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It is a commonplace of sixteenth-century French literature that the Protestants very quickly realised the possibilities offered by the printing press to disseminate their ideas and to develop propaganda techniques to the highest degree. One thinks, for example, of Calvin’s Institution de la religion chrestienne, admittedly written in its original version in Latin, but soon translated into a lucid and convincing French, or of the works of Théodore de Bèze, anxious not to ‘espouanter les simples gens’
 by excessively recondite words. As late as the opening years of the 1560s, the literary response by Catholics to Protestant attacks was virtually nonexistent, a fact which caused Ronsard to write in his ‘Elegie [...] sur les troubles d’Amboise, 1560. A. G. des Autels Gentilhomme Charrolois’ (L. X. 350. 19-23):

Ainsi que l’ennemy par livres a seduict

Le peuple devoyé qui faucement le suit,

Il fault en disputant par livres le confondre,

Par livres l’assaillir, par livres luy respondre, 

Sans monstrer au besoing noz courages failliz [...]

To accomplish this, Ronsard needed to develop a rhetorical strategy which was better suited to spreading a political message than the erudite, allusive, at times obscure style which had characterised most of his earlier compositions.


Thus, Ronsard seems to have decided to fight the enemy on his own ground, abandoning to some extent mythological allegory in order to give greater prominence to a more biblical style of writing. I propose in this article to identify the use made by Ronsard of the Bible in his response to the Protestants, and to evaluate its success by examining seven compositions published between 1560 and 1563: ‘L’Elegie’, which I have already mentioned, a second elegy ‘A Loïs des Masures tournisien’, ‘L’Institution pour l’adolescence du roy’, the ‘Discours […] la royne’, the ‘Continuation du discours des miseres’, the ‘Remonstrance au peuple de France’, and the ‘Responce aux injures et calomnies’.
 This is not to say that biblical allusions are absent from earlier compositions. The beautiful ‘Hymne de la Mort’ of 1555, for example, brings together a number of biblical references, alongside, it is true, Greek and Latin intertexts. But even in his Discours, Ronsard has difficulty abandoning completely pagan mythology.  


In considering biblical images in these compositions, it will be useful to divide them into three groups: 

i) Expressions and phrases which recall biblical diction or style, and which may have a proverbial status, without necessarily conjuring up a specific context; 

ii) More precise quotations and allusions, whose context is of greater important but which only consist of relatively short references to the Scriptures; 

iii) Longer passages, where Ronsard develops certain images in order to reinforce his argument against his opponents. 

i)  Brief allusions to the Bible

Amongst the first group of allusions, there are examples in all the poems we are examining here, and it would seem that their aim is to imbue the poems with a sense of authority. So, for the first time in his career, Ronsard develops a didactic, emphatic rhetorical style, to present the point of view of moderate Catholics, especially the queen regent Catherine de’ Medici as if he were inspired by a hieratic spirit. To start with, this tendency is not particularly marked. For example, in the ‘Elegie a Loïs des Masures’, the lines:

Et Dieu, à qui le cœur des hommes apparoist,

Sonde ma volunté & seul il la connoist.

(L. X. 364. 47-8)

vaguely recall Romans 8. 27, ‘Celui qui sonde les cœurs sait quel est le desir de l’Esprit’),
 and in line 37, ‘Sy Ronsard ne cachoit son talent dedans terre’, the poet is thinking of the parable of the talents (Matthew 25: 14-30), but these two examples are insufficient to leave their mark on the style of this composition. The same is true of the ‘Institution pour l’adolescence du roy’ (L. XI. 3-13), where lines 59-60, ‘Il faut premierement aprendre à craindre Dieu/ Dont vous estes l’ymage’, are proverbial, cf. Psalms 111: 10, ‘initium sapientiae timor Domini’ (‘Principe du savoir: la crainte de Yahvé’), and Proverbs 1: 7 and 9: 10. On the other hand, pace the late Malcolm Smith,
 the notion that the king is the image of God is no doubt a more pagan idea: in the ‘Hymne du treschrestien roy de France Henri II. de ce nom’, Ronsard states that ‘du grand Jupiter les Roys tiennent leur estre’ (L. VIII. 25. 380), and that ‘Jupiter est leur Pere’ (ibid, l. 389). However, the inspiration for line 113, ‘Car comme nostre corps, vostre corps est de boüe’ (L.XI.9), is certainly Genesis 2: 7: ‘Alors Yahv‚ Dieu modela l’homme avec la glaise du sol.’


Even in the ‘Discours […] la Royne’ (L. XI. 19-32), whose tone is more polemical, biblical imagery is not over-abundant. Line 94, ‘Et voyans nostre mal nous ne le voyons point’, recalls Psalms 115: 5 (= 135.16), ‘elles ont des yeux et ne voient pas’; but whereas Ronsard is alluding to the fate of the French Catholics (‘nostre esprit ne sent le malheur qui nous poingt’, l. 93), the Psalmist is referring to the idols of the Gentiles, a context which does nothing to reinforce Ronsard’s meaning. More to the point, however, is line 33, ‘Tels que furent les Roys, tels furent leurs subjects’, which recalls Ecclesiasticus 10: 2, ‘Tel le gouvernement et tels ses subordonnés, tel celui qui régit la ville et tels les habitants’.


If the tone of the ‘Continuation du discours’ (L. XI. 35-60) is more emphatic than that of the ‘Discours’, biblical allusions are similarly more to the fore. Contrasting the conduct of the Protestants, for example, with the recommendations of the New Testament, Ronsard recalls, lines 34-37:

Que Dieu pere commun des hommes d’icy bas

Veult sauver un chacun, & que la grand’ closture

Du grand Paradis s’ouvre à toute creature

Qui croit en Jesuschrist

doubtless an allusion to I Timothy 2: 3-4, ‘Voilà ce qui est bon et ce qui plaît à Dieu notre Sauveur, lui qui veut que tous les hommes soient sauvés et parviennent à la connaissance de la vérité’. Or, the lines:

JESUS, que seulement vous confessez icy

De bouche & non de cœur, ne faisoit pas ainsi

(L. XI. 37. 49-50)

recall Matthew 15: 7-8: ‘Hypocrites! Isaïae a bien prophétis‚ de vous, quand il a dit: ‘Ce peuple m’honore des lèvres, mais leur cœur est loin de moi.’


In the ‘Remonstrance’ (L. XI. 63-106), biblical allusions begin to become more frequent. In an ironic tone, the poet wonders whether the Protestants have truly been enlightened by God, but his syncretism at the end of this passage would have completely destroyed the effect he was aiming at, at least with a Huguenot audience:

Toutesfois les Docteurs de ces sectes nouvelles,

Comme si l’Esprit Sainct avoit usé ses aisles

A s’appuyer sur eux, comme s’ils avoient eu

Du ciel dru & menu mille langues de feu

Et comme s’ils avoient (ainsi que dit la fable

De Minos) banqueté des haults Dieux à la table

(L. XI. 72. 167-72)

The references to the baptism of Christ, where ‘l’Esprit Saint descendit sur lui sous une forme corporelle, comme une colombe’ (Luke 3: 22) and to the Pentecost, Acts 2: 3 (‘Ils virent apparaître des langues qu’on eût dites de feu’) lose much of their authority here when juxtaposed with an expression which could more easily be applied to love poetry.
 Elsewhere, biblical images appear more convincing, for example in lines 368-70: ‘mais, Seigneur, tu demandes/ Pour satisfaction un cœur premierement/ Contrit, & penitent, & demis humblement’ (cf. Psalm 51: 19, ‘Le sacrifice à Dieu, c’est un esprit brisé; d’un cœur brisé, broyé, Dieu, tu n’as point de mépris’).


Finally, in the ‘Responce aux injures’ (L. XI. 116-76), the brief allusions are less frequent, giving way to more fully developed quotations which serve to reinforce the insistent tone of this poem. Lines 443-5 offer an example of the first type of allusion:

Je sçay que des Abbés la cuisine trop riche

A laissé du Seigneur tomber la vigne en friche,

Je voy bien que l’yvraye estouffe le bon blé

(L. XI. 139)

Here, the image of the vine as symbol of the Church is reminiscent of Psalm 80: 9-17 and Isaiah 5: 1-7, and the reference to the tares (‘l’ivraie’) recalls the parable of the tares, Matthew 13: 24-30. But these allusions too remain on a proverbial level, with Ronsard making no reference to the conclusion of the parable, ‘Ramassez d’abord l’ivraie et liez-la en bottes que l’on fera br–ler; quant au blé, recueillez-le dans mon grenier’, with all its implications for the way in which people will be dealt with at the Last Judgement.

ii)  Specific Biblical Allusions

If biblical imagery serves to create a diction in line with Ronsard’s aims in the polemical poems, he does not neglect more specific allusions to the Bible. In the ‘Elegie à Guillaume des Autels’, for example, he makes use of an image which d’Aubigné would exploit in ‘Les Tragiques’, the struggle between Jacob and Esau for the inheritance of their father Isaac:

Tes enfans, qui devroyent te garder, te travaillent,

Et pour un poil de bouc entre eulx mesmes bataillent

(L. X. 356. 129-30)

But whereas d’Aubigné uses this image to justify the Protestant Church, which of course is a younger off-shoot of the Catholic Church,
 Ronsard seems to care little here for the symbolism of the incident to which he is referring, in which Jacob cheats Esau out of his birthright, although, he does mention it in the ‘Remonstrance’, L. XI. 74. 205-6, in reference to Calvinist rhetoric: ‘Il faut pour rendre aussi les peuples estonnés/ Discourir de Jacob & des predestinés.’ One of the principal biblical texts cited by French Protestants in support of the doctrine of predestination was Genesis 25: 23, in which God tells Jacob and Esau’s mother Rebecca, whose future offspring appear to be fighting in her womb: ‘Il y a deux nations en ton sein, deux peuples, issus de toi, se sépareront, un peuple dominera un peuple, l’aîné servira le cadet’ (my emphasis).


In the other poems, we find further allusions of this kind: to Exodus 10: 20 in the ‘Continuation’, L. XI. 58. 405-6, ‘Mais Dieu [...]/ (Comme au Roy Pharaon) a leur cueur endurcy’. Elsewehere, Ronsard appears to make special use of allusions to the teaching of Christ, as a means of criticising his opponents; cf. ‘Remonstrance’, L. XI. 68. 97, ‘L’homme qui croit en moy (dit il) sera sauvé’ (= Mark 16: 16); lines 725-6, ‘Ha! responce d’un Scythe, & non pas d’un Chrestien,/ Lequel doit pour le mal tousjours rendre le bien’, cf. Matthew 5: 38-45 and Luke 6: 27-35; and ‘Response’, L. XI. 156. 773-4, ‘Davant que le festu de mes yeux aracher,/ Des tiens premierement fais oster le rocher’, an allusion to the image of the mote and the beam (Matthew  7: 1-5).


In all these cases, then, the allusions rely on the reader’s being aware of the original context, or at the very least their implications are considerably enriched by an intertextual reading.

iii)  Sustained Biblical Allusions

Generally speaking, Ronsard seems more at home when he is citing the New Testament than the Old Testament, but even in the latter case, when he remains on a general level, his use of biblical intertexts can be quite effective. This is also true of the third category of biblical allusions which we have identified, cf. for example ‘Remonstrance’, lines 813-22, which evoke the miracles which God has performed for His people. In the following quotation, the biblical sources are given in the second column:

Je dy pour ce grand Dieu qui bastit tout de rien,
See Ps. 105: 28-36


Qui jadis affligea le peuple Egyptien


Et nourrit d’Israel la troupe merveilleuse
du pain des cieux il les rassasia (Ps. 105: 40)


Quarente ans aux deserts de Manne savoureuse,

Qui d’un rocher sans eau les eaux fit undoyer,
il ouvrit le rocher, les eaux jaillirent (ibid., 41)

Fit de nuit la collonne ardante flamboyer
il déploya [...] un feu pour éclairer de nuit (ibid., 39)

Pour guider ses enfans par mons & par vallées,

Qui noya Pharaon soubs les ondes salées,
Et les eaux recouvrirent leurs oppresseurs (106: 11)

Et fit passer son peuple (ainsi que par bateaux)
il les mena sur l’abîme comme au desert (106: 9)

Sans danger, à pied sec par le profond des eaux.

            (L. XI. 105. 813-22)

This imitation of Psalms 105 and 106 provides an effective conclusion to the ‘Remonstrance’, in which Ronsard encourages the Catholic troops to fight the Protestant enemy. He uses the same technique in the ‘Response’, where this time it is the life of Christ and the establishment of the Christian Church which the poet summarises (ll. 373-407), with some help from the words of the Creed:

Le peuple qui avoit la cervelle endurcie

Le fist mourir en croix, suivant la prophetie,

Il fut mis au tombeau, puis il resuscita,

Puis porté dans le ciel à la dextre monta

De son pere là sus, & n’en doit point descendre

Visible, que ce monde il ne consume en cendre.

(L. XI. 137. 391-6)

But Ronsard also on occasion makes errors of judgement in his choice of biblical images, and this is particularly true for the more specific allusions. To illustrate this, I propose to examine two examples, both taken from the ‘Continuation du discours’. In the first, Ronsard attempts to oppose the notion which he attributes to the Protestants that they need a leader like Gideon, one of the judges of the Old Testament:

Il faut, ce dites vous, que ce peuple fidele

Soit guidé par un Chef qui preigne sa querelle,

Ainsi que Gedeon, lequel esleu de Dieu,

Contre les Madiens mena le peuple hebrieu:


Si Gedeon avoit commis vos brigandages,

Vos meurtres, vos larcins, vos Gottiques pillages,

Il seroit execrable, & s’il avoit forfait

Contre le droit commun, il auroit tresmal fait.

(L. XI. 48. 214-222)

In fact, the story of Gideon is far from justifying this image of a merciful and gentle leader. On the contrary, justified by the will of God, he punishes the peoples who had refused to assist him during his campaign against the Midianites:

Ayant arrêté un jeune homme des gens de Sukkot, il le questionna et celui-ci lui donna par écrit les noms des chefs de Sukkot et des anciens, soixante-dix-sept hommes [...] Il saisit alors les anciens de la ville et, prenant des épines du désert et des chardons, il déchira les gens de Sukkot. Il détruisit la tour de Penuel et massacra les habitants de la ville.

(Judges 8: 14, 16-17)

The details of this event might even be interpreted as a justification for some of the Huguenots’ more violent acts during the Wars of Religion since, like Gideon, they believed they were carrying out God’s will.

But it is above all in an image drawn from the Book of Revelation (chapter 9), quite striking in itself, that Ronsard betrays a lack of concern for his biblical source which he would never have shown, I believe, in the case of a Greek or Latin text. The poet is describing the violent conduct of the Huguenots. Again, the biblical source is indicated in the second column in the quotation which follows:

   Tandis vous exercez vos malices cruelles,


Et de l’Apocalypse estes les sauterelles,

Lesquelles aussi tost que le Puis fut ouvert   
Il ouvrit le puits de l’Abîme (9: 2)

D’enfer, par qui le Ciel de nües fut couvert,
le soleil et l’atmosphère en furent obscurcis (9: 2)

Avecques la fumée en la terre sortirent,
il en monta une fumée (9: 2) et de cette fumée des sauterelles se répandirent sur la terre [...] (9: 3)

Et des fiers scorpions la puissance vestirent:


El’avoient face d’homme, & portoient de grands dents
leur face rappelle des faces humaines (9: 7)


Tout ainsi que Lyons affamez & mordans.
et leurs dents, des dents de lions (9:8)

Leur maniere d’aller en marchant sur la terre
ces sauterelles font penser à des chevaux équipés pour la guerre (9: 7)

Sembloit Chevaux armez qui courent à la guerre,


Ainsi qu’ardentement vous courez aux combats

Et Villes & Chasteaux vous renversez à bas.

El’ avoient de fin or des couronnes aux testes,


Ce sont vos morions haut-dorez par les crestes.

El’ avoient tout le corps de plastrons enfermez,
leur thorax, des cuirasses de fer (9: 9)

Les vostres sont toujours de corcelets armez:

Comme des scorpions leur queüe estoit meurtriere,
elles ont une queue pareille à des scorpions, avec un dard (9: 10)

Ce sont vos pistolets qui tirent par derriere.


PERDANT estoit leur maistre, & le vostre a perdu
A leur tête, comme roi, elles ont l’Ange de L’Abîme; il s’appelle [...] en grec Apollyôn (9: 11)

Le sceptre que nos Roys avoient tant deffendu.


 (L. XI. 39-40. 71-90)

Ronsard follows very closely, then, the biblical text, detailing the points of comparison between the locusts which have emerged from the pit and the Protestants, a little like the process he had adopted in the ‘Hercule chrestien’ of 1555 (L. VIII. 207-23, especially lines 151-284), in which the various events in the life of Hercules are compared to aspects of the life of Christ. Perdant (destroyer), the name of the leader of the locusts, is the literal translation of the Greek name Apollyôn, and is meant to allude to Louis de Condé (1530-1569), the Huguenot leader, and uncle of Henri de Navarre.


The only problem with this comparison is that, in the context of the biblical passage, Apolly“n and his locusts represent one of the woes sent by God to punish the damned: ‘On leur dit d’épargner les prairies, toute verdure et tout arbre, et de s’en prendre seulement aux hommes qui ne porteraient pas sur le front le sceau de Dieu. On leur donna, non de les tuer, mais de les tourmenter durant cinq mois’ (Revelation 9: 4-5). It would have been inconceivable for Ronsard to treat a pagan text in the same cavalier manner, ignoring as he does here the fact that the locust-Huguenots, if read against the background of Revelation 9, are agents of God, and their targets, the Catholics, God’s targets.

In conclusion, it would seem that Ronsard had clearly understood, on the eve of the Wars of Religion, the importance of a Catholic response to Calvinist rhetoric, and that he adopted, at times not without a certain success, some of their stylistic devices in order to make his poetry clearer, imbued with a more immediate impact. It is interesting to see which texts he chooses for his poems: mostly very well known ones, like the Psalms, the Gospels, and the Epistles, as well as the early books of the Old Testament, which implies, perhaps, that his knowledge of the Bible is derived more from being present at religious services than from a sustained study of the Scriptures. If this is the case, it would have been his relative unfamiliarity with the Bible which led him to commit the kind of errors of judgement in his choice of biblical imagery which I have detailed above, and these errors could not have failed to reinforce the views of his Protestant adversaries such as Théodore de Bèze, who were unconvinced by the newly displayed piety of the poet of the Amours.
� See the preface to his play Abraham sacrifiant, first published in 1550, and edited by K. Cameron, K. M. Hall, and F. Higman (Geneva: Droz, 1967).
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� See, for example, Les Amours 10, ‘Amour me paist d’une telle Ambrosie’, especially the final tercet: ‘Et si le fiel n’ammoderoit un peu/ Le doux du miel dont mon cœur est repeu,/ Entre les Dieux, Dieu je ne voudrois estre.’
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