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The name for the region Saxony is split throughout history to the
point that most historians distinguish between “old Saxony” and
“new Saxony.” Due to the Barbarian Invasions (300-700 AD),
the Germanic tribes moved west
of the Elbe River. Of the area
they settled, a duchy formed in
the northwestern corner of modern Germany. During the reign of
Charles the Great, the first Holy
Roman Emperor it was the duchy
of Saxony. These German tribes,
however sought to reconquer the
Map of Old Saxony c. 1145
lands east of the Elbe and soon
regained them from the Slavic tribes. Flemish settlers soon populated this sandy region.
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Through a bit of unclear history, the old “Saxony” lost its influence while this eastern region became the duchy of “Saxony” despite its undesirable characteristics of sparse population and sandy
soil. During the 13th and 14th centuries, however, this new duchy of
Saxony was given a considerable amount of influence as the dukes
were given more land and even an electoral vote in the election
of the Holy Roman Emperor due to marriage and familial loyalty.
Eventually the Electors of Saxony were given the task of being one
of two Reichsvikar, or Vicars of the Kingdom. These men were
tasked with keeping the peace and otherwise practicing the authority of the emperor in the time between the death of the last
and the election and coronation of the new emperor.
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During this period of growth for Saxony, the Prince’s rule stretched
from the original duchy of the new Saxony down to the regions of
Meissen and Thuringia. This large land was split when Elector Frederick
II died in 1464, and his two surviving sons split the territory in two. The
elder brother, Ernest, received Wittenberg (along with the title of Elector and all its benefits) and southern Thuringia. The younger brother,
Albert, received Meissen and southern Thuringia.
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This “Ernestine” Saxony was what Prince Frederick inherited upon
the death of his father, Ernest, in 1486. Elector Frederick was a just and
cautious ruler. The way in which he ruled Saxony during the most turbulent period of his reign from 1517 to his death in 1525 gained for him
the designation “Frederick the Wise.” His rule was marked with great
achievements and advancement for his duchy and his people. In
1502, he founded the University of Wittenberg to develop and enlighten the lives of those under his care. For this reason, Prince Frederick
asked the Augustinian and Franciscan orders to send new teachers to
bolster the faculty at the fledgling university. A young friar, Martin Luther, was sent from the Augustinian cloister in Erfurt.
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The love for his people, his cautious rule, and his careful use of power and authority were an immeasurable contribution from Prince Frederick the Wise, without whom the Reformation would have been all
too quickly snuffed out by the powers of Rome.
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