Was Frederick II a visionary, or simply self-serving?

Within this essay I shall be discussing whether Fredrick II was a visionary, or self-serving ruler. I also intend to express my opinion on which of these Frederick was and coming to some sort of conclusion on him. Firstly, I would like to compare being visionary or self-serving. 
Visionary: 
“Thinking about or planning the future with imagination or wisdom.”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  ‘Oxford living dictionary’, (https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/visionary ){Accessed 16/11/17}] 

Self-serving:
“preoccupied with one’s own interests, often disregarding the truth or the interests, well-being, etc, of others”[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  ‘Dictionary. Com’, (http://www.dictionary.com/browse/self-serving ) {Accessed 16/11/17}] 

During his life Frederick II had to wear many hats due to his numerous titles, such as “King of Sicily (1197-1250), Duke of Swabia (as Frederick VI, 1228-35), German King (1212-50), and Holy Roman emperor (1220-50)”[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Wolf, ‘Frederick II’] 

“Historians used to see Frederick as a Renaissance prince before his time, or even as the first truly modern man.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Richard Cavendish, ‘Death of Emperor Frederick II’, (12 December 2000)] 

Having read the above extract, I wish to look in greater depth as to how true this is. In the book ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor’, the author ‘David Abulafia’ says in the first sentence of his preface;
“Frederick II is one of a small band of medieval rulers who possesses modern admirers. His wide cultural tastes, his apparent tolerance of Jews and Muslims, his defiance of popes have earned him an exceptional reputation.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  David Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface, (Oxford University Press, New York, Oxford), (1988] 

Since reading this statement, it led me to consider Frederick II as a Visionary if I’m honest. This is down to the fact that Abulafia uses the words “possesses modern admirers”[footnoteRef:6], and surely if Frederick II is still admired by people of modern times the things that he did and accomplished must be from a visionary’s point of view. However, I don’t intend jumping to conclusions and seeing him worthy to be admired. One of Frederick’s accomplishments that I have come across in my research that Fredrick II could well be admired for is the fact that he “established the University of Naples in 1224 (the first State University in Europe)”[footnoteRef:7]. It is likely that he did this because “He encouraged scholarship, poetry and mathematics, and original thinking in all areas.”[footnoteRef:8] When considering that the establishment of this University is down to Frederick II, one must acknowledge that it is an extremely admirable accomplishment, however, the question is, did he do this as a visionary or as a self-serving accomplishment? In my opinion Fredrick must have done it as a visionary, he could obviously see or thought that there was a need for establishing the University. A visionary would have known that there were individuals that would highly benefit from the establishment, and that there would be a benefit having more people classed as academics.  [6:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface]  [7:  R.H.C Davis, ‘History of Medieval Europe’, London, (1957), (p.373), (Translation of the LICTERAE GENERALES), (https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/1224fred2-lictgen.asp ) {accessed 13/11/17}]  [8:  Richard Cavendish, ‘Death of Emperor Frederick II’, (12 December 2000)] 

Additionally, it would have been a rather costly establishment to fund if it didn’t work out, therefore he must have had some sort of a vision before going ahead with it. From the current research and knowledge that I have of Frederick it is suggestive that he may very well have been a visionary but from what I can gather he could possibly have used that to his advantage also. For example, just consider the glory and acknowledgement an individual would have for establishing anything of importance. The attention that must have been drawn towards him for establishing a state University must have been incredible, he was already a man high in power and status. So, I would say that he may well have been a visionary, but he did like the boost of his own ego. 
I would now like to refer to the extract above and reflect on some of the things that the author has to say. From this extract the author uses the following: 
“wide cultural tastes”, “tolerance of Jews and Muslims”, “defiance of popes”, “exceptional reputation”[footnoteRef:9]    [9:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface] 

I would like to discuss each one of these shortened extracts individually, starting with “wide cultural tastes”[footnoteRef:10]. If this analysis of Fredrick II is true, it is evidence that he may well have been a visionary, the fact that he had a broad taste in culture may suggest that he had an innovative style of thinking, or he was not as narrow minded as many of the people would have been during his reign.  [10:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface] 

This leads me to the next point I’d like to make on, “tolerance of Jews and Muslims”[footnoteRef:11]. His broad taste in culture may also have guided the way he treated the Jewish and Muslim people and as I researched I found out that he not only tolerated them but “he hobnobbed amicably with Jewish and Muslim sages”[footnoteRef:12], and this was not done very often for this time especially by the ‘Holy Roman Emperor”[footnoteRef:13]. It is behaviour that would not have been expected by an emperor and it is possible to say the same about the “defiance of popes”[footnoteRef:14], even more so for this point, as the popes during the reign of Frederick II would most certainly not have been defined often. But this also supports the theory that Frederick II was a visionary, perhaps he knew that the role of the pope would decline throughout the years, and how the church would not be an important part of people’s lives in time to come. However, as the book also points out ever so clearly to us, Frederick II was not the only one who disagreed with some of the church’s views, he was merely caught up in the midst of it as the following extracts show: [11:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface]  [12: Richard Cavendish, ‘Death of Emperor Frederick II’, (12 December 2000)]  [13:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface]  [14:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface] 

“And the Holy Roman Emperors had long been embroiled in conflict with the papacy over papal claims to universal authority,”[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor,p.13] 

“In the early thirteenth century the contradictions between different claims to authority resulted in the most violent of all the clashes between secular and spiritual power: the reign of Frederick II, King of Sicily and Holy Roman Emperor, saw the intensification of an already bitter conflict,” [footnoteRef:16] [16:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor,p.13] 

  Although he might not have been the first, his religious views were rather different compared with most people of the time too, and he was not afraid to express these views. The following extracts express these opinions and the church’s response to these opinions:
“described Moses, Christ and Muhammad as a trio of deluded charlatans”[footnoteRef:17]   [17:  Richard Cavendish, ‘Death of Emperor Frederick II’, (12 December 2000)] 

“the papacy and its supporters, who branded him as Antichrist.”[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Richard Cavendish, ‘Death of Emperor Frederick II’, (12 December 2000)] 

These radical opinions that Frederick had on the important biblical figures, and the title of “Antichrist”[footnoteRef:19] was still not enough for him. It would prove that he would never fail to find ways of going against the traditions that existed within the church, upsetting the pope in particular: [19:  F. Keutgen, ed, ‘Urkenden zur Städtischen Verassungsgeschichte, (Berlin: Emil Felber,1901), p.489, reprinted in Roy C. Crave & Herbert H. Coulson, A Source Book for Medieval Economic History, (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Co., 1936; reprint ed., New York: Biblo & Tannen, 1965, pp. 375-376,] 

“In 1229 he crowned himself King of Jerusalem in the church of the Holy Sepulchre. The pope, who had excommunicated him the year before, was not pleased” [footnoteRef:20] [20:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface] 

 This brings me to the final point on Frederick’s “exceptional reputation”[footnoteRef:21], in my opinion the reason Frederick II had such a good reputation is because of his broadened taste in culture, his tolerance and his defiance. These things which suggest to me that he was a visionary also makes me think that he did it all for his reputation, for it to be seen so exceptional. As this next extract from the book points out, the points that I have highlighted above are not things that were uncommon to Frederick’s manner, and in fact they are things that occurred frequently: [21:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface] 

“His involvement in a series of struggles with popes attracted to him legends about his behaviour, or magnified aspects of his behaviour out of proportion to reality. He was an ideal target for gossips”[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface] 

 My opinion is that Frederick II could see the bigger picture of things, not only how good the specific event or incident would be, but how they would make him look. Again, as I mentioned earlier he did things that people wouldn’t expect him to do, as the author says there were “aspects of his behaviour out of proportion to reality.”[footnoteRef:23]  It is when people behave or act like this they are taken notice of and like the extract points out he was most likely gossiped about. This point might question whether Fredrick II was merely self-serving. For example, it is also pointed out in the book that “no other Holy Roman Emperor wore his crown in the church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem”[footnoteRef:24], so one must ask why he felt the need to do so if it had never been done by anyone before, or after. It is obvious to see that people didn’t see him as a typical or conventional emperor, and two descriptions that I found of him that I found extremely interesting are the following, “Frederick astonished his contemporaries because he was more like an oriental despot than a European King.”[footnoteRef:25], and “He was witty, entertaining and cruel in several different languages”[footnoteRef:26]. In my opinion these very short sentences say quite a lot about Frederick II and sum him up quite adequately, especially the second one I have extracted, the use of the words ‘witty’ and ‘entertaining’ are not words that I would use to describe someone of Frederick’s status. As mentioned earlier he is also seen as someone with extremely modern ideas and he is also seen this way through David Abulafia’s eyes, and he is of the opinion that Frederick II would be worthy to be acknowledged even if this was not the case, as the extract below points out: [23:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface]  [24:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface]  [25:  Cavendish, ‘Death of Emperor Frederick II’, (12 December 2000), {accessed 14/11/17}]  [26:  Cavendish, ‘Death of Emperor Frederick II’, (12 December 2000)] 

“He is portrayed as a genius, thinking the thoughts of later generations, seeking to create a new, secular, world order. Even if none of this were true, the fact that he has been seen in this light would entitle him to the close attention of historians and readers of history books.”[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, preface] 

From this extract it is possible to see that the author see’s Fredrick as a moderniser and someone that was able to accept the changes that times to come would bring. As well as this, I would say that it is evident that the author would also categorise Frederick II as a visionary also. However, this analysis of Fredrick II is extremely popular I have found through my research, he is seen by many as a great man as the definition below from the ‘History Today’ website describes him as they write about his death:
“The most gifted, vivid and extraordinary of the medieval Holy Roman Emperors died on December 13th, 1250.”[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Cavendish, ‘Death of Emperor Frederick II’, (12 December 2000),] 

Alternatively, there are also other reviews on Frederick II that would support the other side of the argument and agree that he was merely self-serving during his reign, as I found out from the ‘Online Medieval Sourcebook’:
“The Emperor Frederick II in the thirteenth century recognized that the demand of the cities for constitutional freedom was to his own economic advantage”[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  F. Keutgen, ed, ‘Urkenden zur Städtischen Verassungsgeschichte, (Berlin: Emil Felber,1901), p.489, reprinted in Roy C. Crave & Herbert H. Coulson, A Source Book for Medieval Economic History, (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Co., 1936; reprint ed., New York: Biblo & Tannen, 1965, pp. 375-376, (https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/1241Precaria.asp ) {accessed 14/11/17}] 

“Here begin the taxes of the cities and villas:”
“4. Also from Friedberg: 120m., of which half is given to the Lord Emperor and half for their buildings”
 “6. Also from Seligenstadt: 120m., they pay that for their buildings
 “10. Also from the two villas at Ingelheim: 70m. for which brother Sebastian ought to do the work of the manor house.”
“11. Also Wesel: Free for four years, on account of the fact that it redeems it advocacy for 300m. The Jews there 20m”
“14. Also from Düren: 40m., of which one half goes to the Emperor, and one-half for their buildings. The Jews there 10m.”[footnoteRef:30] [30:  F. Keutgen, ed, ‘Urkenden zur Städtischen Verassungsgeschichte, (Berlin: Emil Felber,1901), p.489, reprinted in Roy C. Crave & Herbert H. Coulson, A Source Book for Medieval Economic History, (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Co., 1936; reprint ed., New York: Biblo & Tannen, 1965, pp. 375-376,] 

 Above the extract provides evidence of how Frederick II was a self-serving emperor and just some of the taxes that were enforced and they payments that were expected to be paid that he would benefit from. As it is possible to see the payments did vary, but from point four and fourteen, half of the payment was to be payed to the emperor which demonstrates to me evidence of Frederick’s self-serving nature. No doubt was he also a visionary also, because this extract also plainly points out that he was aware that he would benefit from this. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude I have reflected over the points that I have raised in the body and structure of this essay, and the research that I have done on Frederick II. As I have highlighted at stages it is without a doubt that Frederick II was a visionary throughout his reign. I believe that he had extremely modern ways of thinking and interpreting things, and one point I would highly admire him for is that he stuck by his visionary senses whether it made his judgements popular or unpopular. However, I do honestly believe that he used these visionary foresights to be self-serving, and to accomplish and achieve things that would be beneficial to him. I would go as far to say that everything that I have found out about Fredrick II that could categorise him as a visionary has helped him or put him at some sort of advantage, therefore my conclusion is he was simply self-serving as his cause was to benefit himself rather than others.     



 


Bibliography

David Abulafia, ‘Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor, (Oxford University Press, New York, Oxford), (1988)

(https://www.britannica.com/biography/Frederick-II-Holy-Roman-emperor)
(http://www.dictionary.com/browse/self-serving )
(http://www.historytoday.com/richard-cavendish/death-emperor-frederick-ii )
(https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/1224fred2-lictgen.asp )
(https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/visionary) 
