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Everyone knows the quotation, attributed to authors as various as Blaise Pascal, Mark Twain and 

Winston Churchill, in which a writer apologizes for having written a long letter, on the grounds that he 

did not have time to write a short one. This expresses the truth that concision and brevity are far more 

difficult to achieve than prolixity and are only possible when the author has a real mastery of his 

subject. Lothar Schilling has that mastery. In only 144 pages of text he provides an overview of France 

in the long seventeenth century which is nuanced, constantly readable and judicious. His style is 

limpidly clear and he gives the reader a good sense of the development of historiography in relation to 

the period and, at times, of the judgments he himself has had to make in structuring his material. The 

book does not simply retell the facts - a common feature of very short accounts of complex matters - 

but rather conveys the sense of history as a constant process of re-assessment and understanding. 

Schilling begins in the reign of Henri IV with the Edict of Nantes (1598) which ended the Wars of 

Religion in France and gave limited tolerance to French Protestants, takes the reader up through the 

reign of Louis XIII and ends with the death of Louis XIV. The title of the book - the century of Louis XIV 

– is meant, he tells us, as a homage to Voltaire’s »Le siècle de Louis XIV« (1751).

We do not, however, get to the person of Louis himself until the last twenty pages but are first given 

the tools to understand that extraordinary monarch’s strengths and weaknesses. Section I - ‘the 

fundamentals’ - provides an overview of France itself during the period: its geography, its social 

structures, its economy, its religious tensions and its political institutions – the court, the various 

councils, the parlements, the administration. This never becomes dry but reminds students, for whom 

the book is written, of the many aspects that belong to a full historical assessment of any period. In the 

ten pages on the French economy, for instance, Schilling highlights the minor role played by the state 

compared to today, discusses the provision of food, housing and clothing, the rise of luxury 

manufactures, the organization of the agrarian sector, the guilds, cottage industries, internal and 

external trade, banking and finance, and the transport of goods. Again, because of the intended 

readership, nothing is taken for granted by way of prior knowledge. Every term that is used, from 

»honnête homme« to »huguenot« to historical terms such as Bourdieu’s »symbolic capital« are 

explained in clearly marked separate text passages, according to the conventions of this series of 

»compact histories«. 

Section II places France within Europe’s power structures and provides a clear summary of French 

foreign policy throughout the century. Schilling discusses the long series of offensive wars conducted 

from 1630 on and analyzes the motivation behind them and what they achieved. He ends with Louis 

XIV’s last two wars, the Nine Years War (1688–1697) and the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–
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1714), both of them extremely costly, both of them causing the general population untold suffering and 

neither of them victorious.

The third and final section of the book concerns itself with internal policy and internal power structures, 

from the reign of Henri IV, through the regency of Maria de’ Medici, the reign of Louis XIII, the 

dominance of Cardinals Richelieu and Mazarin to Louis XIV’s fifty-four year reign in his own person 

from Mazarin’s death in 1661 to his own in 1715. This long perspective is both interesting in itself and 

helpful in bringing to the fore Louis’s achievements up to 1685. Schilling provides an insight into the 

king’s style of government, his relationship to his ministers and to the nobility and into the function of 

his court. Louis’s self-stylization and his genius for staging and propagating his own status through the 

arts, architecture and the media are given an extended treatment. The last years from the revocation 

of the Edict of Nantes in 1685 to Louis’s death are analyzed in the final pages of this section – the 

worsening economic situation, the poverty of the people, the rise and dissemination of critical views 

and the evolution of factions at court are all discussed, before a final summing-up sets out the 

achievements of Louis’s reign.

Schilling concedes that Louis left behind a massive national debt as a result of his wars and that his 

aggressive foreign policy had set the rest of Europe against France. At the same time, France had 

expanded its territory, was better administered than at the end of the sixteenth century and its 

economy was able to recover quickly. In addition, France had set the tone for court culture throughout 

Europe and through this cultural dominance had established the French language as the language of 

diplomacy and polite society for at least the next hundred years.

 Finally Schilling addresses the question of absolutism, which, in the black-and-white form his readers 

may have learned in school, he considers too simplistic to encompass many of the features of French 

monarchical government under Louis XIV1. Among these he cites Louis’s willingness to enter into 

compromises with the nobility in order to win their loyalty, his constant need to legitimate himself and 

win acceptance by propagating and manipulating his image and the importance he placed on 

maintaining networks of loyal clients in order to achieve stability.

In sum: this book should not only be pressed into the hands of any student interested in seventeenth 

century France. It should be read by any young historian as a model for how to write crisply and 

interestingly about a much-discussed and much-researched period and how to convey complexity 

without sacrificing clarity. 

1 See other contributions by him on this topic: Lothar Schilling (Hg.): Absolutismus, ein unersetzliches 
Forschungskonzept? Eine deutsch-französische Bilanz, Munich 2008 (Pariser Historische Studien, 79); id.: Der 
Absolutismus als »neues Modell«? Überlegungen zur Erforschung absolutistischer Repräsentationen in der 
Frühen Neuzeit, in: Christoph Kampmann et al. (ed.), Neue Modelle im Alten Europa. Traditionsbruch und 
Innovation als Herausforderung in der Frühen Neuzeit, Köln, Weimar, Wien 2012, p. 194–212.
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