Governor General of the Catholic Netherlands' confessor and Madrid's politics.
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[PPT1] In this presentation, I would like to shed light on a process which transformed the Brussels' court during the first sixty years of the seventeenth century. This process transformed the political center of the Catholic Netherlands, and was linked with the creation of the Maison royale de Bruxelles. But it wasn't clearly observable by everyone at the court in these times. In fact, it was operated behind the scene, in the secret of the diplomacy between Madrid and Brussels, and I was lucky enough to discover it by studying the political activity of the confessors of the General Governors. [PPT2] Since 1598 (fifteen ninety-eight) – the year the Archdukes came to Brussels and the Catholic Netherlands formally became independent – these confessors actually did have a strong political activity besides their tasks of religious advisors. They played this political role through formal, clearly-identified, institutional offices, but also through informal, indefinite tasks in the daily government. This many-sided, dual activity is a key to understand how they contributed to change Brussels' court.


Right away, I have to make clear that every confessor had a different career: they didn't follow the absolute same path. Their mission in Brussels lasted for a variable amount of time, and the political context was very changing. As a consequence, they weren't all granted the same political offices and tasks. Nevertheless, Madrid's expectations of them remained the same during a long period of time. Let's see this in details.


[PPT3] From the reign of Archduke Albert until Don Juan Jose's – almost sixty years – I noticed that two confessors hold formal and clearly-identified political offices. First of them was the dominican Iñigo de Brizuela. He was Albert's confessor from 1595 (fifteen ninety-five) until 1621 (sixteen twenty-one). This clergyman was appointed member of the State Council in 1609 (sixteen O-nine). Then, ten years later, he became member of a very political junta. The goal of this commission was double: it had to give it's view on the renewal of the Twelve Years Truce concluded with the Calvinist rebels, and to consider the conditions which could allow for such a renewal
. The second confessor who had political offices was the Augustinian Juan de San Agustín. This clergyman was confessor to the Cardinal-infante from 1631 (sixteen thirty-one) for almost ten years. More than Brizuela, he was a true politician and he was granted a lot of positions in the government: in 1632 (sixteen thirty-two), he received order from the king to sit in the juntas covering the State affairs, the Treasury and the Justice. He also had to be member of the cardinal-infante's secret council. Three years later, he also became member of juntas covering Foreign Affairs and the finances of the court
. Then, the next year, he was appointed member of the State Council, just like Brizuela before him
.


[PPT4] So, those two clergymen were powerful because of the offices they were holding. But aside these formal functions, confessors were also given informal prerogatives, which provided them efficient means of action. As an example, since 1632 (sixteen thirty-two), Juan de San Agustín was the secret superintendent for the Casa of don Fernando: he would not sign any document but nothing could have been done without his approval
. This clearly was an effective mean to control the cardinal-infante's entourage. A quite similar power was given to Fray Francisco de Gamboa, who was the Augustinian confessor of don Juan Jose from 1655 (sixteen fifty-five) until 1658 (sixteen fifty-eight). Just like San Agustín, he received the order to take part in every junta about the structure of the princely household
.


So, as you can see, these confessors were quite powerful. But there is still a power I haven't described yet: the influence they had on the Governor as a result of being a close adviser, a member of his private circle. We know that sometimes, Madrid used this particular link to its advantage. Of course, this situation doesn't show up clearly from the sources, but still we can sometimes find traces. A good example of this is the mission given by Philip the third to Brizuela in 1613 (sixteen thirteen). During the last months of that year, the Archduke Albert became very weak and showed signs of an imminent death. The king then gave Brizuela a secret mission: he had to convince Albert to take a major political decision about the future of the Netherlands. Actually, the king was searching for his agreement on two things: first, to officially let the king inherit the crown of the Netherlands when Albert would die – remember that the country was officially independent – and secondly, to make the provinces take an oath of obedience to the king before Albert's death
. This example clearly shows that the confessor was used to defend Madrid's interests. 


[PPT 5] There is another clue that the confessor was seen in Madrid as an agent in duty for the king. For instance, let's have a look at the rewards and incomes granted by the king:  several confessors who outlived their penitent were appointed to powerful or lucrative offices. In 1621 (sixteen twenty-one), Brizuela came back to Madrid. There, he became one of the mightiest courtiers and one of the close collaborators to the king. In a matter in weeks, he became bishop of Segovia. That bishopric, close to Madrid, was a clear symbol of the king's gratitude and trust. Brizuela also kept enjoying ecclesiastical benefices in the Netherlands. He also was appointed Patriarca de las Indias which brought him high incomes and influence at the royal court. Moreover, he was designated to be in charge of the Supreme Council of the Netherlands. At least, three years later, he became member of Madrid's State Council
. 


Juan de San Agustín, when he came back to Madrid in 1640 (sixteen forty), was also given important responsibilities: he became a regular member of many juntas about the Netherlands. These commissions were important as they reshaped the prerogatives of the General Governor and the structure of Flemish institutions. We also know that when he died, San Agustín left twelve thousand silver ducats, and pensions equivalent to six hundreds ducats. As we can see, he was generously rewarded by the king
.


Francisco de Gamboa, confessor of don Juan Jose, was well rewarded for his action while in Brussels, but also because a very capable man like him could still be useful to the king after his mission in the Netherlands. In fact, in 1658 (sixteen fifty-eight), he turned down the idea of become bishop of La Paz and became, one year later, bishop of Coria , in Estremadura. Then, four years later, he accessed to the dignity of archbishop of Zaragoza
. These three examples clearly show that repeatedly the confessors of the Princes in Brussels enjoyed the satisfaction and the trust of Madrid.


So, what does this situation tell us ? Overall, the confessors in Brussels acted at the court and by their penitent accordingly to Madrid's policies. To achieve this, the king and his advisors granted these clergymen political, official or informal prerogatives. These powers were efficient means of action. Of course, not every princely confessor, during the first half of the seventeenth century, did play an important political role. Some of them were not in duty for a period of time long enough, or were serving a less significant prince. Yet it remains that, in Madrid's central institutions, the princely confessor of Brussels was always seen as an actor of a royal policy in the Netherlands.


[PPT6] Regarding that point, the example of archduke Leopold Wilhelm's two confessors is enlightening: those two clerics were the Austrian jesuits Johannes Schega and Johannes Baptista van Hollandt. In short, when Leopold Wilhelm became general governor of the Netherlands, Madrid took a set of decisions in order to keep an eye on his political action. One of these steps consisted in providing the archduke a new mayordomo mayor. The holder of this office was indeed one of the top officers in the princely household. Of course, this officer would have been chosen amongst the Spanish nobility and would have been trusted by Madrid. But Leopold Wilhelm did not like the idea: he would rather give the office to the Count of Schwarzenberg, who already was supervising his household in Vienna and, moreover, was a close friend. When the archduke arrived in Brussels (1647), Madrid's wish prevailed: Schwarzenberg was replaced and downgraded to the office of gentilhombre de la Camara. But this situation would not stop the archduke to talk and to take political decisions in accordance with Schwarzenberg. This led to raising the anger of the Spanish nobility in Brussels and, in the spring of 1653 (sixteen fifty-three), the king was forced to take action to calm down the situation: Philip the fourth ordered Schwarzenberg to leave the court. But, more interesting, it seems that both confessors received the same order, yet they finally didn't leave the court
. This last information is very significant: in Madrid, those two clergymen were seen as influent agents. But they weren't Spanish and this was a problem. The princely confessor was an important piece of the plan built to supervise the governor's political action in Brussels. As they weren't Spanish, the king had no grip on them. Therefore, these clergymen couldn't be fully trusted, and Madrid was missing an informal, but important, delegate in the Netherlands.


[PPT7] As we see, more than a mere religious and morale advisor, the princely confessor took an active part in the political process in Brussels. In the early years of the seventeenth century, the court was quite independent. Therefore, to keep an eye on the governor, the princely confessor was used as a royal agent. But time passing by, Brussels' court changed: it gained in prestige what it left in political autonomy. In this process of transformation, the political action of the princely confessors opened a new channel between the king of Spain and the governor of the Netherlands which was used by Madrid as a mean of supervision over Brussels. This channel had a valuable characteristic: as it was informal, it preserved the appearance of autonomy of Brussels' court, and, consequently, it's prestige. This situation offered a double benefit: as the reputation of Brussels' court was preserved, the Flemish nobility willingly settled down in this court. At the same time, the role given to the confessor would ensure the government of Madrid that the decision taken in Brussels would follow the policy led by the king and his advisors.


In conclusion, I think the transformation of the monarchy had already started in the first half of the seventeenth century. In Brussels, these changes already had an impact on the office of princely confessor, mainly because he was at the heart of the process. [ Of course, he wasn't alone: in 1924 (nineteen twenty-four), belgian historian Joseph Lefèvre identified a group of Spanish top-officers in the court of Albert and Isabella that he called le ministère espagnol. These influent courtiers acted to make sure the royal policy was followed in the Netherlands. The princely confessor was one them.] I think the time has come to reassess their contribution to the evolution of Brussels' court and relation to Madrid: this would certainly contribute to explain the transformation of the Spanish monarchy.
Thank you very much.
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