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An established view of the pamphlet literature of the French Wars of Religion is that the polemicists of the era took up the weapons of Minerva, rather than Mars. In using their pens rather than their swords, they took the civil wars into a textual battleground. Paul-Alexis Mellet’s approach to this literature, and specifically the remontrances which form the basis of his book, is rather different; instead of warfare and battlefields, Mellet places us in the hands of the negotiators and peacemakers of the era: the clergymen, lawyers, civil magistrates, officers of the king and others who penned these works, using a wide variety of literary conventions to advocate for civil and religious reform. Originally, the remontrance was a form of writing associated with the parlements, thus defined by a specific juridical process and legal expertise. Mellet’s move to locate the genre within a more expansive cultural and social context takes his analysis beyond the strictly juridical sphere, and so away from the formal frameworks of church and state. Taking this approach allows Mellet to redefine the French Wars of Religion as characterised more by peace than war, justifying his titular claim that this book offers an alternative history of the era. 
Mellet has identified over 370 remontrances published between 1560 and 1600. He argues that this type of complaint literature represents a distinct, self-contained genre. Through their emphasis on reproach, negotiation and protest, the remontrances reflect and comment on the troubles of the French kingdom that permeate the wider contemporary literature. Mellet’s focus on these texts demonstrates that the wars are better understood when seen through the lens of processes of peace-making and negotiation, rather than confrontation and violence. Mellet’s work will draw natural comparison with the work of Tatiana Debaggi Baranova in its focus on a particular aspect of early modern French print culture.[1] Debaggi Baranova identifies the libelles as embodying a distinctive political culture, and Mellet has done something similar with the remontrances.
According to Mellet’s timeframe (c.1557–1603), the Wars of Religion are defined more by attempts at conciliation than by turning points such as major massacres (Wassy, 1562; Saint Bartholomew’s Day, 1572) or peace edicts (Edict of Nantes, 1598). This complements the work of other leading historians of the French Wars who have seriously considered the issue of periodisation and categorisation, a long list which includes Penny Roberts, Mark Greengrass, Mack Holt, and Philip Benedict. How historians write the history of the French Wars of Religion is a question that Mellet answers with the remontrances, using them as the prism through which to analyse instances of cultural and social change. We can situate his work, therefore, within that wider historiography which considers efforts at peace-making as the central feature of the wars, as well as that which emphasises those processes of government that endure, even thrive, notwithstanding the violence and chaos.[2] Mellet’s distinctive contribution is to connect these themes with the practices of writing a specific kind of complaint and reform literature encompassed in the term remontrance.
A point which struck me to be of interest in reading Mellet’s book are the parallels that can be drawn with the historiography of print culture in Britain in the early modern era. Typically, the French Wars of Religion are compared with the contemporary upheaval in the Netherlands, but the comparisons with British and Irish print culture remain underexplored. This is striking, because notwithstanding the shift in time and space, we see a transformation in political culture demonstrated by the explosion of political pamphleteering and propaganda that accompanied, for example, the collapse of the crown in the civil wars and interregnum in the seventeenth century. Rather than envisioning politics in an era of absolute, or personal monarchy as operating top-down, much of the work on British and Irish political culture in the last twenty years has focused on the practice of politics as a game of negotiation, influence and diplomacy beyond formal, high-political frameworks dominated by the nobility, monarchy, and concept of the nation state. 
Mellet argues in his introduction that we should be thinking about political culture in the French wars in terms of negotiation, social complaint and non-violent protest, rather than as being radically subversive. In that sense his work is comparable to that of Ethan Shagan who has influentially pressed this point about negotiation and negotiated political space as a feature of popular politics in the English case, as well as the very recent interest in the power of petitioning in early modern Britain.[3] Much work remains to be done on the circulation of manuscripts in the French wars, and on this front work in the British context on scribal pamphleteering is illuminating to consider.[4] As Mellet’s book indicates, the question of how texts circulated, as well as how they were read and received, remains a tantalising, and often elusive, aspect of the political culture of the religious wars in France. Joad Raymond’s work on Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in the British case made major strides in this area in 2006, and the cataloguing and categorising of the pamphlet in that work offer an interesting point of comparison, and indeed contrast, to the way in which French historians have approached a similar literature in the French case.[5] 
In his introduction, Mellet takes issue with the approach of intellectual historians to the politics of the era, with a view to forging a clear distinction between theories of politics and its practice. Notwithstanding the ambition of Denis Crouzet to narrow this gap between intellectual and cultural history, evidently it remains the case that intellectual and cultural historians continue to disagree over the relative significance of ideas, and canonical texts, to understanding participatory governance. The relationship of intellectual history to the social and cultural history of the French Wars of Religion seems to be an ever contentious one. This is the case if the former is understood to relate to an elite, restricted category dealing only with canonical texts and theoretical concepts far removed from the realities of politics and the latter, by contrast, a more profound engagement with popular political culture as people experienced it in practice in the early modern era. The distinction between theory and practice; elite and popular, remains intact in this version of it, notwithstanding the efforts of historians on both sides to break those barriers down. 
Mellet narrows his critique of intellectual history to the work of Quentin Skinner in order to identify a focus on great texts as a central problem, an implicit challenge to Mellet’s own approach.[6] It is significant, and revealing of Mellet’s own intellectual formation, that he chooses to pit Marc Bloch against Skinner: Annales versus Cambridge school. According to Mellet, authors of what he calls the second order deserve their time in the light, out of the shadows cast over them by intellectual historians by their focus on canonical texts. This distinction between Bloch and Skinner overlooks a modern reality in the scholarship, however. It is by no means counter to the practice of intellectual history in the current day to study authors of the second order, or to find it critiquing and rejecting the framework of the modern nation state, or indeed to find it engaging in considerations of the relationship between theory and practice in the context of analyses of political, popular, demotic culture. 
Mellet suggests in his introduction that what he names authors of the second order create a public discourse that exists outside of the centres of power, defined by restrictive conceptions of the State. Intellectual historians in recent years have spilled much ink on this subject, and instead of confining the subject to the canon and the sphere of the nation state, have devoted significant energy to the concepts of civitas, respublica and commonwealth precisely in order to deconstruct a state-centric focus on early modern political life.[7] To return to my point about the usefulness of comparison with British and Irish historiography, the relationship between theory and practice is a major feature of the intellectual history of constitutional experimentation in the Wars of Three Kingdoms, especially where it centres on public law, gender, or democracy and popular republicanism.[8] In the latter context, the heistoriography of the Putney debates of 1647 alone is a case in point, from the work of Christopher Hill to the present day. Intellectual history is far from insensible to the power of popular politics in practice as well as in theory, operating at the centre as well as the peripheries of political community. 
The Putney debates lead me to Mellet’s insightful points about the relationship between oral and textual culture provided by his focus on the remontrances. Here I might venture some observations as they relate to my current work on Étienne de La Boétie for a forthcoming edition of his De la Servitude volontaire and the Mémoire touchant l’édit de janvier 1562 for the Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought series. Mellet writes persuasively about the genre of the remontrances as demonstrating an interconnection between orality and textual culture when it comes to thinking about strategies of negotiation with the crown. The recent scholarship on the manuscript transmission (not tradition) of La Boétie’s Servitude volontaire by John O’Brien has raised fascinating questions for intellectual historians, but presumably also historians of popular and print culture, as to this relationship between text and voice. In his De Manuscrit en bibliothèque, O’Brien considers the circulation of De la Servitude volontaire at the Protestant Assembly at Millau in July 1574, in the context of a debate about the new constitution that the Calvinists should adopt in the face of French royal tyranny.[9] O’Brien demonstrates that the organisation and selection of material in Le Reveille-matin des François, et de leurs voisins, in which La Boétie’s work appeared, unacknowledged, in a cut-and-paste format of the same year, echoes the oral circulation of La Boétie’s ideas at Millau. O’Brien thereby recreates a world where the readers become authors in the sense of redescribing De la Servitude volontaire as a doctrine of resistance theory, but he also captures and revives a sense of the oral context in which the work was received, read, and appropriated which forms an interesting point of contact with Mellet’s notion of the remontrance as operating primarily in an oral, as well as textual, environment. 
De la Servitude volontaire is a text that is always caught “in the act of transmission.”[10] It is demonstrative of the ways in which a focus on canonical texts overshadows authors of the second order, as Mellet/Bloch would put it, as well as how scholarship on La Boétie has evolved over time. La Boétie was, for centuries, overshadowed by his friend Michel de Montaigne, but that is no longer the case. Furthermore, if we are interested in critiquing Skinnerian method, then La Boétie provides an interesting way in which to do so. One of the many challenges to Skinner’s methodology has been that the onus to extract a particular speech act, in its context, from any given publication does not meet the challenges of Renaissance writing, with its cut-and-paste methods, plagiarism, frequent anonymity, and often unregulated manuscript circulation. Warren Boutcher’s discussion of these issues in Rethinking the Foundations of Modern Political Thought (2006), an important comment on Skinner’s method and influence, shows that when it comes to establishing a secure “meaning and understanding” in De la Servitude volontaire, we simply don’t have a sound enough textual basis to work from.[11] The question of an original authorial context and statement or speech act is in debate. Boutcher has argued, consequently, that the author of De la Servitude volontaire is therefore best understood to be a group of readers, copiers and editors that includes Montaigne. I would develop this to argue that for these reasons we cannot securely anchor La Boétie’s text within a specific republican or civic humanist tradition, nor should we necessarily seek to do so because this would be to render the text canonical in a way that does not accurately encapsulate its meaning or authorial intention; to force it into the canon where it does not necessarily fit. The limitations of the notion of the canon in this regard are therefore clear, in that it is not built to absorb complex questions of textual production, plagiarism, or uncertain authorship; in other words, the issues that define so much of sixteenth-century political writing. On that front, I would very much agree with Mellet on the importance of writing that defies easy categorisation in this era.
De la Servitude volontaire is a different genre of text to the remontrances that interest Mellet in his latest book, but the issues raised by its complex transmission of history do, I think, speak to some of the intellectual concerns that occupy scholars of literature and language, as well as intellectual and cultural history in this era. Its status as a non-canonical text, operating somewhere between elite and so-called second order authors, throws light onto the subtleties of textual production in the French sixteenth century, and the ways in which interdisciplinary approaches help to meet some of the critiques often levelled at intellectual historians, such as those restated here by Mellet, as they interpret texts in historical time and space.
To conclude, Mellet’s mapping out of the textual terrain in the Wars of Religion, and argument for a new chronology, is immensely valuable and thought provoking. From the point of view of intellectual history, the implications of his analysis for our broader understanding of the relationship between ruler and ruled, the concept of social order and the good governance of France in this period are significant, nicely complementing and developing the important work of Arlette Jouanna on the nature of absolute monarchy.[12] This book will no doubt become an important cornerstone for future histories of the religious wars, and perhaps will signal new directions in the relationship between intellectual and cultural history.
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