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ABSTRACT 

This study reconstructs the previously uriknown history of the most important 

dissident group within France before the French Reformed Church formed during the 

ISSOs. From edited and unpublished literary, institutional, diplomatic, and epistolary 

sources from across Europe, the dissertation demonstrates that King Francis I's sister. 

Marguerite of Navarre (1492-1549), and a network of more than two hundred nobles, 

royal officers, humanists, literary writers, and prelates collaborated to promote a 

reformation of the French church based on their evangelical views. To this end, they 

attempted to steer Francis I into alliances with Henry VIII, the Protestant powers of the 

Empire and Switzerland, as well as, for a time, the Pope that favored the adoption of their 

reform agenda. Within France they strove to disseminate their beliefs by exploiting their 

administrative powers, sponsoring evangelical preaching, and publishing hundreds of 

vernacular books, including many adaptations of German Reformation tracts. An 

opposing conservative party stymied these efforts, yet Marguerite and her network 

managed, in turn, to prevent it from unleashing full-scale persecution, thereby enabling a 

broad dissenting movement to grow. Meanwhile, French reformers in exile, led by 

Guillaume Farel and John Calvin, former members of Marguerite's network, became 

critical of their erstwhile colleagues and called on French evangelicals to reject the "papal'' 

church. Af^er Marguerite's death, members of her network and their heirs joined two 

successor parties during the Wars of Religion (1562-1598); the irenic royalists and the 
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unyielding Calvinist Huguenots. Ultimately, the confessional historiographies of the 

Calvinist and Catholic 'victors' effaced the record of Marguerite and her network' 

campaign for moderate evangelical renewal. 

This account revises the received interpretations of Marguerite and the early 

Reformation in France. Although Marguerite is well-known as a literary figure with 

heterodox beliefs, her leadership of a dynamic evangelical network has never been seen or 

reconstructed. This network's actions reveal, moreover, that early sixteenth-century 

France was not, as it is universally portrayed, a period of "magnificent religious anarchy." 

These evangelicals were not divergent in their beliefs, disunified, and hence hopelessly 

ineffective. Amidst growing persecution they failed to secure the adoption of their beliefs, 

but they did disseminate them and obtain a foothold for religious dissent without which the 

Reformed churches could not have emerged. 
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Resolving a Riddle: Marguerite of Navarre and the Early French Reformation 

Individualism is the first law of our Reformation from its very beginning.' 

—Pierre Imbart de la Tour, Les origines de la Refomie (1914) 

A long period of magnificent religious anarchy preceded the age of servitude." 

—Lucien Febvre, "Une question mal posee: les origines de la Reforme 
fran^aise et le probleme des causes de la Refonne,"(1929) 

The first trait one should insist on: her uncertainty, ... Marguerite could only have 
presented a consistent character to herself from her entry into the world until her 
death if she had been endowed with a masculine vitality, which she did not have, 
or which she had rarely; brief flare-ups of resolution that burned out as quickly as 
they were sparked. She never knew how to ground herself, to fix on a line of 
conduct and stick to it." 

—Pierre Jourda, Marguerite d'Angouleme, 
duchesse d'Alengon, reine de Navarre (1930) 

I. A Two-Fold Riddle 

France had a renaissance before the middle of the Sixteenth Century, but did it 

have a reformation?"* Judging by the standard of the German, Danish, Swedish, Swiss, or 

' "L'individualisme est d'abord la loi de notre Reforme a ses debuts." Imbart de la Tour, Origines 
3,416. 

" Speaking of the pre-confess:onal era of the reformation before "un catholicisme" confronted 
"deux ou trois 'protestantismes," Lucien Febvre wrote famously, "une longue periode de magnifique 
anarchie religieuse a precede les temps de servitude." "Une question mal posee: les origines de la Reforme 
Fran^aise et le probleme des causes de la Reforme," Revue historique-, reprint as chapter in, Au cattr 
religieuxdu XVf siecle, 2"^ ed. (Paris: Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, 1983 
[1951]), 7-95; 91. 

^ "Premier trait sur lequel il convient d'insister; I'incertitude, I'incapacite a se fixer ... elle n'eut 
presente un caractere identique a soi-meme, de son entree dans le monde a sa mort, qu'a la condition d'etre 
pourvue d'une energie masculine qu'elle n'avait pas, ou qu'elle eut rarement, breves flambees de la volonte 
aussi vite eteintes qu'allumees. Elle n'a jamais su se fixer, adopter une ligne de conduite et s'y tenir." 
Pierre Jourda, "Conclusion: Le caractere et les idees de Marguerite de Navarre," Marguerite 2, 1007-1082; 
1007. 

'* A substantial literature exists on the Renaissance in France. For its literary side, see Marc 
Fumaroli, L 'age de I 'eloquence: rhetorique et "res literaria " de la renaissance au seuil de I 'epoque 
classique (Geneva: Droz, 1980; paperback reprint, Paris, Albin Michel, 1994); and Gilbert Gadofifre, La 
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English Reformations, which succeeded in establishing "protestant" churches and polities 

by that date, the answer is no. The period before the "Second [Calvinist] Reformation" 

came to France generates interest only as a period of origins or genesis leading up to 

Calvin and the dynamic French Reformed movement of mid-century. If so, then 

ironically both John Calvin and Ignatius Loyola, the two great leaders of the second 

generation reformation conflict, would seem therefore to have begun their careers in the 

land where the "First Reformation" made little impact. 

The life of Marguerite of Navarre and the history of the French reformation before 

John Calvin, as they have been told, remain unsolved riddles. Because she protected 

many religious dissenters, including Calvin for a time, those riddles are entwined; so too 

will be their resolution. Those who have written the foremost studies on Marguerite's 

life, such as Pierre Jourda, and on the 'origins' of the French Reformation, such as Imbart 

de la Tour and Lucien Febvre, have either left their subjects as they claim to have found 

them, a muddle of contradictions, or credited them with a coherence that amounts to their 

irreducible individual singularity. Measuring against the clear visions of the magisterial 

reformers and the well-structured religious programs of the confessional age, historians 

have made "formlessness" in doctrine and a resulting "inconsistency" in action the 

leitmotivs of their accounts of these two subjects. 

This study will attempt to address the supposed contradiction, at least in its classic 

formulation by Pierre Jourda, of Marguerite's deep engagement with protestant doctrine 

revolution culturelle dans la France des humanistes: Guillaume Bude et Francois !", Titre Courant 8 
(Geneva: Droz, 1997). 
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and failure to promote it in a concerted reform program. Most scholars have concentrated 

on ferreting out Marguerite's religious identity by analyzing doctrinal propositions in her 

poetry and prose. Interpreters have come to widely divergent conclusions. In 1930, 

Pierre Jourda attempted to settle the debate by adding the study of her deeds to the inquiry 

into her writings. As will be argued below, he managed to muddy the picture so 

completely that he projected his incomprehension onto her as her "inconsistency" 

resulting from a lack of "masculine vitality." Jourda was nevertheless on the right track; 

the solution to the riddle of her religion lies in retracing her steps, which, in doing so 

much to recover, he frequently trampled over or completely miss-interpreted. 

When reexamining Marguerite's dossier, it quickly becomes apparent that Jourda 

had a highly selective reading of the sources about her life. There is clear evidence that 

she was far more than, as most scholars bill her, a kind-hearted 'protectress' of heterodox 

individuals. She shows signs of having been an active leader in a broad network of 

evangelicals working for the religious renewal of France.^ When one turns to any history 

of this period, one finds her connected to all the major evangelical figures—such as 

Lefevre d'Etaples, Clement Marot, and Francois Rabelais—who are credited with 

marking their age. In their day, they were recognized as the leading proponents of a 

vision of religious renewal that dissented from the established doctrine, practices, and 

reform programs of the late medieval church. However, their collective endeavor has 

been largely forgotten.^ Indeed, scholars deny that the French reformation prior to Calvin 

^ See chapter 2, notes I and 65, for definitions of the terms network and evangelical. 
* Fortunately, they have not been completely forgotten. Many of the poets for whom one may file 
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had an identity, unity, or leadership. Rather, Marguerite and these others have been seen 

as the early French Reformation in microcosm: the diversity of their 'religious 

sensibilities' reflected the general state of religious 'anarchy,' and, furthermore, their 

mystical self-absorption or timidity prevented them from giving dissent a clear voice or 

organizing it against the church. Recovering and interpreting the deeds and beliefs^ of 

Marguerite as well as those of her network is a principal goal of this study, because 

therein lies the solution to the two-fold riddle of Marguerite's religion and the early 

reformation in France. 

By refocusing on Marguerite and her network's collective activity, this study 

hopes to determine whether she pursued a reform agenda corresponding to the heterodox 

views scholars have detected in her literary works. Her network's deeds, in this sense, 

were her deeds. Given her closeness to the crown, it will also be important to assess 

'membership cards' in Marguerite's network, have already been included by Gerard Defaux in a network of 
'sons of Apollo' who engaged in a common agenda of promoting evangelical doctrine: "... F[ran^oisJ Juste 
et F[ran9ois] Rabelais sont en relations constantes avec Marot, et que celui-ci fait publier a Lyon non 
seulcment ce qu'il juge utile a la cause de I'evangelisme et a la lutte contre la Sorbonne, mais aussi toutes 
ces pieces compromettantes qu'il lui est impossible de faire paraitre a Paris, sous les yeux memes de la 
censure theologique et du Parlement. On ne comprends rien a ce phenomene appele "evangelisme " et 
"reforme" si I'on n 'accepte pas le fait qu 'il a fonctionne a panirde reseaiix et de complicites multiples, 
reseaux dans lesquels les imprimeurs — A. Augereau, Simon Du Bois, P. de Vingle, F. Juste, plus tard E. 
Dolet, etc. -jouent un role capital." [Emphasis added]. Clement Marot, Oeuvres poetiques L ed. Gerard 
Defaux (Gamier). 808, citing his own article in Etudes Rabelaisiennes 9 (1971), 1 -28. Defaux has edited 
the proceedings of two recent conferences devoted to Marot and the literary network connected with him: 
Gerard Defaux and Michel Simonin. Clement Marot "Prince despoetesfranqois", 1496-1996: Actes du 
coUoque international de Cahors en Quercy (21-25 mai 1996) (Paris, Honore Champion Editeur. 1997), 
and Gerard Defaux, ed.. La generation Marot: Poetes franqais et neo-latins (1515-1550). Actes du 
colloque international de Baltimore, 5-7 decembre 1996, Colloque, congres et conferences sur la 
Renaissance 11 (Paris: Honore Cham.pion, 1997). 

^ Abel Lefranc wrote about Marguerite's ideas (idees). Lucien Febvre preferred the term 
'"sensibilites religieuses" which translates inelegantly as 'religious sensibility' or perhaps 'sentiment' even 
'feeling.' With this term Febvre was trying to get beyond mere tenets of doctrine to the personal, 
psychological, and affective dimensions of religion. For our part, we prefer 'beliefs' since this term more 
closely reflects Marguerite and her group's constant use of the verb "cro/re" (to believe), especially in 
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whether their collective action shaped the religious and political policies of Francis I. 

Furthermore, one must inquire how their activities related to the development of the 

reformed movement and the later Wars of Religion. To frame this inquiry, it is necessary 

first to spell out the keen insights, half answers, as well as the several false alternatives 

offered by scholars that have served as this study's point of departure. 

n. French Reformation Historiography: The "Magnificent Anarchy" 

Mareuerite and French Evaneelicals 

In the conclusion to his rich study of Marguerite's life and literary works, Pierre 

Jourda had to account for what appeared to him as the disjunction between her deeds and 

beliefs (see the third epigraph prefacing the introduction).^ To the riddle of her life he 

offered what has remained a minority solution, asserting that Marguerite dabbled with 

religious dissenters because of her deep religious longings, curiosity, and compassion, but 

that in the face of their contentious confusion, she reaffirmed her adherence to the Roman 

Catholic Church. Although he admits that there was a divergence between her seemingly 

'protestant' writings and her catholic deeds, he blames this "embarrassing 

contradiction"—he meant embarrassing for those, like Abel Lefranc, who maintained her 

opposiiion to ""cuider" (to believe falsely). 
^ In the course of Jourda's presentation of her *'character and ideas" he contradicts himself so many 

times that one cannot help concluding that his vision of Marguerite's inconsistency is just a reflection of his 
own confusion. Incomprehension is the first and natural reaction to her multifaceted career and literary 
corpus. Lucien Febvre would make Marguerite, who remained despite many biographies and studies, "une 
des plus irritantes enigmes de son siecle," the center of his penetrating study of sixteenth-century religion. 
Amour sac re, amour profane: autourde I'Heptameron (Paris: Gallimard, 1944). 
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complete Protestantism—on her imprudent curiosity, her lack of manly strength, and her 

inconstancy as a weak, though generous-hearted, woman.'' 

In reading the pages of Jourda's biography of Marguerite, one quickly realizes that 

he ignores or is at pains to fend off the implications of her engagement with heterodox 

doctrines and active reformers. On many important occasions,'" his study, which is 

structured as a sort of commentated travelogue, simply notes in passing important 

examples of Marguerite's role in the political stmggles and religious turmoil during her 

brother's reign, but fails to account for them." 

Whereas, Jourda thought Marguerite lacked strength of character, Lucien Febvre 

credited her with a consistency rooted in her intense desire for self-abnegation in God and 

honesty to her own profound spiritual needs. When articulating the foundation of her 

' autant que les actes de la Reine ne concordent pas toujours avec les idees qu'elle developpe, 
et qu'il y a la, (quoi qu'en disc A. Lefranc,) une contradiction embarrassante." Jourda, Marguerite 2, 1067. 
Based upon a reading of Marguerite's religious works, e.xcluding the Heptameron, Abel Lefranc declared 
her to have been one hundred percent protestant, indeed specifically Calvinist at the end of her life, see Les 
idees religieuses de Marguerite de Navarre d'apres son oeuvre poetique: Les marguerites et les dernieres 
poesies (Paris, 1898; reprint, Geneva: Slatkine Reprints, 1969). Jourda admitted that her ideas were 
heterodox but repeatedly emphasized that throughout her life she continued to support monastic foundations 
and to engage in traditional catholic practices such as retreating into female religious houses and lighting 
candles. 

Jourda systematically ignores or downplays the evidence of Marguerite's deep engagement with 
evangelical reform in order to sustain his oft repeated thesis; '*... rein n'autorise a croire pourtant que 
Marguerite ait voulu, en le [in this case d'Arande] defendant, rompre avec la stricte orthodoxie. Ses 
relations avec le groupe de Meaux ne I'empechent nullement d'observer dans les plus humbles details les 
rites catholiques." Marguerite, 81, see further 142, and 154. 

'' Our opinion agrees with that of Augustin Renaudet; "Aux defenseurs actuels de son orthodoxie 
le soin d'en montrer I'accord avec le catholicisme contemporain," in "Marguerite de Navarre: A propos 
d'une biographic," Revue du Seizieme Siecle (1931) reprinted in Augustin Renaudet, Humanisme et 
Renaissance, (Geneva, 1958; reprint, Geneva: Slatkine Reprints. 1981), 217-235; 224; and Henry Heller, 
see his note, in Bri^onnet, Correspondance 1, 15, n. 3. Cf. Lucien Febvre's praise "L'etude d'ensemble [of 
the life and works of Marguerite] existe, excellence, depuis la publication des theses de Pierre Jourda; elle 
n'aura pas besoin, d'ici longtemps, d'etre refaite ou reprise en sous-main; et d'ailleurs. d'une telle refection, 
s'il en etait jamais besoin, un historien ne saurait etre Partisan qualifie." Amour sacre, 14. The present 
author does not pretend, howevermuch "en sous-main," to replace Jourda's biography and survey of literary 
works, but to make intelligible her life and deeds, for which her literary works serve as sources, and even, in 
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psychological unity, her religion, Febvre asserted that none of the several influences on 

her epitomized its essence: 

A Catholic Marguerite; an Evangelical Marguerite; a Protestant Marguerite; a 
Mystic Marguerite; a Lutheran Marguerite, a Calvinist Marguerite.... For us, here, 
we say simply: Marguerite was Marguerite, that's all and that's enough. 
Marguerite lived the religion of Marguerite, a religion that she made herself, for 
herself, little by little, with unceasing changes, transformations, retouches, and 
adaptations that modified the form of her ideas ... while keeping them in 
permanent accord with her profound nature.'" 

In effect, three interpretations have been advanced about Marguerite's religion. 

She was either completely protestant (Lefranc), a prodigal catholic (Jourda), or open-

minded, non-confessional believer (Febvre). Since Lucien Febvre, most scholars have 

put her in the latter category. Henry Heller, Paula Sommers, Renja Salminen, and Gary 

Ferguson agree that she took on board the reformers' emphasis on sola fideist soteriology 

and emphasis on Scripture as the sole foundation of faith, that she combined these ideas 

in a form of unitive mysticism, and that all other influences were subordinated to these 

elements.'^ They assert that the variety of the influences on her prevent placing her in 

any one confessional box. 

their publication, as examples of her proselytizing deeds. 
'' "Marguerite catholique; Marguerite evangelique; Marguerite protestante; Marguerite 

lutherienne; Marguerite calviniste;... Pour nous, ici, disons simplement: Marguerite a ete Marguerite, c'est 
tout et c'est assez. Marguerite a vecu la religion de Marguerite, une religion qu'elle s'est faite elle-meme, 
pour elle-meme. petit a petit, avec des changements. des transformations, des retouches, des adaptations, 
incessantes, qui ont modifie la forme de ses idees... tout en les maintenant en accord permanent avec la 
nature profond .. .d''une femme" Lucien Febvre, Amour sacre, amour profane: autour de I 'Heptameron 
(Gallimard, 1944), 194. 

Henry Heller, "Marguerite of Navarre and the Reformers of Meaux," BHR 33 (1971), 279-310. 
Marguerite de Navarre, Le miroirde I'dme pecheresse, ed. Renja Salminen (Helsinki: Suomalainen 
Tiedeakatemia, 1979), 31-84. Paula Sonrmiers, Celestial Ladders: Readings in Marguerite de Navarre's 
Poetry of Spiritual Ascent, THR 203, (Gencvsi-.LibrameDTOZ, 1989). Gary Ferguson. Mirroring Belief: 
Marguerite de Navarre's Devotional Poetry (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press. 1992). 
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These scholars follow Febvre's vision of Marguerite as a believer beyond the 

confessions, or rather one living freely before the confessional age. This characterization 

leads to an easy explanation of the riddle of her life by denying that there could have been 

any contradictions. Rejecting the anachronistic confessional yardsticks of the victors, 

Tridentine Catholicism and Protestantism, Marguerite could not have adhered to, 

dissented from, or failed to have enacted what did not yet exist. Rather she absorbed 

many influences and brought them into an arrangement all her own, which defies 

categorization, but not exposition. This may explain why most scholars have not been 

interested in what she may or may not have done to actualize those beliefs, since they 

have, in effect, found no basis to believe that she would have sided exclusively with any 

one of the competing religious groups in the tumultuous age in which she lived. 

The key point to grasp here is that, in effect. Marguerite is seen as doubly 

representative of religious dissent during her age as most scholars portray it. The 

plurality of influences on her reflects the surrounding religious diversity. Her final, 

irreducible synthesis bespeaks their mutual incompatibility. 

An Incoherent Answer to a Badlx Put Question 

More widely recognized than his leading role in Marguerite studies, Lucien 

Febvre stands at the head of modem historiography of the early French reformation. In 

1929, he put to rest a 'badly put question' about the origins and specificity of the French 

reformation, giving the palm to Luther for having sparked it all, while denying that either 
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he, Lefevre, or anyone else put a definitive stamp on it.'"* Febvre established a vision of 

the religious ferment of the period before the rise of the confessions that has become 

dominant among scholars of French Reformation history, namely that a 'magnificent 

anarchy' reigned until the 'tyranny' of the confessional age crushed the soaring souls of 

the many people who had been attempting to exercise their spiritual freedom.'^ 

Whereas Febvre posited that there were dozens of different religious sensibilities 

during that period, most scholars divide the religious landscape before confessional lines 

hardened into a tripartite typology. The terms of this schema vary from scholar to 

scholar, so it may be helpful to turn to its classic formulation."' Imbart de la Tour defined 

these three options as: conservative (non-reforming), evangelical or reformist (reforming 

but non-schismatic), and reformed (reforming and schismatic).'^ 

'•* See Robert Mandrou, "Le renouvellement de I'historiographie de la Reforme: Lucien Febvre et 
la Reforme," in Historiographie de la Reforme, ed. Philippe Joutard, (Paris-Neuchatel-Montreal: Delachaux 
& Niestle S.A., 1977), 339-351. Febvre may have been inspired for the title of his seminal article from a 
note in Imbart de la Tour's third volume, where he responds to the debate over the 'German' or 'French' 
origins of the French Reformation and Lefevre's role in it: "nous croyons que le probleme a ete mal pose." 
3, p. 426-427, n. 2. In his Febvre's article "Une question mal posee..." he never cites Imbart de la Tour's 
third volume, though it had been in print for 15 years when he wrote, mentioning only the first two volumes 
and citing Renaudet's criticism of the arbitrariness of Imbart's confessional periodization in his third 
volume. Except for Imbart, in the first two sections of Febvre's essay he cites many of the same authors as 
Imbart. See Au coeur religietcx, 7-35; esp, 35, n. 1; and further, 47 n. 2. 

See the second epigraph at head of this introduction. Febvre further argues: "De tous ceux qui 
on vecu en ces temps troubles, ce sont les meilleurs, les plus genereux, le plus vivant qui on tente un effort 
inoui pour se faire a eux-memes une foi bien adaptee a ieurs besoins." Au coeur religieux, 94ff In 1944, 
he quoted his conclusion of 1529, and though dropping the word anarchy, reaffirmed, that the period 1490-
1550, was a "temps de magnifique et prodigue floraison" for those curious souls of Marguerite's generation 
who attempted "un effort presque desespere pour briser les cadres etroits des Eglises - et fonder, sur Ieurs 
ruines, la vivante varietes de libres croyances." Amour sacre, 196. 

For a prior tri-partite schema of the various opinion about Marguerite's religion, see Abel 
Lefranc, Idees religieuses, 1-2, citing Henri Hauser for the schema's broader application to the period as a 
whole. 

Imbart de la Tour had a particular evolutionary model of the changes in the religious terrain, 
asserting that there were at first only the conservative and evangelical options, and that circa 1530, the early 
'evangelical' group bifurcated into a catholic reformist wing, which, thankfully for France, preserved the 
yield of the Renaissance for the catholic church, and another radical branch which formed the root-stock of 
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Building on Imbart de la Tour's model, scholars have taken seriously Febvre's 

contention that there were no hard and fast confessional lines before mid-century. Debate 

revolves around describing the outer limits of the spectrum: How broad was the catholic 

fold before Trent? How diverse were the 'Protestants?' The answers to these two 

questions then become the standard for sorting all those who fall between the arch-

conservative catholics identified with the Sorbonne and the uncompromising reformers 

who rejected the medieval church once and for all. Depending on the interpretive 

standard used, the two confessional camps fixed of the intransigents at the poles grow or 

shrink at the expense of the middle group. 

When approaching the middle group, many scholars have accepted Febvre's 

vision of a broad pre-confessional religious diversity (anarchy), in which there were no 

leaders, structure, or essential coherence to the varieties of doctrines espoused. Others 

have concentrated on portioning out the middle ground into sub-sets. Whether these 

scholars see these middle groups as well-coordinated historical entities or merely as 

categories of analysis, they have located the touchstone of these groups' coherence in 

the reformed movement. Within these stages and broad categories, Imbart de la Tour makes further 
subdivisions that need not concern us here. His work is fundamental for our understanding of the origins of 
the reformation in France. Based largely on primary sources, many of them archival, it is a monumental 
work of scholarship. Given the standard 'anarchical' picture of the early French reformation, his 
interpretation is all the more impressive because of the clear framework he brings to the subject. Moreover, 
he takes into account the full range of social, economic, political, and cultural conditions of the period 
beginning with an overview of their roots preceding the reign of Francis I from which he proceeds to the era 
of the "religious revolution." Imbart's works is a remarkable attempt at something approaching total 
history. Febvre seems—though it is impossible to say exactly since he studiously avoids confronting Imbart 
de la Tour's influential work—to have stated his 'anarchy' thesis as an antidote to Imbart de la Tour's neat 
compartmentalization of the religious options, their periodization, and assessment of their respective fates. 
See note 14. 
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either doctrinal positions or religious sentiments, which, differing sensibly from the 

catholic and protestant positions, were often as a cross-selection between the two.'® 

After the problem of religious classification come the important questions: why 

did the middle group(s) fail to bring about an alternate to the Catholic and Protestant 

reformations? Most scholars have felt that the individuality, timidity, and the 

heterogeneity of most dissenters during the early reformation in France prevented them 

from changing their world. According to Pierre Imbart de la Tour, evangelicals and 

reformists 'failed' to reform the church because they lacked unity or strength of 

character.'^ His assessment has been widely accepted."'' 

Thierry Wangeffelen has recently offered one of the most thorough and chronologically wide-
ranging reassessments of these coordinates, maintaining a particularly broad view of the catholic fold prior 
to Trent. He has many strongly argued views about the essential unifying points and dividing lines between 
the several groups, whom he finds caught between Rome and Geneva, see Thierry Wanegffelen, Des 
Chretiens entre Rome et Geneve: Une histoire du choLx religieicx en France, vers 1520 — vers 1610, 
Typescript Dissertation Thesis (Universite de Paris I, Pantheon-Sorbonne, 1994), now published as Ni 
Rome ni Geneve: Des fideles entre deux cliaires en France an XVr siecie Bibliotheque Litteraire de la 
Renaissance 3"* series, vol. 36 (Paris: Honore Champion, 1997). 

When building up to his argument (quoted as the third epigraph at the head of this introduction) 
that individualism was the law of the early French Reformation, Imbart highlighted the ineffectual diversity 
of the early French reformation by comparing it to the German reformation; "Le mouvement religieux qui 
souleve I'Allemagne a eu, des le premier jour, sa theologie comme ses chefs... Rien de pareil en France. Et 
c'est un des caracteres de notre revolution religieuse que, jusqu'a Calvin, elle naisse, grandisse, se propage 
sans qu'un homme, un groupe, un systeme parviennent a la dominer. Elle n*a point encore de chef Parmi 
ces premiers ouvriers de Tevangelisme, aucun, en effet, qui s'impose [Not Lambert, Meigret, Berquin, Le 
Court, or Farel]... Et avec un chef, ce qui manque encore a cette Reforme naissante, ce sont un symbole et 
une organisation. ... Aucun lien non plus qui rattache tous ses premiers groupes. Entre Meaux, Toulouse. 
Alen^on, bientot disperses d'ailleurs, le fonds conmiun d'idees n'a pas cree la communaute de la discipline. 
L'individualisme est d'abord la loi de notre Reforme a ses debuts." Origines 3,416. 

^ Others who agree that there was no essential doctrinal unity or effective leadership among 
evangelicals (indeed that their potential leaders refused to take the helm), and that, because of these faults, 
they failed to bring about a reformation, include: Donald R. Kelley, The Beginning of Ideology: 
Consciousness and Society in the French Reformation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 
esp, 15-16 and III; David Nicholls, "Social Change and Early Protestantism in France; Normandy, 1520-
62" European Studies Review 10 (1980), 279-308. idem, 'The Nature of Popular Heresy in France, 1520-
1542," The Historical Journal 26 (1983), 261-275, idem, "France" in The Early Reformation in Europe, 
120-141, ed. Andrew Pettegree (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1992), and most recently, idem, 
"Heresy and Protestantism, 1520-1542: Questions of Perception and Communication," French History 10 
(1996), 182-205; and Mark Greengrass, The French Reformation, Historical Association Studies (Oxford; 
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Historians who follow Lucien Febvre's call to study the 'religious sentiments' of 

Marguerite and other evangelicals have not seriously delved into how they may have tried 

to put them into practice."' For the Febvrists, there was no such thing as evangelicalism 

as a movement or entity (Imbart's middle group), merely evangelicals with their 

individual religious profiles. In his recent synthesis of scholarship, Denis Crouzet 

accurately reproduced and fully endorsed and that dominant tendency: 

Rather than study the general phenomenon of evangelicalism after 1534, we have 
decided to present several notable figures. After all there was no such thing as 
evangelicalism, but only evangelicals, which stands to reason, since by their very 
approach, religion was individualized into a personal contact with God."" 

He goes on to discuss only the 'religious sentiments' of Gerard Roussel, 

Marguerite of Navarre, et Francois Rabelais. Thus, these evangelicals' historical role is 

reduced to serving as 'test cases' or exemplars of the variety of exotic fish swimming in 

the warm waters of Febvre's magnificent religious anarchy"^ 

Basil Blackwell, 1987), 1-20, esp. 19-20. Cf. Bedouelle, Lefevre, 94 ff. All of these works are fine studies 
and have significant merits. They are cited here only to show the large scholarly consensus about the 
fragility of the evangelical movement within France. 

When introducing his study of the psychology and ethics of Marguerite and her age, Febvre 
stresses his concern to go beyond mere history of the sources ("au lieu d'epuiserdes inventaires ... besogne 
simple"!) to render intelligible their alien mental make-up. Amour sacre, 9-15. In his study, he rarely 
makes a sortie from literary sources to events and indeed ends up describing psyches without bodies; 
psyches from an alien past, but not in history. 

^ "Plutot que d'etudier globaiement le fait de I'evangelisme d'apres 1S34, il a ete ici procede au 
choix de presenter quelques figures marquantes. Car il n'y a pas un evangelisme, mais des evangeliques, ce 
qui est logique, parce qu 'avec leurs demarches mimes, la religion est individualisee en un rapport 
particuliera Dieu." [Emphasis added]. Denis Crouzet, La genese de la Refomie franqaise, 1520-1562 
(Paris: SEDES, 1996), 317. Crouzet maintains with other scholars that evangelicals occupied the middle 
position in a three part 'jeu historique.' He maintains that they were 'in the game' until 1562, ibid.. 344. 
Nevertheless, this group beggars description: ".. .il devient tres difficile de caracteriser les multiples 
parcours individuels qui se demarquent peu a peu. Les hommes vivaient alors entre deux epoques entre le 
'systeme' de Tunite religieuse et le systeme des fixations confessionnelles. lis vivent, pour certains, dans un 
monde d'inventions theologiques, d'empirisme de la foi." ibid., 124, and further 134-135. 

^ For Febvre's test cases, see "le cas Lefevre" as in note 14. and "le cas Bri^onnet" {Au coeur. 
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Limiting study to the evangelicals' religious sentiments, in effect, gives up the 

attempt to answer the riddle of the 'genesis of the French Reformation,' or rather simply 

ascribes that development to the truly monumental effort of the Reformed movement. 

Evangelicals and others in the confessional middle from the early f»eriod are absolved of 

all responsibility for what followed, leaving that on the plate of John Calvin and his 

colleagues. 

From the Early French Reformation to the Calvinist Ascendancy 

John Calvin and Geneva are credited with having shepherded the rise of Reformed 

Protestantism in France. Yet how they accomplished that feat remains largely 

unknown.""* Most studies have centered on the attractive power of Calvin's thought, the 

193-215); "Un cas desespere?: Dolet" (Au coeur, 193-215); and, of course, "le cas Marguerite" in Amour 
sacre, esp. p. 20. For a discussion of Febvre's three model 'cases"—Luther, Erasmus, and Calvin—for the 
whole of this era's religious history, see, Mandrou, "Le renouvellement," 343-345. 

It would be unwarranted, however, to imply that most authors necessarily follow Febvre's 
enthusiasm for seeing this period as a sort of pre-enlightenment paradise of free inquiry coming before the 
confessional age of rigid orthodoxies. "C'est par dizaines. en realite, qu'on peut, qu'on doit recenser alors 
les traductions originales d'etats d'ame aussi complexes que varies." Au cour religieux, 94; "De tous ceux 
qui ont vecu en ces temps troubles, ce sont les meilleurs, les plus genereux, les plus vivants qui ont tente un 
effort inouY pour se faire a eux-memes une foi bien adaptee a leurs besoins. ... la drame qui en fait la 
grandeur veritable et qui mit aux prises, dans des milliers de consciences tourmentees de scrupules et 
partagees entre des obligations contradictoires, les necessitees de la discipline sociale et les libres 
aspirations de la conscience individuelle." ibid., 95, see further 196. Crouzet does, however, echo Febvre's 
idea in his description of the age as one of "empirical faith." See the previous note. 

The best history of the reformation in France in English relates that: "All the signs are, in fact, 
that the birth of the Calvinist church in France was a rather messy affair which Geneva was not in a position 
to control or direct." Greengrass, The French Reformation, 40. See further, Crouzet, Genese, 345-473, 
esp. 438-441. When Peter Blickle, the distinguished social historian of the German Reformation, discusses 
the French scene, he writes justly that based on the present state of scholarship: 'There are no convincmg 
explanations for Calvin's success in France." See Blickle's 'The Popular Reformation," in Handbook of 
European History. 1400-1600: Late Middle Ages, Renaissance, and Reformation, 2 vols., ed. Thomas A. 
Brady, Jr., Heiko A. Oberman, and James D. Tracy (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994 and 1995), vol. 2, 161-192, 
181-182, in which he cites Nicholls, "France," 132 as in note 20. Indeed, Nicholls has been a leading 
proponent of the 'In the beginning all was formless and void' thesis about the genesis of the French 
Reformation, which, for any interpreter then renders a second mystery all the more perplexing: how did 
Calvin do it (from scratch)? 
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increased availability of French 'protestant' books after 1540 from Geneva, and the 

institutions such as schools that served as conduits for the spread of heterodoxy ideas."^ 

These are crucially important elements of the story but some very basic questions remain: 

Where did all those underground evangelical or protestant conventicles come from prior 

to Calvin? What, in fact, were they? How many, when, and why did they join the 

Reformed fold? How unified were they with Geneva? 

Henry Heller has offered a rich answer to how and why Calvinism gained a broad 

hearing from several segments of the French population. In his survey of seven 

representative provincial cities he attempts to show how Calvinism appealed to many 

French people because it addressed their broad aspirations for reform, including those 

motivated by their economic and social discontent. Moreover, he seeks to explain how 

people drawn from antagonistic social strata—artisans versus town notables—were able 

to link up to form new Reformed churches within the stratified social structures of the 

ancien regime. Given the size of the reformed movement. Heller only aimed at providing 

an explanatory model, not a complete history of the rise of Calvinism. In fact, apart from 

those scholars who look at the religious literature of the period (a rich but hardly 

overstudied field). Heller is one of the few seriously to broach the problem of the 

transition from the early evangelical movement to the Calvinist ascendancy, from, in 

round figures, 1530 to 1560. 

From the vantage point of his deep knowledge about the later half of the sixteenth century and 
seventeenth century, Philip Benedict notes that the period before the rise of the reformed churches requires 
much more systematic study but he docs not speak of anarchy. Philip Benedict, "Settlements; France," in 
Handbook of European History 1400-1600, vol. 2,417-454; 426, cf. for the rise of the reformed churches, 
427-429. 
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One key part of the riddle of the Reformed ascendancy is how Calvin and his 

colleagues operating from outside France succeeded in organizing and animating co­

religionists within the realm. Some of the communities where reformed churches 

eventually formed as well as many leaders of the Huguenot movement had historical ties 

to Marguerite and others who traveled in her orbit. The fact that Calvin, Farel, and many 

of their less famous colleagues broke with the French evangelical circles connected to 

Marguerite, raises the question to what extent Calvin and his exiled colleagues 'created' 

the French protestant movement out of some formless mass of evangelical sentiment and 

to what extent they established control over, transformed, and build up an already existing 

community to which they had long-standing ties. Since Marguerite's network has never 

been posited as a historical actor, the question of a direct filiation from these evangelicals 

to the reformed churches has never been framed in this way."^ This question forms the 

outer limit of this inquiry. 

in. Structure of Study 

This study will seek to explore the hypotheses that the Navarrian network existed, 

that its members articulated a set of coherent and consistent religious beliefs, and that 

they acted to see them adopted through politics and by rooting them in institutions. The 

first two chapters give broad overviews of the period to orient the closely argued 

" See chapter 1 for an account of the Calvinist Ascendancy. 
There were clear connections between Marguerite and some of the leading Huguenot women of 

the next generation, beyond her daughter Jeanne d'Albret, as Nancy Lyman Roelker has established, see 
'The Appeal of Calvinism to French Noblewomen in the Sixteenth Century," Journal of Interdisciplinary 
History 2 (1972), 391-418. This is a fine start, which should be followed up on a network-wide scale. 
Again, tracing these types of familial religious filiation across the century has been done frequently for 
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chronological chapters that follow. Chapter one presents a survey of the early French 

reformation, as it is currently understood in scholarship, from its late medieval roots to 

the establishment of the first Reformed churches in the mid 1550s. Chapter two seeks 

to demonstrate with key examples that Marguerite and an extensive network of 

collaborators did in fact exist and were working together to effect a reform of the church 

in France up to at least the end of Francis I's reign. 

The chronological chapters that follow (3 through 10) do not aim to reconstruct 

the complete history of Marguerite and her network. Even with the lacunary sources 

available, that project would not be feasible given the numbers of people and discrete 

events involved. Rather, they aim to provide a compelling analysis of the key 

developments in the network's history to the end of Marguerite's life. These chapters 

have been framed according to the turning points in the 'political climate' that dictated 

the network's freedom of action. Chapter titles reflect the dominant feature of the 

network's efforts under those circumstances. Greater attention is given to exploring the 

beginning years of the network's existence in large part because the best available 

evidence comes from that period. 

In this exploration of Marguerite's network, several themes are stressed 

throughout. First, Marguerite's economic and political power, which enabled her to serve 

as patron of the network, is assessed at difference junctures. Chapters 2 and 3, in 

particular, investigate Marguerite's territorial clout and position at court. This issue is 

individuals or families but not collectively. 
This chapter appeared in. The Reformation World, ed. Andrew Pettegree (London: Routledge, 



29 

also reexamined in the course of chapters 7 through 10. Chapters 4 pursues the humanist 

studies of Jacques Lefevre d'EtapIes and his circle from circa 1500 up to their 

involvement in the Meaux reform in 1521 in order to determine to what extent these 

prepared the way for their subsequent program of religious renewal. The beginnings of 

that experiment at Meaux is examined in Chapter 5 in light of its late medieval antecedent 

of episcopal reform. Chapters 6 through 8 trace how the network knitted together around 

the reformers at Meaux as well as Marguerite and her entourage at court from 1521 to 

1530. Chapter 9 takes in a long period from 1531-1539, concentrating principally on the 

tumultuous and well known events of 1533-35: RoussePs sermons at the Louvre, Nicolas 

Cop's address to the University, the Affair of the Placards and its aftermath, as well as the 

ambitious effort by evangelicals at court to bring Henry Vin, Clement VD/Paul ID, and 

the German Protestants into a dialogue with France for the purpose of reaching a religious 

settlement and political alliance against the Charles V. Chapter 10 caps this history by 

showing that well into the 1540s, long after Marguerite's influence is thought to have 

been extinguished and the evangelical movement to have dissipated, her network 

continued to strive, desperately, to implement their long-standing program both in foreign 

affairs as well as on the local level by building evangelical institution-^. The conclusion 

offers an interim assessment about the impact of the network, raising questions about its 

legacy in helping to train up communities of believers and leaders who would enter the 

Huguenot and moyenneiir caxnps during the Wars of Religion. 

2000), 211-224. Here it is offered in slightly modified form and with added footnotes. 
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1. The Early Reformation in France 

No Protestant churches were successfully established in France before 1555. Yet 

a minority Reformed Church sprang up during the next seven years that was strong 

enough to survive forty years of civil war and secure a place within Roman Catholic 

Europe's "Most Christian Kingdom." Preoccupation with the French Protestant 

movement's late, rapid growth has colored interpretation of its 'prehistory.' Theologians 

and church historians have long studied the Reformation as a revolt against the medieval 

Church prompted by 'new'doctrines. More recently social historians have explored how 

the Reformation altered the rhythms of everyday life and even peoples' world-views as 

protestants reinvented church structures, clergy, disciplining institutions, and rituals. 

Since French Huguenots fulfilled this double historical mission as religious 

revolutionaries and founders of new religious communities, whereas their predecessors 

did not, scholars have seen the early French Reformation era as the faltering prelude to 

their dynamic advent. Accounts of the early period concentrate on explaining to what 

extent Reformation doctrines penetrated France and why their adherents failed to alter 

France's religious makeup before mid-century.' 

' In this chapter, exact page citations will only be provided for direct quotations and arguments 
specifically attributed to their authors. Bibliographical references are provided in the notes to the Field-
defining studies upon which this overview is framed. 

Mark Greengrass, The Reformation in France (Oxford: Basil Blackwel!, 1987) is the best 
introduction in English covering the period prior to the Wars of Religion. For comprehensive coverage, 
E)enis Crouzet, La gcnese de la Reforme franqaise, 1520-1562, (Paris: Sedes, 1996) provides an up-to-date 
synthesis framed around his innovative views, while Pierre Imbart de la Tour, Les origines de la Reforme, 4 
vols. (Paris: Hachette. 1905-1944; reprint Geneva: Slatkine Reprints, 1978), especially vol. 3, 
"I'Evangelisme (1521-1538)," offers a classic interpretation and evidence to which all modem studies refer. 
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Taking the earliest French reformers, "evangelicals," on their own terms upsets 

this teleological, plot-line-driven interpretation. Although they held similar doctrines to 

German and Swiss Protestants, they did not believe that these required them to break with 

the established church. Rather, while enduring persecution they attempted to renew it 

from within. Only gradually after 1540 did what scholars regard as a classic Protestant 

movement come together under the influence of French reformers in exile, chiefly John 

Calvin, who offered a clear system of Reformed doctrine, a model church, and a firm 

demand to reject Catholicism. 

I. Evangelical Growth 

In France, as elsewhere in Europe, religious devotion was on the rise at the end of 

the fifteenth-century." After the devastation of the Hundred Years War, confraternities 

multiplied, some 900 churches were rebuilt, many more were sumptuously decorated, the 

ranks of the secular clergy and mendicant orders swelled, and people embraced newly 

introduced devotional practices such as the rosary. Fiery mendicant preachers incited 

For ihe political context and the crown's evolving response to religious dissent, see Robert Jean Knecht, 
Renaissance Warrior and Patron: The Reign of Francis I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). 
For fleld-defining views about religious sensibilities, see Lucien Febvre, Au coettr religieiix dii XVt siecie, 
2nd ed. (Paris: Le Livre de Poche, 1983 [1957]). 

" For an overview of religious life in France at the end of the Middle Ages by one of the field's 
finest historians, see Francis Rapp, "Caracteres nationaux au sein de la Chretiente, III. La France," in De la 
Reforme a la reformation (1450—1530), 341-367, vol. 7 of Histoire du Christianisme des origines a nos 
jours, ed. Marc Venard (Paris: Desclee, 1994). For the several currents of late-medieval reform and 
biblical humanism in Paris see Augustin Renaudet's magisterial, Prerefomte et humanisme d Paris pendant 
les premieres guerres d'Italic (1494-1517) (2nd ed. Paris: Librairie d'Argences, 1953; 1st edition, Paris, 
1916). On late-medieval preaching in France, see Herve Martin, Le metier de predicateur en France 
septentrionale a la fin du moyen age (1350-1520) (Paris: Cerf, 198S). For the state of the episcopate, see 
Marilyn M. Edelstein, "Church Patronage in France on the Eve of the Reformation," in Renaissance Society 
and Culture: Essays in Honor of Eugene F. Rice, Jr., ed. John Monfasani and Roland G. Musto (New York 
Italica Press, 1991), 33-49. 
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their listeners to deeper piety and excoriated the morally corrupt. Some scholars have 

interpreted the laity's intensifying zeal for buying indulgences and founding obit masses 

as betraying deep fears about the pains of purgatory, even doubts about the assurance of 

their salvation that were excited by the Church's doctrine of sin, but not fully assuaged by 

its economy of grace. Others counter that such enthusiasm shows plainly the vitality of 

the late medieval popular religion and the Church's success in fostering it. 

Whatever the case (both assessments may well be true by turns), the Church's 

very success in cultivating lay piety and devotion made the people more likely to see the 

clergy's faults. Anticlerical sentiment grew stronger as the church failed repeatedly to 

reform itself fully in "head and members"—from the Pope through the clerical ranks— 

following the crisis of the fourteenth-century Great Schism. In the late fifteenth century, 

the tide of reformist sentiment rose again in France. A revived Observant movement had 

led to the restoration of some 'lax' Benedictine, Dominican, and Franciscan houses to 

strict obedience to their rules, but after 1510 it ebbed for lack of sustained royal support. 

Among the secular clergy, only a few bishops had been inspired to provide spiritual 

direction. Although newly improved training programs at the University of Paris were 

producing some able priests, by and large the vast ranks of the parish clergy remained 

woefully ill-equipped to pastor their flocks. 

After 1500, Christian humanists—with Erasmus of Rotterdam in the vanguard— 

offered an inspiring way forward. Reviling clerical failings and superstitious devotions, 

they advocated that teaching the simple Gospel message purified of scholastic 

obscurantism would renew the faith. The leading French biblical humanist, Jacques 
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Lefevre d'Etaples, gave this goal substantial support by editing and writing commentaries 

on the Latin Vulgate Bible that expounded the Scriptures' plain, "vivifying" meaning. 

Scholastic theologians in turn attacked humanists like Lefevre, who was a mere master of 

the liberal arts, for questioning the authority of the Vulgate as well as the received 

doctrines of the church.^ Meanwhile, the Faculty of Theology (known as the "Sorbonne") 

and the Parlement of Paris fought desperately against the Concordat of Bologna (1516) 

agreed upon by Francis I (1515-47) and Pope Leo X (1513-1521), which stripped the 

'Gallican Church' of its most important Fiscal and administrative liberties."* 

When the strife over Martin Luther's theses reached France in 1518, it heightened 

these doctrinal and ecclesiological tensions. Contemporary witnesses report that 

humanists, clerics, and even some Sorbonne theologians read Luther's books with 

enthusiasm. Lefevre sent warm greetings to Luther in 1519.^ Then, in 1521 the Faculty 

of Theology at Paris followed the Pope in condemning the friar's doctrines as heretical 

and the Parlement of Paris outlawed books containing them. Thereafter, those inclined to 

heterodox doctrines—long condemned as Lutheran whatever their nature or origin— 

^ For conservative Catholics' reaction to the religious ferment, see James K. Farge, Orthodoxy and 
Reform in Early Reformation France: The Facultv ofTheolog\ of Paris, 1500—1543, (Leiden; E.J. Brill. 
1985). 

•* "Gallican Church" denotes, technically, the hierarchy of clergy in France that culminated in the 
110 or so bishops and archbishops of the realm, whose primate was the Archbishop of Lyon. "Gallicanism" 
refers to a loose body of thought about the French church's independence from Rome. The Pragmatic 
Sanction of Bourges (1443) accorded the French clergy the right of capitular election (i.e., popes and 
secular powers were not supposed thereafter to impose candidates on cathedral and monastic chapters) as 
well as freedom from annates (the tax, equivalent to one year's revenue, exacted by the Roman curia for 
conferring the title to a benefice). The Concordat of Bologne revoked both of these rights. The Parlement 
of Paris, which had similar pretensions to semi-autonomy vis-a-vis the king, supported French prelates in 
combating the king and pope's attempt to increase their control over the French Church. 

' A.-L. Herminjard, ed.. Correspondance des reformateurs dans les pays de langue franqaise, 9 
vols. (Geneva; H. Georg & Paris; Michel Levy, 1866-1897; reprint, Nieuwkoop: B. de Graaf, 1965), vol. 1, 
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couid only explore such innovations under the threat of persecution. The telling 

questions for the spread of the Reformation in France would be how secular authorities, 

chiefly the king, would define true doctrine and to what degree they would enforce 

orthodoxy. 

In 1518 Guillaume Brigonnet, Bishop of Meaux near Paris, inaugurated a novel 

reform program, which quickly became a high-profile test ground for these questions. In 

1521, having been exasperated by his clergy's resistance to his attempt to improve 

religious instruction, Brigonnet invited Lefevre and his disciples from Paris to conduct an 

intensive preaching campaign. The group included Michel d'Arande, Gerard Roussel, 

Guillaume Farel, Pierre Caroli, Martial Mazurier, and Francois Vatable, all of whom were 

open to varying degrees to the new doctrines and would go on to play leading roles in the 

religious controversies of the next thirty years. 

Lefevre summarized their program in his 1522 Latin Introductory Commentary on 

the Four Gospels as "to know the Gospel, to follow the Gospel, and to proclaim the 

Gospel everywhere."^ While ministers preached the "pure Gospel" in the diocese's 

thirty-two preaching circuits, Lefevre and his closest collaborators pursued a program of 

biblical scholarship and publishing in support of this pastoral reform. Intrigued by the 

religious ferment in Germnay, they privately read the Protestant reformers' works, for 

which they had growing admiration. Inspired by the German reformers, they commenced 

45. 
^ "Et hoc sit cunctis unicum studium, solatium, desiderium. scire evangelium, sequi evangelium, 

ubique promovere evangelium." dedicatory epistle to "Christian readers'* in Commentarii initiatori in 
quatuor Evangelia, in Eugene F. Rice, Jr.. ed.. The Prefatory Epistles of Jacques Lefevre d'Staples and 
Related Texts (New York: Columbia University Press, 1972), no. 134, 435. 
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translating the Bible into French and produced a vernacular preaching handbook. 

Bri^onnet distributed Lefevre's Bible translations to the laity, who were then well-

equipped to attend Roussel's daily lessons on Paul's letter to the Romans and on the 

Psalms for the more advanced. 

Meanwhile, ministers associated with the Meaux group were promoting 

evangelical renewal elsewhere in the realm. After 1521, the king's sister. Marguerite of 

Angouleme (of Navarre after 1527), had d'Arande to preach regularly at cout and 

circulated Bri^onnet's letters of spiritual instruction as well as Lefevre's translation of 

Paul's Epistles. During 1523—4 she had d'Arande preach in her territories at Alengon and 

Bourges, while promoting like efforts by Aime Meigret and Pierre de Sebiville in Rouen, 

Lyon, and Grenoble. 

Catholic conservatives detected Lutheran heresy at every turn. In 1522, the 

Faculty of Theology geared up for battle, having been alarmed by reports that d'Arande 

had preached privately at court that Luther was a saintly man and that if he had erred, it 

was no marvel since other saints had been mistaken too, such as Augustine, Jerome, and 

others.^ Joined by the Parlement of Paris in the summer of 1523, over the next two years 

the Paris doctors repetedly sought to indict the Meaux preachers and other evangelicals in 

' Ford'Arande's statement in 1522 at court, see chapter 6/7, note 58. In 1525, Mazurier was 
accused of preaching similarly at Meaux, "Oii Luther a bien dit, homme n'a mieux dit, et ou il a mal dit, 
homme n'a pis dit, comme dit S. Jerosme d'Origene," quoted in translation from the Latin by Michel 
Veissiere, L'evequc Guillaume Brigonnet (1470—1534): contribution a la connaissance de la Refonne 
catholique a la veille du Concile de Trente (Provins: Societe d'Histoire et d'Archeologie, 1986), 333. In 
1537, the regent of Agen similarly reconmiended to a notable of Bordeaux that he read "Luther's De Servo 
Arbitrio adding that he should do so in order to absorb what was good in it while to be sure rejecting what 
was bad," Henry Heller, The Conquest of Poverty: The Calvinist Revolt in Sixteenth Century France 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1986), 86. 
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Marguerite's orbit for the heretical crimes of criticizing the cult of the saints, devotion to 

Mary, purgatory, indulgences, and fees for masses. In the wake of the first wave of 

persecution, a few French people wholly committed to the new doctrines, such as 

Guillaume Farel, fled to the Empire and Switzerland. The laity quickly came to know 

about France's home-grown heretics. In 1524, a magistrate in Le Puy (Auvergne) blamed 

the preaching of d'Arande in Bourges and Meigret in Lyon against his town's miracle-

working Black Virgin for reducing the number of pilgrims attending jubilee celebrations 

in her honor. That winter, people coined the term the "Lutherans of Meaux" after 

commoners there ripped down prayers to the Virgin and placards announcing a papal 

indulgence. When the German Peasants War spread to Lorraine in the spring of 1525, 

anxious Parisians panicked at the rumor of a Lutheran invasion. 

Meanwhile, prompted by Marguerite, the royal court intervened to save members 

of the Meaux group and others from successive heresy indictments. In 1523, for 

example, Francis I ensured that the courtier, Louis de Berquin, received only a light 

reprimand after having been caught with works by Luther, some of which he had 

translated and intended to publish. Francis's capture at the Battle of Pavia (February 

1525) brought matters to a head. The Parlement of Paris warned the regent, Louise of 

Savoy, that this disaster was God's judgment for, among other faults, the court's 

protection of heretics. During the king's captivity, she set conservatives free to take 

action against the 'heretics.' Lefevre, Roussel, and d'Arande fled to Strasbourg, while 

Brigonnet, Berquin, Caroli, several other preachers, and ten commoners from Meaux 

stood trial. Returning in 1526, Francis I quashed these proceedings at his sister's request. 
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Recalling the exiles. Marguerite appointed Lefevre as tutor to the royal children, obtained 

a bishopric for d'Arande, installed Caroli as curate of Alengon, and took Roussel as her 

personal minister. 

From 1521 to 1526, though Reformation doctrines were understood by few, the 

Lutheran threat became a national issue. Persecution forced native reformers to make 

choices. Three camps emerged that would endure until the establishment of the 

Reformed Church. Reformist prelates attracted to the pedagogical promise of biblical 

humanism emulated Bri^onnet, who backed away from evangelical reform when it 

proved to incite the people to radical acts and invite judicial inquiry. After 1526, though 

a consciencious bishop, he did not dare do anything more than repeat past injunctions 

against clerical abuses. Those who, following the German and Swiss reformers, became 

convinced that obeying the Gospel required rejecting the traditional church could either 

take Farel's route to permanent exile or stay and risk the consequences. The remaining 

group, "Evangelicals" like those succored by Marguerite, sought strategic positions from 

which they might promote reform from within. While attracted to Protestant doctrines, 

they aimed chiefly at fostering a "living faith" among the laity, but balked at casting-off 

the traditional church however deformed it may have appeared in the "pure light of the 

Gospel." 

As contemporaries recognized, the king's decision would matter most in 

determining France's religious orientation. Catholic conservatives remained frustrated 

long after 1526 since Francis continued to patronize many writers who espoused the new 

doctrines. He had certainly sworn at his coronation, "to annihilate and drive out from the 
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land subject to my jurisdiction, all heretics pointed out and denounced by the Church."® 

Yet only after 1539 did he consistently back the pursuit of heretics. Until then a modus 

vivendi reigned: so long as dissenters did not openly attack the faith, the king ignored 

conservatives' pleas for their eradication. 

Often interpreted as hesitation, Francis' stance balanced his interests. He could 

not accept the theologians' definition of heresy since they lumped together without 

distinction followers of Erasmus, Lefevre, and Luther as enemies of the faith. Francis, a 

enthusiastic patron of Renaissance letters, had previously invited Erasmus to enter his 

service and esteemed the internationally renowned Lefevre. Moreover, the Faculty of 

Theology and the Parlement of Paris had used heresy charges against his proteges as a 

leverage in their attack on royal policies, such as increasing taxation, forcing the church 

to grant him 'gifts,' and interfering in the law courts when it suited him. Secure in his 

control over the French Church under the Concordat, Francis had little reason to heed 

conservatives' denunciations, lest in acting he give them issues with which they could 

undermine his authority. It was only an accumulation of events such as the Placards in 

1534 (see below) and the ascendancy of conservative advisors such as Chancellor Duprat, 

Anne de Montmorency, and Francois Toumon that gradually moved him to set the 

inquisitorial machinery in motion. 

* Quoted in translation by J.H. Shennan, Government and Society in France I46I—I661 (New 
York: Bames and Noble; London: George Allen and Unwin, 1969), 79. 
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n. The Crisis of Evangelism 

Francis I's uncommitted stance left the impression that he might support a state-

sponsored Reformation. Hopes for a royal reform were never higher than during the early 

1530s. In 1533, Marguerite had Roussel preach Lenten sermons in Paris, which attracted 

5,(XK) eager listeners. From rival pulpits, preachers sent out by the Sorbonne urged the 

people to rise up against Roussel since the king refused to act. When Francis I banished 

the chief conservative preachers for fomenting rebellion and forced the Faculty of 

Theology to retract its censure of Marguerite's recently published Mirror of the Sinfiil 

Soul, partisans of reform predicted imminent victory. 

Seizing the moment, Nicolas Cop used his All Saints' Day address to the 

assembled University of Paris (1533) as a platform to condemn religious persecution and 

to advocate public preaching of the Gospel. Possibly co-authored by his young friend, 

John Calvin, the sermon expounded theological themes from Luther and Erasmus and 

concluded with a rousing call to action whatever the consequences, which in Cop's case 

required immediate flight: 

The world and the wicked are wont to label as heretics, impostors, seducers and 
evil-speakers those who strive purely and sincerely to penetrate the minds of 
believers with the Gospel... But happy and blessed are they who endure all this 
with composure, giving thanks to God in the midst of affliction... Onward then, O 
Christians. With our every muscle let us strive to attain this great bliss.^ 

' Appendix III, in John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1536 edition, trans. Ford Lewis 
Battles, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989 [1975]), 371. 
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Cop's bold words raised a storm of criticism and a number of his circle were forced to 

leave Paris temporarily. Evangelicals regained a public voice as Roussel preached again 

at Paris during Lent 1534 and their public battle with conservatives continued. 

Then, on the night of 17-18 October 1534, a militant fringe of the evangelical 

movement posted violently worded Placards against "the horrible, great and insufferable 

papal Mass devised in direct opposition to the Last Supper" in Paris, several regional 

cities, and the royal bedchamber at Amboise. Their provocation played straight into the 

conservatives' hands. Attacking the Mass as a "blaspheme," priests as "charlatans, pests, 

and deceitful antichrists," and the doctrine of transubstantiation as "the doctrine of 

devils," the tract enraged authorities.Faced with an insufferable outrage against 

Christ's blood and what appeared to be organized sedition, the king backed a brutal 

repression. Twenty-four were executed, others imprisoned, and over seventy suspected 

heretics fled, including the famed court poet Clement Marot, Pierre Caroli, and Calvin. 

Francis I ended this first wave of persecution 16 July 1535 with the Edict of 

Coucy, which opened the jails and offered amnesty to all exiles, excepting 

"Sacramentarians" (those who held the Zwinglian doctrine of the Eucharist articulated in 

the placards), provided that they would abjure their errors within six months. Francis 

intended most immediately to allay the anger of German Protestant princes with whom he 

was trying to cement a political alliance based on a proposed religious colloquy with 

Complete document in translation in R.J. Knecht. French Renaissance Monarchy: Francis I & 
Henry II (London, 1984), document 11. 91-92. 
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Philip Melanchthon. Yet, even after these negotiations failed, he extended the pardon to 

Sacramentarians in 1536, thus re-establishing his regime's modus vivendi. 

Roussel's sermons. Cop's address, and the Placards were explosive exceptions to 

the largely clandestine spread of evangelical and Protestant ideas during the early French 

Reformation. Persecution prevented any public leadership from forming, and policing 

was porous enough for the new doctrines to diffuse covertly. Occasionally from the 

parish pulpit, but more often in school rooms, nobles' courts, homes, and workshops, 

people encountered such ideas by word of mouth and in new, increasingly available 

religious books. Although, the full scope of this dissemination is far from clear, research 

done on heresy trial records and religious books have revealed much about its developing 

pace and content. 

Among the centers of propagation to the elites, France's fifteen universities played 

a prominent role. The early enthusiasm for Luther at Paris was matched in Caen (1530) 

and Toulouse (1532), where authorities uncovered circles of professors discussing 

Protestant authors' works with town notables. At the same time in Bourges and Orleans, 

teaching masters expounded the new doctrines to students like Calvin, Theodore Beza 

(Calvin's successor at Geneva), and many others. As university students took up posts in 

society, they carried reformation ideas across France. Some became regents of France's 

multiplying municipal schools—at least thirty new colleges were established from 1530-
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60. By one count, school masters are knov/n to have taught suspect doctrines in twenty-

five cities by 1550." 

Communication lines to uneducated commoners were less structured. Pastors 

were one possible conduit. Remarkably, one third of accused heretics whose occupations 

were noted at Toulouse (1510-60) and Paris (1547-9) were in orders. Nevertheless, the 

first estate remained massively loyal to the traditional church. That contemporaries 

frequently complained about itinerant preachers propagating heresy highlights the 

extraordinary difficulty that curates who converted must have had proselytizing in their 

home parishes. In Meaux, as the evidence shows, commoners taught one another. 

Inspired by the more radical preachers there, a wool-comber, Jean Le Clerc, was 

condemned for proselytizing and defacing a statue of the Virgin and Child at Metz in 

1525. His last words spoke for all those commoners inspired to proclaim the Gospel: 

"Ha!, my lords, do not be amazed if you see me here [i.e., a mere artisan], me, one who is 

going to die for the faith and for upholding the truth. ...God gave me a mouth so that I 

might speak and I pray Him to give me true faith."'" In the following decades, authorities 

arrested other artisans from Meaux for instructing their confreres in Champagne and 

'' Heller, The Conquest of Poverty, 77. 
"Ha! Messieurs, ne soies de rien esbahis, si me voyes icy, moy qui m'en vais mourir pour la foy 

et pour soubtenir verite. ... Ha! messieurs vous ne me voules laisser dire, pour ce que le cas vous touche: 
Dieu m'ait donne bouche pour parler, auquel je prie quM! me donne vraye foy," in J.-F. Huguenin, ed., Les 
chroniques de la ville de Metz (900—1552) (Metz: S. Lamort, 1838), 826, col. A. Jean's brother, Pierre, 
echoed these words when he went to the stake as a leader of the first Protestant church in France at Meaux 
in 1546, see Nathaniel Weiss, "Notes et documents sur la Reforme en Brie," BSHPF 46 (1897), 642-643. 
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neighboring regions. A similar phenomenon occurred in Normandy, which gained a 

reputation by 1530 as a "little Germany."'^ 

In the absence of widespread preaching, religious books enabled Reformation 

ideas to spread on all levels. The Latin works of Luther, Melanchthon, Bucer, Zwingli, 

and other reformers circulated among the learned since censorship prevented only their 

domestic publication, not their distribution. Books in French reached a far broader 

audience, for although literacy rates were low, people habitually read aloud in groups. 

Far fewer vernacular religious books circulated in France than in the Empire. By 

1525 sermons and vernacular pamphlets (roughly three thousand editions totaling three 

million exemplars were in circulation) had already propelled the Reformation forward. 

French heterodox books only began to be produced in any number after that date. Yet, of 

the one thousand or so editions of French religious (totaling near one million copies) 

produced from then until 1550, a I.igh proportion were evangelical or stridently 

protestant.''* In the absence of widespread preaching, these reached a large audience in 

the towns, where literacy was highest and the Reformation eventually penetrated deepest. 

For the trial of Nicolas Boivin, a fuller from Meaux, who held many advanced evangelical 
views, see J.-M. Roger and Michel Veissiere, "Le dossier du proces devant I'Officialite de Troyes de 
Nicolas Boivin, soup^onne d'heresie lutherienne (9 aout 1528 - 5 fevrier 1529)," in Le beau XVr siecle 
Troyen: aspects de la vie politique, economique, artistique, litteraire et religieuse a Troyes de 1480 a 1550, 
415—437, ed. P.-E. Leroy (Troyes: Centre Troyen de Recherche et d'Etudes Pierre et Nicolas Pithou, 1989). 
For Normandy, M.C. Oursel, "Notes pour servir a I'histoire de la Reforme en Normandie au temps de 
Francois I", principalement dans le diocese de Rouen," in Memoire de I'Academie Nationale des Sciences, 
Artes et Belles-Lettres de Caen (1912), 103-256, separately paginated 1-156 at top of page: and Martin 
Bucer's letter to Martin Luther, 25 August 1530, chapter 2, at note [14], 

These figures are a conservative estimate, derived from Francis Higman's extensive, though not 
exhaustive, bibliography of French religious books. Piety and the People: Religious Printing in French 
1511—1551 (Aldershot, 1996). His collected articles contain many important studies of their content and 
references to the extensive literature in this field, see Lire et decouvrir: la circulation des idees au temps de 
la Reforme (Geneva: Droz, 1998). 


