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“My lord, I am upset to know that you have been sick for so 

long. I would like to be able to give you something to please 

you and to be near you to entertain you. My lord, I am still 

studying well in order to serve you when I become an adult. 

I am recommending myself to your good grace. I pray to 

God that you recover soon. Your very humble and very 

obedient brother, Alexandre de France.”1 

 

Alexandre-Edouard, the future Henry III of France, wrote this letter to his 

eldest brother, Francis II of France, at only six years old.2 In many ways, this letter 

reveals that Henry did not expect to rule, but rather to serve his brother when he 

became an adult. Fate decided otherwise, and Henry was named King of France in 

1574 after the death of his two older brothers, Francis II in 1560 and Charles IX in 

May 1574. During Henry’s reign, France was ravaged by religious civil wars. His 

inability to put an end to them contributed to his reputation as a bad king and a 

tyrant.3 His effeminate appearance and rumours about his sexual orientation 

(allegedly homosexual) were used against him to undermine his authority.4 For 

Katherine Crawford, these allegations were due to the king’s failure to produce an 

heir.5 Recent scholarship has endeavoured to reassess Henry’s reputation and to offer 

a fairer and more well-rounded appraisal of his reign.6 It is in the new optic that this 

chapter attempts to align itself. Few scholars have thoroughly analysed Henry III’s 

own words when it comes to defining his monarchical representation. Xavier Le 
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Person provides several important insights into Henry III’s writings, notably the 

speech the king gave in 1585. Person studies the rhetoric used by the king, but does 

not highlight the different representations throughout this speech and how they 

allowed the king to defend his royal authority.7 Henry’s inspiration in portraying 

himself as a father to his country has also been examined through his speeches.8 This 

chapter aims to go beyond these interpretations and uses Henry’s letters and speeches 

to analyse how a king who was not supposed to rule managed to fashion a strong 

royal identity.  

 Despite the fact that he was not a direct heir to the throne, Henry III received a 

proper Christian and humanist education.9 He was the third son of Henry II of France 

and Catherine de Medici. He was known for his appreciation of literature and his 

interest in the use of rhetoric.10 Henry’s former teacher, Jacques Amyot, dedicated to 

the king his Projet de l’éloquence royale in 1579, demonstrating the significance of 

mastering language in order to be a good king.11 From his younger years as Monsieur 

to his last years as the King of France, his letters and speeches reveal an image of a 

king who, despite immense challenges, was devoted to his people and to the French 

crown. 

 

A KING’S BROTHER: GLORY, RIVALRY AND LOYALTY 

Only fifteen months separated Charles IX of France and his brother Henry. 

This section offers insight into their relationship, as no scholarly work devoted to 

their relationship exists. In 1569, Henry was appointed General Lieutenant of the 

Realm, becoming second-in-charge of military affairs. Henry took his responsibilities 

very seriously, but at times his military leadership did overshadow his brother’s rule. 

In any case, he remained loyal to his brother. In a letter sent in May 1573, Henry 
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demonstrated his loyalty to Charles and stated that he wanted “to sacrifice hundreds 

of thousands of lives” in service of his brother and thanked him for honouring him. 

He insisted that in response he would “kiss very humbly your feet and hands and will 

kiss them when I have this honour to see you.”12 He signed all the letters he sent to his 

brother, “your very humble and very obedient brother and subject, Henry.”13  

Despite this obedient and loyal attitude, Henry often positioned himself as the 

one in charge—promoting his glory inside and outside the borders of his realm and 

creating some sibling rivalry. In 1568, he wrote to the Governors of the Provinces 

stating the importance of the recent edict of pacification.14 In another letter, Henry 

wrote: “the king and myself [are] authorised to implement more taxes to ensure the 

defence of the bridge.”15 In both cases, he connected himself to his brother’s 

authority, revealing the importance of his status as General Lieutenant and as the next 

legitimate heir to the throne. Henry also imposed his role and authority outside the 

borders of France. For instance, when, in September 1568, Charles IX decided to send 

a special envoy to the Spanish court, he agreed with his brother Henry on the identity 

of the diplomat. Furthermore, Henry decided to write directly to Philip II of Spain, 

explaining, “the King and the Queen are sending you the lord of Lignerolles, who is 

mine.”16 He continued on to say that he was the one commanding Lignerolles on his 

duties.17 A month later, Henry wrote again to the Spanish king, revealing his devotion 

to him and asserting, “you will never have a servant nor a kinsman who desires more 

to humbly serve you than I do.”18 At the death of his sister in October 1568, Elisabeth 

of Valois, Queen Consort of Spain, Henry wrote to Philip expressing his grief and 

claiming that he would obey him willingly.19 In direct correspondence with the 

Spanish king, Henry positioned himself as true heir to his brother, Charles IX of 

France. Furthermore, while insisting on the importance of his role in the French 
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realm, he also used the rhetoric of obedience to Philip and signed all his letters to him 

as “your humble and obedient brother, Henry.”20 The fact that he signed “your 

brother” is not surprising, as monarchs used familial rhetoric when writing to one 

another.21 However, the adjectives preceding echo greatly those used when Henry 

wrote to his natural and true brother Charles, demonstrating that Henry was being 

submissive to Philip. 

As a king’s brother, Henry asserted a certain authority and showed Charles 

that he took his responsibilities seriously. In February 1568, Henry informed his 

brother that he had captured a spy who spoke German and who had managed to 

intercept letters exchanged between them. He reassured Charles that he would make 

the right decisions regarding the spy. Therefore one could argue that he was acting as 

a second king.22 At no point in this letter did he ask for advice or orders from Charles, 

revealing the complex dynamic between the two brothers.  

Henry was obedient, but this was also tainted by his own aspiration to reveal 

and promote his own glory. In March 1569, Henry won an important battle at Jarnac 

against the Huguenots.23 In a very short letter of only a few lines, he reported to 

Charles, “My lord, you have won the battle. The Prince of Condé [Huguenots’ leader] 

is dead. I have seen him dead. I am fine.”24 With a few words, Henry revealed his 

leadership and glory. In insisting that he saw the enemy dead, he reminded his brother 

that he was the one on the battlefield, asserting the importance of appearing as a 

martial potential king. A few days later, he wrote the king a very detailed letter 

relating the course of events during the battle. Henry notified Charles that he had 

written to the different factions, to the ambassadors in Europe and directly to Queen 

Elizabeth I of England to explain what happened on the battlefield, believing that it 

would give “more authority and favour to your affairs.”25 Henry was making sure that 
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his glorious victory was known abroad. Furthermore, he also gave a speech on the day 

of the victory which was printed by Guillaume de Nyverd, the royal printer.26 This 

speech detailed the events on the battlefield and also insisted on Henry’s bravery. He 

was described as the one in charge of military decisions that led to the victory over 

their enemies.27 Henry was also reported as the one pursuing the enemies who were 

fleeing the battlefield, further depicting the image of a warrior prince.28 However, the 

end of the speech focused on Charles’s glory as King of France and on his victory.29 

In all, it seemed that Henry’s courageous actions served to promote the crown as well 

as himself, but his name remained the one associated with the victory at Jarnac. These 

examples show some of the ways in which Henry overstepped and overshadowed his 

brother’s glory with his own. Additionally, he directly demonstrated his leadership to 

his brother when he insisted on “having a full and better knowledge of those who are 

our enemies.”30 This statement further asserts Henry’s glory and authority and 

demonstrated that he was the one leading the troops on the battlefield. In other 

instances, Henry even informed Charles of his military decisions without asking for 

any permission or advice.31 These letters demonstrate Henry’s great military skills 

and leadership. 

Henry also deployed his political abilities and wanted to serve as a true adviser 

to his brother, as well as a mediator between Charles and the King of Navarre, the 

next leader of the Huguenots after Condé’s assassination. After the victory at Jarnac, 

Henry wrote to Henry of Navarre in response to the latter’s request to hand over 

Condé’s body. Henry informed Navarre that the body had already been handed over 

to Condé’s family. He then continued his letter by advising Navarre to surrender and 

to “come back to the king, my said lord and brother, whom I am sure, given his 

goodness and your young age, will kiss you.”32 Henry clearly positioned himself as a 
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mediator between the two enemies, reassuring Navarre that Charles would welcome 

him back as long as he pledged obedience to the French crown. In September 1569, 

Henry wrote to his brother Charles about the edict of pacification and clearly stated 

how he thought peace should be established. He advised that “those of the new 

opinion [religion] would be pardoned” as long as “they want to live according to your 

edicts and ordinances and pledge to have no other religion other than your own: 

Catholicism.”33 These two letters not only showed Henry’s devotion to Catholicism, 

but also demonstrated his political skills—even as a king’s brother. Through glory 

and obedience, Henry prepared himself to be king of France. 

 

FIGHTING FOR PEACE AS THE “MOST CHRISTIAN KING” IN THE MIDST 

OF THE RELIGIOUS WARS 

In May 1574, Charles IX of France died, which forced Henry, who had just 

been elected King of Poland, to come back to his homeland and assume his 

responsibilities as King of France. The country had been ravaged by religious wars, 

and the importance of preserving Catholicism became Henry’s first burden. Indeed, 

the Pope gave the French kings the title of the “Most Christian Kings.”34 During his 

reign, Henry was strongly attached to this title and referred to it in his letters and 

speeches.35 It was essential for Henry to depict himself as a pious and true Catholic.36 

Though scholars have mentioned his own religious beliefs as a motivating factor for 

Henry to create Holy Orders, I argue that these Orders helped him promote his 

authority as a Catholic king. Henry created multiple Holy Orders and from his youth 

was very concerned with his Christian image.37 Four years after his ascension to the 

throne, for example, the Valois king created the Order of the Holy Spirit,38 which was 

a strong demonstration of his devotion to Catholicism.39 With the creation of this 
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Order, Henry referred to himself as the “first founder” in the charter.40 It appeared 

that the King was trying to convince the Catholic community of his faith.41 

Throughout his reign, Henry continued to establish more Holy Orders to convey the 

image of a true Catholic.   

However, due to events between 1576 and 1577, such as the General States of 

Blois, the debates on a “monarchie mixte,” and the sixth religious civil war 

(December 1576 – September 1577), Henry was forced to compromise on religion in 

order to achieve peace inside the borders of his realm.42 The peace of Bergerac and 

the Edict of Poitiers were implemented on September 17, 1577, allowing Protestants 

to exercise reformed religion. However, Catholicism remained protected by the king. 

In his Edict, he stated that “those who are of the said reformed religion will have to 

maintain the laws of the Catholic, Apostolic and Roman Church.”43 This statement 

insisted on the king’s willingness to unite all of his subjects to the Catholic Church, 

even though Protestants could exercise their faith. It demonstrated that Henry III’s 

Catholic faith was as strong, but he still sought to rule all of his subjects effectively,44 

simultaneously implying a desire to unite everyone through a political union. Two 

weeks after the implementation of the Edict of Poitiers, Henry sent a letter to the 

inhabitants of each town, instructing his people about his orders. He asserted his 

aspiration “to unite our subjects with one another in friendship and benevolence, and 

that their hearts full of hatred and grudges will be converted in one love for God.”45 

Henry highlighted the role of friendship and benevolence in a political union. In this 

statement, he carefully avoided any reference to Catholicism, and referred only to 

God. 

However, this peace did not last, and in 1579 the seventh religious war 

erupted. Protestants demanded more religious liberties and places where they could 
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worship peacefully. In a letter sent to Henry of Navarre, the leader of the Huguenots, 

King Henry III endeavoured to appease the tensions and also revealed his pacific 

intentions and beliefs. He wrote “you know well that only God has the power over 

what concerns our conscience, that the use of force and human violence are all 

useless, and how much it would offend God’s will to employ them for this.”46 For the 

French king, violence would not resolve their differences, and he hoped to convince 

the king of Navarre of that in order to promote peace. 

Though Henry III seemed to seek for peace, in other instances, he pledged his 

complete devotion to the Catholic faith and to the Pope. In a letter sent to his 

ambassador in the Vatican, he claimed, “I have always resorted and will always carry 

all my life with respect and reverence that I will consider myself happy not only when 

he will judge me for my actions and deeds, but also when it will please him to help 

me.”47 Demonstrating his faith to the Pope was paramount for Henry and even 

directly wrote to him and asserted that he was the Pope’s “most obedient and devout 

son.”48 Even in his speeches, Henry asserted that he had always done everything to 

preserve “the honor and service of God and the restoration of the Catholic, Apostolic 

and Roman religion in my realm.”49 Despite the tensions that persisted between 

Protestants and Catholics, being the Most Christian King allowed Henry to display his 

religious zeal.  

However, the religious wars had an impact on Henry III, and in his personal 

letters to his primary councillor Nicolas Neuville de Villeroy, he often complained, 

“my heart bleeds that there are so many atrocities occurring under my rule.”50 A few 

months later, he again asserted his pacific intentions and insisted that he refused to 

break anything that was helping him maintain the peace because he believed that 

“neither God nor my subjects will be happier, and nor will I.”51 Despite these peaceful 
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statements, and perhaps sincere intentions, Henry was forced to impose his authority 

over all his subjects. 

 

DEMONSTRATION OF POWER: THE HEART AND STOMACH 
 

After the death of Francis of Anjou, Henry III’s younger brother and 

legitimate heir to the throne, on June 10, 1584, the realm faced a major succession 

crisis. The next legitimate heir to the throne was Henry of Navarre, the Huguenot 

Leader, and devout Catholics could not bear the idea of having a heretic at the head of 

their country. As a result, some important Catholic nobles decided to create the 

Catholic League in order to defend the true religion of the realm and to help the 

Valois king re-establish his authority and his rule over all his subjects.52 They swore 

allegiance to the Catholic faith and only the Catholic faith, and stated that they would 

fight until the whole population was converted and had accepted the true religion. In a 

letter dated March 31, 1585, Charles Cardinal de Bourbon, Premier Prince de Sang 

(1523-1590), asserted that France needed to find peace, and that this peace could not 

be found until Catholicism was plainly reinstated.53 In their opinion, Catholicism was 

inherent with French identity because it had been the religion of the realm for 

centuries. Charles also explained that France could not accept a heretic king, “given 

that this is the first oath that our Kings take, when they are crowned, to maintain the 

Catholic Apostolic and Roman religion; it is under this oath that they received their 

subjects’ allegiance and not otherwise.”54 He further explained that this Catholic 

union had the aim of preserving the state and helping the king to keep his oath. 

However, it was clear that the Catholic League’s loyalty to Catholicism came first.55 

The Catholic League perceived any peace treaty with the Huguenots as outrageous, 

and they engaged in the eighth religious civil war. Henry deplored how “the tolerance 
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of the said exercise of the new religion over the past years has not brought the peace 

and pacification that we hoped it would.”56 Henry gave a speech on October 16, 1585, 

during which he publicly blamed the reformed religion for bringing “woes and 

calamities” to his realm.57 

 Tensions between Catholics and Huguenots increased, and the Catholic 

League gained great power. Henry III became conscious that the League was also 

challenging his royal authority and that they sought to overthrow him.58 In May 1588, 

the Catholic League besieged Paris and forced the king to flee to Chartres.59 At the 

Cour de Parlement, Henry gave an important speech that insisted on his own strength 

and power.60 In this 1588 speech, the French king asserted, 

…that patience can turn into fury and how an offended King can react: I will 

use all my power and will not neglect any means to avenge myself, although 

I do not have a vindictive mind; I want my people to know that I have a heart 

and stomach as big as any of my predecessors.61 

Henry developed a warlike rhetoric, reasserting his authority over his subjects and 

demonstrating that he was in charge of his realm. The words “I have a heart and 

stomach as big as any of my predecessors” remind us of Elizabeth I of England’s 

famous quotation on August 9, 1588, “I know I have the body but of a weak and 

feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England 

too.”62 For sixteenth-century monarchs, references to “the heart and stomach” were 

not that uncommon; Henry and Elizabeth used similar warlike rhetoric when 

contested or at war.63 While Henry had the reputation of being a weak king, his words 

demonstrate that he endeavoured to project a strong monarchical authority. 

Henry also asserted his authority through the image of a representative of God 

on earth. In two of his speeches, the Valois king reminded his audience that not only 
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he was chosen by God but that also he was his representative. He insisted that God 

“has constituted me in charge of you, to represent his image”64 and that he was “like 

God, in whose image I am on earth.”65 In his speech given in October 1588, Henry 

reminded his audience that: “I am your king, chosen by God and I am the only one 

who can truly and legitimately say it.”66 Through his godly authority, he asserted his 

divine rights and demonstrated that he was the one chosen by God to be in charge of 

the realm which directly condemned the Guises’s actions.67 

Furthermore, it is also important to note that Henry was supported by 

Catholics who were not Leaguers. A Catholic man who remained anonymous 

explained why he did not join the Catholic League. For him, the League was against 

his king, and he therefore could not join them, as he believed that his duty was to both 

his Catholic faith and to “the obedience that we owe to our King.”68 He then 

denounced the Leaguers’ intention to hurt the monarchy and to attempt to overthrow 

the king.69 Another Catholic strongly opposed Leaguers who sought foreign support 

from Spain in order to fight the French as they attempted to keep control over their 

realm and independence. He insisted that he could not “recognize them as French as 

they have their heart in Spain.”70 Likewise, in the midst of the war Henry privileged 

patriotism and asserted, “this is a tale to speak about religion; we need to look for 

another path.”71 The king never supported the reformed Church, but he knew that to 

have a strong France, the country needed to be united under the authority of only one 

king. His efforts were not rewarded, and after ordering the assassination of the Duke 

of Guise in December 1588, Henry was stabbed by a Dominican friar, Jacques 

Clément, on August 1, 1589. He died the next day. In his last words, Henry advocated 

for unity and proclaimed that “division only undermines the foundation of this 

Monarchy, advising [his country] to be united and joined through a common will.”72 
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CONCLUSION 

In many ways, Henry III’s own words deserve more consideration and 

scholarly dedication. His numerous letters and speeches not only provide fascinating 

information on the period and the trouble he was facing during his reign, but also 

offer great insights about his understanding of the monarchy and how he projected his 

royal authority into the public sphere. Despite the fact that he was a third son and not 

expected to rule after his brothers, Henry fashioned the image of a devoted and strong 

king. From promoting his own military prowess and sometimes overshadowing his 

brother to his demonstration of power in his speeches, Henry III projected his 

authority while attempting to rule during one of the most troubled periods in French 

history. While his detractors have often depicted him as a tyrant and an incompetent 

king, an examination of Henry’s letters and speeches enables us to approach this 

period from a different angle: Henry’s point of view.  

 This chapter has shown that during Henry’s youth he developed important 

political and military skills. It also reveals that despite promoting his own glory, 

Henry remained loyal to his brother Charles. Furthermore, examining the letters and 

speeches Henry published and sent during his reign offers unexpected monarchical 

representations: that of a powerful king who had a “heart and stomach” like any other 

European ruler. Ultimately, this chapter has demonstrated that Henry III’s negative 

reputation can be fully reassessed through a thorough analysis of his own words.  
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