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The Spread of Protestantism in Francophone Europe in the 
First Century of the Reformation*

By Philip Benedict

As the first mass movement in European history whose dissemination depended 
on printed propaganda in the vernacular, the Protestant Reformation unfolded at 
different speeds and assumed different theological hues in Europe’s different lin-
guistic areas. In the German speaking regions, thousands of Flugschriften spread 
word of the causa Lutheri from Switzerland to the Baltic within a few years of the 
posting of the 95 theses. Evangelical preachers appeared in many localities by the 
early 1520s; acts of iconoclasm and other incidents demonstrating open rejection 
of Catholic practices became frequent by 1523–1524; and a growing number of 
free cities and duchies of the Holy Roman Empire and the Baltic region instituted 
territorial Reformations from 1525 onward, occasionally on the initiative of a 
princely convert, more frequently under pressure from a substantial and aroused 
fraction of the population won to the cause by the preachers and the printed 
propaganda. Outside the German linguistic area, the spread of Protestantism 
was a slower process. The Latin writings of Luther and other early reformers car-
ried their ideas rapidly to university towns or convents, but wider dissemination 
among the population at large took longer since extensive vernacular propaganda 
was slow to develop, printing presses and graphic artists being fewer in number 
in many parts of Europe than in Germany or, where they were equally abun-
dant, clustered in a few localities where they could be subject to tight control.1 As 
a result, the critical moment for the implementation or shipwreck of territorial 
Reformations did not come until the years between 1540 and 1580 in the British 

* Earlier versions of this essay were presented at the conference “Les protestantismes en Lorraine 
(XVIe-XXIe siècle)”, Nancy, November 2, 2016 and at an internal seminar of the IHR/MHR of 
the University of Geneva. I am grateful to the colleagues who offered helpful suggestions on these 
occasions. More generally, many ideas formulated here are a direct outgrowth of my teaching 
and learning in the stimulating environment of the IHR and Geneva. I owe a special debt for 
their assistance and comments to Mathieu Caesar, Christopher Close, Mark Greengrass, Olivier 
Labarthe, Julien Léonard, Andreas Würgler and two anonymous reviewers for this journal. This 
article is dedicated to the memory of Alain Dufour.

1.	 Andrew Pettegree, The French Book and the European Book World (Leiden: Brill, 2007), esp. 
chs. 10, 11, 13.
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8 Benedict

Isles, France, Italy, the Netherlands and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. 
The character of the Reformation movement was also distinctively shaped within 
each linguistic region by the identity of the reforming voices that obtained the 
widest dissemination in its vernacular.

These features of the European Reformation argue for organizing accounts 
of its history by linguistic regions, but national historical traditions can work 
against this. Such is the case of what we conventionally call the “French Reforma-
tion”, the treatment of which stands in revealing contrast with the way in which 
historians write about the German Reformation. Because the modern German 
nation-state did not emerge until the nineteenth century and then on the basis 
of a shared language, it became standard for its historians to bring the entire Ger-
man linguistic region into their purview when writing about earlier periods. The 
historiography of the German Reformation has long traced the dissemination of 
the programs of reform that emerged in Luther’s wake across the scores of more 
or less autonomous polities of differing economic, social and political character 
that constituted the German-speaking world of the sixteenth century. This has 
yielded precious insights into the conditions that either promoted or retarded the 
growth and implementation of the movement in any given area, illustrating the 
truth of the common observation that the Holy Roman Empire’s division among 
so many semi-autonomous polities of different character makes it an exceptional 
laboratory for comparative historical analysis. By contrast, the precocious medie-
val growth of the Capetian monarchy to the point where by 1500 it controlled a 
substantial majority – although by no means all – of the territory of the current 
French state has generated an enduring focus within French historiography on 
these core regions and on the gradual extension outward of their institutions. 
In the domain of religious history, the story of the Reformation and the story of 
the French crown and its lands have been linked ever Pierre de La Place’s 1565 
Commentaires de l’Estat de la Religion et Republique soubs les Rois Henry Francois 
seconds, et Charles neufieme and Theodore Beza’s 1580 Histoire ecclésiastique des 
Eglises réformées au royaume de France. Over the subsequent centuries, a few his-
torians, usually non-French nationals, have bounded their studies geographically 
with reference to the wider francophone linguistic area. Between 1866 and 1897, 
the Lausanne-based Aimé-Louis Herminjard published nine volumes of his nev-
er-completed edition of the correspondence of the “réformateurs dans les pays 
de langue française.”2 More recently, the rich scholarly tradition that examines 

2.	 Aimé-Louis Herminjard, ed., Correspondance des réformateurs dans les pays de langue française, 
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printed evangelical propaganda in French has shown that this topic cannot be 
understood without looking beyond France’s present-day borders and recognizing 
the role of Antwerp, Neuchâtel and Geneva.3 Nonetheless, the dominant tradi-
tion has always been to conceive and write about the French Reformation within 
a national framework that not only leaves aside the story of events in Walloon 
Belgium and the present day Suisse Romande, as would be expected for works 
written with contemporary political boundaries in mind, but also tells a tale that 
runs from the group of Meaux to the Wars of Religion that makes little or no 
room for those French-speaking portions of the modern hexagon such as Lor-
raine or Franche-Comté that stood outside the boundaries of the kingdom in the 
sixteenth century.4

This essay proposes to take the larger French-speaking linguistic area – what 
I will call for economy of expression “Francophonia” – as its geographic unit 
of analysis and to sketch the broad contours of Protestantism’s diffusion over 
the first century of the Reformation within this area. In choosing Francophonia 
as the unit of analysis, I am not seeking to elaborate a specifically linguistic 
or cultural explanation of the Reformation’s success or failure. I am widening 
the geo-political lens through which we conventionally look at the “French 
Reformation”. The interest of doing this, I hope to suggest, is at least four-
fold. First, enlarging our vision to encompass this broader region highlights 
the interest and importance of events in a number of smaller territories in the 
French-speaking borderlands of the Empire whose Reformation history has too 
often been overlooked or inadequately integrated into general accounts. Sec-
ond, looking outside the sixteenth-century boundaries of France helps us to see 
certain dynamics of the movement within it that historians focused exclusively 

9 vols. (Geneva: Georg, 1866–1897) (hereafter Herminjard).
3.	 Key titles within an ample literature include Gabrielle Berthoud, ed., Aspects de la propagande 

religieuse (Geneva: Droz, 1957); Francis Higman, “Le domaine français, 1520–1562,” in Jean-
François Gilmont, ed., La Réforme et le livre. L’Europe de l'imprimé (1517–v. 1570), (Paris: Editions 
du Cerf, 1990), 105–154; Jean-François Gilmont, Walter Kemp, ed., Le livre évangélique en 
français avant Calvin (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004); Jean-François Gilmont, Le livre réformé au XVIe 
siècle (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, 2005).

4.	 See, for instance, such leading syntheses as Mark Greengrass, The French Reformation, 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1987); Denis Crouzet, La genèse de la Réforme française, 1520–1562, (Paris: 
SEDES, 1996); and Patrick Cabanel, Histoire des Protestants de France, XVIe-XXIe siècle, (Paris: 
Fayard, 2012) – not to mention my own “Settlements: France,” in Thomas Brady, Heiko Oberman, 
James D. Tracy, ed., Handbook of European History 1400–1600: Late Middle Ages, Renaissance 
and Reformation, 2 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1995), vol. II (1995), 417–454. The volume by Didier 
Boisson, Hugues Daussy, Les protestants dans la France moderne (Paris: Belin, 2006) is a noteworthy 
exception.
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on it have not perceived. Third, trans-territorial links, patterns and processes 
are brought to light within this larger group of French-speaking polities that 
enrich our understanding of the broader dynamics of the European Reforma-
tion. Finally, thirty to forty entirely or partially French-speaking polities can be 
discerned on a map of sixteenth-century Europe. (The exact number depends 
upon the precise date chosen and whether the French-speaking provinces of 
the Netherlands and the bailliages communes of Suisse Romande are individu-
ally enumerated or treated as a whole.) In roughly one quarter Protestantism 
became the legally established religion of state. In another thirty per cent Re-
formed worship gained a measure of legal toleration alongside Roman Cathol-
icism. This provides a substantial universe of differently sized and organized 
territories in a linguistic region where the movement spread more slowly and 
had less ultimate success than in Germany that can be used as a second labora-
tory for exploring comparatively what facilitated or impeded the dissemination 
and establishment of Protestantism, as well as terms on which it managed to 
obtain legal recognition or state support. The historiography of the French Ref-
ormation can thus be brought into more fruitful dialogue with that devoted to 
the German Reformation. 

Table 1 specifies the precise universe of territories examined here. Com-
bining into single categories the Walloon provinces of the Netherlands under 
Habsburg sovereignty and the bailliages communes of Suisse Romande, this ta-
ble not only lists the thirty most important wholly or partially French-speak-
ing polities that comprised Francophonia around 1520. It also classifies them 
according to their political regime around this date. (Note that Geneva appears 
twice in this table since its political regime changed early in the century.) The 
classification by political regime, it must immediately be stressed, somewhat 
oversimplifies a more complicated reality. Especially in the micro-polities of 
the western borderlands of the Empire, power and jurisdiction were frequently 
contested between rival loci of authority and complicated by ties of alliance 
to neighboring territories. The Swiss Confederation, francophone at its west-
ern margins, was perhaps the most complicated political construction of all in 
an age of complex political arrangements, with its mixture of urban cantons, 
peasant leagues, allied territories and conquered lands subject to the authority 
of one or several cantons, all theoretically part of the Holy Roman Empire but 
in fact acknowledging its sovereignty only on the rare occasions when it served 
their interests to do so. Furthermore, the geo-political situation of the “pays 
d’entre deux” was anything but stable. In the fifteenth century, the emergence 

Benedict
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of two dominant regional powers, the duchies of Burgundy and Savoy, brought 
a brief interlude of order, but the crisis of Valois Burgundy and the growing in-
debtedness and fragility of Savoy late in the century unsettled these borderlands 
anew. Seeking protection amid the uncertainty, many smaller places close to the 
Swiss Confederation signed pacts of mutual defense (combourgeoisie) with one 
or several of its cantons, then at the peak of their military power. The Habsburg-
Valois rivalry of the sixteenth century then squeezed this region between two 
expansionist super-powers, precipitating first the Franco-Bernese conquest of 
the duchy of Savoy in 1536, then the progressive restitution of Savoyard lands 
after 1555. While certain areas experienced regime changes because of con-
quest, others saw internal shifts over the course of the century in the balance 
of power between the rival loci of authority within them. Table 1 therefore 
also notes the principal transformations undergone by these territories over the 
century and the duration of any treaties of combourgeosie with Swiss cantons. 

Table 1. �e French-Speaking Lands of Sixteenth-Century Europe 

monarchies
France

portions of composite monarchies, duchies or larger kingdoms
Francophone Netherlands (Artois, Hainaut, etc.)
Franche-Comté 
Montbéliard (apanage of the duchy of Württemberg)
Channel Islands

duchies and counties
Lorraine and Bar
Savoy
	 Pays de Vaud taken by Bern in 1536
	 Chablais ruled by Bern 1536–1564
	 Pays de Gex ruled by Bern 1536–1564, becomes French in 1601
	 remainder ruled by France 1536–1555
Béarn
Orange
Sedan and Jametz (the latter taken by Lorraine in 1589)
Neuchâtel (occupied by Swiss Confederation 1512–1529, then allied to several cantons)
Salm

The Spread of Protestantism in Francophone Europe
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