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Abstract
While the Europe-wide cultural impact of the fall of Constantinople to Sultan Mehmed II is well known, its
political reverberations in the Holy Roman Empire have received comparatively little attention. This article
argues that the events of 1453 inaugurated a new dynamic in the empire that facilitated the polity’s consol-
idation and the creation of new collective institutions within it long before Maximilian I (1486–1519), whose
reign is often presented as a constitutional turning point. Some prince-electors had been calling for more
effective peace-keeping and judicial institutions for decades before 1453 but lacked the leverage to compel
kings and emperors of the Romans to accept political change on their terms. The fall of Constantinople pro-
vided a focal point for these negotiations: in return for promising to support an anti-Ottoman crusade, the
reformists were able to force a compromise on new peace-keeping legislation at the diets of the 1450s and
1460s. This compromise was catalyzed by public pressure. There was a widely held expectation that leading
imperial protagonists should fulfill this mission to defend Christendom, manifested in orations, diplomatic
missives, poetry and songs, plays, and early printed pamphlets produced within and for a range of German-
speaking public spheres.

Keywords: Holy Roman Empire; Ottoman Empire; imperial diet; Constantinople; 1453; German history; Landfrieden; imperial
reform; Reichsreform

Introduction

The conquest of Constantinople by Sultan Mehmed II in May 1453 has long been regarded as a his-
torical inflection point. Its immediate cultural impact, not least via the new literary genre (termed
Turcica) in which Latin Christians fixated on the Turks1 with a combination of sensationalist fear
and exoticizing curiosity, is well known,2 as is the fifteenth-century papacy’s instrumentalization of
the issue.3 Rather less attention has been paid to the fall of Constantinople’s effects on the internal
politics of the Holy Roman Empire. In reaction to news of the event, and in collaboration with
papal legates, Emperor Frederick III (r. 1440–93) convoked three imperial assemblies in quick succes-
sion in 1454–55—in Regensburg, Frankfurt, and Wiener Neustadt—where he promoted a German-led

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of Regents of the University of Minnesota. This is an Open Access
article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits
unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

1Western Christians almost exclusively referred to the peoples and polity expanding into the Balkans and Central Europe as
“the Turks.” The terms “Ottomans” and “Ottoman Empire” will also be employed here, to specify what that polity was and
acknowledge its ethnic and religious diversity.

2See, for example, Carl Göllner, Turcica, 3 vols. (Bucharest, 1961–78); Margaret Meserve, Empires of Islam in Renaissance
Historical Thought (Cambridge, MA, 2008); Nancy Bisaha, “European Reactions to the Fall of Constantinople,” in Routledge
Handbook of Christian-Muslim Relations, ed. David Thomas (London, 2017), 219–26.

3See Benjamin Weber, Lutter contre les Turcs. Les formes nouvelles de la croisade pontificale au XVe siècle (Rome, 2013), with
further references.
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crusade against the Ottomans.4 A rhetorical commitment to repelling the Turkish threat pervaded the
preambles of ordinances and recesses issued at imperial diets for the remainder of the fifteenth cen-
tury5 and into the sixteenth, coinciding with a partial institutionalization of the Holy Roman Empire
that has often been termed “imperial reform” (Reichsreform).6 Yet the “Turkish diets” of the 1450s and
the longer-term insistence on crusading against the Ottomans as a raison d’être for the empire barely
receive passing mention in the major political narratives of late medieval German history.7 For Peter
Moraw, the institutionalization of the empire began only after 1470, and he noted the Turks only once
in his authoritative political account: as the least threatening among a list of external powers, led by
France, whose “pressure” (Druck) catalyzed imperial consolidation.8 Hartmut Boockmann, Heinrich
Dormeier, and Malte Prietzel have acknowledged the sudden rise in the salience of the Turkish threat
in the wake of 1453 more overtly, but questioned the import of what took place in the empire in the
immediately ensuing years, as conveyed by such section headings as “Vain strivings for reforms and an
anti-Turkish war.”9

It is easy to see why historians have been skeptical of or uninterested in the significance of the
anti-Turkish crusading rhetoric that came to dominate the sources in the 1450s and thereafter.
For all the energy expended on preaching and indulgence campaigns, discussions and orations at
diets, and even plans (Anschläge) for collective crusading armies, the members of the Holy
Roman Empire conspicuously failed to launch an actual military expedition against the Turks.10

While the discourses about defending the empire and Habsburg lands against the Turks have
been analyzed rigorously,11 it is not immediately clear how these can be linked to conventional
accounts of German constitutional history. Why devote attention to such seemingly quixotic, if
not outright anachronistic activities, which seem largely irrelevant to the real stuff of the empire’s
internal institutional consolidation: reforms to what historians tend to call the “imperial constitu-
tion” (Reichsverfassung)?

Furthermore, the middle years of the fifteenth century appear to constitute a nadir in the late medi-
eval German lands’ long history of internal conflict and violent disorder.12 Thomas Brady, Jr. has
dubbed them “the terrible decades.”13 The “Margravial War” (Markgrafenkrieg) of 1449–50 and its
acrimonious aftermath; the rivalries between Frederick III, his brother Albrecht VI (d. 1463), and sup-
porters of his cousin Ladislaus Posthumous (d. 1457) in the Habsburg lands;14 the “Princes’ War”
(Fürstenkrieg) that opposed shifting Wittelsbach- and Hohenzollern-led coalitions in Franconia,
Swabia, and Bavaria and along the Rhine between 1458 and 1463; and myriad smaller-scale feuds—

4The relevant sources were edited by Helmut Weigel and Henny Grüneisen in 1969 and Johannes Helmrath and Gabriele
Annas in 2013 in Julius Weizsäcker et al., eds., Deutsche Reichstagsakten. Ältere Reihe, 22 vols. (Munich [inter alia], 1867–
2013) [hereafter RTA ÄR], 19/1–19/3.

5See, for instance, the preamble to the famous Worms peace-ordinance of 1495 (the so called Ewiger Landfrieden): Ernst Bock
et al., eds., Deutsche Reichstagsakten. Mittlere Reihe, 11 vols. (Munich, 1972–2017), 5:361–63.

6Heinz Angermeier, Die Reichsreform: Die Staatsproblematik in Deutschland zwischen Mittelalter und Gegenwart, 1410–1555
(Munich, 1984).

7The late Dieter Mertens made some astute observations about the rhetorical link between the Ottoman threat and the passage
of imperial legislation in an article published in 1991. Its wide-ranging implications have yet to be pursued in detail. See Dieter
Mertens, “Europäische Friede und Türkenkrieg im Spätmittelalter,” in Zwischenstaatliche Friedenswahrung in Mittelalter und
Früher Neuzeit, ed. Heinz Durchhardt (Cologne, 1991), 45–90.

8Peter Moraw, Von offener Verfassung zu gestalteter Verdichtung: Das Reich im späten Mittelalter, 1250 bis 1490 (Berlin, 1985),
416.

9Malte Prietzel, Das Heilige Römische Reich im Spätmittelalter, 2nd ed. (Darmstadt, 2010), 128–32; cf. Hartmut Boockmann
and Heinrich Dormeier, Konzilien, Kirchen- und Reichsreform 1410–1495 (Stuttgart, 2005), 105–107.

10The reasons for these practical failures are analyzed by Norman Housley, Crusading and the Ottoman Threat, 1453–1505
(Oxford, 2012).

11E.g., Christina Lutter, “Selbstbilder und Fremdwahrnehmung des habsburgischen Kaisertums um 1500 am Beispiel der
venezianisch-maximilianischen diplomatischen Kommunikation,” in Reichsständische Libertät und habsburgisches Kaisertum,
eds. Heinz Durchhardt and Matthias Schnettger (Mainz, 1999), 25–42; Johannes Helmrath, “The German Reichstage and the
Crusade,” in Crusading in the Fifteenth Century: Message and Impact, ed. Norman Housley (Basingstoke, 2004), 53–69.

12See the contributions of Alexandra Kaar and Tristan Sharp in this special issue.
13Thomas Brady, Jr., German Histories in the Age of Reformations, 1400–1650 (Cambridge, 2009), 93.
14See Herbert Krammer’s contribution in this special issue.
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all contributed to widespread devastation and insecurity across Upper Germany.15 The 1450s and
1460s saw the penning of increasingly insistent calls for the restoration of order in the empire and
German nation, using the traditional language of regional peace-keeping (Landfrieden) while imagin-
ing more consolidated judicial and military mechanisms. Yet, as Moraw’s authoritative narrative goes,
meaningful change would have to await the last decades of the century. Not only did the post-1453
years in the empire fail to yield any German-led crusades, but they seem to many historians to
have been fruitless on the practical “reform” front, too.

Without denying that the most substantial institutional reforms did indeed take place at the end of
the fifteenth century, this article challenges the prevailing view that the crusading and reformist initia-
tives in the empire that followed in the wake of the fall of Constantinople were futile or had little sig-
nificant impact. Its central contention is that—on the contrary—the developments of this period
formed an essential precondition to the celebrated changes of the late fifteenth century, namely the
mooting of new institutions (the perpetual public peace, imperial cameral court, imperial circles,
and Reichsregiment) at the end of Frederick III’s reign and their implementation under Maximilian
I (r. 1486–1519).16 While the 1450s and 1460s may not have yielded such concrete results, they saw
the establishment of a new political dynamic in the empire by imposing a permanent mission on
its denizens—an anti-Ottoman crusade—for which internal reform could be presented repeatedly as
an essential precondition.

Discussions about the need for better governance in the empire long predated 1453. For centuries, a
Latin and vernacular discourse of imperial and regional peace-keeping—(Land-)frieden—flourished as
a legitimizing tool for a range of initiatives and formations, from constitutiones pacis under the Staufer
emperors to myriad regional leagues.17 Demands for governmental reform in the Landfrieden tradition
reached a fever pitch under Emperor Sigismund (r. 1410–37) and Albert II (r. 1437–39), typically in
connection with calls for a simultaneous reformatio of the Church at the councils of Constance and
Basel.18 However, these proposals remained largely in the realm of prophetic and canonistic treatises
(including, most famously, the Reformatio Sigismundi of 1439),19 or appeared in letters and draft ordi-
nances that were circulated at imperial diets by princely envoys without leading to concrete outcomes.
Notwithstanding occasional modest steps in that direction—an ineffective temporary decree to end
feuds in 1431, some aspirational regulations in the “royal reformation” (königliche Reformation) of
144220—the diets of the first half of the fifteenth century had little effect on the institutions of justice
and peace-keeping in the empire as a whole. While the political assemblies of this period were grad-
ually coming to be seen as meetings pertaining to a large and diverse community of members (Glieder)
of the empire, indicated by the shift in nomenclature for an assembly from curia/hof to dieta/tag, they
remained dependent on kings and emperors for their legitimacy and operation, at a time when these
rulers were often far from the German heartlands.21 For all their voluminous complaints, princes and
cities had few means of systematically forcing “reformist” proposals onto the political agenda, and
lacked positive justifications for doing so.

15See Gabriel Zeilinger, Lebensformen im Krieg. Eine Alltags- und Erfahrungsgeschichte des süddeutschen Städtekriegs 1449/50
(Stuttgart, 2007); Konstantin Moritz A. Langmair, Erzherzog Albrecht VI. von Österreich (1418–1463). Ein Fürst im
Spannungsfeld von Dynastie, Regionen und Reich (Cologne, 2015); Daniel Filin, “The Princes’ War in South Germany 1458–
1463” (Ph.D. diss., University of Würzburg, 2017).

16See Reinhard Seyboth, “Reichsreform und Reichstag unter Maximilian I.,” in Maximilians Welt. Kaiser Maximilian im
Spannungsfeld zwischen Innovation und Tradition, eds. Johannes Helmrath, Ursula Kocher, and Andrea Sieber (Göttingen,
2018), 227–58

17See Duncan Hardy, Associative Political Culture in the Holy Roman Empire: Upper Germany, 1346–1521 (Oxford, 2018),
145–50.

18A famous example of such a call for “simultaneous” reform is Job Vener’s Avisamentum, circulated at the Council of
Constance. Lorenz Weinrich, ed., Quellen zur Reichsreform im Spätmittelalter (Darmstadt, 2001), 85–86.

19Heinrich Koller, ed., Reformation Kaiser Siegmunds, MGH Staatsschriften 6 (Stuttgart, 1964).
20RTA ÄR, 9, no. 411; ibid., 16, no. 209.
21See Gabriele Annas, Hoftag—Gemeiner Tag—Reichstag: Studien zur strukturellen Entwicklung deutscher Reichsversammlungen

des späten Mittelalters (1349–1471), 2 vols. (Göttingen, 2004).
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The advent of the Ottoman threat as a permanent, universally acknowledged constant in imperial
politics changed that. From the “Turkish diets” of 1454–55 onward, all participants at imperial assem-
blies were expected to frame their agendas as ultimately serving the end of driving back the Turks on
behalf of Christendom. Princes and their envoys at the imperial diets who hoped to persuade the
emperor and fellow delegates to adopt their proposals on the domestic front presented them as
adjuncts and necessary prerequisites to this defensive objective. Put more cynically, “reformists”
could use the desperate requests of the papacy and imperial monarchy for action against the Turks
as leverage to demand institutional change. Thus, the notional protection of Christendom against
the Ottomans became inextricably bound up with projects to reform or restore peace and justice in
the empire. The eventual implementation of some of these projects in the last decades of the fifteenth
century was an enduring legacy of the dramatically heightened salience of the Turkish threat in the
culture and political discourse of the 1450s and 1460s in the German lands.

To understand how this shift in the political dynamic arose in connection with the fall of
Constantinople, we must first clarify what exactly it means to speak of “imperial reform”: how did
fifteenth-century protagonists articulate the visions of improved governance in the Holy Roman
Empire that rose to the fore after 1453? We will also need to examine how and why the perceived threat
from the Turks became a normative stimulus for action, as actors across political and social divides,
seemingly quite far down the social scale, expressed a close interest in the Ottomans, pressuring lead-
ing protagonists to link their agendas to crusading projects and creating an opening for the consistent
negotiations over imperial reform. It will then be possible to proceed to a contextualized overview of
the political debates and maneuvers of the 1450s and 1460s through which this new dynamic of inter-
twined “reform” and “Turkish crusade” initiatives played out, culminating in the Landfrieden of 1467:
a peace-ordinance negotiated by the emperor and princes that would serve as the blueprint for the new
institutions of Maximilian’s reign.

“Peace,” “Justice,” and “Order”: A Normative Yet Malleable Semantic Field

When it was published in 1921, Erich Molitor’s account of “the strivings for imperial reform until the
death of Frederick III” was the first detailed attempt to interpret the dizzying sequence of events in
fifteenth-century imperial politics.22 Molitor understood Reichsreform as the quest for “a unitary
form of statehood” in Germany, which he argued was partially successful.23 Six decades later, Heinz
Angermeier pursued a similar, if subtler, approach in his magisterial history of imperial reform, argu-
ing that the term captures a long-term dialectical struggle between top-down efforts for the consoli-
dation of royal power and the imperial estates’ own increasingly insistent demands for
institutionalization on their terms.24 This use of Reichsreform qua constitutional consolidation persists
today, though it is often restricted to a shorter chronology, centered on the banning of feuds in the
1495 perpetual public peace and its accompanying “reformist” judicial apparatus.25

However, a crescendo of skepticism about Reichsreform has developed in parallel. Replying above all
to Angermeier, Peter Moraw argued in 1987 that the concept was anachronistic, requiring notions of
statehood and a political bloc of “estates” that barely existed for most of the fifteenth century. Instead,
Moraw favored characterizing the accelerating contact and consolidation in the empire after 1470 as
“the reconfiguration [Umgestaltung] of the imperial constitution.”26 Studies of the practical operation
of the empire, such as Ralf Mitsch’s analysis of networks of imperial commissioners who sought to
enforce Frederick III’s mandates, have shown that there was a large gulf between rhetoric about urgent

22Erich Molitor, Die Reichsreformbestrebungen des 15. Jahrhunderts bis zum Tode Kaiser Friedrichs III. (Wrocław, 1921).
23Ibid., 7.
24Angermeier, Reichsreform, passim, esp. 330–31.
25See, for example, Karl-Friedrich Krieger, König, Reich und Reichsreform im Spätmittelalter, 2nd ed. (Munich, 2005); Brady,

German Histories, ch. 5–7; Dietmar Willoweit, Reich und Staat. Eine kleine deutsche Verfassungsgeschichte (Munich, 2013), 43–
46; Seyboth, “Reichsreform.”

26Peter Moraw, “Fürstentum, Königtum und ‘Reichsreform’ im deutschen Spätmittelalter,” Blätter für deutsche
Landesgeschichte 122 (1987): 117–36, at 132.
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political change and the modest (though not entirely nonexistent) means for implementing such
change.27 From another perspective, Claudia Märtl has noted the heterogeneity of authorship, content,
and audience among the so-called Reformschriften which form the main focus of older accounts of
imperial reform, throwing the very coherence of the concept into question.28 For good reason, then,
some historians now place the term “Reichsreform” in quotation marks.29 Yet, perhaps because it so
usefully captures an ongoing series of thematically similar conversations about (even if not actual
implementations of) governance in the empire, few have followed Moraw in abandoning it entirely.

One productive way forward is to recognize that a cluster of broad concepts and discourses centered
on issues of governance can clearly be detected in the sources, while acknowledging that this in itself is
not evidence for a consensual notion of what “reforming” the empire meant, and that the authors of
these sources could have widely diverging social and political backgrounds and interests. In other
words, “imperial reform” can be thought of as a semantic field, consisting of discursive motifs
about reform and restoration that many political actors could deploy without having to use one specific
concept or to share a concrete agenda. For one thing, this helps us to sidestep a terminological incon-
gruity: only a minority of sources that relate to improving governance in the Holy Roman Empire use
the term reformatio/Reformation and its corresponding verbs, and when they do it is usually because
they propose a simultaneous reform of the Church and the empire (as with the Reformatio Sigismundi)
or because they pertain to judicial regulations (as with the 1442 ordinance addressing Vehmic courts).
In short, late medieval German governmental sources speak of “reform” far less often than modern
historians—an inconsistency that applies to most national historiographies of this period, as Marie
Dejoux has found.30 As Gabriele Annas has shown, vernacular debates about the empire were far
more likely to refer to peace (Frieden) and justice (Recht, Gerechtigkeit). While commonplace across
time and space in Christian Europe, this particular combination of concepts had “a highly distinct
and explosive political-judicial resonance” in the late medieval empire, specifically when contemporar-
ies alleged that peace and justice had fallen into abeyance in the German lands and needed to be
restored for the sake of the common good.31 To these concepts, we might add “order” (Ordnung),
which—as we shall see—could refer both to the social and political framework of the empire and
the presence or absence of well-orderedness within it.

This semantic field did not constitute a universally agreed set of standards, but a language for artic-
ulating and contesting claims at the highest level of political activity in the empire: the interactions of
the kings and emperors, prince-electors and princes, and sometimes other direct imperial members,
such as the free and imperial cities. In employing a vocabulary of peace, justice, and order in this con-
text, political actors asserted their stake and role in imperial governance. Given the diversity of the
Reichsglieder, various goals and motivations could lie behind this shared normative discourse.32 We
have seen that it was paired with calls to reform the Church between the 1410s and 1440s—not
only in the works of anonymous radicals, but in Emperor Sigismund’s own proclamations.33 Of the
most direct relevance to the period after 1453 was the increasingly prominent role of the prince-
electors, and especially the three Rhenish prelates (the archbishops of Mainz, Trier, and Cologne),
whose influence was instrumental during the anti-Hussite crusades of the 1420s and the response
of the “German nation” to the schism between the Baslean conciliarists and Pope Eugenius IV in

27Ralf Mitsch, Das Kommissionswesen unter Kaiser Friedrich III. (Mainz, 2015 [originally Mannheim, 2000]), esp. 599–609.
28Claudia Märtl, “Der Reformgedanke in den Reformschriften des 15. Jahrhunderts,” in Reform von Kirche und Reich. Zur Zeit

der Konzilien von Konstanz (1414–1418) und Basel (1431–1449), eds. Ivan Hlaváček and Alexander Patschowsky (Constance,
1996), 91–108.

29See e.g., Tobias Daniels, Diplomatie, politische Rede und juristische Praxis im 15. Jahrhundert. Der gelehrte Rat Johannes
Hofmann von Lieser (Göttingen, 2013), 267.

30Marie Dejoux, ed., Reformatio? Les mots pour dire la réforme à la fin du Moyen Âge (Paris, 2023).
31Gabriele Annas, “Zum Begriff der ‘Gerechtigkeit’ in Schriften zur Reichsreform des 15. Jahrhunderts,” in Gerechtigkeit im

gesellschaftlichen Diskurs des späteren Mittelalters, eds., Petra Schulte, Gabriele Annas, and Michael Rothmann (Berlin, 2012),
223–54, at 247; this point is also made by Herbert Krammer and Christina Lutter in this special issue.

32On the imperial cities’ specific uses of “reformist” vocabulary, see Duncan Hardy, “The Imperial Cities and Imperial Reform
in Late Medieval and Early Reformation Germany, 1410–1532,” Reformation 28, no. 2 (2023): 115–33.

33E.g., RTA ÄR, 7, no. 211.
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the 1430s–40s.34 Jakob von Sierck, archbishop of Trier (r. 1439–56), was an especially prominent figure
in this connection. Perhaps owing to his appointment as Frederick III’s chancellor in 1441, and his
exceptionally energetic activity as a zealous ecclesiastical reformer, ardent conciliarist, and shrewd
administrator, Sierck became a spokesman of sorts for the Rhenish bloc of prince-electors until his
death in 1456.35 The close contact between the highly educated personnel of the three archbishops,
and the recurrence of the same issues in their correspondence, makes it clear that Sierck’s pronounce-
ments reflected a consensus among the spiritual prince-electors about the major challenges facing the
Holy Roman Empire.36 In what has aptly been described as a “strategic paper” drawn up by Sierck’s
leading councilors in the summer of 1452,37 a series of well-worn talking points about disorder and
injustice came together to justify proposals for change.38 Titled “The means by which the empire
can be restored,” these were quite ambitious, including a supreme court explicitly compared to the
parlement of Paris and a division of the empire into districts under captains.39 Yet this could not
be undertaken without the emperor, the ultimate fount of legitimacy in the empire, with whom the
prince-electors needed to collaborate for mutual benefit: “For through us the emperor will be respected
and we through the emperor. . . . [O]ur nation is the master over all other nations, as long as it is in just
order and under good government.”40

This was still a proposal in the mold of the conciliar epoch, however, for the spiritual prince-electors’
councilors tied these governmental plans to a new council, per the 1417 decree Frequens, to rein in
alleged papal abuses.41 What was missing was a justification for urgent change that all parties would
accept as valid, and which could be used as leverage to compel the emperor and other potential oppo-
nents to co-operate. As we shall now see, sudden and widespread concern about the dangers of Ottoman
invasion forced the crystallization of this discursive field into a sustained back-and-forth dialogue on
“reform” in the empire—whether in the form of vague appeals to peace, justice, and order or, increas-
ingly, concrete proposals like those of Jakob von Sierck—the better to repel the Turks in a crusade.

Fear of the Turks, Crusading Zeal, and the “Pressure of the Public”
The fall of Constantinople had a near-instantaneous impact on political discourse in the Holy Roman
Empire. Once a secondary concern,42 the topic of the Turks now dominated letters, ordinances, and
recesses at the diets and at power centers throughout the empire, accompanied by declarations about
the obligation to defend Christendom against them—a situation that would persist for decades. News
of Mehmed II’s victory on 29 May 1453 reached Vienna within a month, Pope Nicholas V issued a
crusading bull against the Turks on 30 September, and by December his legate Giovanni
Castiglione had reached Frederick III to implore the emperor to spearhead the defense of
Christendom. In the intervening time, sensationalist accounts of Constantinople’s capture circulated
throughout the German lands, in the vernacular as well as Latin.43 Thus, when Frederick’s summons
on 11 January 1454 to the Regensburg diet made reference to “the notable and unconscionable evil of
the infidel Turks,” graphically described their “many and various acts of bloodshed,” and exhorted the
imperial princes and cities to plan “for praiseworthy resistance and an expedition against the enemies
of Christ,” his chancery was already drawing on well-established tropes.44

34See notably Joachim Stieber, Pope Eugenius IV, the Council of Basel, and the Secular and Ecclesiastical Authorities in the
Empire (Leiden, 1978).

35Ignaz Miller, Jakob von Sierck 1398/99–1456 (Mainz, 1983), esp. 230–53, 262.
36Daniels, Diplomatie, 205–68.
37Ibid., 222–25.
38Weinrich, Reichsreform, 303.
39Ibid., 305–06.
40Ibid., 307.
41Ibid., 307–08.
42The Turks attracted discussion at the periphery of some imperial correspondence and diets, for instance as news of the

Varna crusade filtered through to Nuremberg in 1444–45: RTA ÄR, 17:715.
43Ibid, 19/1: 10–64.
44Ibid, 19/1: 109.
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The emperor’s rhetorical embrace of this role as an admonisher about the impending Turkish threat
and an initiator and leader of a potential crusade is readily understandable, despite the difficulties fac-
ing him in his hereditary lands (which would, indeed, prevent him from attending the diets of
Nuremberg and Frankfurt in 1454).45 As the highest-ranking figure in Christendom, contemporaries
regarded it as his duty to lead its defense, and his honor was at stake. These ideas were all on display in
Castiglione’s oration before Frederick on Christmas Eve in 1453, delivered during the papal legate’s
stay in Wiener Neustadt, the most important stop in his tour of Central Europe in late 1453 and
early 1454. Castiglione’s address to Frederick culminated with the exhortation: “be the wisest and
most vigorous leader of this cause, who, for the sake of the defense of the Church and the faith,
assumed the governorship of such a great realm that you no longer call yourself ‘king’ but by the
supreme name ‘emperor.’”46 Within the empire there was a centuries-long tradition of regarding
the king or emperor of the Romans as the “advocate” or “protector of the Church(es)” (advocatus eccle-
siae/ecclesiarum), a role that had recently been reinvigorated by the ecumenical councils held in the
German lands.47 These expectations help to explain the determination with which Frederick’s person-
nel pushed a Turkish crusade—a determination that could be exploited to force negotiations over gov-
ernmental reform.

Yet it is important to understand that the other political elites in the empire were also regarded (and
regarded themselves) as having an obligation to contribute to the protection of Christendom. Meager
though the concrete outcomes of this professed obligation may have been, it was nevertheless a nor-
mative expectation with a long history. As Heribert Müller put it, the “communis opinio” in diplomatic
circles was that the task of preparing a Turkish crusade belonged first and foremost to the political
community of the empire, alongside the emperor.48 The prince-electors, in particular, had honed
this sense of shared mission toward the Church and Christendom through the schisms and the
Hussite crusades. In a 1424 alliance, the electors had declared their obligation to combat enemies of
Christendom and pacify the empire in collaboration with the monarch and “other princes, counts,
lords, knights, retainers, cities… as it rightly falls to Christian princes and the Holy Roman
Empire’s foremost members [‘nehsten geliedern’] to do.”49

It is worth emphasizing how saturated with performative concern about the Turks the sources pro-
duced in elite circles during the 1450s and 1460s are. It was evidently a matter close to mind for leading
princely personnel—the rising caste of university-educated councilors (gelehrte Räte) and administrators
who served as diplomats and orators.50 This does not only apply to Frederick III’s personnel, like
Johannes Hinderbach, bishop of Trent, who penned an obsequious oration about defending
Christendom against the Turks for Pope Pius II (r. 1458–64) in April 1459.51 These themes are equally
prevalent in the writings of councilors who flitted among Frederick’s shifting coalitions of antagonists,
and who were no friends of the papacy either—people like Gregor Heimburg, Martin Mair, and
Georg von Stein, who variously served Archduke Albrecht VI of Austria, Duke Ludwig IX of
Bavaria-Landshut (r. 1450–79), and George of Poděbrady, Hussite king of Bohemia (r. 1458–71),
among others.52

45Herbert Krammer’s contribution to this special issue addresses conflicts around Vienna that exemplify the dynamics
Frederick faced in his hereditary lands in this period.

46Ibid., 19/1: 53.
47Jonathan Lyon, Corruption, Protection, and Justice in Medieval Europe: A Thousand-Year History (Cambridge, 2023), ch. 11.
48Heribert Müller, “Europa, das Reich und die Osmanen,” in Europa, das Reich und die Osmanen. Die Türkenreichstage von

1454/55 nach dem Fall von Konstantinopel, eds. Marika Bacsóka, Anna-Maria Blank, and Thomas Woelki (Frankfurt, 2014), 9–
29, at 23.

49RTA ÄR, 8:347.
50Uwe Schirmer, “Gelehrte Räte,” in Handwörterbuch zur deutschen Rechtsgeschichte (2005–) <https://www.hrgdigital.de/

HRG.gelehrte_raete> [accessed May 26, 2023].
51Iohannes Hinderbach, “Oratio ad Pium II,” Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 3786, fols. 168r–173r.
52See, inter alia, Paul Joachimsohn, Gregor Heimburg (Bamberg, 1891); Otakar Odložilík, The Hussite King: Bohemia in

European Affairs, 1440–1471 (Rahway, NJ, 1965), 180–85; Claudia Märtl, “Herzog Ludwig der Reiche, Dr. Martin Mair und
Eneas Silvius Piccolomini,” in Das goldene Jahrhundert der Reichen Herzöge, ed. Franz Niehoff (Landshut, 2014), 41–54;
Langmaier, Erzherzog Albrecht, esp. 268–75.
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In one sense, this is hardly surprising. A constant stream of papal legates and nuncios—including
Castiglione in 1454–55, Juan Carvajal in 1455–61, Bessarion in 1460–61, and Fantino della Valle in
1466—traversed the German lands in these years.53 Their role was not only to drum up support and
distribute indulgences for planned anti-Ottoman crusades, but also to arbitrate in the conflicts between
the kings and princes of Central Europe. The popes harangued German princes from afar, too, reaching a
crescendo of admonition about the planned crusade (“negocio fidei contra Turchos”) during Pius II’s
congress of Mantua in 1459.54 The deployment of tropes about the Turkish threat can therefore be
seen, on one level, as an organic mimicking of a Curial crusading discourse encountered frequently at
diets and in writing, which could comfortably be incorporated into letters and speeches for princes
who already saw defending Christendom as part of their public identities. Even opponents of specific
papal and imperial initiatives still expressed vague support for the general notion of an expedition against
the Turks—as Heimburg did in his orations at the Mantuan congress on behalf of Albrecht VI (on 29
October) and Sigmund of Austria-Tyrol (on 21 November), and Mair did in a speech at the court of
Francesco Sforza, duke of Milan, in February 1460.55 Alongside these diplomatic influences, genuine
fear and fascination may also have played a role in some instances. Shortly after news of the fall of
Constantinople reached Austria, Georg von Stein produced a Latin treatise on the Prophet
Muhammad for Archduke Albrecht, drawing on traditional Islamophobic invective to portray him as
an “arch-heretic” who had misled “the Saracens, Turks, and other profaners of God.”56

In itself, the sudden rise in salience of the Turkish issue in princely circles provides an important
context for the new dynamic explored in the next section. Furthemore, the sense of public expectation
that shaped political actors’ options in the 1450s and 1460s is even more comprehensible if we consider
the much broader interest, in many social circles, in the Turks and crusading—and thereby put the
fields of diplomatic history and Verfassungsgeschichte into dialogue with literary scholarship and the
cultural history of identities. It is now well established that what we might consider elite conversations
and discourses reached broad audiences in late medieval Europe, located within multiple overlapping
public spheres.57 It can be difficult to establish precisely who participated in these spheres, given the
fragmentary nature of the evidence, but German literary scholars working with the concept of
Publizistik have shown that the quantitative explosion of new texts, written and disseminated on ever-
cheaper paper, strongly implies that growing and increasingly literate audiences existed for “political”
writings in a variety of genres, from learned treatises to songs.58 Particularly in German cities—the
empire’s main vectors of travel, commerce, and correspondence, and the sites for its political assem-
blies—large circles of readers and listeners engaged with a range of texts, especially those in the ver-
nacular, and beyond the written materials that survive lay a penumbra of oral, visual, and performative
communication on similar themes.59 As Karoline Döring has shown, these were contexts ripe for dis-
seminating news, rumors, and prophecies about the Turks in a range of media—especially as the
“Turkish diets” coincided strikingly with the advent of the printing press in Mainz.60 Its impact on

53Antonín Kalous, Late Medieval Papal Legation: Between the Councils and the Reformation (Rome, 2017), 206.
54The wording used in Pius’s admonition to Duke Johann I of Cleves on 27 April 1459. Theodor Joseph Lacomblet, ed.,

Urkundenbuch für die Geschichte des Niederrheins, 4 vols. (Düsseldorf, 1840–58), 4:391.
55Joachimsohn, Gregor Heimburg, 163–68 (Heimburg, with references to the orations); František Palacký, ed., Urkundliche

Beiträge zur Geschichte Böhmens und seiner Nachbarländer im Zeitalter Georg’s von Podiebrad (Vienna, 1860), 205 (Mair).
See also the speech given by George of Poděbrady’s envoys at the Nuremberg assembly of 1466 in ibid., 415–16.

56Stadtarchiv Ulm, Bestand E, Familienarchiv Neithardt, Akten, Nr. 191. On the date, see Langmaier, Erzherzog Albrecht, 269.
57Jan Dumolyn et al., eds., The Voices of the People in Late Medieval Europe: Communication and Popular Politics (Turnhout,

2014); Wim Blockmans, The Voices of the People? Political Participation before the Revolutions, trans. Michiel Horn (London,
2024).

58Karina Kellermann, “Der tiuvel schiez iu in den kragen! Herrschaftskritik in der deutschsprachigen Publizistik,” in
Transkulturelle Annäherungen an Phänomene von Macht und Herrschaft. Spannungsfelder und Geschlechterdimensionen, ed.
Matthias Becher (Göttingen, 2019), 191–212.

59Pierre Monnet, “Die Stadt, ein Ort der politischen Öffentlichkeit im Spätmittelalter?” in Politische Öffentlichkeit im
Spätmittelalter, eds. Martin Kintzinger and Bernd Schneidmüller (Ostfildern, 2011), 329–59.

60Karoline Döring, Türkenkrieg und Medienwandel im 15. Jahrhundert (Husum, 2013). See also James Mixson’s contribution
to this special issue.
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discussions about the Ottomans was immediate: the oldest complete printed text to survive is the
so-called Türkenkalendar, actually a poem in a mix of Rhenish dialects titled “A call to arms to
Christendom against the Turks.” It consists of an opening prayer and twelve stanzas corresponding
with months of the year and lunar cycles, more than half of which directly admonish the emperor
and imperial princes, prelates, nobility, and cities to fight against the Ottomans.61 It can be firmly
dated to late December 1454, shortly after the diet of Frankfurt at which Aeneas Silvius
Piccolomini (the secretary of Frederick III and future Pius II) had given his famous oration on the
same theme, Constantinopolitana clades.62 The Türkenkalendar’s metal type was redeployed by one
of Gutenberg’s workshops to print Pope Callixtus III’s bull Cum his superioribus (June 1456) autho-
rizing indulgences for prayers for victory against the Turks, including—tellingly—a vernacular
translation.63

Already in the 1450s and 1460s, contemporaries took up the theme of the Turkish threat and the
need for a military response in a multitude of literary genres, from apocalyptic prophecy to the eccen-
tric Sultansbriefe, ostensible letters from the Ottoman sultan that could express both crusading zeal
and social critique.64 Particularly striking in this context is the work of Michel Beheim, one of the
most prolific fifteenth-century German lyricists, who dedicated a large number of poems and songs
to the issue of the Turks, most of which can be dated firmly to the period 1453–67.65 Beheim partic-
ipated in the Belgrade crusade of 1456, and spent these years traveling between the Upper German
princely courts. His patrons included both the emperor and some of his mortal enemies, such as
Count Palatine Friedrich “the Victorious.”66 Beheim’s compositions that relate to the Ottomans
emphasize themes common to Turcica with particular insistence: the atrocities committed by the
Turks against Christians; the blow to Christendom’s prestige inflicted by the conquest of
Constantinople and lands in the Balkans; the imminent danger of deeper invasions into Hungary
and Germany; and the obligation incumbent on Christians, especially the neglectful German nobility,
to fight back.67 These themes influenced urban as well as courtly literature. Around 1454–56 Hans
Rosenplüt of Nuremberg penned a Shrovetide play featuring Sultan Mehmed and his advisors in con-
versation with German knights, burghers, councilors, and messengers of the emperor and pope, pre-
senting Turkish victories as a punishment for Christians’ sins.68 It survives in seven manuscripts, the
most of any Rosenplüt play.69 That he considered this a suitable theme for a civic performance suggests
that the issue of the Turks was known and considered relevant across a wide range of social milieux
soon after the fall of Constantinople.

Many more such examples could be added here,70 but it should already be clear that the aftermath
of the fall of Constantinople in the German lands stimulated a vivid and broadly based public interest
in the Ottomans and the appropriate Christian response to their advance. Furthermore, the events of
these years gave the texts that attest to this interest—which have mostly been analyzed by religious and

61Ferdinand Geldner, Der Türkenkalendar. [… ] In Faksimile Herausgegeben (Wiesbaden, 1975), 1–6.
62RTA ÄR, 19/2:60.
63James D. Mixson, The Crusade of 1456 (Toronto, 2022), 72–81.
64Frances Kneupper, The Empire at the End of Time: Identity and Reform in Late Medieval Germany Prophecy (Oxford, 2016),

98; Karoline Döring, Sultansbriefe. Textfassungen, Überlieferung und Einordnung (Wiesbaden, 2017).
65See the critical overview of the manuscript evidence in Hans Gille and Ingeborg Spriewald, eds., Die Gedichte des Michel

Beheim, 3 vols. (Berlin, 1968–72), 1:XVII–LXXI.
66See William C. McDonald, “Michel Beheim’s Von den Türken und dem adel sagt dis: A Demotic Lament and Crusading

Song Contemporary with the Fall of Constantinople in 1453,” Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 70, no. 3
(2017): 371–84, with further references.

67Beheim’s compositions that touch upon the Turks include, at minimum, the following: Gille and Spriewald, eds., Gedichte,
nos. 98, 99, 101, 104, 106, 237–240, 446.

68Adelbert von Keller, ed., Fastnachtspiele aus dem fünfzehnten Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 1853), 288–304. My thanks to CJ Jones
for this reference.

69Christiane Ackermann, “Dimensionen der Medialität. Die Osmanen im Rosenplütschen ‘Turken Vasnachtspil’ sowie in den
Dramen des Hans Sachs und Jakob Ayrer,” in Fastnachtspiele. Weltliches Schauspiel in literarischen und kulturellen Kontexten, ed.
Klaus Ridder (Tübingen, 2009), 189–220.

70See for instance the contemporaneous “Türkenschrei”: Rochus von Liliencron, ed., Die historischen Volkslieder der Deutschen
vom 13. bis 16. Jahrhundert, 5 vols. (Leipzig, 1865–69), 1:460–65.
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literary scholars so far, and not by historians—a political valency. All this surely exerted what John
Watts has called “the pressure of the public”: late medieval protagonists had to present and carry
out their objectives and actions in light of “the common stock of political expectations and languages”
shared among many social groups, and this now included signaling their commitment to repelling the
Turks.71 In this sense, 1453 marked a new era in the empire’s political discourse, as its “internal” affairs
now always had to be connected to the external Turkish threat, with significant consequences for the
dynamics of political interactions within it.

From Constantinople to Nuremberg: Negotiating the “Turkish Crusade” and “Imperial Reform,”
1453–67
Ever since Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini’s famous bon mot about diets existing only to replicate them-
selves (“fecunde sunt omnes diete, quelibet in ventre alteram habet”),72 commentators on the
mid-fifteenth-century empire have struggled to escape the conclusion that this was a period of endless
futile assemblies that lacked meaningful outcomes. Only in recent decades have some historians begun
to conceptualize diets as serving purposes beyond institutional change and policy decisions. The sym-
bolic rituals accompanying diets instantiated the empire’s political community and broadcast its pro-
fessed values, provided a site for the hierarchies within it to be performed and re-negotiated, and
created at least a fragile impression of consensus while allowing space for behind-the-scenes power
struggles.73 As we have seen, after the fall of Constantinople concern about the Turks and a putative
crusade to defend Christendom instantly became one of the key elements of the shared political dis-
course to which all political actors at the imperial assemblies had to pay lip service, whatever their
interpersonal rivalries and the (largely unknowable) genuineness of their commitment to the crusading
cause. Consequently, proposals to restore peace, justice, and order in the empire—whatever their
authors actually intended them to entail—became inextricably linked to crusading plans. More specif-
ically, with the Turkish threat now a focal point of the empire’s ostensible mission to preserve
Christendom, new “reformist” initiatives could be presented as a necessary corollary or, indeed, pre-
condition to any German-led crusade.

This logic, and the durable dynamic of back-and-forth negotiation between the emperor and
princes who proposed “reformist” initiatives that it unleashed, manifested itself immediately and influ-
entially at the “Turkish diets” of 1454–55. This is most obvious in the speech given by the councilor
Johannes von Lieser in May 1454 at the diet of Regensburg, on behalf of Jakob von Sierck and the other
spiritual prince-electors. The impact of the speech is attested by its wide manuscript circulation in
German and Latin (the latter version being Piccolomini’s paraphrase) and re-use in many later ora-
tions and treatises.74 In the German version—an approximation, though probably not verbatim tran-
script, of Lieser’s words75—he fully acknowledges the threat posed by the Turks and the need for a
crusade, but states: “If the unbelieving Turks are to be resisted, the prince-electors consider it necessary
above all things that our most gracious lord the Roman emperor should come to suitable and custom-
ary locations and cities in the empire . . . and establish the empire and German tongue, with its courts
and jurisdictions, and all its necessities, in good order.”76 Piccolomini’s account has Lieser putting this
even more succinctly, in a phrase that epitomizes the rhetorical stance of would-be reformers at the

71John Watts, “The Pressure of the Public on Later Medieval Politics,” in Political Culture in Late Medieval Britain, eds. Linda
Clark and Christine Carpenter (Woodbridge, 2004), 159–80, at 161.

72See Gabriele Annas, “Kaiser Friedrich III. und die Reichsversammlungen des 15. Jahrhunderts. Beobachtungen zu politi-
schen Aushandlungs- und ‘Clearing’-Prozessen,” in Das 15. Jahrhundert, eds. Günter Frank, Franz Fuchs, and Matthias
Herweg (Stuttgart, 2021), 29–54, at 29.

73See ibid.; Julia Dücker (Burkhardt), Reichsversammlungen im Spätmittelalter. Politische Willensbildung in Polen, Ungarn und
Deutschland (Ostfildern, 2011); Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, The Emperor’s Old Clothes: Constitutional History and the Symbolic
Language of the Holy Roman Empire (New York, 2015).

74Daniels, Diplomatie, 338–406.
75Ibid., 339.
76RTA ÄR, 19/1:246.
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heart of the new post-1453 dynamic: “it therefore seems to me that there can be no agreement to take
up arms against the Turks unless we first restore the empire to its former condition.”77

This stance prevailed among the key power brokers at the subsequent diets. At Frankfurt, a
notional plan for a crusading army was made contingent on a vague two-year peace-ordinance.78

At the follow-up discussions at Wiener Neustadt in February 1455, Jakob von Sierck personally
sought to negotiate its implementation with Frederick III as a precursor to raising crusading contin-
gents. The emperor was willing to contemplate a general peace backed by the threat of the imperial
ban and excommunication, but the archbishop argued “that this would be insufficient to establish a
peace in the empire, for obedience is now so reduced… that the proclamations and penalties would
be entirely disdained.”79 For Sierck and the envoys of the other prince-electors, the planned crusade
could only succeed when the empire’s many internal conflicts were convincingly resolved, and he
had arrived with fresh proposals to that end. At their core, they involved an effective supreme
court administered by the emperor with the assistance of the prince-electors, and mutual assistance
among princes, lords, and cities in enforcing peace-keeping judgements, concluding that “if this
takes place, and if the Holy Empire is established in good order within the German lands, we will
be able to resist the Turks and other infidels mightily.”80 However, Frederick III did not take up
Sierck’s ideas. He was unable to leave his hereditary lands, as the prince-electors were demanding,
due to recurrent crises there. It may also be that these proposals seemed to threaten his
Justinianic view of his own monarchical prerogatives. Heinrich Koller has suggested, based on
Frederick’s own writings, that the emperor was a jealous guardian of the juridical rights and admin-
istrative powers that he held to belong to the imperial dignity, and delegating the wholesale oversight
of peace-keeping to various princes may have struck him as a step too far at this point.81 In any case,
the crusade plans remained similarly theoretical, and the diet ended in mid-April amid suggestions
to hold another assembly soon.82

Although Frederick himself would not attend another diet in person until 1471, the new dynamic of
simultaneous negotiations over the Turkish threat and internal reform proved durable. Spurred on by
papal and legatine enthusiasm for a crusade, the “reformist” prince-electors could continue to claim
that defending Christendom entailed urgent measures to restore peace, justice, and order. The
Rhenish archbishops met in Frankfurt in February 1456 and gained the tentative approval of the
other prince-electors to issue an ultimatum to Frederick. In view of the urgent need for a crusade,
they demanded in the name of all the German prince-electors that the emperor appear at a planned
diet in Nuremberg later that year to continue the conversations about reform.83 Sierck’s death in May
1456 did not prevent the prince-electors from summoning several princes and cities to the diet, some
of whom duly sent envoys.84 On 10 September, ahead of the diet and as news of Mehmed II’s advance
on Belgrade reached Germany,85 they once again challenged Frederick to appear to complete the
reform and crusade deliberations of Frankfurt and Wiener Neustadt:

For if you do not appear in Nuremberg at the aforenamed time, we will then nevertheless appear
together with God’s help in order to deliberate, to negotiate, and to reach decisions regarding
everything that appertains to us as prince-electors and is necessary for the promotion of the cru-
sade [‘kristenlichen zugs’].86

77Ibid., 19/1:243 (emphasis added).
78Ibid., 19/2:600–88.
79Ibid., 19/3:241.
80Ibid., 19/3:645.
81Heinrich Koller, Kaiser Friedrich III. (Munich, 2005), 21–22.
82RTA ÄR, 19/3:300.
83Gustav Freiherr von Hasselholdt-Stockheim, ed., Urkunden und Beilagen zum Kampfe der wittelsbachischen und branden-

burgischen Politik (Leipzig, 1865), 36–40.
84Annas, “‘Clearing’-Prozessen,” 42.
85See the contribution of James Mixson in this special issue.
86Weinrich, Reichsreform, 323.
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Frederick, however, was unable to appear. His chancery sent an irate reply on 19 November, chal-
lenging the electors’ right to convoke diets independently, and mounting a tellingly elaborate defense
of all his work to bring a crusade against the Turks to fruition: “Now, for our part, we have expended
great effort on the same matter for the consolation of the Christian faith vis-à-vis the Papal See (during
the time of Pope Nicholas V and now that of our Holy Father Pope Calixtus III) and all Christian
kings, you yourselves, and other princes of the Holy Empire, spiritual and temporal, for the praisewor-
thy promotion of the matter, at the diets held for this purpose and elsewhere.”87

Amid this growing rancor, Count Palatine Friedrich contemplated having himself crowned king of
the Romans by his allies in the electoral college.88 A draft electoral alliance to this effect drawn up at
the 1456 Nuremberg diet, though a dead letter from its inception, attests to the continuing power of
the crusading project as a legitimizing discourse to enable action in the name of peace and justice. It
begins by lamenting “the fall of the Christian city of Constantinople” to “the might of the Turks and
enemies of our Christian faith,” emphasizing that improvement of the empire’s courts and proper
enforcement of the peace were necessary “so that, for the sake of resistance against the infidels and
the strengthening of Christendom . . . a crusade may be deliberated about and undertaken.”89

Count Palatine Friedrich and Dietrich Schenk von Erbach, archbishop of Mainz, were the driving
forces behind both this putative alliance and yet another diet in Frankfurt in March 1457, where
the talking points remained the same as positions hardened. Frederick III wrote to several imperial
cities in February 1457 forbidding them from attending it, contending that the prince-electors were
only convoking the diet “under the appearance of [dealing with] the Turkish matter” (“in schein
der Turken sach”), and promising to send envoys of his own to discuss the best way forward for a cru-
sade.90 The increasingly tense exchanges between Frederick and his opponents in 1456–57 make it
clear that the crusade project was now an overwhelmingly important source of legitimization for polit-
ical action in the empire, and not only the emperor but also the reform-minded electors had to present
their agendas as serving that project.

Although they did not lead to any official crusading expedition, to the frustration of the emperor
and Curia, the discussions of the 1450s were productive in an important sense. They established the
commitment to defending Christendom against the Turks as a baseline expectation in imperial politics
that all sides had to claim to uphold, while clarifying some concrete initiatives that key princely fac-
tions were seeking to pursue in the name of peace, justice, and order. The growing divergences man-
ifested in the exchanges of 1456–57 presaged the outbreak of a series of interrelated wars that
consumed most of the central and southern German lands intermittently until the mid-1460s.91

Even amid these conflicts, the furious diplomatic efforts of Pius II at Mantua in 1459–60 and
Cardinal Bessarion’s travels and personal interventions among the German princes at diets in
1460–61 ensured that a crusade, potentially predicated on internal reform, remained a live issue.92

At an assembly in Vienna in September 1460, for instance, the princely envoys informed Bessarion
and Frederick III that the empire urgently needed a peace-ordinance (“gemeiner Frieden”) to be

87Johann Joachim Müller, ed., Des Heil. Römischen Reichs Teutscher Nation Reichs-Tags-Theatrum, 2 vols. (Jena, 1713) [here-
after RTT], 1:551–53.

88The reasons for the exceptionally hostile relationship between the emperor and the Count Palatine lay in the latter’s seizure
of his electoral title at his nephew’s expense, and against Frederick III’s wishes, in 1451. The dramatic step of proposing the
Count Palatine’s elevation to the Roman royal dignity in 1456 did not command unanimity among the electors. A combination
of factors, including their own disagreements with the Wittelsbach faction and assurances from the emperor, led the electors of
Brandenburg and Saxony to distance themselves from the Rhenish “reformists” at this juncture. See for example Regesta Imperii
XIII. Regesten Kaiser Friedrichs III. (1440–1493). Nach Archiven und Bibliotheken geordnet., vol. 11: Die Urkunden und Briefe aus
den Archiven und Bibliotheken des Freistaates Sachsen, ed. Elfie-Marita Eibl (Vienna, 1998), no. 311 http://www.regesta-imperii.
de/id/1456-07-21_1_0_13_11_0_311_311 [accessed February 2, 2024].

89Ibid., 1:555–58.
90Johannes Janssen, Frankfurts Reichscorrespondenz nebst andern verwandten Aktenstücken von 1379–1519, 2 vols. (Freiburg,

1863–72), 2:135–36.
91For details, see Langmaier, Erzherzog Albrecht, ch. 6–7; Filin, “Princes’ War”; See Herbert Krammer´s contribution in this

special issue for an example.
92See Housley, Crusading, 79–84.
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promulgated before the expedition negotiated at Mantua could begin.93 In 1461, Diether von Isenburg
(one of the claimants to the archbishopric of Mainz), the Count Palatine, and the margrave of
Brandenburg revived the dynamic of the 1450s, writing to Frederick III to request his attendance at
a planned diet in Frankfurt (which never materialized) to discuss improved governance, in view of
the absence of peace and justice in the empire, “which renders it ineffective at accomplishing and
administering the defense of the Christian faith, and especially at offering resistance against the infidel
Turks.”94

By the mid-1460s, more than a decade had passed of Frederick III being unable or unwilling to
meet the demands of some German princes for improved peace-keeping and judicial mechanisms in
the empire as a precondition to a crusading expedition—one that would enhance his reputation, sat-
isfy the Curia, and repel a power that was expanding toward Austria. In 1466, with the most disrup-
tive internal conflagrations and rivalries largely resolved and Pope Paul II resuming demands for a
Turkish crusade through another legation to Germany, conditions at last struck him as propitious to
compromise on acceptable terms with the reform-minded princes and cities. The emperor signaled
his openness to the issue early in that year, convoking a diet in Ulm “to make a start on the collective
peace.”95 A treaty and ordinance for banning feuds, obliging mutual assistance against peace-
breakers, and streamlining the resolution of disputes was indeed drafted there and in Nördlingen
by a group of south German princes and cities during the spring.96 At another, better-attended
diet in Nuremberg in November 1466, convoked so that the legate Fantino della Valle could issue
another urgent call for crusading contingents from Germany, the assembled representatives refined
these draft ordinances into a five-year, empire-wide peace, “so resistance can be offered all the more
praiseworthily, and fully without hindrance, against the Turks.”97 The Landfrieden treaty and ordi-
nance included an unusual provision that flattered Frederick’s own exalted sense of monarchical
authority: to break the peace was to commit a “crimen laesae Majestatis,” subject to the highest
notional penalties.98

Frederick approved the peace from afar in August 1467, and his chancery’s preamble speaks elo-
quently of the compromises that had led to this moment since the fall of Constantinople. The emperor
emphasized his many efforts to promote both a crusade and imperial reform (noting his 1442 ordi-
nance) but acknowledged that “our said reformation of peace and our faithful efforts on behalf of a
crusade against the Turks have still not borne fruit as we had hoped.” Reaffirming his desire to launch
a crusade in defense of Christendom and the empire, he conceded that “our and the empire’s prince-
electors, princes (spiritual and temporal), prelates, counts, lords, and cities have deemed and coun-
selled… that the German nation cannot send anybody to fight the Turks unless a collective, praisewor-
thy peace lasting five years is ordained beforehand”—and so he was promulgating the Landfrieden.99

The post-1453 dynamic of back-and-forth negotiation in the shadow of the Ottoman threat had cul-
minated in a significant legislative outcome. While wars with Burgundy and Hungary would soon pro-
vide yet more impediments to a crusade, reformists had proved capable of leveraging the universally
professed need for such an expedition to obtain what some factions of princes had sought since the
“Turkish diets”: a framework for enforcing peace and justice as an essential precondition for any cru-
sade preparations.

93RTT, 1:786.
94Ibid., 2:17.
95Ibid., 2:197–200.
96Ibid., 2:200–10.
97Ibid., 2:225.
98See Ingeborg Most, “Der Reichslandfriede vom 20. August 1467. Zur Geschichte des Crimen laesae maiestatis und der

Reichsreform unter Kaiser Friedrich III.,” in Syntagma Friburgense. Historische Studien Hermann Aubin dargebracht zum 70.
Geburtstag am 23.12.1955 (Lindau, 1955), 191–233.

99RTT, 2:291–92.
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Conclusion

The peace-ordinance of 1467, though largely ineffective in the short term, was not the only outcome of
the new political dynamic identified in this article. It would serve as a template for many subsequent
iterations, as institutional changes gathered momentum at imperial diets in the decades around
1500.100 The fall of Constantinople can therefore be considered one of the catalyzing factors for the
institutional “reforms” that are often regarded as the turning point between the medieval and early
modern history of the Holy Roman Empire, suggesting that “imperial reform” or Moraw’s “organized
consolidation” (gestaltete Verdichtung) ought to be defined more broadly to include significant devel-
opments earlier in the fifteenth century. The sudden increase in the salience of the Turkish threat and
the sense of crusading mission in the empire created a new political dynamic at the diets. This mission
provided a focal point for discussions at these assemblies, which quickly crystallized into a particular
negotiatory format: against the background of a range of voices drawing on the potent reservoir of dis-
courses about peace, justice, and order in the empire, a cadre of princely councilors articulated con-
crete “reformist” proposals, and was able to force these onto the agenda as the counteroffer for
commitments to contribute to a planned Turkish crusade. Whatever their personal motives and incli-
nations, all parties had little choice but to present themselves as caring deeply about crusading projects,
given the widespread concern about the Turks in German-speaking public spheres, ensuring that advo-
cates of peace-keeping and judicial initiatives had plenty of opportunities to present their proposals to
influential political actors.

Neither crusading rhetoric nor “reformist” discourses were new in the mid-fifteenth-century Holy
Roman Empire. Even the notion that internal peace was a precondition for successful crusading had a
long heritage.101 However, in the febrile atmosphere that followed the fall of Constantinople, the
semantic field of “imperial reform” and plans for the defense of the empire and Christendom became
publicly and durably fused in a new way, setting up a long-term dynamic whose logic would not only
endure in connection with anti-Ottoman expeditions, but would also be extended to negotiations over
military aid against French, Hungarian, and Italian antagonists. That the “reforms” or “consolidation”
of Maximilian’s reign were long-term outcomes of a dynamic predicated on the threat posed by a reli-
gious “Other” to Christendom highlights the continuing relevance of universal, pan-Christian frames
of reference alongside emerging articulations of national solidarity and political pluralism, and echoes
recent scholarly findings about the significance of religious and ethnocultural logics in shaping late
medieval European identities.102

100Duncan Hardy, “Landfrieden,” in Handbuch Frieden im Europa der Frühen Neuzeit, eds. Irene Dingel et al. (Berlin, 2021),
151–69, at 164.

101See many examples from 1095–1274 in Georg Strack, Solo sermone. Überlieferung und Deutung politischer Ansprachen der
Päpste im Mittelalter (Wiesbaden, 2022).

102See Klaus Oschema, “No ‘Emperor of Europe’: A Rare Title between Political Irrelevance, Anti-Ottoman Polemics and the
Politics of National Diversity,” Medieval History Journal 20, no. 2 (2017): 411–46.
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