
246 Part II The Central Middle Ages 

Finally in 1273, a vastly weakened Holy Roman Empire reemerged with papal bless-
ing under Rudolph of Habsburg (r. 1273–1291), the fi rst emperor of a family that was 
destined to play a crucial role in modern European history. 
        Rudolph attempted to rebuild the shattered royal demesne and shore up the foun-
dations of imperial rule, but it was too late. His strategy—to extend and strengthen 
the crown lands to the point where royal resources were overwhelmingly superior 
to those of any rival magnate—was a good one. This was the policy on which the 
medieval French monarchy was rising to a position of dominance, and it was also the 
policy that Frederick Barbarossa had pursued so promisingly in the twelfth century. 
But it aroused the unremitting opposition of the German princes of the thirteenth 
century, who had no desire to see their own interests eaten away by royal expansion. 
Instead, they busily did all they could to continue extending their own principalities at 
the expense of the crown. The civil strife prompted by Innocent III’s indecision over 
the imperial throne, the Italian involvements of Frederick II, and the interregnum of 
1254–1273 had given the German princes their opportunity, and Rudolph could not 
turn back the tide. The German states were now drifting toward a loose confedera-
tion of independent principalities and weak, elective monarchy. This constitutional 
structure—strong princes and weak emperors—would characterize the Holy Roman 
Empire for the next 600 years. 
  The disintegration of the empire did not mean, however, a disintegration of 
government; it meant only that effective government radiated from princes, not em-
perors. These princes became stronger from the twelfth century, not only in resistance 
to the emperor but also in relation to their subjects. Many consolidated their powers 
through justice and law. In 1156, for example, when Frederick Barbarossa changed 
Austria from a march (or borderland) into a duchy, he granted the duke of Austria a 
monopoly on the exercise of justice therein. Duke Leopold VI (r. 1198–1230) soon 
established a distinctive regional law code for Austria. This strengthened his hand 
within his homeland, and it also defi ned his duchy as distinct from others. When 
Austria was later reabsorbed into the empire, its regional distinctiveness, expressed 
in its laws, remained intact. Similar jurisdictional powers were granted to some great 
bishops, such as the archbishop of Salzburg, and some urban and rural communes, 
of which an agreement of 1291 is considered today the founding act of the Swiss 
Confederation. For these smaller units of the Holy Roman Empire, as for the kings 
of England and France, justice and law were critical elements of consolidation in the 
Central Middle Ages.  
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