by Christian III in 1536, had been gentle and gradual,
both Frederik 11 and Christian IV had been uncompromising in
their anti-Roman stance. From 1570 to his death in 1588,
Frederik II had sought — actively though covertly — to fashion
an international Protestant alliance in order to resist the aggres-
sion of Spain and what he perceived as a papal-Habsburg cabal;
while tolerant of Melanchthonian and crypto-calvinist elements
in the state Lutheran church, Frederik was openly distrustful of
Catholics.?? Christian IV was even more so, particularly after the
failed Jesuit mission of Laurentius Nicolai Norvegus early in the
reign, the emergence of rumours about a Spanish-Polish-papal
plot to conquer and convert the Nordic kingdoms in 1603, and
thoroughly substantiated reports of Jesuit and Dominican
missionary activity within Denmark during the early 1620s con-
vinced him that Rome was working actively for the demise of
Lutheranism in the North. King Christian took strong measures
to prevent the infiltration of Catholic missionaries and the
possible exodus of young Danish noblemen to Jesuit schools to
the south.3! The Lutheran ‘jubilee’ of 1617 witnessed an unprece-
dented outpouring of anti-Catholic tracts. The printed sermons,
tracts, and songs of the kejserkrigen period were, naturally, bound
to be stridently anti-Catholic as well, and portrayed the war as a
war of religion.32 There were solid, pragmatic reasons for this. In
the absence of nationalistic sentiment, only by portraying the war
in this way could the Danish government — or the government of
any other early-modern state — hope to engender unity and
acquiescence; only xenophobia and fear of heretical conspiracies
could evoke the necessary visceral popular reaction.

In this way and in others, the Danish propaganda literature
from the Lower Saxon War is virtually indistinguishable from its
predecessors. As a genre, it is neither remarkable, nor innovative,
nor distinctive. In the main, it berates the people of Denmark for
their licentiousness, immorality, godlessness, and disobedience,
and promises swift divine retribution for these sins. Sins of the
flesh, heresy, lack of piety, drunkenness and gluttony, and even
the prevalence of immoral clothing styles came under harsh
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attack from Danish clerics. Citing Jeremiah and Ezekiel, Danish
religious writers warned that unless the Danes repented, they
could expect God’s vengeance by means of war and natural
disasters. Such dire admonitions and prophecies, however, were
evident — even predominant — in earlier post-Reformation
religious literature, both in Denmark and throughout Europe.
The bulk of spiritual literature published in Denmark between
1560 and 1625, much like that of the period 1625-9, was peni-
tential in nature.3?

What is unique about this seemingly stale literary fare was also
perhaps its greatest strength: it used familiar, commonplace
themes, and arranged them in such a fashion so as to not only
defend the king’s military involvement in the Germanies, but also
to elevate the king above his traditional place within the existing
social and political hierarchy. And since strict censorship
practices demanded that these writings pass under the scrutiny of
the king and the hojlerde, it stands to reason that this innovative
presentation of majesty met at least with the tacit approval of
both the king and the upper clergy. Moreover, this new political
language would not be short lived, but would continue to
dominate published bededage prayers in the 1630s, 1640s, and
1650s, and would even manifest itself in the voluminous political
writings of the Norwegian cleric Christen Steffensen Bang in the
late 1650s.3* Whether inadvertently or deliberately, the Danish
clergy created an unprecedented spiritual and constitutional role
for the monarch, a new literary iconography that would serve the
king well in the years leading up to the imposition of absolutism
in 1660.

This is best observed if we examine the various tracts, pub-
lished sermons, devotional pamphlets, and songs by theme rather
than by piece. Taken in logical order, the predominant themes
were: first, that the people of Denmark have sinned grievously,
through their immorality, immodesty, toleration of heresy, pride,
and lack of faith; second, that the Danes have been warned of
God’s holy wrath through innumerable signs, but the people
of Denmark have ignored these; third, that God will inevitably
punish this sinfulness, through war, plague, famine, and — in
particular — a papal-Imperial onslaught; fourth, that the salva-
tion of Denmark and the redemption of its collective sins lay in
repentance and obedience to God and king; and fifth, that the
king is the national saviour, sacrificing his life and fortune for his
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nation, and hence in God’s eyes is comparable to the hero-kings
of the Old Testament and even, possibly, Christ himself.

Most obvious of all themes in the wartime literature are the
time-worn accusations of Denmark’s iniquity. The Prayer-Days
Ordinance of 1626 instructed parish priests to remind their con-
gregations of their ‘grievous disregard for and neglect of ° God’s
holy word, as well as of the ‘burden of our manifold and various
iniquities and sins’.3> The clergy needed little encouragement;
wartime sermons and prayers written before the 1626 ordinance
were quite blunt on this issue. “We have scorned your com-
mandments,” proclaimed Niels Heldvad, Christian IV’s court
astrologer and a popular religious writer, in a prayer written for
the first wartime prayer-days in April 1625.36

Our souls have rejected your law, and we have abandoned and departed from
the promise that we made with you in holy baptism. We have conducted
ourselves in an ungodly manner. We have done [all kinds of] evil.

Nelaus Poulsen Nested, in a printed prayer written for the
German congregation at the Church of St Petri, Copenhagen,
during the April 1625 prayer-days, wrote that?’

We have sinned and committed injustice. We have been ungodly and have
strayed from [the example set by our] forefathers. We have strayed from your
commandments and from your law.

Popular devotional tracts isolated specific sins and shortcomings,
particularly in terms of public morals. New clothing styles came
under an especially fierce attack, as they were seen as either
immoral or pretentious; one wartime pamphlet chided the lower
orders for ‘clothing themselves in such finery as though they were
kings’.38

The reward for such constant iniquity was clear, both from the
Scriptures and from the troubles of the contemporary world: ‘The
wages of sin are death.” God would punish Denmark and all the
world for such affrontery and disobedience. Yet the people of
Denmark had no reason to complain, the propagandists wrote,
for God had indeed given them fair warning. Indeed He had.
Since the Reformation, the popular religious press in Denmark
had fairly overflowed with reports of miracles and divine
portents, at home and abroad. The frequency with which such
reports appear in the diaries of noblemen and ecclesiastics
demonstrates that such phenomena cannot be attributed solely to
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the credulity of the unlettered; belief in miracles was still perva-
sive throughout Danish society.?® Starting in the last third of
the sixteenth century, Danish pamphlets and broadsides told
of remarkable experiences: visions of crosses in the sky and of
Christ himself, with bleeding stigmata; of grotesque births,
animal and human; of conversations with angels and with the
Virgin Mary. The message of such visions and portents was
largely the same: the Danes must cast off their sinful ways or face
the righteous wrath of God.*0

Even before Christian IV’s intervention in the Lower Saxon
War, the tenor of the times was sufficiently uncertain to inspire
self-proclaimed prophets and prophetesses to call Denmark to
repentance; the arrival of war on Denmark’s doorstep brought
forth a groundswell of visionaries and reports of miracles. A few
respected clergymen, notably Nelaus Poulsen Nested and the
astrologer Niels Heldvad, had themselves contributed to the vast
body of miracle literature well before the war, but in the main
Danish theologians had condemned such expressions of popular
religious sentiment and would continue to do so after the war was
over.*! During the course of the Lower Saxon War, however,
even the episcopacy seemed willing to accept and even utilize
reports of miracles and visions. Even senior clerics like Hans
Mikkelsen, bishop-superintendent of Fyn and former chaplain
to the Dowager Queen Sofie, took great interest in such phe-
nomena without attempting to denounce or discredit popular
religion.*? As the state church mustered its spiritual resources to
support the king, it would seem, the clergy found it temporarily
useful to embrace what it had in other times decried.

The miracles reported during the war were little different from
those reported before, except in frequency. Peder Nielsen, rector
of a church in the county of Holbo, North Sjzlland, noted several
heavy downpours of bloody rain in his parish in 1625. Visions of
the humbled Christ abounded. Christian IV himself claimed to
have seen Christ while at Rothenburg Castle in December 1625,
an occasion which he noted in his diary and had memorialized in
a painting.** Astral wonders — ‘burning lights’ in the night sky,
the appearance of three suns during the day, visions of the Cross
or of bloody swords in the clouds — were not lacking, and un-
natural births were seemingly the order of the day. Deformed
infants were accepted as signs of God’s anger with Denmark, as
were disturbing prenatal phenomena; one witness described, in
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horrifying detail, the screams of an unborn infant within the
mother’s womb. A peasant in Jutland related how his cow gave
birth to a calf with a human head; the calf implored its owner to
atone for his sins and to tell his neighbours to do the same. All of
these portents warned of the approach of disaster in the wake of
God’s wrath, and that ‘our bloody sins demand a bloody punish-
ment’. Nearly all of these marvels were recounted by legitimate
Danish clergymen.*

There were, however, signs of God’s anger that no-one could
deny: the increased incidence of famine, epidemic disease, and
warfare just before 1625. The fact that ‘the misfortunes of these
present times’ had figured prominently in penitential literature
from the late sixteenth century onwards lent additional credibility
to the propagandistic writings of the Lower Saxon War. Heldvad
was hardly alone in interpreting the comet that appeared in late
1617 as a disturbing omen, and probably as a call for repent-
ance.*’ Natural catastrophes, all of them manifestations of divine
wrath, proliferated in the years before 1625. Both the Prayer-
Days Ordinance and Heldvad’s 1625 prayer listed ‘pestilence,
burning fevers . . . barren soil, hunger and famine, storms and
foul weather, the tumultuous waves and roaring of the sea’ as the
most obvious signs of God’s displeasure.*® The manifold mis-
fortunes that befell Iceland — part of the Oldenburg State —
during the late 1620s only reinforced the commonly held idea
that disasters were unambiguous divine admonitions. Clerics, in
Denmark as well as in Iceland, could find no other reason behind
the dramatic volcanic eruptions that wracked the island in 1627,
or the terrifying raids by Algerian pirates along the Icelandic
coast that same year.*’

But it was the visible spread of conflict on the Continent that
the propagandists emphasized the most. Jens Dinesen Jersin,
rector at the cathedral in Copenhagen and a prominent educa-
tional reformer, suggested in 1621 that the defeat of the
Bohemian rebels at the White Mountain heralded an imminent
Armageddon, and hence the End of Days. Hans Poulsen Resen,
the orthodox bishop-superintendent of Sjelland, is known to
have preached on this theme several times during the early
1620s.48 ‘A Sorrowful Watchman’s Morning-Song’, a collection
of verses written by the Malmoé preacher Jorgen Madsen Braad
at the very beginning of the Lower Saxon War, observed that the
German war was fast approaching Denmark:4°
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Gone is the golden peace from all the king’s realms . . . England and Spain are
enemies; France and Italy want to devour each other; Hungary suffers from the
pressures of the Turks; Bohemia is being persecuted for the faith and teaching
of Christ . . . Sweden has drawn its sword against the vast power of Poland;
Germany is scorned by the pope and is tormented terribly by war.

Yet the Danes simply could not or would not see the signs of
the times for what they were. Braad’s ‘sorrowful Watchman’
wailed:>°

O Denmark, have you gone blind in these most recent times? You are standing
still in storm and wind that are afflicting your neighbours . . . O Denmark, how
do you sleep while the flame draws near the powder-keg, and pay no heed to
the punishment that hangs over you?

Neither would the people of Denmark listen to the word of God,
despite their outward piety. Niels Heldvad confessed: ‘although
daily we hear your commandments and your will, yet still we
are not attentive and obedient to your holy word, but live in an
altogether ungodly fashion’.’!

The people of Denmark had collectively ignored the many
omens of God’s anger, and had steadfastly refused to repent; war
was at their very doorstep; the ‘bloody sword’ and the ‘rod of
iron’ dangled precariously over their heads. The full measure of
God’s wrath was about to descend on prodigal Denmark. ‘The
miserable condition [afflicting] Christendom in these times,’
explained the Prayer-Days Ordinance, ‘draws closer to us each
day . . . so that we might be beaten down in this manner.” Braad
echoed, ‘Now the bloody sword is at your door to wreak destruc-
tion.”52

Neither the Ordinance nor the priests themselves minced
words about the cause of God’s anger. According to Nelaus
Poulsen Nested, ‘such [a fate], dear Lord, we sinners have well
deserved, with our manifold and grievous sins, with epicurean
confidence and contempt for your holy word’. Because the
people of Denmark had strayed from God’s calling and the Law,
“You were just to spare us not, but . . . punished us, O righteous
God.’?3 Heldvad’s prayer stated simply that ‘our great sins and
trespasses compelled [God] to punish us’.’* The Prayer-Days
Ordinance of 1626 was even more specific:>?

... the reason for the punishment [brought about by] God’s righteous wrath is
nothing other than the disregard and neglect of His holy Word among us, the
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daily increase of our manifold and various iniquities and of the burden of our
sins, the persistent hardness of our defiant, unrepentant hearts, because of
which we daily abuse and scorn God’s merciful patience towards us, and [will]
merit God’s wrath on His day of wrath . . . unless we promptly turn again to
Him, and by His mercy and compassion we are saved.

Braad’s watchman did not hesitate to make a more direct
accusation: ‘It was your well-deserved reward, as you well know,
since you do not love the Son of God but often dishonour His
death.” The war, and all its associated miseries, was divine
punishment for all those who had strayed from ‘God’s Word and
Law’. The connection was obvious: the wickedness of the Danish
people was directly responsible for God’s ire, and hence the
rapidly encroaching threat of war.¢

God’s punishment for Denmark would be severe. Invading
armies would strike down the Danes without mercy, raping,
killing, burning, and looting, even slaughtering the unborn in the
womb. Jgrgen Pedersen Hegelund, parish priest in Mgageltgnder,
promised that rich and poor, clergy and laity, sinful and righteous
alike would see their property destroyed, their livestock wantonly
killed, and would eventually face death themselves ‘from musket,
pike, and halberd’.>’

To the propagandists, the Danes, in short, bore a striking
resemblance to the people of Israel in the years between the death
of Solomon and the fall of Judah. Despite their favoured status in
the eyes of God, earned by their adoption of the true Evangelical
faith, their iniquity demanded punishment, and their faithlessness
a demonstration of God’s power. Predictably, Danish wartime
propaganda relied heavily on Old Testament readings. This is
true of Protestant propaganda from the Thirty Years’ War in
general. But while Swedish propaganda, for example, was more
likely to draw its inspiration from the heroic deeds of the
Maccabees, Danish propaganda literature was based largely on
the comfortless prophecies of Jeremiah, Daniel, and, especially,
Ezekiel. Both Heldvad and Braad, for example, based their
wartime works on Ezekiel 21.38

The choice of Scriptural references is significant. The Danes,
unlike the Maccabees, were not struggling heroically to throw off
the yoke of idolatrous oppressors. Instead, their enemies — the
forces of the emperor and the pope — were merely instruments of
God’s wrath, and not a threat in their own right. This is not to say
that Danish wartime sermons were devoid of anti-Catholic
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themes; quite the contrary. In Frederik II’s time, anti-Catholic
sentiment had been evident even in secular literature.>® The tone
of Danish religious literature had become even more strident and
militant since the Lutheran ‘Jubilee’ of 1617. Braad’s ‘sorrowful
Watchman’ warned that ‘it is the pope’s firm intent to reform
Denmark’ and that ‘here comes the monk . . . with his false teach-
ings’. Braad petitioned God to ‘subdue the pope’s bloody sword’
and to ‘strike down the pope/ give him his due’.®® But in none of
the wartime sermons and prayers do Denmark’s enemies appear
as the cause of the war. Oftentimes they are not even mentioned
by name; Hegelund labelled them a people ‘from a foreign land
. . . whose language we don’t understand’, or as the ‘Ninevites’,
the latter apparently a reference to Israel’s Assyrian con-
querors.’! One priest, with a similar message in mind, likened
them to the Amalekites.®> The propagandists did not even
attempt to look for political factors, real or perceived, behind the
war on the Continent, nor did they seek an explanation outside of
Denmark’s sinfulness. The pope with his ‘bloody sword’ might
seek to ‘reform’ Denmark with his ‘false teachings’, but the
iniquity of the Danes justified this as divine punishment. This,
perhaps, is the foremost difference between wartime propaganda
in Denmark and that produced in the other anti-Habsburg
powers. It is also the key to understanding the constitutional
significance of this literature. Denmark’s enemies appear only as
the means by which God’s will is enacted, passive tools in the
hands of a vengeful God, and not as political actors with a will
and an agenda of their own.%?

What, then, could the Danes do to remedy their desperate
situation? Actually, there was little that they could do, save
repent their sins, and even contrition and repentance would not
entirely rescue Denmark from its well-deserved fate. All the
writers concurred that punishment was inevitable, and that ini-
tially God would not listen to pleas for mercy. Hegelund wrote:%

Still He has struck us down [and] has plagued us [for our] disobedience . . . in
the fire [He has] purged and tried us, and taught us in the school of the Cross,
so that we thereby might become pious, turn ourselves around, and come to
Him.

After the Danes had been duly chastized, and had mended their
ways, God would come to their aid. He would scatter and destroy
their nameless foes, demonstrating His power and love for His



Lockhart, Political Language in Seventeenth-Century Denmark 27

chosen people by rescuing this northern Jerusalem. It was hardly
coincidental that Heldvad recited Ezekiel’s prophecies about
Gog, king of Magog.%5 Only God Himself could save Denmark,
and all human endeavours would be in vain. Braad enjoined the
Danes not only to repent and pray, but also to ‘pay taxes will-
ingly’, and to obey authority without question, since ‘it is not in
your place to [complain]’.6¢

God had, however, provided Denmark with a champion. All of
the wartime propaganda — with the notable exception of the
Prayer-Days Ordinance — agreed that the king would be the
human agent of salvation. Christian IV figures prominently in
the printed sermons and prayers, usually just as the complete and
utter destruction of Denmark appears inevitable. Braad depicted
the king as a ‘brave warrior’, a ‘lord and hero who is true to the
Word of God’; Denmark is fortunate to have such a prince, who
‘struggles with great danger for the pure teaching of God’s
Word’. To Anders Arrebo, a respected poet and former bishop-
superintendant of Trondheim, the king’s intervention in the
German war showed Christian IV to be ‘an admirable guardian
and defender of God’s Word and His Church’.¢” ‘Even his name
is Christian,” punned Albert Wegener, preacher at Hadelen.%8

But Christian IV was more than just a pious and brave king.
He was the equivalent of the great Hebrew warrior-kings, and
maybe even ranked above them. Both Heldvad and Arrebo
compared the king to Hezekiah, Jehoshaphat, and ‘Israel’s first
Joshua’, and implored God to favour Christian as He had these
ancient warriors. Virtually all of the propagandists labelled
Christian IV as the David or Solomon of his people. Occasion-
ally, however, the writers went further still, with descriptions of
the king that were all but Christ-like. Braad not only praised the
king for risking his ‘life and blood’ for sinful and ungrateful
Denmark, but also considered him to be a saviour who fought off
‘our enemies a thousand fold so that nothing shall harm you’, and
who fulfilled a higher function as well: ‘He struggles for our
salvation, for the faith and honour of God.’®® In ‘Torcular
Christi’, a sermon cycle written for Holy Week in 1626, Anders
Arrebo portrayed the king as a faithful shepherd:®

He has drawn [strength] from the inspiration of the Holy Spirit against the
enemies of Christ’s church, and as a faithful shepherd he stands in the gate on
the sheep path, so that the wolf shall not enter [in order to] murder and cut down
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his poor sheep or wickedly drive them away; and this shows His Majesty to be
the kind of man and lord that God seeks, as Ezekiel says, for he stands in the
breach night and day for his country, with an inner and spiritual calling.

Albert Wegener strayed even closer to blasphemy. ‘O Lord,” he
wrote in 1625, ‘his name is Christian, and he has become a Christ
in baptism; for the sake of Christ, Your beloved Son, he intends
to struggle and fight a Christian battle against the enemies of
Your Christendom.””! Christian IV did indeed struggle for the
welfare and security of his people, but he did more than that. He
sacrificed himself to atone for their sins; he fought for their
salvation.

Propaganda, Social Discipline, and the Language of Royalism

The Lower Saxon War was, in a way, a thorough vindication of
the prophecies of the Danish clergy. The ‘Ninevites’ did indeed
invade the northern ‘Jerusalem’ as the armies of Tilly and
Wallenstein swept over the Slesvig frontier in September 1627;
the subsequent occupation of Jutland witnessed much destruc-
tion of property and even a half-hearted attempt to reintroduce
Catholicism. With only minimal assistance from the Council of
State — Christian IV had by now learned the value of relying
upon the formerly defunct Estates for financial support — the
king ultimately managed to drive the Imperial and League armies
from Jutland by combining a diversionary campaign in
Pomerania with a series of amphibious assaults along the Jutish
coast. Though it was the Danish fleet that made this strategic
combination work well, it was the king who was primarily
responsible for planning and directing the campaigns of 1628
and 1629. The success of these operations, the reticence of
Wallenstein to continue the war any longer than necessary, and
Christian I'V’s skill at feigning determination to continue the war
with promised Dutch, English, and Swedish aid, turned a poten-
tial disaster into something approaching triumph for Denmark.
At the beginning of the negotiations at Liibeck early in 1629, the
emperor and his allies were hopeful for a partition of Danish
lands, crushing war reparations, or both; when the treaty was
signed in May 1629, Denmark was not diminished in land, and
the king was only slightly diminished in prestige and Imperial
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titles. The Peace of Liibeck was hailed as a ‘miracle’, and rightly
s0.72 It is easy to see how Christian’s subjects, clergy and laity
alike, could perceive in the outcome of the Lower Saxon War the
hand of God at work through their king.

The Danish clergy celebrated the Liibeck settlement just as
enthusiastically as they had the king’s participation in the war.
An outpouring of songs, tracts, and sermons greeted the peace as
the predictable conclusion of the conflict: the Habsburg-League
enemy had fulfilled its role as the instrument of God’s wrath,
punishing Denmark for its wickedness, and the king had fulfilled
his role as the saviour of Denmark. To be sure, no man could
claim the glory that rightfully belonged to God; only God’s
forgiveness of a repentant Denmark and only the irresistible
power of the Almighty could save Denmark. But the king, and
the king alone, had served as the vessel of that divine forgiveness
and power. The war had proven that Christian IV, through his
piety and the righteousness of his cause, found favour in the eyes
of God above all other Danes.”?

This interpretation of the war was not universally accepted.
The Council of State in particular had reason to dispute it. The
war had been destructive and costly, and had brought Denmark
within a hair’s breadth of subjugation and partition. The Council,
which had repeatedly warned the king against participation in the
war, saw in the intervention a disturbing precedent, and sought to
curb the king’s ability to formulate and execute an independent
foreign policy. Christian IV, for his part, believed that the
only way in which he could maintain his reputation and simulta-
neously avoid war with either Sweden or the emperor was
through armed neutrality and constant diplomatic activity, a
policy that would demand an increased military establishment
and a great deal of cash. Throughout the 1630s and 1640s, the
two former partners in Danmarks krone jockeyed for position as
rivals; while the Council attempted to place institutional restric-
tions on the king’s ability to raise and spend revenue for military
purposes, Christian IV sought to circumvent these restrictions
and lessen the Council’s authority by augmenting his personal
income (primarily through the Sound dues and other commercial
levies), leaving vital posts in the upper bureaucracy vacant for
extended periods of time, and appointing individuals from his
personal ‘party’ amongst the aristocracy — the so-called ‘sons-in-
law’ (svigersonnerne) — to membership on the Council.
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There was likely considerable support, especially amongst
Denmark’s growing mercantile classes, for Christian IV to
establish a hereditary, absolutist regime in partnership with the
reinvigorated Estates. There is no evidence, however, that the
king ever contemplated such a move, much less sought to imple-
ment it. Perhaps, as has been argued elsewhere, Christian IV was
simply no revolutionary, and was too thoroughly imbued with the
ideology of adelsvelden to dismantle the Council even when it
stood directly in his path. It is nonetheless manifest that the king
endeavoured to augment the royal prerogative at the expense of
conciliar power.’* In this enterprise, the prayer-days and the
literature they engendered served a useful purpose for the king,
both in the additional areas of royal power they created and in the
political language that emerged therefrom.

In German late Reformation historiography, it has become a
commonplace — thanks in large part to the researches of Gerhard
Oestreich, Wolfgang Reinhard, and Heinz Schilling, among
others — that ‘social discipline’ was a major component of the
confessionalization process in the German territorial states.
Social disciplining allowed the early-modern state to ‘consolidate
its territorial boundary, to incorporate the church into the state
bureaucracy, and to impose social control on its subjects’.” In
Denmark, which shared a common religious heritage with the
Lutheran territorial states of northern Germany, this process is
evident from the establishment of the Lutheran state church in
1536. The practice of enforcing social discipline by means of the
state church, however, was by no means a regular part of Danish
political or religious life until the Lower Saxon War and the
Prayer-Days Ordinance of 1626. Prior to 1626, church discipli-
nary measures in Denmark aimed largely at regulating the moral
behaviour of the clergy and controlling the activities of heterodox
Protestants and obdurate Catholics, the latter group particularly
in Norway and Iceland. The central government had also inter-
vened frequently in individual cases involving moral lapses of a
serious nature, such as incestuous or bigamous marriages.’® With
the Prayer-Days Ordinance of 1626, the Danish state — or, more
accurately, the king and the episcopacy — for the first time
attempted to ‘impose social control’ on all its subjects, by regu-
lating popular piety and thereby intruding into the private lives of
the population at large. The two Prayer-Days Ordinances of
1626 and 1628 enforced attendance at church not only for the
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weekly observation of the Sabbath but for regular, supplemental
church services as well, strictly regulating public behaviour on
these days. The episcopacy worked closely with the king in this
process, and suggested measures that were even more severe:
Hans Mikkelsen proposed in 1629 that all heads of household be
compelled to lead their families in prayer each morning ‘when
the prayer-bell rings’, although he gave no hint as to how such a
measure could be enforced.”” To be sure, the prayer-days, with
their forced attendance at frequent worship services, were not
popular,’® and with the conclusion of the Lower Saxon War these
events did not continue on such a frequent basis as had been the
case during the war. But they did continue to be observed, and
with greater frequency, regularity, and royal supervision than
was done prior to 1625. Printed royal proclamations for prayer-
days, accompanied by detailed liturgical instructions, appeared
frequently throughout the 1630s, 1640s, and 1650s.7°

The same ostensible concern for the moral conduct of the
Danish population led immediately to church legislation that
went far beyond the narrow confines of the Prayer-Days Ordi-
nances. Holger Rosenkrantz and Jesper Rasmussen Brochmand
had discussed plans for a new ordinance on church discipline as
early as 1623, but only Denmark’s defeat in the Lower Saxon
War lent the impetus necessary for action. In January 1629,
Christian IV convened a committee consisting of several state
councillors and leading clergy to work out the means of improv-
ing disciplina ecclesiastica. The finished product — the ‘Ordi-
nance on the office and power of the Church regarding the
unrepentant’ of 27 March 1629 — marked not only the ultimate
triumph of orthodox Lutheran theology in Denmark, but also a
watershed in the history of royal power in the Oldenburg state:
the point at which the king assumed the ability to regulate public
morals, and thus allow royal authority to intrude upon the private
lives of all his subjects. Much of the 1629 ordinance dealt with
the education of the common clergy, but the first and most
significant of its three main components granted ordinary priests
extensive powers to discipline wayward parishioners — those
who had violated the sanctity of the Sabbath, were frequently
absent from worship services, or who otherwise led unseemly
lives, and threatened the unrepentant with penalties ranging from
public penance to permanent banishment.8°

The king’s unprecedented involvement in regulating the
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behaviour of his subjects may not have been a victory for
Christian IV in his constitutional struggle with the Council of
State, but it did represent, at the very least, an expansion of the
royal prerogative into areas of public and private life over which
neither the Council nor the monarchy had ever attempted to
assert control. But it is the language of these edicts, and of the
prayer-days and wartime propaganda literature that anticipated
them, which best demonstrates the changing constitutional posi-
tion of the king within the political hierarchy of the Oldenburg
State. The portrayal of the king evident in the wartime literature
served two primary functions. First, and most immediately, it
absolved Christian IV of blame for his role in the Lower Saxon
War. The writings of Heldvad, Nested, Braad, and others
deflected aristocratic criticism of royal policies. Denmark, they
said, did not suffer on account of the king’s foreign ambitions.
War and suffering were the inevitable results of widespread
iniquity, in which the aristocracy was tacitly implicated as well.
Even in the 1629 ordinance on church discipline this proved to be
a convenient fiction. The king was not the problem, but rather the
solution.

Second, not only did the propaganda distance the king from the
immediate and long-term causes of the war, it also distanced him
from the Council of State. The Prayer-Days Ordinances, and the
sermons and tracts associated with it, do not mirror the constitu-
tional spirit of adelsvelden, for they represent the king as a
political entity separate from and morally superior to the Council
of State. Earlier Danish propaganda and panegyric, to be sure,
had praised the king effusively for his bravery, military skill, and
piety; propaganda written during Denmark’s last successful con-
flict with Sweden, the Kalmar War of 1611-13, lauded Christian
IV’s religious integrity and martial qualities, even calling the king
the ‘good shepherd’ of his people. But this early propaganda gave
equal acclaim to the king’s armies, the nobility, and the Council
of State. Even Lyschander, the royal historiographer and pane-
gyrist, attributed Denmark’s victory in the Kalmar War equally
to king and Council.8!

Danish propaganda from the Lower Saxon War, on the other
hand, is distinctively royalist in tone. It does not attribute the
war to the military ambitions of the king or of the nation, nor
does it predict the triumph of royal arms, but rather that of the
Almighty. Most important, however, it portrays Christian IV’s
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struggle as a solitary one. The propagandists attributed no credit
at all to either the nobility in general or to the Council of State in
particular. Christian I'V fought alone, as much a tool of the divine
will as were the forces of the emperor, for the salvation of his
wayward subjects in the manner of a King David or, perhaps, a
Messiah. The Council is conspicuous only by its absence. Even
if the nobility and the Council were not specifically mentioned in
the wartime literature, implicitly their opposition to the king’s
involvement in the war placed them directly in opposition to the
will of God. It should be noted, however, that the Council was by
no means opposed to the employment of prayer-days. Even
though the Council, as a body, played no role in the formulation
of the 1626 ordinance, it readily supported the king’s proposal for
additional (‘extraordinary’) prayer-days during its meeting at
Kolding in August 1627.82 Exactly why the Council would have
approved this measure, which ran counter to its political inter-
ests, is difficult to explain. It may have done so out of pious
respect for the church, or simply because there was nothing inno-
vative about the prayer-days themselves. The records of the
Council meeting at Kolding are silent on the matter, but in any
case the royal proposal was not debated at length.

Just as the king’s intervention in the Imperial conflict would
leave its mark on the constitutional development of the
Oldenburg state up to the imposition of absolutism in 1660, so
too did the images employed in the wartime propaganda affect
Danish political language and culture at court for the next three
decades, or at least for the remainder of Christian I'V’s reign. The
prayer-days and the accompanying literature introduced new
elements into court culture and political iconography, which
complemented Christian IV’s attempts to free himself from the
restrictions imposed by the Council of State. There is no question
that royal patronage of the arts was far more lavish and opulent
after 1629 than it had ever been before; indeed, the difference
between pre-1629 and post-1629 court culture in Denmark is
akin to the difference between the culture of James I’s court and
that of Charles I. Christian IV expended much cash and personal
energy to attract first-rate artists and artisans to Copenhagen:
musicians like Heinrich Schiitz and painters like Karel van
Mander the Younger and Abraham Wuchters graced the court
with their presence throughout the 1630s and 1640s, particularly
during and after the elaborate celebrations that accompanied the
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wedding of Prince Elect Christian (V) and Magdalena Sibylla of
Saxony at Copenhagen in 1634.83

The opulence of the post-war Danish court was not its only dis-
tinguishing feature, or even its most obvious one. The paintings,
court ceremony, and celebrations, and even monumental archi-
tecture from the later part of Christian I'V’s reign emphasized the
widening gulf between king and aristocracy that had first
emerged during the Lower Saxon War. Royal portraiture fre-
quently depicted the king on horseback, in one instance accom-
panied by noble retainers on foot. Christian IV also placed great
emphasis on the past glories of the Danish royal house and his
descent from the great warrior kings of Denmark. While graphic
depictions of royal genealogy were by no means unusual in
Denmark or Europe in the early seventeenth century, the public
nature of two of Christian’s proposed projects was: in 1638 the
king ordered the construction of a ‘pyramid’ in the centre of
Copenhagen, upon which his genealogy was to be carved ‘so that
one can easily see and read everything’; five years later, he made
arrangements for a similar family tree to be carved on a now-
unknown statue, quite possibly an equestrian piece that was
never actually produced.’4

The elevation of the king from parity with the Council was one
element adopted by Christian IV from the wartime propaganda;
the close association of the king with the Almighty was the other.
Although there have always been close ties between monarchy
and the divine in European political culture, the intimate nature
of this relationship seen in the religious literature from the Lower
Saxon War — not to mention Christian I'V’s famous vision at
Rothenburg in 1625 — was something entirely new in Danish
political discourse. Danish royal iconography from the last
eighteen years of Christian IV’s reign drew heavily on this new
ideological element. Comparisons between Christian IV and the
Hebrew warrior-kings, a marked feature of the wartime propa-
ganda, were frequently evident in religious literature of the 1630s
and 1640s, the prayer-days ordinances of that period, and even in
art: one painting, which once adorned the university library
above the Church of the Holy Trinity (Trinitatiskirken) in
Copenhagen but which has since been lost, depicted ‘Christian
IV and King David in one body’.%> The special affinity between
Christian I'V and Christ persisted to the end of the reign as well.
Prayers written for the bededage throughout the 1630s, 1640s,
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and even the 1650s repeatedly referred to the messianic role of
the king and to Christian IV himself as a ‘Christ in baptism’.8¢
Graphic depictions of this relationship abounded as well: the
placement of the royal monogram above crucifixes on parish-
church altars; a painting (no longer extant) in the king’s oratory
at Frederiksborg Castle, portraying Christian IV bowing before
Christ (probably a representation of the vision at Rothenburg in
1625); even Christian I'V’s bizarre apotheosis portrait from 1644,
popularly known as ‘Christian I'V. i dampbad’ (‘Christian IV in a
steam-bath’).87

As the king sought to acquire political independence from his
former partner, the Council of State, he also sought to justify
this by emphasizing the uniquely divine nature and mission
of monarchy. This was simply inconsistent with the ideology of
adelsvelden; indeed, they appear to be indicative of a monarch
who has decided to place himself above the petty concerns of his
ruling aristocracy. They are, rather, the beginnings of a culture of
royalism, derived from the vision of monarchy first witnessed in
the propaganda literature of the late 1620s.

After 1629, adelsvelden quickly proved itself to be a bankrupt
concept in practice. Christian IV was not the man, however, to
replace limited monarchy with absolutism. That would be left to
his son and successor, Frederik III — a man who, unlike
Christian IV, had no especial affection for the traditional con-
stitution — to carry through in 1660. But by accepting the role
cast for him by the Prayer-Days Ordinances and the religious
literature of the Lower Saxon War, Christian IV intentionally
dispensed with the characteristic spirit of limited monarchy; by
arrogating to himself, through the clergy, the power to control
social discipline in his realms, he expanded the competence of
the sovereign into areas over which the conciliar aristocracy had
little or no control. Christian IV may not have attempted, or even
contemplated, the establishment of absolute monarchy, but the
changing nature of the kingly office and royal power after 1625
permanently altered the political culture of the Oldenburg polity.
It would be unreasonable to argue that the Danish propaganda
from the Lower Saxon War constituted the first step on the path
that led ultimately to the imposition of absolute monarchy in
1660, but it clearly assisted in the creation of a political climate
that was conducive to such a radical constitutional change.
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