Laurie Bailon

AP Euro, Per. 2

10/15/04

Cardinal Richelieu, the Thirty Years’ War, and the Treaty of Westphalia

The Thirty Year’s War began as a religious conflict within the Holy Roman Empire. Germany, a fragmented nation, was divided between Catholics and Protestants. In addition, the Peace of Augsburg did not recognize Calvinism as a legal religion. Thus, religious differences were between Catholics and Protestants, as well as between Lutherans and Calvinists. By 1635, when France entered, the Thirty Years’ War became fueled by political issues. Cardinal Richelieu of France fought for his country’s supremacy. A centralized Germany threatened the existence of France. Allied with Sweden, France opposed the Hapsburg powers of Germany and Spain. Eventually, the war ended in deadlock, with the Treaty of Westphalia balancing the powers of Catholicism and Protestantism. Protestant states of the Holy Roman Empire were recognized as independent nations. The Hapsburg powers weakened, and France grew in power. 

Cardinal Richelieu’s first priority was to establish France as a supreme European authority. He aspired to make France a powerful, centralized state. To do so, he consolidated royal authority, making the king the absolute ruler. Threatening forces—the Huguenots and nobles—were crushed. Also by 1631, his enemies in the government were replaced. Though he was a devout Catholic, Richelieu supported an anti-Hapsburg policy. Preventing Hapsburg supremacy over Europe became his main concern. If the German states were united, Richelieu feared France would be destroyed.  Because of his foreign policy to protect France from Hapsburg dominance, Richelieu entered his country into the Thirty Year’s War. 

Technically, France entered the war in 1619, indirectly supporting the emperor. It was not until 1630, when an alliance between King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden, the new Protestant leader, and Cardinal Richelieu was made, that France became a major force against the Hapsburgs. What began as a German religious conflict transformed into an international political feud. Catholic France and Protestant Sweden joined together against the Catholic Hapsburgs, in order to protect the well being of the two united countries. After Adolphus was assassinated in 1632, the emperor and the German Protestant princes ended the Swedish period of the war with the Treaty of Prague. This treaty strengthened Hapsburg power and weakened the authority of the German princes. The settlement reached in the Treaty, however, was ruined by the French decision to directly intervene in the war. 


Still with the intention of weakening Hapsburg power, Cardinal Richelieu began plotting against Spain and Philip IV, its Hapsburg king, in what is called the French Period of the Thirty Years’ War. Together with Sweden, France aided in the weakening of the Holy Roman Empire. With France’s success against Spain, Richelieu was able to send larger forces into Germany, allowing victory to favor France, Sweden, and the German Protestants. The war also occupied most of the rest of Europe. France opposed Spain in the Low Countries, the Iberian peninsula, while Sweden opposed Denmark. Though Austrian forces gained some control in France, the success was only temporary. After the French won a long series of victories, Cardinal Richeliey died, succeeded by Mazarin, in 1642. Shortly after, the war ended with the Peace of Westphalia in 1648. 


The Thirty Years’ War proved that neither Protestants nor Catholics could be completely powerful. The Treaty of Westphalia proved the success of Richelieu in achieving his goals. It recognized the power of the separate German princes, fragmenting the Holy Roman Empire into virtually independent states. Ultimately, the settlement weakened the authority of the Holy Roman Emperor, ending any hopes of restoring Germany into a centralized Catholic state. The end of the Thirty Years’ War left Hapsburg Spain left isolated. Its war against France continued until 1659. The Treaty of Pyrenees allowed France to take part of the Spanish Netherlands and some property in northern Spain, again weakening the European Hapsburg powers. The Treaties of Westphalia and Pyrenees established France as the predominant power in Europe.  

France was to become the most powerful nation in Europe, if Richelieu’s goals were reached. Fortunately for the French, the Treaty of Westphalia weakened the Holy Roman Empire and the Hapsburg power. France’s safety against a united Germany was secure. France was a centralized state, and the king an absolute ruler. Richelieu was the key to French success as the most influential European power. 

The political decentralization and religious conflict of seventeenth century Germany set the stage for the Thirty Years’ War. Germany was a fragmented nation that many European rulers began pressing in on—for trade, land, and legal privileges within certain principalities. German princes opposed any efforts to unite the Holy Roman Empire, gaining support from France, Denmark, and Sweden against the emperor. Protestants held suspicions of an imperial and papal conspiracy forming to restore a Catholic Europe. An imperial diet was established that observed the actions and rights of Germans. 

Within the Empire, the population was equally divided between Catholics and Protestants. However, Protestants gained political control in some Catholic areas. The Catholics seemed to hold more toleration for Protestants than vice versa. Lutherans were less lenient and less complying to the rights designated in the Peace of Augsburg. Though conflict existed between Protestants and Catholics, the Protestant cause was divided as well—liberal Lutherans versus conservative Lutherans, and Lutherans versus Calvinists. Although the Peace of Augsburg did not recognize Calvinism as a legal religion, Frederick III of Palatine made it the official religion of his domain. Eventually, a Protestant alliance was headed by Palatine Calvinists, receiving support from England, France, and the Netherlands. The Calvinists criticized the Lutheran doctrine of Christ’s real presence in the Eucharist. The Lutherans, consequently, feared the Calvinists almost as much as they did the Catholics.

With the beginning of the Counter-Reformation came the success of the Jesuits throughout the empire. They won back major cities—Strasbourg and Osnaburck—to the Catholic cause. Maximilian of Bavaria organized a Catholic League to counter a Protestant alliance led by Frederick IV of Palatine. The league formed a great army, setting the stage for both an internal and international war. 

