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SETTING THE STAGE In 1559, King Henry II of France died, leaving four
young sons. Three of them ruled, one after the other, but all proved incompetent.
The real power behind the throne during this period was their mother, Catherine
de Médicis. Catherine tried to preserve royal authority, but growing conflicts
between Catholics and Huguenots—French Protestants—rocked the country.
Between 1562 and 1598, Huguenots and Catholics fought eight religious wars.
Chaos spread through France.

Religious Wars and Power Struggles

In 1572, the St. Bartholomew’ Day Massacre in Paris sparked a six-week,
nationwide slaughter of Huguenots. The massacre occurred when many
Huguenot nobles were in Paris. They were attending the marriage of Catherine’s
daughter to a Huguenot prince, Henry of Navarre. Most of these nobles died, but
Henry survived.

Henry of Navarre Descended from the popular medieval king Louis IX, Henry
was robust, athletic, and handsome. In 1589, when both Catherine and her last
son died, Prince Henry inherited the throne. He became Henry IV, the first King
of the Bourbon dynasty in France. As king, he showed himself to be decisive,
fearless in battle, and a clever politician.

Many Catholics, including the people of Paris, opposed Henry. For the sake of
his war-weary country, Henry chose to give up Protestantism and become a
Catholic. Explaining his conversion, Henry reportedly declared, “Paris is well
worth a mass.”

In 1598, Henry took another step toward healing France’s wounds. He
declared that the Huguenots could live in peace in France and set up their own
houses of worship in some cities. This declaration of religious toleration was
called the Edict of Nantes.

Aided by an adviser who enacted wise financial policies, Henry devoted his
reign to rebuilding France and its prosperity. He restored the French monarchy
to a strong position. After a generation of war, most French people welcomed
peace. Some people, however, hated Henry for his religious compromises. In
1610, a fanatic leaped into the royal carriage and stabbed Henry to death.




Louis XIIl and Cardinal Richelieu After Henry IV’s death,
his son Louis XIII reigned. Louis was a weak king, but in
1624, he appointed a strong minister who made up for all of
Louis’s weaknesses.

Cardinal Richelieu (RIHSH+uh*L0O) became, in effect, the
ruler of France. For several years, he had been a hard-working
leader of the Catholic church in France. Although he tried sin-
cerely to lead according to moral principles, he was also ambi-
tious and enjoyed exercising authority. As Louis XIII’s minister,
he was able to pursue his ambitions in the political arena.

Richelieu took two steps to increase the power of the
Bourbon monarchy. First, he moved against Huguenots. He
believed that Protestantism often served as an excuse for
political conspiracies against the Catholic king. Although
Richelieu did not take away the Huguenots’ right to worship,
he forbade Protestant cities to have walls. He did not want
them to be able to defy the king and then withdraw behind
strong defenses.

Second, he sought to weaken the nobles’ power. Richelieu
ordered nobles to take down their fortified castles. He
increased the power of government agents who came from the
middle class. The king relied on these agents, so there was
less need to use noble officials. 4 Cardinal

Richelieu also wanted to make France the strongest state in Europe. The great-
est obstacle to this, he believed, was the Hapsburg rulers, whose lands surrounded
France. The Hapsburgs ruled Spain, Austria, the Netherlands, and parts of the Holy
Roman Empire. To limit Hapsburg power, Richelieu involved France in the Thirty
Years’ War. A)

Writers Turn Toward Skepticism

As France regained political power, a new French intellectual movement devel-
oped. French thinkers had witnessed the religious wars with horror. What they saw
turned them toward skepticism, the idea that nothing can ever be known for cer-
tain. These thinkers expressed an attitude of doubt toward churches that claimed to
have the only correct set of doctrines. To doubt old ideas, skeptics thought, was the
first step toward finding truth.

Montaigne and Descartes Michel de Montaigne lived during the worst years of
the French religious wars. After the death of a dear friend, Montaigne thought
deeply about life’s meaning. To communicate his ideas, Montaigne developed a
new form of literature, the essay. An essay is a brief work that expresses a person’s
thoughts and opinions.

In one essay, Montaigne pointed out that whenever a new belief arose, it
replaced an old belief that people once accepted as truth. In the same way, he went
on, the new belief would also probably be replaced by some different idea in the
future. For these reasons, Montaigne believed that humans could never have abso-
lute knowledge of what is true.

Another French writer of the time, René Descartes, was a brilliant thinker. In his
Meditations on First Philosophy, Descartes examined the skeptical argument that
one could never be certain of anything. Descartes used his observations and his
reason to answer such arguments. In doing so, he created a philosophy that influ-
enced modern thinkers and helped to develop the scientific method. Because of
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this, he became an important figure in the Enlightenment,
which you will read about in Chapter 22.

Louis XIV Comes to Power

The efforts of Henry IV and Richelieu to strengthen the
French monarchy paved the way for the most powerful ruler
in French history—Louis XIV. In Louis’s view, he and the
state were one and the same. He reportedly boasted, “L’état,
c’est moi,” meaning “I am the state.” Although Louis XIV
became the strongest king of his time, he was only a four-
year-old boy when he began his reign.
Louis, the Boy King When Louis became king in 1643
after the death of his father, Louis XIII, the true ruler of
France was Richelieu’s successor, Cardinal Mazarin
(MAZ=uh*RAN). Mazarins greatest triumph came in 1648,
with the ending of the Thirty Years’ War.

Many people in France, particularly the nobles, hated
Mazarin because he increased taxes and strengthened the

Louis XIV
1638-1715
Although Louis XIV stood only 5 feet

5 inches tall, his erect and dignified
posture made him appear much
taller. (It also helped that he wore
high-heeled shoes.)

Louis had very strong likes and
dislikes. He hated cities and loved to

central government. From 1648 to 1653, violent anti-
Mazarin riots tore France apart. At times, the nobles who
led the riots threatened the young king’s life. Even after the
violence was over, Louis never forgot his fear or his anger
at the nobility. He determined to become so strong that they

travel through France’s countryside.
The people who traveled with him
were at his mercy, however, for he
allowed no stopping except for his
own comfort.

It is small wonder that the vain
Louis XIV liked to be called the Sun
King. He believed that, as with the
sun, all power radiated from him.
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could never threaten him again.

In the end, the nobles’ rebellion failed for three reasons.
Its leaders distrusted one another even more than they dis-
trusted Mazarin. In addition, the government used violent
repression. Finally, peasants and townspeople grew weary
of disorder and fighting. For many years afterward, the peo-
ple of France accepted the oppressive laws of an absolute
king. They were convinced that the alternative—rebellion—
was even worse. B)

Louis Weakens the Nobles’ Authority When Cardinal
Mazarin died in 1661, the 22-year-old Louis took control of

the government himself. He weakened the power of the
nobles by excluding them from his councils. In contrast, he

increased the power of the government agents called intendants, who collected
taxes and administered justice. To keep power under central control, he made sure
that local officials communicated regularly with him.

Economic Growth Louis devoted himself to helping France attain economic, polit-
ical, and cultural brilliance. No one assisted him more in achieving these goals than
his minister of finance, Jean Baptiste Colbert (kawl*'BEHR). Colbert believed in
the theory of mercantilism. To prevent wealth from leaving the country, Colbert
tried to make France self-sufficient. He wanted it to be able to manufacture every-
thing it needed instead of relying on imports.

To expand manufacturing, Colbert gave government funds and tax benefits to
French companies. To protect France’s industries, he placed a high tariff on goods
from other countries. Colbert also recognized the importance of colonies, which
provided raw materials and a market for manufactured goods. The French govern-
ment encouraged people to migrate to France’s colony in Canada. There the fur
trade added to French trade and wealth.




