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LOW COUNTRIES 
 
Historically, the term "Low Countries" arose at the court in Brussels of the Dukes of Burgundy, who used the 

term "les pays de par deçà" (the lands over here) for the Low Countries as opposed to "les pays de par delà" 

(the lands over there) for the Duchy of Burgundy and the County of Burgundy, which were part of their realm but 

geographically separate from the Low Countries. "Les pays de par deçà" was then simplified to "les pays d'en 

bas", (the lands below) then to "les pays bas", which translates exactly to Low Countries. Since the separation 

of Belgium in 1830 the name has applied uniquely to the Netherlands ("nether" meaning "lower"), Nederland in 

Dutch and Les Pays-Bas in French.  

 

 

 

 

1839 to present day 

 

 
The Low Countries were a core part of the Kingdom of the Franks under the Merovingian dynasty, but after the 

death of Charlemagne in 814, Carolingian Francia was divided between his three grandsons and the Low 

Countries (except for the coastal County of Flanders) became part of Lotharingia, as Lower Lorraine. After the 

death of Lothar, the Low Countries consisted of numerous small fiefdoms whose sovereignty alternated 

between the competing powers of West Francia and East Francia, the former becoming the Kingdom of France 

and the latter the western fringe of the Holy Roman Empire. 

 

The Kingdom of Burgundy existed during the 5th and 6th centuries, extending along both sides of the Rhone 

from above Dijon down to Arles and eastward beyond Geneva to Turin, including Savoy. Absorbed into the 

Frankish empire in 534, it expanded to the Mediterranean coast. In the 9th century Burgundy was divided 

between Upper (northern) and Lower (southern) separate entities and then Upper Burgundy was partitioned 

roughly along the Saone river, with the western Duchy of Burgundy remaining a French territory, but the 

eastern County of Burgundy falling to adjacent Lorraine, while Lower Burgundy became the Kingdom of 

Arles until 1032, when along with the County it was absorbed into the Holy Roman Empire. The County of 

Burgundy retained autonomy within the empire, becoming known as the Free County (Franche Comte). 

Burgundy was absorbed into France in 1477, but Franche Comte remained under Habsburg control until being 

ceded to France in 1678. 

 

The Burgundian house of Valois was founded in 1363 by Philip, youngest son of the King of France and heir to 

Luxembourg through his mother. After taking Lorraine, the Valois Dukes of Burgundy by 1475 came to control a 
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chain of numerous territories along the Rhine, as far as the North Sea coast, where the low-lying land became 

known as the Burgundian Netherlands, the whole Burgundian territorial extent being quite similar to the 9th 

century realm of Lotharingia.  

 

The last of the Valois dukes of Burgundy died at war in 1477 and the Duchy of Burgundy was absorbed into 

France, but the Burgundian Netherlands and the Rhineland territories passed to the Habsburg Archduke 

Maximilian I of Austria by his marriage to the duke's daughter. The Low Countries at this time were the home of 

prosperous textile production and had for centuries been a key trading centre at the mouth of the Rhine, making 

it one of the wealthiest parts of Europe and much prized. With the abdication of the Habsburg emperor Charles 

V (also Charles I, King of Spain) in 1556, the Seventeen Provinces of the Burgundian Netherlands passed to 

the Spanish empire of his son King Philip II. 

 

Although Charles V resisted the Protestant Reformation, he ruled the Netherlands wisely with moderation and 

regard for local customs, and he did not persecute his Protestant subjects on a large scale. However, his son 

Philip II inherited his antipathy for the Protestants but not his moderation. Under the reign of Philip, severe 

persecution of Protestants was initiated and taxes were raised to an unsustainable level. Discontent arose, and 

led by Prince William of Orange, the Seventeen Provinces rebelled in 1568.  

 

Initially Spanish military occupation regained control of the territory, but the northern provinces continued their 

resistance, eventually declaring the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands in 1581 (generally known as the 

Dutch Republic). These "United Provinces" spoke Dutch, were predominantly Protestant, with a large Catholic 

minority, and eventually became the modern Netherlands. But Philip's occupation by the Army of Flanders 

retained control of the southern provinces, which were renamed the Spanish Netherlands, where the majority 

of people were Catholic, speaking both Dutch and French. This territory would eventually become Belgium and 

Luxembourg. 

 

The small principality of Orange (named not after the fruit or colour, but the local Celtic god Arausio, Aurenja in 

Occitan, the language of Provence), near Avignon, came to be held by the Rhineland family of Nassau. Several 

generations of the Orange-Nassau family served the Dukes of Burgundy as stewards, then governors 

(stadholders) of the Low Countries. Prince William, his son and grandson (both also William) became 

stadholders under the Republic, giving their family heraldic colour of orange to the Dutch flag (and as an 

emblem of Protestantism) and eventually the house of Orange-Nassau became the royal family of the Kingdom 

of the Netherlands. 

 

The new Dutch Republic built a maritime fleet and began to trade with the East Indies and establish colonies, in 

direct competition with the Spanish empire, which continued the war. Hostilties returned to The Low Countries 

and contributed to the Thirty Years War, until in 1648 after an 80 year struggle, Spain recognised Dutch 

independence. In the Dutch Golden Age, which had its zenith around 1667, there was a flowering of trade, 

industry, the arts and the sciences. A rich worldwide Dutch empire developed and the Dutch East India 

Company became one of the earliest and most important of national mercantile companies based on 

entrepreneurship and trade, sending over a million Europeans to Asia and the Far East on nearly 5000 ships 

during the 17th and 18th centuries. But also during the 18th century the power and wealth of the Netherlands 

declined and it was weakened by a series of wars with its more powerful British and French neighbours, notably 

losing the colony of New Amsterdam in 1664 to the British, who renamed it New York. In 1713 the Spanish 

Netherlands were ceded to Austria and became known as the Austrian Netherlands.  

 

In the Dutch Republic there was growing unrest and conflict between the Orangist royalists and the Patriot 

republicans. When the French Revolution spilled over after 1789, France seized and incorporated the Austrian 

Netherlands into the French Republic, and from 1795-1806 established the Batavian Republic in place of the 

Dutch Republic, which Napoleon then made into a satellite state, the Kingdom of Holland (1806-1810) with his 

brother Louis on the throne, and later simply a French imperial province. After the collapse of Napoleon's 

empire in 1815, an expanded "United Kingdom of the Netherlands" was created by the European powers, 

which combined the former Dutch Republic and the Austrian Netherlands, with the House of Orange as 

monarchs. 

 

The new Dutch king imposed unpopular Protestant reforms upon the Catholic southern provinces, half of which 

were French-speaking and resented Dutch rule. In 1830 the southern provinces rebelled and seceded from the 
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Kingdom of the Netherlands, creating a constitutional monarchy under the name of Belgium (from the the 

Belgae tribe of the Roman era), selecting a king from the Saxe-Coburg family. Belgium was not recognised by 

the Dutch until 1839, at which point Luxembourg lost more than half of its territory to Belgium, the remainder 

becoming a separate independent country. In 1815 the King of the Netherlands was also made Grand Duke of 

Luxembourg, a personal union that continued until 1890, since when it has been ruled by another branch of the 

House of Nassau. 

 

Low Countries glossary 
 

Holland (meaning hollow land) is the coastal region of the Netherlands and its dominant province.  

Batavia is the Latin name of Betuwe, a large island in the Rhine delta.  

Dutch comes from Deutsch (German), as spoken in the early mediaeval coastal lands and Rhine delta. 

Flemish is Dutch as spoken in northern Belgium (Vlaams in Flemish and Dutch, Flamand in French) 

Walloon is French as spoken in southern Belgium (Wallonia), in the provinces of Hainaut, southern Brabant, 
Namur and Liege. French is also spoken in Luxembourg, as well as German. 
 

Flanders 

From 862 the estates of the Counts of Flanders around Ghent, Bruges and Ypres, to the west of the Scheldt 

river, were within the Kingdom of France until 1477. Their estates to the east of the river were within the Holy 

Roman Empire, part of the Burgundian Netherlands from 1384. Both territories came under Burgundian and 

Imperial control in 1526. Modern Flanders is the principal Dutch speaking province of Belgium (Vlaanderen in 

Flemish and Dutch). This part of the former County of Flanders is the only part of the mediaeval French 

kingdom that is not part of modern-day France. Other Flemish provinces are Brabant, Antwerp and Limburg. 

 

Several provinces or parts of provinces of the Low Countries were ceded to France, where some of the names 

are duplicated. French Flanders comprises areas around Dunkirk and Cassel, Lille and Douai, while Hainaut 

(Hainault) in France is the area around Cambrai and Valenciennes, both ceded to France in 1659. Picardy is 

the area around Boulogne, Calais, Amiens and St Quentin, while Artois is the area around St Omer, Bethune 

and Arras, both ceded to France in 1477. Flemish is still spoken by some 40,000 people in the Dunkirk area. 

 

 
 
Flanders within the  
Spanish Netherlands 

 

 
Flemish (green) and Walloon (red) 
areas within Belgium 

 

 
Belgium 

 

 
 
Artois (purple), Picardy 
and French Flanders 

 

 

 

 
 
Flemish (orange) and  
Walloon (green) areas of 
French Flanders 
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