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Burgundy, it is also necessary to understand the character of the principal adversary of 

the Swiss in the Burgundian Wars, Charles the Bold. This last of the Valois Dukes of 

Burgundy has been the victim of much slander and defamation of character. Only the 

investigation of the entire spectrum of scholarship on the subject can produce an accurate 

image of Charles' true character. Let us consider first Charles' vices which have given 

rise to the negative portrayal of his personality, and secondly let us turn our attention to 

Charles' virtues, which far outweigh his shortcomings. 

Any assessment of Charles the Bold's character must be qualified by the initial 

observation that in many of his activities he was simply obeying the dictates of the feudal 

civilization of which he was a ·representative. He was usually following the teachings of 

his childhood: he was raised to be a powerful feudal lord. Historians too often make the 

mistake of evaluating historical figures from the perspective of their own time. This 

assertion has never been more true than in the case of Charles the Bold. He has too 

often been wrongly accused of cruelty. It was not Charles the Bold who was cruel; it 

was his culture that was inherently cruel. The Middle Ages was a callous, bellicose era. 

Warfare was endemic in the fifteenth century. France and England had been warring for 

more than a hundred years. All feudal rulers were required to wage war if they wished 

to protect the interests of their kingdoms from aggressors. The presence of medieval 

castles and fortresses on almost every hillside of Europe testifies to the ubiquity of 

warfare in the Middle Ages. The bellicose spirit of the time was somewhat tempered by 

the urbane ideals of chivalry (Vale 1). Ironically, however, one of these chivalric ideals 

was absolute fidelity to an ally whenever he was attacked by a foe. Thus medieval rulers 

often took up arms against their better judgment, simply to honor their pledge of 

allegiance to an ally. Charles the Bold actually exemplifies the ideals of chivalry better 

than many of his contemporaries. If we except his cruelty toward the inhabitants of 

Liege in 1468, his harsh treatment of the inhabitants of N esle during his French campaign 

of 1474, and his punishment of the Swiss garrison at Grandson in 1476, we discover that 

generally Charles the Bold conducted warfare more humanely than did other rulers of his 

time. It is well known, for example, that he did his best to protect the women and 
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children of besieged cities (fyler, 160), and that he treated his adversaries in military 

campaigns with courtesy (Calmette 176). He certainly was never guilty of the reckless 

widescale destruction typifying Henry V's slaughter of the French nobility at Azincourt 

in 1415, Emperor Charles V's sack of Rome in 1527 or Napoleon's invasion of Russia 

in 1812. 

Nonetheless, Charles the Bold did have undeniable vices: insensitivity to public 

opinion, pride, ambition, anger and obstinacy. Whereas his predecessors had striven to 

ingratiate themselves with the cities of Flanders, Charles the Bold's policy in Flanders 

was to extinguish opposition to his rule through swift, and sometimes ruthless, military 

action. The most famous example of such harsh action was his suppression of the revolt 

of Liege in 1468. Like other French speaking heroes since Roland, Charles the Bold 

suffered from the sin of pride. This pride was his greatest weakness and sometimes 

prompted him to repel all opposition and to become easily exasperated. The search for 

fame, the public expression and display of his own ego, the yearning to be great and to 

make a permanent mark upon history were the mainsprings behind his attitudes and 

activities. His profound ambition was well known throughout Europe. The Germans 

nicknamed him King Ruhmreich (Kingdom of Glory) (Putnam 406). In fact, he did 

frankly aspire to recreate and to rule the Kingdom of Burgundy created in the sixth 

century, as h~ indicated in his public speech at Dijon in January 1474. Had his 

aspirations been realized, he would have ruled a kingdom extending from the Low 

Countries through the Rhine and Rhone Valleys, south to Provence and the 

Mediterranean. According to the testimony of his counselor Philippe de Commynes, 

Charles yearned for great glory, which was what incited him to war more than anything 

else. He would very much have liked to resemble those ancient princes about whom men 

have so much talked after their deaths (fyler 161) and decorated his public reception 

rooms with tapestries illustrating the exploits of Alexander the Great, Hannibal and Julius 

Caesar. His proclivity for sudden, violent fits of anger was notorious. Ironically, he had 

inherited this particular vice from his saintly father, Philip the Good. His violent 

temperament drove him at times to strike his soldiers and to speak so harshly to 
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