Chapter 15: Absolutism in Central, eastern and Northern Europe—Lesson 3
The Newcomers (Prussia and Russia)
Opening the Lesson:

1. What new powers emerged during the 18th Century?  Prussia and Russia

2. Why haven’t we looked much at Prussia and Russia until now?  They were too weak and too remote to play an important role in European affairs, but in the 18th Century they came to wield an influence that continues through today. Prussia will serve as the nucleus of Germany and Russia of the Soviet Union.

3. What about Austria?

Developing the Lesson:

I: Prussia and the Hohenzollerns 1715-1740

A. Prussia

1. What territories comprised Prussia?

2. What was her population in the early 18th Century?

B. The Hohenzollerns

1. Hohenzollern rulers of the 17th and 18th Centuries

a. Frederick William, the Great Elector  r.1640-1688

b. Frederick I  r.1688-1713

c. Frederick William I  r.1713-1740

d. Frederick the Great  r.1740-1786

2. The history of Prussia is largely the history of this family that first became rulers of Brandenburg in the early 15th Century

3. They were absolutists devoted to the military and are a major reason why Prussia became a nation devoted to militarism; meaning military values permeated all spheres of life

C. Prussian Militarism

1. Following the devastation resulting from the Thirty Years’ War Frederick William, the Great Elector, concluded that ruling a territory with no natural borders meant that he must put his reliance on a strong army

2. To maintain such an army, he had to find new income from taxes.

3. To do this –

a. he gained the power to levy taxes on the populace by excluding the nobles and recognizing their absolute power over the serfs, and

b. the nobles (Junkers) agreed to serve the state and accept the monarch

c. A large bureaucracy was also created

4. Emphasis fell on duty, obedience, service and sacrifice; military virtues became characteristic of the whole Prussian society, particularly the aristocracy

D. Frederick William, the Great Elector  r.1640-1688

1. He became the ruler of Brandenburg during the Thirty Years’ War

2. Lands were ruined by the war and he set out to rebuild

a. He encouraged immigration of those persecuted for religious beliefs
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b. Built a small, efficient army which he put to work on public construction projects such as building canals connecting the Elbe and Oder Rivers

c. Gained the powers already mentioned

E. Frederick I  r.1688-1713

1. He was recognized as the first King of Prussia following the War of the Spanish Succession

F. Frederick William I  r.1713-1740

1. He brought Prussia to the front rank of European powers

2. Often called “the Soldiers’ King”

a. His attachment to the army was intensely emotional and he begrudged every penny not spent on the army

b. He had a bizarre, almost pathological love for tall soldiers

1) He believed them to have superior strength and endurance

2) He sent agents throughout Europe to trick, buy, kidnap recruits

3) Neighboring princes sent him soldiers as gifts

c. He believed the welfare of Prussia depended on the army which had the following results:

1) The army was doubled in size and became the best-trained army in Europe known for its precision, skill and discipline

2) In 1740 Prussia was 12th in population but had the 4th largest army

3) Education and the arts were neglected

4) An extremely efficient bureaucracy was developed

3. F.W. was at peace for most of his reign because he loved his soldiers so much he didn’t want to use them

a. The only significant fighting was in the last phase of the Great Northern War

b. In this war, Sweden was forced to give up Pomerania

4. F.W. encouraged immigration
a. The larger the population, the larger the army and the larger the amount of taxes that could be collected

b. He lured immigrants with loans and land

5. F.W. and the economy

a. In order not to reduce productivity, soldiers were recruited among the poor, and artisans and peasants who were the sole support of families were exempt from the army

b. Taxes on imported luxury goods were increased to stimulate home industries

c. The army was billeted among the local population to help the economy
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II. Russia and Peter the Great  

A. Background

1. Russia had not been a part of the general development of Europe. Why?

a. Greek Orthodox

b. Mongols

c. Isolated with no ice-free seaports

2. Russia was similar to Prussia. How?

a. No natural frontiers

b. Nobles served the state and had control of the serfs

B. Early Rulers of Russia

1. Ivan III  1462-1505

a. Russia took shape under Ivan when drove out the Mongols in 1480

b. He was first to take the title of Tsar, declaring himself to be the successor of the Eastern Roman Caesars

2. Ivan IV the Terrible 1533-1584

a. St. Basil’s Cathedral

b. Married 7x and killed oldest son

c. Kept records of victims so prayers could be said and executed the head of the church when he protested
3. The first Romanov took the throne in 1613 and the family would rule Russia until 1918

C. Peter the Great (1672-1725)  r.1682-1725

1. How did Peter come to the throne of Russia?

2. What characteristics describe Peter?

a. Height, energetic, inquisitive
b. Enjoyed his play army

c. He did not agonize over sending his first wife to a convent nor of participating in the murder of his own son

d. Determined to make Russia a great power

3. What was needed to make Russia a great power?

a. First, was a “window to the west”

1) Russia had no warm water seaports

a) Her only seaport was Archangel

b) To reach Russia, ships had to sail around northern Norway and Sweden

2) Needing a warm water port led Peter to war with the Turks in 1696

a) This was Peter’s first attempt to gain a port on the black Sea

b) Russia defeated the Turks at Azov

b. Second, was technology which led Peter to the idea of traveling to western Europe

4. Peter’s trip to Western Europe

a. He cared nothing about Western civilization other than a means to an end
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b. The trip had two basic purposes which were both defensive and expansionist in nature

1) Get support to destroy the Turkish Empire

2) Learn Western ways

c. He visited Germany, Holland, England and Austria and was gone 18 months

d. While traveling, he learned of the Streltsi Revolt and returned home to crush it

1) The Streltsi were an elite group of soldiers made up of the nobility

2) He ordered the executions of all involved and killed 5 himself

3) Tortured the families of those involved by flogging, roasting, garroting, or burying alive

5. What seemingly insignificant actions did Peter take immediately to modernize Russia?

a. Cut off the beards of the nobles – why was this important?

b. Ordered the boyars to adopt western clothing

D. The Great Northern War 1700-1721

1. Peter’s second attempt to gain a window to the west

a. He turned on Sweden when failed to get support for war against Turkey

b. With Denmark and Poland as allies, he decided to take advantage of Sweden’s king, Charles XII, who was only 16 years old

2. Sweden won opening battles and decided to concentrate on one enemy at a time which was a mistake

a. Defeated Denmark in two weeks and then spent nine years chasing the Polish king

b. Peter spent the time rebuilding his army, taking lands along the Baltic and founding St. Petersburg in 1703

3. Once Charles defeated the Poles he began his march to Moscow
a. Charles came up against the Russia winter

b. Russians retreated using the scorched earth policy

c. Charles had Russians babies killed to force Russians to give his army food

4. The Battle of Poltava June 28, 1709

a. Occurred 200 miles southeast of Kiev after Swedish forces forced to head south

b. Swedish forces were defeated, Charles was shot in the foot and forced to flee to Turkey

5. Last phases of the war

a. Turkey allied itself with Sweden and regained Azov in 1711 thus depriving Russia of territory on the Black Sea

b. Charles was killed in battle in 1718 when he raised his head above the trenches and was killed instantly
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c. Following the death of Charles the war ended in 1721 with Sweden agreeing to give Russia land along the Baltic and Russia ceded Finland to Sweden

E. Peter: Success or Failure?

1. How did Peter support 21 years of war?

a. Conscription: 25 years service

b. Landowners were required to serve the state

1) Became compulsory for life

2) “Civil death” was decreed for those who refused: removed them from the protection of the laws

c. He taxed everything: land, buildings, beards, hats, Old Believers

d. Established naval and military academies

2. Did Peter modernize Russia?

a. He established protective tariffs and granted freedom from taxation to encourage manufacturing but industry remained inefficient

b. Ordered sons of nobles to be educated in the West

c. Encouraged immigration

d. Established schools, hospitals, and an academy of science

e. Required a census which labeled people as serfs

f. Secret police

3. Did Peter get his window to the west?

a. He gained land along the Baltic and built St. Petersburg but did not get his warm water port

b. Russia was consistently blocked when she tried to move westward resulting in Russia becoming distrustful of the West

4. At Peter’s death, Russia was viewed as a great power

Concluding the Lesson:

1. Poland

a. Poland was called a republic because its king was elected which made for a weak system because it was like having our president elected by the Congress

b. They seldom elected a Pole; only two Polish kings elected in the 200 years before its disappearance

c. Its Diet was ineffective because of the liberum veto
d. The king had no army, no courts, no income

e. Poland was 3-4x its current size with Poles only in the western part of the country

2. The Ottoman Empire

a. They were fairly tolerant of Christians resulting in Constantinople remaining and continuing to be the seat of the Orthodox Church

b. It was in their wars with Russia that Russia began appealing to the Christians in the Balkans

c. The Sick Man of Europe

