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Andrei Constantin SĂLĂVĂSTRU* 
 
 

Rebels for the faith: The Sorbonne’s seditious propaganda 
during the French Wars of Religion 

 
 

Abstract: The French Wars of Religion (1562-1598) were not fought just with 
arms, but also with words: at a time when the printing press came of age and the 
public opinion began to play a greater and greater role, winning the propaganda 
battle was essential for the final success in a civil conflict where the complete 
destruction of the opponent was impossible. All sides involved in the French Wars 
of Religion – the Huguenots, the radical Catholics and the royalists – understood this 
and, therefore, tried their hardest to persuade their own supporters to stand firm and 
those of the adversary to defect. For this purpose, they made use of all institutions 
that could sway public opinion one way or the other – and, for the Catholic side, one 
of the most important was the University of Paris and its famous Faculty of 
Theology, the Sorbonne. It regarded itself as a guardian of the Catholic faith, but it 
was also devoted to the French monarchy, which had nurtured and protected it from 
its inception in the twelfth century. When the Wars of Religion broke out, the 
Sorbonne was confronted with a painful dilemma: stand with a Valois monarchy that 
seemed to fail in its duty to defend the Catholic faith or speak in favour of rebellion 
and deposition of an unworthy king. This paper seeks to analyse how and in what 
circumstances did the Sorbonne start to criticize, and then attack – to the point of 
justifying the deposition of the king – the Valois monarchy. 
 
Keywords: Sorbonne; Wars of Religion; France; Catholic Propaganda. 

 
The Sorbonne and the Politics of France before the Wars of Religion 

  
Gradually taking shape during the late twelfth century and at the beginning 

of the thirteenth, the University of Paris rapidly became one of the most influential 
institutions in Western Europe: a large part of its prestige was due to its Faculty of 
Theology, the Sorbonne, whose pronouncements on matters of faith were seen as 
having an authority close to that of the papacy, which regarded the University as 
one of its most useful tools for protecting Catholic dogma. Thus, it is no wonder 
that both the Holy See and the French monarchy had shown special favour to the 
University, with the latter being often referred to as “the favourite daughter of the 
kings of France”. In fact, its prestige led even to a presumption on infallibility, on 
                                                 
* CS II dr., Institute of Interdisciplinary Research, Department of Social Sciences and Humanities, 
“Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iasi, Romania; andrei_salavastru@yahoo.com. 
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matters of both faith and morals1, at the peak of its influence, and this translated 
into a political influence which was not at all irrelevant. After all, as many 
medieval historians remarked, theology and politics, in the Middle Ages, were 
closely linked. The French took great pride in the prestige of the University and it 
was a common remark that “the Italians had the papacy, the Germans the Empire 
and the French, the University”. The persistent myth that France knew no heresies, 
which the French kept repeating until confronted with the shock of the 
Reformation, was also linked to the influence of the University, which was credited 
with the intellectual suppression of heterodox ideas and with preserving the 
dogmatic purity of the faith. However, it’s the involvement in the politics of the 
kingdom of France and those of the Church had its drawbacks and it also resulted 
in several blows for the University in the first half of the fifteenth century. 

First, during the Great Schism (1378-1417), the University became a 
staunch supporter of conciliarism through the voice of two prominent theologians 
and churchmen, Jean Gerson and Pierre d’Ailly, and it played a significant role at 
the council of Konstanz (1414-1418), which ended by electing Martin V as pope. 
However, conciliarism would slowly lose ground during the next decades in favour 
of the papacy: with the schism ended, there was no longer a great need to proclaim 
the councils of the Church as being superior to the pope – and, with the papacy, 
unlike the councils, being a permanent institution, the popes managed to reassert 
their power and reduce the councils to their previous subordinate status. Second, 
the University became entangled in the Lancasterian phase of the Hundred Years 
War – and in a way which was not likely to endear it to the Valois dynasty. After 
the capture of Paris by the Burgundian forces in 1418 and the subsequent alliance 
of Burgundy with England one year later, the University threw its lot with the 
occupiers and supported the new Anglo-French monarchy that Henry V of England 
was attempting to create. When Charles VII recovered Paris, the University was in 
the position of the penitent who had to repent for its sins and this experience 
caused the French kings to take a dim view of its influence in politics – especially 
since, despite its professions of loyalty, the University was not always 
accommodating to the royal desires and could act with a mind of its own, as it did 
at the beginning of the reign of Francis I, when it objected to the Concordat of 
Bologna. Even so, although its political influence diminished, its theological 
influence endured: it was no accident that Henry VIII asked for the opinion of the 
University of Paris, obviously hoping for a favourable answer, when he wanted to 
divorce Catherine of Aragon in defiance of the papal will. 

During the sixteenth century, when the Reformation started to make 
inroads into France, the University of Paris, through the same Faculty of Theology, 
continued to play a key role: as it saw itself as the bastion of Catholic orthodoxy, 
whose pronouncements were authoritative for the whole Catholic world, the 

                                                 
1 G.H.M. Posthumus Meyjes, Jean Gerson, Apostle of Unity: His Church Politics and Ecclesiology, 
translated by J. C. Grayson, Leiden and Boston, Brill, 1999, p. 12-13. 



The Sorbonne’s seditious propaganda during the French Wars of Religion         115 
 
University could not avoid taking a stand in the new religious controversies – and it 
had no wish to avoid such a thing. In April 1521, shortly after Luther’s 
excommunication by the pope, the Faculty of Theology formally condemned the 
theses of Luther, while the Parlement of Paris decided on 18 March that all books 
to be published in France had to be approved first by the University. Quickly, while 
the king was basically ignoring the advance of Protestantism, which, at this 
moment, he regarded as merely another harmless movement for moral reform 
within the framework of the Catholic Church, the Faculty of Theology took the 
lead in the fight against the new heresy – even in defiance of the royal will. One of 
the main targets during this initial period was the so-called “circle of Meaux” – a 
group of humanist theologians sympathetic towards the Reformation, gathered by 
the Bishop of Meaux, Guillaume Briçonnet, in order to carry out spiritual work in 
his diocese, and under the protection of the king’s own sister, Marguerite 
d’Alençon. The most well-known clash between the Sorbonne’s intransigence and 
the king’s leniency was the affair of Louis de Berquin, an official of the royal 
court, who was caught in possession of forbidden Lutheran books. After Berquin 
was arrested and released several times, the Sorbonne managed to induce the 
Parlement of Paris to send him to the stake before the king could intervene2. The 
“circle of Meaux” ended up dismantled – Berquin dead, many others driven into 
exile or forced into silence –, but the Sorbonne continued its campaign of attacks 
against heretic preachers and theologians, finding targets even within the entourage 
of the king’s sister, like Gérard Roussel, her personal preacher, whose sermons 
were regarded as suspicious. Although the Faculty itself was bound to obey the 
king’s order to desist and asked its members not to directly attack individuals 
associated with the royal family, not all of them could be so easily dissuaded, and 
there were instances of preachers who incited violence against people like Roussel, 
urged rebellion in order to defend the faith and even denounced the king, his sister 
and bishop Jean du Bellay3. 

Since the Sorbonne could not actually prosecute heretics itself – a task 
which fell upon the Parlement of Paris (and, outside of its jurisdiction, on the other 
provincial parlements) –, the Faculty focused on the ideological front, becoming 
the main instrument of censorship in France. It was the task of the Sorbonne to 
examine all books printed in France for their religious orthodoxy and determine 
which were acceptable and, just like the papal index in Italy, it would regularly 
drew up lists of prohibited works4. Censorship led to book burnings, like in 1542, 
when the Sorbonne decided to publicly burn a copy of Calvin’s Institutes of the 
                                                 
2 For a detailed analysis of the clash between the Sorbonne and the “circle of Meaux”, including the 
prosecution and execution of Louis de Berquin, see Jonathan Reid, King’s Sister – Queen of Dissent: 
Marguerite of Navarre (1492-1549) and her Evangelical Network, Leiden and Boston, Brill, 2009, 
p. 215-367. 
3 Ibidem, p. 419-426. 
4 Christopher Elwood, The Body Broken: The Calvinist Doctrine of the Eucharist and the 
Symbolization of Power in Sixteenth-Century France, Oxford and New York, Oxford University 
Press, 1999, p. 60-61. 
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Christian Religion5. In order to make censorship efficient, the Sorbonne had to 
clearly define the articles of faith: this it did in 1543, and they were ratified by 
Henry II as well, being thus made “the law of the land, to mark the boundary 
between Catholic orthodoxy on the one hand and heresy or even just Christian 
humanism on the other”6. But once again, the Sorbonne could not avoid pursuing 
the king’s own servants, such as it happened in 1552, when it censored some works 
of the jurist Charles Dumoulin, “as containing the heresies of the Vaudois, 
Wicklefists, Hussites and Lutherans, and as reviving the doctrines of Marsilius of 
Padua from the fourteenth century”7. Even so, during the reign of Henry II, both 
the king and the Sorbonne generally acted in concert, driven by their antipathy 
towards the Reformation. But things were going to change after Henry II’s death 
on 10 July 1559: his successor was his eldest son, Francis II, who reigned for only 
a bit more than a year, and was totally dominated by his uncles by marriage, 
François de Guise and his brother, the cardinal Charles de Lorraine. The new 
government tried to continue Henry II’s harsh policies against the Protestants, 
which culminated with the savage repression of the “tumult of Amboise”, a 
Huguenot conspiracy to kidnap the king in order to remove him from under the 
influence of the two Guise brothers. However, it was clear that the suppression of 
Protestantism by force was not working and a new approach was needed. 

  
The First Clouds over the Monarchy’s Faith 

  
When the Crown started to change its policies towards the Protestants in 

1560 and tried a more lenient approach, many Catholics reacted with alarm, 
especially since the failed conspiracy of Amboise seemed to have confirmed their 
accusations that the Protestants were inherently seditious. The members of the 
Sorbonne were amongst those who made their voice heard to caution the Crown 
against taking this course and in favour of a harsh policy towards heresy. Such was 
Jean de la Vacquerie, a doctor of the Faculty of Theology, who wrote a tract called 
Remonstrance addressee au Roy, aux princes catholiques, et a tous magistrats et 
gouverneurs de Republiques, touchant l'abolition des troubles et emotions qui se 
font aujourd'huy en France, causez par les heresies qui y regnent et par la 
chrestienté, originally published in 1560. Vacquerie could seem deliberately 
flattering and sycophantic when he claimed that “after God, and for the defence 
and the teaching of the Christian faith and religion, we could not choose a more 
competent and better judge than the Most Christian King”, but his words reflected 
a deep conviction. More so, his words were not just praise, but also reminders for 
the king of his duties: “because he is Most Christian, he possesses a zeal to guard 

                                                 
5 Janine Garrisson, A History of Sixteenth-Century France, 1483-1598: Renaissance, Reformation and 
Rebellion, translated by Richard Rex, Basingstoke, MacMillan, 1995, p. 101. 
6 Ibidem, p. 202-208. 
7 John Hearsay MacMillan Salmon, Renaissance and Revolt: Essays in the Intellectual and Social 
History of Early Modern France, Cambridge and New York, Cambridge University Press, 2002, p. 160. 
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the honour of God; because he is a powerful and virtuous king, he will not allow 
the Catholic Church in his kingdom to be oppressed and harmed; since from the 
day of his coronation and his assumption of the kingdom, he has sworn and 
promised God that he will be a loyal protector of the Christian faith”8. The qualities 
of the king are clearly linked by Vacquerie to the fulfilment of his Catholic duty: it 
is not specified what could happen if those expectations were not met, but the 
unspoken implication was that the religious legitimacy of a king was placed in 
doubt in such a case. But Vacquerie’s argument is not just moral and theological 
and he does not limit himself to pointing out that the king undertook an obligation 
towards God to extirpate heresy: he also insists on the seditious nature of the 
Huguenots and on the idea that religious unity was the cement keeping a kingdom 
together. Vacquerie does not hesitate to point out to the king that the Huguenots’ 
doctrines were instigating rebellion9 – a premature statement at a time when the 
Huguenot monarchomach literature did not exist yet and the Huguenots were trying 
their best to convince the monarchy to join their side. Vacquerie’s assertion, if he 
was not deliberately lying, reflected the impression created by the Amboise 
conspiracy and maybe the writings of Protestants from outside France, such as the 
Marian exiles or the magistrates of Magdeburg. 

The new-found tolerance of the Crown towards Protestantism quickly led 
to popular anger, which was not directed only against the Huguenots – although 
they remained the favourite target –, but against the royal government as well. As 
usual, the main instigators were popular Catholic preachers, who pretty much 
urged the populace of Paris to take matter into their own hands and defend the 
Catholic Church on their own10. That was most certainly a very bad look for the 
Crown (and a portent of things to come), because it was the monarchy’s duty, as it 
was expressed through the coronation oath, to defend the Church: if it was no 
longer considered reliable to do this, that was a major blow to its religious 
legitimacy. It could have led to comparisons between Charles IX and the useless 
kings of the Merovingian period – or the Biblical kings who ignored God’s will 
and ended up punished for it. The University, despite being a royal institution, 
would find itself drawn into these attacks against the Crown when one of its 
students, Jean Tanquerel, would argue in a debate that “the pope, as sole vicar of 
Jesus Christ and monarch of the Church, possessed, in both temporal and spiritual 
matters, a sovereign and absolute power over all faithful and he can deprive of their 
kingdoms the princes who do not wish to obey his decrees”11. Jacques-Auguste de 
                                                 
8 Jean de la Vacquerie, Remonstrance addressee au Roy, aux princes catholiques, et a tous magistrats et 
gouverneurs de Republiques, touchant l'abolition des troubles et emotions qui se font aujourd'huy en 
France, causez par les heresies qui y regnent et par la chrestienté, Lyon, Benoist Rigaud, 1574, p. 7. 
9 Mack. P. Holt, The French Wars of Religion, 1562-1629, Cambridge and New York, Cambridge 
University Press, 2005, p. 44-45. 
10 Barbara Diefendorf, Beneath the Cross: Catholics and Huguenots in Sixteenth-Century Paris, 
Oxford and New York, Oxford University Press, 1991, p. 56-62. See also Denis Crouzet, La sagesse 
et le malheur: Michel de l’Hôpital, chancelier de France, Seyssel, Champ Vallon, 1998, p. 521-526. 
11 Jacques-Auguste de Thou, Histoire Universelle, vol. IV, Londres, 1734, p. 105-106.  
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Thou, who describes this episode in his universal history, also points out that 
Tanquerel was believed to have been just a patsy and that the Crown thought there 
were more influential members of the Sorbonne behind him, who used this 
opportunity to strike at the government’s policies. In his comments on a letter sent 
by Catherine de Medici to the Parlement of Paris, Hector de la Ferrière is more 
specific than de Thou and points out that the incriminated claim was about “the 
right of the pope to depose kings and emperors who favoured heresy”12 – 
something that makes more sense, because not even the biggest supporters of papal 
power would suggest that secular sovereigns owed unconditional obedience to the 
pope in all matters. Even so, it was an incendiary statement, that was bound to 
attract the ire of the authorities. The royal government ordered the arrest of 
Tanquerel, but he fled before he could be apprehended: therefore, the Sorbonne 
was the one who had to make amends in his name, in an assembly consisting of the 
Dean, the doctors and all bachelors of the college. The ceremony was presided by 
the leadership of the Parlement of Paris and the Sorbonne formally abjured 
Tanquerel’s thesis in his name, proclaimed its loyalty towards the Crown and asked 
for the king’s forgiveness13. 

Many historians of the French Wars of Religion pointed out that, at this 
stage, the radical Catholics who favoured all-out war against heresy were still 
largely loyalist and were trying to persuade the king instead of seriously 
considering replacing him. However, such episodes as the diatribe of Jean 
Tanquerel showed that the temptation to take things further and actually threaten 
the monarchy existed already – and the royal government was sufficiently 
concerned to take matters seriously and impose serious penalties on anyone who 
might have been suspected of harbouring such thoughts. Henri Morel argues that 
the Sorbonne had hesitated to “take sides in the interest of the monarchy”14: Morel 
does not make it clear what this statement is based on, but he could be referring to 
the fact that any member of the Sorbonne who was absent from the ceremony 
condemning the thesis of Tanquerel was threatened with the loss of all rights and 
privileges granted by the king – a measure that would seem excessive if the 
suspicions the royal government had about the Sorbonne’s involvement are not 
taken into account. On his part, Denis Crouzet considers this incident part of the 
“temptation to desacralize the monarchy in case it persevered in the policy of 
appeasement and refused to carry out the divine justice that the exclusivist 
imaginary projected in the grand gesture of a bloody crusade that was to come”, 

                                                 
12 Hector de la Ferrière (ed.), Lettres de Catherine de Médicis, Vol. I, Paris, Imprimerie Nationale, 
1880, p. 251. 
13 Jean-Louis Brunet (ed.), Traitez des droits et libertez de l’Eglise gallicane, Vol. I, 1731, p. 50-54. 
Sylvie Daubresse, Conjurer la dissension religieuse: la justice du roi face à la Réforme (1555-1563), 
Seyssel, Champ Vallon, 2019, Chapter 5 (epub). John Hearsay MacMillan Salmon, Renaissance and 
Revolt, p. 160. 
14 Henri Morel, L’Idée gallicane au temps des guerres de religion, Aix-en-Provence, Presses 
Universitaires d’Aix-Marseilles, 2003, p. 88. 
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with a rhetoric oscillating between the invective against the king and the possibility 
of deposition15. 

After the Tanquerel incident, though, there were no other instances when 
the Sorbonne would openly express anti-royalist sentiments: this affair had 
occurred at a moment when many Catholics genuinely thought that the monarchy 
could actually side with the Protestants and even convert to the new faith – and it 
would take a similar crisis, more than two decades later, in order to push the 
Sorbonne again into accepting the possibility of rebellion and of overthrowing a 
legitimate king. The Edict from January 1562, which granted many freedoms to the 
Huguenots, was badly received by a large part of the Catholic public opinion – and 
many radical preachers fulminated against it, and also against other subsequent 
Edicts of Pacification, while warning the royal family about the perils of incurring 
God’s wrath. The Sorbonne’s opposition during this period manifested itself 
through its reluctance to censor the books, pamphlets or preachers criticizing the 
royal policy16 – and, when Saint-Bartholomew occurred, it seemed it had become 
superfluous, especially since Charles IX died on 30 May 1574 and was replaced by 
Henry III, the Catholic champion who, as duke of Anjou, had led the royal army in 
1569 to two major victories against the Huguenots. However, such hopes proved to 
be illusory. 

  
Deposition of a “Tyrant”: The Sorbonne against Henry III 

  
Immediately after his ascension, Henry III had to confront an extremely 

menacing coalition of rebels, consisting of the Huguenots and disaffected 
Catholics, including his own brother, François. Having no adequate means to face 
them in battle, the king had to yield to their demands and sign the peace of 
Beaulieu in 1576, which granted unprecedented concessions to the Huguenots. This 
came as a shock to the radical Catholics and it marked the moment when their 
opinion of the new king started to go downhill, with constant suspicions that he 
was working with the heretics to the detriment of the Catholic faith. One first 
answer was the formation of the Catholic League to defy the clauses of the peace: 
the fact that the Peace of Beaulieu was cancelled by the subsequent Estates General 
and remained a dead letter took the wind out of the League’s sails for the moment – 
but the beginning had been made. However, when the king’s brother, François, 
died in 1584 and Henry of Navarre, a Huguenot, became heir presumptive, the 
concern of the ultra-Catholics reached fever pitch: for them, it was unimaginable 
that a king would not try to impose his own faith on his subjects and suppress rival 
religions. The events in England, where Catholics were subjected to significant 
persecutions by the government of Queen Elizabeth I, reinforced such beliefs. 
Consequently, the Catholic League of 1576 was revived, this time with Spanish 
                                                 
15 Denis Crouzet, op. cit., p. 527. 
16 Luc Racaut, Nicolas Chesneau, Catholic Printer in Paris during the French Wars of Religion, 
p. 29, in “The Historical Journal”, 52 (2009), 1, p. 23-41. 
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support, with two distinct wings, one aristocratic and more traditionalist, another 
bourgeois and more revolutionary. This League immediately started to act against 
the king, both openly – although, just like the Huguenots two decades before, it 
avoided declaring itself in rebellion – and covertly. The struggle was also 
ideological, in order to win the French public opinion over, and the Sorbonne, as 
one of the key institutions shaping the political ideology of France just as much as 
it shaped Catholic theology, naturally played an important part in it. The influence 
of the Sorbonne in this regard was correctly assessed by Henry of Navarre himself, 
who, in order to make his case and counter the propaganda of the League, sent 
letters to both the Parlement of Paris and the Sorbonne, where he argued in favour 
of the legitimate dynastic succession and also alluded that his conversion might be 
possible, while contrasting his Capetian lineage with the foreign origin of his Guise 
enemies17. In his letter for the Sorbonne, Navarre declared himself willing to 
accept the decisions of a national Church Council, as long it was “free and 
legitimate” – which, for the Protestants, meant free of papal influence –, “where all 
the controversies on religion should be debated and decided”, and insisted upon the 
difference between heresy and error: since, in his opinion, Navarre adhered to the 
fundamental tenets of the Christian faith, he argued that he could not be considered 
a heretic18. 

The Sorbonne, though, was clearly on the side of the League and, due to its 
devotion to an extreme Catholicism, uncompromising towards the Huguenots, was 
not willing to take into consideration the dynastic arguments: on the contrary, it 
was starting to support even the potential deposition of Henry III, on account of his 
inability or unwillingness to solve the heresy problem. Thus, on 16 December 
1587, the Sorbonne – acting under the possible influence of the preacher Jean 
Boucher, as the king himself believed – passed a secret resolution “that 
government should be removed from princes who do not act correctly”19. Henry III 
was not directly named, but the hint was more than clear. However, while the 
Sorbonne had to cover their actual opinions of Henry III with the veil of secrecy 
and still profess formal allegiance to the legitimate king of France, it had no reason 
to show similar restraint with respect to his potential successor, Henry of Navarre, 
with whom the League was actually engaged in open warfare. Still, events were 
moving more and more towards an open confrontation between the League and 
Henry III: when the king tried to bring troops into Paris in May 1588, the League 
answered with a general uprising which forced Henry III to flee the city. Members 
of the Sorbonne were directly involved in the revolt, their students taking part in 
                                                 
17 Janine Garrisson, op. cit., p. 272. 
18 Berger de Xivrey (ed.), Recueil des lettres missives de Henri IV, Vol. 2, Paris, Imprimerie Royale, 
1843, p. 138-142. See also Jean-Pierre Babelon, Henri IV, Paris, Fayard, 2009, p. 338 and Nicole 
Mary Sutherland, Henri IV of France and the Politics of Religion 1572-1596, Bristol and Portland, 
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the erection of barricades through the streets of Paris and their doctors leading 
groups of armed monks and priests20. 

Contrary to what could have been expected, the revolt of Paris did not 
immediately lead to an open breach between the king and the League, as the 
latter’s leadership still sought to find an accommodation with the former – although 
one where Henry III basically would have consented to become a League puppet. 
The explanation for this behaviour is that the League, especially its aristocratic 
leadership, still felt they needed the legitimacy provided by the person of the king 
in order to wage a successful war against the Huguenots and Henry of Navarre. 
Thus, they tried to bully Henry III into accepting their demands and this goal 
seemed to be achieved when the king signed the Edict of Union in July 1588. The 
Sorbonne gave its approval to the Edict and asked its members to take on oath 
expressing their adherence to its clauses, while also publishing a propagandistic 
text, Formulaire du serment faict par messieurs de la Faculté de théologie à Paris 
sur l’edict d’Union du roy tres chrestien Henry troisiesme l’an 1588. Its purpose 
was to justify their decision, establishing an equivalence between the law of 
catholicity demanding that the king be a Catholic and the Law of the Old 
Testament and promoting the image that the Sorbonne doctors had of themselves, 
that of a kind of sixteenth-century embodiment of the Biblical Levites21.  

After the Edict of the Union, the League seemed free to pursue both their 
goals of war against the Huguenots and of reshaping the French monarchy during 
the Estates General that gathered at Blois in October 1588. During this period, the 
theological weight of the Sorbonne could be brought to bear especially against the 
moderate Catholic prelates who were hesitant to support the League and were more 
inclined to accept the succession of Henry of Navarre, at least under some specific 
conditions, in particular his possible conversion: one such prelate, for instance, was 
Claude d’Angennes, bishop of Le Mans, who argued during the Estates General of 
1588 in favour of Navarre, with the reasoning that heretics should be brought back 
into the Catholic Church by “instruction and good example”. However, this 
possibility was anathema to the League, regardless of the status of Navarre’s 
religion, and something for which they were prepared to defy even the will of the 
pope, as it will be seen in the future. Both the First Estate and the Sorbonne voted 
to censor d’Angennes for his willingness to seek a compromise with Navarre22. 
More so, a doctor of the Sorbonne rushed to preach a sermon where he argued the 
exact opposite, namely that heretics “had to be pursued by all means”, while the 
Estate of the Clergy referred to Angennes’ opinions as an “evil doctrine, contrary 

                                                 
20 John Hearsey MacMillan Salmon, Renaissance and Revolt, p. 245. 
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to the deliberations about the Huguenots previously accepted by the Estates” and a 
further attempt at defending the Bishop of Le Mans was rejected23. 

Pressured by the League and slowly stripped of his essential powers, Henry 
III could see no other way out and ordered the assassination of Henry de Guise and 
his brother, the cardinal Louis de Guise, on 23-24 December 1588. Just like 
Charles IX and Catherine de Medici believed when they ordered the massacre from 
the night of Saint-Bartholomew, Henry III also thought a decapitation strike against 
the League’s leadership could restore the situation in his favour and render the 
League impotent. Instead, it was a fatal miscalculation and the final blow for his 
reputation amongst the ultra-Catholics: the League was no longer willing to even 
feign loyalty and declared its open defiance of the king, rising up in rebellion and 
taking control of Paris and large swathes of the kingdom, including many of the 
most important cities. Being not just the capital of France, but also a hotbed of 
radical Catholicism, Paris immediately assumed a critical importance – and so did 
the two major institutions that Paris hosted, the Parlement and the Sorbonne, who 
were used by the League in order to grant legal and theological justifications to its 
rebellion. The most significant action carried out by the Sorbonne during this 
period occurred on 7 January 1589, when it released the French people from its 
oath of loyalty to Henry III and urged all Frenchmen to take up arms against him. 
On that day, a memoir was presented to the Sorbonne on the part of League, which 
basically asked whether “they were released from their allegiance and free to bear 
arms against a king who had ‘violated public faith’ at the estates of Blois”24 – and, 
as stated, the League received a positive answer. In its declaration, the Sorbonne 
took care to emphasize that it was a decision that they reached after “free 
deliberation”, thus free of any constraint – in order to counter possible accusations 
from the king and his adherents that the radicals of Paris were terrorizing the 
Faculty –, that the decision was based on “the Holy Scriptures, canonical sanctions 
and papal decrees” and it was unanimous, with “nobody contradicting it”. Henry III 
was accused in the declaration of having prejudiced the Catholic religion, the Edict 
of Union – which he himself had sworn just 6 months before – and the “natural 
liberty of the assembly of the three Estates of the kingdom”25. However, despite the 
claims to the contrary in the text, the decision had not been taken in unanimity and 
there were significant dissenting voices: the dean itself, Jacques Le Fevre, opposed 
it and he was joined by several others doctors of the Faculty. The members of the 
Sorbonne associated with the League still managed to impose their will, with the 
help of the younger members, who formed a majority – but this pretext will be used 
later, after the triumph of Henry IV, to claim that the decision had been extorted 
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from the Faculty through violence26. However, the decision lacks any elaboration, 
because, as pointed out by Thierry Amalou, “the published opinions of the Sorbonne 
are rarely backed up with many authorities; the exchanges and disputes took place in 
oral debates, but they were not reiterated in print; only the conclusion mattered”27. 

The Sorbonne likely knew they were on shaky grounds on the matter of the 
king’s deposition: it was more than questionable whether its decision alone would 
have sufficed in order to deprive a legitimate king of his throne and it was unlikely 
to persuade anyone who was not already won over to the League’s cause. 
Therefore, the Sorbonne asked for papal approval28, hoping that the murder of a 
cardinal – a grievous crime according to the canons of the Catholic Church, which 
led to the automatic excommunication of the guilty individual – would sway Sixtus 
V to their side. In the meantime, the Sorbonne’s declaration was put to other uses: 
thus, the League governor of Paris, the duc d’Aumale, together with the municipal 
council, sent the declaration, on 27 January 1589, to the other towns in France, in 
order to give greater weight to the League’s appeals for rebellion29. The text makes 
it clear that the League feared the old oaths of loyalty might still prevail over their 
accusations against the king, urging the receivers to not allow themselves to be 
retained by “respect for human considerations or by fear or scruples of 
conscience”: the declaration of the Sorbonne was meant to provide a moral 
justification for the rebellion, but, at the same time, the Parisian leadership of the 
League also played the self-defence card, by arguing that the Catholics were under 
attack. In these circumstances, the oath sworn by the members of the League had to 
take precedence, especially since “the arms that were raised to extirpate heresy” 
were now “turned against Catholics”. For this purpose, the declaration of the 
Sorbonne had to be given the greatest publicity, the towns associated with the 
League which received this message being instructed “to give the said resolution of 
the masters of the Sorbonne to your priests and other superiors, so that it could be 
read in public during their sermons and nobody could claim ignorance”30. 

A new resolution was published by the Sorbonne on 8 February 1589, 
nominally addressed to the clergy of Rouen, which elaborated on its reasons to 
declare Henry III deposed from his throne: it claimed that Catholics were bound to 
unite against heretics, albeit not necessarily because of the oath taken with the 
occasion of the Edict of Union, because that would have meant, ironically, 
re-establishing their ties with Henry III himself, who had been part of it, although, 
as the League suspected now, only as a ruse. Because of the murder of the cardinal 
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de Guise, because Henry III had “violated public faith” and because of his 
“dissimulation and inequity”, which could only lead to “tyranny and the total ruin 
of the religion and the state”, the Sorbonne admonished anyone who would still 
grant Henry III, who was to be referred only as “Henry de Valois”, his royal title 
and argued that no Catholics could still consider themselves his subjects. At this 
point, just like the League, the Sorbonne was treating Henry III as de facto 
excommunicated and obeying such an individual was forbidden by canon law: 
more so, in this particular case, having in mind the actions of Henry III, obedience 
to him meant “exposing religion to an obvious peril”, which was, naturally, a grave 
sin. Since the king was a perjurer and an oath-breaker, no oaths sworn to him were 
valid anymore and anyone who had taken them could consider themselves released, 
in good conscience31. On 18 February 1589, when the city of Paris wrote a letter, 
confirming the adherence to the League of multiple towns, to be circulated through 
France, it invoked the authority of the Sorbonne in support of its decision32. 

On 5 April 1589, the Sorbonne decided to cancel the prayers for the king 
that were uttered during Mass: according to their reasoning, because Henry III had 
been automatically excommunicated when he ordered the murder of a cardinal, it 
was impossible for the Catholic clergy to keep praying for him, and they acted to 
punish those prelates that still did so33. Meanwhile, Sixtus V, despite his reluctance 
to antagonize the king of France and despite his lack of enthusiasm for the League, 
could not ignore the death of the cardinal de Guise and had to take some kind of 
action against Henry III, although less drastic than the League would have liked. 
On 5 May 1589, the pope issued a monitorium against Henry III, which asked him 
to release the prelates that had been arrested in December 1588, at the time of the 
murders, and called on him to either personally come to Rome or send a 
representative for what was going to be an ecclesiastical trial. Henry III had tried to 
defend himself from a possible excommunication in two ways: first, by accusing 
the Guise brothers of plotting against his life – thus presenting the murders as an 
act of self-defence –, second by claiming that, as king of France, he enjoyed 
immunity from papal censure. However, the papal monitorium made clear that 
none of these justifications were taken into account: no absolution granted by 
anyone else other than the pope was considered valid and no privileges could 
shield anyone involved in the murders from being held accountable for their deed. 
Naturally, the League could not have liked such half-hearted measures and the 
Sorbonne complained that the monitorium still referred to Henry III as king of 
France (thus casting doubt on the validity of the Sorbonne’s declaration of 
deposition from 7 January 1589) and that it did not provide for his immediate 
excommunication, which remained for the moment only a threat34. 
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The authority of the Sorbonne was also invoked in the most important 
Leaguer tract of political theory written during this period, by Jean Boucher, one of 
the most significant preachers of the League. Boucher’s task was to justify the 
rebellion and he went much further than his Huguenot counterparts from the 1570s, 
giving the right to pronounce the deposition of the monarch not just to the Estates 
General, but also to the Catholic clergy, who could act as moral guides of the 
French nation, and basically accepting and approving the possibility of regicide. 
Boucher was having the same difficulty as the League leadership: the much-
awaited formal excommunication of Henry III was not coming, with Sixtus V 
dragging his feet, so Boucher had to fall back upon the authority of the Sorbonne. 
Although he spoke as if the papal excommunication was inevitable, Boucher 
argued that the League could not afford to wait and that the Sorbonne’s declaration 
of deposition was sufficient in order to justify the act of collectively taking up arms 
against the tyrant Henry III and his killing by any private individual35. Thus, 
because of Sixtus V’s hesitations and coolness towards the League, the Sorbonne 
was basically substituting for the pope. 
 
Denying the Legitimacy of the King: The Sorbonne and Henry IV 

  
While the Sorbonne and the League were waging this propagandistic war 

against Henry III, their situation in the field worsened: the king joined forces with 
his potential successor, Henry of Navarre, and, together, they pushed back the 
forces of the League, managing to reach the outskirts of Paris and put the city 
under siege. However, an unforeseen event turned the tide: on 1 August 1589, 
Henry III was stabbed by a Dominican monk, Jacques Clément, dying from his 
wound the next day. This immediately resulted in a strengthening of the position of 
the League, because a part of the Catholic troops in the royal army refused to 
follow Henry IV, who was still a Huguenot, and it led to changes on the 
propaganda front as well, with the League shifting its rhetoric from fulminating 
against the “tyrant Henry de Valois” to denying the legitimacy of Henry IV. Both 
the leader of the League, Charles de Mayenne, and the Parlement of Paris 
immediately acknowledged the cardinal de Bourbon, the eldest relative of Henry of 
Navarre, as king under the name of Charles X and urged all their supporters to do 
the same. The Sorbonne joined this position only on 10 February 159036, when it 
launched an attack against Henry IV, condemning the new king, whom they 
referred to only as “Henry de Bourbon”, as a relapsed heretic and debarred from 
the throne, and urged all its members “that whenever they named the king in the 
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presence of the people, they should make it clear and undoubtable that it is of our 
natural king and most Christian prince Charles X that they intended to speak of”37. 
The Faculty’s resolution clearly identified the main dangers for the League, which 
will bring about its collapse in the future, and tried to forestall them: first, the 
Catholic supporters of Henry IV, whom the Sorbonne tried to pretend they were 
automatically hit by the same excommunication which covered Henry IV himself, 
and second, the possibility for Navarre’s conversion, which is declared to be 
“invented by the devil in order to sow and entrench heresy in our France”38. This 
event also undermined the credibility of the papal legate in France, Enrico Caetani, 
because he specifically condoned the oath requested by the Sorbonne, to “approve 
all the said articles and determinations of my mother, the Faculty of Paris, and 
never preach or say anything that will contradict them, nor promote, advance or 
strengthen the party of the heretic Navarre, relapsed and excommunicate, or of 
those who favour or support him”39. More so, in order to shore up the authority of 
its resolution and subsequent oath, the Sorbonne attached to them some letters from 
the pope of 2 October and 30 December 1589, “addressed to the doctors of the 
Sorbonne, praising their zeal in maintaining the Catholics in the Union”40, 
something they could not have done without the legate’s knowledge and sanction: 
that meant a full commitment to the cause of the League, while the pope still 
wanted to keep his options open and maintain a path for a potential reconciliation 
with Henry IV. 

Ideological pronouncements were often accompanied by more practical 
actions: thus, the members of the Sorbonne also participated in the armed 
processions which took place in Paris during this period and claimed that all who 
died in the war against Henry IV would receive the crown of martyrs. On the other 
hand, the discontent that the most radical part of the League was feeling towards 
their aristocratic leader, Charles de Mayenne, was shared by the Sorbonne as well, 
who joined the pressure on Mayenne to take even more drastic measures against 
those suspected of insufficient zeal for the Catholic cause. However, there were 
some lengths that the Sorbonne would not go to: when the radical faction of the 
League lynched several members of the Parlement of Paris suspected of treason, on 
15 November 1591, their action might have been endorsed by radical theologians 
such as Jean Boucher, but Thierry Amalou points out that “nothing proves they 
received the sanction of their institution in order to carry out ‘in good conscience’ 
their seditious enterprise”41. 

In the meantime, the Sorbonne clashed with Sixtus V, because the pope, 
hesitant to see the power of Spain increasing at the expense of France – which 
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would have entailed dangers for the Holy See as well –, was starting to take into 
consideration the possibility of Henry IV’s conversion. On 29 April 1590, the 
Sorbonne sent a letter to the pope, complaining that the Catholic supporters of 
Henry IV had not been excommunicated, asking the pope to make his position 
clear and urging him to send the League more substantial aid42. The Sorbonne went 
even further on 7 May 1590, when, after much internal debate, it issued a decree 
that Navarre was debarred from the throne even if he was absolved by the pope. 
That was a direct challenge to the papal power, because its power of absolution 
was considered to be unlimited, and it clearly emphasizes the theological 
contradictions in the positions of the Sorbonne and the League: after all, when the 
same Sixtus V issued his first excommunication against Henry IV, in 1585, 
accompanied by a decision that declared him incapable to succeed to the throne of 
France, the ultra-Catholics had welcomed the papal initiative, although both the 
Huguenots and the gallican Catholics (the ones that the League derisively referred 
to as “politiques”) were incensed at this open interference in French internal affairs 
and dynastic succession. Now, however, when Sixtus had changed his mind and 
was proving himself less accommodating to the desires of the League, the latter, 
using the Sorbonne as its instrument, was ready to deny him the power that they 
admitted five years before. Sixtus took immediate action against this provocation 
and declared his intention to proceed against the Dean of the Sorbonne, while 
launching reprisals against the partisans of the League from the papal curia, like 
cardinal Pellevè, who was excluded from the consistory, or Camillo Caetani, 
brother of the papal legate Enrico Caetani and intermediary between the legate and 
the pope, who was placed under house arrest43. However, Sixtus V died on 
27 August 1590 and his successors changed their position: in particular, Gregory 
XIV – who reigned for less than a year, from 5 December 1590 to 16 October 1591 
– took an extremely pro-League stance and excommunicated again Henry IV on 
1 March 1591, while ordering all his Catholic supporters to abandon his cause. 
Multiple bachelors of the Sorbonne published, under the form of placards, defences 
of the idea that the power of the pope was superior to that of the kings and of the 
decisions taken by Gregory XIV44. 
 
Conclusions 

 
Despite the fiery anti-Huguenot rhetoric and the apparent success of the 

radicals in imposing their opinions upon the whole Faculty, the attempts of the 
Sorbonne to influence public opinion in favour of a relentless war against Henry 
IV, regardless of the cost, were meeting with failure. Propaganda, even inspired by 
religious zeal, could not counter forever the setbacks on the field of battle and the 
vicissitudes of war. The siege of Paris from the summer of 1590, which took a 
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terrible toll on the population of the city, pushed into starvation, contributed 
significantly to cooling the bellicose ardour of even the citadel of Catholicism that 
was the capital of the kingdom. The radicalism of a part of the League was also 
starting to frighten its more moderate members and its open consorting with the 
traditional Spanish enemy caused significant discontent among those who were not 
willing to sacrifice the independence of France for the sake of religion. All this 
gradually discredited the most extremist position and a powerful faction arose 
within the League itself that pushed for an accommodation with Henry IV and the 
restoration of peace, with him as king, as long as he could be persuaded to return to 
the Catholic fold. Thierry Amalou also argues that “the recourse to the papal 
authority in order to push Henry IV away from the throne created a bold 
ecclesiological system, but one totally contrary to the Gallican liberties”45. 

After Henry IV converted to Catholicism on 25 July 1593, despite the 
efforts of Leaguer preachers, Boucher chief amongst them, to cast doubt on the 
sincerity and the validity of the conversion, the defections to his side would soon 
start: by far the most important was the surrender of Paris in March 1594. With the 
capital in the king’s hands, the institutions previously controlled by the League 
were forced to make amends and the Sorbonne made no exception, having to 
revoke its previous denunciations of Henry IV46. More than that, in a display of 
loyalty to the new king, the Sorbonne started to take action against the theories of 
regicide and everyone suspected of harbouring them, like the Jesuits. The latter, 
due to their commitment to the pope, which made many Gallican Frenchmen doubt 
their loyalty to France, and due to their unfortunate links with some of the attempts 
against the king’s life, were regarded with suspicion by royal institutions such as 
the Parlement and came under attack. In an ironical twist of fate, the Sorbonne, 
which, five years before, had urged the French people to take up arms and fight 
against Henry III, now pushed for the banishment of the Jesuits47, in order to 
consolidate the emerging monarchy of Henry IV. 

 

                                                 
45 Ibidem, p. 116. 
46 John Hearsey MacMillan Salmon, Society in Crisis, p. 272. 
47 Nicole Mary Sutherland, op. cit., p. 533. 
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