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      Mentions légales

      Résumé

      Grâce à sa connaissance approfondie de la société française du XVIe siècle et s’appuyant sur toutes les publications récentes aussi bien que sur des recherches d’archives, J. Pugh Meyer s’est demandé pourquoi certains Français, plus que d�autres, ont adhéré à la Réformation, et pourquoi ce fut le cas de presque toute la ville de La Rochelle. Ainsi se trouve éclairé le destin de cette ville et celui de beaucoup d’autres régions et agglomérations françaises.

      *
**

      Abstract

      The present study examines La Rochelle during the period 1500-1568. It seeks to understand not only the underlying character of the city but also the process of Reformation, the reasons for Protestantism’s success, and the ways in which La Rochelle was similar to and different from other cities in France and beyond. The city provides an excellent opportunity to study a successful Reformation and to analyze its development within the context of social, economic, political and religious factors – including its own traditions.
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      INTRODUCTION

      

      In the drama of the French Reformation, La, Rochelle played a key role. In the late 1560s this medium-sized, commerce-oriented town on the west central coast became a major bastion of the French Protestant cause. It remained an important Protestant stronghold until 1628, when it was virtually destroyed by Richelieu after a devastating year-long siege.

      La Rochelle’s prominence, however, was not limited to its dramatic siege and destruction. The Reformation scored one of its greatest successes in La Rochelle, for it was one of a very few French cities where a majority of the population remained Protestant until well into the seventeenth century. According to contemporary sources, by the early 1560s a majority of its estimated 20,000 inhabitants had probably been won to the new faith, and the Protestant community continued to grow in numbers throughout the 1560s.1
 Moreover, the constituency of Rochelais Protestantism was relatively broad. Hence the city provides an excellent opportunity to study a successful French Reformation and to place its development within asocial, economic, political, and religious context.

      Historians have done considerable work on La Rochelle and its later history as a center of French Protestantism. Etienne Trocmé’s unpublished dissertation, « La Rochelle de 1560 à 1628 » (1950), Louis Pérouas’Le diocèse de La Rochelle de 1648 à 1724
 (1964), and Kevin Robbins’ unpublished dissertation, « The Families and Politics of La Rochelle, 1550-1650 » (1991) are among the best examples.2
 However, they have devoted remarkably little attention to the city’s early development. The present study focuses on the growth of Protestantism 
in La Rochelle from its origins through the commitment to the national Protestant movement in 1568.3


      Though the formative years of the Rochelais Reformation have received scant attention, there are several studies which attempt to explain the success of the Reformation in France generally. These studies have offered a variety of explanations for the French Reformation’s success in attracting adherents. Henry Heller, in arguments reminiscent of Henri Hauser, emphasized the paramount role played by artisans. He argued that they were strongly attracted to Protestantism because of their long-term social and economic decline and impoverishment.4
 Natalie Davis, in her study of the printers’ journeymen in sixteenth-century Lyon, found that occupations like printing, which involved particular skills or newly-developed technology, were disproportionately represented in the Protestant movement ; she concluded that there was a socio-cultural connection between vocation and religion.5
 In his study of Rouen, Philip Benedict found no sharp class differences between the city’s Protestants and Catholics. Like Davis, however, he suggested a link between socio-cultural factors like literacy, self-confidence, and personal independence and a predisposition toward Protestantism.6
 Alternatively, in a study of the woolcombers and weavers of Amiens, David Rosenberg argued that their disproportionate attraction to Protestantism was linked to their social and political experience. They were perhaps more receptive to the Protestant message of greater autonomy and individualism because (1) they had suffered a loss of authority through increasing government intervention in directing the textile industry ; (2) their lives were less predictable and orderly than those of most other tradesmen in Amiens because of rapid changes in 
the prices and demand for their products ; and (3) they may have felt corporately anonymous because of their large numbers.7


      While there are significant differences between these arguments, they suggest that social, economic, cultural, or political change — and often dislocation — were intimately linked to the Reformation’s adoption. Heller’s artisans suffered social and economic decline, Davis’s printers’ journeymen found themselves socially and culturally unsettled in a technologically innovative trade with few established traditions and little sense of security,8
 and Rosenberg’s textile workers had experienced political loss and social uncertainty.

      Hence this study will pay close attention to the role of social, economic, and political factors in the Reformation’s attraction for the Rochelais. Because Protestantism remained vigorous well into the seventeenth century, the study will also focus on the reasons for its greater staying power.

      This analysis of the Reformation’s success in La Rochelle will also explore the relationship between successful reformations elsewhere in France and beyond. Does La Rochelle’s experience have any broader applicability to the question of the Reformation’s general success ?

      Finally, though the Reformation enjoyed provisional success in France, especially in a few cities like La Rochelle, ultimately it failed. Shedding light on the reasons for the Reformation’s success in La Rochelle may contribute to a more comprehensive explanation for the movement’s eventual failure in France.
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          Amos Barbot, « Histoire de La Rochelle,» ed., Denys d’Aussy, Archives historiques de la Saintonge et de l’Aunis
, 14, 17, 18 (1886, 1889, 1890), 17:200, cited by Etienne Trocmé, « La Rochelle de 1560 à 1628: Tableau d’une société-réformée au temps des guerres de religion » (Bachen Théolthesis, Faculté Libre de Théologie Protestante, Paris, 1950), p. 213; Judith Chandler Pugh Meyer, « Reformation in La Rochelle : Religious Change, Social Stability, and Political Crisis, 1500-1568 » (unpublished Ph. Ddissertation, University of Iowa, 1977), pp. 65-66. The estimate of La Rochelle’s population comes from Marcel Delafosse et al., Histoire de La Rochelle
 (Toulouse, 1985), p. 6.
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          Trocmé, « La Rochelle » ; Louis Pérouas, Le diocèse de La Rochelle de 1648 à 1724
 (Paris, 1964) ; and Kevin C. Robbins, « The Families and Politics of La Rochelle, 1550-1650 » (unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, The Johns Hopkins University, 1991) Delafosse’s Histoire
 provides a useful general overview of La Rochelle’s history.
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          Indispensable for an understanding of the city’s political and religious history are the traditional manuscript compilations of municipal privileges, statutes, and principal events and the classic histories of La Rochelle, Barbot, « Histoire », and Louis-Etienne Arcère, Histoire de la ville de La Rochelle et du pays d’Aunis
, 2 vols. (La Rochelle, 1756-1757). Further insight into the process of reformation among the Rochelais is available from the officialité
, or ecclesiastical court, records, which have only rarely survived from sixteenth-century France. For a reconstruction of the city’s social fabric, the rich notarial archives — particularly property transactions, marriage contracts, and wills — provide ample and largely untapped resources. Finally, notarial information together with Protestant marriage and baptismal registers enable at least a partial reconstruction of the social composition of Rochelais Protestants.
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          Henry Heller, The Conquest of Poverty : The Calvinist Revolt in Sixteenth Century France
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          David Lee Rosenberg, « Social Experience and Religious Choice : A Case Study, The Protestant Weavers and Woolcombers of Amiens in the Sixteenth Century » (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 1978), pp. 147-194.
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          For information on the social dynamics in Lyon, see Richard Gascon, Grand commerce et vie urbaine au XVIe
 siècle : Lyon et ses marchands
, 2 vols. (Paris, 1971), 1:47-48; 2:734-735.

        

      

    

  


		

    
		

  
    
      CHAPTER I 
La Rochelle in 1500 : three centuries of privilege

      
        INTRODUCTION

        On May 24, 1472 Louis XI arrived at the principal gate of Cougnes on the northeast side of La Rochelle to make his entrance into the city. No festive preparations had been made, and he was met only by the mayor, échevins
 and pairs
 together with their officers and several notables. After greeting the king on behalf of the city’s inhabitants, the mayor, Sire Robert Cadiot, humbly begged the king to make the accustomed oath before entering the city. The king dismounted, knelt before the mayor, and placing his hand upon the sacred paterne
 held by the mayor, swore to guard and maintain forever the city’s privileges, franchises, and liberties and promised never to alienate La Rochelle from the Crown of France for any reason. When he had finished, the mayor made the traditional oath of allegiance to the king, promising to guard the city for the king and to keep his laws as good and loyal subjects are held to do to their sovereign and natural seigneur, while maintaining them in their rights, privileges, franchises, and liberties.

        Only then did the mayor cut the knotted cord of purple silk that ran, through the gate and allow the king and his entourage to enter. Since they were then in front of the main entrance to the parish church of Notre Dame de Cougnes, the oldest church in the city, the king dismounted and went in with the mayor to give thanks to God for his entry into the city and to offer prayers. When they had finished, the king remounted and rode along the main street of the city with the mayor and those who accompanied him, to the home of Jean Mérichon, seigneur d’Huré, de Lagord and du Breuil Bertin, where he stayed for the three days he remained in the city.

        During his stay in La Rochelle, the king visited the Tour de la Chaîne, one of the three great towers guarding the entrance to the city’s harbor. He spent a long time observing the strategic position of La Rochelle, whose port, sheltered by the islands of Ré and Oléron, could accommodate and protect a large fleet. Finally, with the point of a diamond that he wore on his finger, he traced the words « Ô la grande folie » on a dusty windowpane. When several of the seigneurs around him asked him what he meant, he answered that it had been folly ever to have given up such an important city and that he would strongly urge his successors never to let it out of their grasp.1



        Louis’ entry in 1472 and the circumstances which prompted his visit in the first place illustrate some key themes in Rochelais history. After the city’s return from English rule in 1373, Charles V had promised that La Rochelle would never be alienated from the Crown of France. In 1469, however, Louis XI had given La Rochelle to his brother Charles as part of an appanage which included the duchy of Guienne. The Rochelais had vigorously protested this shift, which effectively abrogated the privilege granted by Charles, but when that proved unsuccessful, they welcomed Charles with pomp and ceremony and quickly won from him confirmation of their privileges.

        By 1472, however, relations between Louis and Charles had become increasingly strained, and Louis resolved to take possession again of Charles’ appanage, especially La Rochelle. After he had retaken Surgères, a town about twenty miles to the east, he ordered the Rochelais to send deputies to him to hear his intention to visit the city and to receive his orders. The deputies reminded the king how they had deeply regretted their city’s detachment from the Crown. They explained that they were now bound to his brother by solemn oath and begged the king to allow them a short delay to inform Charles of the change. Louis threatened to destroy and sack their city if he encountered the slightest opposition to his entry and demanded that they render homage to him the next day, May 23, at Bourgneuf.

        When the Rochelais deputation arrived at Bourgneuf, they repeated their previous arguments and found the king somewhat more conciliatory. The Rochelais feared they would be considered traitors if they agreed to become the king’s direct subjects again without some authorization. Therefore Louis solemnly revoked his gift of La Rochelle to his brother, declared La Rochelle exempt from vassalage toward the duke, and irrevocably annexed La Rochelle to the Crown under the same conditions made by Charles V. The king then entered the city on May 24th, but the Rochelais’ anxieties were not allayed until the next day, when they received news of Charles’ death.2



        Throughout La Rochelle’s long history, the Rochelais had distinguished themselves primarily by a keen regard for their civic welfare, defined largely in political and economic terms. The most notable themes in the city’s evolution before 1500 were its steady accumulation of liberties, franchises, and privileges and, as the experience with Louis XI vividly illustrates, its vigilance in maintaining them through the vicissitudes of royal wars and politics.

        Though the outlines of La Rochelle’s earliest history are obscure, by 1199 the city had been granted the right of self-government and a municipal charter. By the end of the fourteenth century it had freed itself from every seigneurial overlord except the king and was held directly from the Crown of France. Largely because of its strategic position and its commercial importance, the city won extensive civil and economic privileges. In common with other French communes
, the Rochelais were careful to exact confirmation of their rights from each succeeding king and, before 1373, from other seigneurial overlords. Moreover, they were remarkably successful in defending their communal independence and freedoms against occasional challengers. In 1500 La Rochelle’s position as a highly privileged city remained essentially intact.

        *

      

      
        POLITICAL PRIVILEGES : THE « DROIT DE COMMUNE » 
AND MUNICIPAL ADMINISTRATION

        By most accounts the first mention of the city was in 961, in a charte de restauration
 granted by William, duke of Aquitaine, to the abbey of Saint-Michel en L’Herm.3
 A recent history, however, places the first mention of the name La Rochelle in a charter of 988-1031 which gave salt marshes in Cougnes and Rochella to the abbey of Saint-Cyprien of Poitiers.4
 Even at the end of the eleventh century it seems to have been an unimportant little town dependent on its neighbor to the south, Châtelaillon, which was then an important fortress with a good port and a large population. At some point during the eleventh century, however, the dukes of Aquitaine became increasingly concerned by the growing power of the seigneurs of Châtelaillon, and finally William X, count of Poitiers, took possession of Châtelaillon from Isambert of Châtelaillon. William seems to have been the first overlord to seek to develop La Rochelle as a rival to Châtelaillon, and he gave the town its first franchises and privileges.5



        After William’s death in the mid-twelfth century, La Rochelle passed to his son-in-law, the French king, Louis VII, who had married William’s daughter, the famous Eleanor of Aquitaine ; Louis probably then confirmed the town’s privileges. After their divorce and Eleanor’s subsequent marriage to the English king, Henry II, La Rochelle passed to Henry. Sometime between 1169 and 1178 he confirmed the privileges granted by William. Because of this preferential treatment, La Rochelle had become an important port city by the 1170s, and Châtelaillon had been almost destroyed.6
 Hence La Rochelle owed its rising importance to seigneurial rivalry and the accumulation of privileges.

        The nature of these early privileges is not known in any detail, but William apparently granted the right of community, the right to build walls, moats, and fortresses, and the same franchises, liberties, customs, and privileges enjoyed by the best of his seigneurial cities.7
 Evidently these early privileges did not include the droit de commune
, or the right of municipal self-government, which was especially important. This right was granted by Henry II (along with his confirmation of the older privileges) sometime between 1169 and 1178.8
 The municipal charter outlining the organization and operation of the city’s government was given by 1199.9



        La Rochelle’s droit de commune
 was probably the city’s most valued privilege, and the municipal organization laid out in the charter remained virtually unchanged for centuries. Although the original municipal charter no longer exists, it is possible to reconstruct how the city government was organized from copies of ancient charters and statutes collected in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.10
...
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