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The standard history of international relations in the early modern period tends to argue that war was 

endemic in the first half of the sixteenth century and that, by 1559, the major powers were financially 

exhausted and forced to live through a long period of peace as a result of that exhaustion. Bertrand 

Haan, who has already published an important monograph on the Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis, 

pursues in this study the story of Franco-Spanish relations during the following decade, a period often 

neglected in studies of early modern international relations but one characterised by negotiations 

between the major powers rather than the wars which had dominated the half century before 1559. 

Haan advances the challenging thesis that the relations between the major powers after 1559 were 

the product of a real desire to maintain »amity between princes« and that contemporaries were quite 

aware that, whereas the peace treaties of the era of Francis I and Charles V were regarded just as 

truces in an on-going conflict, the Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis meant something different and was 

indeed a real peace. He also asks whether war or diplomacy determined the relations between major 

powers in the sixteenth century and questions whether war was the »default mode« of international 

relations. 

Plainly, Franco-Spanish relations did not again involve open war until after 1590 (and indeed no 

declared war before Henri IV’s declaration in 1595). However, the reasons for this are to be found as 

much in the internal state of France, notably in Spanish ability to influence French internal politics, as 

much as in any desire to pursue peaceful relations. So, Haan argues that the period of rapprochement 

down to 1570 was the result of political calculation backed by dynastic alliance rather than real 

warmth, also by common strategies against the Reformation. In those terms there was real desire for 

agreement. Crucially, he works on the assumption that the character of international relations in the 

age of princes was marked by personal relations that distinguished it from realpolitik and that amity 

was an expression of the ideal relations between Christian princes. Catherine de Medici wrote in 1561 

of the »amity of individuals, as there is between all princes« but this was in itself a very ambiguous 

concept paralleled by the idea of »alliance«, backed up often by marriages, that linked kingdoms as 

well as princes. He is perfectly aware, of course, that the forms of interchange between princes could 

conceal duplicity and hypocrisy as well as being sometimes little more than expressions of courtesy. 

He argues, however, that what is important is not so much the reality or otherwise of such 

interchanges as the forms and influences they represent. Nor does the norm of amity preclude the 

continuation of conflicts over real strategic interests. The Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis depended on 

the assumption that France would rein in its contacts with the Ottoman Sultan and the German 

Protestant princes (the latter less of a problem for Philip II than for Charles V) It was also expected in 
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Spain that France would withdraw from attempts at colonisation in the New World. In none of these 

areas could France entirely give up its claims. The French presence in Florida was eliminated but 

relations with the Ottomans and the English encapsulated the obstacles to a full understanding. Philip 

II was reluctant to condemn English intervention in French civil conflicts; France was reluctant to 

forego its privileges with the Turks, though the Ottoman alliance gradually became a less offensive 

one.

The religious dimension of Franco-Spanish relations at a time of conflict and civil war is a highly 

complex problem. Haan understandably distances himself from the view, characterised by Nicola 

Sutherland, that the growing Spanish influence in French affairs during the 1560s was a sort of high 

road to the massacre of Saint Bartholomew. We can illustrate Haan’s discussion by considering a 

couple of major cruxes. One of these was the position of Antoine de Bourbon as lieutenant-general of 

the kingdom during 1561 and 1562. Antoine had built up a serious support base among the Protestant 

communities and nobility but was undermined by his determination to gain some kind of compensation 

for the loss of his wife’s kingdom of Navarre to Spain in 1512. This was a long-running dispute, 

masked by the Guise domination of the government machine in 1560. Once Antoine had taken a more 

central role in government with the accession of Charles IX, his claims could not be ignored by Philip II 

and Catherine de Medici. Yet Philip, who obviously wished, through his envoy Chantonnay, to detach 

him from the Protestant cause, could not bring himself to offer any more than promises, while 

Catherine, though she ostensibly backed his claims through the French ambassador in Spain, was 

primarily interested in getting him diverted from affairs in France (as she made plain in a letter to the 

bishop of Limoges in April 1561). Philip II may have argued that he wished the government of France 

»to be in the hands of he who follows the path of true faith« but proved exceptionally devious in 

stringing Antoine along as far as he could until the issue was resolved by the latter’s death at the siege 

of Rouen. Haan, I think rightly, sees Antoine’s claims as a destabilising factor in the relations between 

the two monarchies and both were ultimately relieved by his death. The lengthy episode, though, 

vividly illustrates the inextricability of politics and religion in the period.

The meeting between the courts of France and Spain at Bayonne in June-July 1565 is another such 

crux. Denounced rapidly by Protestants as the moment at which a project for the violent elimination of 

heresy was mapped out between Catherine and Alva (representing Philip II) it has remained ever 

since a subject a strident argument. The personal meeting between monarchs has an important and 

interesting history in the sixteenth century not entirely replete with successes. Nevertheless the 

conviction that personal contact was of the essence, that ambassadors could conduct, as it were, a 

remote control conversation between princes but that nothing could substitute for the real thing, 

remained compelling. Philip II himself remained unwilling to participate in person. Catherine was 

pushing forward the idea in the early 1560s but Philip, never a willing traveller, was not keen. But by 

1564, Catherine had many reasons to press further for such a meeting, not least her desire to re-

enforce her role as defender of the Catholic faith at a time when Catholic discontent with the working 

out of the Edict of 1563 was growing. That she could present herself as interlocutor with the major 

power of the age would reinforce her political power in France. For Philip II, fears of French and 
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German Protestant intervention in the Low Countries came to bear. The eventual meeting at Bayonne 

brought forth some surprises for the participants. While Alva and Manrique were keen to reinforce 

Catholicism within France, Catherine actually seems, in return for a general alliance of Catholic 

princes buttressed by marriages and concessions of territory to her younger son Orléans, to have 

offered the implementation of the Council of Trent and the eventual suppression of Protestantism. 

While most historians have regarded these propositions as dissimulation, some, including Denis 

Crouzet, have accepted that they represented a coherent strategy. This is complicated by the desire of 

both sides to minimise the political importance of the meetings and stress the ceremonial and social 

side. Haan sees the meetings as verifying his understanding of »amity between princes« at a time of 

growing confessional conflict.

Haan’s analysis is particularly acute when looking at the cultural aspects of the subject and the context 

of Renaissance thought on friendship. This provides an important dimension to the book. The princely 

meetings of the earlier sixteenth century intermixed amity, alliance and cultural interchange. Much the 

same rhetoric was then used as by the diplomats of the 1560s, though the personal relations, say, 

between Francis I and Henry VIII, ostensibly so close, never outweighed their consciousness of rivalry 

and of conflicting interests. One also has to consider whether the fact that the king of France was a 

child through much of the 1560s contributed to the muted nature of the inevitable rivalry between 

princes in that decade.

The research for this thought-provoking book is based on a rich range of sources. These include not 

only the Spanish documents which have been printed by the Spanish Royal Historical Academy in the 

multi-volume »Negociaciones con Francia« but important publications of the papers of the French 

ambassadors Saint-Sulpice, L’Aubespine and Fourquevaux (many of the latter even relatively recently 

sold on the autograph market). These are complemented by a wide range of archival sources in 

France, Spain and Belgium. Haan shows himself to be a master of this documentation and the book is 

an important addition to the literature on early modern international relations.
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