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This book is the product of two international workshops on early mod-
ern battlefield emotions in Amsterdam (2013) and Ghent (2014). We 
enjoyed the lively and convivial round table discussions with a relatively 
small but interdisciplinary group of scholars all dedicated to the study 
of military art and literature, military theory or the social history of sol-
diers and war. Just a few of them had begun thinking systematically about 
the role of emotions in military history. Others, historians of emotions 
or arts and literary studies, knew less about the historical realities of the 
battlefield. The workshops turned out to be very fruitful. This book sam-
ples many approaches to battlefield emotions and their mediation in the 
early modern period. In their contributions the authors explored theory 
and concepts developed in the blossoming field of emotion studies. We 
intended this volume to reflect the spirits of the workshops by insert-
ing critical comments by two of our discussants (Johan Verberckmoes 
and Mary Favret) and by concluding with the synthesizing reflections of 
Dorothee Sturkenboom.

We should like to thank all the participants who were present during 
the workshops and who have directly or indirectly contributed to this  
volume. We also would like to mention the hosts of both workshops, the 
Amsterdam Centre for Cross-Disciplinary Emotion and Sensory Studies 
(ACCESS) at the Vrije Universiteit in Amsterdam and the Group for Early 
Modern Studies (GEMS) at Ghent University. We would like to thank the 
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Research Foundation - Flanders (FWO-Vlaanderen), Leiden University 
(History Department), Ghent University (Faculty of Arts, Literary 
Department) as well as the Arbeitskreis Militär und Gesellschaft (AMG) 
for their financial support for both workshops and the current volume. 
Finally we should like to thank Sarah Adams for her assistance in preparing 
the manuscript and compiling the index.
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CHAPTER 1

Battlefield Emotions 1500–1800:  
Practices, Experience, Imagination

Erika Kuijpers and Cornelis van der Haven

E. Kuijpers
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands 

C. van der Haven 
Ghent University, Ghent, Belgium

The battlefield is a world apart. A place that evokes emotions that civil-
ians do not know and veterans try to grasp in their memoirs. There is 
suffering, agony, fear, exhaustion, but also the pleasure of being with 
one’s comrades, being absorbed in group action, the power of life and 
death, the excitement of a game: to hit, to win, to be pushed to physical 
and emotional limits.1 One of most enduring adages in military memoirs 
since the late sixteenth century is that it is impossible to imagine what the 
battlefield is like for those who have never been there. Not only traumatic 
experiences are difficult to share, many battlefield emotions are loaded 
with taboos and sometimes shame and guilt. 

Compared to their predecessors, modern media pay much attention 
to individual and intimate feelings like fear and dejection suffered by the 
military subject. The psycho-medicalisation of Western society has turned 



soldiers from heroes into victims of their uncontrollable emotions. As 
Mary Favret noted in her lecture at one of our workshops: nowadays more 
US Soldiers die from suicide than on the battlefields across the world.2 
Emotions can be lethal. It is difficult to live with the memory of violence, 
with fear or with guilt. It seems to be even more difficult to reconnect 
emotionally to a world that does not share these memories and does not 
understand or appreciate what has been lived through.

Is this a modern phenomenon? We think that battlefield emotions have 
been a source of inner and social conflict for many centuries. Also, in 
the eighteenth century soldiers would not write about the numbers they 
killed. To cite an eighteenth century soldier: ‘I slewed about all over the 
place like a mad thing, and immune to the slightest fear, in one burst I shot 
off well nigh all 60 of my rounds till my musket was pretty well red-hot 
and I had to drag it behind me by its strap; I don’t believe I hit a living 
soul though—it all went into the air.’3 

The emotions of soldiers have always been conditioned by stringent 
emotional regimes. Military discipline does not allow for emotions that 
may undermine the troops’ morale. Military action requires a mental state 
or combat motivation, comradeship and pride that overcomes fear and 
enables killing. While Western society today encourages soul-seeking and 
the exploration of individual vulnerabilities and intimate feelings in public, 
soldiers must repress such feelings and hang on to others, such as love for 
abstract entities and values, professional pride and comradeship. While 
civilian society developed a culture of sensibility and sentimentalism in 
the course of the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, soldiers had 
to uphold an image of heroic masculinity, courage and chivalry as well as 
aggression and invincibility.4

The early modern changes in the relationship between civil and mili-
tary emotional cultures, and the consequent frictions, resulted from a 
number of simultaneous developments. Military theory and practice as 
well as the social position of the soldier changed over time. Military 
reforms like the introduction of projectile arms in the late Middle Ages, 
and firearms in the fifteenth century, the organisation of the troops in 
smaller and more manoeuvrable pike and shot formations in the six-
teenth century, new drill techniques in the seventeenth century, as well 
as mass conscription in the eighteenth century, have transformed mili-
tary experiences over the centuries. Also, the scale of battles changed 
over time. The army of the French King in the mid-fifteenth century 
(by the end of the Hundred Years War) counted 20,000 armed men, 
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in 1695, the Nine Years’ War, French troops mounted up to 340,000.5 
Siege warfare introduced the hardships of underfed and poorly clothed 
soldiers wintering in muddy camps as well as the new dangers involved 
with the undermining with explosives of walls and bulwarks.6 Mass 
manoeuvres and the use of firearms reduced the key importance of 
individual performance in man-to-man fights while, on the other hand, 
these reforms demanded more professional training of soldiers, paying 
more attention to discipline, technical skills and mental constitution.7

Finally, social status and life conditions of the military changed dra-
matically over time. Until the mid-seventeenth century the troops of 
early modern armies were a scourge to the population. The lack of regu-
lar wage, poor logistics and foraging, combined with military legislation 
that allowed them booty in the occasion of sacks and victories, inspired 
a particularly negative framing of the soldier in the public media of the 
time.8 The relative freedom and mobility of the sixteenth-century sol-
dier, such as the German Landsknecht, who was free to join whatever 
commander who offered him the most attractive contract, came to an 
end when soldiers were incorporated in armies that transformed them in 
mere wage-earners and aimed to discipline their behaviour not only on 
the battlefield but beyond.9 The semi-permanent settlement of garrisons 
in early modern urban societies again led to a reconfiguring of expected 
behaviour and discipline.10

Professionalisation and growing discipline, however, did not dispel the 
utterly chaotic and complex character of early modern battles. Rather, 
advancing military techniques turned battlefields in hell on earth. Huge 
battles during the succession wars, like the Battle of Blenheim (1704) 
and the Battle of Fontenoy (1745), were characterised by increasing 
numbers of dead, wounded and deserted soldiers.11 This is also the time 
in which soldiers started to describe their own feelings during combat. 
Instead of describing the disgraceful fear of their enemies—as sixteenth-
century authors would do—they started writing about their own fear, as 
well as about the difficulty to articulate the sensory and emotional percep-
tion of the battlefield.12 In the course of what we now call the ‘Military 
Enlightenment’ of the late eighteenth century,13 military strategists and 
reformers became aware that the management of the soldier’s emotions 
could be decisive in battle. The military reformer Henry Lloyd was one 
of the first to acknowledge that the strength of an army depended on the 
combat motivation of each individual soldier, a readiness to fight which 
not only was bound to external circumstances (like payment) but also to 
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internal stimuli.14 German pioneers like Georg Heinrich von Berenhorst 
and Carl von Clausewitz had an interest in philosophical issues and dis-
covered the new scholarly field of ‘Seelenkunde’ (psychology) that became 
part of their military theory in the last decades of the eighteenth century.15 
With Vom Kriege (1832), Clausewitz enabled a general reading audience 
to reflect on military experience and behaviour while discussing emotion 
management as a particular point of interest for military strategists. In 
the course of the nineteenth and twentieth century the mental health of 
the soldier became a concern of military scientists. Military psychiatry 
emerged as a new field, with special interest in a psychological approach 
to military trauma.16

The immense body of literature on military psychology as well as the 
popularity of veteran memoirs today contrasts sharply with our knowledge 
of battlefield experience and emotions before Napoleon. Military history 
has long been focussed on the technical and logistics, on the harder facts 
and figures of war, but the field of battlefield experience and emotions is 
in full development. This volume testifies to the recent explorations of his-
torians in the social, cultural and psychological history of the military and 
the battlefield.17 The blossoming history of emotions, so far, has largely 
concerned itself with war and violence from the perspective of the victim.18 
In this book we have tried to bring these scholarly fields together, aiming 
for an interdisciplinary exploration of battlefield emotions from the per-
spective of the military, individual soldiers and audiences.

The volume consists of three parts. In the first, the object of study is 
the military as an emotional community. Authors explore the emotional 
practices in the army, such as practices of drill, command and obedience, 
social control and the emotional management of pain and fear. The second 
part approaches emotional practices and experiences of the individual early 
modern soldier through the study of autobiographical writing. The third 
part discusses the mediated battlefield in art, literature, theatre, journals 
and material culture—the war imagined by others, the experience of war 
at a distance. The division is somewhat artificial because in historical reality 
collective practices, individual experiences and public imagination interacted 
and overlapped. As soon as the flourishing printing press and the emergence 
of genres like the military memoir or published correspondence of officers 
enabled the public to reflect on battlefield experiences, these reflections 
would take effect on how soldiers would interpret future experiences and 
the emotions related to them. Thus, the mediated battlefield provided for a 
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stock of examples, heroic anecdotes and emotive utterances about the bat-
tlefield that would help soldiers to frame their own emotional experiences.

Practices

What do we know about the emotional practices of pre-modern soldiers 
on the battlefield, in their barracks and camps among comrades, and back 
home with their families? And what do we know about the emotional 
requirements of early modern soldiers during a battle?

A key issue in the military throughout history is combat motivation. 
In order to be able to fight, soldiers must overcome fear and be emotion-
ally rewarded for the risks they run. Military drill, and the army’s system 
of punishment, compensation and remuneration represents an emotional 
economy in which fear, pride, honour, faith, loyalty and comradeship play 
a role in varying degrees over time. In this context, the control and expres-
sion of emotions was highly embodied. Physical exercises contributed to 
the desired mood or emotional state of the troops.

The concept of ‘emotional habitus’, introduced by ethno-historian 
Monique Scheer, seems very apt to describe the emotional socialisation 
of soldiers in the military. The idea of an emotional habitus connects 
Bourdieu’s concept of social habitus to a school of cognitive psychology 
that, in essence like Bourdieu, conceives of human thought and ideas as 
achieved not only conceptually but also in the body’s sensorimotor system 
and in the environment, ‘encompassing people and manipulated objects 
to which we ‘offload’ information processing, knowledge, memory, and 
perception’.19 In this view the socially and environmentally contextualised 
body thinks and feels along with the brain. Emotional experience, concep-
tualisation, expression and behaviour are shaped and practised from child-
hood and become automatic and unconscious to a large extent. Scheer 
also suggests that emotions can be learned by a more conscious practising. 
We know of several groups and cultures in the past in which such practices 
are identified and described, such as the medieval religious women who 
practised compassion for the suffering Christ through a regime of spiri-
tual exercise and bodily fasting.20 Or the nineteenth-century Methodist 
Churches that practiced feelings of sinfulness, remorse and despair col-
lectively in their services.21

Scheer’s understanding of ‘emotional practices’ that mobilise emotions 
entails the ‘manipulation of body and mind’. Emotional practices evoke 
‘feelings where there are none […], or change or remove emotions already 
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there’.22 In other words: feeling certain emotions and repressing others 
can be learned by doing. The military is par excellence a community where 
emotions are practised in that sense.

Now, what kind of emotional practices should we think of in relation to 
the military? Recent studies about the early modern sensory experiences 
of the battlefield mention how singing, yelling and drumming were meant 
to arouse bravery and feelings of invincibility during combat, whereas 
moments of contemplation and communal praying were important in the 
wake of a battle.23 As we will see in Chapter 4 by Bettina Noak, early 
modern surgeons defined some of the emotional practices that could help 
soldiers and their caretakers to cope with strong emotions of melancholy 
and to heal their mental suffering after battle.

Chapter 2 by van der Haven highlights two emotional practices in 
seventeenth-century military theory and literature: drill and allocution. 
Drill books written for the army of the Dutch Republic depict the ideal of 
total motoric control over troops, an ideal that was realised through physi-
cal and emotional exercises. Marching in pace and synchronised movements 
for instance may have supported social bonding and emotional control.24 
Also drill itself could be seen as an emotional practice, since it relayed on 
the principle of tranquilitas and a felt ‘devotion’ to war and to courage in 
particular. Some of these practices and their emotional effects are explic-
itly mentioned in military and religious handbooks of the time. Van der 
Haven studied these handbooks in combination with Dutch seventeenth-
century war poems and plays, which reflected upon heroic military virtues 
like emotional encouragement, guidance, obedience and tranquillity.

Perhaps most central to military organisation was (and is) finding a solution 
to the problem of fear. Andreas Bähr’s Chapter 3 analyses the many-faced 
character of fear in military discourse and adds the religious dimension of 
emotional experiences. The object of fear could either be God, the enemy, or 
the battlefield itself. Communal prayer before battle can be interpreted as an 
emotional practice that aimed to evoke feelings of confidence and courage. 
It helped to suppress the soldiers’ fear and united them in a feeling of confi-
dence towards God who would protect them in battle. Also, magical beliefs 
were still present in early modern thinking about how to combat fear and 
evoke courage and bravery instead. Bähr discusses the early modern debate 
about the sword of the Swedish king Gustav Adolf that allegedly had magical 
inscriptions to save him from bad luck, that is, according to his adversaries, 
who thus accused him of superstition. Noak refers to the practice of ‘weapon 
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salve’ that was based on pneumatic theory that admitted the sympathetic 
relationship between the natural spirits and the spirits of the body.

Collective rituals and practices, such as prayer before battle, encouraged 
soldiers in different ways. The strong social bonds and interdependency of 
soldiers within their units was also mobilising and regulating emotions in 
another way. In Chapter 5, Berkovich argues that fear of social exclusion 
is key to understand the functioning of soldiers in battalions and their 
behaviour in combat. More than in any other part of early modern society, 
the military fostered strong expectations about the warrior’s heroic behav-
iour on the battlefield, as the apogee of masculinity. On the battlefield, 
fearlessness, bravery, comradeship and control were of vital importance 
and even a prerequisite for survival and resilience of the group. In the bar-
racks among fellow soldiers, other social skills and emotion management 
were tested. Here, emotions like honour and comradeship served bond-
ing and defining one’s place in the social hierarchy. Berkovich argues that 
fear of dishonour trumped the fear of battle itself in ancien régime armies. 
Although discipline and punishments could be harsh, worse was the ostra-
cism by comrades when soldiers failed to function within the tight social 
system of reciprocity and shared responsibility for the group’s survival.

Armies could be considered as self-regulating emotional communities; 
however, their emotional standards and practices did not evolve in isolation 
from the rest of the world. Military virtues and emotional culture inter-
acted with civil society in many ways. Military emotional rules and behav-
iour negotiated the expectations and emotional responses of non-military 
communities. The on-going institutionalisation and disciplining of the 
military in the course of the eighteenth century improved the reputation 
of the military while a growing popularity and adaptation of military norms 
in civilian culture can also be observed.25 This influencing was a two-way 
process. The rise of sentimentalism in the eighteenth century affected the 
military as well.26 At home with their families, soldiers of all ranks had to 
meet chivalric ideals in their role as brave and unwavering breadwinners 
and defenders of the weak and harmless. Yet in the course of the eighteenth 
century such expectations developed an affective dimension. Fathers’ and 
husbands’ tenderness and sensitivity gained importance and the love of the 
fatherland was increasingly loaded with emotional devoutness. This culture 
of sentimentalism can even be observed in the military itself, where officers 
figured as a loving fathers to the soldiers in their regiment.27
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Experience

How close can we get to the battlefield experience itself? And to what 
extent is that experience related to the self of the individual involved? For 
a long time, historians worked with a model of emotions in which human 
subjectivity was housed in a ‘true’ self, a self whose ‘true feelings’ were 
increasingly submitted to social norms and conventions over the course 
of history. In the wake of Elias, who saw medieval and early modern his-
tory of emotions in the context of the civilizing process’, historians thus 
reproduced the ancient concept of a gap between experience and expres-
sion between an inner and an outer world. In his pioneering work on mili-
tary experience, Christopher Duffy cites the nineteenth-century German 
general von Verdy du Vernois, who wrote the following about his incapa-
bility to remember and write about his own battle experiences: ‘We come 
to believe that we have thought, or even experienced such and such a 
thing, when it actually became lodged in our minds by some other means, 
and perhaps in a totally misleading way.’28

Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century soldier memoirs mainly report on 
the military and logistic aspects of war and focus on heroic events in a very 
terse, factual way. From the fifteenth century onwards ambitious soldiers 
kept accounts of their services, in order to reproduce them in their appli-
cations for rewards, pardons, or better positions. Many military memoirs 
were written retrospectively but based on such notebooks. Others, how-
ever, merely focus on the heroic deeds of the lords the authors served. 
Contrary to what the term ‘memoir’ seems to suggest, many early military 
memoirs should therefore rather be characterised as a chronicle of military 
events rather than as an autobiography.29 Apart from deriving from chi-
valric literature the military also seems to have fostered a very strong oral 
tradition. Soldiers, often far from home, formed social communities that 
transmitted their own oral culture quite apart from the rest of society.30

Yuval Harari in his path-breaking but also controversial work on mil-
itary memoirs, observes that most of these authors make no clear dis-
tinction between history and life story. Renaissance authors of military 
memoirs focus on the description of tangible actions, and ‘ignore their 
inner reality’, according to Harari.31 They generally do not comment upon 
their emotional involvement with combat or suffering nor do they evaluate 
their experiences as life changing, this in sharp contrast with modern sol-
diers who often describe their war experiences as a watershed in their lives. 
Harari seeks an explanation for this difference in the fact that Renaissance 
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authors ‘have no autonomous inner reality that they considered to be 
unique and independent of the historical reality’.32 More generally the 
sixteenth-century self is defined by one’s deeds and social standing; by 
being part of social bodies, like families, corporations, regiments, religious 
communities, and by being part of history: witnessing historical events, 
or, in the case of the military, military campaigns, sieges or battles, in the 
proximity of grand war lords and princes. Predominant emotions that go 
with that image are pride, honour and admiration.

It is true that many early modern military memoirs may disappoint the 
historian who hopes to find close descriptions of the inner experiences 
and thoughts of the combatant. Yet Brian Sandberg rightly points out 
in Chapter 7 that many of these early texts nonetheless breathe strong 
emotions that must have thoroughly moved the soldier’s heart: pride and 
respect for the honourable deeds of themselves and their superiors, rever-
ence and awe for the historical military events they witnessed, comradeship, 
religious zeal, fear for the divine, a strong awareness of the temporality of 
human life and fame. Moreover, the factuality, the accounting of numbers 
of shots and dead and wounded, the distances marched, the accounting 
of booty and horses, these elements all seem to derive from a love for 
order and control.33 The tendency to count, organise and schematise, to 
explain the technical details with professional pride, a love of professional 
control that is also observed by Lisa De Boer in Chapter 11. She notes 
that seventeenth-century birds-eye views of battlefields, could perhaps be 
interpreted as a way of dealing with the utterly chaotic character of the real 
battlefield, the turmoil of shouts, sounds, smoke, dust and corpses, the 
multi-sensory and emotional experiences related to that space.

According to Harari, the terseness of sixteenth-century soldiers’ mem-
oirs is connected to the absence of a ‘modern self ’. Modern authors of mil-
itary memoirs define the self by describing personal development through 
life experiences.34 One could also argue that the cultural context of emo-
tional expression defines the content of what it communicates more than 
we used to believe. In soldiers’ writings the focus on heroism and mascu-
line ideals of honour and courage appears to persist over time, apparently 
disregarding the development of sentimentalism and critical introspection 
in civil and religious communities. The terseness of Renaissance military 
memoirs should perhaps be explained not by the absence of a ‘modern 
self ’ but rather as an inevitable part of the soldier’s identity. The long tra-
dition of soldiers’ writing dictates the communication of fearlessness and 
other empowering masculine ideals that tend to suppress some emotions: 
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fear, feelings of senselessness, disgust, personal grief, and underscore oth-
ers such as the love for the fatherland, courage and a fighting spirit. The 
letters of soldiers of the revolutionary French army cited by Germani in 
Chapter 9, bear witness to the impassioned revolutionary élan they had 
apparently internalised completely.35

Letters, memoirs and chronicles by soldiers thus are inherently emo-
tional even if they do not express or discuss emotions explicitly. We 
see how conventions of genre strictly define what emotions should be 
expressed and which should not. While the term emotional ‘regime’ still 
stresses the disciplinary character of emotional cultures, we agree with 
Gammerl, Scheer and others that emotional norms and practices rather 
define emotional ‘styles’ and that these styles are embodied and uncon-
sciously appropriated through a process of socialisation.36

The question remains, of course, whether sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century combatants had other emotions than the ones they describe. 
Harari discusses the fact that a few exceptional experiential and emotional 
passages can be found in renaissance military memoirs as well. From this 
he concludes that other narrative models were available to soldiers and 
that they could have written differently. Yet apparently they deliberately 
chose to do otherwise.37 The requests of the maimed soldiers studied 
by Marc Stoyle also suggest that soldiers could write emotionally about 
their combat experiences if secondary gain was to be had from it. In their 
requests for pensions Civil War veterans extensively describe their suffer-
ing and distress during sieges and combats.38

There is reason to believe, however, that emotions are not part of 
our consciousness as long as they are not caught in words or behav-
iour. William Reddy argued that emotional expressions (emotives) orga-
nise the experience and bring thoughts and feelings that were present 
but outside awareness into consciousness.39 Reddy believes that there 
are ‘kinds of thought that lie “outside” of language’, but as soon as we 
speak about our emotions they ‘come into a peculiar, dynamic relation-
ship with what we say about them’.40 According to Scheer’s notion of 
emotional practice and experience, ‘an emotion without a medium for 
experience cannot be described as one’, in other words: we have to take 
into account first the embodied practice of an emotion before we can talk 
about emotional experiences at all.41 If we agree with Reddy and Scheer, 
this means that we should appreciate soldiers’ emotions in their writing 
for what they are and at the same time be aware that the conventions of 
genre dictate what emotions are at stake.

12  E. KUIJPERS AND C. VAN DER HAVEN

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-56490-0_9


Meanwhile, not every author is as consequent in the observation of 
genre rules. The same must have been true for living up to military norms 
and ideals in real life. Even if we agree that emotions are embodied and 
not always part of a subject’s conscious reflection, we also see that emo-
tions in the military and on the battlefield represented a ‘domain of effort’ 
in which there may have been an enormous variance between emotional 
standards and the extent to which individuals managed to conform to 
them.42 Moreover, the authors of the eye-witness accounts and ego-
documents analysed by Füssel, Germani and Sandberg moved from one 
space to the other and usually were members of more than one social 
community. Sometimes a multiplicity of emotional styles therefore made 
up the expression of an individual battle experience on paper, all of these 
styles being authentic and ‘true’ at the time.

In the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth century military men 
(at first mainly officers but some lower-rank soldiers as well) slowly started 
to describe their experience from a more personal point of view. A water-
shed in the history of the genre is perhaps the famous memoirs of the Swiss 
mercenary Ulrich Bräker (1735–1798), ‘the Poor man of Toggenburg’ 
explored by Marian Füssel in Chapter 8. Bräker is not just unique in his 
closely described flesh-witnessing, but also in his critical questioning of 
warfare in general. As far as we can see, Bräker’s account may be the first 
soldier’s memoir in which honour and pride are not the foregrounded 
emotions. Bräker also seems to be the first memoirist who admits that he 
is (temporarily) fed up with the business of war.

Bräker’s disillusion did not become a widely shared new attitude to 
war. To the contrary, during the radical phase of the French Revolution, 
the focus upon self-sacrifice and stoicism in the face of death, and love of 
la patrie was practiced more fervently than ever before. The traditional 
notions of military honour and glory returned to the fore. Germani in 
Chapter 9 shows that even common soldiers’ writings reveal that they 
were deeply influenced by revolutionary ideology. Nevertheless, close 
scrutiny of the sources reveals that not all battlefield experiences fit-
ted in that revolutionary format. In his memoirs one canonnier Bricard 
described his misery in March 1793 when he learned that his brother, 
for whom he had been looking for days without food or sleep, was dead. 
‘Existence was hateful to me,’ he wrote, ‘separated forever from a brother, 
from a friend; reduced to the most extreme misery, half naked, having no 
change of shirt and covered in vermin.’43
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The emotional culture of soldiers seems to have gained complexity 
by 1800. Both the fatherland and the family had become demanding 
subjects of the soldier’s love and pride, and perhaps soldiers had become 
more aware of the emotional conflicts they faced, wrestling with their 
inner cowardice, their fears and shame.

Imagination

The battlefield always appealed to the public imagination. Great battles 
were commemorated in songs and paintings, their enormous scale and 
complex organisation mapped in birds-eye views. Newsprints reported on 
their dramatic development and outcomes in seemingly exact numbers 
of fired cannon balls, battlefield deaths and wounded combatants as well 
as the estimated value of the material losses. The planned storming of a 
besieged city would attract thousands of spectators in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. The imagined fierceness of the fighting induced 
awe, the death of a hero public mourning. Most early modern public 
media would appeal to the hunger of the audience for the sensational, for 
the smell of blood and gunsmoke and for heroism. Yet in the course of the 
eighteenth century the positive appreciation of the image of the battlefield 
came under pressure. More and more, the audience became aware of the 
discrepancy between the view from a distance and the chaos and terror of 
direct experience. Did eye-witnesses perhaps feel an inability to express 
their feelings, whereas the spectators hungered for the unreachable ‘real’ 
and for ever more sensation? One of the problems for both parties was the 
growing appreciation of more intimate emotions, often characterised as 
‘feminine’, that destabilised old military virtues like honour and courage. 
How could the realities of war be accommodated within this culture of 
sensibility and the expectations of a new civic-patriotic morale?

In Part III, the evocation of emotions in the intended audience is  
central, as well as the ways this evocation was effectuated through genre, 
techniques, style, image and ‘vocabulary’. Emotions concerning the battle-
field as they are represented in the media are distanced from the battlefield 
in time and space, and re-contextualised socially and artistically. Some of 
these representations conceive of an inner experience or an emotional self of 
the soldier in combat, whereas other texts and images represent the battle-
field in a more rational, impersonal or emotionally detached way. Inspired 
by Reddy’s definition of emotives as self-exploring and self-altering emo-
tional speech acts, we would like to distinguish two instances of the ‘pro-
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duction’ of battlefield emotions in art and literature. On the one hand, 
the emotions described or depictured in a piece of art can be considered 
emotional claims of the speaking subject; on the other, we will consider the 
(un)intended effect of these images, the emotions evoked in the minds of 
readers and spectators. Also the interaction between author or artist and 
audience shapes an emotional community with its own rules and dynamics.

Literary and artistic reflections on the battlefield served processes of 
multi-directional communication between the military and civil soci-
ety. Literary writings on war experiences, for instance, often have served 
the legitimation of the battle or the author’s role or experiences in it.44 
Secondly, eye-witnesses feel a need to share their experiences and to bond 
with their home communities or families. Literature and art can often 
be seen as attempts to bridge the experiential gap between citizens and 
the military, by making the soldier’s professional behavioural codes on 
the battlefield emotionally perceptible to a more general public, although 
wartime literature of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century also 
provides many examples of representations which consciously keep the 
horror of war experiences at a safe distance.45 Moreover, literary and artis-
tic forms of battlefield representations have influenced military strategy 
itself. The image of war as theatre (‘the theatre of war’) has enabled us to 
‘see’ the battlefield as a surveyable stage with a director (the general), who 
controls the performances of his actors (the soldiers),46 whereas theatrical 
re-enactments invite citizens to imagine themselves as part of the exotic 
world of the military.47

In the various chapters many questions arise about the processes of  
representation and imagination of the battlefield experience. For instance, 
Lisa De Boer in Chapter 11 asks whether we should consider textual and 
visual explorations of battlefield emotions in art as attempts to order some-
thing that is in fact chaotic in nature. The birds-eye views of battles and 
sieges in pre-1700 engravings seem to present military actions as a paragon 
of rational order. The confrontation of artistic and military ‘ways of seeing’ 
also brought about more destabilising effects on the aesthetics of battlefield 
art. Valerie Mainz discusses such effects in Chapter 12 about the belli-
cose emotions that undermined the neoclassical ideals of beauty in France. 
The arguments used by art critics to condemn these emotions were diverse 
however. Diderot, for instance, praised the spectacle of battle painting and 
the extraordinary feelings of the beholder, like fear and commiseration, but 
he criticised the routine of painters like Loutherborg, whose work would 
not ground in any personal observation of the battlefield. Later on, critics 
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would rather appreciate paintings like David’s Les Sabines (1799), which 
depicted the moment of ceasefire instead of battle, highlighting emotions 
like despair, grief, horror and entreaty. This new type of battle piece was 
clearly pacifist and charged with an emotional aversion of war.

Textual and visual representations of the battlefield often confront us 
with a friction between closeness and distance of individual emotions. The 
social distance between citizens and the military was reflected in abstract 
or even satirical depictions of soldierly emotions in art. In the late eigh-
teenth century, there was also a growing tension between ‘official’ media 
representations of battle and the ‘unofficial’ soldiers’ stories, as we will 
see in Chapter 9 by Ian Germani. Philip Shaw looks into this tension in 
Chapter 13, discussing the difficult position of painters, who had to deal 
with conflicting ways of ‘seeing’ battles and the emotions related to this 
conflict. Some of these painters worked for the royal court. With print-
makers and art critics they established an emotional habitus of pro-war 
sentiment sanctioned by royal officials. The huge battle painting by De 
Loutherbourg of the Battle of Valenciennes, which was so heavily criticised 
by Diderot, was a product of royal patronage. A copy of it ‘Dedicated, 
by permission, to His Majesty’ was widely circulated and reproduced by 
subscription in printed form. The print glorifies the battle as a theatrical 
spectacle, highlighting the glory of the British heroes. The royal regula-
tion of emotional responses to war sought to deny emotions ‘not suited 
to the public tranquillity’, like the brutalities of war depicted by artists like 
William Hodge.

In the course of the eighteenth century citizens manifested an ever-
growing fascination with war journalism and the details of war acts. This 
fascination also fostered an increased production and circulation of mate-
rial objects that could be collected as souvenirs and memorabilia such 
as ribbons, engraved tobacco boxes and so on, as discussed by Marian 
Füssel in Chapter 8. Cheap media and collectable memorabilia allowed the 
broader public to engage with the imagination about the military and the 
battlefield. The explosive production of collectable souvenirs suggests that 
there was a growing emotional impact of military events.48

The imagined battlefield in the public sphere of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries was in many cases an idealised battlefield. Horror, 
pain and the killing itself, as well as the emotions related to that darker 
side of battle, often remained invisible and hidden, or they were framed 
as dissident sentiments, contrary to the prevailing emotional regime. 
Censorship in the eighteenth century, however, could no longer avoid 
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those dissident emotions becoming part of the public reflections on war, 
as discussed in the chapters by Füssel, Germani and Shaw. The battle-
field dissident himself, the deserter, who remained unheard for a very 
long time, suddenly became a public figure, like Ulrich Bräker, the ‘Poor 
man of Toggenburg’. Bräker’s outspoken battle account of the Battle of 
Lowositz on 1 October 1752 not only describes the turmoil of battle, but 
also his disgust, fear, agony and finally his relief when he escaped. It is with 
Bräker’s dishonourable decision to leave the Prussian battlefield that we 
conclude this Introduction, opening the debate on this multiple appear-
ances of bodies, practices, expressions and understandings of early modern 
battlefield emotions:

So I first slunk in slow-march time a little towards this left side, through the 
vines. A few Prussians were still rushing past me. ‘Come on, brother! Come 
on!’ they were saying: ‘To Victory!’ I never let on, but made as if I was 
slightly wounded and continued to make gradual progress; I was scared stiff, 
I must admit. But as soon as I’d got so far no one could see me any more, 
doubled, trebled, quadrupled, quintupled, sextupled my steps, looked to 
left and right like a huntsman, still saw away in distance—for the last time 
in my life—wholesale murder; then in full gallop I skirted a small wood that 
lay full of dead hussars, pandours and horses, ran full tilt down towards the 
river and now found myself in a dell.49
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CHAPTER 2

Drill and Allocution as Emotional Practices 
in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Poetry, Plays 

and Military Treatises

Cornelis van der Haven

During the first decades of the Eighty Years’ War, Maurice of Nassau, 
Prince of Orange and Captain-General of Holland, introduced a military 
training system of routine drill that would soon inspire military pow-
ers beyond the Dutch Republic. The handbooks by Jacques de Gheyn 
(Wapenhandelinghe, 1607), Simon Stevin (Castrametatio, 1617) and oth-
ers prescribe how successful armies should be organised and how soldiers 
were to be drilled in small battalions and by use of commands for even 
the smallest movements of their bodies. Efficiency became an important 
paradigm in military science under Maurice of Orange. The commander’s 
ability to exercise absolute control over individual movements depended 
on the collective sensibility of soldiers to obey orders and commands. 
According to scholars like McNeill, the heroism of the individual soldier 
‘withered and died’ in this process of professionalisation, whereas the 
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techniques of a well-oiled war machine of small battalions, specialised in 
quick movements, became key to military strategy.1

In the context of these reforms, the Dutch army under Maurice was 
an experiment in physical and mental discipline that produced soldiers as 
models for what Foucault would call the ‘corps docile’, the body that auto-
matically responds to the commands it receives through its senses.2 We 
may expect that even in this political-military fantasy of the docile body, 
emotions are still involved, including feelings of submission and attach-
ment to the commanding voice. Yet, the works by de Gheyn and Stevin  
do not explicitly mention any emotional aspects of military training: they 
are fully focused on the outward appearances and movements of fighting 
bodies and the relationship between body and object (musket, rifle) in 
particular. de Gheyn’s depictions of soldier movements have often been 
used by scholars to illustrate how the rationalisation of the army in the 
seventeenth century transformed soldiers into the cogs of an imaginary 
machine that did not allow emotions to be exposed.3 In her more nuanced 
analysis of these pictures, art historian Suzanne Walkers states that de  
Gheyn does not really ignore the soldier’s emotions, but aims to suppress the 
display of destabilising affects (like fear) by diverting our attention to the ide-
alised and aestheticised ‘work’ and physical appearance of the military body.4

The presumed seventeenth-century relegation to the background of 
the individual soldier and his heroic feelings could be critically confronted 
with references in contemporary poems and plays to both military affects 
and drill, as in Joost van den Vondel’s Verovering van Grol (‘Siege of 
Groenlo’, 1627) and siege plays like P.C.  Hooft’s Achilles en Polyxena 
(‘Achilles and Polyxena’, 1615) about the heroes of the Trojan War. These 
plays and poems present ancient patterns of heroism, together with the 
old aristocratic military virtues and the emotional codes related to them 
(honour, courage). The heroes provide both positive and negative exem-
pla of military behaviour from which readers and spectators should draw 
lessons, including in regard to contemporary issues of military leadership. 
Vondel, for instance, sings about Stadtholder Frederick Henry as the ratio-
nal ‘manager’ of an agile moving front of fighters under the full control of 
their commanders. These texts confront us with tensions between old and 
new conceptions of military leadership, which depended increasingly on 
the military commander’s authority as a technocrat well acquainted with 
the newest military techniques (like drill).5 In this chapter I will investi-
gate whether literary texts and military treatises dealt with such tensions 
or with frictions arising from the different ways in which soldiers and their 
emotions are represented. I will also consider to the question whether the 
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representation of drilled soldiers in literature and military treatises implied 
that authors denied their emotions by focusing solely on the individual 
performance of certain commands or whether drill also introduced novel 
emotional qualities that coincided with or replaced the old aristocratic 
codes of military behaviour.

I will study the above-mentioned tensions by focusing on two tech-
niques of addressing soldiers verbally. The first technique (allocutio) seems 
to be exemplary for the ancient and aristocratic understanding of the army 
as a collection of highly motivated fighters, longing for honour, whereas 
the second technique (drill commands) represents the professionalised 
and rationalised understanding of the soldier as a docile body from the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries onwards. My question will concern 
which feelings had to be evoked by the ‘words’ of the commander and 
which had to be suppressed. Two examples of ‘military speech’ will be 
considered in particular: the emotional effect or implications of short 
commands and orders on which seventeenth-century drill practices were 
based and the allocutio or harangue,6 the military speech before battle, as 
an ancient tradition that was rediscovered in early modern military trea-
tises—like Machiavelli’s famous Dell’arte della guerra (1520)—and in the 
above-mentioned poems and plays.

The two examples of ‘military speech’ will be considered in this chapter 
as emotional practices that ‘mobilise’ and ‘manage’ certain battlefield emo-
tions, which Scheer defines as ‘habits and rituals that aim to evoke certain 
emotions, or to change or remove emotions already there’.7 I will consider 
commands and harangues as examples of emotional practices, used here to 
train the bodies and minds of soldiers and to bring into practice particular 
emotions and/or to suppress others. My focus, however, will not primarily 
be on how the feeling individual manages his or her emotions, but rather on 
the emotional practices that were imposed on others (here by military com-
manders) in order to manage the emotions of that other (here the soldier). 
The emotional practices discussed here primarily are discursive practices 
of what linguists call ‘perlocution’, referring to the verbal techniques of 
address that induce the addressed person to perform a certain behaviour.8 
Perlocutionary ‘speech acts’ (to do something by saying something) could 
direct the behaviour of others immediately (for instance, by commands), 
or they could produce certain ‘consequential effects upon the feelings of 
others’ (as by allocution).9 Language is considered in this chapter as one of 
the main instruments in the ‘politics of emotions’ as it was practised within 
the early modern military apparatus. Military drill and allocution will be 
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studied as attempts to ‘manage’ the emotions of the soldiers by way of a 
discourse that is ‘emotional’ in itself and/or by its emotional effect on the 
minds and bodies of the fighting soldiers.10

Drill, Obedience and Dedication

In his important manual about the art of war, Les Principes de l’Art 
Militaire (1617), inspired by drill practices in the Dutch States Army,11 
the French military author Jean de Billon explains that the ‘first quality’ 
of a soldier should be l’obeyssance.12 Obedience is mentioned in the part 
of the manual that deals with the duties and moral qualities of a soldier, 
where it is discussed as the soldier’s primary quality and the source of all 
other military duties. Obedience demands, in the first place, that the sol-
dier refrains from independent thought or action. This demand also has 
physical implications: the obedient soldier should not move his body until 
some order is given. Only an obedient army can remain a closed front 
of soldiers who stay together in any situation, even in the fury of battle, 
always ready to receive orders and commands. Staying together is one of 
the main effets de l’obeyssance as described by Billon, and thus the indi-
vidual quality of obedience also strengthens the army as a whole:

For we have seen a million times that soldiers who never broke their ranks,—
and were willing to maintain such order and unity together, never allowing 
the lines of their battalion be broken—, never went into battle, nor moved 
without orders, always defeated their enemies sooner or later, […].13

The unity of the battalion realised by the obedience and discipline of 
each soldier is based here on the ideal of togetherness—staying ‘together 
together’—a union ensemble, that refers not only to the preceding military 
order (ordre), but also to its social dimensions and maybe also to the feel-
ings related to that ideal.

Machiavelli’s pioneering work published a century before Billon’s 
manual, Dell’arte della guerra (1520), was one of the first works on mili-
tary strategy to discuss the army as a collection of ‘governable’ individu-
als. Obedient soldiers are not only better at staying together; they also 
tend to feel stronger during battle. Because of their long experience with 
drill and discipline, they are inspired with confidence, as Machiavelli puts 
it in Book Three of his treatise.14 Self-confidence therefore has a strong 
emotional component based on soldierly expertise obtained through drill 
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practices. Machiavelli praises the virtú of the experienced soldier who 
remains silent while receiving the charge, and in fact he considers drill as 
an emotional practice that replaces fear with feelings of self-confidence 
and pride. However, he also is aware of the fact that few soldiers would be 
able to evoke such honourable feelings by themselves. That is the reason 
why there always ought to be a corporal over every ten soldiers, who has 
‘more spirit and courage […] than the rest in order to inspire them by 
both his words and his example’.15 Obedience therefore depends not only 
on drill and discipline but also on the inspirational effect of courageous 
comrades who set a good example. The essence of Machiavelli’s argument 
here is the power of words. The effect of drill itself is based on the limited 
and clear vocabulary of command, but the inspirational effect of the fight-
ing corporals—filled with confidence by this drill practice—also depends 
on words, words focused on inspiration and exaltation of the fighting 
comrades in battle.

Though ‘obedience’ is highlighted in the treatises of Billon and 
Machiavelli as a moral quality or even as a virtue, the question remains 
whether we should really consider ‘obedience’ as a quality referring to the 
active fulfilment of orders, or if it is much more about being ‘in control’, 
in other words: being able to restrain mind and body, rather than carrying 
out individual acts of courage in battle. Suzanne Walker speaks about a 
tension between the combatant’s ideal of self-constraint and the old aris-
tocratic warrior ethic, focused on fame as the reward for heroic deeds in 
battle.16 Whereas the old warrior had to be courageous, brave and ready to 
attack the enemy, the ‘new’ soldier under the control of his commander’s 
words was expected in the first place to be silent and obedient. In Jacques 
de Gheyn’s Wapenhandelinghe (Fig. 2.1) it is this image of the silent, self-
constrained soldier that seems to be dominant. Not only his gestures and 
mien but his whole physical appearance is ‘portrayed as an aesthetic and 
performative ideal of physical self-control’.17

De Gheyn’s book consists only of lists with sequences of commands, 
followed by a series of engravings of soldiers who carry out the series of 
actions to which the commands refer. Their gestures and mien indeed 
indicate a sense of control of both mind and body, needed in order to 
carry out a sequence of movements, military actions as re-actions, per-
formed to an ‘external stimulus, the voice of the officer’.18 What Walker, 
however, does not mention in her article about de Gheyn’s images of the 
ideal soldier is the aspect of individualisation: the idea that a sequence of 
actions is totally dependent on obedience as an individual characteristic 
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and not as a group mentality. De Gheyn depicts individual soldiers only in 
isolation, as if each step were carried out only by single soldiers who are 
not tied up with the collective of the battalion or the army as a whole. The 
social environment of the army is reduced here to one single relationship: 
that between those who give the orders—the commander—and those 
who carry them out—the individual soldiers. The one-to-one relationship 
between command and action strengthens this monomaniacal depiction 

Fig. 2.1  Jacob de Gheyn, Maniement d’armes d’arquebuses, mousquetz, et piques 
[...] (Amsterdam: Robert de Baudous, s.a.), plate 2.2, engraving. © Utrecht University 
Library
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of soldierly behaviour, which totally depends on the vocabulary of orders. 
This abstraction of a military action leaves out the element of group bond-
ing—which obviously also derived in large part from drill experiences—
while highlighting the calmness of the individual soldier whose mind and 
body are solely devoted to a careful submission to commands and whose 
face expresses a silent and deep concentration, with an eye only to the 
precise performance of the commanded actions (Fig. 2.1).

In his references to early modern battlefield revelations, Yuval Noah 
Harari underlines that the drill manuals written by de Gheyn and others 
do focus on ‘collective skills of the military trade’ and that the series of 
movements had to be repeated by ‘groups of soldiers again and again’.19 
Like Walker, he does not take notice of the fact that in these drill manu-
als soldiers are always depicted in isolation and never as a group. In his 
attempt to show that the transformation of soldiers into Cartesian autom-
atons also implied a transformation of the common soldiers into ‘mere 
bodies’, the cogs of a military machine that cannot think or feel inde-
pendently, the emotional effect of drill is largely ignored. Drill was meant 
to ‘iron out all their independent “initiatives”’, Harari writes.20 Though 
this last observation may not be far from the ‘truth’ of early modern drill 
theory, this does not mean that the new principles of drill did not rely on 
the fact that a well-trained soldier also needed particular mental and emo-
tional capacities in order to perform his movements. The soldier’s silent 
receptivity as expressed by the faces of de Gheyn’s soldiers, certainly refers 
to his pre-supposed willingness to be docile and subordinated to the will 
of his commander; but at the same time this docility implies the mental 
capacity to remain quiet and in a state of deep concentration, even in the 
turmoil of battle.

Where de Gheyn provides his depicted soldiers with an air of ‘tran-
quillity’, this calmness should not be seen as an expression of passiv-
ity and docility solely. In drill manuals the ideal of the drilled soldier 
who is calm, silent and receptive falls back on the ancient principle of 
tranquillitas and a stoic ‘calmness of mind’, the emotional state that will 
be discussed later in this book and which was strongly related to the 
ideal of self-constraint.21 Contemporaries of de Gheyn saw this tranquil-
lity often in connection with a ‘courage of mind’ that defends this virtue 
against disturbing thoughts and feelings. The moral philosopher Pierre 
Charron, for instance, in his treatise De la Sagesse (‘On Wisdom’, 1601), 
extensively discusses tranquilité as the state of mind that, on the one 
hand, relates to the devotion of the self to God and the ‘vraye pieté’, 
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innocence and ‘bonne conscience’ of the true Christian, but that, on 
the other hand, involves a certain firmness and ‘courage of mind’. True 
tranquillity requires a courageous mind—‘la force & la fermeté de cour-
age’—since feeble and timid characters would not be strong enough to 
harbour a calm mind.22 To describe tranquillity, Charron explicitly uses 
the metaphorical language of battle, in the tradition of Prudentius, and 
doing so he pleads for ‘courage and strength’ as the mind’s ‘glorious 
munition’ and defence against ‘storms’ that can disturb its rest.23

Muscular Bonding and Togetherness

In line with what we have seen in Billon’s treatise, some military theorists 
and tacticians of the seventeenth century explicitly state that social inter-
action between soldiers during a fight should be avoided, since the sol-
dier’s body and mind should be focused solely on the commanding voice. 
Sounds and voices of comrades could easily disturb this readiness to obey, 
and therefore it is silence that is highlighted as a ‘principall point of warlike 
discipline, and therefore in commands they make it first’, as John Bingham 
puts it in his translation of Aelianus Tacticus, the Greek military writer of 
the famous treatise, Taktikē theōria (‘Tactical theory’):

Silence […] is ohne of the principall points of obedience, which belongeth 
to a souldier […] a man that is not attentive, cannot marke the command 
delivered, nor can he be attentive, that whilest it is delivered busieth his head 
with other thoughts or else entertaineth his next standers by with talke, a 
meanes to divert aswell the speaker as the hearer from that heed, which 
ought to be given to direction […].24

Though soldiers of the infantry often stood closely together in formations 
that were inspired by the Greek phalanx, they were prohibited from com-
municating because this would distract their attention from commands. 
To stay together physically, the soldier should isolate himself mentally and 
emotionally from his fellow-soldiers: he is expected to be an isolated indi-
vidual among other individuals (‘together alone’), who is bound to the 
words only of his commander and the performance of these commands. 
This idea of mental isolation contradicts emotional practices in the army 
that were focused on creating an emotional tie between soldiers.

One of these bonding practices was the prayer before the fight. A feel-
ing of togetherness was expressed in the collective prayer as a collective 
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ritual meant to remove fear and bring faith to the hearts of the soldiers. 
This silence before battle also evoked a moment of concentration, one 
based not on the principle of isolation, but on a feeling of being united in 
the soldier’s submission to the will of God in the moment of the fight.25

According to William H. McNeill, drill practices were based on feelings 
of togetherness, for which he uses the term ‘muscular bonding’, the emo-
tional resonance of daily and prolonged close-order drill. ‘Muscular bond-
ing’ actually is a feeling of exaltation, induced by drill and the pleasure 
every group experiences while keeping together in time. The drill effect 
of the interiorised and automatised movements of marching and military 
exercises may be amplified by the emotional responses they arouse, like the 
‘pleasurable’ feeling of keeping together in time. According to McNeill, 
close-order drill as invented by Maurice of Orange should be considered 
as one of the main elements in the process of military group bonding and 
would have been so powerful because of the emotional effect of ‘muscu-
lar bonding’. However, it is difficult to describe this feeling, as McNeill 
has to admit when he tries to describe his own experience as a US soldier 
during the Second World War, walking hour after hour in unison with his 
comrades on the Texas plain:

A sense of pervasive well-being is what I recall; more specifically, a strange 
sense of personal enlargement; a sort of swelling out, becoming bigger than 
life, thanks to participation in collective ritual. […] Words are inadequate to 
describe the emotion aroused by the prolonged movement in unison that 
drilling involved.26

McNeill clearly has difficulty in describing the somewhat obscure emo-
tional effect of ‘muscular bonding’. Most of the early modern military 
handbooks tend to ignore such feelings—though there certainly are 
authors who connect emotions to drill, for instance in the inspirational 
‘confidence’ of the experienced drilled soldier mentioned by Machiavelli.27 
We should agree, however, with McNeill that it is necessary to take this 
effect of ‘muscular bonding’ into consideration when we try to under-
stand the military success of drill practices in history.28

McNeill relates the modern drill-effect of ‘muscular bonding’ to 
ancient methods of marching in close ranks, as they were practised by 
the Greeks, especially within the Spartan phalanx-formations.29 The 
inspiring effect of marching together was strengthened with songs and 
shouts. The back rows in a Greek phalanx had to support their fellow 
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combatants in the frontlines by singing and shouting in order to fortify 
them and inflame their courage. In some early modern military hand-
books the cries and songs of the Greek and Roman phalanxes are men-
tioned as examples for contemporary armies.30 In his book about Greek 
and Roman military practices (Der Griken en Romeynen Krygs-Handel, 
posthumously printed in 1675), the Dutch poet and colonel Johan van 
Paffenrode extensively discusses the different formations of the ancient 
phalanxes, with one chapter particularly devoted to their veldgeschrey 
(battle cries) and other utterances of ‘goede genegentheyd en coeragie’ 
(good affection and courage).31 The commander could positively con-
tribute to such emotional practices by encouraging his troops before the 
battle, not by command, but by an encouraging speech, the so-called 
allocutio ad milites. Van Paffenrode dedicates a special chapter to military 
allocution, but he only very generally relates such emotional practices 
to seventeenth-century military tactics.32 We may wonder how the new 
conception of the army as a drill machine, based on the obedience of sol-
diers as silent individuals who are in full control of their emotions, relates 
to that other conception of the army as an collective body of passionate 
warriors, incited by the words of their commander. In the following two 
sections we will move to theatre and poetry in order to find out to what 
extent these seemingly conflicting conceptions are present in Dutch lau-
datory poems and siege plays of the first half of the seventeenth century.

Allocution and the Devotion to Courage

The Amsterdam chamber of rhetoric ‘De Eglantier’ was one of the precur-
sors of the famous Schouwburg (a public theatre house, founded in 1637). 
It staged the first Dutch renaissance plays based on Greek and Roman 
examples, like the tragedy Achilles en Polyxena by Pieter Cornelisz. Hooft 
(written before 1600 and published in 1615). In his play, Hooft presents 
the main warriors of the Trojan War: Achilles, Hector and Agamemnon, 
who represent both negative and positive examples of political-military 
leadership, depending on the extent to which their actions are based on 
their passions or on the power of reason respectively. As was common in 
the Dutch tradition of the so-called Senecan–Scaligerian type of tragedy, 
the drama defended the stoic ideal of emotional self-control. However, to 
achieve that goal, characters were often presented in a state of emotional 
confusion into which they gradually fell as they increasingly ignored the 
voice of reason over the course of the play.33
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The neo-stoic tragedy in the Dutch tradition was also rooted in the 
Aristotelian tradition, with its focus on the emotional impact on the audi-
ence caused by the tragic downfall of its main protagonist. The perfor-
mance of such a tragedy could very well be seen as an ‘emotional practice’ 
in the definition of Scheer as well, aiming at achieving a certain emotional 
state.34 The tragic downfall of the hero had to evoke in the audience a sense 
of ‘pity’ and ‘fear’ during the Aristotelian process of catharsis (emotional 
purification). In the course of the play characters perform various rituals to 
evoke emotions in themselves and others. Some of these rituals in Hooft’s 
Achilles en Polyxena are directly related to contemporary military practices 
and traditions meant to prepare soldiers for battle. Drill could be consid-
ered as the manipulation of mind and body to evoke a feeling of ‘together-
ness’, on the one hand, and silent commitment to receive orders, on the 
other. The military emotional practices performed in this play produce an 
opposite emotional effect: the arousal of hatred and combativeness instead 
of concentration, docility and silent introversion. In both cases, however, 
emotions were mobilised in order to ‘change or remove emotions already 
there’:35 fear had to be replaced by war enthusiasm and wild courage, 
whereas in the case of drill, the emotional state of abandonment and dis-
sipation had to be replaced by a feeling of commitment, dedication and a 
sense of corporate strength.

The most salient emotional practice staged in Achilles en Polyxena and 
one that certainly belongs to the classical repertoire of military leadership 
is the allocution, or aanspraak in Dutch. In his treatise on Greek and 
Roman war strategy, van Paffenrode demonstrates that there is a broad 
classical repertoire of well-known speeches on to which the early modern 
general could fall back.36 Two of these historical exempla are the ones that 
Hooft brings to life again in his play, the speeches by Agamemnon (to the 
Greek army) and Hector (to the Trojan army) during the Trojan War, in 
which the Greek hero Patroklos was killed by Hector and Euphorbus. 
The speeches in the play have a similar structure. Both military orators 
begin with a statement about the righteous cause of the battle: the Greeks 
feel they have a right to seek revenge on the Trojans, and the Trojans 
believe they are entitled to avenge themselves against the Greeks. To take 
revenge, it is necessary of course to show courage, which is also stressed 
in both speeches. Agamemnon knows that his enemy has been weak-
ened, whereas Hector states that those who were the last to lose a fight  
(the Trojans) should be the first to win. Both speeches end with a reference 
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to the women of the enemy, who will be the trophies of the conquerors, 
after which a last call for a courageous and victorious battle resounds.37

The emotions that are highlighted in both speeches are readiness to 
fight, vengefulness, courage and bravery, of which the emotion of revenge 
is, of course, the most troublesome in the eyes of the stoics, as will be illus-
trated later in the play by the behaviour of Hector himself who mutilates 
the body of Patroklos. Hector also mentions ‘happiness’ (te sijn verblijt: 
to be happy)38 as an important battlefield emotion, generating a forward-
looking state of mind: the expectation that one shall win a battle can be a 
source of happiness beforehand. It is this combination of vengefulness and 
exuberance (under the pretext of ‘happiness’) in which the cruelty at the 
end of the battle seems to be rooted. Three stages are shown that lead to 
the cruelties of the conquerors: first, the speech as an emotional practice, 
aiming at evoking those emotions that are already present in the soldiers, 
but which need stirring up by way of an encouraging speech. The second 
stage is the fight, which is represented without spoken text but may have 
been accompanied by shouts and cries of the fighting actors on stage. 
The third stage is the cruel deed itself, also just shown on stage, concisely 
described in one single stage direction: ‘Patroclus remains behind. Hector 
carries the body aside and mutilates it.’39

Whereas Hooft’s play confronts the audience with the negative effect 
of over-encouraged fighters, who are ‘over-motivated’ by passions like 
revenge and hatred, military treatises of the time tend to highlight the 
positive effects of a military speech or harangue. Van Paffenrode, for 
instance, extensively discusses the unifying effect of the military speech, 
evoking feelings of solidarity and comradeship that could transform an 
army into a collective of fellow-soldiers who feel like comrades, irrespec-
tive of their military rank (see Fig. 2.2). The harangue could transform an 
army into one single body and unity, as if it were ‘all together one single 
person’, governed by the emotionalised speech of their general, who char-
acterises himself as a fellow-soldier (mede-soldaet).40 The main function, 
however, of the military speech or aanspraak is to ‘stir up feelings and to 
encourage the soldiers in despair’, which can be achieved best by a general 
who knows the minds and hearts of his soldiers and knows how to inflame 
their strong feelings by his eloquence.41

In the speeches delivered by Agamemnon and Hector two virtues are 
highlighted that depend on emotional qualities and entail mental effects 
that are quite different from the antique examples of encouragement that 
van Paffenrode discusses in his treatise. First, we have the virtuous state 
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of mind called vroomheid in Dutch. Both Hector and Agamemnon praise 
this moral quality of their soldiers that should be maintained during their 
fight. Three times Agamemnon mentions the word vroom in relation to 
his soldiers, and Hector also explicitly defends the vroomheid of his men, as 
an answer to the enemy who would accuse them of a lack of such a quality 
(‘gebreck van vroomheijt’).42 Vroom in seventeenth-century Dutch refers, 
in the first place, to courage rooted in a deep love for the fatherland, as 
in the following words of Agamemnon that refer to the eagerness of his 
soldiers to leave wife and children to defend their fatherland: ‘You vroom 
Greek warriors, who, far from wife and children,/Went to preserve your 
fatherland from harm […]’.43 Vroom also relates courageous behaviour to 
a feeling of commitment and even contemplation, a connotation retained 
in the modern meaning of the Dutch word, which is ‘pious’. This means 
that the military speeches here not only stir up ‘wild’ spirits like brav-
ery, courage and revenge, but that they also bring soldiers into a state of 

Fig. 2.2  Johan van Paffenrode, Der Griken en Romeynen krygs-handel: ofte 
Beschrijvinge van de Griekse en Roomse land-militie, waer onder vele outheden dier 
volkeren vertoont worden, begrepen in ses boeken (Gorinchem: Paulus Vinck, 1675), 
plate on page 297 (roman harangue), engraving. © Ghent University Library
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devotion that allows them to submit to the will of their commander and 
to their collective responsibility as defenders of their country.

To address and inflame the courage of their soldiers, Hector and 
Agamemnon also use the word dapper instead of vroom, a word that 
refers to an emotional qualification of courageous behaviour. As soon as 
their courage is vroom and devoted to the general cause, soldiers indeed 
become dapper, which means: firm and resolute in defending their father-
land. Dapper also means that a soldier is eager to fight, and as such it 
refers to a certain swiftness in transferring his feeling (courage, vroom-
heid) to firmness during the act of fighting itself (dapperheid), as in the 
last words of Hector: ‘Each shows the power of his right arm/And the 
firmness of courage. Look there, the Greek. Alarm.’44 The twofold char-
acter of ‘courage’ in Hector’s speech, referring both to the collective 
moment of devotion and contemplation, as well as to the readiness to 
fight and the firm character of that devotion as the origin of soldier’s 
‘courage’ (dapperheijt van moedt), could be seen as an example of col-
lectivised emotional management by way of a differentiated approach to 
emotional behaviour. Courage as vroomheid (devotion and submission 
before battle) thus paves the way for a dapperheijt of courage (a firm and 
resolute execution of their job based on a strong feeling of courage). It is 
the general who anticipates how the emotional effect of collective devo-
tion on his soldiers before the battle will develop into a ‘firmness of cour-
age’ during the battle, when ‘courage’ has to be shown in an act of killing 
without hesitation as soon as the enemy appears before the soldier’s eyes 
(‘Look there, the Greek’).

The Swift Spirits of Frederick Henry

Hooft not only wrote plays about Greek heroes; he also was the author 
of poems about contemporary war heroes, like the Dutch stadtholder 
Frederick Henry of Orange, who was the commander-in-chief of the 
Dutch navy and States Army. In the appendix of a long laudatory poem 
on the Siege of Groenlo in 1627, written by Joost van den Vondel, we 
find a satirical poem in which Hooft ridicules the Spanish–Habsburg 
military performances in favour of Frederick Henry’s brilliant military 
leadership: ‘So is your brain nodding, your treasure melting, your lance 
yielding/To the speed, council and swift spirits of Frederick Henry’.45 
No real battlefield emotions in this poem are mentioned other than these 
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‘swift spirits’ of the Dutch stadtholder. In another poem about the Siege 
of Groenlo, written by Zacharias Heyns, the stadtholder’s ‘swift spirits’ 
are related to his ‘swift words’. The speed of his words are presented here 
as the main instrument used by Frederick Henry to successfully draw up 
his troops in battle arrays, a command efficiency that is also based on the 
element of fidelity and faithfulness of his soldiers:

You come, you go, you fly through your swift words,
Soon your army will stand at will in battle arrays
And your loyal Soldiers (taking care of their task)
Let themselves be guided to the Winds of your fortune.46

The ‘swift words’ of the general are related here to the process of drill 
and troop formation as the source of the commander’s fortune, together 
with the moral qualities of his soldiers. The verbal presence of the general, 
through the words of his commands, thus is placed at centre stage by this 
poet in the representation of the Dutch States Army. While writing such 
poems, Heyns must have had knowledge of contemporary military theory, 
since, as a translator of du Praissac’s Discours militaires, he was at least 
familiar with the idea that the general should indeed be ‘like the soul in the 
body of all his ranks’, a diligent man who is everywhere at once, providing 
support where parts of the army are in despair and in need of help.47

Though we know from seventeenth-century historiographic accounts 
that the stadtholder addressed his officers and soldiers in order to inspire 
them and provide them with ‘goeden moed’ (bon courage)48 now and 
then, the laudatory poems about Frederick Henry do not refer to any 
allocutions before battle. Not the long inspirational speeches held in front 
of his soldiers, but his short and quick words of command are highlighted 
and praised in these poems. Joost van den Vondel’s long epic laudation 
about the Siege of Groenlo, for instance, has a lengthy exordium about the 
preparations for battle and the complex logistics carried out op’s veldheeren 
woord, at the general’s word (here referring to the highest commander 
after Frederick Henry, Ernst Casimir I of Nassau-Dietz):

But the docile army did not approach so quickly the men on horseback
Or, at the general’s word, the spades dig in the earth:
One defends oneself against internal and external disaster:
One strings the circuit with bulwarks and entrenchments.49
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The States Army is characterised here as docile and obedient, literally ‘will-
ing to follow’ (volgsaem in Dutch). The army’s agility originates in this 
willingness to follow the swift words (of command) of the general as they 
are a product of Frederick Henry’s swift mind. Although the appearances 
of the army as a swiftly moving front, ready to attack the enemy and to free 
the city from any possible direction, seems to be dominant in these poems, 
they do not completely neglect the moral and emotional qualities of the 
soldiers. The mental swiftness of the general can be effective only because 
he could count on the courage of the soldiers, as with Hooft’s ‘dapperheijt 
van moedt’ discussed earlier in this chapter: a firm and resolute execution 
of their job, based on their devotion to the common cause. Still, Vondel 
does not explicitly mention these moral qualities of the soldiers, and he 
prefers to underline the swift words of the general instead of the soldiers’ 
ability to obey and to fight without hesitation.

Though the stadtholder as a genuine commander is spotlighted in the 
poem by Vondel, at the same time his positive exemplum is based on his 
modest attitude, corresponding to the image of the slecht soldaet, the ordi-
nary soldier. The Dutch republican motto of the Eighty Years’ War ‘every 
citizen a soldier’ is applied here to the stadtholder as the servant of state. 
While serving the confederation of the seven Dutch provinces, the stadt-
holder should feel and act like a servant ready to defend his fatherland like 
any other citizen in wartime. Vondel pays tribute to the Prince of Orange 
because of his humble behaviour and the fact that he too, like any other 
soldier, was staegh in wapen (steadily armed) and ready to stand guard, 
though he knew this task was far below his station:

The Prince did not sleep until the arrival of the earl,
But was awake, night after night, and was steadily armed,
Standing guard by himself, and below his station,
Sleeping by turns like an ordinary soldier: […].50

In Vondel’s laudatory poem about the Siege of Den Bosch, it is again this 
image of the stadtholder as a soldier between soldiers that is highlighted. 
Frederick Henry like a modern Hercules fights op ‘t spitste (in the van-
guard), between dying soldiers and colonels, and matches the vroomheyd 
des soldaets (the dedicated courage of the soldier).51

It may seem a contradiction in terms to place the egalitarian profile of 
Frederick Henry at the heart of what should be a laudation of his military 
leadership. However, emotions along with soldierly behaviour are key to 
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that leadership. One of Vondel’s metaphors depicts the army as a fighting 
horse. The horse as the embodiment of armed power was a well-known 
early modern metaphor, as was the ‘body politic’ for the political regime. 
The personal-emotional relationship between horse and horseman was 
central to this figurative use of the horse image in literature (and in epic 
poetry in particular).52 The general as a horseman represents not only 
genuine and heroic military leadership, but also emotional leadership (see 
also Fig. 2.3). The horse of Frederick Henry in Vondel’s poem fully cor-
responds to the baroque depiction of the military horse, as a restless and 
agitated animal in need of emotional guidance:

Fig. 2.3  Pauwels van Hillegaert, Portrait of Prince Frederick Henry of Orange on 
horseback during a siege, oil on panel, 35.7 × 28.6 cm, around 1630. © Rijksmuseum 
Amsterdam
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There he was sitting, calmly on his Amsterdam gelding
A daredevil, never tired of snorting, prancing, scrawling,
And trained, to scramble fiercely with the horseshoe
In the Spanish troops, where he elicits fear and space; […].53

Whereas the general remains calm, the horse is unruly and impatient. Not 
only does the poem include the baroque depiction of the horse’s snort-
ing and prancing, as a reference to the army’s fighting spirit, but also an 
account of its well-trained performance (afgerecht), as it has been drilled 
to be obedient in the hands of a competent horseman.

The horse as a figuration of affect falls back on Plato’s well-known char-
iot allegory in Phaidros, with a chariot—referring to the human soul—
pulled by two horses, representing different emotions, reined in by their 
teamster (reason). In Vondel’s poem, however, this allegory is reduced to 
just one horse, the horse of the stadtholder, whose different attributes—
tuygh (tack), spoor (spur) and gebit (bit)—are explicitly related to the 
names of the different troop commanders below him (Van Lokeren, Bacx 
and Styrum).54 The three attributes refer to how these military command-
ers are expected to use their specific qualities (of taming, encouraging and 
guiding) in order to direct their troops both physically and emotionally 
in the right direction. The image of the well-trained horse is followed 
by the element of drill which unites all ‘lads’ (borsten), while ‘marching 
in straight lines of attack’ (slaghordensloopen).55 The order of the drilled 
troops seems to be an anomaly in the spectacle of war that dominates the 
battle description in the poem, with somewhat chaotic scenes of fighting 
and the lightning operations (blixemspel) of the troops, encouraged by 
veldgeschrey (shouts, cries), trumpets and drums that inspire even the most 
bloode borsten (faint-hearted lads).56 This friction between the ideal of mili-
tary order, on the one hand, and the turmoil of the fight, on the other, 
also affects the characterisation of Frederick Henry in the poem. Before 
the battle, the prince is portrayed as a calm horseman in full control over 
the troops, with his commanders as his ‘eye and hand’, who are expected 
to steer the emotions of their soldiers in the right direction. During the 
fight, however, the stadtholder is fighting alongside his soldiers, hardly rec-
ognisable as their commander ‘in the jumble of dust,/And in the centre of 
the turmoil’,57 driven by untameable emotions and entirely swallowed by 
his own war enthusiasm.
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Conclusion

Both the ‘swift words’ of military command and the encouraging speeches 
discussed in this chapter can be considered as examples of speech acts that 
were meant to set an army in motion both physically and emotionally. The 
‘swift words’ of Stadtholder Frederick Henry of Orange refer not only to 
the swiftness of his own mind, but they also relate to his troops and their 
willingness to follow. His words evoke a feeling of commitment among 
the soldiers, driven by both these words of command and the cries and 
shouts of their fellow-soldiers. The receptivity of the soldier to listen to 
commands and to carry them out dutifully is related to a state of mind 
that could be characterised as ‘emotional’, falling back on both the ancient 
principle of tranquillitas, a stoic ‘calmness of mind’, and a felt ‘devotion’ 
to war and to courage in particular, as it is expressed by the word vroom in 
the war plays and poems discussed here.

The way in which Vondel sings about Frederick Henry’s swift words 
of command certainly allows us to characterise seventeenth-century drill 
as an emotional practice as defined by Scheer. Still, looking at the other 
sources discussed in this chapter, the question is whether the devotional 
and ‘tranquil’ state of mind indeed represented an emotional effect of 
addressing the soldiers with commands or whether these emotions rather 
provided the conditional mental framework the soldier needed to carry 
out these commands. Emotional responses that could not be mixed up 
with such mental preconditions, like the feeling of ‘muscular bonding’ 
described by a modern scholar like McNeill, are not as such mentioned 
in seventeenth-century sources. This does not mean, however, that early 
modern theorists did not pay any attention to related emotional effects of 
drill. Machiavelli, for instance, mentions in The Art of War drill practices 
that should create a feeling of confidence among experienced soldiers. The 
less-experienced soldiers, who are not yet filled with such feelings, need 
the words of the fighting comrades that evoke inspiration and exaltation 
among them.

Inconsistent with our hypothesis that the very different emotions evoked 
by drill and allocution tend to create tensions between different concep-
tions of military behaviour, there are indications that the two techniques 
of verbal address do not contradict but rather complete each other. Van 
Paffenrode writes that the general himself could manage the emotions of 
his soldiers by acting like a soldier among soldiers and setting an inspiring 
example, but that he could also create fellow-feeling through a harangue 
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or allocution before battle. The Dutch plays of the time staged ancient 
speeches that had to encourage the soldiers and evoke feelings of commit-
ment and devotion to the general cause during the Trojan War, feelings 
that are strongly related to the discussed effect of drill. Similar speeches 
by contemporary Dutch generals, like Frederick Henry of Orange, are not 
mentioned in the literature, yet the emotional effect of the command-
ers’ very presence on the battlefield was praised in poetry in which the 
metaphor of the army as a horse was commonly used. The inspirational 
general not only tames the horse by drilling it, but he also knows how to 
whip it up with both his words of command and the inspirational power 
of his own example, fighting among and absorbed by the fighting masses 
of what are now his fellow-soldiers. In this regard, drill and allocution 
could be considered as intertwined emotional practices that provided two 
important instruments to manage the emotions of the army as one would 
an unruly horse that is sometimes calm and docile and at other times wild 
and exalted.
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CHAPTER 3

Magical Swords and Heavenly Weapons: 
Battlefield Fear(lessness) in the Seventeenth 

Century

Andreas Bähr

The Magical Sword of Gustavus Adolphus

On 16 November 1632, Gustavus II Adolphus of Sweden lost his life 
in the Battle of Lützen. Soon rumours were spreading that the king 
had carried a sword bearing both magical and astrological symbols and 
a proverb borrowed from Vergil: Audaces fortuna iuvat, timidosque  
repellit: ‘fortune assists the bold, but repels the timid’.1 Protestants were 
alarmed by the news, since its consequences were fairly compromising. 
Evidently, fortune had assisted Gustavus Adolphus for quite a long time; 
in the end, however, it had refused to continue its support. Had this 
proved the king to be timid and cowardly instead of audacious? When 
fighting in battle, had he relied on apotropaic magic and heathen sayings 
instead of trusting in his own bravery? Had he even been in league with 
evil powers that let him down at the crucial moment and unmasked his 
previous victories as diabolic?
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In order to disprove this insinuation, in the first half of the eighteenth 
century entire dissertations were written. Georg Wallin and Adam Friedrich 
Glafey, in particular, addressed the matter.2 For Wallin, it was not the prov-
erb that constituted the main problem. After all, it had been adopted by 
humanists: it could be found in Christian mirrors for princes, and it was 
not to be compared with the ‘idolatrous’ and ‘shameful’ invocation of the 
Virgin Mary reportedly engraved onto the sword of Emperor Maximilian 
(Maria iuva nos omnes).3 Much more controversial were the astrological 
symbols, the sun and Mars, alleging that Gustavus Adolphus was anxious 
to foresee what only God could have known, his own future and fate, 
and that he sought to obtain bravery from stars and planets, not from 
the Heavenly Father (Fig. 3.1).4 Entirely unacceptable to Wallin, how-
ever, were those magical signs that the Jesuit polymath Athanasius Kircher 
confidently deciphered as kabbalistic monograms invoking evil spirits and 
demons.5 To Wallin, apotropaic devices were familiar only from violent 
‘papists’, the soldiers of Tilly, Pappenheim und Wallenstein: could they 
have been used by the just, mild and human saviour of Protestantism?6 
Inconceivable. Confident in God, not blasphemous swords, Gustavus 
Adolphus himself—says Wallin—had put a ban on such practices.7

The fama8 of the magical sword threatened to desecrate the Lutherans’ 
figurehead and discredit the Swedish mission in the Holy Roman Empire. 
Therefore, the Protestant party hastened to unmask the compromising 
weapon as an envious Jesuit invention.9 As the main argument goes, the 
sword that purportedly had been shown in Leipzig, Aix en Provence and 

Fig. 3.1  Jacob Boydt, The sword of Gustavus Adolphus, in: Georg Wallin, 
Refutationis commenti de gladio […] magico (Uppsala, 1728–1729), copperplate 
engraving between page 122 and 123. © Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin – Preußischer 
Kulturbesitz
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Paris, had not been witnessed in the Battle of Lützen nor at the transpor-
tation of the king’s corpse to Sweden and its burial in Stockholm.10

Critics took up two positions. Some denied that there had been an 
inscribed blade at all (and they were right)11; others, however, could 
imagine nothing but a sword bearing a ‘pious’ engraving only (Fig. 3.2). 
In particular, the slogans Constantes fortuna iuvat (‘Fortune assists the 
steadfast’) and Virtus funeri superstes (‘Virtue overcomes death’) were 
quoted time and again.12 This version replaces the ‘bold’ and ‘daring’ with 
the ‘steadfast’ and ‘virtuous’, and thus, Gustavus Adolphus’s death near 
Lützen changed from proving God-less timidity to proving God-fearing 
martyrdom.13 ‘Steadfastly and sincerely’ (constanter et sincere), Glafey’s 
sword goes on to say, the king had fought ‘for Christ and his homeland’: 
pro Christo et patria, that is, pro religione Evangelica and Germania libera.14 
Thus, since from the military point of view the battle had not turned out 
badly for the Swedes, the Protestants could not but conclude that the 
bravery of their hero celebrated its triumphs even in death.15 Stans: Acie 
pugnans: Vincens: Moriensque triumphat can be read on the ducats and 
thalers coined in memory of the burial of Gustavus Adolphus in 1634.16

Fig. 3.2  Johanna Dorothea Sysang, The sword of Gustavus Adolphus, in: Adam 
Friedrich Glafey, De gladio (Leipzig, 1749), copperplate engraving between page 42 
and 43. © Universitäts- und Landesbibliothek Sachsen-Anhalt, Halle an der Saale
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Yet there were even more pious sword engravings: Nec temere nec tim-
ide, for example.17 This statement makes it clear that in battle Gustavus 
Adolphus had been not only not ‘fearful’, but also not ‘imprudent’ or 
‘careless’, in other words, not audax, in the negative sense of the term. 
The phrase points to a second semantic differentiation: fearlessness in 
battle was defined not only in opposition to fear and cowardice; properly 
understood, it was—at the other end of the scale—also not to be mistaken 
for audacity.

Thus, the allegedly engraved swords—both the ‘pious’ and ‘magical’ 
versions—drew pictures not only of the person of Gustavus Adolphus. 
They revealed more than the apotheosis and demonisation of the king of 
Sweden. The sword controversy, which has attracted very little scholarly 
attention to date,18 in fact offers also a compressed definition of soldiers’ 
right and wrong fear(lessness) in Europe during the long seventeenth cen-
tury. Definitions like these are of great importance both for military his-
tory and the debates on the history of emotions. Focusing on the writings 
of military theorists, philosophers, theologians and physicians as well as 
on self-narrative sources from the Thirty Years’ War and Turkish wars, 
this chapter analyses the complex historical-cultural semantics of battle-
field fear and fearlessness in the ‘iron century’. In doing so, it also explores 
the normative implications of these concepts, yet not in terms of William 
Reddy’s ‘emotional regimes’ grounded as they are on modern ideas of 
feeling and the self basically borrowed from cognitive psychology.19 In 
contrast, I will examine historical meanings of soldierly ‘fear’ and ‘anxi-
ety’ that differ significantly from ours. Without distinguishing between 
feelings and their linguistic representation (or investigating questions of 
emotional disciplining and liberty), I will not inquire into what emotions 
are and how they were constituted and formed but examine how contem-
poraries conceptualised and described the soldiers’ affectus and ‘motions 
of the soul’.20

Soldiers’ Diaries

Protestants argued with Catholics over whether in battle Gustavus 
Adolphus had been fearful or not. In any case, they agreed on one 
point: soldiers were not allowed to feel fear. Unsurprisingly, therefore, 
seventeenth-century soldiers wrote hardly anything about personal fears 
and anxieties.21 This is true not only of commanders relating the events of 
the war and strategies of battle but also applies to low-ranking officers and 
common soldiers.
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At best, in those few military diaries that have survived soldiers describe 
fear felt by others; the anxieties they experienced themselves, however, are 
usually not directed towards violence in battle. The diary of an anonymous 
muster clerk reporting on the recapture of Belgrade in 1688 provides an 
illustrative example. After ‘many thousand people, young and old, had 
been killed by the enemy’ and ‘several thousand, induced by great anxiety 
and fear, had thrown themselves into the river Danube and drowned’, the 
war volunteer set off to plunder the recently conquered city. After climb-
ing over all those people ‘lying piled up’, ‘some dead, others alive, and 
most dreadfully slaughtered’, he reached a small grocer’s shop where he 
came across a large, promising jar. Searching for the valuables it might be 
hiding, he fell into this tempting container. Then, the author mocks him-
self, ‘there was lying Lord Anxious and Scared’ (herr von angst und bang) 
and only a Bavarian musketeer could ‘help him out of the hole again’.22

In the Thirty Years’ War, the soldier Peter Hagendorf related his inju-
ries and the danger he was exposed to in the field, yet his experiences, as 
he makes us believe, did not make him feel fear. He was only ‘frightened’ 
in the presence of a flock of 2000 sheep, and ‘horrible’ was only the ‘fire’ 
he and his comrades ‘threw into’ the city of Einbeck in October 1641.23

Finally, also the court trumpeter Jöns Månsson Teitt, who accompa-
nied Gustavus Adolphus on his campaigns, reports only of the terror and 
fright the Swedes caused among their enemies. In contrast, the soldiers of 
his own party excelled in fearlessness. As Gustavus Adolphus was killed in 
action, fearlessness in the face of battle was by no means natural, yet Teitt 
found the true explanation for this behaviour in the courage of their king: 
‘though His Majesty died like a chevalier, the soldiers were not scared but 
attacked the enemy like lions, taking their pieces and beating the foe’. 
(And thus, Gustavus Adolphus ‘triumphed also after His death, as before 
in His life’.24)

Here it becomes manifest that reports and comments on soldierly 
fear mostly came from the pen of distant spectators: it was always others 
who were filled with anxiety. In battlefield reports, this, first of all, was 
the enemy. For theologians and military theorists, however, it was also 
the godless soldier in their own lines. In the following, I will not inquire 
into whether or not soldiers felt fear in battle, but examine whom they 
were meant to be afraid of and whom they were not meant to fear. This 
debate was not about mental states of individual soldiers but about their 
legitimate power (potestas) and illegitimate violence (violentia)25: their 
dangerousness both to the foe and to those they had to protect.
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The Fearlessness of the Christian soldier

Soldiers had to be fearless in the presence of the enemy, and those who did 
not fulfil the requirement came under threat of severe sanctions. As the 
military theorist Hans Friedrich von Fleming put it in his Vollkommener 
Teutscher Soldat of 1726, those soldiers unable to show bravery should 
better stay ‘at home, behind the stove’; they were ‘unmanly’, ‘the most 
contemptible and miserable creatures under the sun’ and thus ‘unworthy 
to live’. Those who feared for their own life had already forfeited their 
life: the ‘cowardly’ and ‘detestable’, Fleming’s companion to ‘military sci-
ence’ advises, had to succumb to the power of death, be it immediate, 
at the hands of their own officers, or by being legally and ‘disgracefully 
sentenced to death’.26

Thus, soldiers should be more afraid of their superiors than of the 
enemy—superiors who sanctioned the fear of death with death. The advice 
can also be found in Michel de Montaigne and Justus Lipsius, and in 1763 
Frederick II of Prussia was to say it explicitly.27 Making soldiers afraid of 
execution was meant to make them fearless in the presence of the foe28; 
and if they had proved cowardly (as in cases of desertion) it was meant to 
lead them back to the right fear—by a simulated preparation for execution 
(with the assistance of army chaplains).29 The terror praesens, Leibniz was 
convinced shortly before the siege of Vienna in 1683, that is, ‘the true and 
visible danger’, would ‘overcome’ ‘the distant and imagined terror’ (terror 
futuri)—and thus protect the soldiers against getting caught up in confu-
sion and ‘panic’. (And if the ‘subaltern’ officers had not the ‘courage’ to 
apply ‘this ultimate remedy’, Leibniz proceeds, even they should ‘forfeit 
their honour and life, as if they had been the first to take flight’.30)

Affectological recommendations like these raised a difficult question: 
was replacing one fear with another really effective in producing bravery 
and courage? Or did it rather lead to the augmentation of fear? Military 
theorists like Leibniz were well aware of the problem, and thus, they went 
beyond merely threatening soldiers with the violent power of their supe-
riors. They knew that what was really needed was fear not of the officers 
but of the supreme commander in heaven to whom even officers some 
day would have to render their account. What was needed was the fear 
of God who promised to overcome fear, not to intensify it, or, to put it 
theologically, a ‘filial’, loving fear rewarded by God with His love. The 
soldiers’ fear of their superiors was necessary, yet it was not sufficient.31
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Thus, the Habsburg general Raimondo Montecuccoli taught in his 
Delle battaglie (1673) that only those who ignored that death liberated 
the soul from the body and, with that, from earthly evil and pain, lacked 
bravery on the battlefield. Even ‘atheists’ (atei) might draw comfort from 
this thought. Christians, however, knew that hereafter the soul would be 
unified with the divine—and that only those who led a bad life would 
face a ‘bad death’. And what is more, Montecuccoli proceeds, why should 
one fear death, if its date was predetermined by God?32 In the end, only 
those—both Catholics and Protestants—who prayed for redemption from 
sins, assistance in battle, and consolation would vanquish their ‘anxiety’.33

Favouring spiritual remedies against battlefield fears implied the deni-
gration of magic. From the critics’ point of view, apotropaic devices inevi-
tably failed to have the desired effect since they were based on a ‘servile’ 
and ‘superstitious’ fear of God that was apt to intensify fear, not to drive 
it out. In contrast, ‘Christian soldiers’ (milites christiani) trusted in God, 
not in their own or demonic powers. As Fleming put it, those who sought 
to protect themselves ‘against shooting, stabbing and beating’ by shame-
fully applying the ‘Passau art’, that is, using various tricks and herbs or 
pieces of parchment with Biblical sayings and strange words and signs on 
it, even by devoting themselves to the ‘evil spirit’, proved to lack a brave 
‘heart’ and rebelled against the providence of God who, from the begin-
ning, knew the hour of death. Man was not the one to decide on life and 
death. God-fearing soldiers strove for the art of dying, not the ability to 
avoid death: the ars moriendi, not the ars mortis evitandae. The only rem-
edy was to ‘trust in God, our Lord’.34 Only God-fearing soldiers had no 
reason to fear, since anyone who trusted in his heavenly father, could really 
rely on Him. Zedler’s Univeral Lexicon quotes the book of Deuteronomy: 
‘Hear, O Israel’, the priest said to the people, ‘today you are drawing near 
for battle against your enemies: let not your heart faint. Do not fear or 
panic or be in dread of them, for the Lord your God is he who goes with 
you to fight for you against your enemies, to give you the victory’.35 In the 
end, those who did not trust in the Lord had every reason to fear—to fear 
not only officers and foes but also God himself and his just retribution. 
Those soldiers, however, who felt a ‘filial’ fear of the Lord, in other words, 
who were afraid of his righteous anger justly punishing them for their lack 
of fear toward God and for fearing the enemy too much, had no grounds 
to fear the foe. This was true not only of common soldiers but also of their 
military superiors.36
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God’s help was twofold: it took fear from the God-fearing soldiers and 
put it into their enemies’ hearts, to make them flee from His countenance, 
struck with cowardice and terror.37 To theologians, magical devices inten-
sified those fears they promised to quell. The ‘heart and trust’ in God, 
however, as the Lutheran preacher Arnold Mengering put it, might ‘give a 
small group of people luck and victory even over a large crowd’, for ‘truly 
pious Christians’ had learned to ‘assiduously’ pray that ‘God may give the 
enemy a cowardly and pusillanimous heart and touch their conscience so 
they will fall victim to their own evil business and scatter and flee like chaff 
in the wind’.38 This is what Luther already knew: those who had a clear 
conscience, who were ‘despondent’ (verzagt) in face of the Lord, were 
‘undaunted’ (unverzagt) in face of the enemy. God rewarded those fight-
ing a just war with victory—by making the enemy recognise the injustice 
of his own fight, and thus making him ‘cowardly and timid’ (zag).39

The Fearlessness of the Godless Soldier

God-fearing soldiers were able to feel ‘contempt’ for death as they could 
be sure of God’s assistance. However, this was only one side of the coin. 
On the other hand, Christian soldiers had to give their life in order to help 
their Lord to be victorious. According to the historian Johann Christoph 
Rüdiger, those soldiers proved most useful who did not overly love their 
life but were aware of the ‘vanity of human existence’.40 This requirement 
proved to be Janus-faced: those who were ready to die for their Lord, 
did not gamble with their life. The good soldier’s fearlessness resulted 
from the conquest of fear, not from ignorance or disregard of danger: 
for protection from real threats, fear proved indispensable.41 Thus, brav-
ery and courage were not to be confused with ‘outrageous audacity’ and 
self-destructive ‘daredevilry’.42 Fearlessness liberated the soldier from this 
world and bound him to God. The brave soldier did not give up his life 
but dedicated it to the Lord; he loved it not as his own property but as 
God’s creation. To sacrifice oneself was neither to ‘murder oneself ’ (not 
even with the goal of not falling into the hands of the enemy)43 nor to 
show a recklessness with deadly consequences. The ‘perfect’ soldier was 
not to fear death, yet neither was he to seek it; he gave his life courageously 
and did not deliberately put it at risk: ‘Neither is he to long for living nor 
for dying but must constantly and firmly intend to fulfil his duty and to 
commend his life and death to the Lord. Only the Christian devoted to 
God is able to do this, not the natural man; thus, we are justified to state 
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that the most pious people provide the best soldiers.’44 And these soldiers 
knew that it was God who earned the victory, not man.45

Hence, the miles christianus decided not only against ‘gallantry’,46 but 
also against ‘gluttony’, ‘insobriety’, ‘unchastity and prostitution’, that is, 
against all those excesses that ‘frequently ruined the body that was to 
be dedicated to God’s honour and the fatherland’.47 The drunken and 
godless soldier broke the rule of cautiousness, neglected his duties and 
put himself in danger as well as those he theoretically had to protect.48 
Thoughtless fearlessness and ‘imprudent courage’ gave many reasons to 
fear.49

And what is more: ‘dissolute’ and ‘daring’ soldiers themselves terrified 
their fellow men over and over again. Employed to banish the fear of the 
enemy, they themselves became a frightening foe. In the sixteenth century, 
when soldiers began to be remunerated, complaints about their indisci-
pline and sinfulness, that is, the loss of the miles christianus, had been the 
order of the day.50 During the Thirty Years’ War, the situation grew worse. 
Numerous authors explained the fear, anxiety and terror of this time by 
pointing to the fact that the itinerant mercenaries had ceased fighting for 
the good. The ‘perverted’ soldier of this age, Arnold Mengering laments 
in his Perversa ultimi seculi militia of 1633, could not be terrified by any-
thing. He did not fear his conscience nor even the devil. As a consequence, 
plundering, robbery and rape became a constant threat.51

By indulging in this brand of fearlessness, soldiers put the salvation 
of their souls at stake. As Fleming put it, ‘careless, God-less and reckless 
minds’ like these ‘neither have hope for heaven nor are terrified by hell, 
but live in impenitence, stubbornness and security until eternity will come 
over them’.52 These soldiers were threatened by a ‘sudden death’ (mors 
improvisa) in the field, preventing them from repentance and absolution.53 
The explanation was simple: the soldiers of the ‘German War’ did not 
fear the devil because they appeared to be his instrument.54 In the eyes of 
Mengering and many others they proved worse murderers than the con-
fessional enemy, worse even than ‘Turks and Tartars’ and Satan himself.55 
In order to teach these soldiers the meaning of fear, princes and com-
manders should not hesitate to resort to violence. This is what Machiavelli 
had already taught.56 In the course of the Thirty Years’ War, however, it 
became obvious to contemporaries that the soldiers’ illegitimate violence 
had to be hedged by law: by a ius in bello.57

According to the logic of Mengering’s diagnosis, these devilish soldiers 
terrified not only civilians but also each other: they fell victim to their own 
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violent tricks. Explanation was provided by the paradoxes of Protestant 
theology. The godless artisans of killing were filled with fear, not only 
because they tried to defeat their anxiety by applying reprehensible magi-
cal devices (as depicted by Fleming), but because God punished them with 
fright for frightening others. In a sense, they executed upon themselves 
the divine sentence passed upon them.58 With that, Mengering regarded 
unchristian soldiers both as evils of sin and evils of punishment.59 When 
spreading terror, these warriors appeared to be an apocalyptic scourge, 
sanctioning the terrified for their sins. The instrument for punishment, 
however, was punishable itself. Hence, the warrior class, treating the prin-
ciples of Christian knighthood with contempt, had to suffer from the vio-
lence of its own weapons (as, in particular, the newly developed artillery 
pieces).60 The soldiers of the Thirty Years’ War enforced the divine judge-
ment they themselves had to endure—and vice versa. This was compre-
hensible only to those who believed that God was hidden and concealed 
(deus absconditus), punishing sins with sins.61

The Impact of Fear

In short: in the eyes of the learned, a lack of fear of God and an ‘evil con-
science’ might lead both to cowardice in the presence of the enemy, pre-
venting authorities from using legitimate military force, and to audacity 
ending in illegitimate cruelty. In turn, both sins would be justly punished 
not only from eternal or military judges but already in battle.

Also physicians, when examining the pathological consequences of fear, 
were familiar with these facts. The fate of those soldiers who defended 
Christianity against the Ottomans in Hungary is particularly telling here. 
As several authors reported, when fearing to be decapitated by the ‘Turks’, 
many of these soldiers fell ill from typhus. Their fear gave this illness its 
original name: Soldiers’ illness or Hungarian fever. According to medical 
doctors, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries more soldiers were 
killed by the febris Hungarica than by the sabres of the ‘Turks’—and even 
in the eyes of physicians this illness could not be cured without the true 
fear of God.62

Yet soldierly fear might also have a more immediate impact. Theophrastus 
Paracelsus, for example, noted:

How many are those who have been shot in storms, battles and skirmishes, 
and nothing but their imagination was to blame for it! This happens if 
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someone is fearful, shy and timid, and terrified by every single shot and if he 
believes that every bullet fired against him is about to—or has already—hit 
him. Such a person, I say, is much more likely to lose his life and to be shot 
than he who boldly, cheerfully and undauntedly proceeds, not terrified by 
anything, unafraid of any shot, with a strong belief and good hope that he 
will escape with his life rather than all other warriors.

With warriors like these, castles, cities and countries could be conquered. All 
the rest, however, be they great or little twits, noble or ignoble, chevaliers 
or counts, are not worth a penny in the presence of the enemy, let alone 
payment.63

Hence, it could only be advantageous to the commonwealth if an 
‘unmanly’ person did not set foot on the battleground but cultivated his 
field—particularly as he jeopardised not only himself but also his com-
rades: he threatened to cause ‘panic’ and thus lead them into disaster.64 
Therefore, a prudent prince would refrain from recruiting soldiers forc-
ibly.65 He would do so because he was well aware of the power of imagi-
nation. As Andrew Melville tells us in his autobiography, in the Battle of 
St Gotthard-Mogersdorf (1664), when he was a lieutenant-colonel in the 
service of the Elector of Cologne, he witnessed the emperor’s soldiers 
letting themselves ‘have their heads cut off’ by the Ottomans, unable to 
move due to anxiety and terror.66

Numerous authors were convinced that fearful soldiers ran the risk of 
achieving the exact opposite of what they were recruited for: they gave 
way to what they feared. Fearlessness, however, taught the adversaries 
the meaning of fear. Timid soldiers encouraged the enemy; their bravery, 
however, made him lose heart and put him to flight. Thus, military theo-
rists used to sum up: death in battle comes to those who are afraid of it; 
the less fear, the less danger.67

Evidence was supplied by eye-witnesses of the siege of Vienna in 1683. 
According to Protestant treatises of the early 1660s, Christians were 
threatened anew by the ‘Turks’ as punishment for not having learned from 
the godless violence of the Thirty Years’ War (considered even worse than 
‘Turkish’ violence): for not having converted and done penance as this war 
had warned them to do.68 In retrospect, however, people had apparently 
learned their lesson. Prior to the Battle of Vienna, the call for repentance 
had prevailed including among Catholics,69 but after the successful relief 
of the city, everybody knew for sure: every soldier had been a brave and 
God-fearing man.
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Unsurprisingly, the relevant reports told a specifically Catholic story: 
the warriors’ fear of God had manifested itself not only in penance and 
confession of sins, but also in the invocation and help of the Holy Virgin 
Mary. After the precipitate flight of the Ottomans there could be no doubt 
that the Blessed Mother had answered the prayers of the soldiers and com-
manders and the burghers of Vienna. She had consoled the citizens in 
their ‘anxiety’, and she had been the decisive helper in battle. She had 
provided fearlessness and military strength to the soldiers—after offerings 
of gratitude had solemnly been promised to her.70

The Virgin Mary helped the God-fearing soldiers in proceeding from 
fear to fearlessness; and she did so by moving God to ‘strike’ hitherto fear-
less ‘Turks’ with anxiety and terror: with the fear of fearless Christians.71 The 
Ottomans, who for centuries had been sent by God to punish the Christians, 
now appeared to be punished themselves. To the allied forces, this hap-
pened quite astonishingly, since at that time they did not have any strategic 
advantage over the besieger. And what is even more important: for a long 
time, the terrifying power and violence of the ‘Turks’ had been explained 
by their putative lack of fear of death. Looking back, however, the victors 
recognised the truth: when facing truly God-fearing soldiers, the fearless-
ness of the Ottomans, which was supposed to result from their ‘fatalistic’ 
belief in an inescapable fate, soon proved to be dishonourable cowardice.72 
Though indicating a respectable fear of God, the fatum mahometanum was 
not to be equated with the Christian ideas of providence and predestina-
tion. Thus, the Turkish and the Christian feelings of contempt for death 
were considered to be fundamentally different. The Ottomans’ defiance of 
death resulted in hazardous audacity, not in true bravery.73 And therefore, 
it was not linked with legitimate power but illegitimate violence—a cruelty 
that by tradition was a constitutive part of Christian images of the ‘Turks’.

This becomes also manifest in the controversy about the true shape 
of the sword of Gustavus Adolphus. Unlike the magical weapon, Georg 
Wallin stressed in allusion to the Epistle to the Hebrews, the king’s real 
sword (as well as Glafey’s ‘pious’ one) had been double-edged—and not 
curved as the sabres of the ‘Asians and Orientals’.74 Clearing this question 
up, Wallin sought to defend Gustavus Adolophus not only from the suspi-
cion of employing magic but also of an allegedly blind ‘Turkish’ fearless-
ness that had more in common with carelessness than with the Christians’ 
true fear of God—a fearlessness that gave the Ottomans a military strike 
capability that was bought with injustice and cruelty and thus would only 
be of limited duration.
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With this, not only the engraved Nec temere nec timide becomes com-
prehensible but also the sentence Inter arma silent leges, quoted in both 
versions of the sword: ‘in time of war, the law is silent’ (adapted from 
Cicero and Quintilian).75 In the case of the curved magical weapon this 
could be interpreted as indicating lawlessness and ‘Turkish’ cruelty.76 On 
the pious blade, however, the statement got the opposite meaning—influ-
enced by Hugo Grotius who adopted the ancient phrase in his natural law 
theory and was said to have been deeply esteemed by Gustavus Adolphus.77 
As Glafey mentions, by tradition the sentence had been inscribed on the 
swords of princes in order to admonish them to either refrain from fight-
ing a war or, in case they could not avoid it, not to trample on reason and 
humanity.78

Nobody was meant to insinuate that near Lützen Gustavus Adolphus 
had fallen victim to wrong fear or wrong fearlessness. Thus, the double-
edged sword was invented in order to prevent the God-fearing king not 
only from being confused with Christian conjurers of demons but also 
with ‘Turks and Tartars’. The regimental clerk who had accompanied 
Gustavus Adolphus on his campaign had noted in his diary that the king 
had not been afraid of death, since long before he had ‘sacrificed his life 
to the good cause’, and he had been ‘horrified’ only when his soldiers had 
tortured civilians, contrary to his commands.79 Those who denied that 
Gustavus Adolphus had carried a magical weapon underlined his God-
fearing fearlessness, the legitimate fear and terror he had caused in his ene-
mies’ minds,80 and the ‘sacred horror’ experienced by those who picked 
up his true sword.81 Statements like these give us grounds to conclude that 
the seventeenth-century semantics of soldierly fear has little in common 
with modern concepts of (battlefield) ‘emotion’.
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CHAPTER 4

Emotions, Imagination and Surgery: 
Wounded Warriors in the Work of Ambroise 

Paré and Johan van Beverwijck

Bettina Noak

A Case of Compassion

One of the first experiences of the young Ambroise Paré as the field-
surgeon of the Duke of Montejan was the siege of Suze in 1536. In his 
book Apologie, Paré relates this initial encounter with the cruelties of war. 
When the victorious French soldiers swarmed into the town, Paré heard 
with horror the screams of wounded soldiers under the hooves of the 
French horses. This, as he wrote, ‘filled my heart with great compassion 
and I regretted to have left Paris to see such a miserable spectacle’.1 In a 
barn in the town, Paré found three gruesomely disfigured soldiers. They 
were not able to see, hear or speak, and their clothes still smouldered 
from the gunpowder that had burned them. The young surgeon, full of 
commiseration, contemplated the casualties. At that point, an old soldier 
entered the shelter and asked him whether the wounded could be saved, 
to which Paré answered in the negative. The old soldier quickly moved 
towards them and cut their throats ‘gently and without rage’. Paré was 
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aghast and called him a bad man, but the soldier answered that he prayed 
to God to give him the same chance should he be incurably wounded.2

Ambroise Paré (1510–1590) tells this story as a prelude to his Apologie, 
et Traicté contenant les Voyages, faicts en divers lieux (The Apologie and 
Treatise of Ambroise Paré. Containing the Voyages Made Into Divers Places; 
first published in 1585) wherein he refers to his experiences of curing 
wounds appropriate to his war experiences.3 It seems that the shock about 
the limitations of his art and the drastic interference of the old warrior 
spurred him to search for new treatments. Indeed, he later became famous 
for his unconventional methods of healing shot wounds. Instead of using 
boiling oil and cauterisation he treated the patients with a medicine made 
of egg yolk, oil of roses and turpentine, and he re-invented the ligature 
of arteries during an amputation instead of the common cauterisation. 
He disagreed with the common opinions regarding the toxicity of shot 
wounds and could therefore find some more appropriate remedies for the 
suffering soldiers. In his Apologie, he narrates some almost hopeless cases 
of severely wounded patients who could be cured thanks only to his cour-
age and experience. With his treatise on the treatment of shot wounds (La 
Methode de Traicter les Playes faictes par Hacquebutes etc., 1545) and later 
his Oeuvres, he became one of the most influential surgical writers of early 
modern times.4

The anecdote told here shows that compassion was considered an 
important emotion for an early modern field surgeon. This chapter reflects 
on the complex relationship between battlefield experiences, emotions 
and medicine in early modern times. As we know from the work of Yuval 
Noah Harari, medieval and early modern warriors were not really keen 
to share their emotional experiences with their contemporaries or with 
posterity.5 Nevertheless, we can find an awareness of the positive and/
or negative implications of emotions on the process of healing in early 
modern medical writings. Biblical, mythological and historical battlefield 
experiences served as a reservoir of case histories that provided physicians 
with knowledge about the role of passions in medical science. This chapter 
will show that there is even a theoretical link between the development of 
surgery and the art of war. To understand this relationship it is necessary 
to take a broader look at the theoretical backgrounds of early modern 
medicine and surgery.

The ideas of Ambroise Paré about the impact of passions on the condi-
tions of the patients are my starting point. Paré, who served as a surgeon 
under four French kings, is seen as the father of battlefield surgery. The 
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humoral theory plays a crucial role in Paré’s work when he discusses 
emotional practices. Like the Hippocratic writers and Galen, he was con-
vinced about the strong relationship between physical and mental health. 
I will use Paré’s ideas to contextualise the ideas of Johan van Beverwijck 
(1594–1647), a Dutch physician of the seventeenth century, who was, like 
so many others, influenced by Paré.6 In his book on surgery, Heel-konste 
(1645), which was the last part of his trilogy on medicine (cf. Schat der 
gesontheyt [‘Treasure of Health’, 1636], Schat der ongesontheyt [‘Treasure 
of Illness’, 1642]), Johan van Beverwijck used sources on ancient, medi-
eval and contemporary history to demonstrate not only the impressive 
tradition of this sub-discipline of medical science, but he also refers to 
the emotional impact of injuries on different war heroes. It was for exam-
ple the task of Paeon, a ‘simple surgeon’ in the Iliad of Homer, as van 
Beverwijck writes, to cure the wounded God Ares and relieve his ‘bitter 
suffering’.7

In other words, war was seen as an important source of the develop-
ment of the art of surgery.8 This becomes clear in the life of Ambroise Paré, 
whose work emanated from his practice as a field-surgeon and thus was 
literally born on the battlefield. One hundred years later, van Beverwijck 
could offer no new methods of surgery or healing. He based his science on 
the same humoral principles as had the French master, yet his reflection on 
the relationship between war, history and surgery was more elaborate than 
in the work of his French predecessor.

Imagination Conquers Minds

In early modern times imagination was seen as one of the two faculties of 
the soul, together with common sense, and in this quality it was linked 
with the production of emotions. Although the theory of imagination 
was very complex, I should like to focus on two aspects of this term: 
imagination as the result of the interplay between perception and fancy 
in the human soul, and imagination as a rhetorical procedure.9 Ambroise 
Paré reflects on the first aspect in his chapter about the faculties of the 
human soul: ‘Next unto the common sense followeth the phantasie or 
imagination, so called, because of it arise the formes and ideas that are 
conceived in the minde, called of the Greekes Phantasmata. […] The 
power of this faculty of the minde is so great in us, that often it bringeth 
the whole body in subjection unto it.’10 Paré uses the example of one of 
the most famous warriors to illustrate the power of imagination: ‘For it is 
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recorded in history, that Alexander the Great sitting at Table, and hearing 
Timotheus the Musician sing a martiall Sonnet unto his Citherne, that hee 
presently leaped from the table, and called for armes; but when againe the 
Musician mollified his tune, hee returned to the Table and sate downe 
as before.’11 This example allows the conclusion that imagination and 
mental troubles can have a strong relationship, as will be shown below. 
Perturbations of the mind, caused by the activities of imagination, can 
befall all patients, and they can produce severe physical ailments.

The second aspect of imagination discussed by Paré is its power to 
stimulate the art of rhetoric, the production of texts and the ability to find 
appropriate metaphors. This also includes the reception of texts and the 
emotional effects of literature.12 As I would like to show in the second part 
of this chapter, imagination and battlefield emotions are not only linked 
in the aforementioned sense of a bodily impact of imaginary processes. 
Medical case histories of ancient or contemporary battles could also stimu-
late the production of medical knowledge, as can be seen in the work of 
Johan van Beverwijck.

Emotions and Surgery in the Work of Ambroise Paré

In his introduction to the arts of surgery, Paré speaks about the precondi-
tions of medical treatment: the necessity for surgeons to possess reliable 
knowledge about the laws of nature and the functions of the body. He 
explains the Hippocratic theory of the elements, the temperaments, the 
four humours, the faculties of the soul and the spirits. For him as for 
many other humanistic physicians—including van Beverwijck—it is clear 
that health depends on the balance of the four humoral fluids blood, 
phlegm, yellow bile and black bile. These fluids are produced by the pro-
cess of digestion, and they are dispersed in the body by the three spir-
its—the spiritus naturalis, the spiritus vitalis and the spiritus animalis. 
Disturbances of the fluxion of the fluids through the body cause illnesses. 
Paré distinguishes between natural and non-natural causes of physical ail-
ments. He discusses the non-natural causes on the basis of the traditional 
sex res non naturales, the theory about dietetics developed by ancient 
authors such as Galen: he examines the health of air, food and drink, 
sleeping, motion of the body, excretion and bloodletting and, finally, the 
motions of the soul. Emotional well-being therefore becomes a definite 
part of the health system.13

74  B. NOAK



Paré defines the ‘perturbations of the mind’ as accidents that can befall 
the mind without changing its nature. The knowledge of these perturba-
tions is absolutely necessary for a good surgeon:

The Perturbations, are commonly called the accidents of the minde; because, 
as bodily accidents from the body, so may these be present and absent from 
the minde, without the corruption of the subject. The knowledge of these 
must not be lightly passed over by the Chirurgion; for they stir up great 
troubles in the bodies, and yield occasion of many and great diseases […].14

In relation to the battlefield, three passions seem of a special interest to 
the reader of Paré: anger, sorrow or grief, and fear. As we can see, Paré 
describes all these passions according to the humoral theory. In light of 
this, he depicts anger as an effusion of heat in the body that inflames the 
humours and spirits and therefore causes putrid fevers in the patients.15 
On the other hand, sorrow or grief dries the body, until the heart function 
is so reduced that the natural heat produced in the heart becomes almost 
extinct, and the generation of spirits ceases. This process weakens the life 
faculties of the patient decisively:

Sorrow, or griefe dries the body by a way quite contrary to that of anger, 
because by this the heart is so straitened, the heate being almost extinct, 
that the accustomed generation of spirits cannot be performed; and if any 
be generated, they cannot freely passe into the members with the bloud; 
wherefore the vitall facultie is weakened, the lively colour of the face with-
ers and decaies, and the body wastes away with a lingering consumption.16

Fear functions similarly; it draws back the spirits violently and causes 
immediate physical transformations in the patient: the face becomes pale, 
the limbs become cold, the whole body trembles, sometimes the patient 
defecates, the patient cannot speak, the heart beats violently and the hair 
stands on end:

Feare in like sort drawes in and calls back the spirits, and not by little and 
little as in sorrow, but sodainely and violently; hereupon the face growes 
sodainly pale, the extreame parts cold, all the body trembles or shakes, the 
belly in some is loosed, the voice as it were staies in the jawes, the heart beate 
with a violent pulsation, because it is almost opprest by the heate, strangled 
by the plenty of bloud, and spirits abundantly rushing thither; The haire also 
stands upright, because the heate and bloud are retired to the inner parts, 
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and the utmost parts are more cold and drie than stone; by reason whereof 
the utmost skinne and pores, in which the rootes of the haires are fastened, 
are drawne together.17

At the end of his chapter on passions he suggests an adjusted treatment 
of the patients. In most of the cases the avoidance of harmful emotions is 
one of the tasks of the good surgeon or physician, but under extraordinary 
circumstances the agitation of emotions can be useful too.18 The regula-
tion of emotions demands the attention of the surgeon to the concept of 
imagination because certain fantasies can affect the emotional health of 
the patients.

Imagination and Healing

As we have seen, the humoral doctrine was a common theoretical 
ground for early modern medical science and for dealing with emo-
tions.19 To understand how early modern physicians could influence 
the emotions of their patients we will take a closer look at the effects 
of imagination on patients with a ‘melancholic disposition’. Firstly, in 
Paré’s view, melancholia, one of the four human temperaments, was 
caused by an excess of black bile. Secondly, as van Beverwijck under-
lines, melancholy could be understood as a mental illness that usually 
accompanies fear and terror in the heart and comes from an inverted 
imagination. Therefore, the manipulation of their imagination can cure 
patients’ mental suffering.20

The symptoms of the melancholic listed by van Beverwijck resemble 
the symptoms that Paré describes concerning sorrow and fear. The patient 
loses his lust for life and his vitality, and sometimes he will segregate 
himself from human society; he can be under a constant fear that makes 
his body tremble, makes his heart beat faster and causes the cessation of 
speech.21 However, the most characteristic symptom of melancholia is the 
perturbation of the patient’s imagination. The melancholic will see and 
feel strange things as in bad dreams. Van Beverwijck depicts some case 
histories about this dysfunction of the mind, including the notion of phan-
tom pain, derived from Paré’s work.22

The melancholic passions, Paré tells, are sometimes more monstrous 
and distorted than the chimaera of the antique fables. He mentions two 
examples of an affected mind: a certain man with the melancholic disease 
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had persuaded himself that he was without a head. All measures of his 
physicians failed. After lots of experiments, they put on his head a very 
heavy helmet, so that with the weight of it and the trouble it caused him 
he became cured of his error. The power of imagination can also be seen 
in the second example. Another man believed that he had horns on his 
head. Nobody could cure him of this ‘monstrous opinion’. In the end 
the surgeons blinded him and wounded his forehead with the lower parts 
of ox horns, and so the man believed that his ‘horns’ were taken from 
him by force, and he felt better and could be freed from his delusion.23 
Furthermore, Paré refers to the ability of music to soften pain and recom-
mends the use of music in medicine. Concerning melancholia, he cites the 
example of David, who calmed the evil spirit of Saul with the sweet sound 
of his harp.24

Paré emphasises that sometimes passions can be used as medical treat-
ments. He gives some examples of the use of fear for healing, including a 
story by Herodotus, who tells of the son of Croesus. He was not able to 
speak, but after the occupation of the city by enemies he cried out loudly 
in fear to prevent them from killing his father and got his speech back 
by this accident. A contemporary example is Paré’s story of Captain St. 
Arbin. This soldier wanted to take part in the fight against the Spanish in 
the city of Dorlan, although he was affected by a fit of ague. During the 
fight St. Arbin was shot with a bullet in his neck and thereby so stricken 
by the terror of death that his fever was driven out by fear, and he subse-
quently recovered from this illness.25 Van Beverwijck, who presents a more 
elaborate concept of melancholia than Paré, also gives many examples of 
the curative power of imagination.26

The case histories mentioned above demonstrate a general awareness 
of the significance of emotion in the healing process among early modern 
physicians. It enabled them to explain the bodily effects of disordered 
feelings by means of the humoral theory. The imagination of the patients 
could have an important regulative effect on their suffering: an ‘inverted 
imagination’ could cause pain—such as the phantom pain after an amputa-
tion—but it could also cure old afflictions, as can be seen in Paré’s exam-
ples. The suggestion that emotions can be manipulated to good effect 
appears in the work of both Paré and van Beverwijck. The effective treat-
ment of emotions and the pursuit of the emotional well-being of patients 
were considered acts of charity that could alleviate pain, an achievement 
which was one of the main goals of a surgeon.27
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Surgery and Military

We will now turn to the other function of imagination, the imagination 
as a source of rhetorical abilities, used in the history of medical art itself, 
in the stories about its dignity, its meanings and in the examples and case 
histories that can be found not only in patients’ narratives, but also in 
historical or literary accounts. Although Paré emphasises the importance 
of personal experience in the development of the art of surgery, the exam-
ple of the story by Herodotus shows that he also used ancient historical 
sources as a source of medical knowledge.28 In the work of Johan van 
Beverwijck, a more philosophical approach towards the development of 
surgical and medical art can be found: healing of the body also means 
healing of the crucial traumata of mankind.

Van Beverwijck begins his book about medical science with contempla-
tions on the dignity of life and human nature. Life is a gift of God, and so 
is the love of life. It is—following the words of Seneca—like a chain that 
ties man to his existence and imposes on him the responsibility for the 
well-being of his soul and body. The two are inseparable and therefore 
their relationship forms the basis of medical science. Or, as van Beverwijck 
puts it: ‘Therefore everybody should preserve the sweet alliance of body 
and soul with all his might to pass his time of life in peace of mind and 
bodily welfare.’29 The dignity of the immortal human soul entails the dig-
nity of man and the human body, which after all serves as the house of the 
soul. In the first chapter of his Schat der gesontheyt (‘Treasure of Health’) 
van Beverwijck uses several ancient sources to demonstrate the dignity of 
man and the human body: Hermes Trismegistos called man a great won-
der, ‘one who is almost God’; Pythagoras speaks of man as measure of all 
things; Plato calls the body a wonder of wonders, and after a life of study 
of human anatomy Zoroaster bursts out: ‘O man, admirable work of bold 
and untameable nature!’30

From this point of view, van Beverwijck sees surgery as the most 
important part of medical science. Aristotle and other philosophers 
determined the value of a science by the subject it deals with and the 
certainty of its conclusions, van Beverwijck argues. Therefore, surgery 
holds a high position indeed: as shown above, the dignity of the human 
body is beyond doubt, and as for certainty, it is clear that astronomy has 
to give way to anatomy and surgery. What the surgeon is doing is visible 
before his eyes, and he can feel it with his hands; daily experience feeds 
his knowledge.31
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Van Beverwijck considers the healing of wounds to be the most impor-
tant part of surgery. At the beginning of the relevant section of his book, 
he refers to the history of the art of healing. As he puts it, the treatment of 
traumata is the oldest part of ancient medicine. According to the writings 
of Celsus, Aesculapius and his son Machaon were the main protagonists 
of this art and therefore were praised by Homer and other poets. Yet the 
calamitous wound of Abel was considerably older than the injuries of the 
fighters of the Trojan War, which made the Bible a source of medical 
knowledge, too.32

In his Heel-konste, van Beverwijck unfolds the, in his opinion, most 
significant sources of surgical knowledge. Firstly, the mythical figures of 
Aesculapius and Machaon (who fought in the battle of Troy) and the 
writings of Homer and other poets not only represent the beginning of 
the poetical expression of the memory of mankind, but they stand at the 
beginning of its medical memory as well. Secondly, he refers to the period 
of Celsus when Roman physicians reflected on their methods of art and 
on the history of their science. And thirdly, van Beverwijck points to the 
wound of Abel which emblematises the fatal history of fratricide and war 
that determines the history of mankind.33 With the murder of Abel and 
the Trojan War, he places violent acts at the origin of medical science, 
which likewise constitute the whole of human history. Therefore, the heal-
ing of traumata can be seen as a task of surgery and a task of philosophy, 
politics and humanist literature. As for the use of examples as medical case 
histories, the stories of the murder of Abel and the Trojan War offer an 
endless reservoir of ‘medical’ knowledge that is linked to suffering on the 
battlefields.

The recourse to the Trojan War illustrates another important princi-
ple of van Beverwijck’s theory on surgery: ‘heel-konste’ (surgery) and 
military science are to be seen as arts and as such are closely linked. The 
boundaries of both sciences could be described by the first aphorism of 
Hippocrates: ‘Life is short, Art long, opportunity fleeting, experiment 
treacherous, judgement difficult.’ (Van Beverwijck unfolds this apho-
rism at length in his ‘Foreword’ to the Heel-konste). In particular, the 
dependency of surgery and military art on the fortunate occasio shows the 
concordance of the two sciences. Furthermore, both fields of knowledge 
borrow examples and metaphors from each other, as in the case of Scipio 
the Younger who used to say that a wise general like a skilful surgeon 
would use iron weapons only as the very last remedy.34 In the same man-
ner, van Beverwijck compares military knowledge with the knowledge 
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of anatomy: just as nobody could understand the histories of campaigns, 
sieges and battles without a close knowledge of the places where such 
military actions had taken place, at least with the help of maps, no surgeon 
can cure wounds without knowledge of the parts and places of the human 
body.35 Therefore, surgery and military art possess not only a common 
rhetoric, but also a common scientific basis.

Emotions and Surgical Practice

At the beginning of the third part of his book on surgery, ‘On Wounds’, 
van Beverwijck shows the well-known figure of the ‘Wound Man’ (Fig. 
4.1). This is a traditional surgical illustration of the wounded male body, in 
which, as can be seen, the wounds are caused by weapons. In early modern 
drawings, in contrast to late-medieval illustrations, one can see injuries 
generated by firearms.36 Here, the Dutch physician refers to the oeuvre of 
Ambroise Paré and admits that his approach to the healing of wounds will 
be a general overview, whilst Paré did the more specialised work.37

In his description of the treatment of injuries, van Beverwijck uses the 
classical principle a capite ad calcem: just as in an anatomical session, the 
instructions start at the head and continue with the rest of the corpus, 
so the treatment of wounds has to begin with the brain and then has to 
continue over the whole body. In this regard, historical examples are an 
important narrative instrument. The author refers to the numerous battle-
field injuries of kings and other famous personalities, even mythological 
figures, for example to the story of Odysseus and Polyphemus. As we can 
learn here, the first plan of the Greek hero was to kill the giant with a pow-
erful stab in the abdominal cavity to destroy his liver and spleen, which 
offers van Beverwijck the opportunity to give a lecture on the fatality of 
wounds in this part of the body.38

As for the surgical treatment of the patients, emotions are of evident 
importance. Van Beverwijck cites Hippocrates’ reminder that it is not 
enough for a surgeon to take all measures of the art to cure a patient. 
The attitude of the sufferer and the outer circumstances of his life are 
crucial for a successful process of healing.39 The personality of the surgeon 
plays a primary role. As Cornelius Celsus writes, the surgeon has to be a 
young person, not older than middle age, with strong senses and a strong 
hand without any tremor. Concerning the emotions, he has to be bold 
and remorseless, and he should not be persuaded by the screaming of the 
patient to hasten his work or cut less than is necessary in a specific case. 
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Fig. 4.1  Anon, ‘Wounded Man’, from: Johan Van Beverwyck, Wercken der genees-
konste, bestaende in den schat der gesontheyt, schat der ongesontheyt, heel-konste 
(Amsterdam: J.J. Schipper, 1672), engraving in Book III, page 127. © Ghent 
University Library
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To this quotation of the ancient source, van Beverwijck adds the require-
ment of Christian compassion with the ‘miserable sufferer’. Nevertheless, 
this compassion should not lead to a tentative attitude on the part of the 
surgeon, particularly in the work of amputating or setting limbs.40

With the help of a paratext in his book, Thomas Garzoni’s La piazza 
universale di tutte le professioni del mondo (Great marketplace of all profes-
sions, 1585), which in its turn uses John of Vigo’s treatise on surgery, van 
Beverwijck discusses the rhetorical requirements of a good surgeon.41 He 
has to possess a comforting manner of speaking, with which he has to 
console the patient and give him a lively hope of healing. The surgeon 
should convince the sufferer with sweet words to follow his instructions 
and undergo all the necessary measures of wound treatment without resis-
tance.42 On the other hand, it is the duty of the patient to reveal the 
circumstances of his injuries, the places where the strongest pain can be 
found and to follow the instructions of the surgeon. In this, it is absolutely 
essential to avoid listening to unprofessional recommendations of quacks, 
old wives or other self-appointed experts. The surgeon and his assistants 
have to take care of the emotions of the sufferer, who often becomes des-
perate due to unqualified remarks of outsiders.43

In his chapter on wound-treatment, van Beverwijck describes the mea-
sures of healing on the basis of the traditional sex res non naturales.44 He 
calls for examination of the air of the sickroom, food and drink, sleep, 
motion of the body, excretion and bloodletting, and the motions of the 
soul (affectus animi), which he considers critical: ‘The motion of the mind 
cannot be useful at all, not even great joy, but most harm comes from 
despair.’45

The fear of pain and death, and the bodily suffering of pain, appear 
inseparable from the nature of man. That this is the case we can also see in 
the work of Dirck Volckertsz. Coornhert, Zedekunst dat is Wellevenskunste 
(‘Ethics, or the Art of Living Well’, 1586). Although Coornhert was an 
author who believed in the possibility of human perfectibility, he had to 
admit that even the greatest philosopher would be affected by physical 
pain. ‘Intellect cannot change nature,’ as Coornhert writes. In this regard, 
it is obviously not possible to steer the passions so as to avoid the natu-
ral signs of suffering: The body squirms with pain and the tongue wails 
because pain is a consequence of natural processes in flesh and blood.46 In 
consequence, Coornhert demands in his writings the rational separation 
of body and soul. The wise sufferer should command his mind. With his 
intellectual abilities, he achieves a separation of the physical pain from 
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the feelings of the soul. Since he will not doubt the goodness of God, he 
knows that God will give him the necessary strength to bear the pain or 
that the ‘true physician’ will end his suffering and let the patient go to his 
heavenly fatherland.

In the work of van Beverwijck, we cannot find such rationalisations. His 
treatment of emotional suffering seems more practical as it directly affects 
the healing process.

Spiritualist Science

In this final section, I would like to focus on an aspect of military medi-
cine in the work of van Beverwijck that is linked with a belief in the force 
of spiritual power, seen as a natural spirit or pneuma that can affect the 
healing of wounds.47 It is an aspect of surgery that became famous and 
was controversially debated mainly in the first half of the seventeenth cen-
tury, although its sources go back to Paracelsus and his followers. In the 
fifth chapter of his ‘On Wounds’, van Beverwijck refers to fundamental 
changes in the history of ideas during the sixteenth century. As Luther 
and Copernicus had left the traditional path of thinking in religion and 
astronomy, the Swiss physician Theophrastus Paracelsus had found new 
methods in medicine, for example concerning the healing of wounds.48

According to van Beverwijck, Paracelsus described a certain ‘weapon 
salve’ that he presented to the Emperor Maximilian I.  Van Beverwijck 
even gives us the recipe: ‘Usnea, which is moss grown on the head of a 
hanged man or a person who did not die a natural death; blood of man; 
two ounces each; fat; mummia [a powder made from mummies]; a lot 
each; half a lot of linseed oil; turpentine and kaolin, one ounce each, all 
well mixed as a salve.’49 With this ‘weapon salve’ (of the related ‘powder 
of sympathy’) one had to coat the weapon that had caused the injury or an 
item that had been in contact with the wound, for example the dressing, 
instead of the wound itself. The interest in this alternative form of healing 
for van Beverwijck lies in the possibility to cure wounds in a non-invasive 
manner because the treatment took place at a distance and without touch-
ing the real wound itself. It seems that van Beverwijck seriously considered 
these cures possible.

Although for the modern reader this treatment seems quite magical, in 
early modern times it was backed by the pneumatic theory that admitted 
the sympathetic relationship between the natural spirits and the spirits of 
the body.50 Van Beverwijck mentions Paré’s doubts about this method and 
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his ironical approach to the ‘powder of sympathy’, but, as van Beverwijck 
comments, in the described case, it was a hopeless wound, which even the 
great surgeon could not cure.51 Van Beverwijck cites different authorities 
to confirm his positive opinion about the ‘weapon salve’, amongst them 
Kenelm Digby, whom he esteemed as a great scientist. Digby convinced 
van Beverwijck of the existence of a ‘world spirit’ that not only generated 
magnetism but also the possibility of spiritualist, distant healing. Other 
confirmative authorities were Claudius Salmasius and Robert Fludd.52

Nevertheless, van Beverwijck was aware of the fierce discussion that 
this subject provoked. He also mentions the antagonists of this theory, 
amongst them the Jesuits Martin Anton Delrio (in his treaty on witchcraft 
Disquisitionum magicarum libri sex, 1599) and Athanasius Kircher as well 
as the German physician Daniel Sennert.53 Van Beverwijck optimistically 
believed in the positive conclusion of the problem: ‘It is not always nec-
romancy (as the common people believe) what we cannot immediately 
understand, because there are countless phenomena hidden in nature 
which are detracted from the grasp of our understanding.’54 For van 
Beverwijck, medicine was a science with a great future.

� Conclusion

Ambroise Paré directly developed his surgical knowledge on the battle-
field. In his Apologie, one can follow the process of formation and transfer 
of medical knowledge in his career. As shown above, compassion towards 
the sufferer was one of the motivations that led him to pursue medical 
innovation. The awareness of the power of passions and imagination in 
the bodily system and their influence on the process of healing played an 
important role in the work of the early modern surgeon. In light of this, 
we can understand the final words in Paré’s famous work, La Methode 
de Traicter les Playes faictes par Hacquebutes, with which he sought to 
motivate young followers in his art: never leave even the deadly wounded, 
but help them according to the rules of our art. Do not leave the sick if 
they are poor, and do not work for money alone. We have to cure the 
sufferers according to the commandment of mercy, Paré writes. And if we 
are successful in healing, it is not our, but God’s, merit.55 Therefore, in 
his opinion, compassion became one of the most important values in the 
treatment of wounded soldiers.

Johan van Beverwijck did not possess the practical experience of his 
French predecessor. Nevertheless, the injury of the human body, this 
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beautiful and hallowed gift of God, had to be looked upon as a sin, as he 
writes in his Heel-konste. As the historical origins of the traumata of man-
kind, the Dutch author cites the biblical wound of Abel and the poetic 
history of the War of Troy. Thus, although not directly expressed, we can 
take van Beverwijck’s attitude towards warfare to be a critical one. He 
openly shows this opinion, for example in his description of firearms and 
their horrible effect on the human body. On the other hand, ‘war as the 
father of all things’ (Heraclitus) offers physicians and surgeons of early 
modern times (and later) countless possibilities of historical and contem-
porary medical cases and experiences, chances that were appreciated by 
van Beverwijck, too.

In a soldier’s prayer book by the German Capuchin Martin von Cochem, 
the Soldaten-Büchlein (ca. 1698), we can find a special prayer for soldiers 
at the beginning of a battle. It is the only place in the whole prayerbook 
where the soldier confesses that his human nature is captured by deadly 
terror. The unknown warrior prays to Christ who had suffered deadly fear 
on the Mount of Olives and thereby compares his suffering with the suf-
fering of Jesus who ‘cried bloody tears’ in his agony.56 Through prayer the 
soldier has to overcome the obstacles of his human nature in order to do 
his duty of obedience and to offer his life as Jesus himself had done. Paré 
and van Beverwijck would have agreed with this vision: without the help 
of Christus medicus, neither the perturbations of the mind nor the dysfunc-
tions of the body could be cured. Or, as the famous device of Paré puts 
it: ‘Ie le pensay, et Dieu le guarit—I dressed him, and God healed him.’57
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CHAPTER 5

Fear, Honour and Emotional Control 
on the Eighteenth-Century Battlefield

Ilya Berkovich

The eighteenth century is typically seen as the age of limited warfare. The 
quest for decisive victory, which came to dominate Western grand strategy 
in the modern period, was yet to emerge. In early modern Europe wars 
were fought for concrete aims such as dynastic interests, gaining control 
over a specific province or keeping in check a state which was becom-
ing too strong for its neighbours’ taste. This balance of power was not 
only political but also military. The armies of the major belligerents were 
large enough to ensure that they could not be overwhelmed in a single 
campaign, but the continuation of the conflict meant these forces would 
soon outrun the fiscal and logistical systems which backed them. With 
no side being strong enough to achieve total victory, most early modern 
wars eventually dwindled into long matches of military and financial attri-
tion ending with mutual exhaustion and political compromise.1 But the 
comparatively restrained aims of ancien régime policy makers and the rela-
tively limited capabilities of their military forces should not mislead us, for 
the actual combat experience on the eighteenth-century battlefield was 
among the most intense in the history of warfare.
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This was a result of a change in weaponry, which took place in the late 
seventeenth century. The invention of the socket bayonet, which allowed 
the musket to be used as a shock weapon without impairing its ability to 
fire, prompted the abolition of the pike. As long as some infantrymen 
were armed with cold weapons only, there was reasonable chance for close 
combat to occur.2 Now, however, battles were to be decided by firepower. 
To maximise its effectiveness, the depth of the infantry formation was 
decreased to four, three and sometimes even two men so that as many 
muskets as possible could be brought simultaneously against the enemy. 
Yet infantry fire had to remain concentrated and soldiers were arrayed 
elbow to elbow, creating a thin and cumbersome line completely unsuited 
for quick movement. Moreover, smoothbore muskets were inaccurate and 
massed volleys ruled out the possibility for aimed fire. A general discharge 
from 200 metres would not hit more than a few men. It would have a bet-
ter result when delivered from half that distance, but when fired from 50 
metres or less, the volley could prove murderous, hitting as many as every 
third soldier in the enemy line.

The effective employment of infantry firepower required that shooting 
was withheld as long as possible, while the unwieldiness of the infantry 
battle line prevented any quick deployment. A typical pace of advance 
rarely exceeded 75 steps per minute and halts were common to allow 
slower moving units to catch up. As the infantry gradually stepped for-
ward, it would come under artillery fire. A well-aimed cannon ball would 
snatch a number of men at a time, showering the survivors with blood and 
torn body tissue. During the last few hundred metres, the artillery would 
switch to canister—spraying the advancing troops with thousands of iron 
pellets. Yet soldiers were to continue marching toward the enemy without 
stopping to fire back and ignoring whatever defensive fire came their way, 
until able to discharge the precious first volley that had been calmly loaded 
before the battle. If the enemy still stood his ground, a battle would turn 
into a firefight with lines of infantrymen blazing at each other through the 
gunpowder smoke from a distance of as little as 20 metres.

Yet it was the initial slow measured advance while stoically enduring 
losses rather than actively inflicting them, which became the prevail-
ing characteristic of ancien régime warfare from the War of the Spanish 
Succession onwards. Lynn fittingly called it ‘the battle culture of for-
bearance’ which required ‘paying heavy cost in casualties as an essential 
downpayment on victory’.3 Yet in spite of the high losses these tactics 
entailed, their aim was not the physical extermination of the enemy line. 
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The battle was won when soldiers on one side could no longer endure 
fighting, broke formation and fled. Essentially, infantry tactics boiled 
down to a brutal duel of collective mental endurance between the oppos-
ing troops. This logic is usually cited to explain the alleged brutality of 
ancien régime military discipline. Influenced by a famous remark made by 
King Frederick the Great of Prussia, this view holds that common soldiers 
feared their own officers more than they feared the enemy and only con-
tinued to fight because the prospect of failing or fleeing held worse ter-
rors than confronting the enemy. To put it differently, the conventional 
scholarly wisdom attributes the motivation of ancien régime common 
soldiers to fear. This chapter reconsiders that view by presenting an alter-
native model of combat motivation on the eighteenth-century battlefield.

I would argue that fear did indeed play a prominent role in ancien 
régime combat motivation, but it was not fear of punishment at the hand 
of superiors but fear of shame in face of fellow soldiers. Eighteenth-century 
soldiers had a strong honour code with well-defined rules. Bravery, tough-
ness and other traits associated with masculine behaviour were highly 
regarded, while men who were suspected of shunning combat would be 
branded as cowards and ostracised by their own comrades.

After a number of general observations which need to be made about 
the conventional interpretation attributing ancien régime combat motiva-
tion to coercion and fear of punishment, this chapter will go on to dem-
onstrate how the collective habitus was created, sustained and eventually 
contributed to combat performance. Although fear of social exclusion 
could reconcile soldiers to the need to fight, the horrors of combat still 
loomed large. The final section will then describe the mental strategies 
employed by the men of the line to help them overcome their fear, both 
before and during battle.

The Limits of the Conventional Model

As already pointed out by Blanning, the combat record of early modern 
armies was too good to ‘be explained simply in terms of iron discipline’.4 
For instance, at the Battle of Minden (1759) a badly-phrased order caused 
six British and two Hanoverian infantry battalions to advance directly into 
the centre of the French battle line. After braving flanking fire from enemy 
batteries, the attackers proceeded to repulse three French cavalry charges 
and a further infantry counterattack, essentially deciding the battle almost 
alone. Less than a year before, when Frederick the Great was surprised by 
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the Austrians at Hochkirch, the desperate resistance of the second battal-
ion of the Markgraf Karl regiment enabled most of the Prussian army to 
escape, perhaps, even saving their king from ruin. In October 1799, when 
Alexander Suvorov’s Russian troops were surrounded in the middle of the 
Swiss Alps by a much larger French force, they broke out and retreated to 
safety through the snow-covered Panixer pass, not before badly mauling 
the pursuing French vanguard. But even when not faced by extreme cir-
cumstances, such as a desperate last stand or an attack against overwhelm-
ing odds, ancien régime infantry regiments often lost a quarter or even a 
third of their men in the course of a single battle, sometimes in as little as 
a few minutes, while instances of individual units enduring casualty rates 
of over 50 per cent were also not unheard of.5 The fact that men were suc-
cessfully brought to fight in such conditions speaks highly of their combat 
motivation, regardless of whether they were victorious or not.

In theory, linear combat required the implementation of the most 
forceful control methods, a point stressed by eighteenth-century regula-
tions which instructed officers to kill any soldier turning to flee or even 
murmuring in the ranks. The reality was more complex, however, because 
ancien régime tactics were more varied than a mechanical exchange of 
volleys between two opposing infantry lines. Troops could be ordered 
to charge with the bayonet or dispersed to fight in open order.6 But even 
when soldiers stood shoulder-to-shoulder in a formation lined by officers 
and NCOs, the ability of their superiors to control them was limited by 
another surprisingly prosaic factor. When the infantry marched forward, 
many officers were actually placed in front of the line, exposed not only to 
the enemy but also to their own men. When fighting started, smoke and 
volley firing made it impossible to discern the fire of individual muskets 
discharged from the closely compact line. As with modern instances of 
fragging, direct evidence for officers murdered by their soldiers is rare, but 
there is enough material to suggest such acts did occasionally occur. Duffy 
has even come across a particularly brazen case when a British major was 
shot in front of his men after the battle was over.7 While always remaining 
formally subordinate to their superiors, the mere possibility that men of 
the line could retaliate against a brutal officer must have kept the latter in 
some check.

Whether they were due to actual battlefield conditions or prompted 
by a more reciprocal balance of fear between officers and soldiers, the 
limits on direct control by superiors do not come easily in ancien régime 
military regulations. Another group of readily available sources which 
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present a rather one-sided view of common soldiers are the writings of 
their superiors. As we will soon show, the actual behaviour of some offi-
cers demonstrates their awareness of higher motives among the rank and 
file; stating this openly in writing was another matter, however. Instead, 
the prevailing polite discourse dictated that soldiers were to be expected 
to follow the vilest traits of human character. In addition to the class 
prejudices of the largely noble officer corps, such views reflected a broader 
social reality. Ancien régime armies essentially mirrored the practices of 
the patriarchal society of that time, and soldiers were seen as perpetually 
immature and mischievous children who were to be disciplined by their 
social superiors.8 Hence, this chapter focuses on the writings of ordinary 
soldiers themselves. Admittedly, their letters, journals and memoirs, of 
which a surprisingly large number survive, were written with the ben-
efit of hindsight and could be influenced by literary models and cultural 
expectations of remembrance. However, the same can be said about any 
historical source from any age. Studies of combat motivation in other 
periods rely heavily on first-hand accounts9 and this paper follows their 
example. Whatever their drawbacks, the writings of common soldiers 
are likely to come closest to describing the actual combat experience on 
the eighteenth-century battlefield. That said, our discussion of honour 
among the rank and file actually begins by considering the actions of their 
officers.

Honour and the Common Soldier

While his political testament describes Prussian soldiers as lacking hon-
our and ambition, Frederick employed these terms when addressing his 
troops. Before the Battle of Leuthen (1757), after informing his men 
that they would attack a much larger Austrian army holding a strong 
defensive position, the king warned that he would disgrace any regiment 
that broke in front of the enemy. More concretely, Frederick threatened 
to take away the regimental standards and soldiers’ swords and to cut off 
the braid from the hats of officers and NCOs. In 1760, Frederick inflicted 
this punishment on the Anhalt-Bernburg Regiment after it was routed 
during an Austrian sortie at the Siege of Dresden. Depriving its men of 
a few external marks of military honour proved spectacularly effective. A 
few months later, at the Battle of Liegnitz, this regiment spearheaded a 
bayonet charge in what became one of the very few instances in Western 
warfare of a cavalry force being defeated by attacking infantry in a regular 
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field engagement.10 To cite the example of another famous commander, 
British General James Wolfe occasionally refers in private writings to his 
soldiers as scum; none the less, before battle he would appeal to his men’s 
honour and sense of duty. According to John Johnson, who served in the 
58th Regiment of Foot during the Siege of Quebec, when preparations 
were made for a decisive attack against the fortress in September 1759, the 
soldiers were read Wolfe’s order calling them to fulfil their duty to their 
country. Admittedly, Wolfe’s uplifting message was also reinforced with a 
double ration of rum. Nevertheless, it is unlikely that Wolfe would have 
employed any patriotic rhetoric to start with, if his soldiers were totally 
indifferent to it. Interestingly, according to a French veteran of the battle, 
Wolfe’s opponent, the Marquis de Montcalm, used similar language, ask-
ing his troops to uphold the honour of France.11 Before the Battle of 
Camden against the American rebels (1781), British General Cornwallis 
harangued his troops by exalting the glory of British arms and offering 
cowards to stand back, should they wish.12 If any of these commanders 
truly thought that their men had no notion of honour, they would have 
used some other means to encourage them into action.

Further evidence that common soldiers internalised the concept of 
honour is suggested by the frequent reference to the term in the men’s 
writings. For instance, it was evoked to describe successful military 
actions, especially those achieved against great odds. Describing the Battle 
of Rhode Island (1778), Johann Conrad Döhla writes that the German 
and British regiments won much honour and fame when they held an 
exposed position against superior enemy forces under heavy artillery fire. 
Describing how his detachment was able to evict a much larger French 
force out of a strong defensive position, Guardsman John Tory writes that 
‘We gained much honour and they nothing but disgrace’.13 Writers could 
similarly refer to their personal honour, as did Sergeant Roger Lamb, 
who explains his decision to escape from captivity, in violation of sur-
render terms, because the Americans were the first to break their word 
by refusing to parole the British prisoners. More generally, Lamb remarks 
that although the army does have bad individuals, one should not think 
that soldiers are indifferent to honour. Another British veteran of the 
American War of Independence, James Miller, states that commanders 
who failed to recognise their men’s sense of honour damaged morale. 
For instance, General Burgoyne undermined the confidence of his army 
by stating publicly that the soldiery was composed from the scum of the 
nation. According to Miller, the army might have many young ignorant 
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boys in its ranks, but these men do care ‘when slandered and treated with 
contempt’.14

However, the role of honour was not limited to that of a literary meta-
phor. The best example demonstrating that this was a factor that actively 
shaped soldierly behaviour is duelling. Despite being universally forbid-
den, duelling in eighteenth-century armies was widespread, and although 
it was traditionally associated with the officers, their subordinates engaged 
in it as well. Duels in the lower ranks usually followed the customs of their 
elite counterparts, such as the issue of a challenge, setting the conditions, 
and the presence of seconds and witnesses.15 More importantly, the whole 
practice was governed by an informal but influential code. The social pres-
sure to conduct duels was high. Challenged by a fellow Swedish NCO, 
Johann Kaspar Steube arranged for a transfer into a different detachment. 
Returning to his old garrison five months later, Steube discovered that, 
rather than forgetting the whole matter, his comrades now openly mocked 
him as a coward. When issued with a renewed challenge to a duel, Steube 
felt forced to accept it.16 Although the regulations formally equated it 
with murder, the attitude of the military authorities towards duelling was 
largely lenient. The future revolutionary General, Jean Rossignol, who 
served eight years as a private in Louis XVI’s army, describes fighting in 
no less than ten formal duels, as well as numerous brawls. After his first 
fight, in which Rossignol bayoneted his opponent, he was forgiven by the 
regimental sergeant-major after justifying himself that a soldier always has 
to fight when provoked, in order not to be dishonoured. Not long before 
his discharge, some of Rossignol’s personal enemies fabricated a denuncia-
tion that he had refused a challenge. Rather than praising Rossignol for 
upholding formal military discipline, his officers punished him with two 
months of picketing.17 Such an attitude towards duelling was, in fact, based 
on thoroughly practical considerations. Duelling promoted courage—a 
value which the military organisation actively endorsed. Although it con-
travened formal rules of discipline, duelling still contributed towards the 
overall goal of the army, thus making the authorities far more willing to 
tolerate it.

The example of duelling shows that soldierly honour was a mix of 
personal pride and peer pressure to maintain one’s reputation and avoid 
appearing as a coward. This brings us to the other side of honour, which 
is fear of shame. Here again, this attitude was created by a combination of 
encouragement from above, together with its successful internalisation by 
the rank and file. As in the case of duellists, treatment of cowards did not 

FEAR, HONOUR AND EMOTIONAL CONTROL...  99



punctually follow formal regulations. Instead of death or corporal punish-
ment, such men could be exposed to shaming and ridicule. General Wolfe 
ordered that a soldier who had panicked during an enemy attack was to 
be placed on guard near the latrines. A French soldier who hid inside a 
cooking cauldron during battle against the English navy was punished by 
having half of his moustache cut off. Furthermore, it was declared that if 
another sea battle was to be fought, this man would be tied to the main-
mast of the ship and given a fencing foil to deflect the cannon balls.18 Such 
punishments were announced to the troops through the public reading 
of the daily orders. These were intended not only to inform but also to 
shape the men’s attitudes and perceptions in a way desirable to the military 
authorities. These measures appear to have succeeded. According to the 
accounts of the soldiers themselves, these men had a clear view of what 
was the proper behaviour expected from a good soldier on the battlefield.

Demonstrable firmness under fire was valued in its own right, irrespec-
tive of whether the military action was going well and, indeed, whether 
the sacrifice of the soldiers was actually contributing to the overall suc-
cess of the Battle. Guardsman John Marshall Deane describes how at 
Malplaquet, which was the bloodiest battle of the War of the Spanish 
Succession (1709), British troops stormed three lines of French fortifica-
tions under heavy fire and regardless of their losses. According to a wit-
ness of the Battle of Lobositz (1756), the Prussian army stood exposed 
to Austrian artillery, but its troops endured the ordeal like brave soldiers 
until the end of the fighting.19 Moreover, ancien régime soldier-writers 
report a similar attitude known from modern studies of combat motiva-
tion. There was clearly an element of guilt in knowing they were not doing 
their share when comrades were fighting. Before battle, sick soldiers were 
reported to abscond from the hospitals to rejoin their units, while dur-
ing battle there were numerous instances of wounded men who refused 
to evacuate to the rear as their comrades are fighting. The preacher John 
Haime tells of a fellow Methodist soldier, William Clements, who refused 
to leave the battlefield after his arm was broken, declaring that he could 
hold his sword in his other hand. After his wounded hand was bandaged, 
Matthew Bishop returned to his gun crew, using his other hand to cover 
the touchhole of the cannon during loading until the end of the action.20 
More generally, there was an element of shame if one shunned wartime 
service. After he was discharged from hospital, Lamb, whose regiment had 
already left Dublin on its way to Canada, was offered the chance to be sent 
to England to raise recruits. However, Lamb thought, ‘it is incompatible 
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with the spirit of a soldier to avoid service in time of war while his com-
rades were fighting’, and travelled quickly to the port where he rejoined 
the Royal Welch Fusiliers just before they embarked.21

Such attitudes were not based on idealism alone. If courage under fire 
and sticking by your comrades in battle and on campaign was appreci-
ated, demonstrable failure to exhibit such qualities carried a social price. 
Cowards are referred to derisively in soldierly writings, and special con-
tempt was reserved for men who boasted of their bravado and then 
failed to live up to their promise once the action started.22 The desire 
to avoid similar allegations and the stigma these entailed was an impor-
tant consideration. The wife of Sampson Staniforth, who married him on 
the understanding that he would soon leave the army, was disappointed 
when her husband declared he would return to his regiment in Flanders. 
Reminded of his original promise, Staniforth replied that a big battle was 
soon expected and applying for a discharge would brand him as a cow-
ard. A veteran of 24 years who was exempted of all further active service, 
the father of the Prussian scholar Karl Friedrich Klöden volunteered to 
rejoin his regiment at the start of the War in 1792 because he felt embar-
rassed in front of the other sergeants who asked how could he stay behind 
when his regiment was due to be sent on campaign. The threat of losing 
face could also motivate men, as happened to a comrade whom Matthew 
Bishop overheard grumbling about the weariness and lack of sleep dur-
ing the Siege of Gibraltar (1704). Bishop reproached the man, telling he 
was fighting for himself and the preservation of his comrades, and that if 
he was too weak to continue then Bishop would not think him ‘a proper 
Man to come into the Army’. According to Bishop, the comrade begged 
him not to inform the other soldiers about his weakness, and did his duty 
well ever after.23

The coward was not merely an offender, but a villain whose actions 
challenged the established social norms of the military community as a 
whole. Men suspected of evading combat were rejected by their own 
comrades—a severe punishment to endure at the hands of one’s most 
immediate and, for many soldiers, only available social network. Grenadier 
Sergeant James Thompson of the Fraser Highlanders tells how a piper was 
ostracised after he absconded from the regiment shortly before the charge 
at the Battle of Quebec. No soldier was willing to share his meals with 
the piper, which proved not only embarrassing but also difficult because 
supply arrangements at that time dictated that provisions were issued to 
pre-arranged messes of a number of men, rather than individual soldiers. 
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This measure drove the piper to restore his reputation, and next year at 
the Battle of St. Foy (1760), his lively music helped to rally a retreat-
ing regiment. This allowed the man to regain his social standing and his 
messmates.24 In this case, censure and reinstatement to favour were both 
accomplished informally without any action on the part of military supe-
riors; yet the possibility of redeeming one’s honour could also be codi-
fied. In the Austrian army, the regulations describe an elaborate ceremony 
in which dishonoured soldiers would be ritually purified and readmitted 
back into their unit with their reputation restored. A very similar motivat-
ing mechanism is described by Hessian Jäger Georg Beß, who writes that 
men were constantly judged by their peers, and that those who performed 
badly in one action were expected to redeem their reputation with an 
exceptional act of bravery. If they failed, they were forced out of the unit.25

Fighting Fear

Whether it resulted from idealistic or practical motives, this interplay 
between honour, fear and shame appears as the single most important col-
lective source of ancien régime combat motivation. Nevertheless, individ-
ual soldiers still had to overcome their basic survival instinct. As with the 
case of fear of dishonour, fear for one’s life could actually prove a powerful 
motivator at times. When combat started, men would fight harder, espe-
cially against an enemy perceived as alien or cruel. According to Georg 
Daniel Flohr, who served in the French contingent during the Siege of 
Yorktown (1781), when his entrenching party came under English artil-
lery, no further orders from the officers were necessary as men started dig-
ging in as quickly as they could to avoid the enemy fire. Donald McBane 
tells that the French defenders of Liege started fighting much harder after 
seeing how some of their comrades were killed after surrendering, while 
the servant of Captain Cholmley attributed the desperate resistance of the 
English troops at the Battle of Monongahela (1755) to the fear of falling 
alive into the hands of the Indians.26 Some authors say that fighting actively 
actually helped them overcome their fear, echoing S.L.A. Marshall’s clas-
sic study of modern combat motivation, which sees fighting as potential 
cure for fear.27 But just as activity proved empowering to some men, pas-
sivity undermined one’s courage if it was impossible to shoot back at the 
enemy.28 This, however, was an integral feature of ancien régime infan-
try tactics when the infantry lines advanced toward each other. How did 
ancien régime soldiers surmount this challenge?
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One of the more straightforward ways to alleviate one’s fear was alco-
hol. Ulrich Bräker reports heavy drinking by Prussian troops on their 
approach march to Lobositz. Johann Jacob Dominicus, who fought in the 
same battle, bought a measure of brandy shortly before his regiment left 
for the battlefield.29 The encouraging effect of alcohol was widely recog-
nised by the military authorities who often issued troops with a ration of 
gin, schnapps or something equally strong to boost morale shortly before 
the engagement. Just as with discipline, however, one should not exagger-
ate the effectiveness of alcohol in motivating the men. Intoxicated troops 
were incompatible with the general ethos of restraint and self-control 
under fire which constituted such an important feature of ancien régime 
tactics. More crucially, such men were dangerous to themselves as well 
as others. Johann Friedrich Löffler reports an unfortunate case, in which 
an Austrian surprise attack on the fortress of Dubica (1788) failed disas-
trously after a drunk soldier fired too early, alerting the Turkish garrison. 
To avoid such risk, alcohol intake before battle had to be limited, but this 
also meant that whatever effects it might have would quickly wear off.30 
Rather, it seems that alcohol intake before combat served another purpose 
than simply getting the men drunk so as to forget their fear. According 
to Pastor Christian Täge, the Russian soldiers preparing for the Battle 
of Zorndorf drank from their flasks only after being blessed by the army 
priest as he rode along the battle line. Afterwards, the men shouted ‘Ura’, 
the Russian battle cry, ‘demonstrating their resolve to meet the enemy’.31 
It is unlikely that a single portion of vodka was what kept the Russian 
troops fighting in a battle which was to stand out in its ferocity even by 
ancien régime standards, in which the Russians lost half and the Prussians 
one-third of their army. Alcohol appears more as a part of a broader pre-
paratory strategy whose main component was based on faith.

Soldier-authors report a general upsurge in religious feeling before 
combat and in other hazardous situations, such as sea travel.32 Praying 
before action was common, and some Protestant troops went into battle 
singing hymns, as Hessian troops did as they went into action in the Battle 
of Long Island (1776).33 Men also took delight in favourable omens. A 
soldier who fought in the Battle of Prague (1757) tells how a large rain-
bow and a white dove which sat on a roadside crucifix were interpreted by 
the men as signs of divine goodwill to the Prussian army.34 Other surviv-
ing writings show that their authors put their trust in protective charms, 
invoked biblical metaphors or simply drew solace from their families and 
their prayers. Barthel Linck wrote that the motto ‘Jesus help us win, Jesus 
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help us fight, Jesus help us to beat and chase the enemy’, had helped him 
greatly during the last battle and that he was also encouraged by thinking 
of such Old Testament heroes such as Joshua and Gideon. Edward Linn, 
wrote from the battlefield of Culloden (1746), to ask his wife and the 
local priest to continue praying for his survival and for swift victory over 
the Jacobite rebels.35 One trend which comes across in a large number of 
writings is that some men adopted a relatively elaborate emotional defence 
mechanism which combined religious faith with wishful thinking.

Interestingly, it was actually the unpredictability of one’s fate which 
helped men to overcome their fear. Lamb wrote that many soldiers per-
ceived their destiny to be part of a predetermined divine plan. In other 
words, the prospects of an individual soldier would be no worse in combat 
than in any other situation. This belief prompted men to resign themselves 
to their fate, whatever it might be.36 Jäger Beß wrote that the belief that 
nothing would happen to him without the express wish of the Almighty 
gave him courage. At the same time Beß was also convinced that if he were 
killed, his death would be followed by ‘honour and rest’. Beß was not the 
only man who believed that if he would be killed, his soul would go directly 
to heaven. According to Haime, at Fontenoy (1745) many men died will-
ingly believing they were going to Jesus. Damian Friedmeyer thought that 
fellow soldiers who died from their wounds were welcomed before God’s 
throne. Simon Ancell who served during the Siege of Gibraltar claims that 
he found happiness and resignation in the will of God and was willing to 
receive death ‘with Christian fortitude and meet honour with extended 
arms’.37 Essentially, such an outlook, offered soldiers a reassuring win–win 
situation—they would either survive or gain eternal bliss.

As with the culture of honour, this form of optimistic fatalism was 
encouraged from above. In their sermons, military chaplains called 
soldiers to consign themselves to God, who would reward the brave and 
punish cowards.38 It does not mean, of course, that all men subscribed to 
this attitude. Sergeant Lamb admits that not all soldiers accepted divine 
providence. Moreover, even firm believers were aware that death was 
not the only fearful outcome. Writing shortly before Kunersdorf (1759), 
which was to be Prussia’s greatest defeat in the Seven Years’ War, Corporal 
Nikolaus Binn declared he would rather be killed than become a cripple or 
fall alive into the hands of the enemy. In his letter Binn drew encourage-
ment from previous victories, reaffirmed his trust in God’s wisdom and 
asked his family to pray so that he and the rest of the Prussian army would 
have the courage to perform their duty.39 For Binn, these were comfort-
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ing thoughts combined with a firm sense of the proper behaviour that was 
expected from a good soldier.

The effectiveness of dispensing public marks of honour and shame 
to individual combatants has been known in other pre-modern military 
cultures,40 and ancien régime Europe is no exception. Yet, previous dis-
cussions of martial honour in the eighteenth-century tend to see it as 
primarily an elite phenomenon and the preserve of a noble officer corps. 
According to this view, the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars democ-
ratised honour, first as a virtue for the mass conscript armies, and then for 
the nation as whole, helping to prompt the emotional hysteria which con-
tributed to the carnage of the First World War.41 This paper suggests that, 
as far as the experience of common soldiers was concerned, the role of the 
French Revolution as a turning point has been exaggerated. Notions of 
military honour both as an aim in itself and also as a powerful promoter 
of desired military conduct, has been just as relevant for the rank and file 
ancien régime armies. It can be argued that this system still contained an 
inherent element of coercion. Nevertheless, this was very different from 
the simple fear of superiors postulated by older scholarship. Fear of dis-
honour in the eyes of one’s equals trumped the fear of battle. As we saw, 
soldiers still had to learn to control their fear through a set of comfort-
ing defensive mechanisms, but these became relevant only after an initial 
resolve to enter combat was firmly established. The combat efficiency of 
ancien régime armies attests to the success of this model.
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CHAPTER 6

Early Modern Jokes on Fearing Soldiers

Johan Verberckmoes

In his treatise on laughter, Democritus sive de risu (1612), the humanist and 
stylish Latinist, royal historiographer and professor of Latin and Roman 
history at the University of Louvain Erycius Puteanus (1574–1646), 
quoted two witty remarks by soldiers to endorse his argument that the 
Spartans had an excellent military reputation because they encouraged 
their soldiers to crack jokes so as to stimulate virtue and ward off failure. 
One Claudius prepared himself for war, but was being laughed at because 
he had a bad leg. He responded: ‘In war there is no need for people who 
run, but for those who stand firm.’ Another soldier had his shield deco-
rated with the image of a fly. He was mocked for hiding because his ene-
mies would not be able to spot him with such a small insignia. He replied: 
‘I do that to be better known, because my enemies will have to come 
very nearby to distinguish my little fly.’1 In both jokes cowardice in com-
bat is ridiculed and fearlessness praised, as befits good Spartan soldiers. 
To achieve this, both witty soldiers demonstrate with their quick repartee 
that they are able to manage their emotions. They are insulted, but turn 
the impact of the insult to their advantage by re-channelling emotional 
energy to good and unexpected jesting, for everyone assumes that soldiers 
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have fear in combat. As both soldiers definitely risk serious wounds—one 
already has a lame leg, the other one risks direct bodily confrontation—
fear even seems unavoidable.

These jokes must have resonated very well with Puteanus’ student 
audience. As the title suggests, under the guise of Democritus, the Greek 
philosopher who defended laughter at human vices and defects, Puteanus 
pleaded for the beneficial effects of moderate laughter. He did this in 
a public oration at the university during the Saturnalia, the period in 
December when students sought merriment during winter times.2 Since 
the start of the Twelve Years’ Truce (1609–1621) the benefits of peace 
were welcomed after the many decades of irregular warfare with detrimen-
tal effects in the Southern Netherlands loyal to the Spanish Habsburgs.3 
The time had come for some light-hearted joking about soldiers during 
war, although the memories of atrocities had not faded, meaning that the 
jokes were pertinent, that is, emotionally effective. As Puteanus framed it, 
the Spartan government operated along the lines of a truly Foucauldian 
discourse. It stimulated its soldiers to exercise their preparedness for battle 
among themselves through jokes. The city thus implemented subtle tech-
niques of behavioral self-regulation, disciplining the soldiers into coura-
geous fighters.4 In Chapter 2, Cornelis van der Haven demonstrates how 
in military treatises under Maurice of Nassau, not by coincidence contem-
porary to Puteanus (who himself wrote on military affairs), intragroup 
disciplining was imperative.

As a solidly learned humanist Puteanus used the genre inherited from 
classical antiquity of witty sayings or salii, salted jests, often put in the 
mouth of great people. When told by plain soldiers the comic means of 
inversion was even more effective in bolstering a common ideal of fearless 
combativeness that apparently was always under threat. The witty sayings 
on courage show us that in order for soldiers to remain committed to (or 
prepared for) combat as a group, they need attachment among each other, 
and that is also what their superiors (of the city-state Sparta) take up as 
their responsibility. Theories on humour emphasise that it is a form of 
social bonding and that laughter as a response to anxiety and fear serves an 
affiliative purpose.5 Meanwhile, humour also helps to hide the emotional 
disturbance that fear causes. This is generally what jokes do: they create 
a distance between the emotion of anxiety and the individual who is liv-
ing through it and in doing so it becomes possible to bring the emotion 
into the open. As a battlefield was a liminal situation of soldiers’ emo-
tions, humour about soldiers on (or, by way of carnivalesque inversion, far 
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away from) the battlefield can tell us more about how soldiers managed 
fear and concomitant experiences of discipline and self-discipline. Stitched 
with reflections on the four chapters of Part I, this is what this chapter 
aims to do.

Consider the soldier depicted by Joris Hoefnagel in 1569 who distress-
ingly is not fit to fight (Fig. 6.1). The Patient Dupé is a Spanish soldier 
on top of a bulwark witnessing people skating on the ice of a frozen canal 
or moat and comically putting his hand in his trousers while tightening 
his legs because he is so cold and hungry, disillusioned by his service in 
Flanders (as the text of the emblem explains).6 He is not only comically 
forfeiting his right to be a valiant soldier of the crown, he also negotiates 
contradictory emotions. War in a foreign country brings about loneliness 
and disorientation and he implores Our Blessed Lady to assist and guide 
him (‘Valga me nuestra Sennora & guia’). Another (non-comic) emblem 
in the same series shows two seriously wounded soldiers seeking each 
other’s comfort. In other words, battlefield experiences in the early years 
of the Dutch Revolt caused emotional havoc. As Andreas Bähr asserts 
in Chapter 3, fear of the battlefield was never directly and individually 
expressed in soldiers’ diaries, but always indirectly; the emblem seems to 
confirm this. As Bähr also reminds us, God (or the Virgin) was the true 
resort against the plight of the soldier.

In his contribution, Andreas Bähr analyses the images of the good 
Christian soldier and of a redeeming God as guiding principles of man-
aging emotions in the seventeenth century. Wavering between the fear 
instilled by demanding commanders, the primordial fear of the enemy, the 
adequate use of legitimate violence, and the fear-inspired violence against 
innocent victims, the collective imagination of fear among the military is 
according to Bähr to be interpreted against seventeenth-century views of 
the omnipresence of God. Such emotional reactions as cowardice in the 
face of the enemy or incautious audacity were seen as a consequence of not 
obeying God. Participation in warfare was thus a matter of discriminating 
judgement, and that also comes up in jests such as the following: A wise 
and pious soldier was convinced by some of his friends to take service in 
the garrison in an Italian city that was in the hands of the French king. 
He asked his friends who would protect them in case of a siege. They 
answered, the king of France. The man climbed the nearest mountain, 
called three times ‘King of France’, but received no answer. Upon which 
he told his colleagues that he would not take service after all as apparently 
he who would come to his aid did not hear him. Soon afterwards the city 
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Fig. 6.1  Joris Hoefnagel, Soldier, from the unpublished series of emblems, 
Traité de la Patience, drawing, 1569. © Collections de la Bibliothèque municipale 
de Rouen
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was besieged and overcome and his friends were killed.7 This jest thrives 
on the idea of the good soldier who is able to identify a real threat and 
who does not sacrifice himself in vain. The soldier is characterised as wise 
and pious; he is therefore aware that his fate lies in the hands of God and 
that he does not have to seek unnecessary danger. This ties in with both 
Protestant and Catholic views on the prudent soldier who acts accord-
ing to good judgement. But as well as a story with a moral it is also a 
jest, thanks to the amusing action of the soldier climbing a mountain and 
shouting from the top. This lends the story a comic twist.

If the military in the early modern period was an emotional commu-
nity8 propelled by emotives9 impacting the world as well as the individual, 
fear and anxiety are strong candidates to have been the prime movers. The 
visible side was melancholy, from which soldiers suffered immoderately.10 
The emotional practices of soldiers and their officers therefore depended 
on an adequate management of fear. Whether joking about fear on the 
battlefield was an emotional practice in the early modern period is difficult 
to establish, due to a lack of documentation. At least some jests, such as 
the one previously mentioned, seem to suggest so. But as the printed jests 
I refer to were a staple of humanist and intellectual culture we should be 
cautious about putting the witty replies in the mouths of actual soldiers of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. We can only assume that they also 
joked about battlefield fear with each other.

By the latter half of the seventeenth century jestbooks became a part 
of a rapidly spreading and cheaply available popular literature and this 
might have had an impact on humour among soldiers.11 By the eigh-
teenth century attitudes to fear might have changed. Ilya Berkovich high-
lights in his contribution that soldiers in late eighteenth-century wars on 
both sides of the Atlantic inspired each other to be courageous. Soldiers 
displayed a culture of honour in which self-regulation of fear was the 
key. The maintenance of a soldier’s honour was based on the shame for 
comrades, and professional pride. According to Berkovich, coercion by 
others to go to war or punishments for cowardice did occur, but only 
the internalisation of the expected courage by the individual soldier can 
explain why—despite very heavy losses—bloody battles continued to be 
fought. This is in contrast to what Bähr finds for the seventeenth century, 
when fear of dissolute and godless soldiers in their own or the enemies’ 
ranks, fear of a stern commander and, above all, fear of God overrode 
mutual encouragement among soldiers, although Bähr also emphasises 
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that a good Christian soldier obeying God was the epitome of the fearless 
fighter, albeit an ideal rather than an attained source of self-reflection. 

When it comes to early modern humour in battlefield situations, there 
seems to be some truth in Bähr’s assertion that fear was not directly scruti-
nised. Indeed, many jests in the early modern period, presumably numeri-
cally many more than the jests about battlefield situations that I analyse in 
this contribution, do not deal with the battlefield, but rather with soldiers 
far away from it.12 Nonetheless, there is a link between the two personified 
by the wounded and miserable soldier. Indeed, the two jokes mentioned 
by Puteanus are a variant on the trope in jests on war situations, that lame, 
limping and one-eyed men are to be preferred as soldiers as they cannot run 
away or cannot see the enemy adequately.13 Moreover, I would argue that 
even if early modern jests were consumption products of some intellectual 
stature, it seems not unreasonable to maintain that military commanders 
had printed jokes in their pockets so as to encourage their soldiers in the 
way Sparta did. In these jests the prevalent images were of destitute men 
poorly recruited, a mirror for the commanders that these were the kind 
of soldiers one had to be afraid of as they (contrary to the conventions of 
jokes) would be no use in actual battle situations. Disabled soldiers and the 
famed wooden leg remained comic stimuli into the eighteenth century.14

As a consequence of their poor situation, soldiers featuring in early 
modern jestbooks mainly terrified not the enemy, but simple civilians 
because of their disreputable actions. As henchmen of the devil, lacking 
payment and discipline, dissolute mercenaries harassed peasants rather 
than enemies, plundered, drank, gambled and generally lost control, act-
ing as fools.15 Such jokes were often in the format of a comic dialogue 
or apophthegmatic (which the commander could re-enact among his sol-
diers). If in a joke a soldier made a witty reply it would be focused on 
the dire circumstances in which he was operating. So soldiers made funny 
remarks about the oats they were given to eat (‘do we have to become like 
sparrows?’ punning on flying away in the face of danger),16 or the poverty 
they suffered (‘take what you can’ and then stealing from a comrade).17 
Debauchery was perhaps the most visible expression of destitution among 
the soldiery. Take this jest situated in the Schwarzwald in Schwaben, con-
sidered as a backward region of  simple peasants: Some soldiers demand 
food and lodging from the peasants. One soldier is invited into a little farm 
and is treated to a good meal by a widow and her very beautiful daugh-
ter. Answering the request for a bed, the widow tells the soldier that they 
only possess two beds and proposes to hold a long jump contest. Those 
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who jump the longest jump will share the same bed. The daughter jumps 
farther than the mother, and the soldier jumps even farther, through the 
doorway and out of the house. Immediately, the widow locks the door, and 
the soldier spends the night in the pigsty.18 Clearly, the soldier was even less 
intelligent than a rude peasant, even less, in the trickling down of social 
expectations, than a peasant woman. These examples and endless series of 
other jests conform to the stereotype of stupidity, the presumed lower-class 
origins of simple soldiers emphasising their outsider position in the eyes of 
the civilised readers of jestbooks. Moreover, jokes about soldiers play on 
the cultural contradiction between a civilian way of living in peace and the 
combativeness expected to characterise the military.19 Ultimately, the stu-
pidity stereotype would change in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
with issues of technical skill gradually taking over (‘military intelligence: an 
oxymoron’).20

To return to the battlefield and its anxiety management, the motive of 
not discussing emotions related to actual fighting (and the focus on the 
supposed stupidity of the soldiers) seems more important in jests than 
issues of honour and cowardice. A jest on cowardice from a Spanish col-
lection of witty sayings and deeds deals with a cowardly knight who fought 
with his friends against the Moors in Granada. The Moors won and the 
cowardly knight was reported to have been killed. A woman who knew 
him said that could not be true. ‘Why not?’ they asked her. ‘Because the 
Moors do not eat the meat of a hare,’ she replied.21 The hare has been a 
symbol of cowardice since Antiquity.

In this joke it is no coincidence that the third party who delivers the 
punchline is a woman. She is obviously not a soldier and can break the 
rule among the knights that cowardice is not a topic up for discussion. 
Or, to put it differently, she can voice the anxiety that remains unspo-
ken among fighters. The backdrop is the military ethos that honour can 
only be maintained by participating in the fight against infidels, this being 
a case in which running away is totally out of place, as God would be 
on the knight’s side anyway. The killing that takes place in the anecdote 
therefore has a double significance: the knight might have been physically 
killed (although the words of the woman imply doubt about that), but at 
any rate his reputation is destroyed (he might as well have been killed). 
The anecdote suggests that the maintenance of honourable reputation 
was silently agreed upon among the knights unless the implicit consensus 
was broken by an accusation of cowardly behaviour from a third party. 
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Therefore, beyond chivalric self-fashioning (through comic inversion of 
the ideal of the miles gloriosus) anxiety was at stake.

Silence is in this respect a crucial variable, and in his contribution 
Cornelis van der Haven alerts us to this. He raises questions about the 
encouragement or suppression of emotions among soldiers. On the one 
hand, the emotional practice of drill as the nucleus of military innovation 
under Maurice of Nassau needed an obedient and silent fighter who per-
formed efficiently in combat. On the other hand, passion was needed to 
fight. The advice given in manuals and conveyed in literature was that the 
passionate warrior demonstrated a courage of mind when bonding with 
his comrades resulting in alternately practising silence to better under-
stand orders given by superiors and crying out loud during battle or as a 
sign of enjoyment of victory. Self-constraint and a tranquility of mind were 
the hallmark of the new warrior, who was not less passionate, but more 
focused than those who blindly followed their passions. 

Contemporary chronicles occasionally report on battlefield cries. 
These pertain to the passionate actions of the committed soldier. Since 
Antiquity soldiers have been encouraged to harden their bravery with 
mockery of the enemy. Mocking and defiant cries of soldiers vilifying 
their opponents were called cavillae in classical Latin and gabae in medi-
eval Latin. According to humoral theories, the loud cries were proof of 
the inner passion that stirred the crier: ‘For indeed, men in ire and wrath, 
shew, by their pronuntiation, the flame which lodgeth in their breasts. 
Wherefore Cato gaue counsell, that souldiers in the warre should terrifie 
their enemies with vehement voices and cries.’22 In other words, soldiers 
shouting out loud confirmed that they were willing to fight and win. 
One example is situated in late sixteenth-century Calvinist Bruges where 
Walloon Catholic loyalists besieging the city indulged in mocking. In 
November 1583 the Walloons were under fire from heavy artillery from 
the city’s Cross Gate. They mockingly replied to each shot ‘Jau, jau.’ 
In February 1584 the Walloons assembled in front of the gates during 
the night, playing the Dutch lute and mockingly singing, ‘Grand merci, 
grand merci! We thank you for the convoy you sent us, please send some 
more.’23 This was a mocking reference to failed attempts to come to the 
aid of the besieged. 

Some jokes confirm that soldiers understood the dangers of war 
very well: A Spanish soldier serving in the galleys against the Turks was 
wounded in the head by an arrow. The surgeons operated on him to get 
the arrow out of his head, but were afraid to damage his brain. The soldier 
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told them: ‘Be not afraid to hurt my brain over there, because if I had 
had a brain there I would not have come to a place where such arrows are 
being fired’.24 This joke hinges on the intelligence of the soldier assessing 
a battlefield situation who at the same time explains he is utterly stupid. 
Contemporaries will not have missed the allusions to cutting the stone in 
one’s head as a false cure for stupidity. As several contributions in this book 
show, wounds incurred on the battlefield offered new challenges to medi-
cal knowledge and raised questions about the functioning of the body. As 
Bettina Noak highlights in her contribution, compassion was a major emo-
tion accompanying Ambroise Paré’s chirurgical advances. Moreover, sur-
geons as well as philosophical treatises on health and healing interpreted 
inflicting physical wounds on soldiers as having serious implications for the 
inner feelings of the victim. The wounded soldier was a pars pro toto of a 
sinful mankind in need of regeneration. The depth of the suffering was in 
accordance with the prevailing interpretation of God’s mercy as the only 
true source of restored health. This adds an important dimension to the 
interpretation of unspoken anxiety trauma among soldiers. Christian piety 
was their main tool of coping and the explicit horizon against which cul-
tural evaluations of emotional practices of soldiers were seen. The stupidity 
joke about the soldier giving advice about how to cure his injured brain 
is in this perspective a perfect example of a fool who does not know God 
(insipiens Dei). As a fool he speaks the truth, in this joke as a good soldier 
knowing how to assess danger, but also acting as a virtuous Christian and 
avoiding direct confrontation with cruel and devilish Turks.

To conclude, jokes are important means of uncovering the emo-
tional silence that early modern battlefield situations seemed to imply. 
Jests opened up a space of communication and provided commanders 
and soldiers with a language in which to speak about anxieties. Practising 
self-restraint was not in contradiction to joking about foolish colleagues, 
rather the contrary. In this respect it is significant that in jests soldiers are 
often represented as individuals and not as part of a group, which they 
actually were. Whether the cunning soldier who exposes the deficiency of 
his commander (the King of France joke) or the stupid soldier who has 
taken too great a risk and is therefore a sinful fool (the brain damage joke), 
in jokes the soldier stands alone, and it is this that causes his irrational 
responses. In the topsy-turvy world promoted by the jestbooks the soldier 
was in control of the battlefield situation as he would be part of a group 
bonded by the very same jokes.
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‘His Courage Produced More Fear in His 
Enemies than Shame in His Soldiers’:  
Siege Combat and Emotional Display 
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Military historians have long privileged the history of battles over the his-
tory of sieges. The modern concept of the decisive battle considers the 
battlefield as the proper space for combat, filled with fast-paced actions 
and intense emotions.1 The myth of the decisive battle de-valorises sieges 
and blockades as tedious and costly. Siege warfare is often presented in 
conventional military histories as slow, predictable and boring. Sieges 
might then seem to have no place in a volume on battlefield emotions.

The military officers who directed warfare in early modern Europe 
made no such distinctions between battles and sieges, however. They con-
sidered siege combat every bit as important and as emotionally charged 
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with occasions for honour and glory as ‘traditional’ battlefields. Indeed, 
sieges were pivotal events in the lives of the military officers and soldiers 
who fought in the European Wars of Religion of the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries. Formal sieges in this period developed gradu-
ally through a series of combats involving blockades, approaches, batteries 
and, finally, assaults. Major sieges normally lasted for months, encompass-
ing daily skirmishes, sorties, bombardments, and combats that could pro-
duce intense emotional experiences for combatants.

This chapter will examine how French military officers engaged in siege 
warfare during the French Wars of Religion (1562–1629) and how they 
wrote about their combat experiences and emotional responses. These 
military officers had extensive knowledge of siege warfare, since hundreds 
of cities and towns were blockaded or besieged during the prolonged 
civil wars between Catholics and Calvinists in France. The chapter will 
foreground combatants’ perspectives over those of siege observers and 
besieged civilians. The illiteracy of the vast majority of rank-and-file sol-
diers in the armies of the religious wars unfortunately precludes an analysis 
of their feelings and attitudes, forcing us to focus exclusively on military 
officers and their encounters with siege combat. Many dimensions of offi-
cers’ emotional responses to war can be discerned in their manuscript writ-
ings and in printed works.

I will focus specifically on Catholic military officers. Throughout 
the religious wars, Catholics represented the vast religious majority in 
France—composing around 90 percent of the kingdom’s population. At 
the peak of the Calvinist movement’s growth in the 1560s, perhaps a third 
of French nobles were Huguenots (as French Calvinists were known), but 
Protestantism gradually declined following the Saint Bartholomew’s Day 
Massacre in August 1572. As a result, Catholics produced many more 
siege accounts than Calvinists did.

The first section of the chapter briefly presents the ways in which sieges 
served as sites for emotional display. I will then examine siege narratives 
as sources for the history of emotions, assessing the complexities of the 
diverse body of sources that provide evidence on emotions in siege settings, 
before turning to analyse personal narratives of siege warfare in detail. The 
second section delves into three case studies of Catholic military officers’ 
personal narratives, demonstrating the range of feelings that officers expe-
rienced and the diverse rhetorical uses of their emotional experiences in 
their writings. I will argue that these three texts present divergent models 
of Catholic loyalism, virtuous command and religious testimony.
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Siege Combat and Emotional Expression

Sieges as Sites of Emotional Display

The sieges of the religious wars served as vital sites of emotional display for 
combatants, who experienced both the monotonous routines and horrific 
brutality of early modern siege warfare. Authors of printed and manuscript 
siege accounts alike constructed their narratives with theatrical settings 
and emplotments. Military officers typically described the everyday com-
bats during sieges as emotionally charged micro-events that carried larger 
significance. Besiegers’ attacks on defensive outworks could be depicted as 
furious combats at the siege of Montauban, while bombardments could 
be described as heated at the siege of Montpellier—as in a passage that 
relates that the ‘batteries recommenced hotly’ against one of the city’s 
gates.2 Defenders’ sorties often produced surprise and alarm in besiegers’ 
encampments, but they were often repulsed and ‘hotly pursued’.3 These 
small-scale combats were considered intense—far from minor skirmishes. 
Religious motives and confessional identities gave sieges a heightened 
sense of importance. Beleaguered defenders sometimes compared their 
besieged communities to the great Hebrew city of Jerusalem, as in narra-
tives of the epic siege of Paris in 1590.4 Accounts of the siege of Monheur 
in 1622 emphasise royal and divine punishment of a heretical and rebel-
lious community.5

Siege narratives vividly relate officers’ experiences of facing artillery and 
musket fire. Artillery batteries are depicted as angry guns and artillery 
bombardments are described as intense. Many accounts cite the num-
ber of cannon shots fired by the besiegers per day.6 Descriptions of siege 
assaults employ terms such as furieusement (furiously), vivement (lively), 
or vigoreusement (vigorously) to depict the intensity of defensive artillery 
fire and musketry against attacking infantry during assaults.7

Combatants and observers of sieges alike expressed their horror at the 
use of incendiary and explosive devices. Nonetheless their use became gen-
eralised in France during the religious wars.8 The pétard, a metal device 
filled with gunpowder, became a favoured weapon in attacking gates and 
other vulnerable fortification sites during the French Wars of Religion.9 
These pétard attacks were incredibly risky for those who carried them out, 
as shown by an account of the siege of Sommières in 1625 that laments the 
death of a pétardier named Rozier.10 Even more powerful than the pétards 
were massive gunpowder mines that were prepared secretly by sappers 
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over days or even weeks of tense work. Accounts of mining operations 
emphasise the fear and nervousness, as well as the audacity, of the offi-
cers and soldiers working in the underground galleries. Gunpowder mines 
placed in underground passages underneath enemy trenches or fortifica-
tions could explode with massive force and dramatic display.11 Narratives 
offer emotional descriptions of the force of these explosions and the dan-
ger to both besiegers and besieged.

The prolonged state of danger and fear during sieges may have intensi-
fied religious hatreds and radicalised combatants and besieged residents 
during the religious wars. Combatants viewed their enemies as heretics, 
idolaters, rebels, or traitors. The research of Denis Crouzet and Barbara 
B. Diefendorf has demonstrated the powerful confessional passions that 
motivated many participants in the conflicts.12 Descriptions of surprise 
attacks present frightening prospect of communities overwhelmed by trea-
sonous and rebellious forces.13

Siege narratives also describe hand-to-hand combat and military units 
that were ‘ruined’ by it. Groups of soldiers who retreated or broke in 
combat were described as ‘rudely’ treated or ‘hotly pursued’ or ‘torn to 
pieces’.14 When attacks on outworks were repulsed and when assaults on 
breaches failed, accusations of blame often accumulated. Narratives refer 
to the feeling of honte (shame) at losses in siege combats or at failures in 
relief efforts, describing shameful actions of individual noble commanders 
and infantry units.15

The seeming randomness of firearms combat led many authors of siege 
narratives to discuss the role of chance in warfare.16 Even if literary sources 
habitually describe death in combat as a matter of luck, the concentrated 
fire of firearms and artillery in sieges seems to have made death even more 
random. Sources utilise the verb hasarder (to risk) to discuss chance in siege 
warfare.17 Texts simultaneously stress the role of Providence in determin-
ing who won and lost siege combats, and who died during them. François 
de Bassompierre, a Catholic military commander, describes a near-death 
experience at the siege of Lunel, when three barrels of gunpowder serv-
ing one of the siege batteries exploded, blowing up an entire infantry 
company that was nearby. Bassompierre relates that ‘I was scalded, but 
not burned, thank God, for I had just left and was 40 paces away.’18 His 
relief suggests his fear of death and surprise at having survived. Despite the 
seeming randomness of death in such descriptions, accounts also lament 
fallen military officers. Passages relating siege combats often describe the 
deaths of noble officers as tragic, while simply enumerating the numbers 
of ordinary soldiers killed in action.19
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Hatred of the enemy seems to have provoked combatants to mock and 
humiliate their confessional enemies during sieges. Some soldiers alleg-
edly stripped and mutilated the cadavers of slain soldiers. Mistreatments 
of dead bodies provoked emotional responses. Accounts sometimes use 
the term touché (touched) in particularly emotive or traumatic passages.

Narratives of siege combats also underline the courage and valour of 
the brave officers and soldiers who overcame their fear to advance into 
artillery fire. Blaise de Monluc famously commented: ‘those who want 
to gain honour by arms must resolve to shut their eyes to all dangers 
in the first battles they find themselves. For everyone will be watching, 
to see what they’ve got inside. If at the beginning they carry out some 
striking action, to show their courage and toughness, they’ll be marked 
and known forever after.’20 Personal displays of courage and honour were 
closely linked to the king’s honour. French kings sometimes took on 
the role of a roi de guerre during major sieges, observing the progress 
of approach trenches and granting rewards to meritorious royal officers 
and soldiers.21 The king’s majesty became especially linked to noble offi-
cers’ performances of honour through courageous acts in siege assaults. 
Honour also had religious dimensions, since noble officers associated their 
own honour with God’s glory.22

Siege Narratives as Emotional Sources

Siege narratives represented a vital aspect of popular culture during the 
religious wars, framing audiences’ understandings of combat as well as 
their emotions. Both printed and manuscript sources described besieged 
cities and recorded the progress of besiegers’ attacks. The widest circu-
lated siege narratives were probably the printed pamphlets and printed 
siege views that were sold at print shops and by itinerant colporteurs, 
but these prints need to be understood as only part of a much broader 
body of siege accounts that reached French readers. Some accounts were 
produced during on-going sieges to provide news of military campaigns 
to military officers, administrators, or to be published for a larger reader-
ship. Others were printed after sieges in order to memorialise victories or 
explain defeats.

Newsprints about the war appealed to a large audience. During the 
French Wars of Religion, the French printing industry responded to this 
public demand by portraying sieges as exciting events with remarkable 
visual and sonic displays. The sites of major sieges actually attracted 
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audiences that came to observe the spectacle of bombardments and 
assaults from a distance.23 Sensational accounts of the horrors of seizures 
of towns and brutal sacks generated outrage and galvanised French pub-
lic opinion against specific enemies. The emotional impact of siege news 
fuelled religious tensions and derailed peace agreements.24

Printed pamphlets at first just seem to invoke emotions for polemical 
use. Many of those pamphlets and histories were indeed highly polemical 
and have often been analysed as through the lens of ‘pamphlet wars’.25 
However, these sources often incorporated eye-witness reports such as 
letters and reports from officers serving at sieges and thus can also pro-
vide insights on military officers’ experiences of war. Moreover, some 
pamphlets seem to have been commissioned by noble commanders who 
sought to relate their personal combat experiences and advertise their own 
military service. Those narratives, even when printed, must be set into the 
context of manuscript writings on war and war correspondence.

During the course of sieges, military officers wrote numerous letters 
and military reports to relate news of siege operations to their command-
ers and to the royal government. They also corresponded closely with 
municipal and provincial officials, collaborating on political affairs and 
military logistics. Seemingly mundane administrative and official docu-
ments offer additional evidence on siege experiences. Manuscript commis-
sions, brévets, dons and other royal documents often recounted individual 
nobles’ courageous exploits in combat, sometimes providing brief narra-
tives of sieges.26

Regardless of their format, all of these narratives seem designed to 
provoke a range of powerful emotional responses among readers: anger, 
outrage, fear, terror, disgust, sympathy, or sadness. Most of these sources 
are complex texts that mix elements of personal, political, and polemical 
writing—reflecting debates and divisions within political culture during an 
extended period of religious conflict and civil warfare.

Investigating siege emotions thus requires a serious consideration of 
authorship and reception. Authors could adopt various authorial positions 
to visualise and narrate siege combats.27 The siege accounts in journals and 
letters were primarily meant to convey practical information about military 
operations and political situations, but they also engaged in public debates. 
Personal experiences were often of secondary importance. Moreover, 
multiple authors often contributed to these reports. Military officers who 
reported on sieges often dictated their letters, journals, and memoirs to 
their secretaries, who presumably inserted their own perceptions and 
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judgements into the texts. Some clerks and secretaries probably penned 
entire accounts, acting as ghost-writers. Therefore, identifying author-
ship of many siege narratives is difficult, since military reports and other 
manuscript narratives often went unsigned, and many printed accounts 
of sieges were published anonymously. Nobles, including military officers 
and their families, seem to have been the principal readership for printed 
siege narratives.

Personal Narratives of Siege Warfare

Personal narratives offer more intimate accounts of the experience of 
war. A few military officers wrote journals and diaries during the reli-
gious wars, recording personal experiences and major events over a period 
of time. Some noble families kept manuscript livres de raison, informal 
account books that sometimes included personal entries and commentar-
ies. Nobles crafted diverse mémoires, which could represent a list, memo-
randum, planning document, or narrative account. Most contemporary 
mémoires remained in manuscript form, but a few were published for 
various reasons. Noble families were increasingly composing genealogies 
during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, sometimes commis-
sioning the publication of elaborate family histories and genealogical trees. 
Some of these sources provide glimpses of inner feelings and traumas dur-
ing wartime. Nonetheless, there were also strong connections between the 
emotional registers of published pamphlets and siege narratives and these 
personal narratives.

The personal narratives of the religious wars sometimes convey an inti-
mate experience of war, but also employ emotions to achieve polemical 
and rhetorical effects. Even if such works included autobiographical ele-
ments, they were often written for other reasons: to promote just causes, 
to honour the heroic deeds of military officers, to celebrate military victo-
ries, to blame commanders for failures, or to justify acts of violence. The 
combat experiences of an author—much less his feelings or reflections 
on the meaning of war—are not necessarily the exclusive focus of such 
texts.28 Yuval Noah Harari is one of the few scholars who has attempted to 
investigate wartime emotions and combat experiences in the early modern 
period. Unfortunately, he insists on using a modern conception of military 
memoirs that is anachronistic, attempting to find expressions of an ‘inner 
personal reality’ by early modern war memoir writers.29 This approach 
ignores the vast historical literature on Renaissance concepts of the ‘self ’ 
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and the ‘individual’.30 Harari assumes that the authors of sixteenth-century 
texts on war could merely display ‘two umbrella-emotions of “joy” and 
“sadness”’.31 This simplistic approach failed to explore the broad range of 
emotional experience and depiction that is being explored by historians 
working in the now rapidly expanding field of the history of emotions.32

Historians have begun to examine diverse personal narratives of the 
French Wars of Religion for evidence of emotions, violence, and trauma. 
Mark Greengrass traces the personal narratives of Huguenots who sur-
vived the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of August 1572.33 Susan 
Broomhall explores the processes through which Calvinists and Catholics 
who lived through the religious wars composed personal accounts of their 
traumatic experiences.34 Many of the riveting accounts written during or 
immediately after the religious wars seem to have shaped collective histori-
cal memories of the religious wars for future generations. Siege warfare 
has recently become an area of interest for some early modern French his-
torians, providing new research findings and methodological approaches 
that allow us to consider emotions as rhetoric, discourses, feelings, or 
practices.35

In the next section, I will analyse in detail three important early mod-
ern French texts that provide fascinating evidence of siege emotions. The 
military writings of Louis de Maine, Henri II de Montmorency and Louis 
de Pontis can be considered early examples of war memoirs, but they also 
reveal the instability of this emerging literary genre. These Catholic mili-
tary officers served during latter stages of the religious wars in the 1610s 
and 1620s, fighting together in a number of sieges in southern France, 
where the vast majority of the Huguenots lived in scattered rural villages 
and urban centres.

Three Case Studies of Siege Emotions

Catholic Loyalism of the Baron de Chabans

Louis de Maine, baron de Chabans, a Catholic infantry officer who served 
in the armies of Louis XIII, wrote a remarkable account of the religious 
wars of early seventeenth century that was published in 1634 as Histoire de 
la guerre des Huguenots faicte en France sous le regne du roy Louys XIII.36 
Chabans was a provincial nobleman who addressed his work directly to 
Louis XIII, extolling the king’s military leadership and exclaiming that 
‘books, marbles and bronzes teach our nephews that from the age of 
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15, [His Majesty] has commanded armies in person and at 28, he has 
re-established divine and [royal] authority in his kingdom’.37 Louis XIII 
was intimately acquainted with siege warfare, having directed or observed 
numerous sieges, and was clearly interested in reading about siege com-
bat. The king and his ministers represented the privileged audience for 
Chabans’s Histoire de la guerre des Huguenots, allowing the text to present 
piety and loyalty in a specific ways.

Chabans uses emotional descriptions of siege combat to present him-
self as a committed Catholic and a dedicated loyalist during the religious 
wars. His account of the siege of Nègrepelisse also depicts the tragic losses 
of Catholic military officers, whose deaths are blamed on the Huguenot 
rebels. He provides an extended lamentation on the death of the baron 
de Paillez, one of the captains in the regiment de Normandie, at the siege 
of Nègrepelisse in 1622. Chabans stresses that he was ‘extremely angry 
at this loss,’ because he had convinced this officer, who had apparently 
previously been a Calvinist, ‘to become Catholic’.38 Chabans relates that 
he went to view the body of the fallen officer and found him laid out on 
the ground, having ‘shown no sign of life since he was wounded’. But, 
when Chabans approached the baron de Paillez, ‘he touched his hand 
saying to the men [in the room] that he was not dead, at the same time 
[Paillez] took a great breath and seeing this, he called him by his name and 
the wounded man responded. Before leaving there, [Chabans] made him 
pray to God and sent for a priest to hear his confession.’39 The baron had 
suffered a terrible musket wound that had torn out his eyes and injured 
his brain. The king’s surgeon attended to the baron de Paillez, but said 
that he could not possibly live and that ‘this little bit of life is miraculous’. 
Indeed, the baron de Paillez died later that night, but his death seems to 
have powerfully moved Chabans and the other officers who visited him.40 
The baron de Paillez’s suffering displays a contemporary Catholic ideal of 
a good death, thus confirming his status as a bona fide New Catholic and 
heightening Chabans’s sense of tragic loss.

Such passages reveal the emotional experience of combat for Catholic 
military officers, who believed that they were engaged in religious warfare 
against heretics. The baron de Chabans and many of his Catholic com-
rades saw their Huguenot enemies as dangerous and subversive religious 
rebels who were polluting and corrupting French society. Religious moti-
vations demanded an emotional engagement in converting or conquering 
Huguenots in order to suppress heresy throughout the kingdom.
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Chabans’s accounts of other sieges often focus on his personal hero-
ism and the wounds he suffered. After a grenade wounded his foot dur-
ing one siege, he continued to fight. One of the captains of the gardes 
françaises regiment witnessed Chabans’s heroic effort and ‘assured him 
that he would testify about it to the king’.41 Such descriptions draw on a 
deep repertoire of heroic ideals drawn from chivalric literature and noble 
culture, yet Chabans’s heroism is set into the specific contexts of religious 
warfare and into the modalities of dévot religiosity. Chabans’s personal suf-
fering is that of a devout Catholic and loyal officer fighting to ensure the 
kingdom’s Catholic identity.

Virtuous Command of the Duc de Montmorency

Another seventeenth-century text offers a very different portrayal of 
emotions in siege warfare. The Histoire de la vie de Henry dernier duc 
de Montmorency, a biography of Henri II de Montmorency, duc de 
Montmorency, written by his secretary, du Cros, perhaps based on writings 
of Montmorency himself.42 This hybrid text shares features of a military 
memoir and provides rich descriptions of military campaigns and combats. 
A number of siege accounts feature prominently in the Histoire, showcas-
ing the virtuous qualities of the duc de Montmorency and his abilities in 
commanding troops. This view of virtuous command is intriguing because 
political philosophers in France were developing a refined neo-stoicism 
during the course of the religious wars, advocating control of emotional 
display.43 A new ethos of command seems to have been simultaneously 
developing in the French military system, demanding prudence and emo-
tional detachment on the part of military officers. The growing profes-
sionalisation of military officers in France during the early seventeenth 
century was gradually producing a culture of command that incorporated 
neo-stoic ideals of channelling emotions.44 The Histoire presents the duc 
de Montmorency as a virtuous commander who displays anger, outrage 
and sadness when necessary to produce appropriate emotional responses 
in his officers and soldiers.

The duc de Montmorency reacted angrily to the news of the fall of 
the château de Privas in Vivarais in 1621. In his role as the provincial 
governor of Languedoc, he had personally installed his follower Saint-
Palais as governor of the château, but Calvinists in the town of Privas 
had rebelled, aided by a Huguenot force composed of regional nobles 
and had surrounded the château. A heavily outnumbered Saint-Palais 
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surrendered the château at Privas after a fourteen-day siege. After this 
capitulation, Montmorency ‘was so offended that he dreamed of noth-
ing but promptly repairing this affront and hastening the recruitment of 
his troops’.45 Montmorency’s outrage signals the necessity of a bellicose 
response to defend his personal honour and his authority in the province. 
Anger here embodies the just indignation of a commander whose honour 
and authority have been challenged directly.

Montmorency rapidly assembled a small Catholic army and marched 
to besiege the rebellious Huguenots at Privas. The Histoire stresses 
Montmorency’s emotional state when organising this military campaign, 
remarking that ‘this honourable man was in pain at finding himself a pro-
vincial governor, zealous for his religion, offended by the insolence of 
[Privas] and [yet] claiming to blindly obey the wishes of his master [Louis 
XIII]’.46 Montmorency’s small army arrived at Privas and surrounded 
the town, calling on the Huguenots to open their gates. The Histoire 
records that: ‘the residents, summoned to surrender, responded with 
laughter, firing furiously on [the reconnaissance party] that scouted for 
the best place to site the batteries.’47 This outrage prompted the Catholic 
forces to assault Privas and seize the town. However, Montmorency’s 
maréchal de camp, Moreze, died of a musket wound suffered during 
the attack, and the Histoire records that the Catholic officers expressed 
‘the regret due to a person of his merit’.48 Montmorency’s outrage at 
the rebellious Huguenots gives way to a sense of sadness at the loss of a 
comrade in arms.

The Histoire also provides a more extended narrative of the siege of 
Montpellier, emphasising the duc de Montmorency’s courage under fire 
and its effect on the troops under his command. During one attack, ‘his 
courage gave more fear to his enemies than shame to his own soldiers’.49 
The Histoire narrates another combat in which the duc de Montmorency 
was wounded and a number of other nobles were killed in attack at 
Montpellier. Montmorency’s survival appears in this passage as ‘a miracle’, 
stressing that numerous ‘honourable men’ were killed. The text insists on 
‘admiring the secrets of God, who allows so many important men to die 
so miserably’.50 A description of the medical treatment of Montmorency’s 
wounds narrates a visit by his wife, during which he expressed his ardent 
desire to return to the siege works: ‘he spoke of returning to the siege 
and renewed her fears and worries that he would be in peril.’51 The duc 
de Montmorency’s sense of duty and his commitment to his troops out-
weighed his wife’s fears.
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Later in the text, an account of the 1629 siege of Privas, during a new 
outbreak of religious warfare, focuses on the tragic death of the marquis 
de Portes, the duc de Montmorency’s own uncle and a key member of the 
Montmorency clientele. The marquis de Portes had served as a key military 
and administrative officer in Languedoc for decades. The entire royal army 
at the siege of Privas mourned his death, especially since he was supposed to 
receive promotion as a maréchal de France on the very day that he was killed 
in combat. But this loss especially touched the duc de Montmorency and the 
Histoire constructs an emotional scene in which the duc de Montmorency, 
who was sleeping in his tent, was awakened by the marquis de Portes’s 
voice ‘sadly telling him goodbye’. According to the text, ‘the love that he 
had for a person who was so close made it so that he attributed the illusion 
of this dream to the force of his imagination’.52 This passage underlines 
the emotional bonds of command that were shared by members of noble 
clienteles, who were often linked by kinship and confessional ties. The duc 
de Montmorency thus suffers an emotional loss of his uncle, but also the 
loss of one of his key subordinates—who had played a vital role in recruiting 
Catholic troops to serve in his infantry and cavalry units over the previous 
decade. Montmorency thus has to display a neo-stoic command of his emo-
tions to deal with his personal loss, as well as to overcome the challenges 
represented by the death of the marquis de Portes.

Siege accounts operate throughout the Histoire to highlight the virtu-
ous command and heroic qualities of the duc de Montmorency. At one 
point the text sums up his leadership qualities, emphasising his warmth 
and support of his troops: ‘the gifts and favours that he showered on 
his captains and soldiers served well to advance their glorious success’.53 
Montmorency consistently displays emotions at the precise moments 
when they are relevant to his exercise of military command. The Histoire 
thus presents the duc de Montmorency as an exemplar of neo-stoic philo-
sophic ideals and an ideal military commander through his proper display 
of emotions. This only heightened the sense of tragedy in the text, since 
the Histoire concludes with the execution of the duc de Montmorency 
following his capture during the disastrous civil war of 1632.

Siege Testimony of Louis de Pontis

One of the best-known sources on siege warfare in early modern France is 
Louis de Pontis’s Mémoires, which arguably contributed to the formation 
of the literary genre of the war memoir in the seventeenth century.54 Louis 

138  B. SANDBERG



de Pontis served an infantry officer in the armies of Henri IV, Louis XIII, 
and Louis XIV. Pontis’s Mémoires have been frequently employed by gen-
erations of historians as a key source on military life and noble comport-
ment during the seventeenth century. Pontis fought at numerous sieges 
in southern France during the early seventeenth century and was seriously 
wounded at the siege of Montpellier in 1622. His descriptions of siege 
warfare have been examined by numerous military historians, but few his-
torians have analysed his rich sensory descriptions and potent emotional 
language.

Pontis does figure in Yuval Noah Harari’s study of writings on combat 
experience, if only briefly. Harari argues that ‘Even though he became a 
changed man, spending his remaining years in prayer and meditation on 
death, when he reflected back on his military experiences he could not 
find even with the help of hindsight any revelations there except two: 
that God saved him from death because he had plans for him; and that 
God decides the fortunes of war.’55 Harari dismisses the emotive aspects 
of Pontis’s Mémoires, however, arguing that: ‘[…] his reflections on war 
are just a list of battles, sieges, and brave exploits, focusing on matters of 
worldly honour and virtue. The only thing they could inspire in readers 
is a desire to imitate Pontis’s martial career, go to war, and gain there 
honour and earthly glory.’56 Harari fails to consider the religious dimen-
sions and polemical positions in Pontis’s Mémoires, ignoring the specifi-
cally Jansenist testimonial that Pontis constructs, in which each combat 
is infused with religious meaning. Combat experiences lead him toward a 
gradual recognition of his spirituality and his acceptance of God’s gift of 
salvation.

Early in his career, Pontis served in Catholic and royal armies during 
the latter stages of the Wars of Religion, providing detailed accounts of a 
number of sieges during the campaigns of 1621–1622. Pontis was as an 
infantry officer in the régiment de Champagne, which marched to join 
Louis XIII’s army in the summer of 1621. He fought at the siege of Saint-
Jean-d’Angély in June 1621, but rather than narrating the entire course 
of the two-week siege, he relates one particularly intense combat that  
he experienced. Pontis describes how the explosion of a gunpowder mine 
buried him and his troops beneath earth and stone, leaving them only ‘a 
small empty space that prevented them from suffocating before being res-
cued’.57 Nearby royal soldiers responded quickly, digging Pontis and his 
comrades out before their air ran out. Pontis describes his rescue as a mir-
acle, but he was clearly shaken by the experience. He records that ‘I found 
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myself so unwell at having been crumpled and buried beneath the earth 
[…] that I remained shaken for a month, which left me inconsolable.’58 
He is devastated because his sense of duty and honour demands that he 
returns to the fighting, but he admits that he cannot do so because he is so 
upset by the trauma of his near-death experience. The Huguenot defend-
ers of Saint-Jean-d’Angély soon capitulated, but Pontis avoids describing 
the tightening siege and bombardments that forced the Huguenots to 
negotiate. His account merely records ‘the town having submitted, the 
king advanced to Montauban with an army composed of about 24,000 
men, commanded by Monsieur le connétable de Luynes’.59 Instead of 
narrating the entire action of the siege, then, Pontis’s account instead 
remains focused on his terrifying personal experiences of siege combat and 
his shaken emotional state.

The royal army invested the city of Montauban, one of the principal 
Huguenot places de sûreté (or security towns) in southern France, in August 
1621. Pontis discusses the plan of attack and the allocation of commands 
in the royal army. He then narrates the digging of approach trenches and 
various combats. He describes how the generals became frustrated and the 
maréchal de Schomberg ‘found himself quite embarrassed’ by an advanced 
guard sent forward by the garrison to threaten the besiegers’ batteries. 
Pontis led royal troops to force the besiegers back, impressing Schomberg, 
who ‘praised me publicly in front of the army’ for having saved him from 
his embarrassment and having secured his honour.60

This heroic act transformed Pontis’s career trajectory and opened a 
new pathway of spiritual friendship. Jean Zamet, mestre de camp of the 
régiment de Picardie, witnessed Schomberg’s public acknowledgement of 
Pontis and seems to have been impressed by the young officer’s leadership 
qualities. Pontis explains that Zamet ‘began to express a particular affec-
tion [for me], and asked me to come and see him frequently’.61 Pontis 
describes this social contact as life altering: ‘It was then that this strong 
friendship formed between us, of which I can only say that the foundation 
was on the one hand the knowledge I had of the merit and wisdom of this 
great man, and on the other his goodness to consider me as someone who 
was not unworthy of his friendship.’62 Although Pontis offers an extended 
narrative of the lengthening siege, this friendship becomes crucial to the 
whole structure of his Mémoires and to the emotional arc of Pontis’s spiri-
tual development.

Fighting resumed in early 1622, and Pontis narrates his service at 
the sieges of the small towns of Tonneins, Sainte-Foy, Nègrepelisse, and 
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Sommières.63 But, the text dwells on the major siege of the Huguenot 
city of Montpellier later that year. The highlight of Pontis’s relation of 
this siege is the dramatic news that his mestre de camp, Jean Zamet, has 
been killed. In this passage, Pontis rushes to find Zamet and discovers him 
still alive, but gravely wounded by a cannonball that had swept away his 
leg. Pontis is so overcome with emotion that he ‘could not utter a word 
because my heart had ceased beating’.64 The wounded Zamet speaks to 
him in ‘a fashion so Christian, that I remained overwhelmed with confu-
sion and carried away’.65 Pontis records his lengthy bedside conversation 
with Zamet, who emphasises his readiness to accept the will of God and 
his Providential wisdom. Pontis breaks down in tears at Zamet’s words 
and his ‘tenderness’, offering a touching moral example to the younger 
officer. Zamet displays moral strength and courage through his confidence 
in God’s omnipotence, marking his dévot piety.

After this intense emotional scene, Pontis returns to combat, but 
is himself seriously wounded. His long and difficult convalescence is 
described as an experience in which emotions are dangerous. Pontis had 
clearly been shaken by his intimate encounter with the gravely wounded 
Zamet, who died from his wounds soon after their discussion. However, 
Pontis only learns of his protector’s death after his own recovery. His doc-
tors had kept the news of Zamet’s death from him because they ‘did not 
dare tell me this news that could well have killed me in the state that I was 
in’.66 Pontis’s weak physical condition and emotional state prevented him 
from participating in the rest of the siege of Montpellier. Before Pontis 
could recover, a negotiated peace with the Huguenots finally ended the 
1621–1622 war, and the city of Montpellier opened its gates to the royal 
army. Finally able to rejoin his regiment, Pontis mourned his fallen protec-
tor and lamented the lost opportunities for enhancing his honour in siege 
combat.

� Conclusion

Siege narratives offer glimpses of the combat emotions of the military offi-
cers and soldiers who fought in the numerous sieges of the French Wars 
of Religion. Catholic and Calvinist writers included emotional appeals and 
descriptions in their war writings, especially in personal narratives that had 
hybrid religious, political and polemical purposes. The genre of the war 
memoir was gradually emerging toward the end of the religious wars, but 
still with unstable structures, literary conventions, and emotional registers. 
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Siege narratives in other textual genres exhibited similar instability. These 
forms of writing did not often produce the sort of revelation that Harari 
emphasises, in part due to collective authorship and diverse audiences 
for their texts. Nonetheless, personal narratives of the French Wars of 
Religion demonstrate that writers did discuss combat experiences in terms 
of intense and meaningful emotions that shaped the military culture of 
officers (and perhaps soldiers) during the religious wars.

The siege narratives of Louis de Maine, Henri II de Montmorency, 
and Louis de Pontis were written about military campaigns that they all 
experienced in common, but nonetheless reveal very different personal 
accounts of their combat experiences. The texts employ distinct aims and 
rhetorical devices in depicting emotions. The baron de Chabans offers 
a model of Catholic loyalism, religious motivation, and sanctity honour. 
The duc de Montmorency’s account presents him as a paragon of virtu-
ous and honourable command. Finally, Pontis delivers Jansenist testimony 
of his spiritual growth through military service. Even though all three of 
these officers were Catholics who were at times serving in the same royal 
armies, their texts deploy distinct emotional registers and descriptions to 
markedly different purposes. These personal narratives of siege combat 
thus challenge many of our received notions about seventeenth-century 
armies and military officers.
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CHAPTER 8

Emotions in the Making: 
The Transformation of Battlefield 

Experiences during the Seven Years’ War 
(1756–1763)

Marian Füssel

The Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) has often been termed a time of 
transition, a cultural laboratory between the ancien régime and moder-
nity.1 This transition comprises the making of a bourgeois public sphere, 
rapidly increasing global entanglements of political and military conflicts 
since the Austrian War of Succession (1740–1748) and the shift from 
local patriotism to a kind of proto-nationalism involving the creation of 
new images of heroic sacrifice for the fatherland.2 God and King were 
still regarded as the main agents of fate in battle, but political propa-
ganda transformed the struggle between European monarchies into one 
of nations against nations. In particular, the Prussian King Frederick II, 
‘the Great’, aroused a new patriotism beyond the borders of Prussia by 
amplifying the degree of emotions through a ‘politics of emotions’—to 
use a term coined by Ute Frevert.3 A ‘Fritzian’ attitude (Goethe), involv-
ing an identification with the king’s person rather than with Prussia as a 
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territorial power, spread primarily over the German territories but soon 
attracted followers in countries all over Europe.4

New patterns of articulation emerged that widened the spectrum of 
battlefield emotions by connecting them to proto-nationalist pathos and 
to an emotional regime that included religious, patriotic but also epis-
temic components.5 People increasingly reflected on the conditions of 
their experience itself: they were concerned not only with what they saw, 
felt or suffered but also how they did, and to what extent this could be 
articulated. Many soldiers and veterans also wanted to participate in a 
larger discourse of military memory that was no longer fully controlled 
by the authorities. The social and cultural conditions of new emotional 
practices originated in the diversification and increase of media and the 
growing production and marketing of memorabilia that fuelled the rise 
of charismatic figures like Frederick II or Duke Ferdinand of Brunswick-
Wolfenbüttel. This raises the question of how battlefield experiences in 
their turn were shaped by contemporary discourses in poetry, propagandis-
tic visual arts and new memory practices. Linking the war with the media- 
and consumer-revolutions of the eighteenth century might uncover new 
practices of participation in public discourse and medialisation and new 
chances for market-driven commerce.6

Not only the modes of expression and representation changed but also 
the faces of battle itself.7 Battles increased in numbers: first, in numbers 
of incidence (Europe saw more than 20 major land battles during the 
Seven Years’ War), second, in numbers of soldiers involved, and third, in 
numbers of dead and wounded.8 The increase in casualties was primar-
ily a result of improvements in field artillery, which is reflected in many 
of the eyewitness accounts. Battles were eruptions of extreme violence, 
and sometimes many thousands of men died within a single day.9 But the 
increase in public interest and media did not automatically lead to a better 
understanding of what was happening on the battlefield itself. Rather, it 
confronted soldiers with a feeling of alienation due to the incompatibility 
between their experiences and the imagined battlefield in the media.

Battles consist of men and horses, of guns, artillery, muskets and pis-
tols, of orders, ordres de bataille, signals, sounds and rhythms, shouts and 
cries, movements, shots, strikes, blows and cuts, of singing, pillaging and 
mourning. Battles are complex combinations of acts: manoeuvring, com-
municating, observing or making booty. All senses are affected as one 
hears the sounds, cries and songs, one smells the gunpowder and the burnt 
flesh, the commander oversees the movements, the common soldier sees 
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only chaos and haze, the soldiers’ bodies are touched, mutilated and hurt, 
and their tongues taste the alcohol meant to help them handle their fear.

Battles not only produced a whole range of emotions, but can also 
be considered as a place where emotions are ‘practised’. Emotions are 
not only the result of prior or expected practice; they are themselves 
‘emotional practices’ in which an inner and an outer side, experience and 
expression, cannot be separated.10 A battle cry, for example, is a way of 
‘doing’ emotion and not only a representation of a certain ideology or an 
abstract attitude towards the enemy.

Battles thus were chaotic, emotional and multi-sensory experiences that 
were certainly not easy to recount. How did the soldiers actually manage 
to express themselves? How did soldiers in their writings make sense of 
their experience, and to what extent did (new) media help them to articu-
late their emotions or to communicate them to their relatives at home? To 
what extent did emotions in their mediated form contribute to an emo-
tional regime that connected the experiences of the soldier to the readers 
and consumers at home? How were emotions and experiences shared in 
the public sphere? What role did material culture play in the commu-
nication, propagation and commemoration of the events of war? What 
were the material and medial incarnations of emotions, and how did their 
meanings evolve in a time of cultural and political transition?

Emotions in soldiers’ accounts are shaped by the experiences on the 
field of battle but also by their later commemorations in the public sphere, 
which points towards a process of circulation rather than diffusion. The 
‘mediatisation’ of battlefield emotions, on the one hand, affected how 
soldiers tended to address their emotions in battle accounts, while, on 
the other hand, it produced topoi and cultural patterns that framed the 
making of emotions. In this chapter I will reflect on different sites and 
actors that shaped or transformed battlefield emotions during this process: 
first, the conditions of individual soldiers communicating emotions from 
the battlefield, then the communication of emotions to the masses and, 
finally, how these emotions were received and perceived at home. Their 
appropriation at home could acquire manifold meanings depending on the 
particular recipients and thus further enhance processes of circulation and 
transformation of feelings in the public sphere. By focussing on the inter-
play of new media, charismatic figures, consumer practices and material 
practices of warfare, the specific dynamics of emotional regimes emerging 
during the Seven Years’ War can be historicised.
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Battle Narratives and the Materiality 
of Experience

Let us first take a look at a narrative that has become a kind of an icon 
of eighteenth-century battle experience, the Diary of Ulrich Bräker 
(1735–1798), the ‘Poor Man of Toggenburg’, first published in 1788/9.11 
Bräker’s narrative provides a very detailed account of the physical experi-
ence of battle, showing the limits but also the possibilities of articulation 
on the individual level. The Swiss Bräker was pressed into the Prussian 
Army in Rottweil and engaged in the first major battle of the Seven Years’ 
War at Lobositz on 1 October 1756. At first he sees nothing, but all of a 
sudden the enemy approaches.12 The fighting begins with artillery fire.13 
Bräker realises that it is too late to escape the fighting: ‘Till then I’d still 
had hopes of escaping before battle was engaged; now I could see no way 
out, whether in front or behind, to right or to left. Meanwhile we were 
advancing all the time’.14 Emotions come into play. His ‘courage’ sank 
into his breeches. He wished to hide himself and witnessed similar fears 
on all his comrades’ ‘pale’ faces. The emptied brandy flasks were thrown 
into the air and joined the raining bullets.15 Alcohol played an important 
role for the maintenance of what John Lynn has called the ‘culture of 
forbearance’.16

Yet the longer Bräker stayed on the field of battle the less were his fears. 
He stood exposed to heavy artillery-fire until about 11 o’ clock. Then, he 
and his comrades expected to engage in storming the fieldworks of the 
Austrian troops. At this moment he reports that he was less frightened 
than at the beginning of battle although death and destruction became 
all too visible as the dead and wounded already extended all around the 
field.17 When the order to withdraw reached his regiment around 12 
o’clock, he and his comrades thought ‘we’ll be well out of it’.18 Feelings of 
fear seemed to have entirely vanished. They stepped up towards the nearby 
vineyards without consideration of the dangers they faced although they 
could hear and see the carnage occurring on the battlefield.19 But their sit-
uation changed quickly. While climbing a hill, they realised as they reached 
its summit that Austrian irregulars, the Pandours, were all over the place. 
Bräker enters the fighting. The ensuing clashes with the Pandours in the 
woods are called an ‘indescribable slaughter’. After heavy casualties the 
Prussians finally took the heights ‘stumbling over mounds of dead and 
wounded’.20 But what about his own actions and feelings? He reports that 
he went out of control and became immune to fear: ‘I slewed about all 
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over the place like a mad thing, and immune to the slightest fear, in one 
burst I shot off well nigh all 60 of my rounds till my musket was pretty 
well red-hot and I had to drag it behind me by its strap; I don’t believe 
I hit a living soul though—it all went into the air.’21 The German phrase 
‘in Jast und Hitze wie vertaumelt’ (here roughly translated as ‘like a mad 
thing’) represents a moment of extreme excitement and bodily agitation 
like a state of fever. Fear had gone, and Bräker fires in an almost uncon-
scious state of mind. But it is hardly credible that he hurt no one. Firing 
60 shots without effect can be read as a topos quite typical for most of 
the contemporary common soldiers’ narratives. They were never part of 
an active site of violence and killing but behaved passively, as victims not 
as culprits.22 The reasons for this pattern are manifold. In some cases, it 
might reflect the soldier’s religious background, for example, in pietism, 
but also could be the result of the practical engagement in machine-like 
orders firing from a distance rather than engaging in hand-to-hand com-
bat, or it might indicate some knowledge about the lack of accuracy of the 
muskets. The reference to his musket shows how material conditions—the 
weapon was getting too hot—shaped his experience as well as his memory 
and narrative representation.

Another topos of battle description follows when fighting continued 
on the plain. The scene of battle is hard to perceive, almost invisible 
and a cacophony of sounds23; thus Bräker reaches the limits of narrative 
representation:

But who shall attempt to describe it?—the smoke and fumes that now went 
up from Lowositz, the crashing and thundering as if heaven and earth were 
about to melt away, the incessant rattle of many hundreds of drums, the 
clangour of martial music of all kinds, rending and uplifting the heart, the 
shouts of so many commanders and roars of their adjutants, the moans and 
groans from so many thousands of wretched, mangled, half-dead victims of 
this day: it dazed all the senses!24

Sound and vision stir up new emotions now in the observer.25 But the situ-
ation of total chaos also gave him an unexpected opportunity to desert: 
‘that very moment it occurred to me, or rather it was my guardian angel 
prompting me, that it was high time I fled for safety’.26 Bräker managed 
to escape the battleground and never experienced military service and the 
violence of a battle again in his life. His desertion gave him a bad name 
in the older German military historiography but made him a hero in the 
former GDR as well as to those who advocated a history from below.27
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Some of Bräker’s contemporaries who took part in battles reported to 
be affected by fear only at the end of a battle. Military chaplain Carl Daniel 
Küster (1727–1804) describes his feelings in the Battle of Hochkirch 
1758, one of Frederick’s heaviest defeats28: ‘The so called cannon-fever or 
battle-shiver I felt in all its strength.’29 But this was when he was already 
almost outside the fighting zone: ‘All of a sudden I was overtaken by a 
fear that deprived me of all my courage, and a terror, which set my limbs 
a-trembling. A little child could have pushed me over.’30 The complete 
picture of devastation opens up after the end of battle in the aftermath. 
Searching for survivors, Küster looks at the field: ‘Brave they all still were, 
but also deeply saddened and the view across the battlefield seeing the 
army robbed of almost every baggage was horrible. Only two species of 
faces dominated: a sad, pensive and downcast face—and eyes threatening 
revenge.’31 While searching, Küster climbs a little hill. His view gave ‘great 
and manifold joy’ as he now saw the king and some of the generals well 
and ‘bright’. Talking to wounded soldiers Küster pledges to the meaning 
provided by God and king: ‘Whereas they shall take these three words for 
their consolation and encouragement into their souls and take for a parole: 
(1) God lives, (2) the king lives,—(3) I will follow God and the king until 
I die.’32

The experience of battle was framed by the performance of religious 
practices that often produced particular soundscapes. A famous example 
of ‘doing emotion’ was the Leuthen Chorale sung collectively by the 
Prussian soldiers after the victory at the Battle of Leuthen in December 
1757.33 ‘Now thank we all our God’ is a popular Christian hymn dating 
from the early seventeenth century and known by all eighteenth-century 
soldiers. Acoustic practices could either provide relief and solace (as in case 
of the chorale) or raise fear by shouting at the enemy. Even at home the 
urban soundscape was affected by ringing the church bells or singing the 
‘te deum laudamus’. Sound and song helped to create emotional commu-
nities of combatants as well as civilian followers. Sounds, sights and smells 
entered the memories and continued to stimulate feelings in later life. The 
Protestant Prussian pastor Christian Täge, who was captured by Russian 
troops, recounts his experiences of walking into the Battle of Zorndorf 
(1758) on the Russian side. He hears the Prussians approaching:

The horrible noise of the Prussian drums we already heard but their field 
music we could not yet differentiate. But in solemn march they approach, 
now we hear their hautbois; they play: ‘Now Lord, I am in thy keeping!’ 

154  M. FÜSSEL



About this music I can speak not a word of my emotions. Anyone who can 
feel will not consider it unbelievable that in my long later life this melody 
always aroused the deepest feelings of melancholy in me.34

With this comment in mind we must also state that certain emotions 
develop only over time as they are caused by trigger effects, or at least 
ego-documents like Täge’s tell us that this is the case.

The strongest contrast between perception and its textual represen-
tation is not to be found between winners or losers, or between differ-
ent nations, but between soldiers of different ranks.35 Officers obviously 
had more possibilities to observe and a different attitude towards the 
‘spectacle’ of battle. Russian officer Andrej Bolotow (1738–1833), for 
example, was witness to the Battle of Großjägersdorf (30 August 1757) 
between Prussian and Russian armies. In his autobiography he gives a 
lengthy report of the battle and emphasises his fascination: ‘In one word, 
the whole offered a dismal picture that would move a squeamish heart, 
and we watching it all could not get enough, so curious and striking it 
appeared to us.’36

The difference in point of view and evaluation of their battlefield expe-
riences between Bräker and Bolotow, between lower-ranking soldier and 
officer, points to the crucial importance of distance. Distance is a key 
parameter in the way the battlefield is experienced or perceived, framed, 
remembered and communicated: the actual spatial distance to the battle-
field, the temporal distance of an account written afterwards, and finally 
the social distance between actor and observer or between one observer 
and another.

When we compare letters and diaries written during the war with tes-
timonies written long after the war a mechanism that Pierre Bourdieu has 
called the ‘biographical illusion’ comes into play.37 Everything is ordered 
within the narrative as if it were naturally leading towards the present state 
of affairs.38 In the matter of the narration of battlefield experiences this is 
an important factor because the writer knows what the contemporaries 
did not: he knows how the struggle ended and which events and actors 
have become memorable. So everything can be ordered accordingly in his 
narrative. For example, the Memoirs of James Campbell of Ardkinglass 
(1745–1831) written in the late 1820s describe the events of the Seven 
Years’ War from the perspective of the age of Romanticism.39 His baptism 
of fire in the Battle of Minden is told from great distance but contains 
heavy emotional markers:
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Two circumstances occurred in this my first engagement, which shocked me 
beyond expression; and even now, at the distance of seventy years, I feel as 
if I saw before me the individual to whom they relate: I can recall their very 
features, and even the passing expression on their countenances. The one 
was my servant; his name was Simpson: he was standing close by me, when 
he was dreadfully mangled by a cannon-shot across the body. The other was 
a young officer of my acquaintance, who stood immediately in my view, 
when the greater part of his face was cut off by the stroke of a sabre.40

70 years after the events he recalls the fate of his comrades as if they were 
present. Even at this huge temporal distance he uses the formula ‘beyond 
expression’ not because he cannot recollect the actions but to leave the 
emotions to imagination of the reader and to save the reader from unset-
tling detail.

An important factor to enhance the memory and representation of bat-
tlefield experiences was to link them to material artefacts like weapons and 
uniforms. The object could turn into the material incarnation of certain 
practices and the feelings involved, like the threat of enemy fire. After a 
skirmish around Bielefeld in 1757, Brunswick soldier Johann Heinrich 
Ludewig Grotehenn (1734–1786) writes to his father:

My musket was hit by a grape-shot bullet and cut off a quarter of it at its 
end. And I send you the end of the iron barrel and ask you to keep it for 
remembrance; by this we can see how the benevolence of God has led it 
away from me, because the bullet came close to my head but smashed iron 
instead of bones.41

The shot came as a shock to Grotehenn, and he wants the material 
evidence of his salvation to be memorialised. Episodes like this can be 
found in many ego-documents. In his diary the musketeer Johann Jacob 
Dominicus (1731–1775) writes that ‘God had saved him’ during a skir-
mish near Zülichau 1759 as revealed by four ‘signs’: one bullet was shot 
through the top of his hat, one through the fold of his uniform, one 
through the butt of his rifle, and another through the cover of his ammu-
nition pocket without injuring him: ‘And while I stood and loaded a bullet 
came above my hand and bent my ramrod like a fiddlestick.’42 The Prussian 
officer Ernst Friedrich Rudolf von Barsewisch (1737–1801) reports in his 
diary on the Battle of Liegnitz in 1760:

For my part I had much reason to thank humbly and from the heart the 
almighty God for the saving of my life under the most evident and greatest 
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dangers. How close had danger and death come again and again. The ser-
geant behind me in the rank was shot, the spontoon on his shoulder was hit 
by a cannon ball, the squad to my left either was struck down by a cannon 
ball and at the time I reached the front line to give the order to cease fire 
two squads were all shot down simultaneously.43

Another telling narrative about the impact of things on the experience of 
battle is provided by Lieutenant Hugh Montgomery writing home to his 
mother after surviving the Battle of Minden on 1 August 1759:

and as perhaps you may be desirous to know any little risk that I might have 
run, I will mention those of which I was sensible. At the beginning of the 
action I was almost knocked off my legs by my three right hand men, who 
were killed and drove against me by a cannon ball, the same ball also killed 
two men close to Ward, whose post was in the rear of my platoon, and in 
this place I will assure you that he behaved with the greatest bravery, which 
I suppose you will make known to his father and friends. Some time after 
I received from a spent ball just such a rap on my collar-bone as I had fre-
quently from that one most dreadful weapon, your crooked-headed stick; it 
just swelled and grew red enough to convince the neighbours that I was not 
fibbing when I mentioned it. I got another of these also on one of my legs, 
which gave me about as much pain, as would a tap of Miss Mathews’s fan. 
The last and greatest misfortune of all fell to the share of my poor old coat 
for a musket ball entered into the right skirt of it and made three holes. I had 
almost forgotten to tell you that my spontoon was shot through a little below 
my hand; this disabled it, but a French one now does duty in its place.44

Montgomery trivialises his experience under fire by comparing the hits to 
the ones of his mother’s stick and Miss Mathew’s fan. His coat is damaged 
by bullets, and the exchange of the spontoon shows how quickly things 
could be re-appropriated on the battlefield.

The ego-documents show that emotions like fear were a bodily expe-
rience that had a strong material dimension. A closer look also reveals 
differences both in experience and its representation. Emotional condi-
tions and status had different names at different times, for example ‘heat’ 
(Hitze) signified a situation of strong affection close to a kind of fever. On 
the other hand, emotions like fear or happiness often were not directly 
expressed by the narrating subject but via the collective (‘us’ vs. ‘them’) 
or the situation itself (‘fierce fighting’). The case of Bräker shows that 
the impact of emotions depended very much on the different phases of 
battle, as they caused feelings of differing intensity. Officers like Bolotow 
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or Ardkinglass often showed more distance, self-control and sometimes 
euphemism in their narratives than did the rank-and-file soldier more con-
cerned with physical integrity and using topoi of the unutterable. Social 
status thus played a role in determining one’s personal emotional reper-
toire and its textual articulation. But we should not take the social bound-
aries of articulation too strictly. In some cases the patterns of representing 
emotion varied between actors and genres (letters, autobiographies), 
which brings us to the public dimension of representing emotions.

Representing Emotion for the Masses: 
From Intertextuality to Intermediality

As complex combinations of sayings, doings and materialities, battles were 
neither easy to plan nor to oversee. Battles are contingent and battles are 
out of sight for most of their participants. They are in some way invisible, 
which determines the way events are represented.45 Representations of 
battles in word, image or sound involve a wide range of media and thereby 
affect the production and perception of meaning.46 Content and effect of 
the message communicated could be affected by its materiality.47 From an 
original perception in the field, images and messages of battle were trans-
formed into the writing of ego-documents like letters and diaries or the 
official journals and messages sent to the high command and published in 
the newspapers some days later. From eyewitness reports, narratives were 
converted into etchings and paintings, into songs and poems and into 
literature and historiography, but also into mugs, tobacco boxes, celebra-
tory ribbons (‘Vivat-Bänder’) or pub signs. Many years after the battles, 
engravings continued to be used as models for statues and memorials that 
attract thanatourists who write travel narratives documenting what they 
felt at what had become the place of remembrance, the former battlefield.48

Following Claude Lévi-Strauss’s famous sentence that things ‘are good 
to think with’, we could thus also say things ‘are good to feel with’ or, 
more precisely, ‘things are good to express emotions with’.49 This maxim 
applies to the things in battle as well as the things by which battles are 
communicated and remembered.50 Many battles were represented in 
the popular media of contemporary artisanry (examples of early modern 
battle merchandise so to speak). One special medium for representing a 
battle can be seen in the famous tobacco boxes mostly made in the small 
German town of Iserlohn (Fig. 8.1). These little boxes were stamped with 
military motifs and achieved their heyday during the Seven Years’ War. 
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They appeared on the market decorated with battle motifs soon after the 
events they recorded.51 The tobacco boxes took up the etchings currently 
available from broadsheets and books and transformed them into another 
medium.

Another group of relics that one can hardly term as pictures of bat-
tle but which are nevertheless of some importance due to the degree 
of contemporary reception and distribution are ‘celebratory ribbons’ 
(Vivat-Bänder) (Fig. 8.2).52 Like the tobacco boxes these silken victory 
ribbons or stripes were not unique to the Seven Years’ War but experi-
enced an unprecedented boom at that time. They were advertised in news-
papers and sold like hot cakes. People wore them in public tied to their 
clothes or on their epees to express their patriotic or ‘fritzian’ opinion. 
They carry emotional calls like ‘Great Frederick’s picture stirs up friends’ 
enchantment and terrifies the enemy more than thunder and lightning’ 
or ‘He has no Prussian blood who is not stirred by this picture, he is no 
patriot whose breast it does not decorate.’53 The first slogan, associated 
with the Battle of Leuthen (1757), ascribes power stronger than nature to 
the Prussian king, while the second, from the Battle of Zorndorf (1758), 
demands a clear-cut patriotic commitment. Frederick the Great as the roi 

Fig. 8.1  Tobacco box with bust of Frederick II, battle scenes of Roßbach 1757 
and Lissa (Leuthen) 1757, brass with copper sides, embossed, around 1757. 
© Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin
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connétable (that is a king and general in one, who leads his men person-
ally into battle) attracted an emotional following not only among his own 
soldiers but throughout Europe.54 This marked a clear divide between 
the casual consumption of news about battle in the aristocratic culture of 
the ancien régime and the encompassing myth of Frederick who became 
an emblem of military virtue even to his enemies. Due to a lack of space, 
the ribbons rarely carried more complex depictions of battle, but their 

Fig. 8.2  Vivat ribbon with 
victories at Zorndorf and 
Louisbourg 1758, silk ribbon, 
around 1758. © Schloss Neu-
Augustusburg, Weißenfels
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mottos, allegories or portraits would, however, have contributed to the 
communication and discussion of victories in a broader and more intensi-
fied way than would have the tobacco boxes. We have reports from neutral 
spaces like the old imperial cities of Nuremberg, Augsburg or Regensburg 
but also Hamburg—all with a high level of media distribution—that peo-
ple started pub brawls over their ‘political’ affiliation or the lamenting or 
praise of military victories and defeats.55 A kind of patriotic hooliganism 
emerged that was enforced by practices of consumption. Artefacts made 
the battle a kind of label, reducing the historical evidence of the event to 
a text-image formula stirring emotions. When we leave the physical fields 
of battle and turn towards the reception of battles in the enlightened pub-
lic sphere, the printed media clearly dominate.56 As media events, battles 
were first reported in broadsheets, newspapers and sermons, only later in 
the artefacts of popular merchandising.57

The Feeling of Reading: Emotions at Home

The news of battles inflamed emotions among members of all parties—the 
pro-Prussian side as well as those in favour of the anti-Prussian coalition—
and it drew people into the issues of war: an effect we can compare with 
today’s mega-events in sport. People who are not normally interested in 
football may become rabid fans during the three weeks of the World Cup. 
Similar processes apply to battle emotions of the temporary armchair sol-
diers at home. Let us take a closer look inside a German home using what 
has become an icon for the contemporary reception of media, the letters 
of Meta Klopstock (1728–1758) the wife of the German poet Friedrich 
Gottlob Klopstock (1724–1803).58 Mrs. Klopstock complains on 16 
October 1756 in a letter to her sister in Hamburg about the avid curiosity 
for news of battle. Everyone gathers when a messenger approaches, and the 
whole household is hungry for news: ‘What might have happened? What 
in Bohemia, what in Saxony? Klopstock always argues about what Browne 
should do or what he wishes that he does not. The Saxons who form the 
biggest party over here chasten themselves about what their nation might 
do, but probably will not do.’59 Instead of debating she wants to read her 
sister’s letters quietly and undisturbed.

But now there are shouts: Prussia! Browne! Lobositz! and so on, what do 
I know what is shouted in confusion and what disturbs me, maybe while 
reading you telling me something about your kids! […] Last post day I 
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was angry with Klopstock because as I wanted to read him out the message 
about your [Hamburg] flood he said: Oh! Oh! Let me read about the battle 
first. […] By this you see which side Klopstock is on. But to be honest, I did 
not like it myself when the King of Prussia lost a battle.60

Now it’s not the battle itself that cannot be described but the curiosity 
for battle news. The Klopstocks become virtual participants in the battle 
and get excited about single manoeuvres by Maximilian Ulysses Browne 
(1705–1757), an Austrian field marshal of Irish antecedents, and Frederick 
II during the Battle of Lobositz.

The dissemination of news was accompanied by the production of war 
songs and poetry, which had great impact on the stimulation of feelings at 
home. Newspapers and songs dealt with the same actions and persons, but 
the songs turned winners into heroes, enemies into villains, threats into 
fears, and victories into triumph and relief. The more vivid the descrip-
tion—and here songs and newspapers share another characteristic—the 
greater potential they had to whip up emotions. When a poet like Karl 
Wilhelm Ramler (1725–1798) wrote in 1756 to Johann Wilhelm Gleim 
(1719–1803) that he is nowadays more concerned about the deeds of 
monarchs and not as half-hearted as before, his remark shows how the 
war of the princes had reached the bourgeois public sphere.61 This shift 
in attention was crucial for new emotional practices relating to battles, 
not only because it widened the circle of people concerned well beyond 
the ones physically engaged in actual combat, but also because it raised 
the level of aesthetic orchestration. A complex case of battle narrative 
transferred across genres is that of Gleim’s notorious Prussian War Songs 
(Grenadierlieder).62 In German literary studies they have become the stan-
dard reference for an emerging nationalism and the glorification of mili-
tary violence.63 As sources of evidence of emotions, the different modes 
of information-gathering that Gleim pursued tend to complicate matters. 
One involved contact with his friend Ewald von Kleist (1715–1759), 
a poet and soldier, with whom Gleim exchanged letters. Another was 
a fictional correspondence with a fellow grenadier whom he treated as 
a real person but who existed only in his mind. A third is a volume of 
real soldiers’ letters provided by count Cristian Ernst of Wernigerode 
(1691–1771).64 The count had had copies made of letters by sergeants 
of the Anhalt-Dessau and Hülsen regiments, and he is presumed to have 
allowed Gleim open access to them. So Gleim knew how common soldiers 
and officers actually wrote and was quite eager to make his songs to appear 
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as ‘real’ as possible, an important feature in making them popular amongst 
the soldiers themselves. For example, he refers to details of combat such 
as the lack of cartridges in the Battle of Lobositz: ‘Ha! Father Bevern we 
shouted, give us more fuse quick, because your poor grenadiers pockets 
are already empty.’65 To understand this striving for eyewitness accounts 
one has to bear in mind that none of the ego-documents available to us 
today had been published during or even shortly after the war but only 
many decades later: Bräker’s Life first appeared in 1788/89, field chaplain 
Küster’s Fragments a year later in 1790, and many more followed only in 
the nineteenth century.

Although the Grenadiers’ songs were pure fiction, they nonetheless 
helped to establish a certain image of battle. The songs contained strong 
emotional ascriptions to the enemy that strengthened the claim for victory 
with moral supremacy. ‘And brothers, Browne, the clever, gave way, full 
of envy towards the hero, and left us and our Frederick the field of battle’ 
or ‘But who has through his power, set you Browne, and you Pandour in 
fear, made you flee? It was God driving the clouds.’66 The enemy is envi-
ous and leaves the field in fear while God helped the Prussians.

If the transfer of soldiers’ letters into Gleim’s verses is hard to prove but 
still imaginable, the other way round raises even more doubts. German 
Philosopher Thomas Abbt (1738–1766) writes in his treatise On Merit 
(1765): ‘If Gleim had managed matters so that the Prussian war songs 
reached the hands of the common soldier, he would have attained a top 
place among the poets in the Prussian territories, ranked immediately after 
the edifying ones.’67 But an impact on ‘the whole of Germany’ Abbt can 
certify only for the poetry of Christian Fürchtegott Gellert (1715–1769). 
Other practices of intertextual reference include paratextual links to sol-
diers killed or wounded in battle. Most prominently this is the case in 
Voltaire’s Candide, but also in Friedrich Nicolai’s and Gotthold Ephraim 
Lessing’s review journal Briefe, die neueste Literatur betreffend (Letters 
on new literature). Candide’s English title reads: ‘Candide, or Optimism, 
Translated from the German of Dr. Ralph. With the additions found in the 
Doctor’s pocket when he died at Minden, in the Year of Grace 1759’.68 
That obviously tricked the Vatican who banned the piece under the name 
of Docteur Ralph, but more importantly it linked the 1761 edition with 
the Battle of Minden, one of the heaviest defeats the French suffered on 
the German front during the whole Seven Years’ War.69 Lessing’s letters 
on literature start with a fictional letter by a ‘merited officer’ wounded in 
the Battle of Zorndorf (1758) between the Prussian and Russian armies.70 
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While recovering from the battle, the officer asks for information on the 
recent literature he had missed during the war. His interest in the ‘muses’ 
originates from a ‘certain military disgust against political news’. Both 
battle references contained a certain amount of critique, while they also 
triggered emotional practices. Where Voltaire links the French defeat with 
a general critique of contemporary French society, Lessing carefully tries 
to express a certain tiredness with the horrors of war. Both battles were 
very bloody events well known to any contemporary; their names alone 
could have evoked feelings of compassion as well as triumph.

�C onclusion: Historicising the Change 
of Emotional Regimes

The mechanisms through which battles were memorised, memorialised or 
broadly spoken transformed into cultural representations confront us with 
the complex task of historicising battlefield emotions. Emotional practices 
transformed over time and changed as the culture in which they were 
embedded evolved. Or as Monique Scheer has recently put it: ‘Emotions 
change over time not only because norms, expectations, words and con-
cepts that shape experience are modified, but also because practices in 
which they are embodied, and bodies themselves, undergo transforma-
tion.’71 Emotions themselves are historical products—at least in the ways 
they are expressed, represented and communicated—because they always 
depend on the historical context of articulation. And not all was new, of 
course: classical topoi of the limits of representation, divine intervention 
and determination and references to antiquity joined new questions of the 
evidence of experience, proto-nationalist pathos and technologies of war, 
and thus made the Seven Years’ War a laboratory of emotional regimes in 
the making. Calling the war a ‘laboratory’ to avoid a teleological model of 
historical change nevertheless suggests a certain limit in space and time. In 
this case the results of that laboratory life took a long time to develop and 
emerge. Hence we should reflect on the co-evolution of the phenomena 
we reconstruct and the categories we use for their description. On the 
one hand, we have to take into account how the languages of emotions 
shifted, on the other, how social status, confession, media and genres of 
expression influenced the emotional message. The material evidence of 
experience clearly enhanced the evidence of emotion. Objects played an 
important role in representing battles, making them vivid. They served to 
help people memorise events or to identify with them. Media Revolution 
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and Consumer Revolution went hand in hand. Through the cross-medial 
interplay of certain phrases, scenes, actors and actions their meaning was 
amplified, reaching not only greater audiences but also with an enhanced 
‘memo value’. Battles transformed into lieux de memoire. The names of 
battles like Leuthen or Rossbach turned into individual labels with a cul-
tural imaginary of their own. The medial constitution of emotions is far 
more than just a way of representation. The way emotions are presented 
and communicated affects their meaning as well as their power. And their 
power is the reason why we write the history of emotions: not because 
they were meaningless or even absent but because they were always pres-
ent and influenced history.
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The French Revolution was marked by a significant intensification both 
of warfare and of the battlefield experience. Indeed, some historians have 
insisted that the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars represented the first 
experience of ‘total war’, as the combatants accepted a dynamic which 
drove toward ‘a condition of total engagement and the abandonment of 
restraints’.1 Whether or not one agrees with the appropriateness of this 
designation, it is evident that the experience of the battlefield was an 
increasingly common one during this period. Tim Blanning points out 
that there were 713 battles between 1792 and 1815, which contrasts with 
the 2639 fought during the entire preceding period of 300 years.2 Battles 
were not only more frequent, but also larger, involving armies of unprec-
edented scale. They were also qualitatively different. The levée en masse 
and the amalgame put into the field an army of citizen-soldiers infused 
with a patriotic spirit of self-sacrifice. More flexible tactics, dynamic strate-
gies and improvised logistics revolutionised the art of warfare, making 
the decisive battle the culmination of any military campaign. The relative 
importance of these factors in giving the armies of the French Revolution 
an advantage over their enemies remains controversial. Until Napoleon 



united political and military leadership in his own hands, the superiority of 
the revolutionary armies over their ancien régime opponents was qualified 
rather than absolute.3

Discovering the emotional realities of the battlefield experience during 
the period of the French Revolution presents significant challenges for the 
historian. Positively, there is an abundance of contemporary sources which 
represent that experience. The printed press, theatrical plays and civic fes-
tivals, popular songs, academic painting and commercial engravings all 
diffused images of battle on an unprecedented scale. There is also an 
abundance of testimony on the part of soldiers themselves, whose letters, 
carnets de route and memoirs bear witness to their own experiences and 
perceptions.4 The public representations of battle were at once descrip-
tive and prescriptive, recounting the recent exploits of revolutionary 
soldiers as well as defining expectations with respect to both their senti-
ments and their conduct. These representations themselves changed as the 
Revolution progressed. During the most radical phase of the Revolution, 
the focus was upon the self-sacrifice of ordinary soldiers, stoically accept-
ing death and mutilation for the sake of la patrie. Subsequently, more 
traditional notions of military honour returned to the fore, and it was 
the heroic deaths of generals, achieving glory on the battlefield through a 
warrior’s demise, that took precedence. Soldiers’ writings reveal that they 
were deeply influenced by revolutionary ideology. Their accounts of bat-
tle echo the official discourse. Nevertheless, close scrutiny of the sources 
reveals that the battlefield held terrors and pleasures that did not fit easily 
with the public discourse at any particular moment. The soldiers of liberty 
did not always live up to the prescribed standards of ‘virtue’ or ‘honour’. 
At times, it is the incidental details of soldiers’ stories and of propagandis-
tic narratives that provide the best insight into battlefield emotions dur-
ing the French revolutionary wars. Although traditional in many respects, 
revolutionary representations of battle, through their imagination of the 
battlefield as the site of a moral contest between natural man and the 
regenerated citizen, evolved a new, essentially Romantic, understanding 
of battlefield emotions.

A potential tool for conceptualising this tension between public represen-
tations and soldiers’ personal reflections and one which may help expose the 
emotional dimension of the revolutionary battlefield experience, is William 
Reddy’s theory of ‘emotives’. According to Reddy, an emotive is a speech act 
which is both descriptive and transformative, facilitating the identification 
and intensification of the emotions to which it gives expression.5 Illustrating 
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his point through case studies, Reddy persuasively argues that the constant 
repetition or rehearsal of emotives promotes emotional change in individuals. 
All polities, he goes on to say, constitute ‘emotional regimes’ which encour-
age normative emotions and discourage deviant ones by modelling emotives 
in official ceremonies and art. In a strict emotional regime, those who refuse 
to echo the prescribed emotives—‘whether of respect for a father, love for a 
god or a king, or loyalty to an army’—are subjected to severe punishments. 
The intense ‘goal conflict’ and ‘emotional suffering’ which the threat of 
punishment induces increase the likelihood that the individual will conform 
to—and even take pleasure in—the normative emotive utterances.6 Reddy 
goes on to demonstrate how this theory of emotions helps to illuminate 
the history of the French Revolution. The Terror, he argues, stemmed from 
the infusion of politics by the eighteenth-century cult of sentimentalism: the 
repressive laws which defined it were all about the policing of emotions.

Reddy’s work is at the forefront of a number of important recent stud-
ies that have explored the emotional experience of the French Revolution.7 
A work which exemplifies this concern with ‘experience’ and which applies 
it specifically to the battlefields of the French Revolution is Marie-Cécile 
Thoral’s From Valmy to Waterloo: France at War, 1792–1815.8 It is impor-
tant to acknowledge at the outset, however, that earlier historians of France’s 
revolutionary armies and the soldiers who fought in them were as cognisant 
of the affective dimensions of the soldier’s experience as they were of its 
material ones. Of particular relevance to the subject of battlefield emotions 
is John Lynn’s interpretation of the motivation of revolutionary soldiers. 
Lynn distinguished between the initial motivation which inspired soldiers to 
serve in the first place, the sustaining motivation which kept them in service 
despite its hardships, and the combat motivation which made them fight. 
Lynn insisted that on the battlefield it was primary group loyalty, rather than 
ideology, that provided the essential inspiration.9 Nevertheless, the barriers 
between these motivational contexts were not rigid. It is the contention of 
this essay that William Reddy’s ideas may help to illuminate further the battle-
field experience of revolutionary soldiers. It seems a fair assumption that the 
emotional suffering which Reddy argues was induced by the Terror in both 
supporters and opponents of the Revolution was particularly extreme for 
the soldiers who served in the revolutionary armies. What Reddy refers to as 
‘goal conflict’ is presumably intense for soldiers on any battlefield, as the rival 
imperatives of self-preservation and duty collide. By raising its expectations 
of soldiers to new levels, revolutionary ideology may be presumed to have 
intensified such goal conflict, as well as the emotional suffering experienced 
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by soldiers in battle. Soldiers were a particular target for official propaganda 
as well as participants in official festivals which rehearsed the pertinent emo-
tives of self-sacrifice and devotion to the homeland.10 The revolutionaries’ 
own assumptions about human psychology made them particularly aware 
of the emotional potency of such messages. In the words of a report to the 
National Convention in 1797, ‘Who will be able to read the history of our 
heroes, without feeling his heart beat and his soul expand, without absorbing 
the ardour which spawned such prodigies?’11 While the Revolution provided 
positive incentives to the soldier by according him unprecedented marks of 
respect and opportunities for advancement, it also established a severe code 
of military justice to ensure his conformity to officially prescribed utterances 
and behaviours.12 A decree issued on 19 June 1794 by the Representatives 
on Mission attached to the Army of the North announcing the punishment 
of officers who had failed to prevent the flight of their battalion in a battle 
fought three days earlier gives a good idea of how normative emotions were 
enforced in the army during the Terror.

Considering that this crime cannot be that of the whole battalion, because 
bravery and hatred of tyrants exist in the heart of every Frenchmen, and that 
when a unit abandons its battle post the cause can only be the cowardice of 
the officers and their negligence in keeping discipline and instructing the 
soldiers under their command in the love of glory, which consists in braving 
the dangers of war and to vanquish or die at the post confided to them by 
the homeland; It is decreed that the Commander and all the captains of the 
Second Battalion of the Vienne will be dismissed and placed under arrest.13

Attached to this decree was a judgement condemning to death 13 sol-
diers from the Sixth Battalion of the Seine-et-Oise for having ‘thrown 
down their arms and abandoned their post in the presence of the enemy 
from consideration of their own personal safety’.14 Taken together, these 
documents put into stark relief how severe exemplary punishment was 
used to enforce normative emotions (bravery, hatred, love of glory, self-
sacrifice) and to discourage deviant ones (cowardice, self-preservation).

Much changed for the French armies over the course of the revolution-
ary decade in terms of their composition, leadership, disciplinary codes 
and values. Under the Directory, they became more professional in their 
ethos. The authority of officers was strengthened and reinforced by a 
revised system of military justice. The traditional code of the warrior’s 
honour revived in importance.15 Despite these changes, soldiers in the 
revolutionary armies were consistently presented with one fundamental 
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value or emotive: that the greatest happiness was to die for the homeland. 
The sentiment was expressed in official tributes to dead heroes, which 
often spoke on their behalf. Thus, General Jourdan, in reporting General 
Marceau’s death to the legislature, cited the dying general’s last words: 
‘General, my friends, why do you shed tears? I am happy to die for my 
country’.16 Significantly, this emotive was echoed in the writings of soldiers 
themselves, as in the case of Capitaine François, who recounted the death 
of Marceau in his memoirs, taking care to include a version of Marceau’s 
final words: ‘My friends, I am too well mourned, why do you pity me? I 
am very happy, since I die for the homeland’.17 François’s repetition of 
the emotive may be presumed to have intensified his own experience of 
the feelings which they expressed. Despite their willing articulation and 
reinforcement of these normative sentiments, however, soldiers’ writings 
also bear witness to a wider range of emotions than those allowed by the 
public discourse. In their often unwitting testimony we can see evidence 
of the emotional effort required of them as they struggled to adjust their 
feelings and actions to the general demands of the Revolution’s emotional 
regime as well as to the more specific ones of the revolutionary battlefield.

Public Representations

It was the newspaper press that provided the most immediate representa-
tions of battle during the French Revolution. The official press, notably 
the Moniteur universel, devoted a considerable portion of its columns to 
reports from the armies, frequently publishing the accounts of generals 
or representatives on mission in their entirety. On 2 December 1796, 
for example, the Moniteur published General Bonaparte’s account of 
the battle of Arcola, an account that began dramatically with the words, 
‘I am so worn out, citizen directors, that it is not possible for me to 
acquaint you with all the military manoeuvres which preceded the battle 
of Arcola, which has decided the fate of Italy’.18 Bonaparte’s letter then 
went on to recount the famous action on the bridge at Arcola, describ-
ing his own role in attempting to lead his men in an ultimately unsuc-
cessful frontal assault. The following day, General Berthier’s letter also 
provided a narrative of the incident, adding the detail that Napoleon 
had been tossed into a marsh, from which he had to be rescued.19 These 
narratives conveyed the drama of the battlefield with an immediacy that 
derived from the roles of their authors as simultaneously eyewitnesses, 
participants and orchestrators of the events they described. Evidently, 
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though, they were far from detached or objective accounts, something 
the opposition press, which maintained a lively presence at least up until 
the coup of 18 Fructidor (4 September 1797), did not hesitate to point 
out. The Courrier universel of Citizen Husson, after printing the text 
of General Bonaparte’s letter, mocked its exaggeration in other news-
papers. The Courrier referred to a florid account of Napoleon leading 
his men into action, inspiring them with Latin quotations and galloping 
alone on horseback, flag in hand, in an attack on enemy entrenchments. 
‘Buonaparte [sic.] is not so badly advised as to speak Latin to soldiers 
who understand it no better than Hebrew’, said the paper. Furthermore, 
he would only have got himself killed by charging alone at enemy posi-
tions on horseback. For the anecdote to be plausible, it said, it was nec-
essary to suppress the General’s Latin expressions and to have his horse 
advance at no more than a fast trot. Of the three versions of the battle, 
concluded the Courrier, ‘It seems more natural to hold to Buonaparte’s 
[sic] own version, which contains nothing gigantic, extraordinary, nor 
even very remarkable’.20

The reports of the battle of Arcola exemplified the propensity of public 
media to simplify the battlefield experience, transforming its complexity, 
variety and shifting fortunes into a single, instantaneous event or inspi-
rational anecdote. Paintings and engravings were particularly effective 
vehicles for compressing the battlefield experience in this way. (Fig. 9.1) 
The reports also typified the emphasis placed under the Directory upon 
the role of military leadership and of the generals. Civic festivals and visual 
images paid tribute to generals who lost their lives while on campaign: 
Marceau, Hoche and Joubert. In presenting a portrait of General Marceau 
to the legislature, a deputy affirmed that images of such heroes, displayed 
in schools, would be a ‘text for the lessons of patriotism’. Young people, 
he said, would be drawn to them by the ‘sympathy of age’ and by the pre-
sentation of ‘valour and virtue under such an attractive image […]. More 
than one young pupil of the motherland, in seeing this portrait’, he said, 
‘will cry in a spirit of martial zeal: And me too, I can become a Marceau’.21

Earlier in the Revolution, the radicals had consciously declined to pay such 
tribute to the generals. ‘Under the frightful reign of despotism’, declared Le 
Père Duchesne, kings and aristocrats reaped all the honour and paid none of the 
price, stealing from the sans-culottes ‘the glory of their exploits’.22 In opposi-
tion to the perceived injustice of the past, Le Père Duchesne celebrated the 
heroism and self-sacrifice of the ordinary soldier. ‘Glory’ and ‘honour’ were 
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by definition false attributes, achieved through usurpation. ‘The only reward 
for a fine action in the eyes of a true republican’, the newspaper insisted, ‘is the 
respect of his fellow citizens’.23 It cited examples of republican self-sacrifice 
from the Army of the North, naming each individual, his place of origin and 
his military unit. Typically, it cited the example of soldiers who, despite the 
loss of limbs, continued to affirm their commitment to the Republic. One, 
Denis Siboul, having lost both feet to a cannon ball, continued to call out 
‘vive la liberté’, ‘vive la république’, even as the surgeon operated on him.24

This focus on the heroic anecdote effectively obscured the broader sig-
nificance of battles. They were all, large or small, victories or defeats, equally 
useful for didactic purposes. The Courrier de Strasbourg was a newspaper that 
specialised in such reports during the early years of the revolutionary wars. 
Its issue of 7 August 1792 reported on the heroic action of a 16-year-old 

Fig. 9.1  Thomas Charles Naudet, La Charge du Pont d’Arcole, ink drawing, around 
1796. © Coll. Musée de la Révolution Française/Domaine de Vizille
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drummer from Strasbourg whose hand was severed by Austrian ulans but 
who nevertheless continued to sound the alarm by beating his drum with 
his remaining hand. The anecdote effectively contrasted French heroism 
with Austrian barbarity.25 The same issue of the paper printed a report of an 
attack by 1000 Austrian light cavalry on 200 French dragoons at Damm, 
near Landau. The French cavalry ‘fought like heroes’, said the report, and 
‘like the whole army breathing only the sentiments of the purest patriotism, 
felled these unhappy slaves of Austrian despotism on every side’. Over 100  
enemy soldiers were killed, it concluded, for the cost of only six French lives.26 
Reports like these, contrasting the patriotism, courage and invincibility of 
French soldiers with the cowardly barbarity of the ‘slaves of despots’, typi-
cal of the Courrier de Strasbourg’s fare, defined both the sentiments and the 
actions expected of revolutionary soldiers. In the language of William Reddy, 
they constituted an expression of emotives which served to define a normative 
emotional regime.

Heroic anecdotes giving expression to such emotives proliferated from 
the very beginning of the war. The celebration of soldiers who expressed 
their willing endurance of wounds and mutilation, however, reached its 
high point during the Terror. The Feuille du salut public recounted the 
story of a Citizen Rocher, who, ‘calm and serene’, endured the ampu-
tation of his arm surrounded by his tearful family: ‘I owed this arm 
to my motherland’, he said. ‘I would like, at the cost of the other, to 
restore its [the motherland’s] tranquility and to save it’.27 Many of these 
heroic exploits were compiled and publicised by means of the Recueil 
des Actions héroïques et civiques des républicains français published by the 
Committee of Public Instruction. The Recueil provides a good example 
of how easily revolutionary publicists made the transition from anec-
dote to allegory. The first issue included an account of a blacksmith who 
had fought the enemy with his hammer. ‘After the victory, he brought 
his hammer back stained with blood […] He was Hercules carrying his 
club still dripping from the blood of the monsters he had destroyed’.28 
Two sentences take the reader from a specific military incident to an 
allegorical representation of war that is very close to one depicted in the 
Révolutions de Paris in the autumn of 1793, wherein a Herculean figure 
wielding a club leads an army of sans-culottes, all bearing pikes, the sym-
bolic weapon of the free man, as they defend the Constitution. (Fig. 9.2) 
This image of the Republic at war evoked not the realities of battle but 
the myth of the nation-in-arms.
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Soldiers’ Stories

Allegory may have been an effective vehicle for revolutionary propaganda, 
but it was clearly far removed from the realities of the battlefield experi-
ence. The public media, including the press, theatre, popular songs and 
visual images, provided normative emotional utterances for the emulation 
of soldiers serving in the revolutionary armies. The letters, carnets de route 
and memoirs of soldiers echoed those utterances. This is hardly surprising, 
given that soldiers were primary targets for, and consumers of, revolution-
ary propaganda. A letter from Etienne Vidal, a volunteer of the Year Two 
(1793–1794) from Riom, provides a good example.

My dear Father:
You recommend watchfulness and energy to me in my duty[.] This is 

necessary, especially against a vigilant and experienced enemy. The defend-
ers of liberty are not wanting in these [qualities] and show themselves to be 

Fig. 9.2  Anon, Beau mouvement de cinq cent mille Républicains, engraving, 9.5 
× 15 cm, 1793, published by Revolutions de Paris. © Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France/BNF
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superior in everything to the slaves, both by their good conduct and by their 
valour. We fight them always with success. As Drum-Major, I terrorise them 
by waving my baton; this sign itself is harmful and deadly to them. We beat 
the order to charge, we cross bayonets, we immolate to liberty thousands 
upon thousands of slaves[.] The others, seeing themselves pressed, flee in 
haste from the battlefield.29

Another soldier from Riom, serving in the Army of the Alps, described 
with similar republican relish how he and his comrades had defeated 
the Piedmontese: ‘They fled like the devil at the sight of 300 men from 
the Ariège battalion […] They prefer to abandon strongholds than to 
dance the Carmagnole to the sound of the cannon’.30 Clearly these let-
ters are no more realistic in their representation of battle than other 
media, although they may well describe the authentic sentiments of the 
soldiers who wrote them. The reaffirmation of their invincibility is hardly 
surprising. Soldiers were the primary targets and consumers of a revo-
lutionary message that many of them desperately wanted to believe. We 
may also presume that the rehearsal of normative emotions was also a 
type of emotional management, which helped soldiers to keep negative 
emotions at bay. Their descriptions of fighting were therefore, as Alan 
Forrest states, ‘almost surreal’.31 The following account of the battle of 
Jemappes is one more example:

Every soldier feels tears of joy roll down his cheeks, a heroic courage over-
comes him[;] he falls upon his enemy to the sound of gunfire and the clash of 
arms, and only withdraws from the fight covered with the blood of his enemy. 
I myself saw a chasseur retire from the combat with fifteen sword cuts and, 
giving up his last breath in the arms of his comrade, he cried, ‘Vive la Nation!’ 
and asked if the French were still free. Finally, this paper, although voluminous, 
could hardly suffice to detail all the heroic actions of this battle.32

These expressions of feeling—tears of joy, heroic courage and above all, 
the expression of devotion to the nation in a dying breath—constituted 
in themselves emotives whose very articulation served to intensify those 
feelings in both writer and reader. All the same, accounts such as this, by 
insisting upon the universality of the sentiments expressed, were clearly 
exaggerated. No doubt the writer’s patriotic enthusiasm was real and there 
were indeed many valorous deeds, but the notion that every Frenchman 
rose heroically to the occasion is no more plausible than Napoleon inspir-
ing his men with Latin quotations.
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Soldiers’ letters did not always faithfully echo official representations 
of battle and the normative emotives to which these gave expression. At 
times their writings give glimpses of sentiments that had little to do with 
those prescribed by official representations. Some spoke frankly of the 
pleasures of combat. Pierre Girardon wrote to his brother of his satis-
faction in killing three Austrians in a single day, excusing his apparent 
immodesty: ‘I am persuaded that you will applaud my frankness; to others 
I would not say as much’. In the same letter, he compared the experience 
of battle to hunting boar in the forest, saying of the cries of French and 
enemy soldiers: ‘It is a pleasure to hear all these confused noises’.33 Other 
soldiers found such sentiments dishonourable. Gabriel Noël wrote of his 
repugnance at setting ambushes for enemy patrols: ‘it is hunting men the 
way one does wild animals’.34

Girardon, like many soldiers, insisted that battle held no terrors for 
him. Some letters, however, betray at least some evidence of anxiety. Jean 
Baptiste Favre, although he insisted upon his own and his comrades’ read-
iness for battle—‘death does not intimidate us’—made no attempt to con-
ceal from his wife the risks of battle, nor his relief at surviving them. In one 
letter, he recounted seeing a soldier killed at his side and another wounded 
in the leg by a gunshot: ‘Happily for me, a bullet knocked off my hat and 
happily I was untouched’.35 In another, he confessed that the fighting had 
been so fierce and losses so heavy that ‘I believed I would never see you 
again’.36 René-Philippe Girault admitted to being ‘not too reassured’, in 
experiencing his baptism of fire, at Valmy: ‘Happily I got out of it with 
just my clothes plastered by the brains of an officer who was killed a few 
paces in front of me’.37

Soldiers also commented on the distress they felt upon the death of 
comrades. Canonnier Bricard recounted in his memoirs desperately 
searching the battlefield for his brother following a defeat during the 
retreat from Belgium in March 1793, weeping as he did so for the death of 
another comrade. He learned subsequently that his brother had also been 
killed. Overcome by grief and the effects of three days without food or 
sleep, Bricard was loaded onto an artillery wagon to continue the retreat. 
‘Existence was hateful to me’, he wrote of its aftermath, ‘separated forever 
from a brother, from a friend; reduced to the most extreme misery, half 
naked, having no change of shirt and covered in vermin’.38

Other soldiers were equally frank about the deleterious effects of the 
hardships which they endured upon their combat effectiveness. Afflicted by 
the cold and soaked through by the rain, wrote Louis Valeyre, ‘it is not 
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possible to have the same courage one would have when not overcome by 
bad weather’.39 Furthermore, there were times when courage, not to men-
tion discipline, failed altogether. Bricard wrote of the army during the retreat 
from Belgium that ‘most of the soldiers were no longer willing to obey’.40 
Evidently the motivating force of patriotic enthusiasm had its limits.

Battlefield Emotions: Hondschoote, 1793
It is, perhaps, the unwitting testimony of both soldiers’ writings and offi-
cial representations of war that is most valuable in helping us glimpse the 
reality—and the emotional suffering—of the battlefields of the French 
Revolution. It is the incidental detail of heroic anecdotes as well as the 
admission of sentiments and behaviours that did not fit the mould of repub-
lican heroism that seem particularly authentic. An example is provided 
by an anecdote pertaining to the battle of Hondschoote, in 1793. The 
anecdote, related in the Recueil des Actions héroïques et civiques des répub-
licains français, tells the story of a trooper in the 6th cavalry regiment, by 
the name of Mandement. Assigned to bring replacement cartridges for 
infantry in the firing line, Mandement mistook a group of enemy soldiers 
on the other side of a thick hedge for French troops. Realising his error 
only when they were about to take him prisoner, he threw down his car-
tridges and, striking left and right, made a dash for freedom, seizing an 
enemy flag as he did so. Breaking through the hedge, he found himself 
surrounded once again. This time the enemy, seized by ‘a fearful panic’ 
at finding itself apparently under attack from French cavalry, was put to 
flight. Mandement took advantage of the opportunity to take the Austrian 
colonel prisoner, abandoning the flag.41 (Fig. 9.3)

The anecdote is very typical in its portrayal of republican heroism. The 
battle of Hondschoote provided other examples, cited in the reports of 
generals and of representatives on mission: the grenadier Georges, who 
despite losing an arm, continued to follow his comrades, singing the 
Carmagnole and offering his other arm to the Republic42; a young female 
soldier, Quatresous, who had two horses killed under her43; and another 
cavalry trooper who wrested a flag from 12 English soldiers.44 Its incidental 
details, however, tell us more about the battlefield at Hondschoote. They 
tell us about the terrain, which was broken and made it difficult to manoeu-
vre, particularly for cavalry. General Barthélemy wrote: ‘This country is 
abominable for war; it is criss-crossed with hedges, woods and ditches; one 
cannot see beyond four paces ahead; we don’t fight, we stab one another, 
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that’s the word, it is easy to imagine that, in such a country, the advantage 
lies with the defence’.45 In such circumstances, it was often difficult to see 
the enemy until one was in their midst. Battle consequently often resolved 
itself into desperate skirmishes between small units of men. It also put a 
premium on the courage of individual soldiers like Mandement.

But not all troops were possessed of such courage. The hedgerows and 
forests provided a temptation to go to ground for soldiers whose courage 
failed them. The Austrians were not the only ones seized with panic at 
the first sign of the enemy in their midst and who, faced with the choice 
between fight and flight, chose to flee. Two days before Hondschoote, 
muddy roads, rain and darkness had created unimaginable confusion as 
the French army advanced on Rexpoëde. Xavier Vernère, a soldier of 
the 36th regiment, described the chaos as French and English soldiers, 

Fig. 9.3  Anon, Action héroïque du Citoyen Mandement (Battle of Hondschoote), 
around 1793. Private Collection
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scarcely able to identify one another in the dark and the rain, fought from 
house to house: ‘Battles fought with bayonets and blows from musket 
butts, often hand-to-hand, occurred on every side; to the point where 
there were almost as many battles as there were houses in the village’.46 At 
one point, stated Vernère, he and a companion took shelter from the rain 
(and the bullets?) in a building already filled with soldiers, ‘perhaps from 
both nations, but all so silent that it would have been impossible to tell 
for sure’.47 Vernère recounted how, surprised by a sudden encounter with 
English cavalry, he dived unheroically for the safety of a ditch, receiving 
a bayonet wound in the ankle as his comrades piled on top of him.48 The 
French finally abandoned the village, but retreat, as General Houchard 
explained, became a rout: ‘I waited for dawn’, he wrote. ‘I tried to see if it 
was possible to return the troops to battle. Never has anything been more 
impossible’.49 Nor was that an end to Houchard’s troubles. At the battle 
of Hondschoote itself, he admitted, ‘a considerable number of bad sol-
diers left the battle, hid in the ditches and fled across the hedgerows; even 
the cavalry we put on all the roads to stop them could not bring them back 
to the fight; this terrible disorder was apparent in all the engagements’.50

In these circumstances, as Houchard went on to explain, men had to 
be forced to fight. In this respect, the role of the cavalry, blocking avenues 
of escape to the rear, was essential. The deputy Delbrel confirmed this in 
his notes on the battle. He credited General Jourdan with the plan for 
the final charge of the day, for which he mobilised the remaining infantry 
reserve of 600 or 700 men, who had been guarding the flags, meanwhile 
putting the available cavalry squadrons ‘at the heels of our fugitives to 
stop them and make them advance’.51 In other words, the essential role of 
the cavalry at Hondschoote was not, as the story of Mandement implies, 
logistical or inspirational, but coercive. Ironically, in the aftermath of the 
battle, Houchard himself was accused by one of the representatives on 
mission of hiding behind a hedge.52 He would, of course, be tried by the 
Revolutionary Tribunal and executed for his failure to exploit the victory 
at Hondschoote. His own view, however, was very clear: ‘There was no 
way to pursue the enemy over broken terrain where you cannot see two 
paces in front of you’.53

Close analysis of the anecdote of Citizen Mandement is revealing of both 
the physical and emotional realities of the battlefield at Hondschoote. The 
heroic narrative inadvertently exposed the difficulties of negotiating the 
ground and identifying the enemy, as well as the confusion and sudden 
terror these circumstances occasioned. It failed, of course, to acknowledge 
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that heroism was not all on one side, nor terror all on the other. Accounts 
by volunteers like Vernère reveal a much wider array of emotions than those 
acknowledged by the public discourse: including such dissident emotions 
as fear or cowardice and, if not sympathy, at least a willingness temporarily 
to suspend feelings of hostility toward the enemy. Soldiers understandably 
were more ready to attribute such unorthodox sentiments to their comrades 
than to themselves. All the same, their acknowledgement that such feelings 
existed provides evidence of the intense ‘goal conflict’ and ‘emotional suf-
fering’ experienced by revolutionary soldiers. This inner conflict was above 
all between the contradictory imperatives of self-preservation and self-sacri-
fice. Its resolution, as the eye-witness testimony reveals, was uncertain.

Feelings at War: Nature and Patriotism

Few soldiers were willing to confess to the emotional suffering occasioned 
by the conflicting impulses experienced in battle. Although this period 
has been identified with the emergence of a new sensibility, which empha-
sised the experience of war as a revelatory experience, most soldiers’ sto-
ries described their battlefield experience in a very laconic, matter-of-fact 
manner, with little commentary on their personal sensations.54 War was 
certainly perceived as a test of individual courage and honour, but less 
often as a transformational experience. There is, however, evidence of the 
emergent cult of sensibility in republican propaganda. In one sense the 
anecdotes representing revolutionary heroism were representative of a tra-
ditional view of the soldier’s experience whereby mind triumphed over 
matter.55 In another, they represented something new: the idea that revo-
lutionary patriotism enabled the individual to triumph over his natural 
impulses, whether the base instincts of self-preservation or nobler ones 
of filial or spousal affection. William Reddy, in explaining the importance 
of the cult of sentimentalism to the emotional regime of the Revolution, 
insists upon the far-reaching implications of the revolutionaries’ assump-
tion that nature was the well-spring of authentic, patriotic emotion.56 The 
revolutionaries made an important distinction, however, between nature 
as a blind, natural force and nature as a moral imperative. Rousseau, one of 
the prime movers of the cult of sensibility, explains in The Social Contract 
that it is only by means of the social contract that natural man, by becom-
ing a citizen, can rise above nature to become a moral being. The heroism 
of revolutionary soldiers represented the triumph of the moral individual 
over natural man, a triumph made possible only because of a regenerative 
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revolution. Heroic anecdotes were often explicit about this triumph of 
patriotic virtue over natural instinct. In a ‘touching scene’ from the bat-
tle of Valmy a young man was granted permission to leave the ranks to 
embrace the body of his brother, who had been killed. ‘After this frater-
nal tribute to nature,’ the story concluded, the soldier, ‘wiping away his 
tears,’ returned to his post.57 Female military heroism, in particular, was 
represented as a triumph of patriotism over nature. One such heroine was 
Rose ‘Liberty’ Barrau, who followed her husband to war and who contin-
ued to fight after he had fallen, returning only after victory was achieved 
to provide him with ‘the ministrations of conjugal tenderness’. Barrau’s 
warlike priorities were interpreted as evidence that ‘republican virtue tri-
umphs over love as it had triumphed over nature’.58 Although in a more 
limited sense than that intended by Harari,59 this representation of ‘virtue’ 
and ‘nature’ as powerful impulses at war with one another may be seen as 
evidence of a new, Romantic, way of imagining the battlefield experience.

Conclusion

Many factors potentially affect the motivation of soldiers. The modelling 
of emotives expressing the spirit of patriotic self-sacrifice in the official 
media and rituals of the French Revolution and the rehearsing of those 
emotives by soldiers themselves in their writings or through participation 
in revolutionary festivals was only one factor—though a prominent and 
relatively constant one—conditioning the latter’s behaviour. The inspira-
tion of these messages was sustained by rewards and inducements in the 
form of battlefield honours and promotions, as well as by sanctions in 
the form of field punishments and exemplary executions. The balance 
between these factors varied considerably, however, both from one army 
to another and according to the changing military and political contexts 
of the Revolution. The Terror imposed at the behest of representatives 
on mission like Saint-Just was relatively short lived, for example; further-
more, even at its height soldiers were far more likely to be punished for 
crimes away from the battlefield (for desertion or pillage) than for their 
failures in combat.60

In the final analysis, one cannot help but be impressed by the emotional 
resilience of revolutionary soldiers, particularly in view of their often des-
perate material circumstances. A letter from a soldier named Saint-Amour, 
serving in a battalion from the Indre, gives some sense of this resilience. 
He had spent the previous six months, he told his parents in February 
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1794, sleeping on the ground, in close proximity to the enemy, ‘soaked 
up to the knees in mud’. As his litany of sufferings continues, however, it 
makes a remarkable about face:

Finally, I don’t know how I survive. Taken prisoner again by the Prussians, 
my previous rank lost, my booty lost, I suffered two sword cuts in exiting 
the Palatinate. I say to you, at last, that I only have left my eyes to cry, my 
legs to march and my arms to uphold my homeland. This is the true mea-
sure of a Republican, such as I am and will remain[;] so long as I have a drop 
of blood in my veins I will serve the motherland and the Republic. There is 
nothing more dear to me than my homeland and my Republic […]. They 
have taken my booty, but one day I will take from them something worth 
much more; either I will die beneath their blows or I will kill them rather 
than fall into their hands.61

No doubt the revolutionary cult of sentimentalism itself prompted such 
inflated declarations, as did the need to impress friends and relatives at 
home. All the same, they are striking evidence of fierce patriotic feeling. It 
does not seem unlikely that the repetition of utterances such as this, echo-
ing those in revolutionary propaganda, was both cause and effect of the 
battlefield emotions of the soldiers of the French Revolution.
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In a remarkable exchange of body parts and emotion, a French soldier 
displays great calm in offering his arms to the motherland. He offers 
so that France, too, will experience calm. In his chapter, Ian Germani 
introduces an article from a 1793 issue of La Feuille du Salut Public (a 
newssheet published by the French Revolutionary Committee of Public 
Safety) that tells of a Citizen Rocher who, watching as his arm is ampu-
tated without benefit of anaesthesia, serenely announces, ‘I owed this arm 
to my motherland. […] I would like, at the cost of the other, to restore its 
[France’s] tranquility and to save it’ (page 180). In the odd economy of 
this anecdote (note the language of ‘owe’ and ‘cost’), the soldier affirms 
that he is willing to pay (back) both arms if, in doing so, he can transfer his 
feeling of calm to France. As Germani implies, the macabre tableau strains 
to push incident into allegory: the soldier’s arms will restore peace to 
France. His dismissal of physical pain and adoption of a ‘calm and serene’ 
manner is meant to forecast for the nation a more general overcoming 
of its suffering as it moves toward future tranquility. Asked to take that 
amputated arm as the currency of tranquility, now circulating apart from 
the soldier to whom it was once attached even as it circulates in the pages 



of the Feuille du salut public, we are also called to question the provenance 
of the feeling it instantiates: to whom do this arm and the emotion of 
tranquility belong?

The anecdote of Citizen Rocher, which distils so many depictions of 
Western European wartime culture in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, cuts emotion loose from the body of the individual. Like the 
phenomenon of war itself in this period, it moves on a large and broad 
scale: not just on the scale of the military unit (Napoleon’s vaunted l’esprit 
de corps) but, as the Feuille du salut public testifies, to the reading public 
and beyond, to the imaginary entity of the Nation. Something we might 
call ‘public’ or ‘national feeling’ is being constructed from the representa-
tion of battlefield emotion, where the donation of so many literal arms, 
legs, head and hearts that no longer feel feed a larger, more general and 
impersonal feeling.1 That transfer is crystallised in the repeated scene of 
the dying citizen-soldier crying out, ‘Vive La Republique!’ or ‘Vive La 
Nation!’ Pulsing feeling—be it love or agony or mere sensation—leaves 
him so as to bolster a living, feeling, yet abstracted being.2

How that construction of national feeling occurs, its successes and 
setbacks, are documented in the pages that follow. The chapters in the 
second and third parts of this volume analyse various attempts to bridge 
the gap, epistemological and emotional, between battles and the distant 
publics whose safety and tranquility were increasingly bound to military 
outcome. Through the course of these two centuries in Europe, and facili-
tated by the increasing use of print technology and growing literacy, the 
network of communication between battlefield and home front grew in 
density and efficiency, so much so that by the time of the Revolutionary 
and Napoleonic wars at century’s end, war correspondence directly fuelled 
the proliferation of newspapers and newssheets. The public was primed to 
learn about distant warfare and increasingly, to learn how to feel about 
distant warfare. In painting and news reports, spectacle and memoir, even 
in siege maps, as Lisa De Boer contends in Chap. 11, battlefield emotions 
were organised, packaged, brought home—but also let loose. The media-
tion of war moved in gradually increasing arcs, through high culture and 
low, with local and mass audiences.

The transfer of feeling from armies to their publics was torqued of course 
by the distorting effects of distance and mediation, but also by the pull 
of opposing demands. On the one hand, demand for the accurate depic-
tion of the truth of the battlefield experience aligned itself with the domi-
nant empiricism of the age to encourage eye-witness accounts that featured 
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detailed particulars and ‘on the spot’ fidelity. The demand for accuracy 
meshed with an aesthetic of mimesis that sought to reproduce in the home 
audience the feelings of their countrymen on the battlefield: if the soldier 
depicted felt fear, courage, fury, desolation, and so on, you would share with 
him that same emotion, though to a lesser degree. As Marian Füssel noted 
in Chap. 8, the Media Revolution which brought home battle reports to an 
expanding public ‘went hand in hand’ with a Consumer Revolution (page 
165). The consumer culture of the eighteenth century especially sought to 
materialise eye-witnesses’ accounts via tangible, sensible things: in Füssel’s 
account, by the mid-eighteenth-century eyewitness reports from the battle-
field ‘were converted into etchings and paintings, into songs and poems 
and into literature and historiography, but also into mugs, tobacco boxes, 
celebratory ribbons (Vivat-Bänder) or pub signs’ (page 158). These objects 
served as vessels of memory and reservoirs of feeling: emotion made con-
crete, externalised. As commodities, they could be shared and circulated or 
displayed in domestic settings. Yet even as increasing distribution ‘amplified’ 
their cultural significance, these objects enshrined feeling apart from the 
human body (page 165).

The demand for empirical fidelity thus worked its own changes upon 
emotions emanating from the European battlefield. Alternatively, repre-
sentations of emotional responses on the battlefield were asked to perform 
a rhetorical rather than a mimetic function. In their own way, such perfor-
mances severed the feelings depicted from the feelings to be elicited. Here 
the passions observed and recorded by an artist were not similar in kind 
to those evoked in the viewer: a soldier’s fury might trigger your sense 
of security, his courage your admiration, his suffering your gratitude, and 
so on, depending on the rhetorical situation. As several of the following 
chapters point out, moreover, the desired emotional regime of the late sev-
enteenth and eighteenth century in particular followed a neoclassical, stoic 
and masculine logic that valued ‘purifying, idealising abstractions’ over the 
violent passions associated with warfare in earlier ages (Mainz, Chap. 12, 
page 230). In line with the increasing regimentation of troop movements 
(via constant drilling), public discourse in the eighteenth-century rehearsed 
disciplined emotional responses to warfare which Ian Germani and Philip 
Shaw, both borrowing from William Reddy, identify as ‘emotives’: ways in 
which culture will elicit, practice, reinforce and thereby feed prescribed feel-
ings back into the emotional experience of individuals. In such instances, 
again, ‘the prized emotion’ of tranquillitas stands as the desired rhetorical 
and emotional outcome (De Boer, Chap. 11). But whereas the soldiers in 
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Lisa De Boer’s seventeenth-century images convey a tranquility that speaks 
of the ‘mastery of one’s heart and mind’, Philip Shaw’s study of late eigh-
teenth-century battle scenes suggests the powerful external machinery—in 
state-supported art—at work to enforce a more collective sense of calm, or 
what the Duke of York referred to as ‘sentiments […] suited to the public 
tranquility’ (Shaw, Chap. 13). In other words, and as with the soldier’s 
arm, in this first age of propaganda, tranquillitas teetered between an indi-
vidual and a public state of mind. Whether these rhetorically produced 
emotions were ‘authentic’ or not seems beside the point: they circulated 
in public discourse and infiltrated even the most personal forms of writing, 
such as letters and diaries.

Navigating the channel between battlefield and home front, then, emo-
tions encountered powerful cross-currents which alternately damped and 
amplified their force. Still other difficulties attended each of these modes, 
the mimetic and the rhetorical. For instance, the eye-witness account was 
obviously limited to what one person might see, hear, smell or touch. 
Battles were ‘in some way invisible’, Füssel reminds us in his survey of 
emotions during the period of the Seven Years’ War: gunpowder smoke, 
distance, noise, weather and ground could all conspire to impede percep-
tion. The eye-witness might provide an authentic emotional anchor for 
the audience reading, say, a letter from the front; the audience would gain 
information as well as a sense of what it was to be present at the fighting. 
But the scale of battle and the terrain it consumed mushroomed during 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, until warfare took on the full-
blown global dimensions of the Napoleonic contest. Under these chang-
ing circumstances, it became increasingly obvious that the eyes and ears 
of one witness, no matter how sensitive and accurate, could convey but a 
limited truth. Confusion and doubt threatened to overwhelm any other 
emotion. Thus the ‘trope of the unutterable’ increasingly peppered first-
hand accounts, so much so that it might have appeared de rigeur, the very 
sign of authenticity:

But who shall attempt to describe it?—the smoke and fumes that now went 
up from Lowositz, the crashing and thundering as if heaven and earth were 
about to melt away, the incessant rattle of many hundreds of drums, the 
clangour of martial music of all kinds, rending and uplifting the heart, the 
shouts of so many commanders and roars of their adjutants, the moans and 
groans from so many thousands of wretched, mangled, half-dead victims of 
this day: it dazed all the senses!3
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The passage offers a conventional version of this trope: the battle defies 
one man’s powers of expression. Yet at the same time the battle is repre-
sented in an escalation of scale that leaves the individual behind. Cosmic 
abstraction (heaven and earth) wipes out the actual site of the battle as 
multitudinous nouns pile up (by ‘many hundreds’, ‘so many’, ‘so many 
thousands’). While ‘all the senses’ are dazed, a single heart is both rent 
and uplifted: to whom does this feeling heart belong?

In its utter impersonality, the heart that appears in Private Bräker’s 
account tilts between the individual and the multitude, the writer and 
his readers, and between the mimetic (rent?) and rhetorical (uplifted?) 
modes. Here we see the mimetic function of the eye-witness surrender-
ing to the rhetorical mode, which is better equipped to represent the new 
scale of warfare. In this shift, too, we detect an alternative to the regu-
latory emotional regime of tranquillitas: a different regulatory regime 
enlists the newly popular dynamics of the sublime.4 The evocation of the 
sublime, with its transcendent force, suggests the possibility of a vantage 
point lifted past the mortal limits of the body, indeed past the limits of 
the natural world (where heaven and earth ‘melt away’). In this sense, the 
sublime aesthetic sets up with the ideology of warfare Germani finds in the 
later years of the French Revolution, where soldiers were expected to put 
aside their natural inclinations (for self-preservation) in favour of a higher, 
moral calling (the transcendent idea of the State). In doing so, however, 
the sublime alters one’s relationship to the battlefield and the men fight-
ing there. As Edmund Burke proposed in his Philosophical Inquiry, the 
sublime is the aesthetic category ‘fitted […] to excite ideas of pain, and 
danger’ which in turn excite ‘the passions of self-preservation’—only then 
to reassure the audience of their relative safety from harm.5 For Burke, 
pain and danger terrify when their causes immediately affect us but:

they are delightful when we have an idea of pain and danger, without being 
actually in such circumstances [that is in representational forms such as 
paintings, plays, written works, MF]; this delight I have not called pleasure, 
because it turns on pain, and because it is different enough from any idea of 
positive pleasure. Whatever excites this delight, I call sublime.6

A sublime representation of the pain and danger of the battlefield, Burke 
explains, would have the effect of producing if not pleasure, then a cer-
tain ‘delight’ in the viewer. Any terror felt on the ground of battle, and 
depicted for the audience at home, would serve this ‘delight’.
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In his chapter on the spectacular effects cultivated by battle illustration 
in the 1790s, Philip Shaw pursues precisely this question: the extent to 
which sublime depictions of warfare served to construct a public whose 
emotional response to the fighting conducted in their name harboured 
more delight than concern. Here, too, feeling moves away from the 
human body: as Shaw surveys the officially recognised illustrations and 
popular panoramas, he sees in the chiaroscuro of gunpowder explosion 
and billowing smoke, in the ruins of buildings and the diminution of indi-
vidual humans to markers of scale, repeated gestures of de-humanisation. 
Under its sublime aspect, where ‘size is all and all-abstracting’, warfare 
does not play out on the level of the human body. It is scaled up, global 
and colossal, and therefore far beyond what any single human can register.

Even as the aesthetics of the sublime presses the demand for truth 
toward a demand for effect, both are pulled beneath the rising sway of 
scale as the nature of warfare in this period moves from dynastic and civil 
wars toward the confrontations of imperial rivals on multiple continents 
and oceans. It’s important to recognise, though, that the figure of the 
individual soldier and his emotional experience discussed in Part II does 
not disappear as battlefield emotion but rather becomes an object of mass 
mediation, as the chapters of Part III will further illustrate. Indeed, the 
period saw the emergence in print of the common soldier’s memoirs and 
letters, the numbers of which grew to such proportions that historians still 
have not reckoned with all of them. Still, as the trope of the unutterable 
shows, what counts as personal emotion recedes further from reach, even 
as public interest in emotion rises in the Age of Sensibility. Already in 
the early paintings of Gerard ter Borch, the figure of a solitary, unnamed 
soldier holds the artist’s interest. Lisa De Boer in Chap. 11 finds that ter 
Borch’s prescient Man on Horseback (ca. 1633) allows a viewer to ‘reg-
ister, emotionally, the gap between [her] sense of his singular, individ-
ual presence, and an equally palpable sense of his psychological privacy’ 
(page 209). The dynamic established by the painting, where the viewer 
attends to a soldier whose face is turned away, attending to an unseen 
scene beyond depiction, may ‘attribute to [individual] soldiers the same 
subjective, individual, emotional life attributed to ordinary citizens’ (page 
209). It may, that is, create that sense of interiority one associates with the 
modern subject. At the same time, that interiority is produced as precisely 
private and impenetrable. The face hidden from view, the inaccessibility, 
and that sense of ‘gap’ compel the viewer to feel that the soldier is feeling, 
and to know equally that she cannot know what he feels.
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To some degree, as De Boer illustrates for us, the unknowable privacy 
of the soldier’s feeling, corresponding to and reinforcing the unknow-
able privacy of the viewer’s feeling, can be understood as the flip side of 
the rational abstraction of war, visible for instance in the information-
laden seventeenth-century siege maps. For the siege maps bind soldier 
and citizen together in an emotional community delineated by an orderly, 
bird’s-eye perspective and representing the successful military defence of 
the nation. Nothing appears hidden from sight. The map’s ‘wide-angle’ 
presentation helped give access to and simultaneously ‘naturalise’ the ‘mil-
itary point of view’ (page 214). In either case—the deeply personalised 
soldier or the impersonalised military vantage—actual emotion falls into 
an epistemological gap. The experience of the battlefield becomes less felt 
than subject to powerful engines of speculation.

Perhaps then it is not surprising that the aesthetics of the sub-
lime proposed to fill that gap by supplying emotional experiences that 
required no exact knowledge at all. Or, as Shaw remarks in his analysis 
of Loutherbourg’s immense painting, The Grand Attack on Valenciennes 
(1793), aspects of the sublime—the ‘state of Conflagration and Ruin, as 
well as the vast scale of the composition—‘unintentional[ly] undermin[ed] 
[…] the composition’s claims to historical accuracy’ (page 260). Detailed 
information, along with the meticulous portraits of dozens of officers, 
bowed to the force of sublime aesthetics.7 As did truth: Shaw argues that 
the depiction of Valenciennes supported the government’s translation of 
a botched siege into a ‘signal confirmation of the right of the nation to 
wage war against French republicanism’ (page 263). At the same time 
the experience of The Grand Attack of Valenciennes and productions like 
it, made themselves available to hordes of visitors at a time: viewing was 
a collective, public experience, shared with a crowd of fellow-viewers. If 
the aesthetics of the sublime could replace the demand for truth with the 
demand for effect, it could also achieve that effect—shock and awe—in 
such a way that it did not touch its large audience. Instead, through a leap 
of imagination that crossed the epistemological gap and transcended the 
obscurity and immensity of the scene of war, the audience would come to 
appreciate together the terror of warfare as ‘delight’.

In his treatise on the aesthetics of the sublime, Burke stops short of asso-
ciating this delight with ecstasy, an out-of-body sensation. Nevertheless, 
and even before the sublime began to dominate cultural expression, we 
begin to see in the representation of emotions in war a gradual displace-
ment of emotion from the living body of discrete persons and toward a 
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more free-floating, general and generalisable sentiment, be it calm and 
a sense of security or terror and a sense of delight. No single hand—or 
arm—controlled its circulation or dictated its characteristics, but the emo-
tion that derived from and attached to the experience of the battlefield was 
cut loose from its home in mortal flesh.
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CHAPTER 11

The Sidelong Glance: Tracing Battlefield 
Emotions in Dutch Art of the Golden Age

Lisa De Boer

L. De Boer
Westmont College, Santa Barbara, CA, USA

In the early 1630s, a young artist in Zwolle painted a most unusual panel 
(Fig. 11.1). Its dimensions 21 by 16 inches, it features a single figure, 
a mounted cavalry man, seen from the back. The low horizon line and 
equally low view point create the impression that the cavalryman is ascend-
ing a rise in the landscape and we are following behind. Long shadows 
angling from left to right, the glint of highlights falling low on the left side 
of the figure’s armour and the muted, even blue-grey of the sky give the 
impression of evening. The cavalryman is not moving at speed. He may 
even be stationary. He leans forward in the saddle, his left hand braced 
on his knee. We cannot see his face, but the angle of his hat indicates he’s 
looking ahead, off to the right. It is a simple, arresting image that manages 
to convey a tangled mix of complex sensibilities: individuality but also 
anonymity, strength and vulnerability, vigilance and weariness.

Evidently this early panel by Gerard ter Borch (1617–1681)—the earli-
est we have from his hand, done when he was 16 or 17 years of age—was 
popular. Ter Borch painted two other versions of the subject.1 Yet even 
with two copies, the image remains entirely atypical within the body of 
early modern Dutch painting as a whole, and thus will function as an 



appropriately elusive and allusive introduction to this discussion of the 
representation of battlefield emotions in seventeenth-century imagery 
from the Dutch Republic.

Inquiries into battlefield emotions have concentrated thus far on the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, and have played out primarily in the realm 
of texts—in examination of poems, plays and novels, and especially in careful 
exegesis of military treatises and soldiers’ memoirs and letters. These sources 

Fig. 11.1  Gerard ter Borch, Man on horseback, oil on panel, 54.9 × 41 cm, 1634. 
Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Juliana Cheney Edwards Collection
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have called our attention to the apparent absence of battlefield emotions in 
first-person narratives before the mid-eighteenth century, and their prolif-
eration in later first-person accounts. The challenge of this chapter, then, is 
twofold: what methodological issues arise when mining images for evidence 
of battlefield emotions? And, given the apparent dearth of representations 
of such emotions in texts prior to the mid-eighteenth century, is there even 
anything to discover?

In both its subject and its handling, ter Borch’s Man on Horseback sig-
nals three concerns of note for this exploration. First, ter Borch’s soldier 
acts as a ‘flesh-witness’ to the scene he surveys. He is there; we are not. 
We, as viewers of the picture, by way of contrast, are cast as ‘eye-witnesses’ 
to the visual statement made in the image. I will begin, then, with a meth-
odological excursus, considering the flesh-witness/eye-witness distinction 
drawn by Yuval Noah Harari in his ground-breaking book, The Ultimate 
Experience: Battlefield Revelations and the Making of Modern War Culture, 
1450–2000, and discussing the implications of this distinction for under-
standing visual representations of battlefield emotions in the early modern 
Dutch Republic.2

Second, with these methodological reflections in mind, ter Borch’s 
Man on Horseback next invites us to consider the possible emotional 
valence represented by the view from that rise. Though we don’t know, of 
course, what lies beyond that rise, we might imagine it as the sort of mili-
tary panorama represented by printed siege maps. The gap between what 
we can see, and what the privileged witness sees on our behalf will allow us 
to consider siege maps as a possible site for the construction of battlefield 
emotions in the early modern Dutch Republic. Third, ter Borch’s Man 
on Horseback, with its uncanny ability to portray this soldier in such a way 
that we register, emotionally, the gap between our sense of his singular, 
individual presence, and an equally palpable sense of his psychological pri-
vacy, will allow us to consider a small group of images, also by Gerard ter 
Borch, that attribute to soldiers the same subjective, individual, emotional 
life attributed to ordinary citizens.

Flesh-Witnessing and Eye-Witnessing

In The Ultimate Experience Yuval Noah Harari develops a provocative dis-
tinction between eye-witness and flesh-witness narratives. Early modern 
military memoirs, he states, are characterised by eye-witness narratives 
where transformative, emotional responses to war are rare if not entirely 
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absent. He traces the rise of the flesh-witness narrative to the long century 
between 1740 and 1865, keying its appearance not only to a growing 
appreciation for ‘sensibility’ and for the ‘sublime’, but also more concretely 
to developments in military technology, training and culture. The primary 
difference between the eye-witness and flesh-witness account, for Harari, 
is one of transparency versus opacity. ‘The knowledge gained through eye-
witnessing,’ he writes, ‘is factual, and can be quite easily transmitted to 
other people […] In contrast, a flesh-witness can never really transmit 
her knowledge to other people—she cannot really describe what she wit-
nessed, and the audience cannot really understand.’3 Battlefield emotions, 
as defined by Harari, belong to a category of transformative experiences 
that can’t be merely seen, but have to be affectively, corporeally experi-
enced to be shared.

Though Harari does not make the connection, the distinction he has 
drawn between eye- and flesh-witnessing can be mapped quite intrigu-
ingly onto a long-standing discussion in the historiography of early 
modern Netherlandish art. Flesh-witnessing, as an emotionally driven, 
transformative, first-hand experience, is very close to the goal of history 
painting as articulated most succinctly in the mid-seventeenth century 
by the theoreticians and artists of the French Academy. History paint-
ing, the depiction of morally formative narratives drawn from the clas-
sical or Christian past, was meant to persuade viewers—just like the art 
of rhetoric, from which most of its basic tenets were borrowed. History 
painting demonstrated that art was an intellectually demanding, socially 
meaningful activity, requiring mastery of geometry, perspective, anat-
omy, poetry, history, and, in the words of Frerart de Chambray, ‘assidu-
ous observation of […] the passions and emotions of the soul’.4 It’s no 
surprise that the leading theoretician of the French Academy, Charles 
le Brun, dedicated a famous treatise to the representation of the pas-
sions.5 Representing the passions was at the heart of effective history 
painting, whose aim, in turn, was ‘to produce passions in the soul of the 
viewer’.6 An effective history painting created a flesh-witness encounter: 
moving and transformative, and ultimately opaque to those not there 
in the moment, standing before the image themselves—hence the rise 
of ekphrastic literature where viewers attempted to translate their visual 
encounter into words, much like later memoirists attempted to describe 
the impact of their first-hand battlefield experiences.

The familiar ‘hierarchy of genres’ that emerged from the French Academy 
in the 1660s reflected the fundamental distinction between history painting, 
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and everything else. Though purportedly a ‘hierarchy’ of descending value 
from history, through portraiture and scenes of everyday life, to landscape 
and finally ending at still life, in truth the system operated as a dualism: there 
was history painting, which aimed at a transformative flesh-witness experi-
ence, and everything else, imagined as mere mechanical copying, record-
ing what was in front of you, in other words: eye-witness.7 To register the 
difference in these modes of address as defined by the academy, just call 
to mind a contrast like that between Rembrandt’s 1654 Bathsheba at her 
Bath in the Louvre, and Jan Steen’s ca. 1670 treatment of the theme at 
the Getty. Whereas Rembrandt’s portrayal asks the viewer to imaginatively 
identify with Bathsheba’s conflicted emotional state via her posture, gesture 
and expression, Steen’s depiction encourages the eye to roam over dozens 
of telling details, among which we would have to count Bathsheba’s rather 
lasciviously exposed breasts and thighs.

Variations of eye-witness theories explaining the style and subjects of 
Dutch early modern art have been around since the eighteenth century. But 
they emerged anew, and with more complexity, 30 years ago with Svetlana 
Alpers’ The Art of Describing which claimed the eye-witness mode not as a 
lack of intellectual rigour and moral seriousness, but as a positive value.8 As 
Harari does, Alpers aligned the eye-witness mode with facts, empirical sen-
sibilities, and a nascent scientific method. Since the appearance of Alpers’s 
book, the complexities of what we have come to call the ‘eye-witness effect’ 
have been thoroughly probed, such that we would not today, with any 
confidence, claim as Harari does, that ‘the knowledge gained through eye-
witnessing is factual and can be quite easily transmitted’.9 The eye-witness 
effect is rather an alternative representational mode whose particular power 
lies in claiming that there is no re-presentation, no mediation, in fact, no 
distance at all from what is depicted.10 It is the singular accomplishment of 
much Dutch seventeenth-century imagery that for many, many decades it 
was taken, more-or-less, at face value, as fact.

This excursus on history painting and ‘not-history painting’ and the 
provocative parallel between these two representational modes and Harari’s 
flesh-witness/eye-witness distinction underscores two points. First, when 
it comes to representational codes for the visual arts, particularly in the 
Low Countries, there is no development or decisive shift from eye-witness 
to flesh-witness as Harari argues exists in his first-person textual sources.  
The two modes exist in the visual arts in tandem in Europe, and especially 
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in the Low Countries, as complex rhetorical systems that mediate experi-
ence in different ways for different purposes.11

This realisation leads to a further and more telling issue. In her short 
essay, ‘Worrying about Emotions in History’, Barbara Rosenwein reminds 
us that emotions (or more precisely, for the seventeenth century, at least, 
passions and affections) looked different, were categorised differently, and 
functioned differently in the past.12 Perhaps the shift from eye-witness to 
flesh-witness that Harari notes is not so much a shift of newly manifested 
‘battlefield emotions’, but rather a shift in the understanding of what 
counts as a battlefield emotion. If Rosenwein can excavate a rich range 
of emotional experience in such apparently fact-based sources as medieval 
business correspondence and legal charters, who is to say that with differ-
ent eyes and ears, early modern military treatises and memoirs might not 
similarly yield a harvest of battlefield emotions? And more to our point, 
might not the seemingly laconic eye-witness mode in Dutch art yield at 
least a sidelong glance into early modern battlefield emotions?

Battlefield Emotions in Pictures: Wide-Angle 
and Close-up

When it comes to battlefield pictures, there is no dearth of imagery in early 
modern Dutch art. Though our conventional idea of Dutch seventeenth-
century art leans decidedly toward the domestic, one only need start look-
ing for martial images to find them everywhere—not entirely surprising 
for a Republic born out of war, actively engaged in warfare for all but 
a few years between 1568 and 1700, and the originator of a number of 
improvements and reforms in the conduct of war that drew men from all 
over Europe to service in the States Army.13

Some of the popular military images that flourished in the first half of 
the seventeenth century include cavalry skirmishes and convoy ambushes 
(for example those by Esias van de Velde, Jan Maarten de Jonge and Jan 
Asselyn), plunder scenes (for example those by Cornelis Droochsloot, 
Sebastian Vrancx, Jacob Duck, Simon Kick and Willem Duyster), and 
guardroom scenes (for example those by Pieter Codde, Duyster, Kick and 
Anthonie Palamedesz). These subjects are unique to the Low Countries, and 
were popular enough to provide bread-and-butter work for a number of art-
ists.14 Also unique to the Low Countries, though technically not ‘battlefield’ 
scenes, we should mention the hundreds of civic militia portraits attesting 
to the conflation of martial virtues with masculine civility. We sometimes 

212  L. DE BOER



forget that the most famous seventeenth-century painting from the Dutch 
Republic, Rembrandt’s Nightwatch, is a martial picture. In the realm of print, 
illustrated news accounts of battles and the ubiquitous and aesthetically stun-
ning siege maps displayed the momentous undertakings characteristic of the 
second phase of the revolt. Siege maps were produced and reproduced in 
myriad formats throughout the century, and long afterward.15

In searching amongst this bounty for visual traces of battlefield emotions, 
I have chosen to interpret the phrase fairly narrowly. That is, we are interested 
in visual representations of the emotional impact of battle and war on sol-
diers. We are not looking for representations of the emotional impact of war 
on the population in general—unless, importantly, it purports to be con-
sonant with that of the soldier. In those cases, the coincidence of military 
and civil battlefield emotions helps create a shared emotional community 
that encompasses both soldier and citizen. Furthermore, unlike Harari, I’m 
interpreting ‘battlefield’ more broadly to include siege-warfare and garrison 
life, where soldiers were very much on duty but not necessarily in direct, 
violent confrontation. Working with these limits, we can rule out the many 
scenes of pillage and plunder and general, all-around bad behaviour that 
were so popular in the early part of the seventeenth century. Though cer-
tainly worthy of study, for our purposes, they reflect much less the soldier’s 
experience than the public’s perception of the soldier, filtered through a 
variety of interpretive lenses. With these parameters in mind, I would like to 
focus on two bodies of material. The first—siege maps—represent a wide-
angle view on the question, the view enjoyed by ter Borch’s lone soldier as 
a privileged witness to the scene on the other side of that rise. As a large 
body of imagery generated by expert eye-witnesses, and viewed by military 
and civilian audiences alike, siege maps bound soldier and citizen together 
in an emotional community delineated by the orderly, rational format that 
represented the successful military defence of the nation. The second group 
of pictures—a handful of genre scenes by Gerard ter Borch—zoom in, and 
provide intimate close-ups that, like Man on Horseback, provide an unusual 
but no less informative image of the soldier as an individual, as a person 
imbued with subjectivity, and with socially embedded emotional experi-
ences. Both early modern siege maps and ter Borch’s soldiers represent the 
production and negotiation of battlefield emotions in the early modern 
Dutch Republic. Moreover, such images represent the integration of these 
emotions into the emotional community of the body politic, thereby inte-
grating the soldier into civil society at large.
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Siege Maps and the Love of Knowledge

News prints and siege maps are unique among Dutch seventeenth-century 
military images. If any early modern images give a military point of view, 
battle prints and siege maps would be top candidates. Whether elaborate 
and commissioned, like Jacques (II) de Gheyn’s elegant engraving of the 
siege of Geertruidenberg from the spring of 1593 (Fig. 11.2) or simple 
and anonymous like the woodcut showing the siege of Groningen dur-
ing the summer of 1594 (Fig. 11.3), such prints and their accompanying 
verbal accounts not only fed the public’s desire for news of the war, they 
helped naturalise a military perspective on that war.16 Though no less for-
mulaic than paintings of cavalry skirmishes and guardroom scenes, the 
verbal and visual formulae of news prints appeal less to cultural or literary 
topoi than to the need assure viewers of the truthfulness of the account. 
Titles helped underscore veracity: Waerachtig verhael (True Account), 
Waerachtig afbeelding (True Depiction) and Waerachtig beschrijving 
(True Description) are common opening words for news print titles. The 
woodcut of the siege of Groningen is titled ‘Waerachtige Conterfeytinge’ 
claiming transparent exactitude for the image. After asserting their trust-
worthiness in the title, news prints and siege maps often describe their ori-
gins as stemming from first-hand witnesses whose social status or expertise 
underscored their trustworthiness. Pictorial accounts were often accom-
panied by reprinted letters from commanders or admirals to governmental 
bodies like the States of Holland or the Admiralty of Zeeland. In the case 
of reprinted letters, the word ‘Copie’, set off in a larger, contrasting type-
face, signalled the intent to present unadulterated, first-hand information. 
Short of reproducing a letter or official report, sources for news accounts 
were often described as ‘a nobleman who was present at the scene’, or 
‘an engineer involved in building the siege works’.17 Both the woodcut of 
Geertruidenberg and the engraving of Groningen can be linked to extant 
maps of the siege works drawn by engineers in the employ of the army.18 
The topographical format used for these prints is itself a strong claim for 
authority, positing as it does an omniscient eye, untethered to any one par-
ticular viewpoint and providing a strong sense of unmediated access to the 
scene before the viewer. Maps, it was thought, were not drawn according 
to individual fancy but according to the rules of geometry, or as the text of 
one print reads, ‘after life, according to geometrical measure, and naturally 
depicted and drawn to the points of the compass’.19
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In her detailed study of a series of news prints representing the mili-
tary career of Prince Maurice of Nassau between 1590 and 1600, Christi 
Klinkert has underscored publishers’ genuine desire to be as accurate as 
possible within the very real constraints of their task. While geographic 
details here and there might be incorrect due to the use of an outdated 
city plan as the basis for a siege map, or specific moments in the course of 
a siege might be ‘misplaced’ in order to aid visual comprehension,20 ‘the 
most basic information over the who, what and where was typically on 
the mark’.21 Aside from questions of actual facticity, however, it is clear 
these images communicated convincingly, widely and effectively across all 
social strata. Though the vast majority of siege maps and news prints were 
uncommissioned and published for the open market, their afterlife was 

Fig. 11.2  Jacques de Gheyn II, Siege of Geertruidenberg, engraving and letter-
press, 70 × 55 cm, 1593. © University Library of Amsterdam
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impressive. They were hung on walls and collected in albums.22 Artists 
drew on them for aristocratic commissions.23 Magistrates commissioned 
elaborate editions of them.24 Even soldiers on the ground trusted them. In 
one case, 18 hand-drawn sketches of noteworthy military actions from the 
1574 notebook of Walter Morgan, an English soldier in States’ service, 
long thought to be a rare instance of first-hand war-imagery from the pen 

Fig. 11.3  Anon, Waerachtige Conterfeytinge der wytberoembden Stadt Gronninge 
(Siege of Groningen), woodcut and letterpress, 1594. © Atlas van Stolk, Rotterdam
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of an early modern soldier, were found in fact to be almost entirely copied 
from military prints published in Antwerp by Arnoud Nicolai.25 In their 
production and re-production, over and over in broadsheets, pamphlets, 
in booklets lauding the House of Nassau, in historical texts, and even 
occasionally in tapestry, stained glass or silver, the verbal and visual strate-
gies of siege maps bound first- and second-hand witnesses together into 
one viewing community, and into one emotional community.26

But, we would be right to ask, don’t siege maps parallel exactly the 
terse, unemotional, fact-bound, first-hand, eye-witness narratives that 
Harari sees as characteristic of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? 
What, then, if anything, are we to glean from them regarding battlefield 
emotions? Pursuing this question requires that we attend not only to the 
rhetorical strategy of the ‘eye-witness effect’ in play in these images, but 
also to the possibility that the emotions represented might differ from 
our modern perceptions. Perhaps the answer to this question depends on 
what we allow to count as an emotion. Returning to Barbara Rosenwein’s 
concerns about the ‘history of emotions’ project, could it be the case, 
that we’re overlooking the possible emotional content of such images? 
Though seventeenth-century sources vary quite a bit in how they describe 
and analyse emotion, the distinction between ‘passions’ and ‘affections’ 
was common. The long chapter on emotion in Karel van Mander’s 1604 
Schilder-boek, for example, which is the founding art theory manual for 
Netherlandish artists, is titled: ‘Wtbeeldinghe der Affecten, passien, 
begeerlijckheden, en lijdens der Menschen’ (Depiction of affections, pas-
sions, desires and sufferings of mankind). Passions were imagined as dis-
turbances that engaged the body’s sensual appetites; affections as more 
akin to inner dispositions and desires aimed at virtue and learning, and 
thus open to discipline and nurture.27 The training and shaping of those 
inner dispositions may be exactly what’s at stake. According to Amy 
Schmitter, it is ‘easy to overlook the role early modern philosophy gives 
to ‘calm’ emotions if we concentrate on the current notion of passions as 
violent, turbulent and overwhelming. In general, early modern philoso-
phers tended to prefer their emotions calm, but took turbulence to mark 
only certain kinds of passions.’28

Similarly, Ann Jensen Adams argues that we miss the point of many 
seventeenth-century Dutch portraits when we deem them ‘conservative’ 
or ‘timid’ in style, when in fact the point of those stylistic choices was 
tranquillitas—a prized emotional state achieved when one gained mastery 
of one’s heart and mind.29
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‘Love of truth’, Schmitter points out, was included by many early 
modern thinkers in their lists of what we, today, might call ‘emotions’.30 
Certainly, the ‘truth’ represented in a siege map is a carefully constructed 
one that begs to be deconstructed in any number of directions. Yet, is it 
not part of their appeal, that in their calm, rational address, siege maps 
are in fact manifestations of desired battlefield emotions? David Kunzle 
has argued that siege maps, with their clean engraved lines, crisp black 
and white contrast, dispassionate, omniscient, topographical perspec-
tive, and accompanying textual detail, represent war as rational, sober, 
and orderly.31 As images aimed at a broad audience, made, read, perused, 
collected by civilian and soldier alike, siege maps provide one sidelong 
glimpse into early modern battlefield emotions—idealised emotions, to be 
sure, and hardly politically innocent, but relevant for the construction of a 
shared emotional community nonetheless.

Witnessing the Citizen Soldier

Siege maps also demonstrate the changing face of the revolt from its 
tumultuous early phase, to a more static set of affairs after 1585. From 
that point on, very little actual fighting took place on Dutch soil, and that 
which did was limited to the landward provinces to the east and south, 
dotted with heavily fortified garrison cities. The experience of siege war-
fare, and of soldierly life in garrison towns was quite different from the 
experience of the common soldier during the early phase of the revolt. 
Jonathan Israel described it as a new, ‘sedentary military life-style with 
infrequent bouts of fighting’.32 Maurice’s celebrated reforms were actually 
key to making sedentary warfare successful: stricter military discipline, 
closely aligned with civil law, brought soldierly and civil behaviour closer 
together; regular drill not only improved soldiers’ skill with their weapons, 
but proved an essential way to occupy otherwise uneventful days; above 
all, regular pay brought soldiering closer to a career than an adventure. 
Whereas in the early years of the revolt, many States soldiers were foreign, 
in the years after 1621, increasing numbers of Dutchmen joined the army. 
The Venetian ambassador, visiting the Republic in 1620, was astonished 
to discover that Dutch border towns actually petitioned for garrisons, 
finding that the economic benefits of hosting the army far outweighed the 
social consequences.33 In this sense, siege warfare, just like the siege maps 
discussed above, helped effect a rapprochement between the military and 
the citizenry.
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Moving from the wide-angle view to the extreme close-up, then, let us 
turn to a handful of paintings by Gerard ter Borch, who worked in two 
of those garrison towns. Ter Borch (1617–1681) was born in Zwolle, but 
spent the latter part of his career in Deventer. Zwolle and Deventer were 
both part of the line of defensive fortified cities that ran along the east-
ern edge of the Republic. While the vast majority of Dutch Golden Age 
painters hailed from Holland, very few came from, let alone remained in, 
the less prosperous and more vulnerable landward provinces. Long-term 
residence in these garrison cities renders ter Borch unique among Dutch 
artists in his close, extended contact with the actual army, setting his work 
apart from the skirmishes, ambushes, and guardroom scenes so popular in 
Amsterdam, Haarlem, and The Hague. Residents of the urbanised west-
ward provinces, as Alison Kettering puts it, ‘had a perfectly good idea 
of what generic soldiers looked like and how they behaved’. The generic 
soldier ‘[…] was an archetype of incivility, expressed in his involvement 
with games of domination, his quarrelsomeness and his flouting of con-
vention in dress. […] For an audience with no first-hand contact with war, 
and relatively little experience with professional troops, the contradictions, 
distortions and exaggerations of actuality evident in these works probably 
mattered little.’34 Not so for ter Borch.35

Ter Borch’s earliest drawings from his childhood in Zwolle give evi-
dence of his familiarity with the military: a figure on horseback drawn 
at age eight, a standing officer at age nine, and at age 14 a drawing of a 
mounted cavalryman relieving himself without bothering to dismount.36 
His first documented painting, with which I opened this essay, is without 
precedent in the history of Dutch art. Ter Borch depicted soldiers in many 
of his genre paintings, and in addition to adding gravity and depth to 
the image of the soldier, ter Borch added another activity—unique, once 
again, to him: soldiers writing letters.37

Letter-writing became a popular theme in Dutch seventeenth-century 
art in the 1630s and was a flourishing genre by the 1650s and 60s when 
ter Borch’s pictures were painted. The increasing prevalence of reading 
and writing personal letters over the course of seventeenth century, like 
the growth in confessional literature, the practice of keeping a journal or 
diary (and eventually, recording military memoirs of the sort that Harari 
has studied), has been understood as an important marker of changing 
early modern concepts of selfhood. Literary scholars have tied interiority, 
privacy, subjectivity, individuality, autonomy—a nest of related concepts—
to the practice of reading and writing letters.38 Pictures of people reading 
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letters thematise these concepts. Frustrating the viewer’s desire to know 
exactly what’s in the letter, such pictures instantiate the privacy of the 
represented writer and open up for the viewer an interior realm of sympa-
thetic, subjective speculation that will never be entirely satisfied.

A typical letter painting is situated in a domestic interior and often 
involves not just a letter reader or writer but also a servant who has 
either just delivered the letter, or waits to receive the letter being written. 
Sometimes the servant waits patiently and unobtrusively; sometimes she 
peers over the reader/writer’s shoulder. Artists often include a dog whose 
sleeping or barking points toward the purported content of the letter. A 
pair of letter paintings by Dirck Hals famously includes ‘paintings within 
paintings’—one a calm seascape and the other a stormy scene—that simi-
larly allude to the letters’ content. But among all the letter-writers depicted 
in Dutch art, ter Borch’s letter-writing soldiers stand out on two counts: 
first, almost all the letter-writers in Dutch seventeenth-century paintings 
are female while ter Borch’s soldiers are, of course, male; second, those rare 
male letter-writers are typically men of business, and judging by the maps 
and globes that surround them, are generally engaged in official correspon-
dence whereas ter Borch’s soldiers, judging by the visual clues in the pic-
tures, are writing love letters, just like the majority of female letter-writers.

In his ca. 1658 Officer Writing a Letter (Fig. 11.4) in the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art, ter Borch plays with the standard elements of the genre.39 
Our letter-writer is a well-groomed young officer sitting in front of an unlit 
fireplace and behind a table covered in a red cloth. He bows to his work, 
writing with quiet attention and apparent ease. The servant, in this case, 
an official messenger complete with flashy coat and trumpet waits quietly, 
hat in hand. Interestingly, his head is turned toward us, acknowledging our 
curiosity about the scene. An elegant brown and white hound stands alert in 
front of him, equally curious about the newcomer. Behind the hound on the 
floor lies one playing card, face up: an ace of hearts. Filling out the rear of 
the room against the buff-coloured walls, we can see a canopy bed with its 
heavy green curtains pulled shut. Though the ace of hearts, according to the 
established iconography of romance, signals that this letter concerns affairs 
of the heart rather than affairs of state, there is nothing else in the image 
to disclose the content of the letter. The fireplace is unlit, the bed curtains 
drawn. Has the relationship gone cold and stands in need of re-kindling? Yet 
nothing about the letter-writer’s posture or expression conveys any sort of 
emotional distress. We like the dog, look to the messenger for a clue—but 
he only acknowledges our curiosity and does not indulge it.
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As exceptions to the rule, ter Borch’s letter-writing soldiers have 
attracted a lot of attention. Richard Helgerson proposed they are images 
of anxiety—the army has insinuated itself into the most intimate spheres 
of Dutch home life, representing fears about the possible militarisation 
and attendant Orangification of the Republic during the stadhouder-less 
period.40 Alison Kettering, discussing ter Borch’s letter-writers as feminised, 

Fig. 11.4  Gerard ter Borch, Officer Writing a Letter, with a Trumpeter, oil on 
canvas, 56.8 × 43.8 cm, c. 1658–1659. Philadelphia Museum of Art. © The William 
L. Elkins Collection
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sees them as examples of the ‘gentling’ of the soldier.41 Similarly, David 
Kunzle saw these letter-writers as instances of the newly gallant soldier 
who blurs the boundary between soldier and civilian, between manners 
and morals, between the professional and domestic spheres.42 Each of 
these interpretations shares the conviction that the civil–martial relation-
ship is at the heart of what’s going on here. And certainly, in the literature 
on battlefield emotions, the gentrification of the military over the course 
of the late-seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries is relevant here.

Yet because of ter Borch’s unique exposure to garrison life, and because 
he is the only painter to have rendered this theme, we might go a little far-
ther, and say that in their singularity, in ter Borch’s willingness to connect 
the theme of letter writing, with all its valences of interiority, privacy and 
subjectivity, to the soldier, we may here have a glimpse into the emotional 
experience of soldiers on duty in a garrison town. Imagining that soldiers 
have an individual emotional life is, after all, a necessary step toward mak-
ing the soldier a credible witness to his own emotional experience in a 
journal or memoir. Though ter Borch only gives the general outlines of 
what that experience might be, his portrayal credits the military man with 
his own private, subjective emotional realm.

The Sidelong Glance

If siege maps offer a wide angle view on the question of battlefield emo-
tions and ter Borch’s letter-writing soldiers offer an intimate close-up, 
what conclusions might we draw from this analysis? Noting that these 
images exploit the rhetoric of the eye-witness effect rather than the morally 
transformative flesh-witness effect of history paintings, we must note that 
too ready an acceptance of Harari’s flesh-witness/eye-witness distinction 
could lead us to dismiss altogether the possibility that eye-witness-type 
representations might actually mediate battlefield emotions. Rather, we 
need to probe how the eye-witness effect works, and to what end. Second, 
with respect to that end, we need to recall with Barbara Rosenwein that 
what gets to count as an emotion can change over time. ‘Love of truth’ and 
tranquillitas, though not considered emotions today, are among the early 
modern emotions represented in and through the rhetorical, eye-witness 
truth claims made by siege maps. Finally, in the hands of a skilful master 
like ter Borch, an artist who undoubtedly spent time among soldiers in his 
garrison towns, the ‘not-history’, eye-witness mode cleverly deployed can 
even unite viewers and viewed in a shared sense of emotional interiority 
and subjectivity, creating sympathy between soldiers and civilians.
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To return to our opening image, ter Borch’s Man on Horseback is a 
kind of parable of the representation of battlefield emotions in early mod-
ern Dutch images. The lone figure on the rise above us is anything but 
the stirring, morally formative subject of a flesh-witness history painting. 
Ter Borch’s cavalryman is shown to us as a simple visual fact—a single 
figure in a landscape. And yet, there are emotional depths to be plumbed. 
Positioned as he is, above us on a rise, we can imagine him as the authorita-
tive flesh-witness of the panorama on the far side of that rise. It’s a view we 
cannot see first-hand ourselves, but can witness vicariously by means of a 
siege map, carefully constructed to create an eye-witness effect that gratifies 
our love for truth and desire for tranquillitas. Then again, positioned as he 
is, face hidden and back toward us, ter Borch’s lone cavalryman also invites 
our imaginative identification with the figure, evoking the individualised 
interiority of ter Borch’s letter-writing soldiers, who remind us that these 
soldiers, at least, can love, and lose and suffer, just like the rest of us.
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Writing in December 1798 to the jury of a competition set up to obtain 
state funding for individual artists, the French Minister of the Interior, 
François de Neufchâteau, singled out the painting of battles for special 
consideration. The Minister justified his recommendation by explaining 
that: ‘Strictly defined, this genre fits within what is called History: the 
innumerable moments of national valour will be the lesson and the sur-
prise of posterity.’1 Continuing in this vein, de Neufchâteau took battles to 
be the most beautiful pages in the history of French glory whose memory 
the government needed and wanted to fix. The encouragement was neces-
sary for there were few artists practising the genre.2 Given that France was 
waging war beyond the nation’s borders and on several of her frontiers at 
this time, it is, perhaps, not surprising that there should be a call for more 
paintings with overtly militaristic and patriotic appeal in the choice and 
treatment of subject matter. During the seventeenth century, the French 
state had, indeed, been a major patron of large-scale battle painting. So 
this chapter in a volume devoted to battlefield emotions questions why 
battle painting was considered a neglected category of painting before 



General Bonaparte’s seizure of power as First Consul and, in so doing, 
locates the place of the passions within battle painting in both theory and 
practice.

The expression of furious passions had been a feature of battle paintings 
since the Renaissance. Following on from the recommendations for the 
istoria by Leon Battista Alberti in his manuscript Della Pittura of 1436, 
early modern theorists and practitioners of painting engaged with a visual 
tradition that mapped inner passion and emotion on to external physical 
appearance.3 During the eighteenth century, the expression of the strong 
passions entailed in the fury, anger and fear of physical combat came, how-
ever, to contradict the purifying, idealising abstractions of neoclassicism, 
with a concomitant turning away from what was considered to be an over-
emphatic, histrionic use of grimace. Whilst leading Enlightenment think-
ers such as Voltaire and Diderot certainly recommended that an emotional 
response to a given topic should be fostered, even when experienced from 
a distance, they also condemned the horrific effects of warfare as destruc-
tive and harmful to the beneficial, civilising effects of peace.

There were also institutional reasons for the neglect of battle painting. 
The Académie royale de peinture et de sculpture had attached comparatively 
little value to the painting of battles in its training procedures, administrative 
structures and theoretical premises. The genre was placed low down in a 
hierarchy of subject matter that had history painting at its apex. Conjoining 
these authoritative premises for the training of the top French painters with 
the evolving stylistic trends and the changing emotional regimes of the 
period helps to account for the appeal for a reinvigoration of the genre of 
battle painting made by François de Neufchâteau in 1798.

The Institutional Premises

The Académie royale, which had been founded in Paris in 1648, became, 
under the ancien régime, the foremost representative body for the promo-
tion of the fine arts in France until its abolition in 1793 during the French 
Revolution.4 In recording the make-up of this institution, the writer and 
historian André Félibien set down an admissions procedure for paint-
ers that accorded with a coded hierarchy of subject matter.5 Those who 
worked on history painting belonged to the highest, most ennobling cate-
gory of artists because history painting required knowledge of pre-existent 
texts—whether of sacred or secular history, or those of myth. Only his-
tory painters and sculptors were entitled to hold the highest offices and 
become teachers or Professeurs at the Académie royale.

230  V. MAINZ



When the specialist Flemish battle painter Adam Frans van der Meulen 
(1632–1690) was admitted as an academician in 1673, a year after acquir-
ing rights of French citizenship, and probably on the instigation of the 
Director and First Painter to the King, Charles le Brun (1619–1690), his 
admission category was, quite exceptionally, not stated.6 Also exceptional 
and against the rules was the fact that van der Meulen did not present the 
institution with a reception piece. Given that this artist had collaborated 
with the history painter and painter of battle scenes le Brun on a series of 
major works for the king that showed the monarch’s military campaigns in 
a positive light, it was probably deemed necessary that he belong as a full 
academician to the official body responsible for ennobling the fine arts in 
France. The practice of battle painting, exercised albeit in a sanitised for-
mat, could not, though, be admitted as being on a par with the inventions 
of the history painter.

Although van der Meulen had followed Louis XIV on campaign, 
his scenes of military engagements were always composed in the stu-
dio according to well-established artistic conventions for the painting of 
landscapes.7 The composition of La Prise de Leewe (The Taking of Leewe, 
Versailles, musée de Versailles), an event that had taken place on 4 May 
1768, is a typical product of this tradition with its birds-eye view showing, 
in command, the finely costumed king on horseback alongside his military 
leaders. Behind, in the middle distance of a vast panorama stretching out 
to a distant horizon, well ordered but quite static troop formations are 
lined up within the well-tamed territories, demonstrating a besieging and 
a conquering without the obvious spilling of blood. Alongside this formal, 
stately tradition of battle painting, more animated, self-evidently fantasti-
cal, scenes of men and animals entangled together in furious combat, in 
the manner of works by Aniello Falcone (1600–1656) and Salvator Rosa 
(1615–1673), continued to be produced during the eighteenth century.8 
Such scenes did not focus on an individual’s heroic action and had little 
intentionally moralising import.

What exactly constituted a battle painting or, indeed, a history paint-
ing, was never officially categorised in any definitive way. In practice, the 
boundaries in the treatment of subject matter between genres were often 
quite fluid. The historiated portraits produced by such as Sir Joshua 
Reynolds in the eighteenth century served, for instance, to aggrandize 
portrait painting with reference to history painting.9 When painters dealt 
with military subjects in what were considered to be history paintings, 
the scenes did not focus on the fighting and conflicts of armed com-
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bat; rather, moments of the before or the after of battle tended to be 
shown. Through the revelation of non-martial qualities prompted by 
the hero’s acts of compassion and generosity, these moments were of 
primary concern because they had the potential to be morally improv-
ing. The continence of Scipio, for instance, was a narrative culled from 
ancient Roman history that was often treated in eighteenth-century 
French history paintings.10 The subject is of Scipio refusing a beautiful 
prisoner, returning her to her betrothed, an enemy chieftain, along with 
the treasure the bride’s parents had offered as a ransom. In this story, 
the celebration of the victor takes the form of a disinterested act of mag-
nanimity. The gesture has nothing of the military triumph or of a hero’s 
military prowess about it.

This turning away from the depiction of scenes of armed conflict 
even received official approval from the secretary to the Académie royale, 
Charles-Nicolas Cochin, when drawing up a series of moralising sub-
jects for a programme of history painting commissioned in 1764 for 
the Château de Choisy in the aftermath of the heavy defeats France sus-
tained during the Seven Years’ War. These paintings had subjects culled 
from the histories of Imperial Rome and they were to provide models of 
munificence and compassion in line with evolving concepts of gloire which 
placed a premium on service in the interests of the public good. Writing 
to the Director of the Kings’ Buildings, the Marquis de Marigny, Cochin 
stated: ‘We have so many celebrated martial actions which only go to the 
destruction of humanity; is it not reasonable sometimes to represent gen-
erous actions full of humanity which during the time of good kings have 
brought happiness to their peoples […].’11

Yet the decline in the number and quality of battle painters during 
the eighteenth century was still of some concern to the authorities, the 
French state having been a major patron of battle painting in the preced-
ing century.12 Cochin had, in fact, earlier been tasked with the revival 
of battle painting after the death of Charles Parrocel (1688–1752), who 
had taken on the mantle of most favoured French battle painter from 
Joseph Parrocel (1646–1704), his father.13 Cochin’s efforts met with rela-
tively little success although the genre was still practised and favoured 
by some artists such as François Casanova (1727–1803), Charles Cozette 
(1713–1797) and Jacques Gamelin (1738–1803).

Whilst the officially appointed post of war artist did not yet exist, some 
painters followed military campaigns so as to sketch relevant troop positions, 
fortifications and armed engagements. These painters were attached to the 
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army’s corps of Engineer Geographers and employed as skilled technicians by 
the Ministry of War, rather than as inventively creative fine artists retained by 
the royal household.14 Constructed in the studio, battle paintings dealt with 
the fire, smoke, passions, tumult and turmoil of armed combat but they were 
also consciously imaginative recreations. They did not function as reportage 
of what had taken place and were not understood as records of what might 
have taken place in a conflict. Some print imagery might well have functioned 
as memorabilia in claiming to be communicating a true-to-life veracity about 
a particular battle scene, site or view and in terms of the experience of an eye-
witness, but the production of such print imagery arose from the use of dif-
ferent materials, practices and processes, was disseminated in different forms 
and operated with fundamentally different visual conventions than the devices 
and constructions that pertained to the painting of battles.15

In a lecture of 7 February 1750 to the Académie royale on the life of 
the sculptor Simon Guillain, the Comte de Caylus had actually warned the 
students there against the profession of arms as a career choice: ‘[…] it is 
very good to be brave because of the advantageous qualities with which 
courage is ordinarily accompanied, but you must never use your body 
except to defend it, especially as an artist for whom this virtue is basically 
as futile as sketching can be for a soldier’.16 Whilst the arts elevated genius, 
the young artists were not to get carried away by romantic ideas when rep-
resenting heroes. The arts of war and the arts of peace were generally seen 
in relation to each other, but the mutual dependence was that of polarised 
opposites. At Versailles, for instance, the Salon de la Guerre and the Salon 
de la Paix are located at either end of the Galerie des Glaces.

The Emotional Charge of Battle Painting

In spite of the Comte de Caylus’s admonition to trainee artists within the 
Académie royale to avoid the profession of arms, the absence of a personal 
eye-witness experience of the battlefield became a cause for concern in critical 
responses to battle painting. For instance, Denis Diderot, the philosophe edi-
tor of the Encyclopédie and writer on art, considered that without such eye-
witness experience, painters could not be true to nature and thus were unable 
to depict a battle scene convincingly.17 Under the entry Peintre de batailles 
(Peint.mod.) in the Encyclopédie, a distinction is made between those battle 
painters who had had personal experience of military service and those who 
had had no such experience.18 Jacques Courtois (1621–1676?) is particularly 
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marked out here for having had three years’ army experience, enabling him 
to sketch the encampments, sieges, marches and fighting he had witnessed.

The drive towards a more believable verisimilitude entailed, further-
more, a move away from the theoretically proscribed formulations of the 
passions as outlined by Charles le Brun in the seventeenth century. Le 
Brun had been First Painter to the King and director of both the Gobelins 
manufactory and the Académie royale, but he was still known for his paint-
ing of battles, particularly for his four vast canvases showing the battles 
of Alexander.19 These works are fully baroque in the grandiosity of their 
style and conception, incorporating as they do the external effects of such 
extreme passions as fury, fear, anger and aggression. The dynamic configu-
rations of these compositions fuse struggling, fighting men with beasts in 
a variety of acts of violence, tangled bodies and weapons, with the hero, 
Alexander, in the thick of the action.

Le Brun had delivered a lecture on passions to the Académie royale in 
Paris on 17 April 1668 which was published with corresponding illustra-
tions ten years later.20 This lecture was an attempt to formulate rational 
precepts for the painting of the passions following on from the mechanis-
tic definitions given by Descartes. These conceptually conceived models 
then came to serve as appropriate, authorised versions for those wishing 
to learn the arts of painting and sculpture. Later on, during the eigh-
teenth century, the concern to configure outward expression in line with 
its suitable and appropriate inner passion or affect was to result in a spe-
cial competition prize for expression, the Prix Caylus, for which aspiring 
trainees sketched or drew from a live model that one of the teachers at the 
Académie royale had posed to represent a named passion.21

Johann Joachim Winckelmann’s writings on ancient art were in the 
forefront of the turning away from the types of coded models that le Brun 
had supplied. The German antiquarian scholar was preoccupied with set-
ting up a Greek ideal of noble simplicity and calm grandeur that went 
against the extremes of passions with which the battlefield scenes in the 
high baroque style were embellished.22 The influential Geschichte der Kunst 
des Altherthums, first published in 1764 and then translated into French 
in 1766, has a section criticising modern artists for an excess of expression 
when compared to the wise discretion of the artists of antiquity.23 In cas-
tigating modern artists for using mannered, over-emphatic facial expres-
sion so as to indicate little of substance, Winckelmann compared them to 
actors who exaggerated the truth of their facial gestures to make them-
selves understood in the back rows of the theatre. Le Brun’s treatise on the 
passions was singled out for giving those learning to be artists exaggerated 
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models of excessive passions like fury. Given the tumult, disorder and fury 
of the battlefield scene, and of the experiences of witnessing the thick of 
battle, the painter of battle pictures faced almost impossible challenges in 
having to be convincing and true to nature on the one hand, whilst also 
providing something that was carefully constructed to be morally improv-
ing, ennobling, generalising and quite abstract.

Citing Horace’s celebrated epithet, Si vis me flere, dolendum est/Primum 
ipsi tibi, in his critical review of the Paris Salon exhibition of 1767, Diderot 
develops an acting theory in a digression, which was to be more fully artic-
ulated in Paradoxe sur le comédien of 1770.24 In these earlier comments 
Diderot proposes that, taking on the role of the tragedienne Adrienne 
Lecouvreur, he shakes and suffers but that, at the same time, remaining 
just himself, he experiences pleasure. Such pleasure is too weak if the other 
self cannot be taken on; what has to be striven for is a just temperament 
which allows for the shedding of delicious tears. These observations belong 
to discussions about the emerging culture of sensibility and derive in part 
from the acting theory of Aaron Hill in which a more controlled approach 
to expression is advocated.25 Rooted in the language of neoclassical tragedy, 
the comments also have Edmund Burke on the sublime as a source; they 
help, too, to account for the pleasurable sensations of pity and fear Diderot 
applied to his own experience of witnessing battle paintings in the Salon of 
1767, at a safe distance from the battlefield.26

Philippe-Jacques de Loutherbourg’s reception piece to the Académie 
royale, was shown under the title Une bataille (Fig. 12.1). Trained in 
the studio of the battle painter François Casanova, de Loutherbourg 
(1740–1812) had been approved for admission to the Académie royale on 
22 June 1763 as a landscape painter and not as a specialist battle painter.27 
Later, when in England, this artist’s many and various activities included 
the production of set designs for the London theatre, the invention of a 
light show called the Eidophusikon and the painting of British naval victo-
ries on a monumental scale.28

Diderot’s comments about this particular battle scene begin, as one 
would expect, with a description of the figurative contents of the compo-
sition: men lay siege to a distant castle and there is a foreground tangle of 
assailants, the dead and dying and their horses. The atmosphere, suffused 
with the smoke and reddened light of cannon shot is noted, as is the 
composition’s central mass where the white cavalryman is seen from the 
horse’s rear end.29 This observation about the showing of the principal 
group from the rear implicitly goes against the grain of history painting, 
for it negates the making of potential heroes, of personal characterisations, 
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of the potential to impute motivation, cause and/or effect. Similarly, the 
outcome of the conflict is one that remains essentially unknown.

Diderot then broadens his perspective to discuss the issue of the genre 
of painting—meaning the genre of battle painting—which he consid-
ers has no proper unity of time, action or place. This is the language of 
the seventeenth-century French theatre, adapted from classical theories 
of invention culled from antique treatises on rhetoric, drama and poetry, 
applied to contemporary precepts for the composition of history paint-
ings.30 What is being implied here is, once again, the failure of battle paint-
ing in being precisely not history painting. This was not, however, a matter 
of dismissing the genre of battle painting out of hand. Whilst implicitly 
acknowledging its lowly status, Diderot was still enthusiastic about the 
emotional benefit the viewer might gain from seeing such scenes.

What Diderot praised in the painting of battles was the spectacle, 
verve, fougue, fire, spirit, passions it could offer up to the viewer. The 

Fig. 12.1  Philippe-Jacques de Loutherbourg, Une Bataille, oil on canvas, 97 × 
129 cm, 1767. © Collection Musée d’Art et d’Histoire de Cholet, Dépôt du 
Musée du Louvre, Cliché Mathilde
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expressive potentialities of, say, the atmosphere suffused with red light 
had distinctive aesthetic value. The beholder’s experience of the battle 
painting might additionally undergo a moment of sublimity, of extraor-
dinary feeling and of sensation: ‘All the fear and commiseration must 
leap at me from all points of the canvas’.31 The fact that the eye-witness-
ing experience that the artist has prompted was doubly distant from any 
actual battle in both time and in space might be turned to positive effect, 
for it was through the mediations of the canvas that Diderot’s feelings 
about a battle scene could have positive value. Such value was, however, 
compromised when the picture had a routine arrangement of uniform 
incidents.32 The condemnation of de Loutherbourg’s work because of 
its routine incident marks the composition out as not being from nature, 
not being true to life and not being grounded in personal observation. 
Given that the need to be convincing required, in this account, direct 
experience of the battlefield, but that the tumult and real dangers of the 
battlefield precluded such a direct experience for the artist, the painter of 
battles faced an irreconcilable dilemma.

Diderot’s review ends with a description of what he wished to see in a 
battle painting: he would prefer something more edifying, and to this end 
he imagines his own battle scene for his readers.33 It consists of a military 
general, calm in the midst of the fracas, who forgets the danger of his sur-
roundings to ensure the glory of a great day, who oversees everything with 
his head held high and who gives orders on the battlefield as in his palace. 
His principal officers form a shield around him with their bodies. Diderot 
rejects the mere skirmishes of anonymous hussars and pandours in favour 
of a more conceptual and potentially more ennobling moment.34 This 
greater idea still belongs, of course, to the province of history painting.

A dictionary of the arts of painting, sculpture and engraving, first pub-
lished in 1792 from material compiled by Claude-Henri Watelet before 
his death in 1786 and then completed by Pierre-Charles Levesque, went 
further than Diderot in condemning battle painting for its inclusion of 
fantastic elements and concomitant lack of verisimilitude.35 With a tinge 
of revolutionary fervour, the entry on Bataille states that there would be 
very few battle painters if they devoted themselves to making the neces-
sary studies from nature, just as the number of warrior-conquering kings 
would be severely reduced if they were forced to fight personally in one-
to-one combat against each other.36 The entry criticizes the search for ever 
more extraordinary, chimerical, unbelievable effects: ‘[…] painters who 
have never even seen one skirmish, please themselves in overstimulating 
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the desires of their art lovers and exaggerate so much actions, movements, 
expressions that they dislocate limbs and maim their combatants before 
being hit or experiencing the merest tumble’.37 By bringing out the exag-
gerated nature of the actions and expressions of these scenes of combat, 
this criticism marks out battle painting not merely for a lack of convincing 
verisimilitude, but also for the tendency to be, in practice, sensationalist 
and histrionic.

Battle Painting Versus History Painting

That battle painting was out of official favour for institutional, theoretical 
and aesthetic reasons in France in the decades before the emergence of the 
military scenes of the Napoleonic era is borne out by the life, work and 
career trajectory of Jacques Gamelin (1738–1803). Gamelin first studied 
at the Académie royale de peinture of Toulouse before joining the studio of 
Jean-Baptiste Deshays in (1729–1765) Paris.38 He was admitted as a battle 
painter, not as a history or landscape painter, to the Academy of St Luke in 
Rome in 1771.39 Gamelin never returned to Paris but went back home to 
the south-west of France in 1774 where, with his assistants he worked on 
a publication, Nouveau Recueil d’Ostéologie et de Myologie.40

This collection of anatomical plates was for the use of both anato-
mists and artists. Accompanied by verbal descriptions in both French and 
Latin, most of the dissection diagrams delineate the bones and muscles of 
the body, but interspersed within these illustrations are other, imagined, 
scenes, such as pictures of people mixing with animated skeletons, and 
battle scenes, reminiscent of the etchings of Francisco Goya (1746–1828). 
The frontispiece to the collection shows skeletal death riding over the 
dead and fallen in the midst of a battle. So the study of anatomy is fused 
here with expressive acts and gestures of fighting to the death. The maca-
bre dance of the animated skeletons is suggestive of vanitas, the vanity of 
life’s brief span, with the horrors of warfare being seen as inimical to life.

Gamelin’s publishing enterprise was not a commercial success and 
he had, thereafter, to take up teaching posts first in Montpellier, then in 
Narbonne and later on back in his birthplace of Carcassonne.41 During 
the Revolution, he made an application to become a captain in the 
Engineering Corps after he had been engaged, along with his pupil Pierre 
Maurin and his eldest son Jacques-François Gamelin, by the newly created 
Republican State to draw on-site the most interesting viewpoints of the 
Battle of Perpignan that had taken place on 27 July 1793.42 The victories 
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of the Army of the Eastern Pyrenees were to be recorded in paint. The 
battlefield panorama showing the Battle of Boulou (Béziers, Musée Hotel 
Fabrégat) has topographically distinctive landscape features and includes, 
in the foreground, two people’s representatives to the army alongside the 
military leader of the French forces, General Dugommier. These political 
deputies were sent out from Paris during the period of Jacobin rule to 
oversee the army and maintain law and order. They are marked out here 
by their revolutionary tricolour sashes and cockades.

On 3 July 1795, after the downfall of the Jacobins, the Commission for 
the Organisation of Troop Movements refused Gamelin’s appointment 
as a Captain of the Engineers on the grounds that he had not received 
the proper training and had insufficient experience as a soldier.43 In fact, 
Gamelin had already been sporting an officer’s uniform to ensure good 
treatment in case of capture by the enemy. The correspondence was fol-
lowed up a year later when Gamelin was refused recompense for his work 
sketching and painting memorable actions, battles and victories.44 The 
reason given for this non-payment was that no decision on a mode of dis-
tribution had, as yet, been made. It could well be that the rapidly mutating 
political fortunes of the period as well as the financially straitened circum-
stances of the newly forged nation militated against making a commitment 
to fostering this type of work at this particular time.

By 1799, and with the rise to power of General Bonaparte, the political cir-
cumstances had changed again and the government began to put into effect 
an active policy of promoting military imagery. Susan Siegfried has noted that 
around this time the new political ideology of battle painting produced a con-
comitant shift in the visual rhetorics of the genre with a move towards a more 
documentary mode.45 History painting still had a higher status and enjoyed 
far greater prestige than the painting of battles but there were now calls to 
do away with the painting of ancient myth and ancient heroes in favour of 
addressing more contemporary subject matter.46 After a public meeting of the 
newly formed Institut national de France on 4 April 1798 (15 germinal an 6), 
Bonaparte had apparently approached David, the preeminent history painter 
of the day, and addressed him with the interrogatory words ‘Eh, bien?’ In 
response David made a polite, acknowledging, but negative, nod of the head 
to which the general replied ‘Poussin does not want to be Parrocel too.’47 The 
Parrocels, as has been noted above, were a dynasty of battle painters, whilst 
Poussin, even though he had worked for most of his life in Rome, had come 
to be celebrated as the preeminent French history painter of the seventeenth 
century.48 A journalist then asked David for an explanation of this exchange. 
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The artist gave a somewhat equivocal justification for his conduct: Bonaparte 
had wanted David to accompany him on his intended expedition to England 
where the events of the war might be an opportunity for the exercise of the 
painter’s brush. David burned to follow him but his family and friends were 
against him going there because of his weak health; and, furthermore, he had 
not wanted to go to England only to fight there.

Between 1789 and 1799 David’s activities as both an artist and a poli-
tician included the painting of portraits, such as one of his most famous 
works, Marat à son dernier soupir (Brussels, Musée royaux des Beaux-Arts), 
the organising of public festivals, the design of new national costumes and 
the production of prints attacking the English enemy—although these cari-
catures were unsigned and only attributed to David in the twentieth cen-
tury.49 David did not, however, produce a major history painting when the 
Revolution was at its most intense. He only returned to history painting 
during and after a period in prison following the fall of the Jacobins and the 
execution of Robespierre, completing the painting of Les Sabines (Fig. 12.2) 
in 1799 and showing it in his own private exhibition that was, nonetheless, 
held in the Louvre.50

The subject of this work is taken from the early history of Rome and is 
recalled by, amongst others, Plutarch, Titus Livy and Ovid, but the artist’s 
approach to the narrative is certainly not one of mere illustration. Given 
the mute, static nature of the oil painting on canvas, David used his pow-
ers of invention to select a single, significant pivotal moment in the action. 
The moment chosen here is the key instant of ceasefire when the fighting 
stops. Roman men had abducted the Sabine women and made them their 
wives; some of the Sabine men were the women’s fathers and brothers. 
The women are thus shown to be intervening to stop the fighting between 
these two enemy nations and also to stop the fighting between their loved 
ones. This is a work that is, therefore, precisely not a battle painting. On 
the contrary, it is a work about the cessation of a battle, of fighting and 
conflict. Romulus is posed like a Greek statue, arrested in the movement 
of launching his metal spear or pike. The women intervene with their 
children and, in their gestures of separation, submission, despair, grief, 
horror and entreaty they bear the emotional load of the piece in a manner 
that does not conform to the usual conventions of battle painting. This is 
a work that is stridently pacifist in its stance; it is about bringing an end to 
the killing, death and destruction of warfare for the sake of future genera-
tions. When it was first exhibited, it was, indeed, recognised as a plea for 
reconciliation in France after the upheavals of the Revolution.51
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Two quite fully worked up preliminary drawings (Paris, Louvre) for the 
monumental work indicate a major late change in the composition of the 
painting.52 David’s usual working practice had been to draw his figures 
in the nude first and then, subsequently, paint them clothed. Yet the two 
compositional drawings show the principal combatants clothed in tunics 
whereas in the completed painting they are naked. From his studies in 
Rome and his knowledge of, for instance, Trajan’s Column, David would 
have known that the ancient Romans did not go to war in the nude.53 In 
answer to complaints about this anachronism that had already been made 
to him, David felt the need to include a note on the nudity of his heroes 
at the end of the free catalogue included in the entry fee to the exhibition 
and which the artist could, therefore, use to justify himself.54 The painter 
reasoned that the painters, sculptors and poets of Antiquity had depicted 
the gods, heroes and all kinds of men, including philosophers, in the nude 
and that he had wanted to be true to the mores (mœurs) of Antiquity. The 
artist cites authorities for this practice including the works of Phidias and 
Praxiteles and the Achilles at the Villa Borghese. His list ends with just 

Fig. 12.2  Jacques-Louis David, Les Sabines, oil on canvas, 385cm x 522cm, 1799. 
Paris, Louvre Photo © RMN-Grand Palais (Musée du Louvre)/René-Gabriel Ojéda
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one example taken from Rome rather than from Greece: a medal with the 
figure of Romulus carrying trophies on his shoulder as the first instance of 
the spoils of war. In the reviews of the painting, the nudity of the warriors 
did, indeed, come in for a great deal of mockery. One wag even com-
posed a ditty: ‘In clothing as nature intended/Both Tatius and Romulus/
And young beauties with neither fichus nor petticoats/David tells us noth-
ing that we did not know/Paris has for some time proclaimed him/The 
Raphael of the sans-culottes.’55

The challenges facing the genre of battle painting in eighteenth-century 
France were partly institutional ones, as is demonstrated by the differing for-
tunes of the battle painter Gamelin when compared to those of the history 
painter David. The emotional charge of the battle piece was, furthermore, at 
odds with contemporary concerns about the need to be true to nature whilst 
also improving on nature so as to provoke beneficial actions and activate 
elevating sensibilities. The engagements of the battlefield were precisely not 
ones that were intimate or that could easily be envisaged as having virtuous 
connotations. Yet, when viewed at a safe distance, the extremes of emotion, 
of pity and of fear, that the battle scene might prompt by its views of larger-
than-life actions, gestures, movements and expressions, also had the poten-
tial to arouse feelings of pleasurable awe and delight.

In his monumental biography of the artist, David’s grandson, Jacques-
Louis Jules David, includes an account of a visit to the studio of David 
by Bonaparte whilst the artist was completing this major painting of Les 
Sabines.56 On seeing the work, Bonaparte had apparently complained that 
it did not adequately resemble true fighting in battle and he had then 
reputedly demonstrated the art of soldiery by imitating a bayonet charge. 
David’s oblique reply was that he had not wanted to paint French soldiers, 
but the heroes of Antiquity. The first Consul then advised David to make 
the appropriate changes as his warriors lacked passion, movement, enthu-
siasm. When the first Consul had left, David is then said to have remarked: 
‘These generals don’t know the first thing about painting.’57
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In January 1795 two ‘MAGNIFICENT PICTURES […] Elucidating the 
Effects of Peace, and the Consequences of War’ went on display in an infe-
rior, unheated, and largely unvisited room at Orme’s Gallery, London.1 
On 3 February, the landscape artist and diarist Joseph Farington noted 
that the painter of these pieces, William Hodges, was ‘very low spirited in 
consequence of having heard the Duke of York was at his Exhibition & 
that his having chosen for subjects Peace & War it is supposed proceeded 
from Democratic principles.’ Farington observed further that the royal 
visitor ‘abused his pictures as being of a political tendency expressing their 
surprise that such pictures should be exhibited.’2 A few years later the 
painter and critic Edward Edwards recalled that the duke:



[…] thought no artist should employ himself on works of that kind, the 
effects of which might tend to impress the mind of the inferior class of soci-
ety with sentiments not suited to the public tranquillity; that the effects of 
war were at all times to be deplored, and therefore need not be exemplified 
in a way which could only serve to increase public clamour without redress-
ing the evil.3

What the duke perceived in Hodges’s ‘Democratic’ paintings, with their 
unstinting attention to the brutalities of war both on and off the battle-
field, was a source of dissident sentiment, at odds with those feelings of 
enthusiasm for victories and stoicism in the face of defeats that art ought, 
ideally, to arouse in ‘inferior’ subjects.

As this chapter goes on to explore, the regulation of emotional responses 
to artistic representations of war was a key concern of the British ruling 
classes, often involving high-ranking members of the royal family in uneasy 
collaborations with those very inferiors—painters, print-makers and crit-
ics—from whom they sought to distinguish themselves. Influenced, on 
the one hand, by Adam Smith’s emphasis on the ‘impartial’ spectator’s 
moderation of the effects of over-identification with the sufferings of oth-
ers and, on the other, by Edmund Burke’s prioritising of spatial and emo-
tional ‘distance’ in apprehending the sensation of the sublime,4 in Britain 
during the opening years of the war against revolutionary France painters 
and print makers, incentivised by lucrative commissions from government 
supporters, and with an eye to the burgeoning popularity of panoramic 
displays and other spectacular entertainments, were thus encouraged to 
produce large-scale battle paintings highlighting the effects of the sub-
lime—fire, smoke, and grand, imposing vistas—over those intimate, all-
too-human, displays of sentiment and suffering that had preoccupied 
artists in the previous decade.5 With all eyes focussed on the image of 
the conquering hero, the maimed and disfigured presence of the ordinary 
soldier was rendered subsidiary to the prospect of the greater good. The 
resulting ‘emotional habitus’, with its emphasis on scale over detail, on 
sensation over reflection, on noble sacrifice rather than on common suf-
fering, and on comprehension of abstract information rather than under-
standing of personal experience, helped impart the requisite physical and 
mental dispositions needed for the mobilization of pro-war sentiment.6

Habitus is the appropriate conceptual term here, as the grand scale 
of these paintings, often displayed in imposing architectural settings, 
were designed to instil bodily sensations conducive to feelings of awe and 
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admiration. Operating on non-conscious as well as conscious levels, and 
informed by spatial as well as socio-cultural codes, such paintings, this 
chapter will argue, were conceived as tools of emotional conditioning, 
working in tandem with journalism, literature, theatre, music and popu-
lar entertainments to foster support for the British war effort. The emo-
tions aroused by these works were, however, by no means uniform, and 
what this essay will go on to show, by way of a reading of the circum-
stances surrounding the production and reception of Philippe-Jacques 
de Loutherbourg’s large-scale battle painting The Grand Attack on 
Valenciennes (1793), are those moments when the dominant emotional 
habitus is weakened, traversed by those unruly forms of affect—melan-
choly and anxiety, as well as ridicule and contempt—that the discourses of 
sentiment and the sublime often failed to contain.

Visualising War: The Grand Attack on Valenciennes

In February 1793 the dispatch of an expeditionary force to Flanders, led 
by Frederick, Duke of York, marked Britain’s entry into the war against 
France. Yet, despite the fact that the early months of the campaign 
resulted in a string of Allied successes, the Duke of York, with only a few 
British regiments to command, and these comprised mainly of raw, ill-
disciplined recruits, together with a motley alliance of Dutch, Austrian 
and Hanoverian troops, struggled to accomplish the dramatic displays of 
unqualified triumph or heroic defeat that establishment artists so cravenly 
desired. The prevailing mood towards the war was one of scepticism and, 
at best, indifference. One event, however, did manage to capture the pub-
lic imagination. In May 1793, following their defeat at Corbés, the French 
forces, under the command of Dampierre’s replacement General Custine, 
established a defensive line running through the town of Valenciennes. On 
23 May the Allies attacked the camp at Famars to the south of the town. 
Although largely unsuccessful, the assault forced the French to retreat 
from this exposed position leaving the Allies free to besiege Valenciennes. 
Under the leadership of the Duke of York, Allied troops brought about 
the surrender of the town’s garrison on 28 July. News of the Allied victory 
was broadly welcomed in the British press, although it is worth noting 
that calls for a general illumination met with only limited support from the 
public. As the anti-government Morning Chronicle reported:
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[…] unfortunately the war in which the folly of Ministers has involved the 
country is of such a nature, that the victories achieved by the valour of our 
troops excite but little joy among the people, who feel that they have no 
interest in them. Although the surrender of Valenciennes was announced 
by firing the Tower and Park guns, not a window was lighted up on the 
occasion.7

The Gazetteer and New Daily Advertiser commented sourly that only one 
householder in Charing Cross ‘thought proper to illuminate, and so pop-
ular is the war that [he] had his windows broken in consequence’.8

Apparent indifference to the Allied victory was, however, converted 
swiftly into outright enthusiasm as, by August, crowds began flocking to 
Vauxhall pleasure gardens, Sadler’s Wells theatre and Westminster Bridge 
to enjoy a range of Valenciennes-related entertainments. An ‘Historical 
Piece, intermixed with Songs and Spectacles’ called ‘THE HONOURS 
OF WAR; Or, The SIEGE of VALENCIENNES’ at Sadler’s Wells prom-
ised to give a ‘comprehensive idea of whatever is most striking in the prog-
ress and termination of a siege […] The whole founded on well-known 
facts, and respectfully offered to the public as some illustration of the 
military movements on the great theatre of war.’9 Meanwhile, at Astley’s 
Amphitheatre, attendees were treated to a ‘new grand Military Spectacle 
in three parts,’ interspersed with comic ‘songs, duets, choruses, and vari-
ous striking and interesting war operations,’ based on ‘plans taken on the 
spot’ by Philip Astley, father of the owner of the amphitheatre, ‘at this 
time in actual service on the continent’.10 A year later, Astley’s Siege of 
Valenciennes was described by the World as ‘the small talk of the day’ 
along with the ‘Valenciennes helmet:’ ‘Seventeen of these pretty ornaments 
trembled over the faces of our fair countrywomen last night at the Royal 
Saloon, which bids to increase its celebrity, from having give [sic.] birth to 
this fashionable bonnet.’11

While the victory at Valenciennes took shape as a fashionable spectacle, 
enthusiasm for which was apparent even in female clothing, print-makers 
and painters, for their part, began the process of transforming the event into 
an object of sublime admiration. An extract from Joseph Farington’s diary, 
dating from the beginning of August 1793, gives an indication of how poli-
ticians paved the way for this process: ‘Marchant called in the evening with 
a proposal relative to Valenciennes. Mr. Windham has today described the 
very picturesque & extraordinary appearance of that place since the siege.’12 
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William Windham, who within the year would be appointed Secretary at 
War, was among the first parliamentarians to visit the scene of the battle. 
Through Nathaniel Marchant, the gem-engraver and medallist, he pro-
posed to Farington that he should visit Valenciennes to record ‘some of the 
Scenes, which have done so much honour to the combined Armies’.13 The 
print firm of John Boydell appears also to have had a stake in the excursion, 
intending that engravings be taken from the sketches.

Acting, in effect, as an official war artist, Farington, armed with letters 
of support from Windham and General George Ainslie, set out for the 
Netherlands on 11 August. Arriving in Valenciennes on the evening of 
the seventeenth, Farington spent the following morning walking among 
the ruins of the town, finding them ‘much more extensive’ than he had 
expected: ‘whole streets were crushed as it were to pieces, unlike anything 
we had ever seen’.14 Seemingly unaffected by these scenes, the artist goes 
on to express admiration for the drilling of the Austrian troops: ‘I never saw 
exercise performed like it, it was with an exactness like a well made machine.’ 
Distracted by neo-Cartesian displays of affectless precision, Farington goes 
on to sketch dispassionate views of ‘Le Damen de Beaumont, and some of 
the buildings near it, as specimens of the destructive effects of a bombard-
ment.’15 During the course of the next two weeks Farington drew numer-
ous views of the town, focussing on ruined churches, street scenes and 
siege architecture—in sum, providing precisely the sorts of ‘picturesque’ 
and ‘extraordinary’ views that were required of him.

Although the artist records towards the end of his notebook that ‘habit 
reconciles Men to situations in which danger is not a consideration,’ before 
going on to state how for soldiers the ‘daily loss of comrades, and com-
panions, does not appear to be received with more than indifference,’ his 
account does, nevertheless, provide a glimpse of the sufferings of those for 
whom war is something other than mere ‘business’.16 Whilst sketching the 
ruins of a convent, for example, Farington was approached by two women 
who had lost their husbands during the siege: ‘One of them said she had 
nine Children. In return for something given they willingly sat to me for 
figures, to put in my drawings.’ In exchange for charity, the women appear 
in Farington’s drawings as bit-part players, inserted amidst the ruins to 
provide a sense of scale and local colour; by his own admission, the artist’s 
observations on ‘suffering […] extend only to property’.17 It is only by 
deduction that an occasional insight is gleaned into the feelings of those 
human figures behind the ruined façade, as in the following extract:

PICTURING VALENCIENNES: PHILIPPE-JACQUES DE LOUTHERBOURG...  253



One cannot remain in any street long, witht. seeing a Funeral pass. It 
appears from the manner in which they are generally attended, as if the 
poorer sort of people were most affected. Several causes have contributed 
to produce the diseases which are so fatal. Long confinement in Cellars 
&c under ground, where numbers were crowded together and fed upon a 
scanty allowance, and the Air of the place may reasonably be supposed to be 
affected when it is considered what a vast body of stagnant water with which 
the Country was inundated, must have corrupted and caused infection.18

Tellingly, Farington ends his account by noting the ‘weather today very 
fine’.19

The impressions of Valenciennes sketched by Farington are deter-
minedly anti-theatrical, avoiding heightened depictions of military glory 
in exchange for refined depictions of elegiac ruin; what the category of 
the picturesque offered, with its easy-going management of pleasure and 
pain, was a way to avoid the fraught emotions of war.20 Although Boydell’s 
scheme to produce engravings based on the sketches was not realised, as 
national fervour intensified, spurred on by the popularity of dramatic mili-
tary displays, competing publishers began to perceive an opening in the 
market. Within days of the announcement of victory the World announced 
proposals for a print of the ‘SURRENDER of VALENCIENNES’ to be 
engraved by subscription from a painting by the scenic artist Philippe 
Jacques de Loutherbourg (Fig. 13.1). Commissioned by the mezzotint 
engraver and publisher Valentine Green, his son Rupert, and the print 
dealer Christian von Mechel, potential subscribers were assured in the 
advertisement that the print would introduce accurate ‘portraits of His 
Royal Highness the Duke of YORK, and the Principal Officers of the 
Combined Armies’ whilst conveying a sense of the ‘magnitude of its 
object’. The ‘size of the picture,’ the advertisement concluded, would 
be ’12 feet wide, by 8 feet high. The size of the Print will be about 30 
inches wide, by 20 inches high.’21 In the call for subscriptions, emphasis 
is also placed on the importance of royal patronage. ‘Dedicated, by per-
mission, to his Majesty,’ the proposals seek to assure subscribers of the 
authenticity and authority of the resulting print. As final confirmation of 
the print’s artistic and historical significance an emphasis on compositional 
scale, accuracy of portraiture and speed of production is used to offset 
‘Objections that may be made to that Mode of conducting great Works of 
Art.’ Here, the backers of the project, mindful of the vogue for terrifying 
spectacles and with an eye on the desire for visual ‘Information’, as well 
as for the enforcement of state-sponsored notions of British valour, can 
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be seen endeavouring to maintain a sense of artistic worth distinct from 
purely commercial considerations.22

No stranger to the popularisation of the aesthetics of the sublime, 
Loutherbourg was an ideal choice for a vision of the siege that would capi-
talise on its potential for shock and awe whilst emphasising the executive 
role of the Duke of York. Loutherbourg, for his part, must undoubtedly 
have been enticed by the generous terms of the commission, which prom-
ised over 750 guineas, excluding expenses. ‘Sanctioned by royal patronage 
and approbation,’ as the British Magazine later confirmed, ‘the outset of 
this bold speculation, supported by a liberal subscription, promised the 
most flattering issue to all concerned, and was very properly considered as 
a national object, arising from the first classes of the British arts, emulous 
to raise an honourable memorial of the glory acquired by the military and 
naval prowess of the British arms’.23

Fig. 13.1  William Bromley (after Philip James de Loutherbourg), The Grand 
Attack on Valenciennes by the Combined Armies Under the Command of His Royal 
Highness, the Duke of York on the 25th July, 1793, 1801, hand-coloured engraving 
on paper. 60.5 x 83.3 cm, published by V&R, Green and Christian von Mechel. © 
The Anne S. K. Brown Military Collection
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Loutherbourg accepted the commission and, on 30 August set out for 
Flanders, arriving at Valenciennes in the first week of September. As an 
indication of the emergence of emotional counter-currents to the prevail-
ing mood it is worth noting the response of the opposition newspaper 
the Morning Post, which, following its announcement of Loutherbourg’s 
‘intention of painting a Picture of Valenciennes, at the moment of its sur-
render,’ joked that the siege would most likely be ‘performed all over 
again’ for the ‘amusement and instruction of the artist’.24 Alert to the 
transformation of war into theatrical spectacle, in the same issue the paper 
carried a report on an attack by militia officers at Brighton Theatre on the 
Anglican minister and anti-war campaigner Vicesimus Knox, which gives 
an indication of the dynamic and always variable condition of the reigning 
‘emotional habitus’.25 Knox’s sermon the previous Sunday, based on Luke 
2.14 ‘Glory be to God the Highest, and on earth peace and good will to 
all men,’ had been taken as a criticism of the government and of the con-
duct of the local militia. Keen to debunk the aggrandisement of the Allied 
campaign, the paper observed of this attack that it ‘is really a pity that 
those brave heroes who distinguished themselves at Brighton, in subduing 
the Rev. Mr. Knox, his wife and children, are not sent to the Continent. 
In this manly action there were not more than six officers concerned, who 
bravely achieved this wondrous exploit’. In the same issue the paper noted, 
with characteristic sardonicism, that charging with ‘wooden bayonets’ has 
become the most ‘fashionable manoeuvre’ at the Brighton camp.26

Loutherbourg’s commission may thus be seen as an attempt on the 
part of the establishment to curb the spread of radical and Whig dissent, 
which aimed to puncture assertions of awe and admiration through bathos 
and scorn. By contrasting the purported gallantry of the expedition-
ary force with the disreputable behaviour of local Militiamen, papers like 
the Morning Post sought to remind their audiences of the social tensions 
underlying state-sponsored visions of glory and stability, thus giving voice 
to the idea that the instilling of emotional unanimity in a populace involves 
ongoing and diverse efforts of coercion, rather than a single and straight-
forward act of will. In light of this satirical challenge to the government’s 
portrayal of the war, Loutherbourg’s decision to employ the services of 
the caricaturist James Gillray for providing portraits, character studies and 
details of military dress, seems, on the face of things, to be somewhat quix-
otic, not least when the element of royal sanction and patronage is taken 
into account.27 Just a few months earlier Gillray had portrayed the Duke of 
York in Fatigues of the Campaign in Flanders (20 May 1793; Fig. 13.2) as 
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a corpulent gourmand presiding over an opulent feast—a pointed rejoinder 
to the national day of humiliation, fasting and prayer that took place on 
19 April—his rubicund face and well-turned calves in stark contrast to the 
gaunt and pallid ranks of British infantry serving punch and wine. In addi-
tion, the duke is shown raising a cup of wine while a large Flemish woman, 
seated on his knee, suggestively handles his sheathed sword. Beneath the 
duke’s left foot a ragged and torn Union Jack serves as a reminder of the 
parlous state of the army and, by extension, of the nation that it represents. 
Gillray, whose father had lost an arm at the Battle of Fontenoy, was well 
aware of the terrible transformations wreaked by war on ordinary human 
beings and in John Bull’s Progress (Fig. 13.3), a print published two weeks 
after Fatigues, he underscores, with caustic irony, the synecdochal rela-
tionship between personal and collective injury. In the final frame John 
Bull, returned from overseas, is portrayed as a sallow, one-eyed, emaciated 
amputee, hobbling towards his impoverished dependants.28

Fig. 13.2  James Gillray, Fatigues of the Campaign in Flanders, 1793, hand-
coloured etching on paper, 25.2 x 50.5 cm, published by Hannah Humphrey. 
British Museum, London © Trustees of the British Museum
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As rumours of the contrasts between the luxurious conditions enjoyed 
by the duke and his entourage and the hardships endured by his troops 
circulated throughout the country in the early months of the war, graphic 
portrayals of starving and disabled servicemen and their families may well 
have lent support to anti-war campaigners seeking to capitalize on the 
hypocrisy of the king’s proclamation of a general day of fasting and humil-
iation. Such images, with their appeal to feelings of dissatisfaction with the 
ruinous effects of the war, attest to the presence of alternative emotional 
currents to those encouraged by the dominant habitus. Unlike large-scale 
battle paintings, which, even in reproduction, utilized codes of deference 
and awe drawn from the discourse of the sublime, graphic satires encour-
aged viewers to dwell on aberrant details and to respond to the representa-
tion of political contradictions with contempt and derision. Loutherbourg, 
however, would most likely have disregarded any worries he might have 

Fig. 13.3  James Gillray, John Bull’s Progress, 1793, hand-coloured etching on 
paper, 30 x 38.5 cm, published by Hannah Humphrey. British Museum, London 
© Trustees of the British Museum
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had concerning Gillray’s political reliability on account of his admiration 
for the caricaturist’s observational and technical abilities. In the Fatigues 
print, for instance, the duke’s head is finely drawn, not exaggerated, and 
the sketches contained in an album in the British Museum confirm that 
on the Flanders trip Gillray confined himself, for the most part, to provid-
ing precisely the sorts of details—of clothing, flags and weaponry—that 
Loutherbourg required of him.29 On their return to London both artists 
were presented to George III, and whilst the king appears to have been 
unimpressed by Gillray’s efforts the fact that the meeting even took place 
adds weight to the sense in which the endeavour to convey British martial 
accomplishment was directed by royal as well as commercial interests.30

War Displayed: Valenciennes and the Royal Gaze

As Olivier Lefeuvre notes in his definitive account of Loutherbourg’s 
career, the resulting picture of The Grand Attack on Valenciennes went 
on display on the ground floor of Bowyer’s Historic Gallery, Pall Mall, 
on 21 April 1794, following a private viewing by the king and his entou-
rage at Buckingham House a few days earlier.31 With its large, imposing 
scale, and carefully manipulated contrasts between scenes of activity and 
repose, together with affecting images of billowing smoke and eye-catch-
ing ruin, the painting was intended to arouse sentiments of esteem for the 
achievements of the British commanders represented in the foreground. 
The sensational aspects of the picture, designed to deflect attention from 
images of suffering that might otherwise subvert the dominant mood of 
jubilation, were complemented by a related emphasis on verisimilitude. 
Echoing the prospectus’s emphasis on authenticity and accuracy, The 
Grand Attack on Valenciennes was celebrated by the Oracle and Public 
Advertiser as ‘the first, and only instance, that has occurred in which the 
Artist has followed the progress of that army it was his design to repre-
sent […] We may venture to anticipate the public voice, in pronouncing 
Mr. LOUTHERBOURG to be the first military painter in this or any 
other country, his information as an Engineer being equal to his ability 
as an Artist.’32 The Times laid similar stress on the painting’s authentic-
ity, announcing that ‘the fashionable world have now established their 
morning lounge at the Historic Gallery, Pall Mall, where Loutherbourg’s 
celebrated picture […] attracts all who are anxious to behold an exact rep-
resentation of the remarkable siege’.33 What the emphasis on royal sanction 
and representational accuracy, together with the heightening of contrasts 
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between light and shade and the near-total avoidance of images of human 
suffering, sought, therefore, to ensure was an emotional response to war 
centred on deference and the regulation of unruly affects.

Loutherbourg, however, was not averse to allowing royal prerogative to 
supervene over verisimilitude. After viewing the painting on 25 July 1798 
the radical dramatist Thomas Holcroft observed that the Duke of York is 
represented as ‘the supposed conqueror’ while ‘the Austrian General, who 
actually directed the siege, is placed in a group, where, far from attract-
ing attention, he is but just seen’.34 Holcroft concludes that the work ‘has 
great merit’ and is ‘picturesque’ yet his point about the fatuous stage-
managing of the duke as the siege’s presiding deity directs attention to 
the fact that the composition lacks a credible and commanding central 
presence.35 In this sense, the wish to assure connoisseurs of the sublime 
that the ‘Smoke arising from the tremendous Bombardment […] blend-
ing with the Clouds, and contrasted with the setting Sun’ would form, 
‘by their combined Effects, a most impressive and awful Sky, and naturally 
heightened in its appearance by the dreadful situation of the Town, in a 
state of Conflagration and Ruins’ results in an unintentional undermin-
ing of the composition’s claims to historical accuracy as well as its ideo-
logical ambitions.36 For the wreaths of smoke sent up from the ruins of 
Valenciennes dominate a middle ground that ought, strictly speaking, to 
be occupied by the officer heroes huddled to the left and right of the 
picture. The marks of authenticity and of sublimity are thus qualified by a 
compositional indeterminacy born out of the tension between the vague-
ness of the scenes on the horizon and the exactitude of the figures on the 
margins. Regarding the painting in March 1795 Farington noted wither-
ingly that ‘the picture of Valenciennes appeared to me much worse than I 
thought it the last year.—When the novelty is over these pictures appear 
very deficient.’37

Notwithstanding such damaging assessments on the part of connoisseurs 
the pro-government press continued to boast of the ‘universal attention’ 
granted the work by ‘the Fashion and Beauty of the Metropolis’.38 
Emphasising the links forged in the painting’s Description between artistic 
worth and commercial success, the same journalist affirmed that the ‘great 
number of Subscriptions already received for the Print […] fully prove 
the confidence of the Public in the Proprietors, and the excellence of the 
Picture itself ’.39 The press thus worked in tandem with the print sellers 
and with the artist to forge a climate of enthusiasm that would validate the 
artistic quality of the endeavour and ensure sales while encouraging sup-
port for Britain’s involvement in the war against France.
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Competing Visions: Brown, Loutherbourg 
and Royal Patronage

Loutherbourg was, however, not the only artist to paint a large-scale rep-
resentation of the attack on Valenciennes. Within a few days of the appear-
ance on 1 August 1793 in the World of the advertisement for the print 
based on The Grand Attack on Valenciennes, the Morning Post carried an 
advertisement for a print of the ‘CAPTURE OF VALENCIENNES,’ taken 
from a picture ‘now painting from official information,’ by the American 
artist Mather Brown.40 The resulting canvas, entitled The Memorable 
Attack upon the French Camp on the Hills of Famars near Valenciennes by 
the Hanoverian Corp de Garde & Combined Armies under the Command 
of His Royal Highness on the 23rd of May 1793, was exhibited in an unfin-
ished state at Orme’s Gallery several weeks before the public unveiling of 
Loutherbourg’s painting. Measuring a massive 17 feet in length, the sheer 
scale of The Attack on Famars, together with the peremptory timing of its 
exhibition, suggests that Brown, spurred on by his business partner, the 
engraver and gallery owner Daniel Orme, may well have conceived the 
painting out of a spirit of competitiveness with his rival Loutherbourg. 
Although the Swiss-born artist had enjoyed royal patronage, and could 
reasonably claim, with the possible exception of Farington, to be the first 
artist to have ‘followed the progress’ of the army, Brown, following the 
success of his 1788 portrait of the Duke in the uniform of Colonel of 
the Coldstream Guards, boasted the official title of History and Portrait 
Painter to the Prince of Wales. Moreover, Brown had himself experienced 
the deprivations of war as a resident of Boston during the siege of 1775. 
Advertisements for Brown’s canvas and its accompanying print derived 
authenticating capital from both of these claims.41 Taking up this theme, 
Peter Harrington, in his assessment of The Attack on Famars, observes that 
the ‘picture was as authentic as Loutherbourg’s and many of the portraits 
were taken from life, but whereas the former picture was more panoramic 
in aspect, Brown focused on a close-up view of the battle in order to intro-
duce portraits; it was more narrative and theatrical with its concentration 
on the human element’.42 In other words, by concentrating solely on the 
commanding figure of the duke and his aides, Brown could successfully 
avoid the visual lacunae that emerged in Loutherbourg’s innovative yet 
technically flawed composition.

Brown’s picture was joined at Orme’s Gallery on 1 January 1795 by a 
no-less-imposing companion-piece: Lord Howe on the Deck of the ‘Queen 
Charlotte’, 1 June 1794. Together, the two paintings, the first represent-
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ing a questionably momentous victory on land, the second an ambigu-
ous triumph at sea, provided gallery-goers with a lesson in the political 
applications of artistic magnitude. Size alone, it seemed, could be a suf-
ficient means to efface dissenting visions of Britain’s martial progress. 
Undeterred, within two months of Brown’s canvas going on display, 
Loutherbourg presented the public with an equally sublime impression 
of the British naval victory, painted on a massive scale like Brown’s to 
counter the spread of anti-war feeling. Commissioned by Green and 
Mechel to capitalize on the success of The Grand Attack on Valenciennes, 
Loutherbourg’s painting, entitled Lord Howe’s Action, or the Glorious First 
of June, joined its companion piece at the Historic Gallery, Pall Mall on 2 
March. For this exhibition Loutherbourg, in cahoots with the printmak-
ers, worked tirelessly to promote the paintings as works conceived and 
directed by the supervening authority of no less a figure than George 
III. Thus, on 28 February, the Oracle advertised ‘LOUTHERBOURG’S 
PICTURES Under the gracious Patronage of His Majesty’—a claim that 
eclipsed Brown’s status as official painter to the Duke of York, and indeed 
that of the advertisement below in which two competing images of Lord 
Howe’s victory, then on display at Poggi’s Room, New Bond Street, were 
presented as the work of ‘Mr. ROBERT CLEVELEY, of the Royal Navy, 
Principal Marine Painter to his Royal Highness the Prince of Wales.’43

The extent to which Loutherbourg’s pictures had won favour with the 
king, and had thus come to be perceived as royally sanctioned works, is 
indicated by newspaper reports in March 1796 of a private viewing at 
Buckingham Palace of Lord Howe’s Action at which the artist and the 
printmakers were honoured to be present. The report in the Sun noted 
that the royal family were ‘pleased to express the highest approbation of 
that justly celebrated production’.44 A few weeks later Loutherbourg and 
his colleagues were again summoned to the Palace, this time to a showing 
of The Grand Attack on Valenciennes at which the king and his entourage 
were again pleased to express their approval. Significantly, these viewings 
coincided with renewed parliamentary calls for a cessation of hostilities 
with France. In the House of Lords the Earl of Guildford, echoing Fox’s 
address to the Commons, appealed to the house to ‘consider the dread-
ful state to which the Country was reduced by the present ruinous war’.  
In the course of his critique of the war Guildford singled out for particu-
lar attention the government’s failure after the victory at Valenciennes to 
enter into negotiations with France. Speaking in response Lord Grenville 
‘denied that Ministers deserved any blame for not offering terms, or 
endeavouring to negotiate after taking Valenciennes’ on the grounds that 

262  P. SHAW



France had, at that time, no Government or Constitution with which to 
negotiate. In the end the opposition’s motion was defeated by 100 votes 
to 10.45 Neither parliament nor the crown, it seemed, was eager to regard 
Valenciennes or, indeed, the ‘glorious’ 1st of June as anything other than 
signal confirmations of the right of the nation to wage war against French 
republicanism. With the gaze of the king shown to be focussed approvingly 
on Loutherbourg’s painting, the conditions for a favourable emotional 
response from the public to the war against France were thus secured.

Conclusion

As noted in the introduction to this chapter, Mather Brown’s paintings of 
British victories were not the only pictures on display in Orme’s Gallery 
in January 1795. In William Hodges’s pendant paintings, The Effects of 
Peace and The Consequences of War, viewers were able to visualise pre-
cisely those kinds of horrors that state-sponsored battle paintings sought 
to deny. When augmented by Gillray’s satirical images of royal indulgence 
and suffering soldiers it was shame that had the potential to emerge as 
the predominant emotional response to war. Shame, however, was not an 
emotion that the Duke of York, recently returned from a series of defeats 
in Flanders and now seeking to defend his reputation, wished to support. 
More suited to the royal temper were those visions of war that instilled feel-
ings of affection for noble leaders while deflecting attention from scenes of 
ruin ‘not suited to the public tranquillity.’ Accordingly, at Orme’s Gallery 
it was Brown’s picture, with its focus on York’s executive command that 
won the day. But while Brown’s representations of war were generally 
admired, with due deference paid to their various claims to topographical 
and historical accuracy, it was Loutherbourg, apparently operating under 
the guidance of George III, who managed to sustain the interest of the 
public by keeping his works on display at the Historic Gallery for over 
three years. Although publication of the prints of Lord Howe’s Action and 
The Grand Attack on Valenciennes was delayed for some years, the enor-
mous popularity of these large-scale depictions of British victories demon-
strate the extent to which emotional responses to war in the 1790s were 
shaped by the collaborative efforts of painters and print makers, princes 
and kings.46
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‘Emotional Turns’ in Military History?
In the 1980s when I studied history at a Dutch university, students expressing 
an interest in military history were rare. The few with such an interest were 
for the most part boys with a militarist streak who seemed not fully grown 
up. Today, one can still come across those boys with their one-track fascina-
tion for weapons, violence and great generals in history—some of those boys 
being females or 50-year-old men. No longer, however, are they the only 
ones interested in the history of warfare. The field has come of age—in more 
than one sense of the word. While military history and political history have 
moved in tandem since their beginnings and the ‘war and society’ approach 
entered the sub-discipline a couple of decades ago, more recently questions 
and methodologies from social, cultural and gender history have been intro-
duced into the field.1 This volume on early modern battlefield emotions is 
testimony to this latest trend in the ‘New Military History’.



The publication of this volume, moreover, testifies to still another trend—
the ‘emotional turn’ that academic history is said to have taken in the early 
twenty-first century.2 Originally developed as part of the histoire de mentalité 
by the French Annales School and for a long time the exclusive field of kin-
dred social and cultural historians, today historical research into ‘emotions’3 
has started to pique the interest of other historians as well. Whether one 
should label this development as yet another historiographical ‘turn’ is open 
for discussion.4 In military history the proclaimed emotional turn is clearly 
not yet in full swing—the authors in this volume are in majority social and 
cultural historians, not military historians. We may indeed wonder whether 
such an emotional turn will ever fully materialise in the history of warfare, 
despite the work of Yuval Noah Harari who is recognised as one of the 
most influential military historians today. In that sense Battlefield Emotions, 
1500–1800 is a book at a crossroads: we do not know where military histori-
ans will turn from here.5

Meanwhile, no reader of Battlefield Emotions can have missed the many 
references to The Ultimate Experience, Harari’s book of 2008 that postulated 
an emotional turn in military representations of battlefield experiences in 
the eighteenth century. Emotions would have been practically absent from 
medieval and Renaissance martial combat memoirs; instead memoirs offered 
mostly factual descriptions of battlefield actions, dispassionate in nature even 
when they were believed to be serving a greater end. Only in the late seven-
teenth century would military men have begun to discuss their personal feel-
ings. In the long century between 1740 and 1865 they even described their 
combat experiences increasingly as revelatory transformative moments that 
profoundly changed their lives and self-perceptions.6 It is precisely this idea of 
an emotional turn in the eighteenth century that is questioned, or at the very 
least put into a broader perspective in this book on early modern battlefield 
emotions. In the historical landscape of emotional experiences, practices, and 
imagination sketched by the contributors to this volume, what are the trends 
or developments to be noticed—if not Harari’s ‘emotional turn’?

Long-term Trends in Early Modern  
Battlefield Emotions

Perhaps one of the first long-term trends that draws our attention is 
the gradual secularisation of soldiers’ emotions in the West. Even in 
early modern wars that were not religiously motivated, Providence had 
an overbearing presence on the battleground. We learn from Cornelis 
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van der Haven, Bettina Noak, Marian Füssel and Ilya Berkovich in their 
chapters on the emotional practices existing in early modern armies that 
praying rituals served to prepare for combat, and singing hymns helped 
soldiers to resign themselves to their fate when marching to the field. 
In the ideal of the miles christianus, moreover, the soldier’s fear of his 
supreme commander in Heaven encouraged him to act courageously, 
Andreas Bähr explains in his chapter on the different kinds of fear and 
fearlessness in the seventeenth-century wars of religion. Hazardous 
audacity that led to self-destruction, however, was considered to be 
godless and thus strongly rejected. Other soldierly feelings were also 
habitually interpreted in such a religious frame, as Brian Sandberg 
amply shows in his chapter on French Catholic siege narratives from the 
early seventeenth century.

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, God appears to have lost 
part of his influence. Soldiers became increasingly motivated by a newly 
promoted love for the fatherland, they sang (proto-)nationalistic songs 
next to hymns and derived their courage from other ideals, such as their 
families at home in need of protection. This trend was further strengthened 
by the introduction of mass conscription, replacing the largely foreign and 
itinerant mercenaries of the ancien régime by young citizen-soldiers from 
one’s own country. God certainly did not disappear from the battlefields 
but in Europe his presence and divine interventions carried less weight 
than before.

Representations of battlefield emotions in European public media 
underwent a similar process of gradual secularisation.7 From the late 
seventeenth and eighteenth century onwards this process seems to have 
split into two different directions: on the one hand a trend of rejecting 
human aggression and ferocious passions in leading theories on art and 
in the writings of important Enlightenment thinkers, as we saw discussed 
mainly by Valerie Mainz; and on the other, a further romanticising of mar-
tial emotions by a wider audience, as described by Marian Füssel, Philip 
Shaw and most elaborately by Ian Germani, who argues that revolution-
ary ideologies of patriotic self-sacrifice fostered an essentially romantic 
understanding of battlefield emotions at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury—an understanding that continued well into the next.8 This trend has 
also been characterised as a ‘sentimentalising’ of warfare in public imagery, 
linking this development to the unfolding culture of sensibility and sub-
limity which Harari believed to be at the roots of the revelatory experi-
ences of his military memoirists.
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Hand in hand with this trend of romanticising went a further market-
ing of martial emotions and heroism for the wider public in the eighteenth 
century. To be sure, the feelings and experiences of the military had moved 
and appealed to civilians from much earlier on, even in the ‘iron’ seven-
teenth century, as we read in the chapters by Sandberg on printed siege 
narratives and by Lisa De Boer who teases out the emotional layers of 
Dutch siege maps and genre scenes of soldiers made by the Dutch painter 
Gerard ter Borch. Siege maps and narratives were mass-printed in myriad 
formats and they functioned as emotive objects for soldiers and citizens 
alike. Some siege maps even had a material afterlife on expensive tapestry, 
stained glassware and silver.

Thanks to the ongoing consumer revolution in Western Europe, how-
ever, eighteenth-century businessmen and women could further capitalise 
on these kind of emotions by bringing an endless stream of war memora-
bilia on the market, affordable for a broader segment of the population. 
In his chapter on the Seven Years’ War, Füssel tells us how celebratory 
ribbons, mugs and snuffboxes allowed for a further identification with and 
romanticising of battles and sieges. Shaw informs us of the ‘Valenciennes 
helmets’, fashionable bonnets designed for British women to celebrate the 
victory of Valenciennes in 1793.

The public’s affective responses to warfare and battles were thus far from 
spontaneous. Politicians and government officials frequently attempted to 
create an ‘emotional ancien régime’9 in favour of war, and they enlisted the 
help of artists, art critics, theatre- and print-makers, as Shaw records in his 
chapter on British military art in the 1790s. In France in the same period, 
according to Germani, journalists, painters and engravers likewise glamo-
rised and sentimentalised soldiers’ war experiences. Both authors, however, 
underline that such a bellicose emotional ancien régime was not entirely 
overpowering: its emotional standards did not completely suppress dissident 
views nor contrary affective experiences raised by the war such as shame, 
melancholy, anxiety, fear or sympathy for the enemy. The British cartoons 
displaying anti-war sentiments reproduced in Shaw’s contribution remind 
us that a pacifist tendency to reject war and human suffering was equally 
present in the public sphere of the time, as is also argued by Mainz.

A last relevant trend to take note of transpired in the historical develop-
ment of warfare strategies and theories in Europe. There we can observe 
an increasingly professional approach to the chaos of the battlefield and 
the emotions of the military, starting with the introduction of a ratio-
nal drill system by Maurice of Nassau in the late sixteenth century and 
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eventually leading to the emergence of a military science of the mind in 
the modern era.10 In the opening chapter van der Haven suggests that 
military drill—usually considered as a rationalised performative practice 
suppressing the individual soldier’s emotions—should be recognised as 
an emotional practice, meant to set an army in motion, not only physi-
cally but also emotionally. Sandberg describes how a famous French com-
mander in the early seventeenth century—despite the rise of neo-stoic 
ideals in French military culture of the time—frequently put his emotions 
on display, precisely at moments when they would strengthen the exercise 
of his military command. What we can learn from these chapters is that the 
Western pursuit of military professionality, rationality and efficiency did 
not exclude the strategic and performative use of emotions—to the con-
trary, one might perhaps say. In her chapter on seventeenth-century Dutch 
art De Boer develops a similar thesis about the emotional appeal of the 
rational, orderly format of siege maps, emphasising that some early mod-
ern emotions may have looked (and possibly felt) different than today’s.

For military theorists, meanwhile, it has been very difficult to get a 
handle on battlefield emotions. During the early modern period many of 
them consciously neglected this human element in their predominantly 
prescriptive treatises on scientific warfare, or advocated detachment as 
superior way to deal with the emotions of warfare. Still, later military 
theorists developed a renewed interest in battlefield emotions. This was 
pointed out in the two papers on rationalised warfare around 1800 which, 
though not included in this volume, were presented by Ben Schoenmaker 
and Cornelis van der Haven at the international workshop on Battlefield 
Emotions in Ghent in February 2014. Though still struggling to combine 
rational analysis and the way emotions manifested themselves on battle-
grounds, military thinkers such as Carl von Clausewitz (1780–1831) and 
Georg Heinrich von Berenhorst (1733–1814) realised that in order to 
understand what happened during battles, a rational ‘science of warfare’ 
could no longer ignore the combatants’ psyche.

The Affective Hard Core of Military Culture

Yet, when reading these chapters on early modern battlefield emotions in 
Europe, an attentive observer might not only perceive these trends but 
also be struck by the continuities in the military’s emotional experiences, 
standards and practices over the centuries. Even with the radically chang-
ing material reality of the battlefield during this period, readers cannot fail 
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to notice the prolonged presence of particular key emotions and feelings 
which were imposed, performed, and experienced in European ancien 
régime armies—such as courage, comradeship, compassion, devotion, 
calmness, and the desire for honour.

Honour was not only a crucial asset for aristocratic officers who some-
times claimed a monopoly on this quality but also for more ordinary men 
(and women) who cherished their own notions of honour, as social his-
torians have come to realise over the last decades. This is amplified by 
Berkovich’s argument that fear of losing the respect of one’s peers and 
thus one’s honour was an important combat motivation among the com-
mon soldiers of the eighteenth century. Towards the end of that century, 
the age-old emphasis on glory and honour may have been temporarily 
pushed aside by a new emphasis on patriotic devotion, as Germani sug-
gests in his chapter on the French revolutionary armies, but honour and 
glory re-emerged as combat motivations after the Thermidor in 1794. 
Honour and respect still play important roles in modern-day armies. 
Today’s Western psychology and society, however, no longer recognises 
that the longing for honour is essentially an ‘emotion’. Yet, the desire for 
honour belonged to the early modern category of the ‘passions’ and its 
importance as an emotional drive has been uncovered again due to the 
work of Ute Frevert.11

As De Boer argues in her chapter, the same can be said of the ‘love of 
truth’ and the feeling state of tranquillitas, a stoic calmness of the mind, 
which nowadays are no longer identified as emotions or feelings but still 
occupied a place among the ‘calmer passions’ in psychological treatises of 
the early modern period. Tranquility, which according to moral philoso-
phers of the time amounted to a great courage of the mind, as van der Haven 
explains in his chapter, was a critical feeling for any fighter throughout the 
early modern period. Berkovich’s chapter shows that, though usually associ-
ated with officers and commanders, tranquility was important as an emo-
tional standard for eighteenth-century infantrymen, who were not allowed 
to break formation when coming under heavy fire. In the revolutionary 
period, Germani tells us, the citizen-soldier lived with the expectation (to a 
large part internalised) that he would not only sacrifice himself for the sake 
of la patrie but do this in an utterly stoic manner as well.

Devotion is another feeling state that does not customarily connote the 
military. It nonetheless formed a steady presence in the army camps and 
battles of the early modern period. Its object could range from God to king 
to family, from beloved commanders to true comrades, from a beleaguered 
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home town to a precious fatherland, and in some cases it would be named 
loyalty rather than devotion. The emotional experience itself may have dif-
fered when the label and the object differed, but for many a soldier—whether 
living in the sixteenth, seventeenth, or eighteenth century—devotion was 
the emotion that kept him going, made him courageous, and helped him 
through the gruesome experience of the battle or siege. Combat required 
hard emotional labour, as was explained in the Introduction to this volume. 
Devotion functioned as an emotional coping strategy, comparable to honour 
and tranquility, both for officers and the rank and file in early modern armies.

If devotion to the army could lead to courage at crucial moments, it 
could also lead to compassion for heavily injured comrades-in-arms and 
even, paradoxically perhaps, to compassion for deadly wounded adversar-
ies. Noak recounts the sixteenth-century story of an elderly soldier who, 
with one bold cut across the throat, gently helped the incurably wounded 
to their end when the battle was over and the army surgeon had given 
up on them—an act of mercy rather than of cruelty. One of the insights 
we can gain from Noak’s chapter on field surgery in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth century is that boldness and compassion do not exclude each 
other. Compassion and manly tears became trending topics in eighteenth-
century literature and arts, as is also mentioned by Mainz in her chapter 
on the art of battle painting, but what the above and other stories indicate 
is that these emotional experiences may have been steady companions to 
battlefield actions from much earlier on.12

Historians should be careful not to ascribe a trans-historical essence 
to battlefields and be equally wary of projecting trans-historical emotions 
on to historical actors—after all, the final word is still out on whether 
emotions are hard-wired in the human brain or not. What the preced-
ing chapters in Battlefield Emotions nevertheless suggest is that in Europe 
in the early modern period—even with the secularising trend mentioned 
above—changes in military emotional cultures may not have been all that 
drastic or fundamental: for centuries a small number of soldierly emotions 
and feelings continued to form the affective hard core of military culture. 
Armies used ‘emotional practices’ to grind certain affects into the men’s 
minds and bodies, and thus make them part of their ‘emotional habi-
tus’—to borrow a phrase from Monique Scheer and Pierre Bourdieu.13 
The chapter by van der Haven teaches us that this is a fruitful angle for 
research, worthwhile exploring for other historians who are writing about 
emotions in the army. This is also true of other concepts from the history 
of emotions, such as the concept of ‘emotional community’.
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Emotional Communities in the Army

As brought up in the Introduction, the military living in army camps and 
garrisons could be seen as ‘emotional communities’ whose members, fol-
lowing Barbara Rosenwein who coined the phrase, shared the same ‘sys-
tems of feeling’: the men had the same assessments of what was valuable 
or harmful to them, they evaluated other’s emotions in identical ways, 
their ideas about the nature of affective bonds between people were very 
much alike, and they had a similar attitude towards modes of emotional 
expression that were to be expected, encouraged, tolerated or deplored.14 
This observation, however, raises questions about the coherence of these 
emotional communities to which the research presented in this volume 
does not offer entirely satisfactory answers.

One question to pursue in the future would concern the social, spatial 
and possibly emotional gap between the officers and the rank and file in 
early modern armies. In the previous paragraph I concluded that men in 
the army basically shared the same ideas about soldierly emotions and per-
formances even when these men were of different background and status. 
They all valued, for instance, bravery, honour, loyalty, composure, tough-
ness. Yet ideas about appropriate expressions of toughness, to name one 
example, or notions of whose loss was to be mourned, or what was to be 
feared, may not have entirely corresponded between the ranks.

Seventeenth-century siege narratives studied by Sandberg suggest that 
the loss of ordinary soldiers struck officers as less tragic than the loss of 
noble officers. It is a fair guess, however, that common soldiers would have 
been more affected by the death of their comrades. Füssel contends that 
eighteenth-century commanding officers had different perceptions and 
afterward different memories of the fighting than the lower-ranked soldiers 
because of their overall spatial distance from the battlefield. We may expect 
that their assessments of what was harmful or valuable at the battlefield, and 
the resulting emotions, would also have differed considerably because of 
this. Still, not all eighteenth-century officers remained at the same distance 
from the battlefield, as Berkovich explains in his chapter. Officers headed 
the infantry lines when they marched forward to the enemy and they were 
exposed to the same hostile fire as their troops. What is more, in that front 
position officers also ran the risk of being shot by their own men, acciden-
tally or intentionally as a retaliation for previous disciplinary actions taken 
against them. In consequence, Berkovich argues, ancien régime military 
discipline in Europe may well have been less brutal than is usually depicted. 
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Moreover, officers may have feared their subordinates more than subor-
dinates allegedly feared their officers. Class differences, military hierarchy, 
and the ‘politics of emotions’ enforced on soldiers in the ranks indisputably 
affected the social and psychological reality of battles and camp lives, mak-
ing questions about the coherence of emotional communities in early mod-
ern armies all the more pertinent: should we consider an army as essentially 
one emotional community sharing the same emotional codes and habitus, 
or did the military form sub-groups with distinct emotional sub-cultures 
whose intricacies we still have to explore?

Other questions are raised by the observation that early modern army 
camps in Europe were not only populated by men but also by women. 
I am not referring here to the female soldiers who dressed, acted and 
passed for men until exposed (which for some of them may never have 
happened), but to the wives, washerwomen, vivandières and other camp 
followers.15 These women were not an official group within the armed 
forces but they formed a presence nonetheless. How did their involve-
ment bear on the emotional communities of the men? And what about 
other civilians, for instance the ones who lodged officers in their homes for 
extended lengths of time, or the ones living and working in the vicinity of 
guardrooms in garrison cities? Perhaps we should reconsider the assump-
tion that the European military and citizenry formed separate emotional 
communities. In some early modern settings their worlds may not have 
been as far apart—spatially, socially, mentally—as is often assumed.

Germani, Füssel and Shaw all describe the increasing affective links between 
combatants and civilian followers for the eighteenth century. Such links 
existed in the preceding centuries as well. De Boer argues that siege warfare in 
the landward provinces of the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic favoured 
a sedentary military lifestyle in garrison cities which ‘helped effect a rapproche-
ment between the military and the citizenry’. Painter Gerard ter Borch, for 
instance, was on such intimate terms with the soldiers billeted in his town that 
he endowed them with the same individual emotional life as ordinary citizens. 
In that very same period Dutch civilian playwrights engaged with emotional 
practices in the army, testimony to the civic desire to better understand and 
get closer to the military, as we learn from van der Haven in his chapter on 
the similarities between civic poetry and military treatises. Noak furthermore 
describes how medical case histories stemming from battlefields stimulated 
the production of medical knowledge about the influence of emotions on 
a person’s healing—knowledge that was subsequently used by physicians to 
treat the ‘motions of the soul’ of patients outside the army.
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These links do not necessarily make citizens and soldiers into members 
of one coherent emotional community as defined by Rosenwein, sharing 
the same appraisals of good and evil, and having the same ideas about 
emotions, affective bonds, and modes of expression that should be encour-
aged or rejected. In other places, moreover, the military may not have 
been integrated into the civic public sphere in a similar way that early 
on. Nevertheless, the Dutch examples mentioned here caution us not to 
assume that military emotional communities in Europe were socially iso-
lated from other social networks. If we want to study the armed forces as 
emotional communities, we should take the manifold exchanges between 
the men-at-arms and citizens into account.16

Blind Spots

Emotional communities and the relationship between the military and cit-
izenry are issues that could be more seriously examined in future research 
on early modern military emotions, but they were not entirely overlooked 
in this collection of essays. Still, like every other academic project this 
book too does have its blind spots and in this final section I should like to 
address two of them.

One such unmarked issue that is accepted all too easily as something 
natural not in need of any discussion, is the presence and influence of 
masculinity as a standard for military emotions.17 Presumed rather than 
articulated, the near-absence of the term in this volume is striking. 
Yet, notions of masculinity clearly played a role in military emotional 
cultures and military emotional communities, and thus in the experi-
ence of battlefield emotions. One does not have to be a historian of 
gender to see that the stoic warrior, the loyal comrade, the fatherly 
captain, the chivalric officer, and the virtuous commander were all 
ideal types of masculinity, and as such emulated by men in the military. 
Acknowledging this, however, is not enough. We should start analys-
ing how for different groups within the armed forces the rhetoric and 
vocabulary of masculinity changed over time, and how this influenced 
their self-perceptions, combat motivations, and experiences as military. 
In many ways, the notion of military manhood may strike us as rather 
fixed and therefore self-explanatory, but it was not fixed in all respects. 
The elements of masculinity that were called upon (or rejected) to 
construct, perform and identify the military self, varied from context 
to context.18
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In a similar way the age-old archetypes mentioned above may have 
inspired the authors, artists and politicians discussed in this book, but each 
selected and adjusted the models for his own purposes: thus pious com-
manders were transformed into brilliant generals, and ordinary foot-soldiers 
reshaped into patriotic citizen-soldiers. The enemy changed form accord-
ingly. What we have to realise is that the underlying notions of military mas-
culinity were quite different and their deployment to legitimise conflict or 
consolidate existing power relations—in and outside the army—as diverse. 
This deserves more serious study than offered in this volume. Masculinity is 
not merely a biological category but a cultural category as well. Its versatile 
discourse is relevant for the meanings ascribed to military emotional experi-
ences in the past—by the military itself and by others.19

This brings me to a second near-absence in this volume, that is, a discussion 
of the way in which battles transform men into killers by evoking emotions 
that in other contexts would be considered abject. In the previous chapters 
early modern battlefields were mostly conceived as sites which—in reality 
or in imagination—created heroes and victims, a perspective which tends to 
highlight courage, comradeship, fear and suffering as the accompanying key 
emotions. Much less discussed, however, were the more ugly emotions such 
as hatred, vengefulness, rage, the thirst for blood, the rapture of killing, the 
greed for riches—needed perhaps for satisfactory combat performances but 
also leading to the wild chase of fleeing adversaries, the rape of conquered 
cities, and the mutilation of dead enemies’ bodies. Is it our modern, civilised 
perspective that prevents us from poring over these more aggressive and 
darker emotions? We know they are not absent from the sources—Sandberg’s 
chapter on siege narratives proves differently and a couple of other authors in 
Battlefield Emotions also touch upon these emotions in the passing when they 
cite contemporary sources.20 So far, however, this book has only scraped the 
surface of those and other morally problematic battlefield emotions.

I believe we still have some serious thinking to do about the implications 
of what might not be entirely blind spots here but definitely dark spots in 
need of further illumination. When we as academics are neglecting these 
darker emotions, are we unconsciously sanitising the experiences of (early 
modern) battlefields? When we as academics remain inarticulate about the 
gendering of military experiences, are we consenting to a vague and rather 
indeterminate notion of manliness as natural standard for the military, in 
the past as well as the future? The history of warfare has a great potential for 
historical research into emotions but if we wish to give the field a decisive 
sweep in this new direction, we should start thinking about these issues.
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