HST3034

Theatre of Cruelties
Seminar 2: The Day of Placards 
The Day of Placards is an iconic moment in the history of the early French Reformation. We shall examine what the broadsheet ('placard') in question said, why it produced the hostile reaction that it did, and what that incident tells us about the networks of protestant influence in France, and the reactions to them. 

Seminar Assignments 

  The ‘placard’ in question is the text that we shall all study. If you want to see a (rare) copy of an original, follow the web-link under 'placard'. 

  We shall then want to know more about its author, now proved to be Antoine Marcourt. There is an ONLINE review by Louise Salley in Church History of the detailed study by Gabrielle Berthoud of this protestant pastor and pamphleteer in the web links. 

  Marcourt also published other works in or around 1534, which are very revealing of what he thought the reformation was about. His Livre des Marchands was translated into English before the end of the year as The Book of Marchauntes. It is in black-letter type and so you may find it hard to read. But, without going from beginning to end of the work, try to determine from a sample what you think his attitude to the church as currently constituted is, and in what ways it must be reformed. 

  The anonymous Petit traicte tres utile et salutaire de la saincte Eucharistie was also published in Neufchâtel in November 1534 – most probably also by Antoine Marcourt. It was translated into English in 1547 as A Declaration of the Masse. It is in black-letter type and you may have difficulty in reading it. I have simply selected the prefaces to look at. 

  The background and impact of the ‘Affair of the Placards’ at court is discussed by R.J. Knecht, Francis I (Cambridge, 1982, and new edition, 1995), (relevant pages). Note particularly his analysis of the reaction to the Placards. How would you describe it? 

  The legal background to the hostile reaction to the Placards is analysed in W. Monter, Judging the French Reformation. Heresy Trials by Sixteenth-Century Parlements (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), chs 1-2. 

  To understand the deeper significance of the ‘placard’, we need some knowledge about the debates among protestants about the nature of the Mass. See L. P. Wandel, The Eucharist in the Reformation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006) (chapters and references relating to Zurich, Zwingli and ‘sacramentarians’). 

  For another, more focused (from our point of view) reading of why ‘sacramentarianism’ was regarded with such ‘horror’, see F. Lestringant, Une sainte horreur, ou le voyage en Eucharistie, XVIe-XVIIIe siècle (Paris, 1996) – using the review by Jeannine Olson in Sixteenth Century Journal 29 (1998), pp. 1175-6 - online at JSTOR, link here. 

  David Nicholls, ‘The Nature of Popular Heresy in France, 1520-1542’, Historical Journal 26 (1983), pp. 261-275 - online at JSTOR - 
link here. 

  David Nicholls, ‘Heresy and Protestantism, 1520-1542: questions of perception and communication’, French History 10 (1986), pp. 185-205 - online at JSTOR, link here – for an extensive analysis of the nature of early French Protestantism and its relative ‘incoherence’. 



Day of Placards Extracts

The Day of Placards is an iconic moment in the history of the early French Reformation. We shall examine what the broadsheet ('placard') in question said, why it produced the hostile reaction that it did, and what that incident tells us about the networks of protestant influence in France, and the reactions to them 

© R.J. Knecht, French Renaissance Monarchy (London: Longman, 1986), pp. 108-9



HST3034: 02.01 - The Placard of October 1534©


True articles on the horrible, great and insufferable papal Mass devised in direct opposition to the Last Supper. I call on heaven and earth to bear witness to the truth against this pompous and proud papal Mass by which the world (unless God soon provides a remedy) is being and will be completely destroyed, and in which our Lord is so outrageously blasphemed and the people seduced and blinded. This can no longer be tolerated, but in order that each may understand the matter more easily it is convenient to proceed by articles: 

First, every faithful Christian must know that our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, has given his body, soul, life and blood for our sanctification in a perfect sacrifice. This cannot be repeated by anyone who does not hold that it was ineffectual, insufficient and imperfect, an idea which, spoken or not, is a horrible and execrable blasphemy. Yet the world is still crowded in many places with wretched sacrificers who, setting themselves up as our redeemers, take the place of Jesus Christ or profess to be His companions [...] I ask them all whether their own sacrifice is perfect or imperfect? If it is imperfect, why do they deceive the people? If it is perfect, why must it be repeated? Come forward, sacrificers, and reply - if you can! 

Secondly, through this wretched Mass almost everyone is being led into public idolatry, for it is falsely claimed that Jesus Christ is bodily present in the bread and wine. Not only is this not taught by Holy Scripture and our faith; it is clean contrary to that teaching, for Jesus Christ after His resurrection went to heaven and is now sitting on the right hand of God the Father, whence He shall come to judge the living and the dead [...] It follows that if His body is in heaven, He is not on earth; and if He were on earth, He would not be in heaven, for no one can be in two place at once [...]. 

Thirdly, these wretched sacrificers, compounding their error, claim that once they have whispered or spoken over the bread and wine, these disappear, and that through Transubstantiation (such is their fondness for long and inflated words!) Jesus Christ is concealed within the accidents of the bread and wine. This is the doctrine of devils and contrary to Scripture. I ask these fat monks where they have found this fine word Transubstantiation? St Paul, St Matthew, St Mark, St Luke and the ancient fathers never speak thus: when they write of the Last Supper they refer quite simply only to bread and wine [...] Who then will tolerate such charlatans, pests and false antichrists? [...] As enemies of God and Holy Writ let them be rejected and utterly detested! 

Fourthly, the product of the Mass is quite unlike that of the Last Supper, which is not miraculous, for Christ and Belial have nothing in common, The product of the Last Supper is to proclaim publicly one's faith and certainty in salvation and to remember the death and passion of Jesus Christ, who has redeemed us from damnation, also the great charity and love He has shown to us by sacrificing His life and purging us with His blood. As we each take bread and a drink, we are reminded that we must all live and die in Jesus Christ [...] But the product of the Mass is quite otherwise; for all knowledge of Jesus Christ is wiped out, the Gospel is not preached and time is taken up with bell-ringing, howling, chanting, ceremonies, illuminations, censings, disguises and all manner of monkey tricks whereby the people, like lambs and sheep, are led astray and devoured by these ravenous wolves [...] Thanks to the Mass, they have destroyed everything, and disinherited kings and princes, merchants and lords. Thanks to the Mass, they lead carefree lives; they need not work, let alone study. No wonder they defend it by killing, burning, destroying or wounding anyone who contradicts them. They have but force on their side [...] The truth threatens them, the truth pursues them, the truth frightens them. Soon it will destroy them. Fiat, fiat. Amen. 



© R.J. Knecht, The French Renaissance Monarchy (London: Longman, 1986), p. 110



HST3034 - 02.02 The Edict of Coucy, July 1535©


Francis, by the grace of God etc...
Since by the grace and mercy of God, our creator, the heresies and new sects contrary and damaging to the holy faith and catholic law of His churchm [...] have ceased and are ceasing to exist, thanks in part to divine mercy and kindness and in part to the diligence we have applied and are applying under His authority in punishing in an exemplary manner many of the sectaries and imitators of the said errors [...] 
We say and declare by these presents that our will and intention is that those who are charged and accused of the said errors, as well as those who are under suspicion and not yet accused or prosecuted, should not be pursued or harassed on account of the said errors; but if they are held prisoner or their good have been seized or confiscated, we want them to be delivered and set free and their goods to be returned to them in full. 
And we allow exiles and fugitives to return to our said kingdom, countries, lands and lordships and to stay and live there in as much safety and freedom as they enjoyed hitherto, notwithstanding the banishments and confiscations of their persons and good pronounced on account of their said contumacies. 
Provided that they are bound to live as good and true Catholic Christians and desist from their said errors, which they will need to abjure canonically within the next six months, starting on the day of these presents before their diocesans or their vicars and officials; provided also that if they return and relapse into crime they shall be punished strictly and harshly in accordance with the gravity of their offence. 
And we do not intend sacramentarians or those who have formally abjured in the past and have since lapsed to be included in these presents, but they are to be punished according to their faults. Furthermor, all are forbidden, on pain of hanging and of being held and reputed as rebels and disturbers of the public peace, to read, dogmatise, translate, compose, or print, either publicly or privately, any doctrine contrary to the Christian faith. 

Ordonnances des rois de France, VII, No 701, pp. 248-251. 



© R.J. Knecht, French Renaissance Monarchy (London: Longman, 1986), p.116



HST3034 - 02.03 The Chambre Ardente, July 1548©


A decree of 31 July 1548. 

The court having examined the trial carried out by the bailli of Sens or his lieutenant of Robert le Lièvre, called Séraphin d'Argence, otherwise called Antoine Deschamps; Jehan Thuillier, called le Camus, instrument-player; Michel Mareschal and Jehan Camus, spur-maker and prisoner in the conciergerie [i.e. the prison of the Parlement of Paris] of the palace, on account of the their crimes of heretical blasphemy [...] the Court has sentenced and sentences Robert le Lièvre, as principal offender, to be imprisoned in the conciergerie and placed on a hurdle and dragged from the conciergerie to the place Maubert,and the said Thuillier, Mareschal and Jehan Camus to be placed each in a tumbril in front of the hurdle and also led to the place Maubert, where four gibbets shall be erected, the first of which shall be taller than the others by one foot; on to which the said le Lièvre, called Séraphin, principal author of the crimes and offences, shall be lifted and on to the other three shall also be lifted the said Thuillier, Mareschal and Jehan le Camus. And around each gibbet and at the same time a large fire shal be lit, and the prisoners shall be burned alive and their bodies consumed and reduced to ashes [...] And the said court has declared and declares that all and each of the goods of the said prisoners are confiscated for the king.

Pronounced before the said prisoners on 1 August 1548. 

And the court keeps in mind that if the said prisoners should persist in their errors after the said decree has been pronounced, then, as soon as they begin to blaspheme against the honour and reverence of the Catholic faith, each shall have his tongue cut out. And should they not persist and tshould they demonstrate their true conversion to the holy Catholic church, then the said Thuillier, le Mareschal and Jehan Camus shall be strangled after feeling the fire a little. 



© G.R. Potter and M. Geengrass, John Calvin (London: Arnold, 1983), pp. 145-6



HST3034 - 02.03 Calvin's reactions to the Edict of Châteaubriant (15 October 1551)©


Calvin to Heinrich Bullinger in Zürich, 15 October 1551 

[...] Some frightful laws have been published by which a permanent institution in the kigdom is torn away so that new ways of expressing hatred towards the pious ones are manifested. What has hitherto been granted to sorcerers, forgers and thieves, and is still there, namely, that they have a right of appeal to a sovereign court, is now taken away from Christians, whom ordinary magistrates, without any appeal, may order to be delivered to the flames forthwith. It is forbidden for relatives of those whose lives are thus at risk to ventureto protest on pain of being treated as accessories to heresy. In order to keep the flames well fanned, one third of their goods is allotted to informers. If the judges consider any one negligent, he suffers a penalty. Should the judgement appear too lenient, the judge is liable to a reprimand. 

The Lord Chancellor is to take care not to admit any person to a public office who may, at any time, have fallen under the slightest suspicion with the result that no one can become a judge who is not hostile to Christ. Any one who hopes for an appointment to public service has to produce a sheaf of testimonials proving him to be an obedient son of the Church of Rome. A penalty is imposed on the sponsors of any one who gains an office by deception. Thereis a punishment for cities which elect town councillors that are in the slightest degree suspected of Lutheranism. The law requires the sovereign courts to ensure that any attorneys who are known to favour our teaching should clear themselves upon oath. Every one is required to worship the bread-God by the usual earnest genuflections. 

Parishes are required to read the Sorbonne articles [i.e. the 25 articles of faith drawn up by the Faculty of Theology [the Sorbonne] of the University of Paris on 10 March 1543 and ratified by the king on 23 July 1543 as the official religion of France] to the people every Sunday for their benefit so that a solemn abnegation of Christ may resound throughout the land. The goods of all those who come as exiles to us are confiscated to the treasury even if they were sold or disposed of in any way before they left unless the judges allow it to have been properly and deliberately sold previously. Geneva is mentioned more than ten times, always with a mark of infamy attached to it. A similar note is affixed to all places which have completely separated from the See of Rome. This ferocity is necessary in order that the direst confusion may follow. The flames are already kindled everywhere, and all the highways are guarded lest any one should seek asylum here [... .] How ominous! The sword is whetted for our throats. 

Translated from Corpus Reformatorum, vol xlii, cols 186-7. 



