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Hans Jacob Christoffel von Grimmelshausen,
Frontispizio di Abenteuerlicher Simplicissimus 1669. (wikipedia commons).
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GreGory Hanlon

European Military Rivalry, 1500–1750: 
Fierce Pageant.

Oxford, New York, Routledge 2020.
 

“G reat Power Competition” is back in the current political and stra-
tegic debate and mentioned in official policy documents such as 
the US National Security Strategy of 2017 (“The competitions and 

rivalries facing the United States are not passing trends or momentary prob-
lems. They are intertwined, long-term challenges that demand our sustained 
national attention and commitment”).  Therefore, Gregory Hanlon’s latest 
book “European Military Rivalry, 1500–1750: Fierce Pageant” is a reminder 
of the fact that, according to the above mentioned NSS, “A Central continuity 
in history is the contest for power”. Writing a textbook on European warfare 
in the historic period (1500-1750) chosen by the author, without falling into 
the trap of rewriting a history of Revolution in Military Affairs was a real 
challenge in itself. 
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The method adopted by Hanlon, alternating chapters describing the 
military history of the period in question with chapters focussing on issues 
such as: field fortification; recruitment and establishment of standing armies 
and navies; manoeuvre and siege warfare; war finance; strikes an effective 
balance. It draws a comprehensive and cross-dimensional picture of the contest 
for power in Europe between the Renaissance and the early enlightenment.

The Renaissance is a turning point for western civilization and warfare is 
no exception. With the Italian Wars (1494-1559) begins a cycle of conflicts 
for hegemony on the European continent that comes to an end only in 1945. 
The dawn of the gunpowder age and the related development of a new kind of 
fortifications, the rediscovery of classical authors and the influence on politics 
and warfare, the continuous evolution of tactics, the financing of war are just 
among the main features of this period characterized by interstate conflict as 
well as by religious civil wars. 

The “Parallel War” against the Ottoman Empire, at the apex of its power, 
in the Balkans and in the Mediterranean, is intertwined with the confrontation 
between the Habsburg realms of Charles V and France. Here we realize that 
the technology gap between the West and the Ottoman World at the turn of the 
XVI Century is far from  emerging and the Sublime Porte still enjoys overall 
military superiority over its Christian opponents, notwithstanding Venetian 
technological prowess. 

Hanlon clearly indicates the XVII Century as the age of political and 
technological transformation which thoroughly changed land and naval 
warfare. It is also the defining moment in European history when the French 
super national State, led by the still valid political doctrine of “raison d’etat”, 
gets the upper hand over the Habsburg attempt to restore Catholic supremacy 
and imperial prerogatives in Germany. 

Within the logic of the “Balance of Power” among nominally equal 
sovereign states, the stage is set for French ascendancy and the subsequent 
building of a coalition of powers known as the “Grand Alliance”. The Alliance 
is the first of a long series of counterbalancing efforts, generally led by Britain, 
in order to contain and defeat the continental hegemon. On the South-Eastern 
front continues the “Long War” between the Habsburgs, Venice and Poland, 
on the Christian side, and the Ottoman Empire. The battle of St Gotthard is 
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a landmark event where western superior tactics, for the first time, prevail 
over Ottoman sheer numerical superiority but the turning of the tide begins 
under the walls of Vienna. Since then, the Habsburg counteroffensive pushes 
back the Ottomans right to Belgrade and the “Iron Curtain” of Christianity, 
Austria’s military frontier, falls upon the Balkan Peninsula. 

Hanlon also focuses on  Venice’s war in the Aegean Sea, the loss of Crete 
after one of the longest sieges in history, the Peloponnesian Campaign and the 
loss of naval supremacy in the Adriatic.

The War of Spanish Succession marks a temporary halt to the French quest 
for hegemony. After a long and exhausting war a new balance of power is 
reached after the peace of Utrecht only to slowly overturned by the subsequent 
wars (Quadruple Alliance; Polish Succession) culminating with the War of 
Austrian Succession which sees France “working for the King of Prussia” 
and Empress Maria Theresia saving the bulk of her domains against all odds. 
Meanwhile, in India, North America and on the high seas Britain and France 
fight for sea and world power. The Seven Years War will mark the ascendancy 
of the British Empire. 

The thematic chapters are of the utmost interest and cover land and naval 
warfare as well as the economics of war. Maybe further attention could have 
been paid to the development of professional diplomacy and to its role as a 
power factor in coalition building and in the preservation of the balance of 
power.  

Among the many fascinating issues touched by this landmark essay worth 
noting are the chapters on fortification and siege warfare under all aspects: 
technical, logistical, tactical and strategic. These are closely related to a 
particular strategic and political mindset. Vauban’s concept of “pre carré” has 
had a longstanding influence on French strategic culture with reverberations 
to our days. 

Gregory Hanlon, a well known military historian, has once again written a 
well documented, structured and brilliant essay which will not only serve its 
declared purpose of a University textbook but also stimulate further reading 
and research.

emanuele FarruGGia
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Jacopo Tintoretto, Sebastiano Venier Capitano Generale da Mar alla battaglia di Lepanto 
[Kunsthistorisches Museum, Gemäldegalerie, Wien. Wikimedia commons].
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