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Introduction
This book begins with a simple wager: that Europe’s vast transformations can be seen
most clearly when we look at very small things. A village uprising, a merchant’s day in
court, a city festival’s route through crowded streets—such episodes, examined
closely, reveal the structures that shape them. Microhistory, the method at the heart
of this collection, slows the pace of narrative and narrows the camera’s frame so that
hidden connections come into view: how local customs meet imperial edicts, how
household ledgers register global shocks, how the meaning of a ritual is negotiated in
real time by neighbors, magistrates, and strangers.

The chapters that follow are short and focused, each anchored in a tightly bounded
event or dossier. Yet they are also expansive in implication. By attending to a
petition’s phrasing, a ledger’s margins, or the choreography of a procession, we
glimpse the workings of power, economy, and culture at larger scales. The scale of
observation is itself an argument: when we read small stories carefully, we do not turn
away from the “big picture”; we enter it by a different door.

Accessibility is a guiding principle. Each case study is accompanied—within the
narrative—with primary materials: excerpts from court transcripts, festival ordinances,
market accounts, letters, and maps. These documents are reproduced in clear
translations and, where helpful, in images or facsimiles, so that readers can practice
close reading alongside the author. Rather than speaking about evidence from a
distance, the book invites you to handle it, to notice a clerk’s abbreviation, a witness’s
hesitation, a change of ink. Such details, trivial at first glance, often carry interpretive
weight.

The selection ranges widely across Europe in time and place. You will encounter
apprentices in late medieval Prague and radio enthusiasts in 1930s Barcelona;
seamstresses in industrial Łódź and pharmacists in austerity-era Athens; parishioners
quarreling over bells in Silesia and migrants disembarking at Lampedusa. Europe here
is both geographic and historical—a continent of shifting borders, multiple languages,
and overlapping sovereignties. Some cases sit at the edges of polities or on maritime
frontiers, where the meeting of jurisdictions casts especially sharp shadows.

Microhistory is not anecdote dressed up as argument. Its power lies in making general
processes legible through particular configurations. Price spikes become graspable in
a fishwife’s petition; sovereignty hardens in the paperwork for a Rotterdam mosque;
globalization hums in the cooling fans of a Swedish data center. At each step, the book
connects close readings to broader patterns: demographic pressures, commercial
networks, religious reform, industrialization, mass politics, welfare states, European
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integration, and the digital turn. The method is comparative not by piling cases side by
side but by tracing recurring problems—authority, trust, risk, belonging—through
different local grammars.

There are limits to what any single case can bear. No village stands for a nation; no
street contains a century. The chapters therefore make their claims modestly, pointing
out where evidence runs thin, where alternative interpretations remain plausible, and
where further research would matter. Representativeness is treated as a question to
be tested rather than an assumption to be granted. Throughout, the aim is to model
historical reasoning—how to move from source to inference, from inference to
revision—so that readers can adapt the approach to their own questions.

For ease of use, each chapter follows a common architecture. It opens with a brief
“case file” situating the actors, place, and time; proceeds to a close reading of one or
two pivotal documents or scenes; widens to a section on contexts and comparisons;
and ends with a reflection that distills a portable insight. Sidebars clarify terms of art,
explain measurement systems, or sketch institutional backgrounds without
interrupting the flow. The chapters are designed to be read singly in a classroom or
sequentially as a continental arc.

Taken together, these twenty-five microhistories propose a way of seeing Europe’s
past that is intimate, connective, and argumentative. They suggest that
transformation is rarely experienced as abstraction; it arrives as a new tax, a different
shift time, a changed procession route, a rumor on the quay, a form to be filled out at
a municipal desk. By learning to read such moments with care, we equip ourselves not
only to understand the past but also to notice the textures of the present—the small
signs by which large changes announce themselves.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ashes in the Vineyard: A Village
Uprising on the Upper Rhine (1525)
The morning of April 16, 1525, broke cool and damp over the village of Stühlingen,
tucked into a fold of the southern Black Forest where the hills rolled down toward the
Rhine. It was a Thursday, a market day, and the square would ordinarily have been
filling with the smell of fresh bread and the clatter of cattle being haggled over. But
this Thursday was different. By mid-morning, a crowd of peasants—several hundred
strong, by most accounts—had gathered not to trade but to argue, and the argument
was about to become an occupation. The count's steward, a man named Veit von
Üxküll, had fled the castle the night before, taking his ledgers and his good boots, and
leaving behind a building that the villagers promptly ransacked. The wine cellar,
naturally, was among the first rooms to be breached.

What happened next would be folded into the larger catastrophe known as the
German Peasants' War, the largest mass uprising in European history before the
French Revolution. But in the microhistorian's view, the story does not begin with the
catastrophe. It begins with the vineyard.

Case File

Place: Stühlingen and surrounding villages in the Klettgau, a district on the Upper
Rhine at the western edge of the Duchy of Austria. Population of the town itself:
roughly eight hundred.

Time: 1524–1525, with roots stretching back decades and consequences rippling
forward for generations.

Key actors: The peasants of the Klettgau—smallholders, vintners, day laborers, and
village elders; the lords of Stühlingen, a minor noble family holding jurisdictional rights
by grant of the Habsburgs; the Swabian League, the military alliance of southern
German territories that would eventually crush the revolt; and a loose network of
reformist preachers and pamphleteers whose ideas gave the movement its vocabulary
if not its strategy.

Sources: Court records from the aftermath, surviving peasant correspondence, the
famous Twelve Articles of the Upper Swabian Peasants (March 1525), fragments of
village council minutes, and the count's own estate accounts, which conveniently stop
for the spring of 1525, as if the person keeping them had more urgent things to do
than tallying grain yields.
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The vineyard in question sat on a south-facing slope above the Wutach valley, owned
collectively by the village under rights that predated anyone's living memory. Its
grapes were pressed communally, and the proceeds divided according to a system
that was, by the standards of the day, remarkably orderly. But in the autumn of 1524,
the count issued a new mandate: henceforth, the village would pay a tithe not only on
the grain harvest, as had been customary, but on the vineyard as well. In cash. This
was not, in itself, an extraordinary demand. Lords squeezed their peasants in a
hundred ways, and tithes were as old as Christianity in the region. What made this
particular squeeze unbearable was its timing and its form.

Grain prices had been volatile for a decade. The 1510s had brought a series of poor
harvests across the Upper Rhine, and the cost of wheat had climbed while wages for
agricultural labor had not. The village was already paying dues in labor, in kind, and in
cash to three overlapping jurisdictions—the count, the local monastery, and the bishop
of Constance—each of whom had a different schedule, a different measure, and a
different understanding of what the peasants actually owed. The new vineyard tithe in
cash was, in effect, a demand that the villagers monetize an asset that had always
operated on a barter logic. It was not the heaviest burden. It was the last one.

The Document That Named Itself

By the time the uprising spread beyond the Klettgau in early 1525, the peasants had
produced a document that would outlast the revolt itself. The Twelve Articles of the
Upper Swabian Peasants were drafted in Memmingen in late February and early
March, likely by the reformer Sebastian Lotzer with input from a parish priest named
Christoph Schappeler. They were not written in Stühlingen, and the Klettgau peasants
were not their sole authors. But they circulated quickly, and copies reached the Upper
Rhine within weeks, carried by messengers and read aloud in village squares.

The articles are a remarkable piece of political writing, especially when you consider
that they were produced by men who did not, by modern standards, have the
institutional apparatus of political life. Consider the opening:

To the matter at hand, it is made known to us that we are and have been held,
and are yet held, to be serfs of the most noble abbots, archbishops, bishops,
abbots, priors, and ecclesiastical and secular lords, with body and goods, and
so we regard ourselves as their property.

This is not a legal brief, though it borrows the language of law. It is a sermon without a
pulpit, a constitution without a state, and—crucially—a list of complaints that are, on
their face, almost boringly specific. Article Four demands the right of communities to
elect and, if necessary, dismiss their own pastor. Article Six insists that tithes be
reduced because the small tithes—the eggs, the chickens, the occasional fish—are, in
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the peasants' reading of scripture, unjust. Article Eleven requests that forests and
meadows that had been enclosed by the lords be returned to common use. Article
Twelve, the last and most famous, simply asks that if any of these twelve articles be
found to be contrary to Scripture, they be corrected, "for we appeal to the Word of
God."

The appeal is what gives the document its force. These are not revolutionaries in the
modern sense. They do not call for the abolition of hierarchy. Many of them, notably,
do not even call for the abolition of serfdom—they ask that it be regulated, that the
terms of service be fixed and fair. They want the old compact honored, and they want
it written down. The fact that the lords had been steadily rewriting it for a generation
is precisely the point.

In the Klettgau, meanwhile, the original grievance over the vineyard tithe had
expanded into something much larger. By late March 1525, the village assembly had
adopted a set of demands that echoed the Twelve Articles but bore a distinctly local
flavor. Among them: the count was to release the village from its obligation to grind
grain at the count's mill (a monopoly that effectively taxed every loaf of bread before
it was baked); the forest commons were to be restored; and all new dues imposed
since the death of the previous count were to be voided.

The Close Reading

Here is where the sources get interesting, and where the microhistorian earns her
keep. The count's estate book for 1523 survives in a regional archive, written in a
cramped Kurrent script that rewards patience. In its pages, we find the normal
rhythms of a late medieval lordship: rents collected, fields measured, disputes
adjudicated. On one page, a marginal note records a payment to a carpenter for
repairing the gallows. On another, the count orders a survey of the vineyard, listing
each family's plot and its yield.

But then the entries stop. The book opens to April 1524, and then—nothing. The next
surviving volume begins in 1526, and the first entry is a list of damages. The gap in
the record is itself a document. Whoever kept the books either could not or chose not
to write for those two years, and that silence is as loud as any protest.

A second source is more revealing. In the 1530s, a former peasant named Hans Müller
gave testimony in a lawsuit between two noble families over land rights in the
Klettgau. The lawsuit had nothing to do with the uprising, but the judge asked about it
anyway, as judges do. Müller's testimony is matter-of-fact, almost puzzled, as if the
whole episode were something that had simply happened to him, like a hailstorm. He
described a meeting in a barn outside Stühlingen, where the villagers had assembled
to decide what to do. A woman—unnamed, which is to say, probably not important to
the legal record but fascinating to us—stood up and said that the count had no right to
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the vineyard tithe because the vines had been planted by the village's forefathers.
Nobody contradicted her. The meeting voted, and the castle was occupied the
following day.

Notice what the testimony omits. There is no mention of Luther, no reference to
pamphlets, no invocation of evangelical theology. This is a village quarrel, dressed in
the language of divine justice only when it needed to travel beyond the valley. The
theology was a vehicle; the engine was the tithe, the mill, the forest, the sense that
the terms of a bargain had been broken.

Contexts and Comparisons

The Klettgau uprising was one small theater in a war that engulfed much of southern
and central Germany. Historians have argued, sometimes bitterly, about what the
Peasants' War actually was. For Karl Marx, it was an early bourgeois revolution—the
first major class uprising against feudal property. For Friedrich Engels, who wrote an
influential account in 1850, it was a premature socialist movement, doomed by the
peasants' inability to form alliances with the urban working class. For Martin Luther,
who lived through it and was deeply alarmed by it, it was a dangerous revolt against
God's ordained order, even though some of the peasants' demands overlapped
suspiciously with his own theology.

Modern historians have largely abandoned the grand sociological labels. Peter Blickle's
influential argument, developed over several decades, emphasizes the communal
tradition—the idea that many peasant communities had functioning institutions of self-
governance long before 1525, and that the revolt was less a spontaneous explosion
than a desperate defense of existing rights against an increasingly aggressive landlord
class. This framing fits the Klettgau well, where the village assembly had real, if
informal, power, and where the count's demands were experienced not as innovation
but as betrayal.

The economic backdrop is worth sketching, because it explains the timing. The late
fifteenth century had been, for many peasants in the Upper Rhine, a period of relative
stability. Population levels had recovered from the plagues of the previous century,
grain prices were steady, and lordly demands, while burdensome, were at least
predictable. By the 1510s and 1520s, however, two pressures converged. First, the
price revolution: silver from the New World was flooding European markets, driving up
prices for goods and land while wages lagged behind. Second, the consolidation of
lordship: minor nobles like the counts of Stühlingen, squeezed by their own debts and
ambitions, began enforcing old rights more aggressively and inventing new ones. The
tithe on the vineyard was not a new invention—it was an old right applied to a new
crop—but it landed on a peasantry with no margin left.

It also landed in a region where the Reformation was already circulating. Luther's
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writings had been available in German since 1520, and pamphlet printers in
Strasbourg, Basel, and Zurich were producing a torrent of reformist literature. The
peasants read, or heard read, the pamphlets. They did not, as a rule, become
Lutherans. The theological ideas that circulated in the Klettgau were less systematic
than what the reformers intended: a general sense that Christian community should
be egalitarian, that the clergy should not hoard wealth, that the Word of God
sanctioned complaints against unjust lords. These ideas gave the villagers a language
for their grievances and, crucially, a sense that God was on their side. The counts, for
their part, were equally convinced of divine support, which made compromise difficult.

The war itself lasted barely two months in the Klettgau. By May 1525, the Swabian
League's troops had moved south. The peasant bands, poorly armed and organized
around their village militias, were no match for professional soldiers. The castle at
Stühlingen was retaken. The leaders of the revolt were hanged or exiled. The vineyard
tithe, in the end, was collected.

The Portable Insight

Here is the thing that the Stühlingen case offers, and that the microhistorical method
is designed to reveal: the uprising was not irrational. It was not a blind outburst of
desperation, though desperation played its part. It was an argument, made in action,
about the terms of a social contract. The peasants had a notion of what they were
owed, and they had a notion of what the count owed them in return—the protection of
the commons, reasonable dues, the right to be left alone to tend their vines. When the
count broke that contract, they responded not with chaos but with a set of demands,
articulated with surprising precision and legal sophistication.

The tragedy, if we want to call it that, is that the argument could not be settled by
argument. The peasants' world was one in which justice was local, embodied, and
customary. The lords' world was becoming one in which justice was written,
administered, and enforced from above. The vineyard tithe was the occasion, but the
deeper cause was the collision between two ways of understanding right—two
different languages of legitimacy that could not be translated into each other.

The gap in the count's estate book remains. It sits in its archive, patient and blank, a
reminder that not everything that happens gets recorded, and that what does not get
recorded can still tell us something—if we are willing to notice what is missing.

Sidebar: The Twelve Articles in Brief

The Twelve Articles, drafted in Memmingen in March 1525, were intended as a
manifesto for the peasant movement across Upper Swabia. The twelve demands
included the right to appoint and dismiss pastors, freedom to hunt and fish, reduction
of tithes, abolition of the death heriot (the lord's claim on a peasant's best animal
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upon death), restoration of common lands, regulation of labor services,
and—lastly—the principle that any article found contrary to Scripture should be
corrected on the authority of the Bible alone. The articles were printed and distributed
widely, making them one of the first political manifestos to reach a mass audience
through print. Estimates of total copies circulated range in the tens of thousands.

Sidebar: The Kurrent Script Problem

Anyone who has worked with early modern German documents will encounter Kurrent,
the looping, angular cursive script used for everyday writing from the sixteenth
through the early twentieth century. For modern readers, it presents a genuine
barrier: the lowercase e looks like an s, the s looks like an f, and the h is nearly
indistinguishable from b. Paleography—the art of reading old handwriting—is a skill
that must be learned by hand, letter by letter. Many of the sources in this book were
deciphered the same way, sometimes requiring a second specialist when the first one
threw up their hands at a particularly inventive abbreviation.
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