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A royal army besieged Paris in July 1589 during a particularly intense period of the French Wars of 

Religion, which shook the kingdom from 1562 to 1629. Militant Catholics had forced Henri III to flee from 

his capital a year before, but the king was now intent on subduing his rebellious Parisian subjects and 

destroying their Catholic League. On 1 August 1589, a young monk claiming to have information about the 

city’s defenses obtained an audience with the monarch, then pulled a knife from his habit and stabbed the 

king. Henri III died the next day, leaving France in chaos.

»Un régicide au nom de Dieu« undertakes a history of this shocking assassination, probing the motives for 

this act of regicide and considering its momentous consequences. A new title in Gallimard’s venerable 

series »Les journées qui ont fait la France«, the book presents Henri III, rather than the assassin Jacques 

Clément, as the protagonist. Le Roux contextualizes the assassination, providing extensive background 

on Henri III and the religious wars that defined his reign. The book avoids a biographical approach, 

offering only a glimpse at the early life of Henri de Valois, who was born in 1551, only a few years before 

his father’s tragic death and the outbreak of fighting between Catholics and Calvinists in France. As the 

younger brother of Charles IX, Henri became a major political actor in the early religious wars, fighting 

against Huguenots in 1569, participating in the planning of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in 

1572, and leading an army to besiege La Rochelle in 1573. 

The book focuses on Henri III’s contentious reign from 1574 to 1589, making extensive use of manuscript 

correspondence, reports, and negotiations, as well as printed pamphlets and political treatises. This 

impressive research reveals that the royal family was constantly worried about plots and conspiracies by 

Huguenots and disgruntled Catholics. Henri III feared assassination plots and instituted new ceremonial 

regulations that limited access to the king. The measures taken to protect the king’s body established an 

inner circle of mignons, or favorites, but also alienated many of the court nobility and distanced royal 

family members. The book provides a fascinating discussion of the increasing isolation of the secretive 

monarch, but might have discussed in more detail the complex relationships between the king and his 

mother, Catherine de Médicis. Le Roux concentrates on the polemics, intellectual debates, and political 

negotiations involving Henri III and his opponents. This approach highlights Henri III’s political 

improvisation and governmental reorganization, revealing the king’s program to restore divine order and 

natural law, and supporting Mark Greengrass’s recent work on political reform in the period (p. 140–143). 

The book exposes complex developments in resistance theory during Henri III’s reign, as Catholic 
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polemicists and Calvinist political theorists drew on Aristotle, Saint Paul, Saint Augustine, and Jean Calvin 

to develop new conceptions of mixed monarchy. Le Roux develops an interesting distinction between 

tyranny by usurpation and tyranny by exercise in analyzing these political theories (p. 77). 

The book sometimes places too much emphasis on the language of peace and the possibilities civil 

tolerance (p. 68–70), rather than the actual fighting of the religious wars. Assassinations and executions 

became routine aspects of brutal religious warfare. Henri ordered the execution of the prince de Condé on 

the battlefield at Jarnac in 1569, shocking Calvinists, who saw this horror as proof of Valois tyranny 

(p. 87). The brutal Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in 1572 provoked overt Calvinist calls for 

tyrannicide of an ungodly king. These monarchomaque arguments were later incorporated into militant 

Catholic propaganda against Henri III (p. 94). When Henri III organized two field armies in 1588, Le Roux 

emphasizes this as a move to »restore his image as Most Christian [king]«. Certainly, the king’s image 

benefited from acting as roi de guerre, but military action also reshaped the political and strategic 

situations.

Le Roux traces the rise of the Catholic League from the loose military associations organized in 1576 to 

the broad militant movement to oppose an ungodly, tyrannical king. The death of the childless Henri III’s 

younger brother in 1584 meant that the Calvinist Henri de Bourbon, king of Navarre, might eventually 

inherit the throne. A blasphemous and heretical king was entirely unacceptable to militant Catholics, who 

rallied behind the duc de Guise in opposition to the potential succession. In May 1588, Guise and his 

Leaguer followers seized control of Paris on the Day of the Barricades, which Le Roux sees as a self-

defense reaction by the Parisian bourgeois (p. 127), rather than the Guisard noble takeover posited by 

Stuart Carroll. The violence in Paris forced Henri III to flee toward the Loire valley, leaving the capital 

under the control of Catholic militants.

French Catholics believed that the king, as the Roi Très Chrétien, had a holy responsibility to eradicate 

heresy in his kingdom. For years, Henri III had attempted to lead a Catholic religious revival through his 

personal piety, Christic example, and public processions, simultaneously promising to restore religious 

unity (p. 73). In 1588–1589, Henri III waged war against heretics but also sometimes negotiated with 

Huguenots, leading many devout Catholics to doubt his sincerity and to support Catholic League’s 

aggressive response to heresy.

These tensions all came to a head at the meeting of the Estates General of Blois in autumn 1588. Le 

Roux stresses Henri III’s dissimulation in implementing a Leaguer agenda of aggressive action against the 

Huguenots, while secretly planning a coup de force against the duc de Guise. Henri III drew the duke into 

his confidence during the Estates meeting, then had his bodyguards stab Guise to death in the royal 

chamber. The cardinal de Guise was seized, interrogated, and executed, while other leading Leaguer 

deputies were arrested. Le Roux demonstrates how shocking these Machiavellian actions seemed to 

contemporaries across the kingdom and throughout Europe.
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The Blois assassinations decapitated the Catholic League leadership, but provoked a firestorm of Catholic 

outrage throughout the kingdom. Leaguer Paris experienced an outburst of devotional renewal, religious 

processions, and Catholic militancy. Leaguer sermons and political pamphlets openly referred to the king 

as Henri de Valois, attacking him as a tyrant, a bastard, a hypocritical fox, an atheist, a false king, a 

monster, and a demon. Parisians destroyed paintings and statues of the king in churches and squares 

throughout the city, purifying their new Jerusalem and desacralizing the monarch. Le Roux shows how the 

devotional fervor and reactionary politics in Paris must have prepared Jacques Clément to act as an agent 

of God against tyranny.

Henri III’s rapprochement with the Huguenot leader Henri de Bourbon, king of Navarre, set the stage for a 

joint military campaign against the Catholic League. Henri III led a field army to besiege Paris in July 1589, 

giving the outraged monk an opportunity to enact his plan to remove the tyrant and save Catholicism 

within France. Catholic Leaguers celebrated the regicide as a Providential act of the hand of God to 

punish a tyrannical king, remembering Jacques Clément as a holy martyr. Ironically, Henri de Bourbon 

succeeded to the throne as Henri IV, converting to Catholicism in 1593 to solidify his rule and advance his 

pacificatory campaign against the Catholic League.

Nicolas Le Roux succeeds in constructing a deep history of a single act of violence, navigating the 

bewildering complexities of religious politics during Henri III’s life. Readers already familiar with Le Roux’s 

»La faveur du roi« may feel that this book recapitulates his arguments from his detailed study of Henri III’s 

mignons, yet »Un régicide au nom de Dieu« offers a more succinct and readable account of Henri III’s 

reign and the Catholic League wars. A translation of this book into English would provide Anglophone 

students and audiences a welcome introduction to a crucial phase of the French Wars of Religion.
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