French History
France has enjoyed a clear sense of its own identity in the modern period, but this identity took a very long time to develop. The term France did not refer uniquely to the territory now identified with the French nation until the end of the Middle Ages. The French language took a standardized form only in the 17th century. As late as the 19th century, a quarter of the population residing in France did not speak standard French. Roman Catholicism, the religion of the vast majority of French people today, was also adopted very slowly. Some historians argue that the majority of French people did not practice Catholic rituals and accept Catholic doctrines in their orthodox form before the 18th century. The French state took centuries to build. Until 1789 the French people lived under some 400 separate codes of civil law. They were better described as subjects of a king than as citizens of a nation. Similarly, not until the 19th century did a true national economy form out of several regional ones. The history of France, then, is not the story of a fixed entity over thousands of years. Rather, it is the history of many processes that, more by coincidence than plan, turned an increasing number of people into Frenchmen and Frenchwomen in the last few centuries.

Reading Between the Lines
Below you will find information on the history of France.  I have separated it into sentences and sections in order to help you better grasp the information contained in each sentence and section.  Each sentence has a bit of information you need to understand in order for you to more fully grasp the subtleties of French history. As you review the information below, stop and summarize each section contained between the lines.  Include important dates, names and events.  Know these and why they are important.
God bless and good luck.  
BE CERTAIN YOU FULLY UNDERSTAND ALL THE INFORMATION BEFORE MOVING ON.
Geography has played a major role in the development of France. 
Referred to today as the “hexagon” because of the country’s roughly hexagonal shape, is located at the western end of Eurasia. 
France is the only European nation that borders on both the Mediterranean Sea and the northern edge of Europe, and it is the only one that faces both central Europe and the Atlantic Ocean. 
All these exposures have influenced the development of France’s economy, government, and culture. Its location has forced France to protect itself on both land and sea. 
For this reason, it developed a strong army and, in modern times, a respectably sized navy. 
France’s long coastlines and several long navigable rivers allowed easy access to many parts of the hexagon long before the coming of rail transportation. 
The absence of high mountain ranges within the interior also facilitated political and economic unification.
Yet the history of the French nation cannot be reduced to its geography. Natural forces were less important in cementing together the French hexagon than were cultural and, especially, political forces. 
France was effectively unified for the first time by the ancient Romans. 
The Romans incorporated it, along with other bordering territories, as Gaul within their sprawling empire in the 1st century BC. 
Once the Roman Empire disintegrated in the 5th century AD, the region was united to the rest of western and central Europe by its growing attachment to the Roman Catholic Church.
In the Middle Ages, a series of royal dynasties laid claim to what would become France. But they could not back their claims with an effective administration for many centuries. 
The Valois and Bourbon dynasties in the early modern period developed a larger military and civilian bureaucracy, which enabled the monarchy to pacify the region and extend France’s boundaries. 
As part of their efforts to build a state, these dynasties helped establish a specifically French culture.
In 1789 the monarchy was overthrown in one of the world’s greatest revolutions. 
The French Revolution opened up a century and a half of political instability as defenders battled opponents of the revolutionary heritage. 
Despite this internal strife, the nation remained robust enough to develop a modern industrial economy, build and lose a vast colonial empire, fight in two world wars, become a nuclear power, and establish itself as a major center of the arts and sciences. 
France is now negotiating to integrate itself politically and economically with the rest of Europe as it has not done since antiquity.
Modern French identity is rooted in the ancient world, chiefly in Celtic and Roman civilizations. 
The Celts provided the point of origin of French history and its first common culture, but the Romans laid down the first lasting foundations of any significance. 
Without its Roman past, France and French culture would have developed very differently.
Relatively little is known about the first peoples living in the area now called France. 
In the period following the arrival of modern humans (Homo sapiens) in Europe around 40,000 BC, a variety of migratory peoples circulated in the region. 
[image: ]Fine paintings in the Lascaux caves dating from the Old Stone Age, around 15,000 BC, give striking evidence of a relatively sophisticated culture (see Paleolithic Art).
 
Cave Painting, Lascaux
This portion of the cave painting in Lascaux, France, was done by Paleolithic artists in about 13,000 BC. The leaping cow and group of small horses were painted with red and yellow ochre that was either blown through reeds onto the wall or mixed with animal fat and applied with reeds or thistles. It is believed that prehistoric hunters painted these to gain magical powers that would ensure a successful hunt.

The people who made these paintings were itinerant and depended on hunting and gathering for food. 
By about 6000 BC, people in what is today France had begun to develop a sedentary culture based on agriculture. 
This process fundamentally altered the entire French region by about 3000 BC and allowed the population to grow to about 4 million to 5 million people by 1000 BC. 
Metalwork was introduced around 1400 BC.
In the 8th century BC, waves of northern peoples entered the region. 
The most important of these were the Celts, who spread over most of France by 400 BC, mixing with other peoples already settled there. 
Although the Celts never unified the region politically, they left some traces of their culture. 
A Celtic word meaning “hero” or possibly “Celts” was the origin of the name Gaul. 
Gaul was the common name for the region of France in antiquity, and it was associated with the Latin word gallus, meaning cock (or rooster). 
Later, the cock became the symbol of the French nation. [image: ]

Celtic Mirror of the Iron Age
The back of this Celtic mirror shows the distinctive swirling style of Celtic art. The other side, the mirror, would be highly polished to give a reflection. Mirrors like the one pictured were rare and probably belonged to a wealthy family.

The Celts and the peoples who lived among them had developed a thriving culture of some 6 million to 8 million people at the time of the Roman conquest in the last century BC. 

This large pre-Roman population was sustained by intensive agriculture, which benefited from the use of a heavy, iron-tipped plough. 
Commerce also enriched the population, much of it stimulated by and traded through the Greek colony of Massalía, which was founded in 600 BC on the site of present-day Marseille. 
Trade led to the development of urban centers, which were also used for religious ceremonies. 
The Celtic religion was polytheistic. 
Priests called Druids presided over the followers and met in yearly conclaves (see Druidism). 
Politically, the region was divided into hundreds of relatively independent units with constantly shifting borders. 
These units averaged 1,500 sq km (580 sq mi) in size and were grouped into about 60 larger federations. 
Units were also tied by tribal affiliations and strategic alliances. 
However, power relations among the hundreds of units were constantly changing, and no formal political structure emerged that could coordinate them in united action.
This disunity made Celtic Gaul vulnerable to incursions by the Greeks and then the Romans. 
Greek culture penetrated Gaul from Massalía. 
The Gauls encountered Roman culture as Rome expanded into the western Mediterranean and confronted Carthage during the Punic Wars in the 3rd and 2nd centuries BC. 
Massalía was inevitably drawn into the military conflict, usually on the side of the Romans. 
At the end of the 2nd century BC, Massalía called on Rome for protection against Celtic tribes, and Rome occupied the city. 
A political settlement was worked out that maintained Massalía’s independence and gave Rome territory in what is today called Languedoc and the upper Garonne valley. 
During the 1st century BC, all these territories, including Massalía, were incorporated with the Roman province of Narbonensis. 
From there, Rome expanded northward, ending the independence of Celtic Gaul. 
Rome was prompted to expand north by two developments. 
First, Germanic and Celtic tribes began threatening the borders of the empire, eliciting a Roman military response. 
Second, Julius Caesar, the governor of the Roman province that included Massalía, schemed to advance his political career by making large conquests in Gaul. 
In 58 BC Caesar began military operations to subdue the area west of the Rhine River.
Caesar exploited divisions among the tribes, but once Rome threatened to dominate them, the tribes united behind Vercingetorix, chief of the Arverni tribe. [image: ]
Roman Gaul, AD 50
By the time of the death of Roman emperor Julius Caesar in 44 BC, Rome had gained control over the whole territory of Gaul, a region that stretched beyond the borders of modern France. Although they initially intended to extend the boundary of Gaul beyond the Rhine and into Germanic territories, the Romans ultimately limited themselves to defending the border after suffering a defeat at the hands of the Germans in AD 9. This map shows the extent of Gaul in AD 50.

In 52 BC Vercingetorix surrendered to Caesar following the successful Roman siege of Alesia, and he was taken prisoner. 
Vercingetorix was exhibited in chains during Caesar’s triumphal entry into Rome in 46 BC, after which he was executed. 
Meanwhile, Roman troops eliminated the last vestiges of resistance.
 As a result of Caesar’s Gallic Wars, which lasted until 51 BC, more than 1 million people died, and almost that many were sold into slavery after the conquest. 
Following Caesar’s conquest of Gaul, the Romans divided the area north of Narbonensis into three provinces: Aquitania, Lugdunensis, and Belgica. 
These provinces corresponded roughly to the three parts of Gaul that existed at the time of Caesar’s campaigns, and which he described in On the Gallic Wars.
Narbonensis developed somewhat differently than did the three northern provinces. 
It had been under Roman domination for over half a century before the time of Caesar, and it was absorbed into the empire relatively quickly. 
To further this process, Caesar settled members of his legions in four colonies in Narbonensis shortly after the conquest. 
The three northern provinces adopted Roman institutions more slowly. 
Although the Romans eventually established colonies in these provinces as well, they forestalled opposition to their rule by disturbing the preexisting order as little as they thought necessary. 
The Romans permitted the old Celtic elites to maintain positions of power so long as they followed Roman orders. The Romans also imposed a moderate, if not low, tax burden.
The three northern provinces, each with its own governor, were subdivided into units called the civitates. 
Like the provinces, the civitates largely followed political divisions that predated the Roman conquest. 
The civitates all elected representatives to a joint Gallic Council, which coordinated administrative policy and sent common grievances to Rome. 
The Romans also built an excellent system of roads and waterways in the provinces. Although built largely for military purposes, these improvements also helped to unify Gaul. 
A system of courts and administration based on Rome’s highly developed system of law, internal pacification, and a new transportation system encouraged the growth of cities and the expansion of the economy. 
Cities mushroomed in many regions of Gaul. They were built on the model of Rome itself, often financed by Roman capital. 
They featured typically Roman buildings such as public baths, marketplaces, city halls, and temples. 
A considerable number of these structures survive today in various stages of decay, particularly in southern France, which was most heavily Romanized. 
The economies of these cities benefited from activities connected with public administration and the law, but their chief sources of wealth were trade and goods manufactured by artisans. In the countryside, agricultural production was carried on mainly in the villas—large estates owned by a few wealthy people and worked by tenant farmers called coloni.
The governing elite in the cities were the first to adopt Roman institutions, which then slowly spread to the countryside and the lower classes. 
Latin gradually replaced the old Gaulish languages, even if the Latin commonly spoken in the street was a vulgarization of “purer” forms. 
Similarly, Roman pagan cults and worship of the emperor slowly drove out the old Celtic religious practices of the Druids. 
In the 2nd century AD, religions from the eastern part of the Roman Empire, including Christianity, began to take root. 
Following the general cultural pattern, Christianity was first practiced in cities, each under a bishop, and spread gradually to the countryside. 
Christianity’s impact outside urban areas was minimal until long after Roman rule collapsed. Nonetheless, Roman authorities resisted the spread of the new faith and in some instances tried to repress it.
The decline of Roman Gaul after AD 200 was part of the complex process that led to weakening of the grip of the Roman Empire everywhere in the west. 
The population declined due to plague, and people migrated to the cities. These events crippled agricultural production—the main source of wealth in almost all premodern societies. 
As agricultural production fell, so, too, did state revenues from taxes. 
Furthermore, the empire was no longer expanding and could not depend on plunder for fresh supplies of slave labor and material wealth, as it had for centuries. 
Landlords tried to legally bind their tenants to the soil, while emperors embarked on administrative and tax reforms. 
But in the end, the economic decline was not reversed.
In the 3rd century, Germanic tribes, especially the Franks and the Alemanni, began penetrating the eastern boundaries of Roman Gaul and settling down without much disruption. 
These new arrivals may at first have actually strengthened Roman rule, because they provided a workforce that was badly needed to boost agricultural output and secure the borders of the empire. 
However, not all such penetration was peaceful. 
To counter the growing pressure from some of these tribes in the 5th century, the Romans made the Franks, and later the Burgundians and Visigoths, their foederati, or allies. 
This strategy allowed Roman Gaul to escape collapse but caused Rome to gradually lose control. 
The assignment of military responsibilities to these allies who were spreading through the four provinces of Gaul meant that Roman Gaul was not so much conquered from without as it was Germanized from within.
The Roman occupation of Gaul had an overwhelming impact on later French history. 
It gave Gaul its first collective political identity. 
Dozens of France’s modern cities were founded in Roman times, including Paris (then called Lutetia). 
Modern France is literally built on Roman origins inasmuch as millions of French people today drive on highways paved over Roman roadbeds. 
Rome left behind its legal system, which heavily influenced the course of French jurisprudence, as well as its artistic traditions, most conspicuous in Paris’s Arc de Triomphe. 
The French language is derived from Latin, although it has been enriched by Germanic and other infusions. 
In modern times, the French imagined that the spread of French political influence and culture throughout the world was a continuation of the civilizing mission they had acquired from Rome in ancient times.
 By the end of the 5th century, Gaul was rapidly becoming a land of Germanic tribes, who mixed with the much larger number of native Gallo-Romans. 
Of these tribes, Franks dominated in the north, Burgundians in the east, and Goths in the southwest. 
But many other peoples lived in the area as well, including Jews, Greeks, and Syrians. 
They made post-Roman Gallic society highly cosmopolitan. 
The nature of the interchange between the Germanic tribes and the Gallo-Romans is not well understood, but apparently no violent shock of opposing cultures occurred. 
First, some of the Germanic tribes, including the Franks, had lived for centuries on the outskirts of Roman civilization. 
They had become partly Romanized before they settled within the limits of the old Roman Empire. 
They were familiar enough with Latin to use it when they drafted the first written Germanic law codes. 
Second, the incoming Germans seemed inclined to settle on previously unoccupied land, generally allowing the Gallo-Romans to keep theirs. 
Finally, intermarriage was common; hence, most tribal distinctions disappeared by the 8th century.
The coming of the Germanic tribes marked the onset of a period known as the Middle Ages (roughly 350-1450). 
During the early Middle Ages, from about 350 to 1050, trade, literacy, and law and order declined among the Gallo-Romans. 
Historians once painted this period in the black terms of barbarism, but today they are much less willing to do so.
[image: ] The Franks conquered almost all of what had been Roman Gaul and gave the region a semblance of political unity. 
Under their leader, Clovis, of the Merovingian dynasty, the Franks conquered the lands of the Alemanni to the east, including much of present-day Germany, and those of the Goths in present-day southwestern France. 
Only Brittany, in present-day western France, and the Mediterranean coast remained outside Frankish control. 
Clovis, who ruled from 481 to 511, was a capable, occasionally ruthless military leader, but he understood the importance of symbols and ideology in strengthening his rule. 

Baptism of Clovis I
Clovis I was king of the Franks from 481 to 511. In 496 he converted to Christianity, which gained him the support of the Roman Catholic Church for his conquests of other tribes in western and central Europe. During his rule Clovis enlarged the Frankish territory to include most of modern France and Germany.
He converted to an orthodox form of Christianity, that is, a form of Christianity approved by the Roman Catholic Church. 
At that time most Germanic kings followed a form of Christianity, called Arianism, that the Catholic Church condemned as heretical. 
Clovis’s adoption of Catholic orthodoxy placed him in a special relation to the pope, the bishop of Rome who was the head of the Roman Catholic Church. 

It also made Clovis more appealing to the growing number of orthodox Roman Christians he had conquered. These included the bishops, who wielded considerable influence in their localities. 
In addition, bishops were closely connected to powerful local magnates, strongmen who commanded enough retainers and war supplies to exert power over a region. 
From this point on, rulers in the west relied heavily on the use of Roman Catholic imagery and associations to expand their influence and eventually to build nations.
Although the arrival of the Franks was only minimally disruptive to the Gallo-Roman peoples, Merovingian rule did cause some changes in power relations. 
First, the center of power shifted to northern Gaul, whereas under the Romans, the center of power had rested in southern regions closer to Rome. 
Northern domination of the south continued into modern times with the rise of Paris as the capital of the nation. 
Second, as the economy weakened, cities declined, allowing power to slip to the countryside. 
Third, political rule became more personalized. 
The retreat of the Roman armies had left in place a variety of local magnates. 
The magnates exerted power over their localities through clients who owed some form of loyalty to them. 
The Merovingians allowed many local magnates to stay in power, and they established close ties to at least some of these magnates, most of whom owed them considerable loyalty and tribute. 
These personal ties did not prevent the development of rivalry and even military conflict among the magnates. 
Ordinary people turned increasingly to the local magnates for protection, submitting themselves to their rule.
The Merovingians considered their kingdom a personal possession. 
Following Germanic practice, Clovis deeded his kingdom to his four surviving sons, who divided it among themselves at his death. 
Although in later years the kingdom was temporarily unified, the Merovingians never developed effective means of imposing centralized control.
During the 7th century, power within the royal government began to shift from the often ineffectual kings to increasingly influential court figures known as the mayors of the palace. 
This position was frequently held by the Arnulfing family, later and better known as the Carolingians. 
This family had strong ties to the great nobles of the kingdom and gradually strengthened the position of mayor of the palace. 
By the early 8th century, the Carolingians had become the real, if not the official, head of government.
Charles Martel became mayor of the palace in 714 and consolidated military control over outlying regions of the kingdom. 
To gain support for his operations, Charles Martel distributed church lands among his retainers. 
This action furthered the interpenetration of the church and the state that had begun in early Merovingian times. 
These two institutions were so deeply joined that they did not become fully disentangled in France until the 20th century. 
When he died in 741, Charles Martel was buried in the abbey of Saint-Denis near Paris, which later became the burial site of many French kings.
Charles Martel’s sons, Pepin the Short and Carloman, succeeded him. 
Carloman retired to a monastery in 747, leaving Pepin to rule alone. 
Pepin had to put down revolts among the magnates but was eventually able to strengthen his position. 
By 751 he had largely abandoned the title of mayor of the palace in favor of the Latin title princeps (source of the title prince). 
Pepin was ready to end the pretense of serving a king. 
The last Merovingian was bundled off to a monastery that year, and Pepin became the first Carolingian monarch. 
He was acclaimed as king by an assembly of Frankish nobles and anointed by Saint Boniface, the English missionary known as the Apostle of Germany.
Two developments made Pepin’s coup d’état (koo-day-taw) possible. 
First, the Carolingians had accumulated vast estates, which he used to pay off supporters. 
Second, the church was interested in legitimating Pepin’s usurpation of the throne. 
The pope consecrated Pepin as king in 754 in return for much-needed military support against the Lombard tribes who threatened papal security in Rome. 
The church’s blessing was decisive in making Pepin’s coup a success. 
The Frankish magnates could accept Pepin as king from considerations of greed and power. 
However, only the church’s support could effectively remove the stain of usurpation that marked Pepin’s seizure of the royal title. 
The consequences were profound for both France and the papacy.
Pepin expanded Frankish rule farther south into Aquitaine, reaching perhaps as far as the Garonne River and Bordeaux, although the kingdom’s political center remained in the north. 
Pepin capitalized on his relationship with the church and ruled his freshly annexed territories through a network of abbots who were politically loyal to him. 
The church suffered spiritually from its increasing use by secular authorities, but Pepin’s reign coincided with a movement to reform the church, which his successor would push much further. 
Under Pepin’s rule, the movement sought to standardize the liturgy and the organization of the clergy throughout the kingdom.
Pepin was succeeded in 768 by his two sons, Charles (later known as Charlemagne) and Carloman, who divided the kingdom between themselves until Carloman’s death three years later. 
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Charlemagne
Charlemagne, or Charles the Great, was among the greatest of military leaders in the Middle Ages. He conquered much of western and central Europe. As king, Charlemagne revived the political and cultural life that had disappeared with the fall of the Western Roman Empire four centuries before.

Although Carloman’s portion should legally have passed to his sons, Charlemagne wielded enough political power to bend the still flexible Frankish succession law and procedures to his       					advantage.
He seized the inheritance of his nephews and reunited the kingdom. 
This usurpation provided Charlemagne with the resources for building his empire—a political achievement unmatched by any of his Carolingian predecessors or successors. 
Eventually he ruled lands stretching from the Pyrenees Mountains to the Elbe River.
Charlemagne ruled most of his empire through officers known as counts, who received land—much of it plundered—in exchange for their services. 
To secure their loyalty, the counts were obliged to swear oaths of fidelity—sometimes sworn on holy relics to make the oath a religious obligation. 
The counts had wide-ranging responsibilities, from maintaining roads to supervising the judiciary. 
They also administered oaths to a variety of officials, including clerics, as a way of reinforcing loyalty to Charlemagne. 
Charlemagne understood well the importance of not trusting any one group of officials too much. 
Thus, he sent another set of imperial agents, called the missi dominici, to comb through the empire to eliminate corruption and disloyalty among the counts.
It is unclear how well Charlemagne was able to control developments at the grass roots using this system. 
He was frequently obliged to put down revolts against his rule. 
The Saxons proved particularly hard to subdue, and their persistent resistance to Carolingian rule prompted Charlemagne to unleash ever more bloody repression against them.
Charlemagne found the church to be one of his best weapons for maintaining control, and he further integrated churchmen into his imperial system. 
Thus, he leaned heavily on bishops as well as the counts to carry out his orders and appointed clergymen to serve as missi. 
Even if political considerations underlay much of Charlemagne’s treatment of the church, his political policies were also rooted in genuine religious conviction. 
He donated large tracts of land to churches and monasteries, worked hard on standardizing the liturgy, supported missionary efforts, and supervised the morals and education of the clergy. 
Charlemagne’s attempts to improve the morals and education of the clergy led to his promotion of the arts and scholarship in a movement that has been called the Carolingian Renaissance. 
The Carolingian Renaissance was less a break with the past than an extension of it, for learning was by no means dead in the kingdom when Charlemagne took power.
By the end of the 8th century, Charlemagne had made his empire reasonably secure militarily and had enriched it with plunder. 
He then devoted considerable effort to expanding the empire’s intellectual resources. 
Reportedly unable to write himself, Charlemagne nonetheless developed an exceptional respect for scholarship and the arts. 
The Carolingian Renaissance occurred in schools attached to cathedrals and monasteries and in Charlemagne’s court, headquartered in Aachen (in French, Aix-la-Chapelle), in present-day Germany. 
The court attracted major scholars from around Europe, even from beyond the borders of the empire. 
Most notable was Alcuin, an English scholar, who set up an educational program. 
Scholars congregated at the court in part to use its large library. 
Scholars of the Carolingian Renaissance were concerned mainly with art, literature, and theology. 
Although these scholars and artists were not highly original, they kept learning alive, partly by recopying ancient works.
The climax of Charlemagne’s rule has traditionally been considered his coronation as emperor of the Romans by Pope Leo III on Christmas Day 800. 
But historians disagree sharply on what happened on that occasion and its significance. 
Charlemagne was in Rome in late 800 as part of an effort to restore the pope’s power in Rome, which was threatened by a rebellion. 
The pope hoped to restore his political fortunes by crowning Charlemagne and thereby associating himself more closely with the major political force in Europe. 
According to one account, the coronation was a surprise to Charlemagne, and one he did not altogether welcome. 
Scholars now tend to think he knew about the coronation beforehand and that he was happy enough to accept the imperial title.
Some historians have tried to represent the coronation as a turning point in medieval history and as a key to Charlemagne’s notion of a Christian empire. 
However, neither Charlemagne’s ideas nor his policies seem to have changed very much as a result. 
The Carolingians’ legitimacy had rested on the church’s sanction for nearly half a century by this time, and Charlemagne’s elevation from king of the Franks to emperor of the Romans seems only to have followed well-established precedent.
Moreover, Charlemagne’s disposition of his empire suggests he was still thinking about it in traditional Frankish terms.
Rather than try to maintain its unity after his death, Charlemagne planned to divide the empire among his three sons, Louis, Carloman, and Pepin. 
But two of these sons died before Charlemagne, and Louis inherited the whole empire when his father died in 814.
Charlemagne’s reign quickly became encrusted by legend, which scholars, without denying its very real achievements, are still trying to detach from the reality. 
Charlemagne’s impact on the development of a French national consciousness was limited. He stimulated the growth of cultural and political institutions throughout his empire. 
But Charlemagne did not directly promote either a specific French or German identity; such terms had little meaning in his period. 
The name Francia—precursor of France—was used, but it referred to the entire Carolingian empire outside Italy (northern and central Italy fell under Charlemagne’s control after he defeated the Lombards in 773-774), not a more limited region within the empire.
The reign of Louis I from 814 to 840 has traditionally been viewed as the gateway to disintegration and decline of the empire. 
Scholars now point out that Louis was more effective than his father in making the administration work and did more to preserve the imperial idea. 
Louis’s chief problem was the endemic conflict among the magnates. 
Toward the end of Louis’s reign, this conflict became enmeshed in the struggle among his sons—Lothair, Louis, and Charles the Bald—over the division of the empire. 
In 842, two years after Louis’s death, two of his sons, Charles and Louis, allied against Lothair.
In 843 the three sons reached a fragile settlement over their respective inheritances in the Treaty of Verdun. 
According to this treaty, Charles was to rule a western kingdom, including Aquitaine; Louis was to rule a kingdom east of the Rhine; and Lothair was to rule a central kingdom, consisting of lands lying between the two other kingdoms plus Italy. 
Lothair would receive the imperial title but would have no effective control over Charles and Louis or their lands. See Lothair I; Charles II (Holy Roman Empire).
This treaty was less significant for the development of the French nation than is often supposed. 
It did help to set France’s ultimate boundaries, inasmuch as Charles acquired a claim over most of what would later become modern France. 
At the time, however, it achieved little in terms of national unification. 
The term Francia continued to refer to regions ruled by Charles and by his brothers. 
Charles’s inheritance was commonly called West Francia and Louis’s was called East Francia. 
Only centuries later did Francia denote present-day France alone. 
Furthermore, the brothers continued to fight over the terms of the treaty.
Sandwiched between West and East Francia, Lothair’s portion (Lotharingia) proved extremely hard to consolidate, and imperial authority rapidly declined there. 
For a long time, West Francia followed a similar course. 
Brittany, which had been a Frankish dependency, began to move beyond royal control, while Aquitaine, a region that had been under Frankish rule for only a century, gradually reasserted its autonomy under Charles’s rule. 
This trend was reinforced by cultural and linguistic differences. 
In the north—the old Frankish homestead—Germanic law and an early version of the French language, the langue d’oïl (so called because of the pronunciation of the word for yes), prevailed. 
In the south, including Aquitaine, the predominant tongue was the langue d’oc, which was closer to classical Latin than was the langue d’oïl. Roman law also exercised a much greater influence in the south than in the north.
Charles’s reign was further disturbed by the incursions of the Vikings, a marauding people from the north who plundered many regions of western Europe beginning in the late 8th century. 
Historians are now less impressed than they once were with the destructiveness of the Vikings, pointing out that conflicts among the magnates might well have caused just as much damage to lives and property. 
Still, the Vikings were at the very least a destabilizing force in Charles’s kingdom and dealt an unwelcome blow to an already shaky regime. 
The most critical weakness of Charles’s regime—one that would continue for centuries—was the uncertain loyalty and independence of the powerful magnates, who clustered in two major factions, the Carolingians and the Robertians, so called because of their association with Robert the Strong, count of Neustria. 
Charles had less booty to offer his nobles than did Charlemagne and sought to gain political leverage by playing off one aristocratic faction against the other. 
In this effort, he received considerable assistance from the church, which Charles protected in return for the church’s spiritual and material support. 
Beginning in Charles’s reign, the church started routinely anointing Frankish kings as a part of royal ceremony. 
This ritual added luster and authority to the king’s title, but it also offered bishops of the church an invitation to intervene in state affairs in God’s name. 
Charles also tried to secure a stronger political base by turning eastward to secure the imperial title. 
In 875 he managed to obtain it and kept it until his death two years later. 
Despite Charles’s vigorous efforts to bolster his authority, his reign can only appear in retrospect as the prelude to one of the most disordered centuries of French history. 
Aristocratic factions had gained strength during the early and middle decades of the 9th century. 
These factions dominated the politics of West Francia for a long time, making the crown more a political football than the secure possession of any one dynasty.
Carolingian kings ruled until 888 when Odo, also known as Eudes, son of Robert the Strong of the powerful Robertian faction, became king of West Francia. 
The Carolingians recovered the crown when Charles the Simple was crowned in Reims in 893 as Charles III. 
But the title he temporarily regained for the Carolingians had become an increasingly empty one. 
Power had shifted decisively to the magnates. 
In 911 Charles was sufficiently pressed by the conquering Viking chieftain Rollo to recognize the Vikings’ conquest of the lower Seine River in an area later known as Normandy. 
In return Rollo professed loyalty to Charles and promised to convert to Christianity. 
The territories of Burgundy and Aquitaine, already moving beyond the king’s control, became virtually independent states in the following decades. 
In 922 Charles was deposed by the Robertian faction. 
The Carolingians regained the royal title in 936 and ruled without interruption until 987. 
But they were faced with a growing challenge from the Robertians, who were ably led by Hugh the Great and his son Hugh Capet. 
Hugh Capet wielded sufficient influence among the magnates to overthrow the Carolingians definitively in 987, much as the Carolingians had overthrown the Merovingians more than two centuries earlier. 
One usurpation had given birth to another.
The 9th and 10th centuries have been viewed as the time when feudalism—a system of land tenure and political authority in which a lord granted the use of land in return for political and military services—took shape. 
Research has now made this idea obsolete as a general description of an enormously complex situation. 
It is now clear that property was held on a great variety of different legal bases. 
Much land, especially in the south, was held by magnates and others in the form of alods—that is, land granted without services due to the king or a magnate. 
Other territories were held in exchange for feudal services, including military service, and over the Middle Ages these obligations became more formalized and sanctioned by custom. 
Nonetheless, it is hazardous to generalize about the relationship between the king and the magnates. 
This relationship, like land tenures, was extremely variable in form and guided by no clear constitutional principles. 
In reality royal power always depended largely on the king’s ability to form strategic alliances with the dominating factions. 
The factions fought for their own interests and sacrificed little for the king or the nation. 
The growing weakness of the late Carolingians may have been aggravated by a number of factors: 
1. The invasion of the Vikings 
2.  Decline in economic production
3.  Insufficient supplies of booty to buy support. 
But the crisis of the Carolingian state was above all a crisis of state management. 
Like the Merovingians, the Carolingians allowed the magnates to form constellations of power. 
Eventually the Carolingian rulers succumbed to the aggressive leaders of these constellations.
Hugh Capet’s establishment of the Capetian dynasty changed little in the political, social, or economic structure of West Francia. 
The monarchy had exercised little power since the days of Charlemagne. 
For another two centuries, it remained weaker than the contemporary governments of the Holy Roman Empire in Germany and Norman-dominated England. 
Historians have suggested that the French crown’s very weakness helped preserve it—its relative insignificance made it less attractive as a target for acquisition by the magnates.
Nonetheless, the Capetian monarchy was the thread that bound together the region that would gradually become known as France. 
Beginning in the late 10th century, the French monarchy felt the force of several critical developments that affected western Europe generally: 
1. A resurgent Catholic Church
2. A growing economy 
3. Better-organized states. 
As the landscape of medieval Europe changed, the Capetians worked tirelessly to master it. 
They were most likely guided by short- and intermediate-term political advantage rather than any deliberate policy of nation building. 
The unintended result was the emergence of an embryonic French nation by the late Middle Ages.
The Capetians had usurped their title in 987, and because of this usurpation their dynastic right to rule remained weak for some time. 
Until the 13th century, the Capetian kings tried to improve the chances for a smooth and uncontested succession. 
Thus, before they died, the kings had their intended successors acclaimed as king by the magnates and crowned by church officials. 
This process was so important that for three centuries the Capetians dated the beginning of their respective reigns not from the death of the previous king but from the moment of their coronation. 
The Capetians’ dependence on other institutions, principally the church, for their authority was one major reason effective centralized government required centuries to build.
Hugh Capet, who ruled from 987 to 996, accomplished little as king beyond keeping the royal title alive and out of the hands of the remaining Carolingian claimants. 
He avoided military confrontation when possible; he counted more on his negotiating skills and the backing of the church to shore up his shaky position. 
Hugh’s immediate successors—Robert II, known as Robert the Pious (996-1031), Henry I (1031-1060), and Philip I (1060-1108)—did little better.
Indeed, some historians believe that royal authority, flimsy as it was in 987, shrank even more during the first century of Capetian rule. 
The magnates, who in reality governed most of the kingdom, did pay homage to the king and swore fidelity to him upon becoming his vassals. 
But by themselves these formalities meant little until the 12th century. 
Far more important were the strategic alliances that the kings made with the magnates. 
The magnates would typically live up to their feudal obligations to pay homage and to provide counsel and military service only when such alliances had been struck. 
Until the 12th century, only a few scattered territories around the Île-de-France, the region centered around Paris, made up the king’s domain—the variegated bundle of rights to exploit and administer land directly and to collect taxes. 
However, the king had much greater power over appointments in the French church, particularly the ability to appoint bishops.
A weak monarchy made it easier for the magnates to consolidate their hold on the lives and properties of their underlings. 
Although slavery, a vestige of the Roman Empire, slowly disappeared, serfdom arose in its place, especially in the north, where land held as alods became less common than in the South. 
Serfs were legally bound to live and work on specific territories and were required to pay their lords in the form of money, or, more typically, labor services, including work on the lord’s lands. 
Limited though their liberty was, serfs should not be confused with slaves. 
In exchange for their services, they retained precious rights, including the right to exploit land and the right to their lord’s protection. 
Legally, they could not be sold, and if lordship of an estate to which serfs were attached changed hands, the new lord was expected to respect the traditional rights of the serfs. 
In an age when law and order was in short supply and economic opportunities were limited, the concrete rights of the serfs to work the land and to protection undoubtedly appeared more important to most people than the abstract condition called freedom. 
Serfdom became an inheritable legal condition in the 10th and 11th centuries.
Paradoxically, at the same time, the economic forces that would eventually undermine serfdom were gathering strength. 
First among these forces was a steady growth of population, which increased demand and prompted greater production. 
The population of the area constituting present-day France grew from an estimated 5 million to 6 million people in 1000 to 18 million to 21 million by the early 14th century. 
As the population grew, people cleared forested areas to increase the amount of arable land, a process that also expanded supplies of timber. 
Timber was especially important for the medieval economy as a source of energy and building material. 
In addition, agricultural productivity increased. 
This increase was due to a warming climate that lengthened the growing season, modest technological improvements, such as heavier plows, and the three-field system, which allowed land to lie fallow for one of every three years, rather than one of every two years. 
Finally, trade expanded, enabling peasants to cultivate cash crops to exchange for other products in the great markets, such as the fairs of Champagne. 
Trade and cash crops encouraged the development of regional specialization.
Trade also promoted the growth of towns and cities. 
Paris was the most spectacular example. 
It grew from between 15,000 and 20,000 people under the Carolingians to between 150,000 and 200,000 people by 1300. 
The growth of trade and urban areas encouraged the decline of serfdom. 
By the 13th century, the population had reached the saturation point in some areas of the countryside, so not all laborers could be productively employed. 
Some serfs ran away to the towns and cities in search of work, and lords were not inclined to chase after them because their labor was not much needed. 
Indeed, given the high death rates in the unhealthful cities, urban populations could grow only if people migrated to cities from the countryside.
The revival of the economy coincided with a major movement to reform the Church.
During the early Middle Ages, the church had lost a great deal of its independence.
Many of the church’s most critical offices and sources of income were controlled by the magnates, who used them for their own political purposes. 
Beginning in the early 10th century, a movement to free the church of control by laymen emerged from the Benedictine monastery in Cluny (see Benedictines). 
By the end of the 11th century, 1,500 monasteries supported Cluny’s reforms, and in the 12th century, the austere Cistercian order joined Cluny’s reform efforts (see Cistercians). 
Nearly from the start, the papacy had maintained close ties to the Cluniac movement. 
Popes such as Gregory VII (1073-1085) tied the reform movement to the authority of the papacy over secular rulers.
The reformers sought to recruit the ablest people, not the wellborn, to fill high church offices, and, as a result, they strengthened the church as a whole.
During the High Middle Ages from about 1050 to about 1300, the Church expanded its presence in society.
The number of monastic orders multiplied, and the church promoted arts, education, and scholarship and encouraged the use of canon law and ecclesiastical courts. 
The resurgent economy and church contributed to the slow growth of royal power starting in the reign of Louis VI, who became king in 1108. 
The expanding economy eventually allowed the kings to tap into new sources of wealth, and they were able to build armies and a new bureaucratic administration. 
The rising influence of the church and Christian religion strengthened the religious basis of the Capetian monarchy. 
Henceforth, French kings were crowned in formal ceremonies at Reims, where Clovis had been baptized. 
They acquired the title Most Christian King.
The French kings claimed to have the power to cure a disease related to tuberculosis called scrofula.
The Capetians also benefited from the Crusades, the military campaigns called by the church to recapture the Holy Land from the Muslims. 
Participation in the Crusades enhanced the Capetians’ prestige. 
It also allowed them to redirect the warring tendencies of the magnates outside the country; approximately half of the magnates participated in the Crusades. 
Despite occasional differences and disputes, the Capetians were on much better terms with the papacy in the 12th and 13th centuries than were the dynasties ruling England or Germany.
Louis VI and Louis VII, who ruled between 1137 and 1180, pacified their domain, which had been overrun by marauding bandits during the reigns of their predecessors. 
But the real challenge they faced was the rising power of the Plantagenet dynasty. 
This aristocratic family had strong bases in both England and France. 
Henry II, who became the first Plantagenet king of England in 1154, had been duke of Normandy. 
He had also acquired a claim to all of Aquitaine when he married Eleanor of Aquitaine in 1152. 
Eleanor had been married to Louis VII, but he had annulled his marriage to Eleanor for her alleged adultery. 
In the 1180s the Plantagenets also came to control Brittany.
Louis VII’s son, Philip Augustus, ruled as Philip II from 1180 to 1223. 
He maintained surprisingly cordial relations with both Henry II and his successor, Richard I, until the 1190s, when the rising Plantagenet threat erupted in conflict. 
Philip broke with Richard while both were on the Third Crusade. 
Richard was able to gain the upper hand until his death in 1199, but Philip gained the advantage after Richard was succeeded by his brother, John. 
By 1206 Philip had overrun Normandy, Maine, Touraine, Anjou, Poitou, Auvergne, and Brittany. 
In 1214 he won a crushing victory over John and his allies at the Battle of Bouvines and then nearly invaded England. 
With the Plantagenets suppressed, the battle determined which dynasty predominated in France for the next two centuries. 
In that regard, it was a critical event in the long history of national consolidation, even though another desperate struggle with the ruling house of England lay in the future. 
During Philip’s reign, the royal domain expanded several fold in size, and for a time, the Capetians were the dominant power in Europe.
Louis VIII, king between 1223 and 1226, continued to build the royal domain. 
Philip II had already allowed a group of knights led by Simon IV de Montfort to attack the Albigenses, members of a heretical Christian sect in the south of France. 
The campaign against them was blessed by the pope. 
Louis VIII himself went south to capitalize on Montfort’s bloody assaults and placed all Languedoc, where the sect was strong, under his rule. 
Although Louis died in 1226, he had established the right of the Capetian kings and their families to rule over much of the south. 
He had incorporated into the Capetian sphere of influence areas that had been virtually autonomous since the 9th century.
Under Louis IX, who ruled from 1226 to 1270, the Capetians added luster to their power. 
Louis, a faithful son of the church, was so personally pious that he was eventually made a saint. 
A committed Crusader, he was a prominent collector of holy relics, which he housed in the luminescent church of Sainte-Chapelle built in Paris under his direction. 
But he was also an effective administrator. 
He extended and enforced law and order through the royal courts and the legal system. 
He stabilized the currency and built the royal bureaucracy. 
His prestige was so high that for centuries he was held up as a model king, and his sainthood strengthened the cult of the king as a godlike figure.
Louis IX’s successor was Philip III, who became king in 1270. 
He was a far weaker and paler king, whose reign was dominated by factions. 
He was followed in 1285 by Philip IV the Fair, who was very different. 
Philip was the most brutal of the Capetians in using the growing power of the monarchy to bludgeon his enemies. 
Although generous to religious foundations, Philip came to blows with the papacy in defense of his right to tax church property. 
He thereby jeopardized the monarchy’s historic alliance with Rome, one of the principal sources of its success. 
During this struggle, Philip’s agents broke into the papal residence and sacked it. 
Soon thereafter, the papacy moved to Avignon, where it stayed for nearly a century.
To many contemporaries, the papacy’s agreement to relocate indicated that it had fallen under the control of the French kings, and the papacy’s prestige suffered.
Philip IV risked destroying the alliance with Rome over finances because royal power was coming to depend on money. 
Philip took other measures to gain revenue, including destroying the Knights Templar—a rich crusading order—and expelling the Jews from France. 
In both cases, the king seized the assets of his victims. In addition, Philip debased the currency. 
He was succeeded by the last three Capetians—Louis X (1314-1316), Philip V (1316-1322), and Charles IV (1322-1328).
French Rulers (751–1328)
Kings ruled France for more than 1,000 years from the time Pepin III and his son Charlemagne built the kingdom that included what is now modern France. After the end of the last monarchy, several forms of government controlled France until the current constitutional government was established in 1958.

	Reign
	Name
	Title of ruler



	Merovingian Reign

	751
	Pepin III (the Short)
	King

	Carolingian Reign

	752-68
	Pepin III
	King

	768-71
	Charlemagne/Carloman
	King

	771-814
	Charlemagne
	King

	814-40
	Louis I (the Pious)
	King

	840-55
	Lothair I
	King

	855-75
	Louis II
	King

	875-77
	Charles II (the Bald)
	King

	879
	Louis III
	King

	884-87
	Charles III (the Fat)
	King

	888-93
	Odo
	King

	893
	Charles III (the Simple)
	King

	922-23
	Robert I
	King

	923-36
	Rudolf
	King

	936
	Louis IV
	King

	954
	Lothair II
	King

	986-87
	Louis V
	King

	Capetian Reign

	987-96
	Hugh Capet
	King

	996-1031
	Robert II
	King

	1031-60
	Henry I
	King

	1060-1108
	Philip I
	King

	1108-37
	Louis VI (the Fat)
	King

	1137-80
	Louis VII (the Young)
	King

	1180-1223
	Philip II
	King

	1223-26
	Louis VIII
	King

	1226-70
	Louis IX
	King

	1270-85
	Philip III (the Bold)
	King

	1285-1314
	Philip IV (the Fair)
	King

	1314-16
	Louis X (the Headstrong)
	King

	1316
	John I
	King

	1317-22
	Philip V (the Tall)
	King

	1322-28
	Charles IV (the Fair)
	King

	
	
	

	Valois Reign

	1328-50
	Philip VI
	King

	1350-64
	John II (the Good)
	King

	1364-80
	Charles V (the Wise)
	King

	1380-1422
	Charles VI
	King

	1422-61
	Charles VII
	King

	1461-83
	Louis XI
	King

	1483-98
	Charles VIII
	King

	1498-1515
	Louis XII
	King

	1515-47
	Francis I
	King

	1547-59
	Henry II
	King

	1559-60
	Francis II
	King

	1560-74
	Charles IX
	King

	1574-89
	Henry III
	King

	Bourbon Reign

	1589-1610
	Henry IV
	King

	1610-43
	Louis XIII
	King

	1643-1715
	Louis XIV (the Sun King)
	King

	1715-74
	Louis XV
	King

	1774-92
	Louis XVI
	King

	Revolutionary Regime

	1792
	National Convention
	

	1794-99
	Directory (five members)
	

	Napoleonic Regime

	1799
	Napoleon Bonaparte
	First consul

	1804-1814
	Napoleon I (abdicated)
	Emperor 1

	Bourbon Restored

	1814
	Louis XVIII
	King

	1815
	Napoleon I (deposed)
	Emperor

	1815-25
	Louis XVIII (restored)
	King

	1824-30
	Charles X (deposed)
	King

	1830-48
	Louis-Philip (deposed)
	King

	Post-Monarchy governments

	1848
	Philippe Buchez
	President of the National Assembly

	1848
	Louis Cavaignac
	Minister of war 2

	1848-51
	Louis Napoleon Bonaparte
	President

	1851-1870
	Napoleon III
	Emperor 3

	1870-73
	Adolphe Thiers
	President

	1873-79
	Patrice MacMahon
	President

	1879-87
	Jules Grevy
	President

	1887-94
	François Sadi-Carnot
	President

	1894
	Jean Casimir-Périer
	President

	1895-99
	François Faure
	President

	1899-1906
	Emile Loubet
	President

	1906-13
	Armand Fallières
	President

	1913-1920
	Raymond Poincaré
	President

	1920
	Paul Deschanel
	President

	1920-24
	Alexandre Millerand
	President

	1924-31
	Gaston Doumergue
	President

	1931-32
	Paul Doumer
	President

	1932
	Albert Le Brun
	President

	1940-44
	Philippe Pétain (Vichy government)
	

	1944-47
	provisional government
	

	1947-54
	Vincent Auriol
	President

	1954-59
	René Coty
	President

	1) In 1804 Napoléon established the French Empire and assumed the title of emperor.

2) As military leader, he had a key role in quelling the insurrection in 1848.

3) President Bonaparte declared himself emperor in 1851 and assumed dictatorial powers.
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