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Early modern political and moral theories challenged the traditional, 
Aristotelian- Thomist concepts which classified prudence as a moral virtue. 
Machiavellianism and Justus Lipsius’s doctrine of mixed prudence con-
sidered prudence instead as a set of skills enabling social and political suc-
cess, more or less independently of moral considerations. This article will 
discuss Johann Weiss (1620–1683), a professor of ethics and politics at 
Giessen, whose academic works combined Aristotelianism with early 
modern ethical and political theories, including the French discourse on 
reason of state. This combination is, moreover, not too surprising at the 
time. French historiography has turned the page on the old view that the 
dévot party, Richelieu’s opposition in the seventeenth century, condemned 
reason of state because of their old- fashioned, religiously based ethics, 
whereas Richelieu and his pamphleteers, with their doctrines of reason of 
state and absolutism, represented political modernism. In actual fact, the 
dévots also believed in absolute monarchy, and Richelieu aimed to provide 
a solid religious and moral basis for reason of state.1 Political virtues, based 
on positive ethical teaching, coexisted with the interpretation of political 
skill as the basic tool of state power. I intend to argue for this coexistence 
in the case of Weiss’s university disputations.

1 See the critical remarks on the views of Friedrich Meinecke, Georges Lagarde, and 
Étienne Thuau in Caroline Maillet-Rao, La Pensée politique des dévots: Mathieu de 
Morgues et Michel de Marillac: une opposition au ministériat du cardinal de Richelieu 
(Paris, 2015), 25; see also Orest Ranum, ‘Machiavélisme’, in Dictionnaire Richelieu, eds 
Françoise Hildesheimer and Dénes Harai (Paris, 2015), 239–241.
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83Shifting from Aristotelianism to Modern Theories

The Lutheran University of Giessen was a relatively new institution. It 
was founded in 1607 by Louis V, Landgrave of Hesse- Darmstadt, after the 
older state university in Marburg had become Calvinist. The Thirty Years’ 
War, however, forced the university back to Marburg for a long period 
before it could finally settle again in Giessen.2 The most important of the 
founding professors was Balthasar Mentzer, head of the Faculty of 
Theology, which, together with the Faculty of Law headed by Gottfried 
Antonii, counted as the most illustrious faculties at Giessen, while medi-
cine played a less important role. The university leaders came from the 
fields of theology and law and, as Peter Moraw has pointed out, their main 
goal was to explain how an individual should fulfil his Christian and civic 
obligations in a religiously divided empire.3 This might also clarify why a 
separate chair for politics was important in the Faculty of Arts.4 To illus-
trate the changing status of the teaching of politics, drawing a parallel with 
the University of Helmstedt will be helpful. With regard to this eminent 
Protestant university founded in 1576, Boris Klein has shown how 
 his tory—formerly taught within the framework of poetry—by the middle 
of the seventeenth century had become propaedeutic to the study of the 
historical roots of the legitimacy of German dynasties in order to train 
competent officials for the service of the state.5

During its years in Marburg, the University of Giessen already enabled 
study of the constitutional heritage of the Holy Roman Empire. In 1641, a 
large volume was published with dissertations written on this topic, pre-
sided over by Just Sinolt Schützen, professor of jurisprudence and vice- 
chancellor of the university. The division of power between the emperor 
and the German princes is illustrated in the book in an appendix containing 
an edition of the Golden Bull of Charles IV and of the electoral capitula-
tion of Ferdinand III, who had been elected King of the Romans in 1636.6 
Following the Treaty of Westphalia and the return of the university to 
Giessen, this volume was followed by a second one. These disputations 

2 Wilhelm Martin Becker, Das erste halbe Jahrhundert des hessen- darmstädtischen 
Landesuniversität (Giessen, 1907).

3 Peter Moraw, Kleine Geschichte der Universität Gießen (1607–1982) (Giessen, 1982), 
35, 42 and 58–59.

4 Originally, Aristotelian ethics and politics constituted a single chair in the Faculty of 
Arts. See Anton Schindling, ‘Die Universität Gießen als Typus einer Hochschulgründung’, 
in Academia Gissensis. Beiträge zur älteren Gießener Universitätsgeschichte, ed. Peter 
Moraw, Volker Press (Marburg, 1982), 83–113, here: 104. As we shall see, this later changed.

5 Boris Klein, Les Chaires et l’esprit. Organisation et transmission des savoirs au sein 
d’une université germanique au XVIIe siècle (Lyon, 2017), 251–272.

6 Just Sinolt Schützen, Collegium publicum de statu rei Romanae (Marburg, 1640); the 
false titles of the appendices indicate 1641 as the year of printing, but the main title- page 
suggests that the printing of the book began one year earlier.
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84 History of Universities

celebrated the treaty and reflected on the current state of imperial affairs; 
the book also contained the Treaty of Osnabrück.7

By weakening the actual power of the emperor, the Treaty of Westphalia 
enabled a more intensive French influence over the affairs of the empire. 
Meanwhile, during the seventeenth century French became increasingly 
consolidated in Europe as the language of a prestigious culture and of 
diplomacy; it also appears to have been particularly appreciated at Giessen 
compared with other universities in the empire. In the Landgraviate of 
Hesse- Darmstadt, a French grammar book was published as early as 1609 
by a certain Arnold Lubin.8 From the very beginning, the university had a 
French teacher from Orléans, Philippe Garnier. On the title- page of his 
1610 textbook, he described himself as the ordinary teacher of French 
language at Giessen.9 His methods must have been very efficient, for on 
1  September 1611, one of his students delivered a very decent French 
speech—20 pages long!—to glorify the foundation of the university. In his 
speech Johann Peter Auchter, who was a student of medicine from the 
Margraviate of Baden,10 praises Landgrave Louis for establishing the uni-
versity as a refuge for Lutheran orthodoxy and notes that French is the 
most prestigious language in the European courts, while stressing that 
Giessen takes students from many countries, including France.11

As for the education in politics, French theorists were cited from the 
start. Jean Bodin was, of course, one of them. In one of professor Otto 
Bötticher’s disputations in 1613, Bodin was a constant point of reference 
for the various forms of state.12 Johann Heinrich Tonsor argued several 
times against Bodin’s views in his disputations, questioning his opinion 
about the doctrine of the four monarchies13 and his views about sover-
eignty.14 Bodin, however, also had sympathizers at Giessen. Gottfried 
Antonii used him to prove that the emperor is not bound by the laws, 

7 Just Sinolt Schützen, Collegii publici de statu rei Romanae volumen secundum 
(Giessen, 1653), 1–104.

8 Arnold Lubin, Penarium linguae Gallicae (Darmstadt, Balthasar Hofmann, 1609).
9 Philippe Garnier, Gemmellae Gallicae linguae (Strasbourg, 1610); Thesaurus adagio-

rum Gallico- Latinorum (Frankfurt am Main, 1612).
10 As a student of medicine, one year later he signed a congratulatory poem written for 

his teacher’s French textbook: Philippe Garnier, Thesaurus adagiorum Gallico- Latinorum 
(Frankfurt am Main, 1612), *10v- 11r.

11 Johann Peter Auchter, Harangue françoise de la louange fondation et situation de la 
trescelebre academie de Giesse (Giessen, 1611), C2r and D2r- v.

12 Otto Bötticher, Discursus historico- politicus de formis rerumpublicarum summique 
Imperii affectionibus (Giessen, 1613).

13 Johann Heinrich Tonsor, Disputatio politica prima de statu hodierno Imperii Romani 
(Giessen, 1618).

14 Johann Heinrich Tonsor, Disputatio tertia continens quaestiones politico- ethicas 
(Giessen, 1621).
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arguing against the more traditional views of Hermann Vultejus, rector of 
Marburg.15 There is nothing atypical in any of these quotations from 
Bodin. The work of an exceptional professor, however, marked an authen-
tic turning point at Giessen in terms of using French authors in education. 
Jacobus Le Bleu (1610–1668), born in Oppenheim, was probably a 
descendent of French Protestant parents. He studied in Sedan, Marburg, 
Leiden, and Padua. In Marburg, before the reorganization of the univer-
sity in Giessen, he already worked as a professor of exotic languages from 
1642. In 1650 he was appointed professor of politics and extraordinary 
professor of law. From 1655 he became an ordinary professor.16

In his works on political theory, Le Bleu synthesizes Protestant scholas-
ticism with German and Italian Tacitism and with the French theories of 
reason of state. His most quoted book, the Lilietum florum politocorum 
published in 1664, is a political florilegium excerpted from various sources. 
Many of them are French or related to France, such as the historians 
Vittorio Siri, Pierre Matthieu, Barthélemy Gramond, and Jacques- Auguste 
de Thou, all of them committed to French étatisme.17 Nevertheless, the 
Lilietum  was primarily intended as a commentary on the Illustres cardina-
les Richelieu et Mazarinus, published in 1652 in Frankfurt. It was a double 
biography: the life of Richelieu was translated from Charles Vialart’s ori-
gin al, whereas the life of Mazarin was a translation of Jean de Silhon’s 
Esclaircissement de quelques difficultez touchant l’administration du cardinal 
Mazarin, a book written in defence of Mazarin during the Fronde.18 Le 
Bleu’s interest in Silhon (1596?–1667), one of his favourite authors, reveals 
his struggle to integrate the studies of modern state power into the 
Protestant vision of government as the guarantee of Christian piety. Silhon 
was a trusted confidant of Richelieu, Mazarin’s secretary, a theologian and 
a philosopher. As he declared very early in his career, his principal aim was 
to refute Machiavelli and to harmonize reason of state with Christian 

15 Heinhard Steiger, ‘Gottfried Antonius, Die Anfänge der Juristischen Fakultät’, in 
Panorama. 400 Jahre Universität Giessen. Auteure, Schauplätze, Erinnerungskultur, eds 
Horst Carl, Eva- Marie Felschow, Jürgen Reulecke, Volker Roelcke and Corina Sargk 
(Frankfurt am Main, 2007), 34–39, here: 37; see also Thomas Kischkel, ‘Das Naturrecht in 
der Rechtspraxis – dargestellt am Beispiel der Spruchtätigkeit der Gießener Juristenfakultät’, 
Zeitschrift für neuere Rechtsgeschichte 22 (2000), 124–147.

16 On his life, see the data provided by Thomas Kischkel, Die Spruchtätigkeit der 
Gießener Juristenfakultät. Grundlagen – Verlauf – Inhalt (Hildesheim, 2016), 458. See also 
Statuta Academiae Marpurgensis deinde Gissensis de anno 1629. Die Statuten der Hessen- 
Darmstädtischen Landesuniversität Marburg 1629–1650 / Gießen 1650–1879, ed. Hans 
Georg Gundel (Marburg, 1982), 286.

17 Jacobus Le Bleu, Lilietum novis florum politicorum accessionibus consitum (Giessen, 
1664).

18 [Charles Vialart, Jean de Silhon], Illustres Cardinales Armandus D. de Richelieu et 
Mazarinus (Frankfurt am Main, 1652).
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morality.19 He realized this project in his Ministre d’Estat (1631)—also 
quoted by Le Bleu—a work written in defence of Richelieu’s politics. 
Silhon did deduce political principles from theological considerations, but 
he also justified the use of an extraordinary prudence by politicians, distin-
guishing ordinary morality from political ethics.20 Therefore, despite his 
pious intentions, he could not avoid the accusations of Machiavellianism. 
When the work was published in Italian in Venice, it was immediately 
placed on the index,21 and a Neapolitan writer, Flavio Fieschi, published a 
detailed refutation in a Catholic and Ultramontane spirit in 1644.22

In the same year of 1664, Le Bleu published another book which was 
directly rooted in contemporary events. Entitled Caerologia,  the ‘science 
of Kairos’, it was a theoretical treatise which explained how a military 
leader or politician can seize favourable opportunities.23 The authorities 
quoted are very similar to those present in his Lilietum. On the other 
hand, this treatise also had a practical purpose as an exhortation addressed 
to the German princes regarding the anti- Ottoman war of 1663–64. This 
book enables us to comprehend the historical context in which French 
political theory became highly important in the Holy Roman Empire, 
even in the academic sphere. After the Peace of Westphalia, the prin ci pal-
ities of western Germany established the League of the Rhine with the 
patronage of Louis XIV and Mazarin. The Landgrave of Hesse- Darmstadt 
joined it at the end of the 1650s.24 France used this alliance to augment its 
prestige in foreign affairs at the expense of the emperor. One of the most 
practical means of doing this was to lead a campaign against the Turks.25 
The years 1663–64 provided the opportunity for this war in the territory 
of Hungary, where imperial, German and French troops successfully held 
out against the Ottoman invasion. Although the imperial general, 
Raimondo Montecuccoli, stopped the Turks at the battle of Saint- 

19 Christian Nadeau, ‘Lettre de Jean de Silhon à Philippe de Cospéan, évêque de Nantes 
dans le Recueil de lettres nouvelles, édité par Nicolas Faret, Paris, 1627’, Corpus 42 (2002), 
109–125.

20 Jean de Silhon, Le Ministre d’Estat avec le veritable usage de la politique moderne 
(Paris, 1631).

21 Jean de Silhon, Il Ministro di Stato, trans. Muzio Ziccatta (Venice, 1639); Index des 
livres interdits, t. XI: Index librorum prohibitorum. 1600–1966, ed. Jesús Martínez de 
Bujanda (Montréal, 2002), 834.

22 Flavio Fieschi, Il perfetto ministro con l’uso della vera politica (Naples, 1644).
23 Jacobus Le Bleu, Caerologia sive De opportunitatis occasione (Giessen, 1664).
24 Wilhelm Martin Becker, ‘Georg II’, in Neue deutsche Biographie, t. VI (Berlin, 

1964), 217.
25 From the perspective of the Turkish war in Hungarian territories, see Ágnes 

R. Várkonyi, ‘The mediators: Zrínyi and Johann Philipp von Schönborn’, in Militiae et lit-
terae. Die beiden Nikolaus Zrìnyi und Europa, eds Wilhelm Kühlmann, Gábor Tüskés and 
Sándor Bene (Tübingen, 2009), 72–81.
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Gotthard (1 August 1664), at Vasvár the emperor drew up a treaty with 
many advantageous points for the Turks, to the utter disappointment of 
the Hungarian political elite.26 Le Bleu’s Caerologia discusses the occasion 
not only in a general way, but also in terms of participation in this war as 
a means to reunite Christian Europe.

The university disputations written by Le Bleu for his students bear the 
marks of his French political culture. Although the Latin university texts 
of German Protestantism often incorporated quotations in German, 
quoting in French or sometimes in Italian, as Le Bleu does, was a less usual 
practice in dissertations. These texts are based on practically the same 
sources as his treatises.27 The Sceptrographia Salamonica, defended by a 
young nobleman called Ernest Ludwig a Pistoris, numbers about 150 
pages and constitutes a mirror for princes based on the biblical history of 
Solomon the Wise. In view of its scriptural basis, modern authors are less 
frequent in this book, but it still contains quotations in Italian from 
Giovanni Botero and in French from various authors.28 For instance, he 
borrows a passage from Robert Pasquier’s La Recherche de la France to 
establish a historical parallel between the anointing (le sacre) of the kings 
of Israel and those of France.29 Le Bleu also quotes several French his tor-
ians: Jean Froissart, Guillaume Paradin, De Thou, and Gramond. At one 
point he paraphrases Silhon’s Ministre d’Estat, arguing that a minister of 
the state is the instrument of the realm’s prosperity.30 Montaigne, Pasquier, 
Gramond and Siri are also present in his Disputatio politica de ascensu 
intimorum in aulis et casu, a text of 80 pages defended by Johann Christoph 
Stalburger. The dissertation discusses the wavering fortunes of courtiers, 
their rapid successes and sudden falls from grace; but it also describes the 
qualities required by a virtuous minister. One of his examples of the fall of 
a worthy favourite—Belisarius, the military leader of Emperor Justinian—is 
borrowed from Silhon, while Richelieu is the incarnation of the ideal 
minister of the state.31

26 For a more complete biography see the recent: La bataille de Saint- Gotthard et la paix 
de Vasvár. Expansion ottomane – coopération européenne, eds Ferenc Tóth and Balázs 
Zágorhidi Czigány (Budapest, 2018).

27 See his collected disputations: Jacobus Le Bleu, Dissertationes rerum politicarum 
(Giessen, 1660).

28 Jacobus Le Bleu, Sceptrographia Salamonica (Giessen, 1663), 99, 100, etc. See 
Hermann Schüling, Die Dissertationen und Habilitationsschriften der Universität Gießen 
1650–1700 (Munich, 1982), no. 512.

29 Le Bleu, Sceptrographia, 4–5.
30 Le Bleu, Sceptrographia, 15–16, 24, 80, 43, 88.
31 Jacobus Le Bleu, Disputatio politica de ascensu intimorum in aulis et casu (Giessen, 

1663), 6, 8–9.
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With Le Bleu’s death in 1668, his works did not perish from the memory 
of the university, but remained a constant point of reference. In the same 
year, Johann Harmann Junckel, doctor of law at Giessen, published an 
ambitious anti- Machiavellian treatise of 265 pages. Without dissimulat-
ing its anti- papist and anti- Jesuit tendencies, the book criticizes those 
whom Junckel calls ‘atheist’ politicians. He detects their doubtful prac-
tices, for instance, in the excommunication of Emperor Henry IV by the 
pope and in the assassination of King Henry III of France by a Jesuit.32 
Junckel also discusses the problem of religious diversity and peace through 
Lipsius and Bodin.33 While quoting Le Bleu’s Sceptrographia Salamonica, 
he does not forget to mention that the excellent professor was the pride of 
the university.34 Junckel even imitates his master by quoting French 
authorities in the original. For instance, he discusses murder in royal 
houses through the example of Eleanor of Aquitaine by quoting Le nou-
veau Cynée by Émeric Crucé and De l’estat et succez des affaires de France by 
Bernard Girard.35 A little later he cites La Recherche de la France by 
Pasquier, who maintains that duchies and domains should be distributed 
with moderation in order to preserve the sovereignty of the realm.36

Johann Weiss’s works attest to the same continuity of Le Bleu’s interest 
in French political theory at Giessen.37 Born in 1620 in Eisenach, Türingen, 
he pursued his elementary education there before going to the grammar 
school of Coburg. On 3 May 1645 he enrolled at the University of 
Wittenberg, where he obtained the title of magister in philosophy in 1647. 
The following year he was appointed lecturer in metaphysics at Wittenberg. 
In 1652 he began to teach at Giessen, where he held seminars on philoso-
phy, and later took over Le Bleu’s chair. Before he was definitively estab-
lished at Giessen, however, Weiss returned in 1653 to the Faculty of 
Philosophy at Wittenberg. In 1654, the University of Giessen proposed 
him to replace Martin Müller, professor of ethics. Weiss accepted the job, 
but subsequently the ordinary professorship was taken up by Kilian 
Rudrauff, while Weiss became the ordinary professor of philology. In 1661, 

32 Johann Harmann Junckel, Tractatus politico- publico- juridicus repraesentans prin-
cipis vel comitis vitam generosam, statum felicem, regimenque salutare (Giessen, 1668), 
32–33.

33 Junckel, Tractatus politico- publico- juridicus, 49–53.
34 Junckel, Tractatus politico- publico- juridicus, 15.
35 Junckel, Tractatus politico- publico- juridicus, 153–156.
36 Junckel, Tractatus politico- publico- juridicus, 159–160.
37 The following overview of his life and works is based on Hermann Schüling, Johann 

Weiss (1620–1683). Prof. der Ethik und Politik an der Universität Giessen (Giessen, 1977). 
On his dissertations, see Hanspeter Marti, Philosophische Dissertationen deutscher 
Universitäten 1660–1750 (Munich, 1982), nr. 9157–9209; and Schüling, Die Dissertationen, 
nr. 309, 762, 795, 797, 799, 833, 859, 994, 1030, 1031, 1064, 1065, 1116, 1117, 1118, 1119, 
1121, 1122, 1793.
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Rudrauff was appointed professor of logic and metaphysics, and Weiss was 
finally able to hold the chair of ethics. In 1667 he was appointed to teach 
a second discipline, politics, and he retained the title of Moralium et 
Civilium Professor until he died on 7 August 1683. After his death, his two 
disciplines were shared by two professors, Ludwig Mollenbeck as teacher 
of ethics and Johann Nikolaus Hert as professor of politics. Both were 
jurists by education, like most of the former teachers of politics. Weiss 
considered himself instead a philosopher and theologian, and the goal he 
vainly pursued was to become professor of logic and metaphysics. This fact 
might explain the versatility of his works.

Weiss published four different compendia: a Medulla theologica in 1670; 
a Compendium ethicae, a Compendium metaphysicum, and a Compendium 
politicum. Unfortunately, there is apparently no surviving copy of his 
political textbook; but he presided over numerous disputations in differ-
ent disciplines, and a collection of 21 of his ethical and political disputa-
tions was published posthumously in 1683 under the title Fasciculus. At 
first sight, his works are deeply entrenched in traditional Aristotelianism. 
In his Compendium ethicae, he developed an Aristotelian- Thomist theory 
of affects and divided ethics into eudaimonia and aretology.38 As for pol-
it ics, around 1672–73 he lectured on Balthasar Cellarius’s Tabellae politi-
cae, a political commonplace book written in the form of tables. It digested 
mainly the Politics of Aristotle; for the section on natural law, it used 
Aristotle’s Ethics. Cellarius discussed the forms of state and divided his 
topics into typically scholastic loci: definition, etymology, the four causes, 
etc. In the section dealing with war, peace and treaties, however, he referred 
to Hugo Grotius as well.39 In 1676–77, Weiss explained to his students a 
work by a former Giessen professor: Christian Liebenthal’s collection of 
disputations, the Collegium politicum, published in 1619. These disputa-
tions referred mainly to Aristotle’s Politics and Ethics, but also made several 
mentions of Giacomo Zabarella, the famous Aristotelian philosopher 
from Padua.40

As these examples clearly demonstrate, Weiss cautiously combined 
Aristotle’s authority with modern political theory. In the Compendium 
ethicae, for instance, he discusses Grotius’s De jure belli ac pacis and 
Bernegger’s commentary on Tacitus.41 Weiss also continues a tradition of 
his university, while introducing his pupils to the foundations of religious 
peace and the constitutional order of the Holy Roman Empire. In a 

38 Johann Weiss, Compendium ethicae (Giessen, 1673).
39 Balthasar Cellarius, Tabellae politicae (Jena, 1653); see Schüling, Johann Weiss, XV.
40 Christian Liebenthal, Collegium politicum (Giessen, 1619); see Schüling, Johann 

Weiss, XVI.
41 Weiss, Compendium ethicae, 167–168.
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disputation of 1669, he uses Bodin’s arguments to prove that a lay magis-
trate must take care of religious affairs, evoking important documents of 
German history that anticipated the Peace of Westphalia: the religious 
peace of Nuremberg (1532), its renewal in Passau (1552) and, finally, the 
Peace of Augsburg (1555).42

Apart from classical aretology and the obligatory propaedeutics of 
imperial law, Weiss also appears to have been interested in the different 
practices of courtly and civic life. In 1659 Johann Christoph Wagner, a 
student of his from Tübingen, defended a short thesis (around 20 pages) 
on the virtue of taciturnitas. Weiss defines taciturnity as a civic virtue, 
maintaining that although Aristotle did not discuss it among his canonical 
virtues, common sense, natural law, and practice suggest that it has its 
place among them. The dissertation reflects Weiss’s dual ethical and pol it-
ical interest. Firstly, taciturnity is a social virtue: young men, subordinates, 
and women must keep silence before (male) authority. Secondly, taci turn-
ity is also a political virtue, because it enables us to keep the arcanum 
imperii, the secrets confided to us by the state. Weiss proceeds in a very 
Aristotelian and scholastic manner, describing the definition, the etymol-
ogy, the synonyms, the causa efficiens, the causa finalis, the subject, the 
object, and the mode (modum) of taciturnity. He also defines the virtue of 
taciturnity as the mean between two extreme vices: garrullitas (loquacity) 
and intempestivum silentium (inopportune silence). Although he also cites 
some contemporary authorities, including Lipsius, he remains within the 
framework of Protestant scholasticism.43

My next example is very different in this respect and can be described as 
an exercise in deliberative rhetoric rather than a scholastic demonstration 
of its topic. The Disquisitionum politico- historicarum ΟΚΤΑΣ, defended 
by Johann Heinrich Arstenius in September 1668, discusses various pol it-
ical topics, but the guiding thread of the entire text is the notion of pru-
dence. It seems that Weiss was interested in the idea of prudentia mixta, a 
term invented by Lipsius, who is designated in the dedication as ‘the prince 
of the political theorists’ (‘Princeps ille Politicorum’).44 Discussing pru-
dence, Weiss seeks an equilibrium between dishonest behaviour and 
naivety. Whereas he condemns reason of state as an abuse of prudence, he 
seems to be willing to compromise regarding the uses of simulation and 
dissimulation.45 These doubtful practices can be tolerated to some extent 

42 Johann Weiss, Dissertatio politica de cura magistratus politici circa religionem 
(Giessen, 1669), 10–11.

43 Johann Weiss, Exercitatio academica de taciturnitate (Giessen, 1659).
44 Johann Weiss, Disquisitionum politico- historicarum ΟΚΤΑΣ (Giessen, 1668), 3.
45 As for the opposition between real prudence and reason of state, see the introduction 

to Weiss, Disquisitionum . . . ΟΚΤΑΣ, 4: ‘Alium quippe vocis usum indicat accuratior 
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because of the corruption of human society: ‘Quoniam, ut vere sentit 
Gallus quidam Scribtor [sic], L’Innocent mesme ne sçauroit à cette heure n’y 
negotier sans dissimulation, n’y marchander sans menterie, nec ipsa innocen-
tia negotiari hodie sine dissimulatione, nec mercari posset absq[ue] men-
dacio. Cui consonat Germanorum illud: Wer die Warheit sagt, kan nirgend 
herbergen’ (‘Because a certain French writer rightfully claims: not even the 
innocent can now either negotiate without dissimulation or traffic with-
out lying. The German proverb is in agreement: he who speaks the truth 
shall find no place to sleep’).46 The ‘Gallus Scriptor’ is none other than 
Michel de Montaigne, and the quotation is taken from his essay ‘Of utility 
and honesty’ (III, 1). The classical Ciceronian topics of utilis  and honestus 
are chosen here for a purpose: the balancing of these two qualities is the 
goal of true civil prudence.

In 1680, a student of Weiss’s, Georg Wilhelm Dorn from Hessen, 
defended a long dissertation (80 pages) entitled Dissertatio de ratione com-
muniter observata emergendi in aulis. The work is in two parts: the first 
discusses the court from the perspective of the prince, while the second is 
about the behaviour of the courtier. Its principal aim is to condemn the 
dangers and vices of courtly life and politics, but it also has positive sug-
gestions about the skills required in state affairs. Obviously, it addresses the 
classic issues related to the court: simulation, dissimulation, calumny, 
adulation, and social climbing.47

According to the dissertation, a politician must know how to defend 
himself against the ruses of evil court rivals, and how to seize the op por-
tun ities offered by the goddess Fortune without using them for evil pur-
poses, harmonizing the honestum and the utile in his deeds. The dissertation 
identifies its moral and political ideal in the court of the late Ernest, Duke 
of Saxe- Gotha, also known as Ernest the Pious.48 In the entourage of this 
ruler, it is argued, the dishonest behaviour and idleness typical of the 
courts were unknown. This choice was not random: Ernest was the father- 
in- law of Louis VI of Hesse- Darmstadt, who had married his daughter 
Elisabeth Dorothea. Since Louis died in 1678 and his son was underage, at 

Etymologices observatio, qua Prudentia notatur, non fraudis & imposturae, sed constituen-
dae servandae civitatis, in salutem publicam. . . . Qualem omnino RATIO STATUS, utilis 
illa statibus, at humanae divinaeque legi contraria lex, in modernâ praxi mentem fingit.’ 
(Italics in the original).

46 Weiss, Disquisitionum . . . ΟΚΤΑΣ, 9–10 (italics in the original).
47 Johann Weiss, Dissertatio de ratione communiter observata emergendi in aulis 

(Giessen, 1680). Republished later in Johann Weiss, Fasciculus disputationum academi-
carum sive dissertationes nonnullae ethicae ac politicae (Giessen, 1683), 139–214.

48 For some unknown reason, the duke is referred to as Ernest III, although he was the 
first to bear this name (Weiss, Dissertatio de ratione, 7). Nevertheless, it seems to be beyond 
doubt that the praise was intended for Ernest the Pious.
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the time of the dissertation the State of Hesse- Darmstadt was ruled by her 
as regent. As a protector of orthodox Lutheran piety, Ernest had a relatively 
close relationship with the University of Giessen, especially with the 
Faculty of Theology. By this time, Lutheranism was riddled with the  conflict 
between the universities of Wittenberg and Helmstedt: while Wittenberg 
defended traditional orthodoxy, Georg Callixt, a Helmstedt theologian, 
professed an irenic syncretism in the relationship with both Calvinists and 
Catholics. To resolve this long debate, around 1670 Ernest came up with 
the old idea of the ‘Collegium Hunnianum’, proposed in 1638 by Nicolaus 
Hunnius, a Marburg theologian and son of Aegidius Hunnius. This insti-
tution was to have had absolute authority over religious debates within 
Lutheranism, a proposal that was rejected by most of the Lutheran theolo-
gians. In Giessen, the theologian Balthasar Mentzer Jr. approved the pro-
posal, but the collective opinion of the theological faculty was negative, on 
the grounds that a unified catechism would go against freedom of con-
science.49 As a politician and head of his court, Ernest’s efforts matched 
the image suggested by Dorn’s dissertation. Not only did he reorganize his 
state after the Thirty Years’ War and strengthen its defence during the 
Turkish wars of 1663–64,50 he also reformed Lutheran piety and culture 
both in his duchy and in his own family.51 Life in his court was minutely 
ordered. Raised according to Christian- Stoic principles, his children had a 
strict daily routine: hygiene, prayer, learning, eating, free time, and rest-
ing.52 In addition, Ernest professed and practised the principle that the 
court must be parsimonious: celebrations were extremely rare in the court, 
its choir sang only religious chants, and its theatre staged only moralizing 

49 Johann Heinrich Gelbke, Herzog Ernst der Erste genannt der Fromme zu Gotha als 
Mensch und Regent (Gotha, 1810), II, 1–27 and III, 110–116 (with an edition of the faculty’s 
opinion); Veronika Albrecht- Birkner, Reformation des Lebens. Die Reformen Herzog 
Enrsts des Frommen von Sachsen- Gotha und ihre Auswirkungen auf Frömmigkeit, Schule 
und Alltag im ländlichen Raum (1640–1675) (Leipzig, 2002), 69–74.

50 Gelbke, Herzog Ernst, I, 181–182.
51 For instance, Ernest was the nephew of Louis of Anhalt- Köthen, founder of the most 

important German Baroque literary society, the Fruchtbringende Gesellschaft, and was 
himself a member: Robert Lieb, ‘Erziehungspraxis am Hof Ernsts des Frommen von 
Sachsen- Gotha am Beispiel der Ausbildung seines Sohnes Albrecht vom Juni 1664 bis März 
1665’, Jahrbuch der Coburger Landesstiftung 35 (1990), 165–222, here 170.

52 Albrecht- Birkner, Reformation des Lebens, 59–63; Friedrich I. von Sachsen- Gotha 
und Altenburg, Die Tagebücher 1667–1686, eds Roswitha Jacobsen and Juliane Brandsch, 
I: Tagebücher 1667–1677 (Weimar, 1998) (the diary of his son Frederic); Lieb, 
‘Erziehungspraxis’, 178 and 183 (on the obligatory prayers and French lessons of his son 
Albert); Helga Meise, ‘Die Tagebücher der Landgräfinnen Sophia Eleonora und Elisabeth 
Dorothea von Hessen- Darmstadt. Höfische Ego- Dokumente des 17. Jahrhunderts zwis-
chen Selbstvergewisserung und Selbstreflexion’, in Autobiographien von Frauen. Beiträge 
zu ihrer Geschichte, ed. Magdelene Heuser (Tübingen, 1996), 49–70 (on the diaries of his 
daughters, including Elisabeth Dorothea, later regent of Hesse- Darmstadt).
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pieces. The members of the court were very few, practically restricted to 
the duke’s family, since he tried to keep out the nobility as far as he could, 
avoiding the rivalry of courtiers.53 According to her diary, the same prin-
ciples were followed in Hesse- Darmstadt by his daughter, the regent.54

In perfect conformity with this model of courtly life, the morality of 
Dorn’s text reflects religious concerns. For instance, he quotes Johannes 
Lassenius’s Arcana Politico- Atheistica, a work claiming that courtiers are 
wolves in sheep’s clothing, whereas the virtue of the statesman must be 
founded on religion.55 He also quotes the last words of the dying Richelieu, 
who, according to Mazarin’s Venetian historiographer Vittorio Siri, 
expressed himself as follows: ‘Eccò là il moi Giudice, che ben tosto donrà 
sententiarmi; lo prego contutto il cuore, di condemnarmi, se altri oggetti 
nell’uso del suo ministerio vagarono par la mia mente, che ’l bene della 
Religione è dello Stato’ (Here is my judge who will soon pronounce his 
sentence on me: I beg him with my entire heart to condemn me, if during 
his ministry I had on my mind any matters other than the good of religion 
and of the state).56 Since Richelieu in this scene is taking the sacraments of 
Holy Communion and Extreme Unction, this dissertation, written at a 
Protestant university, stages a Catholic prelate exercising the practices of 
Catholic piety. I would like to suggest that this detail was remote from 
Lutheran orthodoxy since it envisioned religion as the moral foundation 
of politics in interconfessional terms rather than in the framework of a 
particular denomination. Even if the text does not directly imply that 
religion can be politically instrumentalized, the author’s admiration of 
political virtue seems to be independent of a specific religious confession.

Weiss’s Compendium of ethics is a constant reference in the text, cited 
when condemning the vice of timiditas in state ministers and praising the 
virtue of magnanimitas. Similarly, Dorn admonishes against audacia and 
praises true fortitudo.57 It is not difficult to recognize in these con sid er-
ations Aristotle’s interpretation of virtue as a golden mean between 
extremes. He also cites even Machiavelli himself when he is not against 
Christian civic virtues, as well as the Idea principum, the emblem book and 
mirror for princes by the anti- Machiavellian Diego de Saavedra Fajardo, 
Bodin’s Republic, commentators on Tacitus, such as Boxhornius58 and 

53 Andreas Klinger, Der Gothaer Fürstenstaat. Herrschaft, Konfession und Dynastie 
unter Herzog Ernst dem Frommen (Husum, 2002), 139–150.

54 Meise, ‘Die Tagebücher’, 60–65. 55 Weiss, Dissertatio de ratione, 51.
56 Weiss, Dissertatio de ratione, 10. 57 Weiss, Dissertatio de ratione, 29–32.
58 Weiss, Dissertatio de ratione, 2, 18, 33, 34, 40, 49. Marcus Zuerius van Boxhorn 

(1612–1653), also known as Boxhornius, was a linguist at the University of Leiden. He 
edited the works of Tacitus, providing commentaries and annotations: C. Cornelii Taciti 
quae exstant. Marcus Zueris Boxhornius recensuit et animadversionibus nonnullis illus-
travit (Amsterdam, 1653).
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Lipsius, whom Dorn hails as the ‘defender of civic virtue’ (civilium publi-
cus Vindex ac Stator).59 Some of his French sources are quoted in the ori-
gin al, which implies their importance for him. As he explains in the 
foreword, he has done this, not in order to show off, but to remain faithful 
to one of his most important French sources, Louis Du May, who wrote 
that ‘Ordinairement les versions ont monis [recte: moins] de grace que les 
originaux’ (Generally, the translations are less graceful than the originals).60 
The examinee also knows numerous French theorists through the Lilietum 
of Jacobus Le Bleu, and the dissertation cites the Caerologia many times.61 
Through Le Bleu and Du May, Weiss and his student were able to compare 
the political motivations of the various authors. As mentioned above, the 
Caerologia was very optimistic about the anti- Ottoman war of 1663–64. 
At one point Le Bleu evokes an episode in which Miklós Zrínyi, Viceroy 
of Croatia, seized the opportunity to take an undefended Turkish army by 
surprise in southern Hungary in 1566.62 This example was probably 
mo tiv ated by the popularity of Zrínyi’s great- grandson, also named Miklós 
Zrínyi (1620–1664), who happened to fight in the war of 1663–1664. 
Moreover, contemporary pamphlets and fliers celebrated him as the prin-
cipal hero of this war.63

As for Louis Du May, his evaluation was less positive regarding Zrínyi’s 
role in this war. He was a diplomat and a specialist in foreign affairs who 
settled in Germany because of his Protestant confession. Working in the 
service of the duke of Württemberg, he mediated in the negotiations 
between the duke and Mazarin, and later between the duke and the French 
Marshall General, Turenne. During his career, he was acquainted with 
Abel Servien and Michel Le Tellier, the key figures of French diplomacy. 
His work L’État de l’Empire, cited in the dissertation, was published for the 
first time in 1659. It was followed in 1660 by a second edition; and in 1665 
Du May completed a new version which contained reflections about 
recent historical events.64 The book is a Socratic dialogue between master 
and pupil, introducing its readers to the constitutional traditions of the 
Holy Roman Empire. In the foreword, Du May explains that the Peace of 
Münster, ceding Alsace to the French, obliges France to pay more 
attention to the laws of the German states.65 In the final version of the 

59 Weiss, Dissertatio de ratione, 1. 60 Weiss, Dissertatio de ratione, 4.
61 For instance, Silhon and Gramond; see Weiss, Dissertatio de ratione, 17, 23.
62 Le Bleu, Caerologia, 162–163.
63 Nóra G. Etényi, ‘Die beiden Zrìnyis in der deutschsprachigen Flugschriftenliteratur’, 

in Militiae et litterae, 52–71.
64 On his life and works, see Guido Braun, La connaissance du Saint- Empire en France 

du baroque aux Lumières 1643–1756 (Munich, 2010), 441–447.
65 Louis Du May, L’Estat de l’Empire ou abregé du droict public d’Alemagne (Paris, 

1660), a6r.
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book, after discussing the history of the League of the Rhine, Du May 
devotes an entire chapter to the Hungarian wars against the Ottomans. 
Published one year after the conflict, it recounts the war without illusions, 
adopting the narrative of the Habsburgs. Without questioning the hero-
ism of the Christian armies, Du May expresses serious doubts about the 
value of the entire campaign. He claims, not without some exaggeration, 
that the war broke out only because Miklós Zrínyi had built a fortification 
close to the Turkish border, provoking the Ottoman aggression. The 
im per ial troops led by Montecuccoli were present when the Turks took it, 
but they watched the Turks blow it up without engaging them in battle. 
Du May argues that it was not even worth starting the campaign to defend 
this fortification of scarce military value.66

Finally, Weiss’s Francophile orientation remains unchanged in a disser-
tation defended by Wilhelm Hartmann Krantz in 1680. The subject was 
very similar to that of Dorn’s speech, but it focused even more intensely on 
courtly life and had much less to say about state power and political deci-
sions. The Dissertatio academica de modis conciliandi favorem discussed the 
honest and dishonest methods of obtaining the favour of another person. 
After a chapter on the rules of urbanity for subjects, Weiss describes 
princely virtues, and in chapter 3 he discusses some ‘inferior’ methods of 
obtaining favour, that is, which might be useful but which can also be 
abused. Chapter 4, basically focused on friendship, explains how to obtain 
favour between equals, while the final section details illegitimate ways of 
obtaining favour: magic, simulation, fraud, adulation, corruption, and 
calumny.67 Weiss refers frequently to Le Bleu’s Lilietum and Disputatio 
politica de ascensu,68 and also to Du May’s work to illustrate how developed 
political prudence is at the present time.69 He pays particular attention to 
two recent French handbooks on courtesy: a certain Civilité françoise, 
probably to be identified as a book by Antoine Courtin,70 and La science et 
l’école des amans by François Savinien d’Alquié.71 This latter work is a 
manual of gallantry, and at first sight the subject seems too frivolous for a 
German Protestant university. In actual fact, in addition to the manners of 
amorous courtship, it also discusses how people can make themselves liked 

66 Louis Du May, L’État de l’Empire (Montbéliard, 1665), t. II, 107 (ch. XII).
67 Johann Weiss, Dissertatio academica de modis conciliandi favorem (Giessen, 1680), 

republished in Weiss, Fasciculus, 253–324.
68 Weiss, Dissertatio academica, 32, 38, 60 and 70.
69 Weiss, Dissertatio academica, 9 and 16.
70 Weiss, Dissertatio academica, 12; see Antoine de Courtin, Nouveau traité de la civilité 

qui se pratique en France parmi les honnêtes gens (Paris, 1671).
71 Weiss, Dissertatio academica, 12–13, see François Savinien d’Alquié, La science et 

l’école des amans ou Nouvelle découverte des moyens infaillible de triomfer en amour 
(Amsterdam, 1677).
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in polite society. Thus, courtly life as presented by Weiss is a domain where 
he can develop his thoughts about modern sociability.

Despite the Lutheran spirit and the Aristotelian- Thomist notions of 
ethics, the professors of Giessen believed that Christian prudence could be 
illustrated through works defending a certain level of independence of 
state power from ordinary morality, and not only Tacitism—deeply rooted 
in German soil—but also the French doctrine of reason of state were pre-
sent in some university curricula. It is even more interesting to note how 
fast the teaching of ethics and politics reacted to political news. The cul-
tural transfer was immediate even in terms of the authorities who were 
quoted. The suspicion cannot be eliminated that some of these German 
scholars were agents paid by France to spread favourable opinions about 
French politics, as in the case of the learned scholar Hermann Conring, to 
whom Colbert paid a pension in the hope that he could find legal docu-
ments supporting French dynastic claims to the empire against the 
Habsburgs.72 It is also very interesting to see how these disputations used 
various genres, such as emblem books or pamphlets that were not typical 
of academe. Students and teachers also had an opportunity to reflect on 
modern printed media. For instance, Weiss and his student Dorn could 
read in Du May’s État de l’Empire about how he reacted to the way in 
which fake news and false opinions spread through the gazettes of the 
time. When, at one point in this book, the pupil asks his master about a 
criticism concerning the Treaty of Vasvár, the master answers him that he 
was confused only because of the rumours found in these gazettes.73 This 
example shows that, far beyond abstract speculations based on ancient 
authorities, in the seventeenth century teaching and learning ethics and 
politics meant discussing political news and propaganda as well. Moreover, 
the disputations also reveal how university education in ethics interacted 
with courtly education: Protestant universities aimed to train officials who 
not only possessed indubitable moral integrity but were also adept in 
addressing the practical questions of courtly life.

Polish Academy of Sciences

72 Jacob Soll, The information master: Jean- Baptist Colbert’s secret state intelligence 
system (Ann Arbor, 2009), 101.

73 Du May, L’État de l’Empire, t. II, 135 (ch. XII).
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