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The role of subsidies in 
seventeenth-century French foreign 
relations and their European context

Anuschka Tischer

The focus of this chapter is on the notion and practice of subsidies 
in French politics and diplomacy in the seventeenth century. It begins, 
however, with some general observations on the subject concerning 
the notion and practice of subsidies to demonstrate what I see as 
the desiderata, relevant issues, and methodological problems. I then 
continue with a short overview of the French practice of subsidies 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and finally present some 
examples of how the notion and practice were used and described 
in relation to French diplomacy at the Congress of Westphalia.

General observations

As was pointed out in the Introduction, subsidies are one of those 
political notions and practices common in the early modern period 
that are yet to be systematically researched. The methodological 
problem can be compared to the notion and practice of protection, 
which has also only recently been put on the scholarly agenda.1 
The comparison is useful as protection and subsidies have several 
common features and are, in fact, entangled in their use in the early 
modern international system. Research on protection could thus 

1 Protegierte und Protektoren: Asymmetrische politische Beziehungen zwi
schen Partnerschaft und Dominanz (16. bis frühes 20. Jahrhundert), ed. by 
Tilman Haug, Nadir Weber, and Christian Windler, Externa: Geschichte der 
Außenbeziehungen in neuen Perspektiven, 9 (Cologne: Böhlau Verlag, 2016); 
Rainer Babel, Garde et protection: Der Königsschutz in der französischen 
Außenpolitik vom 15. bis zum 17. Jahrhundert, Beihefte der Francia, 72 
(Ostfildern: Thorbecke Verlag, 2014).
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26 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

serve as a kind of model for research on subsidies in diplomatic 
and political terms. There are a number of particular connections 
between the two: there is no clear concept, but the notion is used 
in multiple ways; the notion is used for personal or state relations, 
for a practice inside political communities, and for external relations; 
the notion and practice do change during the early modern period, 
and this change is significant for the state-building process and for 
an understanding of the sovereign modern state; the practice is 
significant for asymmetric relations, as these were customary as 
long as societies and state relations were regarded as hierarchical; 
the practice was theoretically delegitimized on the basis of the notion 
of sovereignty and equality of states. However, the political practice 
of protection and subsidies did not end with the modern state, and 
one might even discuss whether there are still relics of this practice 
to this day.

In general, a subsidy was offered as assistance or support for 
war. In the first place, a ‘subsidy’ was an extraordinary form of 
support that subjects gave to their prince in times of war. That is 
how the notion is used in Jean Bodin’s Les six livres de la République, 
where the right to raise subsidies from subjects is listed as one of 
the signs of sovereignty.2 As no regular tax was established in the 
Holy Roman Empire, the financing of war continued to be based 
on a subsidy system.

As a result of further developments, a ‘subsidy’ came to mean a 
form of support in terms of money or troops that one power gave 
to another for a war or at least in a conflict. Such cases were usually 
regulated by a treaty and thus took the form of an alliance. The 
French subsidies in focus in this analysis were part of alliances. 

2 ‘Sous cette même puissance de donner et casser la loi, sont compris tous les 
autres droits et marques de souveraineté: de sorte qu’à parler proprement 
on peut dire qu’il n’y a que cette seule marque de souveraineté, attendu que 
tous les autres droits sont compris en celui-là, comme décerner la guerre, ou 
faire la paix, connaître en dernier ressort des jugements de tous magistrats, 
instituer et destituer les plus grands officiers, imposer ou exempter les sujets 
de charges et subsides, octroyer grâces et dispenses contre la rigueur des 
lois, hausser ou baisser le titre, valeur et pied des monnaies, faire jurer les 
sujets et hommes liges de garder fidélité sans exception à celui auquel est 
dû le serment, qui sont les vraies marques de souveraineté, comprises sous 
la puissance de donner la loi à tous en général, et à chacun en particulier, 
et ne la recevoir que de Dieu.’ Jean Bodin, Les six livres de la République: 
Un abrégé du texte de l’édition de Paris de 1583, ed. by Gérard Mairet 
(Paris: Librairie générale française, 1993), p. 101.
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The role of subsidies 27

There was, however, a difference if France paid money to an ally 
to fight the war (i.e. a proxy war for France) or if France and its 
ally or allies fought a war together, where every partner contributed 
what they could best provide, be it money or military forces.

Finally, there is yet another use of the notion of subsidies: troops 
hired from one power to another were also called subsidies or 
subsidy troops. Obviously, this was a different form of bilateral 
relation from an alliance. Thus, subsidies can mean different things 
in the early modern period.3 The difference between the various 
practices of subsidies is not always clear, in particular when we 
compare political entities with completely different structures and 
constitutions. The estates of the Holy Roman Empire could support 
the emperor in two ways: by troops or money approved by an 
Imperial Diet (Reichshilfe) or by an official alliance with the emperor. 
In both cases, they could impose conditions for their support. On 
the other hand, the estates were in both cases not really free to 
refuse any support to the emperor. The estates were vassals, and 
the emperor could claim to represent and defend a common cause.4 
The Holy Roman Empire thus represents a remarkable case in terms 
of how the notion and practice of subsidies could move in multiple 
directions.

France represents another, and completely different, case. It was 
one of the largest payers of financial subsidies in the early modern 
period. The king of France had an established right to claim regular 
taxes inside the country. The kings of France had an elaborate 
concept regarding their own authority and sovereignty, and in the 
French view it was somehow disreputable or at least humble to 

3 Michael Busch, ‘Subsidien’, in Enzyklopädie der Neuzeit, ed. by Friedrich 
Jäger, vol. 12 (Stuttgart: Metzler Verlag, 2010), cols 1210–1212.

4 When the League of Rhine, concluded in 1658, deliberated about military 
support for the emperor against the Ottoman Empire in 1663, members of 
the League spoke explicitly of subsidies, and they discussed a long list of 
conditions they wanted Leopold I to fulfil. See the Protocollum In Consilio 
Fœderatorum circa subsidium contra Turcam in the Haus-, Hof- und Staats-
archiv in Vienna, Mainzer Erzkanzlerarchiv, Friedensakten, vol. 64, file 1. 
Neither in their separate negotiations nor in the Imperial Diet, however, 
could they finally refuse subsidies for this traditionally well-established cause, 
although the estates knew that Leopold pursued his very own interests in 
Hungary. See Anton Schindling, Die Anfänge des Immerwährenden Reichstags 
zu Regensburg: Ständevertretung und Staatskunst nach dem Westfälischen 
Frieden, Veröffentlichungen des Instituts für Europäische Geschichte Mainz, 
143 (Mainz: Verlag Philipp von Zabern, 1991).
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28 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

accept money, as we see further below in this chapter with regard 
to the time of the Peace Congress of Westphalia. The French policy, 
however, operated for about two centuries, for a long time because 
other powers did not share this view and accepted French money. 
Thus, it would be overly simple to brand the French policy as 
modern in contrast to those of other powers. In fact, France, or at 
least the French policy as we know it, depended on the subsidy 
system: the early modern struggle of the French kings and politicians 
against the House of Habsburg could hardly have been undertaken 
in a direct military confrontation or by France alone. After Cardinal 
Richelieu had exposed France to this struggle, the greatest fear for 
the French was to be without allies during an attack by Spain and 
a subsequent war.5 Thus, the struggle against the House of Habsburg 
and its alleged universal monarchy formed alliances of convenience 
in which France had the money, whereas its partners had the military 
means.6

The French military system could hardly stand alone prior to 
the reforms at the time of Louis XIV.7 Despite its long coastline, 
the country had no considerable naval fleet, and the war against 
Spain between 1635 and 1659 would have been impossible without 
Dutch and later English military support at sea. Moreover, for its 
army, the populous realm of France needed foreigners and thus 
subsidies in the sense of subsidy troops. Cardinal Richelieu had his 
doubts that the French mentality in general was fit for serious fighting 

5 Anuschka Tischer, Französische Diplomatie und Diplomaten auf dem 
Westfälischen Friedenskongreß: Außenpolitik unter Richelieu und Mazarin, 
Schriftenreihe der Vereinigung zur Erforschung der Neueren Geschichte e.V., 
29 (Münster: Aschendorff Verlag, 1999), p. 186.

6 For the political stereotype of a Monarchia Universalis, see Franz Bosbach, 
Monarchia Universalis: Ein politischer Leitbegriff der Frühen Neuzeit, 
Schriftenreihe der Historischen Kommission bei der Bayerischen Akademie 
der Wissenschaften, 32 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1988); 
Peer Schmidt, Spanische Universalmonarchie oder ‘teutsche Libertet’: das 
spanische Imperium in der Propaganda des Dreißigjährigen Krieges, Studien 
zur modernen Geschichte, 54 (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2001).

7 For the unsatisfactory state of the French military during the time of Richelieu, 
see David Parrott, ‘French Military Organisation in the 1630s: The Failure of 
Richelieu’s Ministry’, SeventeenthCentury French Studies 9 (1987), 151–167; 
David Parrott, Richelieu’s Army: War, Government and Society in France 
1624–1642 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). For a more 
general overview, see John A. Lynn, Giant of the Grand Siècle: The French 
Army 1610–1715 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).
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The role of subsidies 29

and saw it as essential that the French army included foreign forces.8 
When, however, Louis XIV later emphasised the close tie between 
sovereignty and the performance of war, this simultaneously implied 
a pursuit of autonomy in warfare.9 While Richelieu was successful, 
because France rather paid than fought, Louis XIV promoted the 
idea of a vigorous warrior king who consequently went to open 
war – although the king’s diplomacy and its use of money remained 
an important additive to his wars.

Notwithstanding the complex political and military system of 
which subsidies usually constituted a part, they first of all fulfilled 
an economic purpose: one power funded the expenses of another. 
Thus, funders had a political interest in what they paid for; and 
vice versa, the one accepting the money of another power might 
not have been able to act the way they did without this money. The 
financial value – or more precisely, the value of what the money 
could buy – evidently served as the leading factor of subsidies. This 
is in clear contrast to diplomatic gifts, which had a strong symbolic 
dimension and were means of communication, no matter how 
expensive they were.10 It was impossible to simply sell such a gift 
and buy something ‘useful’ or to use the money to pay off debts.

However, this does not mean that subsidies were purely economic. 
Early modern society was essentially based on honour, reputation, 
and symbolic acts. Thus, there was a symbolic dimension already 
when subsidies were given or accepted. Like any symbolic act, the 
giving and taking of subsidies could be perceived in different ways, 
and the perception could have political consequences. As we shall 
see, French diplomats and politicians were uncertain regarding the 
impression caused by the French subsidies. Was it the impression 
that the French allies needed money or, vice versa, that France had 
to buy its allies? Nevertheless, French money in combination with 

8 Testament Politique de Richelieu, ed. by Françoise Hildesheimer (Paris: 
Société de l’Histoire de France, 1995), pp. 305–306.

9 Joël Cornette, Le roi de guerre: Essai sur la souveraineté dans la France du 
Grand Siècle (Paris: Éditions Payot & Rivages, 1993).

10 For the wide range of diplomatic gifts and material exchange in foreign 
relations, see Materielle Grundlagen der Diplomatie: Schenken, Sammeln 
und Verhandeln in Spätmittelalter und Früher Neuzeit, ed. by Mark 
Häberlein and Christof Jeggle, Irseer Schriften: Studien zur Wirtschafts-, 
Kultur- und Mentalitätsgeschichte new series, 9 (Constance and Munich: 
UVK Verlagsgesellschaft, 2013). Cf. also several chapters in Medien der 
Außenbeziehungen von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, ed. by Peter Hoeres 
and Anuschka Tischer (Cologne: Böhlau Verlag, 2017).
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30 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

French protection in general had quite a positive impact on French 
reputation during the Thirty Years’ War.11

The reasons why political powers supplied one another ranged 
from economic interests to proxy wars and joint wars, and thereby to 
common political interests. There were, however, few purely economic 
subsidy relations. The Swiss Confederation was the first and only 
long-term political power to organize subsidy troops for money and 
not pursue a foreign-power policy. However, even the Swiss had some 
foreign interests, and those who hired Swiss mercenaries also had 
to combine their financial efforts with diplomatic ones, because the 
Confederation would only leave its troops in a war for one conflicting 
party, and as a political community it would not act against its 
own political interests. The position of the French ambassador in 
Solothurn was crucial. He solemnly represented a traditional good 
understanding of both powers and would try to convince the Swiss 
that they shared common interests with the French.12

Studies on subsidies usually focus on one aspect concerning the 
notion and practice related to this phenomenon. Some thorough 
studies exist on subsidies in a military context, which present statisti-
cal material and military aspects.13 If we take a look at subsidies 

11 Cf. Tryntje Helfferich, Chapter 2 below.
12 Thomas Lau, ‘Fremdwahrnehmung und Kulturtransfer – der Ambassadorenhof 

in Solothurn’, in Wahrnehmungen des Fremden: Differenzerfahrungen von 
Diplomaten im 16. und 17. Jahrhundert, ed. by Michael Rohrschneider 
and Arno Strohmeyer, Schriftenreihe der Vereinigung zur Erforschung der 
Neueren Geschichte e.V., 31 (Münster: Aschendorff Verlag, 2007), pp. 
313–341; Andreas Affolter, Verhandeln mit Republiken: Die französisch
eidgenössischen Beziehungen im frühen 18. Jahrhundert, Externa: Geschichte 
der Außenbeziehungen in neuen Perspektiven, 11 (Cologne: Böhlau Verlag, 
2017). For the Swiss case, also see Philippe Rogger, Chapter 6 below.

13 See, for instance, Hildegard Ernst, Madrid und Wien 1632–1637: Politik 
und Finanzen in den Beziehungen zwischen Philipp IV. und Ferdinand II., 
Schriftenreihe der Vereinigung zur Erforschung der Neueren Geschichte  
e.V., 18 (Münster: Aschendorff Verlag, 1991); Gottfried Lorenz, ‘Schweden 
und die französischen Hilfsgelder von 1638 bis 1649: Ein Beitrag zur 
Finanzierung des Krieges im 17. Jahrhundert’, in Forschungen und Quellen 
zur Geschichte des Dreißigjährigen Krieges, Schriftenreihe der Vereinigung 
zur Erforschung der Neueren Geschichte e.V., 12 (Münster: Aschendorff 
Verlag, 1981), pp. 98–148; Jörg Ulbert, ‘Französische Subsidienzahlungen 
an Hessen-Kassel während des Dreißigjährigen Krieges’, in Frankreich und 
HessenKassel zur Zeit des Dreißigjährigen Krieges und des Westfälischen 
Friedens, ed. by Klaus Malettke, Veröffentlichungen der Historischen Kommis-
sion für Hessen, 46 (Marburg: Elwert, 1999), pp. 159–174; Max Braubach, 
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The role of subsidies 31

in a wider political and diplomatic context, there are still further 
problems of definition, delimitation, and coherence with other notions 
and practices. Thus, subsidies are not clearly separated from pensions, 
although subsidies are usually regarded as part of an alliance of 
equals, whereas pensions indicate some kind of patron–client relation-
ship. When Jörg Ulbert analysed the French subsidies for Hesse-Cassel 
during the Thirty Years’ War, he referred to pensions as ‘subsidies 
in disguise’ (verkappte Subsidien).14 It is remarkable that Sweden 
used at least 14 per cent of its French subsidies not for military but 
for diplomatic expenses, in particular for financing its delegation 
during the peace talks in Osnabrück.15 On the other hand, in an 
earlier study on the role of subsidies in the War of the Spanish 
Succession, Max Braubach referred to them as a ‘substitute’ (Ersatz) 
for pensions, a judgement made on the basis of a short overview 
of the historical development and function of the two.16 Both views 
have their pros and cons and should be discussed further.

Moreover, subsidies represent a form of support with money or 
soldiers, but they should also be regarded in relation to symbolic 
capital, not only because they themselves were seen as symbolic 
but because they were entangled and competed with other values 
that were less material or practical in nature. This is very well 
illustrated by the case of Braunschweig: during the Nine Years’ War, 
Duke Ernst August received subsidies from France, which hoped to 
neutralise the duke from the conflict. Actually, however, the French 
support strengthened the duke’s position vis-à-vis Emperor Leopold 
I, who promoted the territory of Braunschweig-Lüneburg to a new 
electorate in 1692. By this act, the new elector finally became a part 
of the imperial alliance against France. Lucien Bély mentioned this 
specific case in an overview over subsidies in the Ancien Régime 
as an example of just how unpredictable the outcomes of subsidies 
were with regard to political calculations.17 Moreover, in this case it 
was the emperor’s decision that brought the Wolfenbüttel branch of 
Braunschweig to accept French subsidies and thereby join a French 
alliance, as Wolfenbüttel did not accept that the internal balance 

Die Bedeutung der Subsidien für die Politik im spanischen Erbfolgekriege 
(Bonn and Leipzig: Schroeder, 1923).

14 Ulbert, ‘Französische Subsidienzahlungen’, p. 166.
15 Lorenz, ‘Schweden und die französischen Hilfsgelder’, p. 99.
16 Braubach, Die Bedeutung der Subsidien, p. 7.
17 Lucien Bély, ‘Subsides’, in Dictionnaire de l’Ancien Régime, ed. by Lucien 

Bély (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1996), pp. 1178–1179.
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32 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

of the House of Braunschweig was destroyed by the creation of 
the new electorate.18

The case of Braunschweig gives us an idea of the complexity of 
the means of giving and taking in early modern society and state 
system, in particular when we keep in mind that the political condi-
tions of the great powers were completely different: France had a 
comparatively well-functioning tax system, which allowed the king 
to hire troops and pay subsidies. At the same time, however, an 
elaborate concept of the king as a sovereign prince existed. It would 
have been impossible for a French king to accept subsidies other 
than hired troops on a purely economic basis. This may be compared 
to the fact that it would also have been impossible for a French 
king to accept a protector and protection, even during his minority 
reign. Thus, a French king could not have been ‘supported’ in a 
war in the same way as he himself supported, for instance, Sweden 
or Hesse-Cassel during the Thirty Years’ War: What might have 
blemished the honour and reputation of a king of France was for 
others just a useful means of foreign policy.19

Unlike the situation in France, the emperor had no income or 
military basis ex officio. When he asked for subsidies, he did so 
based on the original meaning of the notion: he had to ask the 
members of the Holy Roman Empire for extraordinary support. As 
the Imperial Estates were international actors at the same time, the 
emperor was in competition with international actors even when 
he asked for ‘internal’ support, as demonstrated in the case of 
Braunschweig. On the other hand, the emperor was part of the 
House of Habsburg, which often provided him with a solid basis 
of troops and money, either from his own hereditary lands or from 
his Spanish cousins.20 In addition, the emperor also had ex-officio 
access to an enormous symbolic capital and could offer status 
improvements and enhancements. The creation of a new electorate 
for Braunschweig is a spectacular example, but Leopold I in particular 
used this means in many ways. Thus, the money and troops of 
Louis XIV also competed against the symbolic capital amassed by 
the emperor.

When we finally ask why subsidies were spent, it is evident that 
the one giving money to someone else wanted to attain a political 

18 Braubach, Die Bedeutung der Subsidien, pp. 59–60.
19 For the functional view of the receivers on subsidies, see Tryntje Helfferich, 

Chapter 2 below.
20 Cf. Ernst, Madrid und Wien.
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The role of subsidies 33

or military objective or at least had the impression that there was 
an objective to which he should contribute.21 This indicates a further 
difference between subsidies and gifts, as gifts were usually not 
given to reach a specific objective. Subsidies, however, were not just 
a price paid by a power to then get what it wanted. There remained 
a lot of uncertainties, in particular since a political actor who took 
money did not become a service provider as a result, but still remained 
an independent power. He could disappoint the hopes of the payer. 
In the worst case, the subsidies helped a power to acquire a form 
of authority that could frighten the one who was paying for it. The 
relationship between France and Sweden in the Thirty Years’ War 
serves as a good example of this: from the very beginning, France 
was not able to calculate or control the Protestant power it supported 
with money, and the growing Swedish success aggravated the situ-
ation. French politicians were confronted with the fact that they 
paid for Sweden’s unwanted war against Denmark in 1643 and, 
even worse, for Sweden’s strong pro-Protestant politics at the Congress 
of Westphalia, all of which were not the reasons for paying out the 
subsidies.22

The more subsidies became an established system, the more 
there were political actors who more or less expected pensions 
or subsidies, even if the money did not influence their policies in 
any significant way. The elector of Mayence, Johann Philipp von 
Schönborn, is an example of a minor political actor who received 
money from both France and the emperor, but who nevertheless 
balanced quite well between the two. Emperor Leopold I judged in 

21 See, for instance, the statement by the French ambassador Abel Servien 
who negotiated on the Franco-Dutch alliance in The Hague for some time 
during the Congress of Westphalia and wrote to Cardinal Mazarin on 9 April 
1647: ‘Je croy tellement que sans miracle on ne fera rien cette année avec 
les armes du costé de cet Estat, qu’une des plus nécessaires applications que 
nous devions avoir, selon mon advis, est de profficter des troupes qui sont 
entretenues du subside de France, qu’on est sur le poinct de licencier.’ Acta 
Pacis Westphalicae, ed. by Max Braubach, Konrad Repgen, and Maximilian 
Lanzinner, series II B (French Correspondence), vol. 5, prep. by Guido Braun 
(Münster: Aschendorff Verlag, 2002), part 2, p. 1019.

22 For the French government’s insistence on the view that their subsidies 
were meant to pay for the war against the emperor, not against Denmark, 
see Acta Pacis Westphalicae, II B, vol. 1, prep. by Ursula Irsigler (Münster: 
Aschendorff Verlag, 1979), pp. 266, 301. For the further difficulties between 
France and Sweden during the time of the Westphalian Peace Congress, see 
Tischer, Französische Diplomatie, pp. 295–310.
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34 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

1671 that it was necessary to pay money to the elector, although 
he was already separated from France owing to the political  
situation.23

Subsidies in French politics

In 1552, Henri II of France initiated a significant policy of subsidies 
with the Treaty of Chambord.24 He concluded an alliance with 
several Protestant German princes against Emperor Charles V, which 
was the climax of a French policy of trying to win over imperial 
estates against a suspected universal monarchy of the Habsburg 
ruler. According to the Treaty of Chambord, the German princes 
raised troops, whereas the French king promised them 70,000 écus 
per month plus an initial sum of money. The Treaty of Chambord, 
which allowed the king to occupy the imperial cities of Metz, Toul, 
and Verdun, was also the beginning of the modern French policy 
of protection.25 This highlights the entanglement between the 
practices, an entanglement which was, however, soon interrupted: 
after the 1559 Peace of Cateau-Cambrésis, by which France accepted 
the Habsburg predominance, the French kings focused on the realm’s 

23 ‘Kurmainz zeigt sich guet und ganz abgesondert von Frankreich, also ist wohl 
vonnöthen, ihn nit stecken zue lassen … Idem faciat Pötting und sehe, dass 
man aufs wenigste etwas thue. Dann revera, ohne Geld erhalten wir diese 
Leut nit, und nehmen sie nochmals Frankreichs Geld an, so heißt es, oleum 
et operam perdidimus.’ In: Privatbriefe Kaiser Leopold I. an den Grafen 
F.E. Pötting. 1662–1673, ed. by Dr Alfred Francis Pribram and Dr Moriz 
Landwehr von Pragenau, part 2, Fontes Rerum Austriacarum, Diplomataria 
et Acta LVII (Vienna: In Kommission bei Carl Gerold’s Sohn, 1904), p. 
197. For the elector’s relations to France, see Tilman Haug, Ungleiche 
Außenbeziehungen und grenzüberschreitende Patronage: Die französische 
Krone und die geistlichen Kurfürsten (1648–1679), Externa: Geschichte 
der Außenbeziehungen in neuen Perspektiven, 6 (Cologne: Böhlau Verlag, 
2015).

24 For the treaty text, see Politische Korrespondenz des Herzogs und Kurfürsten 
Moritz von Sachsen, ed. by Historische Kommission bei der Sächsischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Leipzig, vol. 5, prep. by Johannes Herrmann, 
Günther Wartenberg, and Christian Winter (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1998), 
pp. 574–585.

25 For the occupation and its further consequences, see Christine Petry, ‘Faire 
des sujets du roi’: Rechtspolitik in Metz, Toul und Verdun unter französis
cher Herrschaft (1552–1648), Pariser Historische Studien, 73 (Munich: R. 
Oldenbourg Verlag, 2006). For the development of the French protection 
politics of this period, see Babel, Garde et protection. 
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The role of subsidies 35

internal problems and pursued no noteworthy foreign policy for 
several decades.26

When France returned to the international stage with Henri IV, 
it faced the problem of a lack of money. Money was the key to the 
success of French foreign policy before Cateau-Cambrésis, and later 
for the foreign policy of Richelieu; but the debts of the French 
crown to Swiss mercenaries from the time of the Wars of Religion 
became a serious obstacle to the financial credibility it needed for 
its future foreign policy. The first payments at the end of the sixteenth 
and beginning of the seventeenth centuries were solemn events 
purporting to restore confidence. Yet, although France would have 
debts to the Swiss of up to 70 million livres for a long time, the 
realm was quite successful in recruiting further mercenaries and 
also in building up a network of political powers receiving French 
money.27 This was important to French foreign policy during the 
Thirty Years’ War. Obviously, subsidies did not necessarily represent 
an immediate cash flow; they could also be a promise in relation 
to a distant future. In this case, credibility was crucial, not liquidity, 
which required a partner who accepted subsidies although he did 
not have any immediate need for the money.

France once again started to finance the enemies of the House 
of Habsburg – and in particular, once again, the Protestant enemies 
– at the beginning of Cardinal Richelieu’s government in 1624. In 
the same year, Louis XIII concluded the Treaty of Compiègne with 
the States-General of the United Provinces, in which the latter received 
a loan that was to be repaid after a peace with Spain.28 Starting in 
1630, Louis gave them one million livres annually for their war ‘as 
a gift’ (en don).29 With the Treaty of Bärwalde in 1631, France was 

26 For the treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis, see Bertrand Haan, Une paix pour 
l’éternité: La négociation du traité du CateauCambrésis, Bibliothèque de 
la Casa de Velázquez, 49 (Madrid: Casa de Velázquez, 2010).

27 For the debts and payment, see Lau, ‘Fremdwahrnehmung und Kulturtransfer’, 
pp. 315–316.

28 A reproduction of this treaty with further information can be found in the 
database Europäische Friedensverträge der Vormoderne online of the Leibniz-
Institut für Europäische Geschichte in Mayence: www.ieg-friedensvertraege.de/
treaty/1624%20VI%2010%20Allianz-%20und%20Subsidienvertrag%20
von%20Compi%C3%A8gne/t-958-1-de.html?h=1, accessed 5 November 
2017.

29 Renewal of the alliance from 17 June 1630: www.ieg-friedensvertraege.de/
treaty/1630%20VI%2017%20Erneuerung%20der%20bestehenden%20
Allianz/t-964-1-de.html?h=1, accessed 5 November 2017. The subsequent 
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obliged to pay one million livres per year to Sweden, whereas Sweden 
had to raise an army.30 The French policy thus more or less adhered 
to the model of 1552. However, it went further in a different way: 
it took decades until the war and the subsidies came to an end. 
From 1630 onwards, France paid subsidies for eighteen subsequent 
years. Moreover, there was not just one but several subsidy arrange-
ments – those with the Dutch Republic and with Sweden followed 
an agreement with Hesse-Cassel, which cost France an additional 
500,000 livres per year.31 Finally, this war soon became more than 
a proxy war for France; so from 1635 onwards, the realm had to 
pay its own war expenses in addition to the subsidies.

France could use subsidies in its foreign policy because it had 
the money to do so. As a member of the French government, probably 
Cardinal Mazarin himself, would say in the summer of 1648, when 
the parties of the Thirty Years’ War were increasingly exhausted: 
‘It is not that we have much more money, but we still have more 
than our enemies.’ 32 The reason why France usually had more money 
for foreign policy than its enemies was found in the fact that it was 
particularly advanced in its state-building process and the establish-
ment of taxes. At the same time, France had more inhabitants, and 
thus tax-payers, than any other European country. The good material 
conditions of the French foreign policy were proved by the fact that 
France, unlike its costly allies Sweden and Hesse-Cassel, did not 
ask for any financial satisfaction during the Congress of Westphalia. 
Hence, the French claim to have fought the war for German liberty 
was probably more credible for the German estates that had to pay 
the money Sweden needed for the compensation of its military. The 
French government’s generosity outside its own country came with 
risks: in 1648, the very year of the Peace of Westphalia, the revolt 
of the Fronde broke out, starting with protests against new fiscal 
laws whereupon state bankruptcy followed.

alliance treaty was concluded on 15 April 1634: www.ieg-friedensvertraege.de/
treaty/1634%20IV%2015%20Allianz-%20und%20Freundschaftsvertrag%20
von%20Den%20Haag/t-1079-1-de.html?h=1, accessed 5 November 2017.

30 Treaty of Bärwalde: www.ieg-friedensvertraege.de/treaty/1631%20I%20
13%20Allianzvertrag%20von%20B%C3%A4rwalde/t-1293-1-de.html?h=1, 
accessed 5 November 2017.

31 Ulbert, ‘Französische Subsidienzahlungen’, p. 167.
32 ‘Ce n’est pas qu’on veuille dire que nous ayons beaucoup plus d’argent, 

mais tousjours en avons nous plus que nos ennemis.’ Quoted from Tischer, 
Französische Diplomatie, p. 199.
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The transfer of money to foreign powers remained an important 
element of French foreign policy after Westphalia.33 Nevertheless, 
the main instrument of the power politics of Louis XIV was the 
military means under the direct control of the state (i.e. a strong 
standing army and fortresses). During the War of the Spanish Suc-
cession, France paid subsidies to the grandson of Louis XIV, Philippe, 
who claimed the Spanish throne, as well as to French allies, the 
most important being the electors of Bavaria and Cologne. At 4–6 
million livres annually, the French subsidies for Philippe were high; 
however, compared to the 70–90 million livres annual overall cost 
of the war, the subsidies represented a relatively small expense.34

In an overview, I would say that the peaks of the French subsidy 
policy were in the 1550s and again in the 1630s and 1640s with a 
long interruption due to internal conflicts. The French subsidy policy 
started in 1552 with a relatively high engagement of 70,000 écus 
(i.e. about 210,000 livres per month), which meant more than two 
and a half million livres per year. Even if we take currency changes 
into consideration, this seems impressive compared to the same sum 
paid to the Dutch Republic, Sweden, and Hesse-Cassel combined 
during the Thirty Years’ War, in particular as the income of the 
French crown had increased since the sixteenth century. On the 
other hand, in 1552 France won Metz, Toul, and Verdun immediately, 
whereas in the Thirty Years’ War it faced long-term financial obliga-
tions and finally its own involvement in the war. This makes it 
difficult to compare the two most relevant cases of French subsidy 
policy. I would argue, however, that these mark a period of an 
international entanglement of France with parallels in the French 
politics of protection, a period which ended with the Peace of 
Westphalia. In the future, France would pursue a modern state 
policy, that is, a policy relying substantially on institutionalized 
means which the government could control, such as a standing 
army or fortified borders. Nevertheless, unpredictable means like 
protection and subsidies depending on co-operation with foreign 
powers – and not necessarily geared to any material advantage for 
France – were also still in use, but they no longer formed a central 
element in France’s foreign policy. It is worth discussing whether 

33 For the relations to the electors of Mayence and Cologne, see, for instance, 
Haug, Ungleiche Außenbeziehungen.

34 Guy Rowlands, The Financial Decline of a Great Power: War, Influence, 
and Money in Louis XIV’s France (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 
pp. 23, 158.
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this was a result of a long-term state-building process or of the 
concrete experiences of French politicians and diplomats in relation 
to those means during the Thirty Years’ War and the Congress of 
Westphalia.

An outlook on subsidies in French diplomacy at the Congress 
of Westphalia

Subsidies were a subject of political correspondence and internal 
diplomatic discussion and, as they were part of diplomacy, the 
diplomats also took part in the subsidy policy. During the Thirty 
Years’ War, one of the Swedish negotiators in Osnabrück, Johan 
Adler Salvius, was simultaneously responsible for the administration 
of the French subsidies, a responsibility that constituted a heavy 
burden for him in addition to the peace negotiations.35 This task 
must have influenced his relations with his French colleagues, who 
served as his contacts for any questions or problems concerning the 
subsidies. Complaints regarding the frequent delay of payment were 
made by the Swedish resident in Münster where the French delegation 
resided.36 Vice versa, the French found themselves in an awkward 
position when they would have welcomed subsidies, and recognised 
their political benefit, but had to wait for decisions and money from 
Paris: in 1644, when the Swedes urged in favour of subsidies for 
Transylvania, the French diplomats made it clear that they had no 
power to make a decision on this point and that they furthermore 
did not have the money for this kind of extraordinary payments. 
This was something they had to point out, since it was quite common 
for them to pay for political and diplomatic expenses in advance.37 
Nevertheless, they agreed that the matter was of high importance 
in order to encourage the prince of Transylvania to fight against 
the emperor.

It is evident that subsidies were a means of diplomacy, but using 
this means was tricky. At least in its last phase, the Swedish war in 
Germany was completely dependent on French subsidies, and the 

35 Cf. Lorenz, ‘Schweden und die französischen Hilfsgelder’.
36 Acta Pacis Westphalicae, II B, vol. 1, p. 430.
37 ‘Nous n’avons pas apporté icy la bource si bien garnie que nous puissions 

pourvoir de nous mesmes à des despenses impréveues de cette nature.’ Acta 
Pacis Westphalicae, II B, vol. 1, p. 173.
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French diplomats knew it.38 They used the frequent delays of payment 
as a kind of policy of pinpricks, and the Swedes understood this 
correctly.39 When the French became more and more dissatisfied 
with the Swedish demands, the French ambassador Claude d’Avaux 
openly announced a delay to his Swedish counterpart Johan Oxen-
stierna in 1647.40 However, there was no serious consideration of 
stopping the subsidies, as the French and the Swedes were finally 
tied together in the war. Besides those threats, Cardinal Mazarin 
also tried to make it clear to the Swedish government that the 
subsidies were a heavy burden for the French people and that France 
nevertheless tried its best to fulfil its obligations.41

The subsidies for the Dutch Republic were used in the opposite 
way: when it became more and more evident that the ally was 
prepared to conclude a peace treaty without France, and when the 
French were particularly upset with the behaviour of the Dutch 
delegation, they were anxious that the subsidies should be paid 
without any delay.42 However, it was the Dutch Republic itself that 
sent a clear signal of its political independence: before it made an 
official arrangement with Spain, it refused to accept further subsidies 
and even forbade its still-ally to recruit its troops.43

On the basis of this, it is not surprising that the French were 
somehow frustrated regarding the subsidy policy. Ambassador Abel 

38 ‘en effect e[l’alliance] fust autant désirée des Suédois que de nous et qu’elle 
leur fust beaucoup plus nécessaire à cause du subside qu’on leur donne.’ Acta 
Pacis Westphalicae, II B, vol. 3, prep. by Elke Jarnut and Rita Bohlen with 
an introduction and an appendix by Franz Bosbach (Münster: Aschendorff 
Verlag, 1999), p. 711. The overview of Lorenz shows that this perception 
reflected reality.

39 Acta Pacis Westphalicae, II B, vol. 1, pp. 430, 435; series II C (Swedish 
Correspondence), vol. 3, prep. by Gottfried Lorenz (Münster: Aschendorff 
Verlag, 1975), p. XLVII. 

40 Acta Pacis Westphalicae, II B, vol. 5, 1, p. CXLIV.
41 Acta Pacis Westphalicae, II B, vol. 4, p. 516.
42 ‘Cependant, il est bon que vous soyés informés, pour le faire valloir de 

delà, que depuis trois jours on a faict payer quatre cens mil francz du 
dernier quartier du subside pour Messieurs les Estatz sans qu’on y ayt voulu 
apporter un seul moment de retardement pour la conduicte de quelques-uns 
de leurs députez, dans l’asseurance que les dictz Sieurs Estatz remédieront 
aux inconvéniens ausquelz ilz ont voulu nous exposer par leur mauvaise 
volonté.’ Acta Pacis Westphalicae, II B, vol. 5, 1, p. 427.

43 Acta Pacis Westphalicae, II B, vol. 5, 1, p. XCII.
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Servien wrote clear words to his nephew Hugues de Lionne, the future 
secretary for foreign affairs, and angrily stated that, with regard to 
subsidies, everyone would behave ‘as if we were the treasurers of 
other nations and as if we were obliged to buy the friendship of those 
who should be more than happy to have ours’.44 Servien’s outburst 
also shows that the French did not really regard those accepting 
subsidies as equals. There was even some disdain for them, since 
they took money for their ‘friendship’ and alliance, and they were 
openly interested in money. With this type of disdain towards such 
an economic attitude, Servien was definitely not alone in the French 
government.45 In particular when it comes to the Dutch Republic, 
this view fitted into the general disdain of a noble society towards 
a state of republicans and ‘merchants’.46 When later, in the 1670s, 
the political constellation had changed, and Louis XIV went to 
war against the Dutch Republic, French politicians and diplomats 
were more than eager to show that a war was not a merchant’s 
business – notwithstanding the fact that France had needed the 
Dutch fleet and military force against Spain some decades before.47

44 ‘comme si nous estions les trésoriers des autres nations et comme si nous 
estions obligez d’achepter l’amitié de ceux qui se doivent tenir trop heureux 
d’avoir la nostre.’ Acta Pacis Westphalicae, II B, vol. 4, p. 764.

45 See, for instance, the description provided in a royal memorandum regarding 
the ambassador of the Dutch Republic in Paris: ‘Messieurs les Plénipotentiaires 
ne doivent pas craindre que l’ambassadeur d’Hollande qui est en cette cour 
puisse avoir rien cogneu de nos sentimens sur le contenu dans cet article. 
C’est un homme qui ne se met guières en peyne de les descouvrir et que 
l’on ne veoid jamais que quand il vient demander l’argent des subsides ou 
parler en faveur de quelques marchands sur des “prises” de vaisseaux.’ Acta 
Pacis Westphalicae, II B, vol. 4, p. 810.

46 See, in general, Helmut Gabel and Volker Jarren, Kaufleute und Fürsten: 
Außenpolitik und politischkulturelle Perzeption im Spiegel niederländisch
deutscher Beziehungen 1648–1748, with an introduction by Heinz Duch-
hardt and Horst Lademacher, Niederlande-Studien, 18 (Munich and Berlin: 
Waxmann, 1998). For the French perception of their enemies and allies, 
including the Dutch Republic, during the time of the Congress of Westphalia, 
see Anuschka Tischer, ‘Fremdwahrnehmung und Stereotypenbildung in der 
französischen Gesandtschaft auf dem Westfälischen Friedenskongress’, in 
Wahrnehmungen des Fremden: Differenzerfahrungen von Diplomaten im 16. 
und 17. Jahrhundert, ed. by Michael Rohrschneider and Arno Strohmeyer, 
Schriftenreihe der Vereinigung zur Erforschung der Neueren Geschichte 
e.V., 31 (Münster: Aschendorff Verlag, 2007), pp. 265–288.

47 See, for instance, the judgement of French diplomat Honoré Courtin as 
early as 1665: ‘Ce n’est pas le mestier des marchans de faire la guerre, il 
faut de bons chefs, de bons officiers, de braves soldats et de hardis matelots. 
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Conclusion

Subsidies were an important means in the French struggle against 
the House of Habsburg, a means that was made possible by the 
fact that the realm was quite advanced in its state-building process 
and that the king, consequently, had a solid income from taxes. On 
the other hand, the French subsidy treaties still reveal a deficit, 
because the French foreign policy was based on the military forces 
of its allies. Of course, this was not necessarily a structural deficit: 
the alliances just enabled France to pursue an ambitious policy that 
would have been impossible otherwise. Nevertheless, subsidies were 
an incalculable means with its own dynamics. During the Thirty 
Years’ War, the costs grew continuously whereas the effect was 
sometimes disappointing, or even the opposite of what was intended. 
It is thus not surprising that French politicians during the time of 
the Congress of Westphalia expressed serious doubts regarding the 
use of subsidies – just as they did regarding the use of protection.48 
There were several good reasons to look for other means.

However, if we do not merely focus on the development of France 
itself, we still have to pose the question what the French subsidies 
meant for European history and the states system. Financial needs, 
and in particular the necessity to finance war, are seen as key for 
understanding the modern state-building process.49 Usually, this 
factor is analysed from two perspectives: first, how a ruler was able 

Les Hollandois manquent de tout cela’, in Bescheiden uit vreemde archieven 
omtrent de groote nederlandsche zeeoorlogen 1652–1676, ed. by H.T. 
Colenbrander, vol. 1 (1652–1667) (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1919), 
pp. 218–219. Cf. also James Rees Jones, The AngloDutch Wars of the 
Seventeenth Century (London and New York: Longman, 1996), p. 66. The 
war declared by Louis XIV on the Dutch Republic in 1672 is notorious 
for the fact that the French king saw his ‘glory’ being questioned by the 
fact that the republic’s diplomacy had forced him into a peace with Spain 
four years before. 

48 Cf. Anuschka Tischer, ‘Protektion als Schlüsselbegriff politischer Sprache 
und Praxis in Frankreich im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert’, in Protegierte und 
Protektoren: Asymmetrische politische Beziehungen zwischen Partnerschaft 
und Dominanz (16. bis frühes 20. Jahrhundert), ed. by Tilman Haug, Nadir 
Weber, and Christian Windler, Externa: Geschichte der Außenbeziehungen 
in neuen Perspektiven, 9 (Cologne: Böhlau Verlag, 2016), pp. 49–64.

49 See Michael Stolleis, Pecunia nervus rerum: Zur Staatsfinanzierung in der 
frühen Neuzeit (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1983); Johannes Burkhardt, 
‘Die Friedlosigkeit der Frühen Neuzeit: Grundlegung einer Theorie der Bel-
lizität Europas’, Zeitschrift für historische Forschung 24 (1997), 509–574.
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to obtain money from inside their territory, in particular by the 
establishment of taxes, or, second, how the international rivalry 
over external resources became the motor of the wars of the early 
modern period. Subsidies render this view more complex: one may 
ask if the French subsidies, which were the subject of the present 
discussion, caused a kind of revenue equalization in some parts of 
Europe. They did not replace the struggle for financial resources; 
they were part of this struggle and balanced or counterbalanced 
other developments. By means of its subsidies, France influenced 
the state-building process in other territories and also contributed 
to the fact that a balance between Protestants and Catholics was 
reached in Germany and Europe. The French subsidies thus have 
to be regarded in a much wider context than just French foreign 
policy in itself.
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