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The Convent of Wesel

The Convent of Wesel was long believed to be a clandestine assembly of

Protestant leaders in 1568 that helped establish foundations for

Reformed churches in the Dutch Republic and northwest Germany.

However, Jesse Spohnholz shows that this event did not happen but

was an idea created and perpetuated by historians and record keepers

since the 1600s. Appropriately, this book offers not just a fascinating

snapshot of Reformation history but a reflection on the nature of histor-

ical inquiry itself. The Convent of Wesel begins with a detailed microhis-

tory that unravels the mystery and then traces knowledge about the

document at the center of the mystery over four and a half centuries,

through historical writing, archiving, and centenary commemorations.

Spohnholz reveals how historians can inadvertently align themselves

with protagonists in the debates they study and thus replicate errors

that conceal the dynamic complexity of the past.

Jesse Spohnholz is Associate Professor of History and theDirector of the

Roots of Contemporary Issues Program atWashington StateUniversity.

He also holds a research post at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. His

books includeThe Tactics of Toleration: A Refugee Community in the Age of

Religious Wars (2011) and (coedited) Archeologies of Confession: Writing

the German Reformation, 1517–2017 (2017) and Exile and Religious

Identity, 1500–1800 (2014). He has been awarded the Gerald Strauss

Book Prize, the Fritz Stern Prize in German History, and the Harold

J. Grimm Prize in Reformation Studies.
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Notes on Usage

Terminology

Calvinism: Until the nineteenth century, this term usually had

a pejorative connotation. It was used by opponents of Reformed ortho-

doxy to identify that faith’s supposedly foreign nature. Starting in the late

nineteenth century, some orthodox Reformed in the Netherlands (but

generally not in Germany) embraced the term to describe themselves.

In general, I use the term either to describe the views of opponents of

Reformed orthodoxy or the self-identity of Dutch Neo-Calvinists. In only

a few other instances and only to avoid confusion, I have used “Calvinist”

to refer to the specific strand within the Reformed tradition that was

oriented toward the teachings of John Calvin. Calvinism is never treated

as a synonym for Reformed Protestantism in this book.

Dutch: In most cases, this adjective refers either to speakers of the

Dutch language or to the lands where Dutch is the most common

language. After 1572, the adjective can also refer to the often-shifting

rebel-held lands, even though there were Dutch speakers in Habsburg-

controlled lands. After 1815, the term usually refers to people from the

Kingdom of the Netherlands (which after 1830 excluded Belgium).

Dutch Reformed Church: The “Dutch Reformed Church” refers to

the public church in the republic starting in 1572. For the period before

1572, I have used “Netherlandish Reformed churches” instead, to reflect

the early aspirations of Protestants that they might establish a new state

church for the entire seventeen provinces of the Low Countries.

German: This adjective refers to the people or characteristics of the

German-speaking lands, which made up the majority of the Holy

Roman Empire. Some territories in the empire were not German speak-

ing, while some German speakers lived outside the boundaries of the

empire. Linguistically, Germans along the Dutch border spoke a Lower

x
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German dialect similar to theDutch dialect spoken on the eastern borders

of the Low Countries.

LowCountries:The term for the geographical region roughly equivalent

to present-day Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and most of the

French Nord-Pas-de Calais.

Netherlands: Before 1572 “Netherlands” or the adjective

“Netherlandish” refers to the Low Countries as a whole. For the period

after 1815, however, I use the “Netherlands” and “Dutch” to refer to the

Kingdom of the Netherlands specifically. For a brief time (1815–30), the

kingdom included most of the Low Countries. For the period after 1830,

I used the terms “Netherlands” and “Dutch” only to refer to the northern

lands of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, while most of the southern

lands became Belgium.

Reformed: The term refers to a general religious tradition, including

Calvinism and Zwinglianism. I have used “Reformed” to refer to the

general tradition because it was how Reformation-era figures in that

tradition used it to self-identify. Reformed Protestants of the sixteenth,

seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries did not refer to themselves as

Calvinists, though modern historians often refer to them as such. When

attempting to distinguish those committed to the Belgic Confession,

Heidelberg Catechism, and, later, the Canons of the Synod of Dordt,

I have preferred the term “orthodox Reformed” to distinguish them from

their opponents within the Reformed church.

Spelling

I have often used English spellings, especially for cases in which that usage

will not cause confusion. In addition, where multiple spellings of people’s

names are available, I have used only one, usually either the most com-

mon; the most similar to modern conventions; or the most familiar to

those readers unfamiliar with Dutch, French, German, or Latin.

Notes on Usage xi
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Abbreviations

CWO “De correspondentie van Willem van Oranje,”

Instituut voor Nederlands Geschiedenis. <www

.inghist.nl/Onderzoek/Projecten/WVO>

EKAW Evangelisches Kirchenarchiv Wesel

JPVD Personal Archive of Jan Pieter van Dooren, held in

the Faculteit der Godgeleerdheid, Vrije Universiteit

Amsterdam

KB Koninklijke Bibliotheek (The Hague)

Keller Ludwig Keller, ed., Die Gegenreformation in

Westfalen und am Niederrhein, 3 vols. (Leipzig:

S. Hirzel, 1881−85)

LAV NRW OWL Landesarchiv Nordrhein-Westfalen Abteilung

Ostwestfalen-Lippe

LAV NRW R Landesarchiv Nordrhein-Westfalen, Abteilung

Rheinland

NA Nationaal Archief (The Hague)

NNBW Nieuw Nederlandsch Biografisch Woordenboek

(Leiden: A. W. Sijthoffs Uitgevers-Maatschappij,

1911–37) <www.inghist.nl/retroboeken/nnbw>

OSA Oud Synodaal Archief, 1566–1816

SAA Stadsarchief Amsterdam

SAW Stadtarchiv Wesel

UTSC Universal Short Title Catalogue <www.ustc.ac.uk>

UA Het Utrechts Archief

ZA Het Zeeuws Archief (Middelburg)
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Map 1.1. Map of relevant locations in the Low Countries, Germany,

and England.
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