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The history of the French Wars of Religion has long been written as one of religious violence and political backstabbing, until King Henry IV in 1598 restored order by issuing the Edict of Nantes, which proclaimed toleration between Catholics and Protestants. By the 1970s, the first cracks began to appear in this story, as cultural historians in France and the Anglophone world rejected the notion that the wars were driven by the ambitions of rebellious noble houses or rising middle classes. Their work nonetheless remained focused on religious violence. Scholars such Natalie Zemon Davis and Denis Crouzet argued that Catholics and Protestants, encouraged by preachers and reams of hateful print, came to view the other as a threat to society that had to be exterminated. By “putting religion back into the Wars of Religion,” as Mack Holt has famously put it, a generation of cultural historians essentially attributed the violence to a clash of religious cultures.[1] Yet over the past decade or so a new narrative has begun to emerge, one that stresses the attempts of the monarchy, local elites, and citizens to build peace, restore justice, and heal the scars of civil war. For if the French religious wars are best known for outbreaks of mass violence, they also generated unprecedented experiments in conflict resolution. As Penny Roberts and Jérémie Foa have shown, each phase of the troubles was brought to an end by an edict of pacification and royal commissioners, who travelled up and down the kingdom to settle disputes and prevent the renewal of war. In a similar vein, Sylvie Daubresse and Tom Hamilton have shown that the justice system could help to calm tensions.[2]
Paul-Alexis Mellet’s latest work falls squarely within this new approach to the French religious wars. In this wide-ranging and meticulously researched book, Mellet surveys a hitherto neglected corpus of wartime remonstrances to analyse what he calls discourses of peace and justice during times of war. These remonstrances were essentially humble declarations, usually pronounced orally before the king, but sometimes also printed, that denounced the spiritual and political woes that befell the kingdom, asked to restore peace and justice, and often made tangible suggestions to reform church and state. Mellet’s detailed reading of 377 printed remonstrances, published between 1557 and 1603, reveals a discourse that is indeed strikingly different from what many scholars, especially those who have relied on printed material, have  come to expect as normal or even normative about the wars. Mellet highlights the recurring pleas to end the wars through negotiation, to administer justice, uphold the edicts of pacification, and work towards the union of citizens divided by faith. In 1574, for instance, the Protestant jurist Innocent Gentillet, who had escaped the St Bartholomew’s Day massacre by heading to Geneva, published a remonstrance pleading with Henry III to have a bipartisan commission negotiate a peace deal, which ought to include religious toleration as well as mixed courts to adjudicate conflicts between Catholics and Protestants, based on the model of the Reichskammergericht in the Holy Roman Empire (pp. 438–441). 
This language of peace and negotiation is perhaps not wholly surprising, as Mellet shows that many of those authors who wrote remonstrances were trained jurists like Gentillet, serving in one of the parlements, the courts of appeal who prided themselves on acting as the guardians of France’s fundamental laws and a bulwark against unbridled royal power. Although never granted a formal right to petition, magistrates in the parlements saw it as their duty to issue remonstrances that voiced their displeasure whenever royal policies threatened to destabilize the kingdom. Within this milieu of legal professionals we encounter plenty of Catholic and Protestant authors, often derided by their adversaries as “politiques,” who viewed religious toleration as a means to end the conflict. The deputies who served on the provincial estates or the Estates-General, representative political bodies that essentially functioned as think-tanks for the monarchy, also did not shy away from remonstrances that urged the king to heal the religious divide. Many of the other complaints voiced by these authors are equally unsurprising: marauding soldiers, tax rises in times of penury, and the breakdown of law and order are not unique to these remonstrances, as Mellet admits, nor to the French Wars of Religion, but they usefully serve to underline his point that most people ardently desired an end to the conflict.
The temporal ebb and flow of the remonstrances further supports Mellet’s claim that pleas for peace in fact outweighed those calling for violence. The peak years in his sample are 1560, 1588–89, and 1596, while in 1572—generally seen as a bloody turning point in the conflict—only two remonstrances appeared in print. Mellet suggests, therefore, that we should rethink the chronology of the French Wars of Religion, traditionally sandwiched between the 1562 massacre at Vassy and the 1598 Edict of Nantes, as it merely prioritizes major incidents of violence, including battles, sieges, massacres, and iconoclasm. As Philip Benedict has shown, this canonical calendar owes much to the early memory-making of Protestants and Catholics, which solidified the sequence of key events that continues to structure most studies today.[3] Mellet’s call to move beyond these violent events (désévénementaliser, pp. 460–461) and instead study the undercurrents of peace is perhaps is less original than he suggests, however, nor does it imply a less violent characterisation of the era will emerge. Methodologically, it is a distant echo of those Annales who famously abandoned histoire événementielle in favour of a longue durée analysis capable of revealing deeper historical processes. More recently, Hugues Daussy has also made the case for a more flexible chronology of the wars, beginning with the first heresy trials in the 1550s and proposing 1629 as terminus ad quem—yet his long-term assessment is one of enduring conflict rather than peacebuilding.[4]
While I agree that a revision of the traditional chronology of the wars is long overdue, skewed as it is towards political events and the decisions of elite figures, I have my reservations about Mellet’s suggestion to reject the moniker “wars of religion” in favour of the term “civil wars.” Admittedly, contemporaries seldom used our terminology; they simply qualified the conflict as “wars” or “troubles.” The authors of printed remonstrances also frequently deplored the divisions within families, neighbourhoods, and communities in order to underscore the civil drama of the wars. But as Mellet admits, the major theme evoked in many remonstrances was in fact religion, in particular the vexed issue of how to accommodate two confessions in a single polity. There was also a sizeable group of authors, in particular Catholic supporters of the League, who firmly rejected any form of compromise and negotiation, but called on the monarchy to restore religious unity by force. Clearly, the call for moderation competed with authors who argued violence was required to cleanse the nation of heresy – a point Mellet admits in the conclusion, where he notes that peace and conflict in fact “cohabited” throughout this period (p. 462). 
How seriously, then, are we to take the remonstrances pleading for peace, or Mellet’s assertion that they contributed to a peaceful dialogue between the monarchy and its subjects? In my view, there are some issues with his claim, which I humbly beg the author to consider (and, as befitting a remonstrance, will hopefully honour with a benevolent response). It should be noted that Mellet’s corpus is based on printed remonstrances, and only those in which the word effectively appears in the title. As a result, just a limited set of remonstrances is considered here, namely those that authors (or publishers) deemed worthwhile of sharing with a wider audience. The many oral speeches, written petitions, or other printed texts that were addressed to the authorities with similar aims in mind—to complain about the pressing issues of the day and ask for their resolution—are excluded. I believe it would have enriched Mellet’s analysis had he situated the printed remonstrance within this wider system of early modern petitioning, which has seen an outpouring of scholarship in recent years, especially regarding England, the Low Countries, and Scandinavia, though surprisingly few historians have considered France during the Wars of Religion.[5]
The focus on printed discourse also left me wondering about the social reality of those who lived through the wars and saw fit to voice their complaints. The many protestations about the failing justice system are a case in point: authors complained about the breakdown of the rule of law, while jurists such as François Hotman deplored that “today, the majority of the French people has no better occupation than to conduct trials, draw up calumnies, and scrape paper” (p. 385). These clichés have often been taken for granted by historians, but the recent work of Daubresse and Hamilton has shown that the courts continued to operate throughout the wars and were able to render justice to litigants. Remonstrances may serve as a helpful mirror of society, but they can only tell us so much about the lived reality of citizens in times of war. 
A more important question I have concerns Mellet’s assessment of the efficacy of remonstrances. He argues they were the constituent elements of what he calls an “open society,” a realm of political and religious discussion that allowed French people from various social strata to communicate with the monarchy and negotiate the tensions that nearly tore French society apart; as such, remonstrances helped to form a political community “from below” (pp. 15–23). To some extent his conclusions are in tune with recent scholarship on petitioning, which posits that petitions acted as an open channel of communication between early modern rulers and the ruled, offering local communities as well as people without a legitimate role in government a direct means of political participation, collective action, and negotiation with the state. However, some historians have noted that petitions did not necessarily function as a peaceful and inclusive instrument, but could actually galvanize people into violent political action—a fact that would become painfully evident in 1789, when the cahiers de doléances set in motion a revolution in politics.[6]
Mellet, however, ignores the potentially disruptive impact of remonstrances, claiming they were “largely effective” (p. 226) in achieving their aims, based on the many reprints and a series of published royal responses in his corpus. While such book historical indicators may be considered as evidence of impact, I am less convinced they also demonstrate the efficacy of remonstrances. It would require a larger set of sources and dogged archival research to see how a particular case made its way through the social hierarchy, and to uncover how their demands were received by the authorities. The narrow focus on printed remonstrances again obfuscates the wider ecosystem of communication between the monarchy and its citizens: it was common practice for early modern remonstrances (and most other petitions, including cahiers de doléances) to receive an oral response, which was noted in the margin before the document was returned to its supplicants. Both Catholic and Protestant deputies regularly submitted such cahiers to the king’s council, only a fraction of which was ever printed at the time (the Assemblée du Clergé decided in the eighteenth century to retroactively print their resolutions, including remonstrances and petitions to the king); French archives hold a vast amount of petitions dating to the civil wars that still await serious treatment by historians.
Gentillet’s 1574 remonstrance offers a good example of the importance of considering a wider set of sources when assessing impact. His petition to Henry III included a plea to install bipartisan law courts, which Mellet suggests was effective, given that the 1576 Edict of Beaulieu granted chambres mi-parties comprising equal numbers of Catholic and Protestant judges (pp. 440–41). In reality, Gentillet’s demands were also voiced in written petitions by the Protestant assembly of Nîmes, as well as by Reformed churches in cities such as Lyon. They not only argued that the perpetrators of the St Bartholomew’s Day massacre be put on trial and Protestants be granted access to equitable justice; they also instructed the Protestant negotiators to press these demands with the king.[7] (The Edict of Beaulieu acknowledged these petitions in article 18.) The hoped-for prosecution never materialized, however, because the edict proclaimed an amnesty for all wartime offences, while the chambres de l’édit would not begin to function until the late 1590s. Calls for peace and justice thus clearly occurred throughout the wars, but this example demonstrates that printed remonstrances such as Gentillet’s did not operate in a vacuum, nor that such pleas had any immediate impact.
Overall, if Mellet’s interesting study has made one thing clear to me, it is that we need a sustained analysis of the practice of petitioning during the Wars of Religion, one that considers not only printed remonstrances but a wide range of Catholic and Protestant petitions (broadly construed), in order to analyse how petitions influenced royal policy, the lived reality of French citizens, and the relationship between monarchy and subjects at this turbulent time in French history. 
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