
Early European & Asian Wars:

 Lützen

Allied Army: 19,000 men (12,800 pikemen and musketeers, 
6,000 cavalry) and 24 cannons, commanded by King Gustavus II 
Adolphus of Sweden. These numbers include his Saxon allies, along 
with Scottish and other mercenaries.  

Imperial Army: 17,000 men (8,000 pikemen and musketeers, 
9,000 cavalry) and 24 cannons, commanded by Prince Albrecht 
von Wallenstein. This includes the forces added by Prince Gottfried 
Heinrich von Pappenheim during the battle.

By 1618, complex religious alliances, dynastic 
influences, and mercenary ambitions had 
thrown Europe into the tumultuous Thirty 
Years’ War (1618–1648). As the war spread, 
King Gustavus II Adolphus of Sweden brought 
his army across the Baltic Sea to aid the 
Protestant cause. But this was no ordinary 
army. Gustavus’s army, often considered the 
first “national” army, was organized and 
trained differently than the others of the time. 
In fact, its success on the battlefield would help 
usher in fundamental changes in the character 
of warfare. Gustavus’s final act, however, was in 1632 at the Battle 
of Lϋtzen. In this bloody struggle, the “Lion of the North” ‒ the 
man who helped create the dawn of modern war ‒ was killed. And 
although he had changed warfare, his loss would prevent Sweden 
from becoming a dominant power on the European continent.   

Actions by the Imperialists (Catholics) – After the Protestant 
Reformation, the seventeenth century became a bloody transition 
period in Europe. The feudal system of the Middle Ages was 
giving way to an emerging concept of nation-states. And while old 
dynasties clung to power through intense religious and military 
crosscurrents, the devastating Thirty Years’ War became the 
central vortex of the time, eventually spreading from Germany to 
engulf most of Europe. It began within the Holy Roman Empire, 
an unwieldy alliance of sovereign lands sitting between France 

and Poland, including Austria, Hungary, Saxony, Bohemia, and 
hundreds of Imperial estates and principalities. This rickety 
extension of Charlemagne’s empire from before the year 800 was 
a confederation nominally led by an emperor chosen by electors 
from seven powerful royal families across Europe. 

But tensions had been roiling between Catholics and Protestants 
for a hundred years. They finally boiled over in 1618 when the 
dying emperor Matthias, King of Bohemia, threw his support 
behind his cousin, the anti-Protestant Archduke Ferdinand II 
von Habsburg, for the throne. When an upset group of Bohemian 
Protestant nobles in Prague revolted, they went so far as to throw 
some Matthias loyalists out a window to their deaths in what 
became known as the Defenestration of Prague. After they put 
forward their own candidate, Frederick the Elector Palatinate, to 
oppose Ferdinand, Ferdinand declared war. Soon, most Catholic 
principalities sided with Ferdinand, while many Protestant princes 
sided with Frederick. And although numerous other threads of 
competition and animosity were interwoven into the conflict, the 
battle lines were drawn.

After Matthias’s death in March of 1619, Protestant forces invaded 
Austria. But after driving them back, Ferdinand secured the votes 
to be emperor. The war might have ended the following year when 
two Catholic armies–one from the Spanish Netherlands and the 
other from Austria–converged to defeat the unprepared Protestants 
near Prague, forcing Frederick and his nobles to flee.

Unfortunately, the anti-Protestant Ferdinand only fanned the 
flames. “Better to rule over a desert than a country full of heretics,” 
he famously exclaimed.1 Persecuted Protestants, meanwhile, began 
looking outside of Germany for help.

As the war expanded, the Bourbons of Catholic France entered on 
the Protestant side. Clearly, their religious interests took a back 
seat to their quest for new lands and desire to undermine their 
rival Habsburgs in Spain. The Protestant Dutch joined the war, as 
well, primarily to get support for their ongoing war with Spain. In 
addition to these dynastic rivalries, new types of mercenary armies 
–adept at plundering and pillaging for compensation–gladly played
along.

One of Ferdinand’s mercenary captains was Johann Tserclaes, 

Strategic/Operational:
1) Wallenstein’s Indirect Approach – Wallenstein was an effective commander and keenly aware of the tactical prowess of 
Gustavus’s army. So, instead of rushing directly to the urgent pleas of Bavarians being ransacked by the Swedes, he opted for an 
indirect approach. By moving north to threaten Saxony, not only did he threaten to peel off Gustavus’s critical ally, but he also 
threatened his lines of communications (LOCs) with his base up north. This forced Gustavus to abandon Bavaria and the route 
to Vienna, instead pursuing Wallenstein, where he could set up a defensive battle at the location of his choosing. It was a good 
strategy, and it nearly worked.

2) Gustavus’s National Army – Gustavus is credited with creating the first national army for several reasons. Unlike previous 
methods of raising armies in which kings called for volunteers or relied on their nobles to raise militias, Gustavus instituted 
a regular levy, drawn at the discretion of local officials, from all males over 15 years of age throughout the kingdom. These 
full-time soldiers, assigned to certain units, created continuity, cohesion, and pride. This also allowed for regular training and 
drills, which led directly to more disciplined execution on the battlefield. Unlike mercenary armies fighting for profit and spoils 
or the armies of nobles fighting for an obligation, this was a people’s army fighting for Sweden ‒ defending and protecting the 
fatherland. With these unifying principles, even the famous military theorist Carl von Clausewitz would credit Gustavus as one 
of the few generals in history who was able to instill an all-important concept he referred to as “military virtue” in his army.2

Tactical:
1) Security – When Wallenstein went into winter quarters near Leipzig, he violated the principle of war known as security. 
Assuming Gustavus would also end the campaign season and settle into camp, he made two important errors. First, he failed 
to confirm his assumptions about the Swedish king. Despite knowing that Gustavus was pursuing him, Wallenstein still failed 
to actively confirm Gustavus’s location and intent. This led to his other key mistake when he diluted his strength by letting 
Pappenheim ride west with his cavalry on a secondary mission. This significant loss of combat forces nearly cost him the 
battle. The only reason he wasn’t completely surprised at Lϋtzen was due to an accidental encounter with one of his cavalry 

patrols, who, fortunately for Wallenstein, managed to delay Gustavus’s army long enough for Wallenstein to 
prepare and send an urgent message to Pappenheim.

2) Gustavus’s Tactical Genius – More than anyone of the time, Gustavus’s innovations and 
improvements changed the tactical aspects of warfare and set the stage for future armies. He 
combined his arms to fight more effectively, even placing smaller cannons with individual units 
on the battlefield. He reduced the cumbersome depths of the infantry and, through training and 
discipline, made them more maneuverable and responsive on the battlefield. It was an army of 
mutually supporting arms. Musketeers protected pikemen, and pikemen protected musketeers. 

Brigades were placed in echelons to better protect one another, while artillery could protect individual 
brigades and cavalry could protect the flank. Even his cavalry was protected by musketeers. Altogether, 
it was a masterful tactical achievement. In fact, Wallenstein understood the value of Gustavus’s 

innovations enough that he had already adopted many of them by the time the two met at Lϋtzen.

3) The Value of the Defense – As rates of fire from muskets and artillery increased, the value of a 
defensive position was growing increasingly important in this period of warfare. It’s no accident that
the only time Wallenstein had found any significant success against Gustavus had been in defensive

stands, such as the Battle of Alte Veste (3–4 Sept. 1632). In open terrain, Gustavus’s army, with its
superior mobility, mutual support, and higher rates of fire, was nearly unbeatable (Map 1). At Lϋtzen,
Wallenstein almost let himself get caught in this type of battle. Fortunately for him, he prepared 
rudimentary defensive advantages that played in his favor. By using the elevated road, anchoring his 
flanks, emplacing a strong artillery position on Windmill Hill, and making Gustavus come to him, he 
was able to level the playing field. Of course, if Pappenheim had not arrived when he did, the Swedes 

likely would have rolled up his left flank, but they didn’t. The fact that Wallenstein could fight from 
a defensive position helped him turn Lϋtzen into a very close battle.
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Lessons for Today’s Leaders

opposing forces

Historical significance

Strategy & maneuver

Discussion Questions:

1) How did Gustavus emerge as the “Father of Modern Warfare”? What innovations did he 
bring to his army?  

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

2) Describe the wisdom of Gustavus’s decision not to advance directly on Vienna. Relate this to the concept of 
the center of gravity and the relative value of capturing an enemy capital during war.

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

3) How did Wallenstein use an indirect approach to confront Gustavus and relieve pressure on the Holy
Roman Empire? Was it effective?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

4) Using Gustavus’s example during the Thirty Years’ War, discuss how changes in technology and weapons 
allow for changes in tactics. What other historical examples illustrate this trend? 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

5) Describe the role of mercenaries during this period of warfare. Are there other historical periods when 
mercenaries played a significant role? What are some risks associated with using mercenaries as a primary 
fighting force?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
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