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The Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis, 3 April 1559, has always played a major role in the traditional history 

of international relations, marking the end of the »Italian wars« and the consecration of nearly a 

century of Spanish domination in Europe. Not for nothing did Henri Hauser call his 1933 »Peuples et 

civilisations« volume on the period 1559–1660 »La prépondérance espagnole«. The other long-

standing image of the treaty is one in which the French crown is forced to conclude a highly 

unfavourable treaty which generated a range of resentments and conflicts within France at the loss of 

honour represented by the abandonment of Italy after such prolonged expenditure in terms of men and 

money. Frequently it has been seen as an agreement to turn an international war into a hunt for 

heresy and thus to usher in a long period of civil strife. Bertrand Haan has correctly understood that 

historical models for understanding this key treaty have scarcely changed since the nineteenth century 

and that a re-evaluation of the evidence is long overdue. Very broadly speaking, he argues that the 

outcome of the Treaty was more evenly balanced between France and Spain that is usually assumed, 

though certainly registering a Habsburg military advantage. 

Haan has understood that it is useless to study the Treaty without putting it firmly in the context of the 

previous generation of war and diplomacy. The years from1551 to 1559 were the longest and most 

costly period of warfare in the era of Habsburg-Valois conflict (despite being interrupted by a truce 

from 1556 to 1557). This created its own dynamic. During that period, the military balance between 

France and the Habsburgs fluctuated sharply. The years 1551–1553 saw the momentous French 

treaty with the German princes, the »voyage d’Allemagne« and the siege of Metz. These were severe 

setbacks for Habsburg power. On the other hand the campaign of 1554 in the Low Countries saw 

something of a stalemate and both sides were willing to negotiate at the conference of Marck and the 

talks leading to the truce of Vaucelles early in 1556. The resumption of war in 1557, widely blamed on 

the ambitions of the house of Lorraine and on the Pope, at first saw French advances in Italy but then 

the significant defeat in the north at Saint-Quentin. Though the duke of Guise redeemed this defeat to 

some extent by the capture of Calais, another French defeat at Gravelines in the summer of 1558 

encouraged a further round of negotiations despite the confrontation of two great armies near Amiens 

in August. This time, with the military balance more in Habsburg favour, the negotiations were pushed 

to a conclusion. One further element contributed to a willingness to negotiate; both sides were under 

extreme financial difficulty by 1558. This was not so much a matter of income as of credit and here the 

French monarchy was perhaps more seriously encumbered after the re-commencement of war in 

1557. Haan explores these problems fully, pointing out, however, how little the material and financial 

problems of the monarchies surfaced in the correspondence of the negotiators.
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The negotiations at Cercamp and Cateau-Cambrésis had to solve a vast array of claims, counter-

claims and acquisitions by force of arms made as far back as 1512 (Navarre) – perhaps as far back as 

1477 (the French conquest of Burgundy) and as recently as 1558 (Calais and Thionville). Many of 

these claims and rights had seemed to become insoluble over the decades and had lain like 

landmines in the path of a definitive solution to the problem. One of the virtues of Haan’s analysis is 

that he is able to disentangle how so many of these claims could be settled in 1559. To take a major 

example, he stresses the importance of juridical right in the settlement of international disputes. Thus 

at the conference of Marck in 1555, the French envoys had doggedly insisted that their king would 

keep his acquisitions by right of conquest – jus belli. The question of Calais was one of the most 

intractable (and it should be remembered that the Treaty had to be an interlocking one between 

France-Spain and France-England). On one argument, the French wished to claim Calais as a 

conquest by right of war but they also wanted to argue that it was the recapture of a territory which 

was legitimately part of France. They could not easily have it both ways. Calais was legally English 

territory by the Treaty of Brétigny, however, and could only be retained by the assertion of a right of 

conquest. As for territories elsewhere, it was difficult in any case to defend French juridical rights in 

Siena or Corsica and these could be compromised, but when it came to the Three Bishoprics, the 

French case was stronger. It was true that it rested on a treaty with the princes of the Empire which 

they were not entitled to conclude, but both Charles V and Philip II had acquired territories from the 

Empire (Utrecht and military dominance at Cambrai) which they were unwilling to give up. The 

arguments were therefore more balanced. As for Milan, the arguments had been seriously engaged in 

at Marck but in 1559 were allowed to sleep. They were insoluble.

Haan’s discussion of the processes of negotiation is valuable. He outlines the places chosen for peace 

talks (often situated in neutral territory such as the Calais Pale (1555) and Cambrésis (1558–1559), 

sometimes half-way between the two zones of military control. The locations for the residence of 

envoys, their formal talks and informal discussions were also carefully considered and balanced. As 

for the negotiators, these were selected among those close to their rulers, well anchored at court and 

in clienteles and experienced in diplomacy. The personnel were thus highly placed and able but these 

were not talks conducted on the elaborate and elegant level of Cambrai in 1529; the emphasis was 

more practical and the lodgings provided adequate rather than luxurious. Participation by other princes 

was limited. The duke of Savoy deputed his claims to Philip II. Antoine de Bourbon and Jeanne 

d’Albret were able to send representatives concerning Navarre to one session. England participated in 

the talks but in a subordinate fashion and in collaboration with the Habsburg representatives. Neutral 

mediation had always been a problem but in 1558–1559 Christine of Lorraine served the useful 

purpose of a princess whom both sides thought they could control.

When it came down to a significant decision, as Haan indicates, the situation was much more 

balanced than previous historians have argued. Lucien Romier, for instance, thought that the terms of 

the treaty stemmed from a decision taken by Henri II on 7–8 November 1558 to accept the Spanish 

demands for the return of the Savoyard territories in return for evacuation of Picardy. In fact the 

situation as revealed by the correspondence on both sides, was much more complex and nuanced. 
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The French King actually seems to have made clear that he could not give up Calais and the talks 

were in danger of falling apart. When this demand reached Philip II’s council, a majority were in favour 

of a return to war should the finances be available. But as this was not the case, the ultimate advice 

given was to continue talking. First, the duke of Savoy was strong-armed into accepting marriage to 

Marguerite de France Henri II’s sister (who at 36 was judged unlikely to bear children and therefore 

undermine his dynastic continuity – in fact she did bear him an heir, the later Charles Emanuel I). At 

this point the death of Mary Tudor suspended negotiations, though it was clear a solution could be 

found concerning Italy. When talks began again at Cateau-Cambrésis on 10 February 1559, it looks as 

though Elizabeth I had decided that there had to be an agreement, preferring to reserve all her rights if 

she could not regain Calais. When the French put forward the face-saving suggestion of a French 

occupation for eight years, this was accepted by an English delegation, for whom the defence of the 

Scottish frontier was apparently now more important. The French King was prepared to concede 

enough in Scotland. After that the necessary compromises over possessions in Italy were worked out 

rapidly by the signing of the treaty on 3 April.

Finally, Haan subjects the argument, most notably championed by Lucien Romier, that the Treaty was 

designed to open the way to co-operation between France and Spain in the war against Protestantism. 

Protestant leaders in the age of religious wars certainly argued, and with some evidence, that the 

combat against heresy was a major objective. But he points out that attitudes to heresy in France and 

Spain were very different. Moreover, Henri II made little mention of the problem of heresy in the course 

of the negotiations. Only once the treaty was concluded did the French court seek to justify its policy in 

terms of combating the evils of heresy. The exact terms of Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis were kept 

unusually secret at the time and this may have given rise to suspicions. Moreover, the evacuation of 

Piedmont was a stain on French honour and had to be justified. But Haan is quite categorical that 

there was no concerted plan to destroy Protestantism; both kingdoms reacted in their own ways to 

different problems.

This is as scholarly and perceptive a study of the treaty as one could hope for. The multi-lingual 

correspondence on both sides is thoroughly mastered, the problems perceptively discussed and a 

fresh interpretation of high-level diplomacy offered. Finally, a useful text of the treaty is given as an 

appendix.
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