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France: Historical Outline since 1560

I. The French Religious Wars (1562-1598)

a. Henry II (r. 1547-1559) signs the Peace of Cateau Cambrésis with Phillip II of Spain

b. Henry II dies in 1559, wife Catherine de’ Medici gains power through her young son Charles XI (r. 1560-1574) 

c. religious wars between French Catholics and Protestants (Huguenots) ( March 1562 sparks a series of civil wars

d. Bourbon family (nobility) and Gaspard de Coligny ( influential French Hugeunots

e. King orders murder of Coligny and the other Protestant leaders which leads to the infamous St. Bartholomew’s Day massacre on August 24, 1572 

f. Charles’ brother Henry III (r. 1574-1589), murdered by a priest is succeeded by the Protestant/Bourbon prince Henry of Navarre 

g. Henry of Navarre/Henry IV (r. 1589-1610) ( converts to Catholicism in 1953, “Paris is worth a mass” 

i. difficult to obtain power/trust of the masses

ii. “the civil war period proved to be an important phase in the incremental accommodation of the nobility to the power of the state”

h. Edict of Nantes, April 1598 ( granted religious toleration to Huguenots 

i. ends religious wars but does not solve the problem of religious/political division in France 

II. The Consolidation of Royal Authority in France (1598-1643) 

a. Under Henry IV, France recovers from years of civil war and becomes financially stable

i. Chief Minister, Maximilien de Béthune, duke of Sully (1560-1641) increases revenue by creating budget surplus through government control of taxation and makes centralized government more powerful 

ii. “paulette” created ( allows royal officeholders to own and pass on their offices to heirs, officeholding becomes property 

b. 1610, Henry IV assassinated by extremist Catholic, succeeded by 9-yr old son Louis XIII (r. 1610-1643) 

c. Huguenot rebellion in 1621, stronghold in the city of La Rochelle, eights years of civil religious war yet again

d. Cardinal Richelieu (1585-1642), Louis XIII’s leading minister and influential figure in the formation of the French State 

i. Peace of Alais (1629), reaffirms religious toleration of the Edict of Nantes but revokes the Protestants’ military/political privileges

ii. aggressive foreign policy to counter threat of Spanish Habsburgs ( aids Dutch, Swedish, and German Protestant armies fighting Spain in the 1630s

iii. raised taxes, created with alliance with Protestants, created new offices that undermined the power of the working class and peasantry ( left France in a state of famine and distress

e. Louis XIII and Richelieu die within 5-months of each other in 1642-43 ( succeeded by 5-yr old Louis XIV

III. The Last Challenge to Absolutism in France: The Fronde, 1648-1653

a. Louis XIV’s mother Anne of Austria (1601-1666) served as his regent together with her chief minister Mazarin (1602-1661) 

b. 1648, serious revolt to the crown began led by the Parlement of Paris, began a series of civil wars nicknamed “Fronde” 

c. Mazarin regained control of the kingdom 

i. concessions to individual aristocrats, eager to gain the fruits of royal service

ii. the Parlement and other citizens of the capital welcomed royal authority when civil war caused starvation and political unrest 

IV. France under Louis XIV, (r. 1661-1715)

a. assumed full control in 1661, after death of Mazarin

i. Peace of the Pyrenees in 1659 ended the wars with Spain in France’s favor and as a result he married the Spanish princess Maria Theresa 

b. used existing ranks of officials in new ways that increased government efficiency 

i. intimate number of men in High Council, the advisory board that handled all policymaking

ii. Jean-Baptiste Colbert (1619-1683), served as minister of finance and supervised most domestic policy from 1665-1683

1. used a mercantilist policy for France in which France became self-sufficient in goods, control of trade, and absolute currency value

c. 1673, Louis attempts to control France’s religious community and regain ties with the Pope

i. revokes Edict of Nantes in 1685, causing Protestant subjects to emigrate

ii. suspicious of any religious threats to the unity of his regimes, such as Protestants and Jansenists  

d. claimed to have the “divine right” of kingship ( monarchy was the divinely ordained form of government, absolutism as the successful focusing of energy, loyalties, and symbolic authority in the crown 

e. Louis marshaled the loyalty of the aristocracy through court life ( aristocrats were only able to wield political power at court 

f. literacy becomes widespread in France, literature and drama flourish 

V. The Burdens of War and the Limits of Power 

a. Louis great wars were sparked by his want for glory through expansion, concerned about territorial/economic advantages

b. size of French armies grew considerably, France kept more than 300,000 men in arms when at war under Louis XIV 

c. 1667, Louis’ first war, challenged Spanish power on French frontiers

i. demanded land from the Spanish Netherlands the large county on the eastern border called France-Comté

ii. Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle, France obtains few towns in the Spanish Netherlands

d. 1672, Dutch War

i. desired growth of the international trading economy, by gaining the seaborne trade that was currently dominated by the Dutch

ii. by 1674, German, Austrian and even English (at the beginning were allies with France) forces joined the Dutch

iii. 1678, French “victory” at the Pace of Nijmegen, gained control of seaborne trade and Spain ceded them further border areas in the Spanish Netherlands and control of the Franche-Comté

iv. war cost him more than he gained: increasing French casualties of war, end of internal finance reform due to costs of war

v. Colbert dies in 1683, ends era of innovation in the French regime 

e. 1688, Nine Years’ war or King William’s War 

i. Dutch opponent William of Orange stirred up all major anti-French powers such as Spain, the Netherlands, England, Austria, and major German states

ii. France invades Germany in hopes of claiming an inheritance there and also seizes the papal territory of Avignon in Southern France 

iii. Treaty of Ryswick (1697), Louis is forced to give up territories in Germany, the Spanish Netherlands, Northern Spain, Avignon goes back to the Pope

iv. left France with terrible burden of war taxes, combined with crop failures in 1693-94, France in terrible state

f. 1701 Louis’ Final War, the War of Spanish Succession 

i. Louis’ grandson Philip of Anjou given Spanish throne after the death of Charles II due to Louis marriage to Maria Theresa 

1. Louis insists that Philip is also heir to French throne though it would renounce the conditions of Charles’ will

2. Hapsburg Holy Roman emperor Leopold I forms a Great Alliance in 1701 with the Dutch and the English in response to the potential balance of European power 

ii. Peace of Utrecht, 1713

1. Philip V, first Bourbon king of Spain

2. Spanish Netherlands and territories in Italy ceded by a second treaty in 1714 to Austria 

3. England gains French lands in Canada and the Caribbean 

4. England controls its slave trade with Spanish colonies

iii. Louis XIV gains small amounts of valuable territory along France’s eastern border, but the costs of war were immense to France ( Overall: Louis’ government was innovative in early years but fell to the constrains of the state’s interest over the good of France

VI. 1715-1789, The Enlightenment

a. intellectual movement that applied to political and social thought, belief grew that society must be grounded on rational foundations determined by humans ( sustained self-conscious reflection

b. French Philosophes; an informal philosopher, thinker, critic 

i. Voltaire (1694-1778) – provided critical stimulus to French thought with his Philosophical letters and his importance also lies in his embodiment of the spirit of 18th century rationalism 

c. French Paradox ( France was the center of cultural and intellectual life yet was restricted by it’s autocratic nature and ties to the Catholic church 

d. French government facing two critical problems

i. the strength of the old order of privileged elites

ii. state debt from the wars of Louis XIV

e. Louis XV (r. 1715-1774), during reign parlement reclaims right to challenge royal edicts creating tension between itself and the royal courts

i. Louis proved to be an ineffective, lazy ruler ( was forced to take action during the 1760s due to France’s government debt

ii. throws support behind his chancellor, Nicolas de Maupeou who dissolved the parlements in 1771 and sought to create new law courts that disallowed judges from having independent power 

iii. dies in 1774, reform ends when Louis XVI takes over and restores the parlements 

f. France seeks a revival of the Estates General (last met in 1614) as well as new local, decentralized councils ( Estates General finally recalled in 1788, France on the brink of revolution

VII. The French Revolution (1789-1799): Beginnings

a. Louis XVI (r. 1774-1793) gains control of crown after death of Louis XV

i. aided the American Revolution in 1775, sending France into even deeper debt

ii. fiscal crisis of the monarchy + grain shortages left the French population starved 

iii. 1787, king called “Assembly of Notables” to challenge parlement, Estates General created instead and fist convened in May 1789

1. First Estate (clergy)

2. Second Estate (nobles)

3. Third Estate (commoners) ( had twice as many deputies than other two, reflected radical thought and seized power allowing a the revolution to begin

b. 1789: The Revolution begins

i. Estates General meeting at Versailles ends with demand for formal constitution

ii. June 17, Third Estate renames itself National Assembly of France

iii. Louis calls troops to Paris out of fear that the Assembly would challenge his monarchial authority, this strikes a chord amongst the masses and on July 14 the storming of the Bastille took place

iv. end of August, Assembly issues the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen 

v. October 5, protesters march to Versailles and demand grain and Louis accepts the constitutional role the Assembly assigns him  

VIII. The French Revolution (1789-1799): Phases

a. The First Phase: 1789-1791

