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Ever since the publication of Les Traités monarchomaques in 2007, Paul-Alexis Mellet has been developing a distinctive approach to the literature of the French civil wars of the sixteenth century, an approach that can be described as discursive.[1] Instead of focusing on a narrative of events, he offers analyses of the linguistic and rhetorical devices in which documents are couched, the larger framework into which they fit, and the political principles they embody. Building on his 2021 collection on remonstrances, edited with Ullrich Langer,[2] Mellet now gives us the first full-blown analysis of the genre of remonstrances as it developed in France through forty years or so of conflict.
The challenge is daunting. More than 700 remonstrances from the period survive. Even before classifying and exploring them according to theme, Mellet is painstaking about establishing what constitutes a remonstrance amid the welter of discourses, harangues, warnings, requests and supplications that poured off the printing presses. As he shows, remonstrances could flexibly combine the function of plainte with admonishment, advice and remedy. The result of his Herculean labours is an impressive investigation drawing on an extraordinarily wide corpus that articulates the French civil wars in terms of the underlying discursive expression of pacification and reform, equity and justice, rather than through the traditional lens of cycles of violence or the dynamics of confessionalisation. 
One of Mellet’s accomplishments, plentifully evidenced in his book, is to combine the historian’s meticulous respect for documentary evidence with textual analysis of concrete examples. Unusually and refreshingly, he enlists the help of Renaissance rhetorical terms for this purpose and indeed situates remonstrances as a verbal exercise at the crossroads of utterances, generic conventions, and modes of address, all implicating the ethos of the speaker, not infrequently as parrhesiast (pp. 408–420).
In this same context, he uses the terms “acte de langage” and “acte de discours” on various occasions. Yet it might have been useful to distinguish between different types of locutionary act, as speech act theory does.[3] Some are true performatives and accomplish what they state, as in the expression of thanks cited by Mellet on p. 61; there is no expression of thanks independent of the words that convey it. In other (more numerous) cases, speech acts are aimed at bringing about certain effects: they urge, exhort, argue, persuade, even threaten, but they may or may not be followed by actual results. The words may strive to instantiate a certain state of affairs, but it does not follow they will, even less that they necessarily must. It would be germane to know how far the performativity of utterances was successful during the historical period studied. Was the weakening of central power, for example, during the reign of Henri III in particular, linked to a decline in linguistic performativity? Or did the monarch’s increasing inability to enforce his will paradoxically multiply the verbal acts designed to enact it (e.g. remonstrance-injunctions), yet to no lasting effect (sometimes to none at all)? Correspondingly, remonstrances urging the reform of the realm, the need for justice and peace, and the protection of the civilian population, all of which Mellet deals with at length (chapters 8 and 9), seem a dead letter if they cannot be realised; the purpose of the remonstrance in helping govern the kingdom (pp. 227–60) is compromised, if not disabled. What were the limits of performativity? 
Another area which would have benefitted from greater analytical development is anonymity. Mellet does certainly refer to this aspect of some remonstrances, but might have refined his analysis, perhaps by reinforcing his preliminary remarks on this matter in Les Traités monarchomaques by Bérengère Parmentier’s collection “L’Anonymat de l’œuvre.”[4] Her methodological introduction systematically dissects some of the fundamental issues underlying the practice of anonymity in early modern France.[5] One such practice is disguise, of which a good example is the Remonstrance aux Estats pour la Paix (1576), addressed to the Estates General of Blois (p. 138). It is not simply that the work is published anonymously, although generally attributed to Philippe Duplessis-Mornay. Its author, clearly a Protestant, adopts the rhetorical tactic of claiming to be a Catholic. In one sense, this is just a ploy. Yet there is also more to it. Under that mask, he proceeds, as Mellet acknowledges (p. 428), to examine what common ground there might be between the two opposing confessions with a view to proposing religious coexistence (p. 447). In this case, our author concludes, “[l’anonymat] permet d’élargir le lectorat potential voire de convaincre le camp adverse” (p. 139). Disguise, here, is not a jejune attempt at the concealment of identity, but, instead, a means of drawing attention to the nature of the arguments presented rather than to the person of the author. The purpose of the disguise is not deception, but reasonableness. By swapping sides, the writer endeavours to lay out a different point of view; so that anonymity ultimately highlights “la limite du nom d’auteur,” which recedes in favour of a reasoned case for reconciliation.[6] It would be important to know these different functions of anonymity in remonstrances of the period surveyed. Not all will be as sophisticated as Duplessis-Mornay, but a greater analysis and classification of them would have given us a firmer sense of what writers of remonstrances hoped to achieve by placing the work above or beyond “l’instance auctoriale.”[7] Clandestinity alone will not answer that question.
Poetry is another, still larger case in point. Mellet does refer to poetic remonstrances, notably Ronsard’s Remonstrance au peuple de France (1563) (pp. 55–56, 125–26) and the Discours des miseres to which it belongs (pp. 143–144). However, there is little by way of analysis of their form or method and manner of argument. Yet the integration of forme and fond is an essential feature of poetry, and its aim is not just aesthetic pleasure but oratorical force and persuasion. Ronsard’s remonstrance certainly touches on questions of transubstantiation and Papal authority, as an attempt to rebut Protestant criticisms, and apostrophises the leaders of all the political parties, ending with exhortations to the common soldiers. The written techniques of oral delivery—of oral remonstrance—are deftly used here and the changes of register skilfully deployed with oratorical effect. However, the arguably most telling features of Ronsard’s poem are the allegory of the monster Opinion and the satirical portrait of Huguenots.
The poet begins, innocuously enough, by imagining a Muslim or Jew observing the Christian “d’heure en heure/Changer d’opinion, qui jamais ne s’asseure” (lines 43–44).[8] This was a common Catholic objection to Protestantism—each man his own Pope, ruled by personal opinion rather than ecclesiastical authority. From this small beginning, Opinion grows in lexical quantity, taking first of all possession of the rebellious mob “Qui folle court après la nouvelle doctrine/Et par opinion se laisse sottement,/Soubs ombre de piété, gagner l’entendement” (lines 235–238). Then, expanding to monstrous size, it is held responsible for the divisions and upheaval entailed by internecine conflict: “La seule opinion fait les hommes armer,/ Et frere contre frere au combat animer,/Perd la religion, renverse les grands villes,/ Les couronnes des Roys, les polices civilles […]” (lines 249-452). Yet Ronsard goes further still. Now fully grown, the personified Opinion is the monster that suckles Wycliffe, gives birth to Hus, and addresses her child Luther in words that encourage his apostasy and rebellion against the Church. In a study of remonstrances, the fact that Opinion lectures Luther using a propaedeutic discours would have been worthy of comment: it is an example of mise-en-abyme. No less important are the effects of Opinion’s words: they are a performative, terrifyingly enacting what they state, as Ronsard makes clear in his following verses about Europe put to fire and the sword. Again, in a study that specifically mentions speech acts in connection with remonstrances, as we have noted, this prime example would have repaid further investigation.
As a complement to this mythological allegory, Ronsard displays his satirical gifts, castigating the French Protestants for whom “Il faut tant seulement avecques hardiesse/Detester le Papat, parler contre la messe” (lines 195-196). From this he then moves quickly on to his mordant portrait of the hand-wringing, wild-eyed, gloomy Huguenot. With its tight-packed infinitives (“Se monstrer rarement, composer maint escrit, /Parler de l’Eternel […],” lines 201-202) and attention to vivid detail (“Estre sobre en propos, barbe longue, & le front /De rides labouré, l’œil farouche & profond,” lines 197-198), his idiom and technique here are Du Bellayan and underscore the richness and variety of his remonstrance which is able to embrace and incubate other forms of poetic discourse. Through his range of tones and registers, Ronsard demonstrates inventiveness and flexibility, even in a genre which is not his preferred sphere of activity. By comparison, Philibert Bugnyon’s 1576 remonstrance, which is quoted (especially on p. 358), is a less accomplished artefact; its tripping octosyllables also make it less weighty than Ronsard’s expansive alexandrines. That octosyllable format is arguably handled more successfully in Cordier’s Remonstrances et exhortations au Roy de France of 1561 (discussed on pp. 151–152). Yet in all cases, poetry provides a powerful voice among the remonstrances, and one whose memorability is likely to have secured its perlocutionary impact on its readership or audience. Indeed, the Protestant reaction to Ronsard’s work is a perfect barometer of such an impact.[9] Small wonder that his Remonstrance au peuple de France went through nine and perhaps as many as eleven printings in the period of interest to us. It recurs, for example, in the Muse Chrestienne of 1582 (not listed in Mellet’s bibliography, p. 477).
Mellet’s vision of the ultimate purpose of remonstrances can be encapsulated by two linguistic elements: the pronoun “nous” (pp. 346–349) and the expression “monarchie de/du conseil” (notably pp. 429–44). His analysis of the function of an inclusive (not exclusive) “nous” is evidence not merely of a writer’s standing as the spokesman of a specific party or group, but more significantly, at least in some cases, of a “rassemblement permettant d’assurer l’unité des sujets” (p. 349). “Nous” can thus herald the concord between peoples which remonstrances, in Mellet’s view, advocate (pp. 420–428). Similarly, remonstrances can play a role in a “monarchie consultative” (pp. 431–432), not as a challenge to the monarch’s authority but as a check on its extent and application, alongside the Royal Council and the Estates General; in that connection, more could have been made of the notion of the remonstrance as a space of negotiation (pp. 177–179, 189). Whether all these features together in fact amounted to a “société ouverte” (Part Three of this work) is a moot point—there are plentiful instances of failed exchanges in this period—but Mellet’s argument that we need not see the civil conflicts as a prelude to the inexorable rise of absolutism is well taken.
Published close in date to Hugues Daussy’s Un Royaume en lambeaux and Jérémie Foa’s Survivre, Mellet’s study offers, along with them, “une autre histoire” of the civil wars.[10] All three offer distinctive approaches that do not fundamentally overlap. If Mellet shares Daussy’s dislike of the expression ‘wars of religion’ (notwithstanding the subtitles of both their books), he is nearer to Foa in his emphasis on the role of language in a time of strife. For Foa, language is dangerously slippery, indeed treacherous; it feigns, dissimulates, is never what it seems; it is the faithless companion of that struggle for precarious survival which is Foa’s topic. By contrast (or complement), the language of Mellet’s remonstrances ever longs for reconciliation and order, offering warnings, advice, and exhortation by way of keeping open the lines of communication and exchange between the monarch, the nobility and the Third Estate. This is language gesturing towards a great restoration which it hopes to be able to facilitate or indeed even bring about. Mellet’s signal contribution is to demonstrate, richly and fully, how words can be events of a very particular kind. 
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