
Niclas von  Popplau — His  Work and  Travels

PIOTR RADZIKOWSKI

The life of Niclas von Popplau, sometimes known as Mikolaj of Popielewo, was

eventful and deserves to be recorded.‘ His travels and the account he wrote of  them
make him of interest to readers and historians in many countries; his  visit  to

England and his personal  meeting with Richard III make him  a  subject of particular

interest to historians of  fifteenth-century Englandnnd to Ricardians.

Family, Background  and  Education.
By the  fifteenth century the city of Breslau (modern Wroclaw), conveniently
situated on the  routes from the Rhine to the Dnepr and the Baltic and Adriatic  seas,
had become  a  thriving centre of trade. The Popplau family came from the nearby
town  of Liegnitz, or perhaps from the village of Pfaffendorf, which  is now  part  of

Liegnitz (modern Legnica).Z In  June  1399  a Nikolaus Popplau was recorded as an
alderman. He and his brother Paul ran  a  herring business in Stettin. Nikolaus died
in  1428, but his  sons  Alexius (died 1429), Hans (died 1455), Paul, Nickel (died

before,l446) and Hieronymus (died 1451) continued the family firm, taking their

trade as far as Brabant and Cracow. In Silesia the Popplaus traded mainly at
Breslau, Sprottau, Crossen, Goerlitz and Glogau.  They dealt in silv'er, jewellery

and woollen  cloth;  via Stettin they imported spices,  wax,  oil,  leather,  works of art,

herrings, silver and jewellery, and  anything else that could make  them a  profit.

Marriage alliances to members of rich merchant families such as the Ungeratens,
Hezelers', Krebils and Possingers, increased the  Popplau  fortune. The family also
owned property in Liegnitz and  a  family chapel in the church of Saints Peter and

Paul further underlined their material  status.  From  1433  the Popplaus began to

move to Breslau; the first to go was Hans, who abandoned his Liegnitz citizenship

on 26 May of  that year.  On 21 May 1434  he married Hedwig Ungeraten,  daughter
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of Caspar, knight  and town councillor. In  1437  he  bought  a  house  opposite the

‘Cell of  Schweidnitz’ and in  1446  another fine house called  Under  the  Grifiins,
which still stands in Breslau Market. Hans’ herring and cloth trade was not  without

danger: on his way to Cracow he was robbed several times. The business

flourished, however, and Hans took his trade as far as the fairs of Stralsund,
Frankfurt an der Oder, Danzig and  Thorn, and  into  Austria, Styria, Bavaria,

Bohemia and Moravia.  About  1450 the Poppel-Schutz-Ungeraten Company was

set up, the shares being in the hands of the  Popplaus  of Liegnitz and Breslau, their
sisters, nieces and brothers-in-law. In 1446-55 Hans was  a  town  councillor of

Breslau and he was mayor in 1448. His children were Hedwig (1435-?),-‘ who

married Hans von  Bank, a  Breslau merchant, Magdalena (died 1535) and Agnes,

both  nuns, and Caspar (1436-99), who was admitted tp the Academy of 'Cracow,
together with two other citizens of Breslau, Konrad Eisenreich, a relative of the

Popplaus, and a Franz, son of Heinrich.“ Caspar married Agnes, da_ughter of

Andreas Behme of Breslau and had five sons and six daughters. The  fifth  child was

Niclas, the  sixth  Catharine.

Hans’ death in 1455 ended the period of the  firm’s  dynamic growth, and the

violence and destruction of the years following the war against the king of

Bohemia, George Podiebrad, caused great material loss to the Popplau family. The

Thirteen Years War between Poland and the Teutonic Order (1454-66) similarly

had an adverse effect on Breslau’s trade and forced the Popplaus to relocate their

business to Cracow, which  became the centre of their activities until the beginning
of the sixteenth century. Andreas (died 1465), Anton  Hornig and Konrad

Eisenreich, who looked after the business for Caspar, Niclas and their three sisters,

suffered  heavy losses. By 1458 the list of debtors was so long that the sale of the

family’s house became inevitable. In the  next  decade, when  Caspar, Niclas and

their relative, Peter Krebil, took  over  the company, it became more profitable, but

Danzig and  Thom  no longer needed agents for Poland and in western Poland trade

also  declined. Fierce competition from Cracow merchants, the political situation,

frequent attacks by robbers — in  1473  Caspar himself and a relative were victims
— made life difficult, and the surrender of Breslau to Matthias Corvinus, King of

Hungary, effectively closed the trade routes to Austria and Italy. The company was

in a very poor  state. In  1474  Niclas was to abandon all  business activities  and try
his luck in fashionable society.

Caspar Popplau dealt in real  estate  and owned the villages of Marschwitz and

Stabelwitz  on the outskirts of Breslau. He was a  town  councillor and an assessor in

the  Manngericht  and, although connected  with  the Hungarian nobleman Heinz

Dompnig, Caspar was regarded as independent of the Hungarian party. He wrote

Der  rechte  Weg —  a  twenty-two  volume collection on Breslau common law and a

Remissorium.  According to legal historians it was because of Caspar’s work  that
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Roman  law never came to be used in Breslau.5 After  his  death  the company
declined and the Popplau family came to play only a  passive  role in Brcslau. Some
records  of their business transactions are preserved in the archives of Breslau and
Cracow and show  that  their debtors were clearly not in the habit of paying off their
debts. The Popplaus and their company went  bankrupt in 1523 and the family
became extinct  after  1615.6

Niclas Popplau, the younger son of the mayor of Breslau, was  born  in  1443;
this is  suggested  by a  document proving his coming of age (at the age of twelve in
Breslau) dated  1455/56. Scholars working on Niclas long failed to notice  that  he
went  to the university of Leipzig: he is mentioned as  Nicolaus Pepplau  de
Wratislavia  in the regisxer of the 1456 summer term, and again as  Niclaus Poplaw
in another  record; several other citizens of Breslau were also enrolled? It is not
known  how long he was at university but the Leipzig period had  a  great influence
on him. He read Cicero, perhaps Tacitus and  Livy, learned to speak Latin fluently
and may have learned Italian. His reading included the travels of John de
Mandeville to De  proprietatibus  rerum  and the classic medieval encyclopaedia by
Bartholomew the Englishman. He knew romances and legends and had  a  wide
general knowledge.

We can only speculate  about  who Niclas’s teachers  were.  One of them may
have been Peter Luder, who  taught  poetics and was one of the first  humanists  at
Leipzig university, delivering the inaugural address in 1462. He had graduated at
an Italian university and studied at Heidelberg, Erfurt, Leipzig, Vienna  and Padua.
He also  taught  rhetoric and Popplau may have  acquired his skill in public  speaking
from him.“ There is no particular mention of Niclas in the records of Leipzig
university. It is likely he  never  gained his  bachelor’s degree, as only 20-30  per  cent
of  students  did so; only 5-8 per  cent  got their  master’s degree. In the arts faculty
the  trivium  — grammar, rhetoric and dialectic — and the  quadrivium  -—
mathematics, geometry, astronomy and music  —  were still taught. Apart from
lectures a large part of tuition consisted of disputations, exercises and rehearsing
the maten'al  that  had been discussed.  Students  lived in halls and people from one

country were supposed to live together, though  this rule was not always followed.
A  young man had to be  seventeen to be admitted to university, but boys younger
than fifteen  accompanied  by a  praeceptor  were  also accepted; Othlimacher,
mentioned  in the register of Leipzig university together with Niclas may have  been
one of those. The  account  of his travels does not reveal any knowledge of the
subjects of the  quadrivium  and he probably never reached  that  level.

Diplomatic Career  and  Travels.
Niclas’ return to Leipzig also  meant  he  returned  to trade, though  that was not what
he particularly wanted. He made  a  few business  trips  to Cracow, Venice, Rome and
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perhaps to Buda in Hungary. He  took  part in the campaign against the Hussitcs and

George Podiebrad, King of Bohemia. As  a young man he had become proficient in

tournament skills and for his part in the fighting he was granted  a  coat of arms,

together with his kinsmen Andreas Popplau, Lucas Eisenreich and  Peter  Krebil.

Popplau’s  coat  of arms consisted of  a  unicorn  on  a  red field; the  animal’s  upper

half was gold, its lower half lozenged in black and gold. The crest was two bull’s

horns, also half gold, half  lozenged in black and gold.  9  Originally the colours had

been black and  white, but  they were  changed  to black and gold in an imperial

document  of 1483. ‘0
Niclas was welcomed at the court of the Emperor Frederick III and  soon

became one of the  monarch’s  close associates. His  career  prospered, in spite of the

fact  that  the court was in  a  turmoil; he obtained  a knighthood  and c0uld put the

simple but important word van in front of his name. Records show  that  Niclas

became a  palatinus  in  1483, with  the right to nominate ten doctors of  canon  law,II

and he was  also  allowed to change his  coat  of arms. This was an impressive
achievement for the son of 'a  town  councillor and his newly acquired  status  gave

him  entry to the  other  courts of Europe.

Popplau’s  dangerous  and  adventurous  tour  of Europe may have  been inspired

by another, earlier journey made by Leo of Rozmital, a  brother-in-law of George

Podiebrad. Rozmital visited the  courts  and holy places of the Low Countries,

England, Britanny, France, Portugal, Italy, Austria and Bohemia. Popplau may

have  been  familiar with the reports written by Gabriel  Tetzel  and the Bohemian

Shashek, who both  took  part in the same journey. Their accounts are well known,

but are not as  interesting as Popplau’s.l2 His mission  cannot  have been undertaken

purely for pleasure, but  must  have  had a  secret, political purpose, witness his

description of the  castles  he saw, of the  military installations in the French naval

base of Honfleur and the particularly accurate  accounts  of the Portuguese

expeditions to Africa. He was also keen to  visit  churches, shrines and monasteries

whenever he could.
Niclas’ account  was  written with  the help of the detailed  notes  he  took  en

route.  Dates and days of the week, for example, are given correctly, although the

names of the weekdays are given in different ways. His  final  version was probably

composed at Ulm, where he was to report to the Emperor, and at Nuremberg,

where he fell ill between June 1485 and 25 May 1486.  He may have  finished his

work in the  summer  of 1486 in Breslau, where he was getting ready for his  next

journey, to  Moscow.  It is also possible that he wrote his report later, between  1487,
when he returned from Moscow and Poland, and  1489, when  he left again for

Moscow and Sweden. After his return home in 1489 he  fell  seriously ill and died

some time after 16 June 1490, perhaps in Nuremberg.

There are  very few sources to tell us  anything about the  last  petiod of Niclas’
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life. His will was made in September 1486, superseding a  previous one of 1474. In

it he left all his  assets  to  Caspar,  and Caspar and Peter Krebil were to be his

executors.  Sixteen marks were to be spent yearly in assisting the poorer members
of the family. According to the testimony of Hedwig, wife of Stanislaus
Reichenbach, Hieronymus and Nikolaus Eisenreich and Hieronymus Krebil, the

will was  executed by Caspar in 1494-95." On 28 April 1490, at Linz, the Emperor
Frederick III ordered at Nuremberg citizen, Ulrich  Rotmund,  to collect a tax  that
was still owing from the town of Lubeck, so  that  the Nuremberg councillor Hans
Gartner, who had advanced money to pay Niclas’ expenses, could be reimbursed.
Again at Linz, on 17  October  1490, a  letter from Emperor Frederick IH confirmed
that  the mayor and council of Nuremberg were to pay the sum of 300 Rhine
guilders to Sir  Nicolaus  von  Poppelaw."

The  Report  and its  History.

The earliest surviving information on Niclas’ tour comes from a Silesian
genealogist and headmaster of  a  grammar school in Liegnitz, Johannes Sinapius.l5
He knew  a  copy of a manuscript dated 1712, which originally had belonged to
Baron H.R. von  Hund; by 1748  it was in the former Rhediger library and today it is
held in the library of Wroclaw University.” Sinapius wrote a summary of
Popplau’s journeys and added the amazing information  that  he died in Alexandria
in 1489; this 'mistake has been repeated by historians ever since. In the late
eighteenth century,  when  a copy of Popplau’s  account  was well known,  83.
Klose, a  Breslau historian, became interested and published some information

based on it.'7 The holdings of the Breslau branch of the  State  Archives include an
exact  manuscript transcript of the 1712 copy of Popplau’s account, dated 19
August  —  12 November 1784.”

In 1792, Streit, the editor of  a  BreslaU'monthly journal, Schlesische
Monatschrift, published  a  shortened version of Popplau’s report, of which the
author  may have  been Klose.I9 In 1806 a valuable  text  of the report was printed,
unfortunately in  a  journal which appeared for one  year  only. Its editors, Oelsner
and Reiche, also heavily abbreviated the  text  by removing an interesting — but in
their opinion boring — long description of Popplau’s visit to Austria, Germany, the
Low Countries, Castile and Catalonia.”

In the first half of the nineteenth  century several serious historians became
interested in van Popplau and some work on him was published. The breakthrough
came with the discovery by a  Russian historian, N. Karamzin, of  a  document  in the
archives of Posolskij Prikaz — the Moscovite and, from 1547, Russian Foreign

Office until Peter the Great abolished it in 1700  —  recording the diplomatic visit of
Nikolai Poplev  to the court of the Grand  Duke  of Moscow, Ivan  III. The visit was

made on behalf of the Emperor Frederick III and took place in January 1489.
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Karamzin correctly identified  Poplev  as Popplau, and the result of his research was
published in St Petersburg in 1819.2' Continuing Karamzin’s work,  Soloviev  edited
the archives at Posolskij Prikaz in 1851.22 Since then the  text  of Popplau’s report
became the object of careful  study and has been made accessible to scholars. The

greatest contribution came from J. Fiedlerf-1 P. Karge,” and H. Uebersberger,” who
also published passages from Popplau’s report.

Of particular interest to Polish readers is the evidence contained in the report

of negotiations between Moscow and the Habsburgs directed against the

Jagiellonian dynasty that  ruled Poland. The puxpose of  these negotiations was to
thwart  Jagiellonian plans for the succession in Hungary, to occupy the Russian part

of Lithuania and possibly to compensate the two other parties to the alliance,

Sweden and Wallachia. Popplau’s first visit to Poland in 1486-87 was part of these
secret negotiations. Popplau was the perfect intermediary for the task: he was  a

friend of the wealthy, he was anti-semitic, he  hated  Islam, and was a devoted
Catholic and an unscrupulous man of the Renaissance. .

When he  left  Moscow, Popplau went  t_o Sweden, where he no doubt paid  a

visit to Sten  Sture, the regent.“ Next  he travelled to  Denmark, where he may have

met King Hans I, then to Lubeck and back to Germany. In the summer of 1490 he

wrote  a  letter from Nuremberg to the grand  duke, Ivan  III, asking for  a  couple of

elks (probably reindeer) for the emperor. In Moscow the letter was regarded as

rude and it was  never  answered. The reference to this letter in the  Pamjatniki” is

the  last  surviving piece of information on Popplau’ life.
There has been confusion about whether Popplau went to the Holy Land. As

his speech to Ivan HI proves, before leaving Germany for Russia he had told his

servants  that  he was travelling to the Holy Sepulchre  through  the  ‘Tartar  Fields’,

but  when  they crossed the border between Livonia and Moscow territory he

revealed his true destination. His servants had not been  very discreet and their

gossip gave  birth to the Holy Land  story, which is to be found only in Sinapius, but

was repeated several times. R. Roericht, who traced all German pilgrims to the

Holy Land, did not come across Popplau. He was told by a  Polish historian, Liske,

that  Popplau  went  to Russia rather than the Holy Land.“1 Another historian, Wutke,

author of  a  book  on Silesian pilgrims, was  also  sceptical  about Popplau’s  visit to

Palestine because he himself does not mention it.29 In 1888 all available
information was  summed  up by P. Pfotenhauer, who composed the entry on
Popplau for the  Allgemeine  Deutsche  Biographie.JD

It is likely that the  1712  copy of Popplaus  account  of his journey was made in
Germany. It may have been made by a nameless librarian of  Baron  Hildebrandt
Rudolf von  Hund, of Wirbitz, Silesia.  In  1748  the  Hund  collection went to

Breslaus‘I The  1712  copy appears to be  exact:  it does not  have  obvious  gaps in the

text, but  attempts  to find its original  have  been unsuccessful. The manuscript is
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well  preserved; it measures 32  x  22 cms, has 148  pages  (149-52 are blank); it is
covered with cardboard and grey paper. It is half  bound  in  brown  leather with  a
title of pressed gold and the  number  R. 319 on the spine. A round stamp inscribed
V. RHEDIGERSCH.  STADTBIBLIOTHEK  BRESLAU is on page  one; another
stamp, Bibl.  Im'v. Wratisl., is at the end. The pages are numbered in pencil, the  text
is written in brown  ink; the script is neo-gothic and difficult to  read.  The language
is based on the  fifteenth-century German  text,  but includes significant
modernizations.  Syntax  and vocabulary are similar to  that  of  Tetzel’s account  of
Rozmital’s  journey.  In places the copyist was unable to read the exemplar and
reproduced it unintelligibly. His spelling is  obscure, but there was, of  course,  no
standard spelling at the time. Place names were written phonetically and are often
incorrect; they may have  been copied directly from  the original. There are many
marginal notes, but it is not clear whether these  were  part of the original; since one
of  them  accuses  Popplau  of ‘Lutheranism’ some,  at least,  must  have been  written
after the Reformation.

'  In the twentieth  century, apart  from  the work of L. Petry;u F. Klein-
Braunschwaiger“ and R. Stein," scholars were not particularly interested in
Popplau. He remained unknown to the majority of Polish scholars, although an
anonymous  author  published  a  summary of Popplau’s  account  in 1828. This  text  is
similar to Karamzin’s version and has  often  been used in preference to that,  though
it  contains  several inaccuracies.” In Madrid in 1878 Javier Liske published a book
based on the printed edition, containing passages  from  Popplau’s account of his
journey through Spain and Portugal.” Liske’s  work  is often cited by specialists on
Spanish and Portuguese history and it is due to him  that  Popplau is still misnamed
as ‘Mikolaj of Popielewo’ or  even  ‘Stanislaus’. In  1932  S. Ciesielska-Borkowska
read the section of the report cited by Liske and summarised its  contents,  assuming
that Popplau was  a  Pole and adding a full bibliography.” Finally, A.F. Grabski
refers to him in his well known work on the Poles as seen by the West.”

In a  recent  book,.on the conflict between the Jagiellonian dynasty of Poland
and the Habsburgs  over  Hungary in the late fifteenth century;19 Niclas is called
‘Poppel’ or ‘of Popielewo’. On Popplau the  author used  the work of Fiedler,
Uebersberger, Karge and an unpublished  study by A. Leipold, Die  Ostpolitik
Koem'g Maximilian  ’s I. in den  Jahren 1490-1506, and he  dates  the visit to Moscow
to late 1486.40 He also used  Soloviev’s  edition of the  Pamjatniki  and suggests that  a
possible  reason for the delay of Popplau’s mission to Moscow may have been his
waiting for  more  certain knowledge  about  the political situation in  Hungary, rather
than his illness. It is likely, however,  that  the delay was caused by the problems the
Emperor was having in the Low Countries. The author’s view  that  ‘Poppel was
regarded as an adventurer and an intriguer in  Moscow’ is disputable."

The translation  I  published in 1996"2 of Popplau’s account of his travels is
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based  on the  oldest available manuscript,  of 1712; the 1784  transcript  is  identical.

In the  1806 edition  by Oelsner  and  Reiche, which  I  also consulted, some passages

are  lacking and  some names were changed, probably because  the  editors could  not

read them. I  hope  to  publish  a  German version  of my edition  in the  near  future.
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