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BY MEANS OF CONFIRMATION OF THE THESIS, NOVEMBER 2012

This current edition of the thesis combines the original text in
English as presented to the University of London in 1981, with two
versions in Spanish and Euskara as part of the celebration of the centenary
of the conquest and invasion of the territories of “Alta Navarra” by the
troops of King Ferdinand of Aragon in 1512. A few adjustments had to be
made relating to anachronisms such as the title of young Marguerite as
Queen of Navarre while she was still Princess of France, i.e. before her
marriage to Henri II of Albret, King of Navarre in 1527; it was also
necessary to change incorrect quotations, particularly from the Bible
according to the classical saying ”Aliquando dormitat Homerus”

In the entrance to my home in Torrevieja is a photograph of the
Cambridge Library, a reminder of those early stages of my investigation
showing an imposing statue of Lord Byron in white marble from Mount
Pentelic blocks, (similar to the Parthenon‘s, which means “the home for
the Youth”), pointed at my second youth in the forties. The passing of
time has succeeded in yielding “patina” to such enterprise, since my thesis
was written at Birkbeck College after travelling through many countries
in Europe, where I visted the Navarrese Renasissance in Pau, Nérac and
Mont-de-Marsan, Meaux and Paris, Florence and Rome, as well as the
Simancas’s archives, which enabled me to confirm the places where
Marguerite was when she wrote her poetic work, or the valuable documents
related to the Humanism and Renaissance in Basse Navarre. The text of
the thesis was approved by the University of London in 1981 under the
title of “Mysticism in the Work of Marguerite of Navarre” and copies
were sent to the Universities of London, Cambridge, Paris, Pau and Pam-
plona, keeping two for my own use. Several attempts have been made to
publish it in the original English, but only recently a threefold edition in
English, Spanish and Euskara is on the way in order to commemorate the
S00th anniversary of the conquest of “Alta Navarra” by the troops of King
Ferdinand of Aragén but the “Grupo Cultural Enrique de Albret” of San-
gliesa wants to dedicate this present edition to King Henri II of Albret,
born there in 1503, and to his wife Marguerite de Navarre.

A few problems arose when photocopying manuscripts from
the British Library, some of them from early Renaissance documents
needed to enlighten themes in the thesis, particularly those dealing with
Marguerite’s early “Correspondance” with the Bishop of Meaux. She then
decided to forsake all her numerous French titles calling herself simply
“La Reine de Navarre”. Most of her mystical works were written there,
even though a copy of the “Miroir de ’Ame Pécheresse” appeared as the
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volume to be condemned by the Sorbonne as heretical . The body of the
thesis is centered on describing Marguerte’s early initiation as a young
Princesse into the Neoplatonic ideas of the Pseudodionisius, which left a
mark on all her mystical work, first in her “Dialogue en forme de Vision
Nocturne”, which was followed by a treatise on Hermeneutics in “La
Comedie Jouée au Mont-de-Marsan” as well as in a summary of her mystical
postulates in the poem “Les Prisons de la Reine de Navarre”. A detailed
analysis of her mystical symbology will finally appear as a synthesis of her
mystical ideas, all of which always appeared under the sole authorship of
“La Reine de Navarre”.

The sequence of the composition of the thesis is straightforward commencing in 1975 while
preparing my Postgraduation at Saint Hugh’s College in Cambridge, inspired by a Shakespearian
text which I heard at a recital in London’s Globe Theatre, already part of our history. A few
more years followed with the guidance of a tutor from London University, B.M.Sanderson,
who encouraged me in constantly visiting the British Library close by Birkbeck College, the
very centre of the city of Arts and Sciences.



It must be added that all the works I have written about the
Renaissance in Navarre have been based on the investigations carried out
in public libraries and archives to clarify the philosophy taught in the
royal Courts of Marguerite and her husband Henri II, and later on in the
Humanistic Academies of her daughter, Queen Jeanne d’Albret, this being
worthy of the tributes paid by the English bard William Shakespeare. As a
confirmation I should mention my latest research on an early Renaissance
tapestry restored for the Musée Basque de Bayonne, the interpretation of
which was done by following a play by Marguerite of Navarre, “la Comédie
jouée au Mont-de-Marsan”, so dating the composition of both works
around 1547.

In conclusién I acknowledge the help of those who have made possible
this threefold edition of the thesis in the original English version as well
as in the translation into Spanish and Euskara. My personal contribution
consisted in correcting a few typing misprints and quotes in the original
English version as well as carrying out the complete translation of the
text into Spanish. Special thanks are owed to Aithor Antufiano for his
presentation of the material, which was possible thanks to Joseba
Arruebarrena’s collaboration and help and for the whole translation of
the thesis into Euskara under the constant supervision of Josu Lavin. I
also thank my niece Blanca Oria and her husband Juan Zapater of
Bilbaoarte’s Enterprise for improving the quality of plates and illustrations
accompanying the text. A special mention is finally due to the “Grupo
Cultural Enrique II de Albret in Sangliesa”, editors of “Zangotzarra”,
particularly to David Maruri, coordinator of the publication and to Angel
Navalla’s final “maquetting” of the thesis, without forgetting all those
appearing in the list of collaborators.

Jon Oria Osés



ABSTRACT

The purpose of this thesis is to go more deeply into the mystical
ideas of Marguerite de Navarre as expressed in her major poetic works
and to trace their sources in her Correspondance with Brigconnet.

Nowhere does she write a treatise on spirituality, nevertheless one
can see a progression in the treatment of the themes relating to the elevation
of the soul to God through contemplation. This involves a systematic
interpretation of the symbolism she uses together with the identification
of certain neo-Platonic elements in her poetry.

This research begins by determining the sources of her mystical ideas
in her Correspondance with the Bishop of Meaux during the years 1521-
1524. There follows an analysis of four of her works to illustrate the
development of her thought from the appearance of her first mystical
poem, the Dialogue (c. 1527) up to the completion of her masterpiece the
Prisons (c. 1547). We find in them all the traditional concepts of initiation
into the purification of the spirit, the passive contemplation of God, the
state of ecstasy of the soul, the spiritual interpretation of the Bible and
the mystical conception of the Divine.

Marguerite was above all interested in encouraging people to cling to
certain basic beliefs during the troublesome early Reformation period,
and to live according to them. The aim of her spirituality is therefore, in
principle, practical, even if paradoxically her topics are obscured by a
symbolic language frequently impenetrable to the ordinary reader. She
was first of all concerned with the Evangelical purification of the Church
from within, but there is no dogmatic attitude in her ideas and what we
find is not a methodical guide to Christian perfection, but a global vision
of Man as a spiritual being in relation to religious values.
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INTRODUCTION

Few personalities of the early French sixteenth century have attracted
as much attention as Marguerite de Navarre, the sister of Francis I, often
considered as Prince of the French Renaissance. Although there have been
several attempts to give us a fair picture of Marguerite both as Duchess-
Queen and as writer!, it was thanks to Pierre Jourda’s masterly biography
written in 1930, that we have a basic work on which the modern critic can
write a more precise picture of particular aspects of this remarkable lady?.
Marguerite was the first modern woman who was able to combine the ideals
of the already crumbling God-centred world of the Middle Ages with the
new humanistic values that were spreading fast throughout Europe?.

Marguerite’s attempt to preserve old notions, while at the same time
she was nurturing the seedlings of the newly born ideals, has often been
the source of basic misunderstandings of her apparently split personality,
whose integrity and authenticity have been so valiantly defended by Lucien
Febvre in his criticism of a “double Marguerite”. All these endeavours
to present the Queen of Navarre as a “woman for all seasons”, from her
earliest biography published as an Oraison funébre shortly after her death
by Charles de Saincte-Marthe’, to contemporary works, are a clear
indication of massive public interest in her remarkable personality®.

Marguerite, born on 11 April 1492 in the Chiteau d’Angouléme, two
years before her brother Francois, was the daughter of Charles d’Orléans
and Louise de Savoie. When on 8 April 1498, King Charles VIII died leaving
no male heir, the Duke of Orléans married his predecessor’s widow, Anne
de Bretagne, and after the death of Louis XII, the Angoulémes saw a chance
of accession to the Valois throne. Marguerite and her brother Francois, as
the heir presumptive, had accordingly to spend their early years in the
imposed seclusion then practised with royal heirs, first at Cognac in
Angoumois and then at Blois and Amboise. There they led a lonely life and
Marguerite, who was more gifted than her brother Francois for scholarly
pursuits, was educated under the guidance of her well-read mother and a
governess, Mme de Chatillon, in all disciplines then in vogue. They had
the best of teachers to learn how to read and speak Latin, Italian and Spanish.
Charles de Saincte-Marthe mentions Marguerite’s early acquaintance with
other disciplines and particularly with the neo-Platonic ideas that were
then spreading from Florence, (Oraison funébre, p. 24). In short she
acquired the background to all the knowledge of her time, being interested,
as Saincte-Marthe acknowledges, in the “Saincts et salutaires preceptes de
la Philosophie Evangelique, qui est la Parolle de Dieu”, (ibid., p. 27).




Even if court life may not have been totally ideal for this sort of training,
Marguerite’s works witness a very receptive mind’; it was nevertheless on 2
December 1509, that a personal sacrifice was demanded of the young princess
for the sake of the House of Angouléme. She was asked to marry Charles,
Duke of Alengon, an “époux médiocre et peu cultivé”, as H. P. Clive calls
him, hardly a suitable match for her refined mind, and who was not able to
give her a child®. The enthronement of her brother Frangois d’Angouléme
as Francois Ier on 25 January 1515 must have cheered her and soon by
1519 she welcomed Cément Marot among others into her personal service’.
Her cultured mind could hardly find rest unless surrounded by educated
“protégés”, who soon started considering her as the Maecenas of the new
intellectual and literary Renaissance in France.

I am not directly concerned here with a re-appraisal of Marguerite’s
personality but with a fair jugement on her written work. However, I must
examine her personal involvement in a drastic plan for the renewal of
crumbling medieval values, a plan which, historically, we must confess,
ended in a total fiasco. Her efforts to save the yeast of internal reformation
through the evangelical plan of a small group of scholars gathered at Meaux
by an outspoken Bishop, Guillaume Briconnet, and an outstanding scholar,
Lefevre d’Etaples, met with the hardest opposition from the Sorbonne.

One cannot speak of a protestant schism in the early 1520s, even if
the Faculty of la Sorbonne had solemnly condemned Luther’s theses on
15 April 1521. It is true, on the other hand, that the Pope’s bull “Exsurge
Domine” had been issued on 15 June 1520, and on 3 January the rebel
friar had been finally excommunicated!®, but Marguerite’s contemporaries
did not have the same historical perspective as we have now.

I hope that a serious and detailed analysis of her written work will help
to put this thorny problem in perspective and show that no matter how
deeply she might have been involved in a strategic plan for evangelical
renewal, she can hardly be called a Lutheran. As a matter of fact, she disagreed
with two of the basic points of Luther’s theology, his theory of'vjg"servant
will''and his repudiation of the traditional interpretation of the Bible!?.

The plan of the reformation as launched by the Meaux groups was
definitely evangelical and Pauline in the most genuine sense of the word;
they preached a return to the simplicity of the gospels and to the theology
of St Paul, by proclaiming Christ as the only saviour of man and by asserting
the Pauline doctrine of man’s justification through faith. One can equally
allegue other elements in the theology of the group which reveal a
substratum of mystical principles through which this internal change to
accept Christ as the only link between God and man takes place.
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It is not easy to define mysticism as it deals with secret codes of
meanings that are shared by a relatively small group of people (the esoteric
ones). Mystics seek a self-surrender to obtain some sort of absorption
into the Divine, by means of which they aim to reach and understanding
of the truths which are described by them as inexplicable or mystic; they
avoid giving systematic explanations of all the principles that regulate
this slow transformation of man which is called by them deification.

From the time of Eckhart the mystics assert a negative way of behaving
towards God commonly called Quietism, since they adopt a passive attitude
to His will. They tend to reinforce certain concepts such as Nothingness
and Absorption and their primary concern is to tell what happens to a mystic
when he is struck by a divine experience, and how to describe the object of
their hidden encounter: “No one has ever seen God” (I John 4,12) but one
can experience His experience through love (ibid., 4,16). Since they are
confronted with an impossible task they tend to avoid giving philosophical
arguments to prove God’s existence and simply assert His presence by naming
Him in different ways; there is a progression in their definitions of the
Deity, starting by denying human concepts which imply limitations in Him
(“Via Negativa”) such as finiteness, and so He is defined as infinite. Positive
qualities such as goodness are on the other hand applied to Him absolutely
and only proportionally to all other creatures (“Via Analogica”).

The word of God in the Bible is seen by the mystics as a means to
arrive at further hidden meanings, since they proclaim that the Holy Spirit
remains active in the books from the moment they were written. Christ is
our Saviour, but he is also according to them the Word (John 1,1) which
can explain all mysteries since he became flesh (ibid., 1,14). Finally they
adopt a code of secret symbols and metaphors, often very complex as in
the case of Marguerite de Navarre, through which they think they can
better pass their ideas to future initiated generations.

My work aims first of all at showing in Chapter 1 how deeply
Marguerite was implicated in the reforming efforts that were taking place
in the diocese of Meaux, a few kilometres North-East of Paris, in the early
1520s. This commitment was going to take the form of a personal
involvement in a long process of initiation, embracing both personal
contacts and epistolary instruction, which were aimed at inducting her
into an esoteric language, full of hidden meanings, quite different from
the straightforward Lutheran axioms of evangelical purity of doctrine.
This initiation was to cover Marguerite’s formative years as a writter, from
June 1521 till about October 1524, and can be traced step by step through
a mystical Correspondance between her and the promoter of the Meldian
plan of renewal, Guillaume Briconnet.




Chapters 2 to 5 deal with four representative works written by
Marguerite, two of them early works composed while she was under the
direct impact of her initiation into the Meldian ideas. The first, her Dia-
logue en forme de vision nocturne is studied in Chapter 2; it reflects
more directly than her other poems the dislikes of the school of Meaux
for polemical treatises on philosophical subjects that verged on personal
insults such as the long discussion between Erasmus and Luther in the
1520s on the nature of human will; the poem must be interpreted as a
mystic illustration of Briconnet’s doctrine on God’s Will in the “Our
Father”, perhaps sympathizing with Luther’s early mystic works, one of
which Marguerite versified at about the same time as she was writing her
Dialogue, as we shall see.

Chapter 3 will explain in detail her most controversial poem, the
Miroir de I’dme pécheresse, traditionally interpreted as a pro-Lutheran
work. Its internal structure rather reveals the mystical solution to the
hermetic riddles that the Duchess and Brigonnet had been exchanging
throughout their long Correspondance. Chapter 4 deals with Marguerite’s
mystical play, the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, since it holds the
key to the contacts she may have had with both Erasmus and Luther.
Contrary to the traditional interpretation of most critics, I maintain that
the Comédie is a straightforward “exposé” of the mystical hermeneutics
of the school of Meaux, whose spiritual interpretation of the Bible runs
parallel with Erasmus’s position, clearly diverging from Luther’s
Evangelical tenets. Chapter 5 will explain her mystical doctrines as
reflected in her most enterprising work, the Prisons de la Reine de Navarre.

Marguerite’s spiritual neo-Platonism and her hermetic symbolism
will be discussed at length on several occasions. I am, nevertheless,
allotting Chapter 6 to a full analysis of her cryptic vocabulary, which,
contrary to the speculation of many critics, appears constantly throughout
her entire work. There I found no sign of discontinuity with the evangelical
tenets of the school of Meaux. Consistenly, in all her works, she shows
the same wavering, the same influences, a certain turning towards Luther,
not differing in terms from the other members of the group in the early
1530s!3. It shows to the very end that she never broke with the spiritual
principles she had accepted during her period of initiation under the per-
sonal care of Briconnet.

My final conclusion will be to determine what sort of mystical
principles had guided Marguerite while writing her works; she was a
perceptive woman who had accepted to be guided more by common-sense
than by any extraordinary mystical experience, in spite of her apparent
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total commitment to a body of intellectual principles that remind us of
the medieval masters of mysticism. This very human aspect of her nature
added an undeniable warmth to her personality that was praised by her
contemporaries.

Lucien Febvre already saw the necessity of looking into Marguerite’s
work from the mystical point of view, though he avoided the hard task,
when he wrote:

“... 1l faut bien se dire qu’un examen minutieux, attentif, scrupuleux
des cinq mille premiers vers de Marguerite -en attendant les milliers qui
suivirent- exigerait un travail hors de proportion avec les résultats qu’on
en peut escompter. Il y faudrait du reste un théologien qualifié, doublé
d’un curieux tres averti de ’histoire spirituelle. Or, s’il s’en trouvait un,
par heureuse fortune, et qui ressentit le golt de pareils labeurs, ce serait
grand-pitié que de ’employer a une tdche aussi peu payante. Certes, il
courrait risque de faire, chemin faisant, maintes constatations amusantes
et de rapporter, piqués sur ses plaques de liege, plusieurs de ces jolis
coléopteres qui ravissent le spécialiste”!.

Febvre seems to imply that the last word on Marguerite’s mysticism
has already been said, while the details are left to the specialist; this is not
the case and my research will prove, I hope, that it does not deal with
“coléopteres”.



CHAPTER ONE
Marguerite de Navarre’s initiation (1521-1524)
and her commitment to the mystical tenets of Meaux.

I

The year 1521 marks the beginning of Marguerite’s determination
to join the reforming group at Meaux, that had been gathered by its prelate,
Guillaume Briconnet; Lefevre d’Etaples, Michel d’Arande, Gerard Roussel,
Vatable, M. Mazurier, P. Caroli, G. Farel and a few others had responded
to Briconnet’s call, in spite of the official opposition of the Sorbonne to
any kind of experiment in evangelical renewal that might have had any
resemblance to the hard Lutheran line of reforming the Church without
its official backing. It must be noted that the Roman bull “Exsurge Do-
mine” against Luther had been issued the previous year 1520, and the
formation of the evangelical community at Meaux in 1521 coincided with
the Sorbonne’s initiative to condemn Luther’s writings on 15 April that
year. The arrival of Lefévre in particular must have looked suspicious,
since he had tried to intervene in favour of Reuchlin both at the Sorbonne
and in Rome?; it may have been, as Martineau and Veissiere suggest, the
crisis caused by Luther’s rebellion that made Lefévre join the plan of an
internal reform within the Church under the leadership of a Bishop,
Briconnet!'®. Lefevre, while most probably welcoming Luther’s radical
position, was far less radical, in fact his ideas have little to do with the
Lutheran tenets, even if the Sorbonne made little or no effort to separate
Lefevre’s firm stand from Luther’s open rebellion!”.

Briconnet’s story was very different. He was more of a diplomat than
of a scholar, though he had always showed a keen interest in the intellectual
problems of his age; Lefévre had dedicated to him his famous
Commentaries on the Epistles of Saint Paul, in 1512'%, as well as some of
his edition of mystical texts and treatises'”. Born in 1470 of an episcopal
family?®, Guillaume Briconnet junior was elected Bishop of Lodeve in
1489, being appointed Abbot-Bishop of Saint-Germain-des-Prés in 1507
where he welcomed Lefevre and started to design a plan for reforming his
flock by educating his clergy?'. Later he was excommunicated and lost all
his benefices together with his brother Denis for taking part in the Gallican
Council of Pisa in 1511, but the Briconnets were soon reinstated and
their father died in 1514 as Bishop of Narbonne?.

There has been a mounting conspiracy to defame Brigonnet in certain
circles; he is rarely praised and unfairly criticised?®, and some go as far as
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maintaining that his only intention in trying to initiate Marguerite under
the cover of a mystical relationship was to get her on his side against the
violent attacks of the Sorbonne. What is more, this unfairness has gone so
far as to deny a place for his letters to Marguerite in Francois Genin’s Lettres
de Marguerite d’Angouléme?*. “des jugements trés injustes”, write
Martineau and Veissiere®, “pesent sur cette Correspondance, que ne sont
pas parvenues a détruire ni la belle étude que lui consacra en 1900 Philippe-
Auguste Becker?®, ni, de nos jours, les paroles pourtant percutentes a son
sujet de Pierre Jourda? et Lucien Febvre?®”. A new portrait, however, of
the Bishop of Meaux has begun to emerge thanks to Henry Heller’s studies
on the importance of Briconnet’s role during the difficult times that began
to tear Europe apart in the early 1530s%. This picture nevertheless could
only be completed after the publication of his Correspondance with
Marguerite (1521-1522 and 1523-1524). The two volumes published by
Martineau and Veissiere, revealed a prelate who had served as a fair diplomat
between Paris and Rome under Louis XII and Francois Ier, still nurturing
certain Gallican pretentions but unquestionably committed to his task of
reforming the Church in France®.

L. Febvre has quite rightly claimed that it would be impossible to
draw any serious conclusions unless critics admit a fundamental identity
in Marguerite de Navarre’s life and work®' . I must equally insist on the
same fundamental identity between the Briconnet of 1512, when he was
able to win Lefevre’s dedication of his Commentaries on the Epistles of
St. Paul, and the Briconnet reformer at Meaux, when Marguerite had to
step in and defend him and his associates against all the accusations of
heresy by the Sorbonne: “(...) que le Roi et Madame i ont bien deliberé de
donner a cognoistre que la verité de Dieu n’est point heresie”
(Correspondance, 1, p. 71).

The truth is that since the Sorbonne had stepped in, even after
Briconnet had gone as far as condemning Luther’s rebellion in two pasto-
ral letters of 13 December 1523 and of 10 January 1524%, the community
of Meaux had to be disbanded and Briconnet, who died in 1534, never
recovered from this shock. A major question mark, though, remains in
the minds of many critics: did Lefévre and Marguerite look down upon
the broken man, Briconnet, after this surrender? My study, I hope, will
show that, as far as Marguerite is concerned, she always admired the man
who had preached the need for a change within the Church:

Le feu savoureux crie au dehors de ’Eglise. Il n’est poinct dedans.
La doctrine evangelicque, sy peu encoires qu’elle se
communicque, c’est au dehors de I’esperit, par toutes inventions



pour complaire et faire noz sectes grandes et nous amplifier.
LEvangile n’est de present que plomb fondu. Il n’est solide
comme il est baillé. (Correspondance, 1, pp. 124-125)

If anything his appeal was constantly softened by words of prudence,
trying to control Marguerite’s impatience: “La prudence est caller [abaisser
les voiles], n’entreprendre ou ne continuer ’oeuvre dont I’issue n’est ho-
norable ne volue” (ibid. 2, p. 127). His personal belief was more balanced:
“Ung bon edifficateur ne bastist pour demolir” (ibid. 2, p. 105), thus
condemning any drastic Lutheran experiment. My positive contribution
to Briconnet’s rehabilitation will be the tracing of Marguerite’s
faithfulness to the end of her life throughout twenty years of active writing
of poems and short plays, which in one way or another illustrate the
doctrine of this remarkable Bishop, her personal tutor.

Professor M. A. Screech observes that the historical reason that led
to the failure of the reforming plans at Meaux was “la défaite de Pavie, le
24 février 1525. Si ’'on songe que Marguerite d’Alencon et le roi Francois
lui-méme avaient accorder leur appui au groupe de Meaux, il est permis
de penser que, sans la défaite, Lefévre d’Etaples et ses disciples auraient
pu changer I’histoire religieuse de la France”?*. Briconnet lost the
opportunity to be the link between the hierarchy and the reforming ideas,
for which he could not blame himself. Historically it would be inaccurate
to aver that Marguerite had chosen him that role, or that he had insinuated
himself in the French court, assuming a role that was beyond his perso-
nal ability under the disguise of a false mysticism, as certain critics seem
to maintain®. The fact is that within the court of Francois Ier there was
a tacit admission of a need for internal renewal in the Church if a disaster
was to be averted, but the reactionary Sorbonne was reluctant to accept it
and saw with suspicion Marguerite’s evangelical teaching in the Miroir,
in which she clearly teaches that Christ is the only Saviour:

O Jesuchrist, des ames vray pescheur
Et seul sauveur, amy sur tous amys (...)
(Miroir, vv. 1164-1165)

If Marguerite and Lefevre had welcomed Briconnet’s efforts to begin
a serious plan of reformation starting with his diocese of Meaux, it was
because they both thought that the whole operation was going to succeed
in spite of the stern opposition of the Grey Friars in Meaux and by the
Sorbonne in Paris. Martineau and Veissiere have followed these vicissitudes
during the years 1521 and 1522:
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(...) les esperances d’un plus large développement de la reforme
de Meaux apparaissaient brillantes car la Cour de France avait
été blessée profondement par ’election d’Adrian d’Utrecht camme
Pape. C’est dans ces circonstances que Briconnet se rendit a la
Cour. Les resultats de ce voyage se traduisirent sans aucun doute
dans un ordre emanant du Roy pour que des conciles soient tenus
dans les archevéchés du Royaume a partir du 8 mars 1522 (...)*.

The plan did not succeed in the end and Briconnet’s reforming ideas,
mixed with certain Gallican pretentions which he had always nurtured in
favour of French hegemony, were to fade away in a religious and political
climate unfavourable to his reforming experiments. His group of Meaux had
finally to be disbanded in 1525, after the disastrous French defeat at Pavia®.

II

Marguerite was willing in 1521 to undergo the strong influence of
Briconnet and of his “protégés” at Meaux. Was this woman of thirty,
without children, an easy prey? I cannot overlook her personal
disappointment after she married the Duke of Alencon; Jourda writes
about him: “Le duc ne pouvait en rien plaire a sa femme: sans culture, il
faisait la guerre, paradait dans les tournois, chassait, mais ne s’interessait
aux choses de ’esprit”¥. Since she welcomed Marot in 1519, many
supporters of change found shelter in the court of this extraordinary
woman, until the end of her days on 21 December 1549. In 1521, however,
she went so far as to identify herself with a mystic venture aimed at
transforming French society through an evangelical scheme; this combined
philosophical ideals that were germinating in Italian neo-Platonic circles,
with religious notions, not totally original but freshly presented as a French
evangelical reformation. When in June 1521 Marguerite asked to be
accepted and introduced, she was certainly acquainted with the
quintessence of Briconnet’s and Lefevre’s evangelical ideals as the text of
her first letter to the Bishop of Meaux clearly shows:

Monsieur de Meaulx, congnoissant que ung seul est necessaire,
m’adresse a vous pour vous prier envers luy vouloir estre par
oraison moien qu’il luy plaise conduire selon la saincte volonté
Monsieur d’Alengon qui, par le commandement du Roy, s’en va
son lieutenant general en son armée que, je doubte, ne se departira
sans guerre. Et, pour ce que la paix et la victoire est en sa main,
pensant que, oultre le bien publicque du royaulme, avez bon desir
de ce qui touche son salut et le mien, vous emploie en mes affaires
et vous demande le secours spirituel. (Correspondance, 1, p.25)3%*




Truly she asks here for advice about personal matters and consolation,
since her husband was going to war, but also about something else normally
overlooked by the critics, namely instruction in mystical matters such as
the nature of God as “le Seul Necessaire”, and spiritual advice:

Car il me fault mesler de beaucoup de choses qui me doivent
bien donner crainte. Et encores demain s’en va ma tante de
Nemours en Savoye. Parquoy, vous faisant les recommandations
d’elle et de moy et vous priant que Sy congnoissez que le temps
fust propre que maistre Michel peult faire ung voiage, ce me
seroit consolation que je ne quiers que pour ’honneur de Dieu,
le remectant a vostre bonne discretion et la scienne. La toute
vostre Marguerite. (ibid. 1, p. 25).

She thus formally agrees to submit her will to that of the Master, who
is to decide what things are more suitable for her. Everything has been
calculated; she has been promised the help of one of Briconnet’s
“protégés”, Michel d’Arande, to guide her in case difficulties arise.
Marguerite was impatient and could not wait any longer. Briconnet was
more prudent: Michel will be joining the Queen, but later®; regarding
the rest of the matters treated in Marguerite’s first letter, he wasted no
time, almost immediately beginning to instruct his neophyte both in the
understanding of the essence of God and in the nature of the fight the
soul must be ready to wage to win the battle, thus transforming the literal
meaning of Marguerite’s “guerre” in her first letter into a spiritual one,
as his first letter explains:

(...) car il est sa congnoissance et ne se peult que en luy mesme
estre congneu, qui se communique par sa bonté infinie ses
creatures. (...) D’amour assault d’amour se fault deffendre. La
guerre est doulce, conduicte par amour. Secours est bon, quant
amour ’accompaigne. En ce combat, foy mene ’avant-garde, es-
perance est cottoyant les helles de la bataille, par amour conduicte.
(ibid. 1, pp. 26-27).

He clearly announces his intentions of instructing her into the
tripartite division of “Faith-Hope-Charity”. Marguerite replied almost
immediately, (ibid. 1, pp. 29-30), though she waited for another letter
from Briconnet before committing herself wholeheartedly. Letter 5 of
the Correspondance is perhaps the most important in as much as in it
Marguerite unequivocally decides to undergo a formal training, using
the technical expression “chemin de salut”. Note that this letter begins
almost like the opening letter of the Correspondance with a request for
mystic initiation:
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Monsieur de Meaulx, je loue de toute ma puissance le seul bien
necessaire, qui, par sa bonté, permect a celle qui se peult dire
moings que rien, tant de grace que d’avoir eu, par vostre lettre et
celle de Maistre Michel, occasion de desirer de commancer
d’entendre le chemin de salut. (ibid. 1, p.33).

Michel d’Arande, a friend of Lefevre, had joined the group of Meaux
some time before the Correspondance between Marguerite and Brigconnet
began in June 1521. He was well equipped to help the Queen to the
understanding of some difficult concepts that, although theoretical, were
the guiding rules for achieving a state of evangelical purity that was lacking
in the Church according to Briconnet and his associates. Professor Screech
has summarized their preaching thus:

Elle est d’accord avec Luther au sujet de la justification par la foi
seule; elle considere cette foi comme une confiance et une espe-
rance en Dieu et comme un don de Dieu; elle montre une sainte
horreur pour tout ce qui risquerait de détourner le fidele de la
veneration de Dieu seul et de Dieu toujours. Surtout, elle n’admet
aucune autre source de la vérité chrétienne que la Bible.®

Truly all these doctrines appear over and over again in the
Correspondance. but arrayed in a strange esoteric language, a mixture of
religious neo-Platonism and hermetic mysticism that was to be most
characteristic of Marguerite’s writing. What may not be totally accurate is
the assertion that Lefevre and his friends were emulating in any way the
straightforward exegesis of the Bible proclaimed by Luther, as Screech seems
to maintain*', since Lefevre’s liturgical presentations of the Epistres et
Evangiles are mere outlines of sermons that had probably been preached in
the Diocese of Meaux rather than straightforward commentaries on the
Bible. So far as I know a parallel study of the Correspondance and the
sketches of sermons by Lefevre has not been made, but it is clear that they
are very similar and certain letter-treatises appear to be mystical expositions
of Lefévre’s plan of evangelization through the Epistres et Evangiles*: To
mention but one instance, Marguerite demanded “nourriture spirituelle”
in her Letter 37 to Briconnet (Correspondance, 1, pp. 193-194), since the
lenten sermons were over: “...car voiez le caresme loing de nous, les sermons
failliz, I’esté revenu...” (ibid. 1, p.194); Briconnet answered with a long
letter-treatise that follows Lefevre’s sketch for an Easter sermon: “Pour le
iour de Pasques: Epistre en la premiere aux Corinthiens, Chapitre V¥, in
which Lefevre suggests the main themes of Briconnet’s letter-treatise, namely
the spiritual interpretation of the passage across the Red Sea as proposed by
St. Paul, and the mystical doctrine of the “manna-bread”: “Le pain”, says




Lefevre, “faict ce pain de toute pureté ne peut habiter sinon en lieu pur et
net (...)”*; Briconnet explains: “(...) ils ne portent avec eulx pain faict avec
levain” (i.e. adulterated) “et qu’ilz eussent a manger sept jours entiers pain
azime” (i.e. pure) (ibid. 1, p. 201).

Briconnet’s letters often follow the arrangements of the liturgical
adaptation of the biblical readings throughout the year; Letter 20, for
instance, written by Briconnet on 22 December 1521, is an Advent treatise
aimed at preparing Marguerite for the Nativity; it contains a meditation
on the meaning of the crib: “La y trouverez le foing sur lequel il repose,
assistant, I’asne et le bueuf. Par le foing entenderez noz pechéz (...). Par
I’asne, la cecité (...). Par le bueuf, 'impuissance de nostre entendement
(...)” (ibid. 1, p. 111). Briconnet’s letters to the Duchess must not, therefore,
be separated from Lefevre’s plan of evangelization at Meaux. The
Correspondance contains Brigonnet’s own approach, but it forms, above
all, as Febvre points out quite rightly, the doctrine of a group:

La correspondance de Briconnet n’est pas 'improvisation d’un
mystique de second plan, d’un mystique sans originalité profonde,
avec une néophyte avide de consolations spirituelles. Ou du
moins, elle n’est pas que cela. Elle transmet une doctrine. Et
cette doctrine, ce n’est pas la doctrine individuelle d’un h omme;
c’est la doctrine d’un groupe.®

The letters were not only for Marguerite, since they were circulated,
and Philiberthe de Nemours was one of their keenest readers*. Briconnet’s
aim to influence the whole court was obvious, both by sending Michel
d’Arande as a preacher and by engaging Marguerite herself in his plan of
evangelization. In Letter 47, for instance, he warns the Queen not to be
overzealous in her efforts to convert even the King, her brother, to the
evangelical cause (ibid. 1, pp. 229-230).

Even if there were several objectives running parallel in this long
Correspondance. not the least Briconnet’s determination to gain the favour
of the French court against the fierce attacks of the Grey Friars at Meaux,
who were accusing the group of spreading Lutheran doctrines in the
diocese*’, the main purpose was, nevertheless, the enlightenment of
Marguerite through a masterly technique of initiation into a most complex
“corpus doctrinae” that was carefully planned to cover several years of
continuous epistolary intercourse between her and Briconnet, with almost
constant explanations “in persona” by either Briconnet himself, or by
Michel d’Arande or even by Lefévre®.
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Already in 1853 Charles Schmidt had clearly shown the mystical
objectives of the school of Meaux in his article “Le Mysticisme Quiétiste
en France au début de la Réformation sous Francois Ier:

Lefevre d’Etaples - Guillaume Briconnet - Marguerite de Navarre -
Gerard Roussel - Michel d’Arande - le curé Coq - 'auteur anonyme d’un
manuscrit inédit du XVle siecle”®. Although rather too general, it shows
the path to be followed in the interpretation of the Correspondance between
Briconnet and Marguerite as a treatise on mystical initiation, following
the footsteps of the Pseudo-Dionysius’s doctrine on spiritual
contemplation. More recent studies have tried to determine the roots of
the Queen’s neo-Platonic ideas ever since: Lefranc wrote his Marguerite
et le Platonisme de la Renaissance, in 1914°°, though the most important
contribution to this theme comes from Glori Cappello® and Christine
Martineau, in particular in a paper she read at the 16th “Colloque
international d’Etudes Humanistes, Platon et Aristotle a la Renaissance”
in July 1973, recently published as “Le Platonisme de Marguerite de
Navarre”. I warmly welcome this article by Martineau, since she contests
Lefranc’s concept of Platonism as applied to Marguerite, proving that
neither was there a direct impact of Plato’s work on the Queen, as in the
case of Dolet or Bonaventure de Periers’, nor can one speak in her case
of “neoplatonisme amoureux”**; Marguerite’s neo-Platonism was clearly
dependent on her early initiation by Briconnet into the spiritual neo-
Platonism that had been present in the mystical schools of Europe ever
since the IIlrd century A.D.: “C’est pourquoi”, concludes Martineau,
“I’étude du néoplatonisme de Marguerite ne peut que passer par I’étude
du néoplatonisme de Briconnet”.

When Marguerite in the 1540s was touched by a neo-Platonic “coup
de foudre”, at the time she started to write most of her mature works, La
Navire, the Chansons spirituelles, the Prisons and the Heptaméron, she
was simply recalling her early reminiscences (in the Platonic sense) of
her early initiation into neo-Platonic themes as presented by Briconnet*.
Glori Cappello offers some of these themes as they can be traced in his
Correspondance with the-Queen; the main ones are:

1 The nature of the essence of God

2 The negative way (via negativa) of knowing the Divine

3 The opposition between the soul and the body

4 Mystic experience as a way of ascension

S The problem of evil

6 Marriage as a symbol of mystic union of the soul with God

7 The knowledge of Christ as the apex of all speculative
understanding.’’



These are the doctrines that will appear in Marguerite’s work, and
these will be analysed step by step in my work; they were presented
systematically by the Bishop, though she was a demanding pupil, often
anticipating themes that were intended to be treated later; in fact the
Bishop’s letters are mostly replies to themes announced by her®. These
tenets have often been taken for Lutheran principles, and not only by the
Sorbonne who confused them for the sake of orthodoxy, but by many
contemporary critics, not well informed in theological niceties as we shall
see in this criticism, who still insist on Marguerite’s dependance on
Lutheran evangelism®.

II1

Marguerite’s decision to be inducted into the evangelical ideas of the
school of Meaux, through an esoteric language, heavily tinged with
hermetism and religious neo-Platonism, coincided with hermaturing years,
a fact that has puzzled many critics; these are more interested in finding
a psychological explanation for her downright determination than in the
way in which it took place. She was approaching her thirties and after a
wanton life, according to some, with tender love affairs with courtiers,
she tried to find refuge in a religious conversion. She had a warm
personality and Clément Marot often celebrated her gift of human
friendship and her generosity:

A qui diray ma doulleur ordinaire,

Synon a toy, Princesse debonnaire,

Qui m’as nourri et souvent secouru

Avant qu’avoir devers toy recouru?

A qui diray le regret qui entame

Mon cueur de fraiz, synon a toy, Madame,
Que j’ay trouvee en ma premiére oppresse
(Par dit et fait) plus mere que maistresser*

Marot insists on her upright personality in a court full of “intrigues
d’amour”. Génin has rightly argued that “la vertu de Marguerite n’en a
souffert aucune atteinte” from the poetic longings of her admirers®, nor
have suspicions of an incestuous relationship with her brother Francois,
for whom she always felt the most tender feelings®?, any foundation®.

It is true that in 1930 Pierre Jourda did once and for all eliminate all
suspicion of extramarital “liaisons sentimentales”®*, insisting on a general
“retour du royaume vers Dieu”, rather than on a personal crisis of conscience

23



in Marguerite’s soul, but the myth seems to persist in milder forms. It must
be emphasized that when the Queen addressed herself to the Bishop of Meaux,
asking for spiritual advice, she did not change externally; she decided to be
initiated into the evangelical principles of Meaux without renouncing the
pleasures of friendship or rejecting the beauties of nature and art, always
welcoming writers like Rabelais, religious reformers like Calvin, neo-Platonic
poets and writers such as Héroet and Charles de Saincte-Marthe. Fortunately
we possess an autobiographical poem, written by Marguerite, the Prisons de
la Reine de Navarre. that witnesses the sort of change that took place in her
inner heart in about 1521, when she made up her mind to follow Briconnet’s
call for evangelical detachment and the enjoyment of the highest perfection.
Marguerite’s Prisons only make sense if they are interpreted not as a rejection
of love and knowledge, but as a longing for a higher form of understanding® .
Let us say once and for all that there is no evidence of a troubled crisis in her
life around 1521, nor can an objective critic speak of conflicting duties in
her mind from 1525 to 1527, as Capiton had presumed, thus creating the
theory of different “crises” in the Marguerite’s conscience®®. I must come
back to this point since such a theory neither explains her unbroken ties
with Meaux throughout her poetry, nor the sort of initiation she went through
from June 1521, when she decided, blind-folded, to accept certain ideas from
the reforming group of Meaux.

There is a common element in all sorts of initiation in spiritual
training which separates the initiate from the non-initiate, not rarely
binding under the promise of secrecy. “Those things”, the Pseudo-
Dionysius writes in his Mystical Theology, “thou must not disclose to
any of the uninitiated, by whom I mean those who cling to the objects of
human thought, and imagine there is no super-essential reality beyond”®’.
Some of the initiated did lead a normal life, unless compelled by a public
vow, as was the case with members of third orders®®. Above all one has to
accept the total surrender of one’s will to God and to one’s Master:

Voiant que au Tout (promised Marguerite) n’estes rien et croiant
vostre rien encloz dedans le Tout, me vueulx soubzmectre a ce
qui sera par vostre rien dict, le tenant de la main du Tout, vous
querant prier pour mon moings que rien, affin que 1’eau puisse
estre convertie en vin et que ’abisme par ’abisme invocque puisse
abismer. (Correspondance, 1. p. 134).

A formal application is normally required from the neophyte, but in
exceptional cases the applicant can be accepted soon after the first contacts
have been made:



Monsieur de Meaulx, je loue de toute ma puissance le seul bien
necessaire, qui, par sa bonté, permect a celle qui se peult dire
moins que rien, tant de race que d’avoir eu, par vostre lettre et
celle de Maistre Michel, occasion de desirer commancer
d’entendre le chemin de salut. (ibid.1, p. 33).%

Briconnet would, then, make a general plan for instruction and begin
by sending some reading matter in the form of mystical treatises that
Marguerite would read with the help of an initiated person. Unfortunately
we do not know what sort of general reading was sent to her, since both
the mystical treatises and Letter 2A were not copied by the amanuensis,
probably because both were sent to Philiberthe de Nemours, who was also
interested in following Marguerite’s commitment to her mystical
initiation. She acknowledged receiving the reading matter: “(...) je vous
prie ne vous ennuyer de continuer. Car j’ay receu tous les traictz [read
“traités] que m’avez envoiéz, desquels ma tante de Nemours a eu sa part
(...)” (ibid. 1, p. 30). Further reading matter was added shortly afterwards:
“Madame (wrote Briconnet), je vous envoie le double d’unes lettres que
escripvoit quelque pere’ a ses filles spirituelles, qui peuvent vous ayder
a parvenir a la fin que dessus”, (ibid. 1, p. 36).

It is very probable that some of the treatises sent to her were the
mystical works of the Pseudo-Dionysius. They were regarded by the group
of Meaux as second to none after the text of the Bible”':

“Monsieur sainct Denis faict ung singulierement beau chappitre,
auquel il monstre aussy clerement que le soleil que mal n’est point et que
mal comme mal ne subsiste point (...)” (ibid. 1, p. 149), which became one
of the basic principles in mystical theology”?. Several critics have already
mentioned Marguerite’s introduction to the spiritual teaching of the Pseudo-
Dionysius, which, according to Heller, “formed an important part of
Marguerite’s instruction from Briconnet””?. Martineau has been more
specific, realizing that her Platonism had passed first through him, but had
its real sources in the teachings of the pseudo-Dionysius’* and of Nicolas
of Cusa as suggested by Cappello”. A close analysis of Marguerite’s difficult
vocabulary, particularly that which she developed in her mature works of
the 1540s such as the Prisons, will confirm that Brigonnet’s mystical ideas
were later to emerge as a reasonable consequence of the fact that she had
been accepted into a school of thought closely linked to a spiritual conception
of God as immanent in the soul while remaining transcendent”.

Another technique closely connected with the reading of mystical
treatises was the allocation of an assistant in the long process of initiation;
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Briconnet kept for himself the major task of instructing her, but at the
same time he adopted the traditional procedure of sending an “expositeur”
of his ideas who would remain close to her in order to explain to her some
of the most difficult points: “Le souldain partement de Maistre Michel (i
.e. from Meaux to the court of Marguerite) excusera le surplus, lequel vous
dira quelques propos auquel vous plaira pourveoir”, (ibid. 1, p.70). Michel
d’Arande soon became the oral commentator, and the real link between
Marguerite’s court and Meaux: Letter 7 written by her acknowledges that
certain difficult ideas have become easier “avec ’aide de I’expositeur (i.e.
Michel d’Arande) que m’avez laissé, dont tant mon ame vous est tenue,
d’estudier vostre lesson (...)” (ibid. 1, p. 37). Michel’s ideas were more radi-
cal than those of Briconnet, who had always preached moderation and who
in the end obeyed the orders of the Sorbonne. Marguerite confessed in
February 1522 that Michel had returned from Meaux rather softened: “J’ay
trouve Maistre Michel amendé et adoulcy. Et ce que je ne scay ne puis.
Jespere que celluy le fera que je desire commancer a desirer”,(ibid. 1, p.
164)”7 Michel d’Arande, Briconnet’s “expositeur” at Marguerite’s side,
remained with her even after the dissolution of the Meaux group and shared
with her in their bitter fight against the Sorbonne in 1533 as it will be
explained in our special chapter on the fortunes of her Miroir, a work aimed
at spreading the ideas of the school of Meaux, that had been interpreted by
the Sorbonne as a pro-Lutheran treatise.

At least between 1521 and 1524 Briconnet was the unquestionable
Master of Marguerite. Even if, as Febvre has quite rightly suggested, there
was an interaction in the initiation process between her and the Bishop,
which he calls “ce grand duo mystique”, since certain themes are repeated
by each other, in an echo-like kind of game that makes it difficult to
determine who is the leader and who is the follower’®, the process always
results in Marguerite learning a new lesson. A good example of this
complex technique can be found in Letter 53 written by Marguerite,
reminding him that he had promised her a treatise on the mystical meaning
of the “trois baisiers™: “(...) de vous prier que par escript veuillez refreschir
la debile memoire des trois baisiers, bien que trop indigne est d’en oyr
parler vostre inutile mere”, (ibid. 2, p. 53). Had Briconnet been the first
to suggest the theme by word of mouth, or had it been Marguerite herself?
The Bishop of Meaux waited nevertheless for a while and on 21 July 1523,
he wrote: “... en la contemplation des trois myrouers divins [i.e. the three
persons of the Trinity] qui sont sans confusion...”, confessing that this
doctrine was too difficult to be explained by letter, (ibid. 2, p. 139).

The whole Correspondance is full of references to a double initiation,
oral-written, and the echoing of each other’s ideas. Marguerite would




begin: “Ainsi que la brebis en pais estrange errant, ignorant sa pasture par
mescognoissance des nouveaulx pasteurs (...)” (ibid. 1, p. 37); the theme
is immediately accepted by Briconnet in a long letter-treatise: “Madame,
la fecundité de voz lettres est sy grande que par une ne pourrois, ne par
plusieurs, venans de mon ignorance, y satisfaire (...) Il est plusieurs sortes
de brebis errantes”, (ibid. 1, p. 41).

The word “fecundité” was not chosen at random by Briconnet; it is
in fact the key to one of the most puzzling mystic riddles of the whole
Correspondance; Marguerite’s longing for Briconnet’s letters made her
announce many of the themes the Bishop was about to develop in long
letter-treatises, but it is true that Briconnet’s voice always prevails and he
must be considered the real source of the ideas in the Correspondance. It
was therefore quite natural that she accepted the role of a pupil and of a
daughter as the letters began to cross between the French court and Meaux.
Letter 3, written by Marguerite ends: “La toute vostre fille, Marguerite”,
(ibid. 1, p. 30). This theme is immediately rebuked by Briconnet: “De
Dieu seul estes fille et espouze” (ibid. 1, p. 32). She seems first to accept
his rebuke, though soon she comes back to “(...”) vostre bonne fille” (ibid.
1, p. 49); then Briconnet’s letters take a strange Platonic turn, since the
Bishop reverses the theme of filiation, considering Marguerite’s soul as
the fertile ground for his ideas, and the starting point, as it were, for his
own mystical ascent. Letter 18, written by him on 22 December 1521, in
response to Marguerite’s previous “vos tre pauvre fille” says: “Et de ce,
Madame, non contente par le porteur (i.e. Michel d’Arande), accusez ma
negligence que par voz excuses stimulez maternellement”, (ibid. 1, p.
77), thus resuming the theme he had announced in Letter 9, written on
24 October 1521: “Madame, la fecundité de voz lettres est sy grande que
par une ne pourrois (...) y satisfaire”, (ibid. 1, p. 41). This mystical theme
has many variants. It can appear as “viscerallement”:

Parquoy, Madame, je supplie au seul innominable et de tous noms
nominable que en sa mort mourant soiez en son corps tellement
inserée que Peffect soit correspondant a vostre non et indissoluble
union avec vostre triumphant chief, pour, avec luy resuscitée,
I’aymer viscerallement de tout vostre coeur, pour estre a jamais
marguerite luisante au firmament d’eternité... (ibid. 1, p. 213)”

Briconnet recognizes Marguerite’s spiritual fertility, following, no
doubt, the myth of the pearl produced inside the shell, perfect in its
roundness. His adoption of the Marguerite-Mother must therefore be
connected with the mystical hermetic symbolism of the Marguerite-Perle
that will appear in several passages of her poetic works®. When one is
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dealing with the type of initiation I am studying, the fertility in the mind
of the pupil can suggest themes in the mind of the Master: “Mais desirant
comme filz subvenir 4 ma pauvre mendiante et bonne mere, (il) ne m’sest
rien, soubz la protection du bon Seigneur qui a commandé honorer pere
et mere, diffile, qui me donnera a congnoistre vous pouvoir servir et estre
necessaire”, (ibid, 2, p. 13)%'.

Herminjard suggested that Marguerite’s “haute naissance” authorized
the title of Marguerite-Mother given her by Briconnet, a title that she
readily acknowledged in January 1524 as “vostre vieille mere”®?. It can
more easily be explained, as Cappello writes, as a “préciosité” not
uncommon among medieval mystics®®. During the year 1524, when she
was fully instructed by Brigconnet, she constantly calls herself “vostre
inutile mere, Marguerite”, (ibid. 2, p. 108).

If I have followed the development of the “fille-pere” and the “mere-
filz”® step by step, it has been in order to show how the Correspondance
was all the time enriching itself by adopting an echo-like technique, both
from Briconnet and from Marguerite. Similar expressions were interwoven
in the same way: she would call herself the “pauvre aveugle” (ibid. 1, p.
37), “foible” (ibid. 1, p. 63), “indiscrete” (ibid.1, p. 64), “doublement
malade” (ibid. 1, p. 71), to use but a few mystic symbols, chosen by both
as a means to lead her through all the difficult and sinuous themes that
had been traditionally used by the old masters; the Bishop of Meaux was
one of the last links between medieval spirituality and the new spirit that
was about to begin both from Luther’s Reformation and from Ignatius of
Loyola’s counter-Reformation; Marguerite was not different as can clearly
be seen through certain concepts that form the core of her poetic topics
as we are going to see in Chapter 6.

IV

The school of Meaux and more specifically its Bishop and moderator
Brigonnet, had bitterly criticized all the ecclesiastical abuses and the
monastic laxity of late medieval times; however they never went so far as
their counterpart, Martin Luther and the northern reformers, who broke
drastically with their past. Briconnet believed at heart in moderation:
“(...) que Martin Luther, qui en renverse tout I’ordre hierarchique (he
wrote in the Synodal Decree of 15 October 1523) bouleverse et detruit
I’etat qui contient tous les autres dans le devoir (...)”*. Above all he never
broke like Luther with the mystical tradition of the medieval Church for
the sake of the evangelical truth: “(...) et [Luther] méprise tous ceux des
anciens qu’il trouve contraires a ses témérités.”?°,



There is no wonder that in opposition to Luther’s extreme evangelism,
the Bishop had adopted from the very beginning a method of instruction
for Marguerite that had been followed by the traditional mystic masters
ever since religious Platonism had irrupted into the early Church. He would
frequently adopt neo-Platonic concept of mystical Ascension as a means of
arriving at the Summit of evangelical simplicity?’. From the first letter of
the Correspondance until the last, he is aiming at introducing her to the
traditional teaching of the mystics on the internal purification of man.
The soul must, little by little, arrive at higher spheres above the world of
the senses: “I’ame est sourde, aveugle, sans goust et odorement, aussy
paraliticque”, but until it reaches God it will have to pass through painful
stages: “et, par ce, morte par I’absence de son necessaire, qui n’est que ung
seul object, vie, sentiment, odeur, goust, veue et oye.” (ibid., 2, p. 36).

Marguerite was little by little introduced through this purification
of the five senses into a more complex concept of perfect union with the
Divine. This process is called “chemin”, “sentier” and “voie”, (ibid., 1,
pp. 134-135), and describes the painful ascent the soul must take to climb
a high mountain, as it were. There are various stages in this rising, and a
careful analysis of Briconnet’s letters shows a calculated presentation of
its material under four main headings that will be allotted to the different
periods she was meant to go through. Though the beginning of the
Correspondance proves that she was more discerning than a mere neophyte,
she had to accept a thorough process of initiation into the stages of
climbing:

Ist Stage:  Marguerite had to be inducted into the internal
purification of the world of the senses

IInd Stage: Her soul could then proceed into a second process
of illumination of the mind

IIIrd Stage: A step further meant that the soul had to let itself
be taken by the Spirit to be able to understand higher
meanings in the reading of the Scripture

IVth Stage: The soul would finally arrive at the summit by reaching
the perfect union with the Divine. This could only be
reached totally at the moment of death, which was
interpreted by Briconnet as the encounter with truth

These four stages are not clearly distinguished in the Correspondance,
most probably because Marguerite was already acquainted with mystical
reading, as her first letter to Briconnet shows; besides, she often tried to
advance ideas, and more often than not she would announce the themes
to be developed in Briconnet’s long letter-treatises, as we have already
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mentioned. He, on the other hand, was trying all the time to control the
material and to present it organically, by first announcing the theme;
only then he would proceed to its full treatment.

A good example of this technique can be seen in the manner in which
the Bishop introduced Marguerite to the loftier or spiritual meaning of the
Bible. By 1522 she was ready to begin her third stage of training, and he
suggested the reading of certain difficult passages of the Scriptures: “... digerez
tous les passaiges moult haultz et sublimes contenans nostre redemption.”
(ibid., 1, p. 202). Then he waited until 1523 to begin the real instructions:

Croiez, Madame, que I’Escripture Saincte est aultre marchandise
que plusieurs ne cuydent. Ce que I’on y voist et congnoist est le
moings de ce qui y est, et jusques a present n’en a esté trouvé, ne
sera le fonds de Iintelligence. Car toute ’Escripture Saincte est
ou spirituelle seulement, sans intelligence litterale, ou litterale
sans la spirituelle (et bien peu), ou litterale et spirituelle ensem-
ble, (ibid., 2, p. 13).

It took, nevertheless, two long years to complete her training in the
understanding of all the complexities of mystical hermeneutics, as we
will see in Chapter 5, devoted to Briconnet’s mystical interpretation of
the Bible and “la Ravie de Dieu, Bergere” in Marguerite’s play, the
Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan. Briconnet had even suggested the
help of Lefévre, a scholar and an expert in the interpretation of the Bible:
“...envoiez la au Fabre qui se tient en vostre edict hermitaige.”, (Corr., 2,
p. 14), since the initiation into the mystical understanding of the Bible
was considered to be the most difficult task, as Briconnet explains in
April 1524, showing how the disciples of Jesus could not understand the
secret meanings of His words at the time of His ascension: “Je ne suis
esbahy si les disciples ne povoient entendre ’absence de leur Bon Pasteur
estre necessaire (...) le paovre orphelin charnel ne peult entendre ce
propos...” (ibid.,2,pp.154-155).

By July of that year, 1524, Marguerite felt confident to ask Briconnet
for a letter-treatise on the secret meaning of the Hebrew letter of the
alphabet Mem?®, a symbol of the spiritual meaning of the Scripture: “...me
faire capable et donner le temps d’oyr la parolle que I’Escripture faict
desirer. Et je vous prie m’envoier la lettre mem escripte en hebrieu, ouverte
et cloze, en grosse forme...” (ibid., 2, p. 229). The fact that the Hebrew
letter is written in this way is interpreted by Marguerite cabbalistically as
having an obvious (open) and a secret meaning (closed). Briconnet,
however, waited until September of that year to explain to her that the




thirteenth letter of the Hebrew alphabet, Mem, stood for “Messiet” (ibid.,
2, p. 213). Letter 120 is a long treatise on passages of the Bible that are
interpreted cabbalistically, since numbers in the Old Testament are read
as referring to the year of the birth of Christ, (ibid., 2, pp. 277-278). No
doubt the Bishop wanted to present a meaningful world of spiritual
symbolism beyond the historical facts of the Scriptures, but it would be
difficult to know if Marguerite could follow his explanations at that time.

What is clear is that Briconnet introduced Marguerite to all this esoteric
knowledge following a detailed plan of instruction. By the end of 1521, as
Letters 18 to 21 witness, (ibid., 1, pp. 76-128), she was initiated into the
first two stages, through the mystical symbols of “water” and “fire”, which
will be studied in detail in Chapter 5 on the Prisons. By February, 1522,
Marguerite was thought ready for the explanations of the higher meaning
of the symbol of “manne” that represent, according to Briconnet, (Corr., 1,
pp. 138-153), a further step in a mystic understanding. The instruction on
biblical hermeneutics was, however, delayed for a while as we have shown
above, and the treatises on perfect union with the Divine, symbolized by
human marriage, reached Marguerite in July 1524, (ibid., 2, pp. 196-198)%.

The summit, nevertheless, of his instruction through mystical
symbolism was reserved for the end, and the letter MEM may hold the
clue to many difficult passages that can be encountered in the hermetic
works of Marguerite. It may be a monogram of the Marguerite-Mere as
well as a metaphor for esoteric knowledge of the Bible. Briconnet himself
suggests a connection between the Marguerite’s name and the spiritual
meaning of the Scripture: “Lintelligence spirituelle est la marguerite
caschée, laquelle (...) ne se communicque a chascun et n’en congnoissent
la valeur et excellence”, (ibid., 2, p. 13). Marguerite will become fascinated
by the M sound in its alliterations in “amour” and “mort” both in her
Dialogue and in her Miroir®. The Hebrew letter of the Correspondance
“MEM?” is not only the quintessence of Briconnet’s mystic teaching, but
may be the secret monogram of Marguerite’s hermetic symbolism. What
else could it mean but the adoption by the pupil however reluctantly at
first, of the title of mother of Briconnet, the mother-of-perle that contained
the secret meaning of the precious marguerite as is explained by Matthew
7,6: “Do not cast thy pearls before swine”??!. It appears that Marguerite’s
most polemic work which begins with an M, the Miroir, a poem closely
connected with the hermetic meaning of the symbol of the marguerite-
perle®?, also shares the emblem of the Hebrew letter “MEM?”, in as much
as the perfect “mirouer” is that which reflects the image-meaning most
clearly. I would go so far as to suggest that even the title of Marguerite’s
hermetic play, the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, contains the

31



32

monogram Mem in the name of the place: Mont-de-Marsan; the location
may have reminded the Queen both of her own monogram and of the
main theme of many of Briconnet’s latest letters. As I will argue later,
this play has never been thoroughly understood by the critics. The Comédie
contains Briconnet’s hermetic principles embodied in four characters,
and its composition seems to have been dictated by Marguerite’s meditation
on the text of Briconnet’s Correspondance, reflecting the complex
technique of her mystic initiation between 1521 and 1524.

It must be emphasized that both Marguerite and Briconnet speak to
us, modern readers, in nonsensical riddles, whose secret meanings must
be deciphered if we wish to offer a fair criticism. Briconnet, however, has
been more unfairly criticized than Marguerite. His letters were described
by FE Génin in 1841 as “I’oeuvre d’un fou”®, and this partial view colours
many statements about the Bishop of Meaux. Only recently has his
personality found more sympathetic expositors, particularly Martineau
and Veissiére. Heller had rightly noticed not only that his letters were
“cumbersome”, but that Marguerite shares with him the prolixity of
language that was typical of the early Renaissance writers; their style was
saturated with metaphors, allegories and strange paradoxes, a vogue that
should not be condemned outright, but rather analysed systematically®*.

It nevertheless remains a mystery why Briconnet, who was able to
write straightforward letters to the people and clergy of his diocese, as
Heller remarks®, and Marguerite who made sense in all her other letters®,
should have contrived such a hymn of folly. Neither the Bishop seems to
polish his letters to her, nor does she take much trouble in presenting her
literary works as a finished piece of writing. Arthur Tilley already noted
in writing on the Heptaméron that Marguerite is conspicuously wanting
in the artistic sense of proportion, the firm concentration and the dramatic
power necessary for a narrator of short stories®”. Perhaps, as Heller obser-
ves, those stylistic contrivances were deliberate: “Those critics who have
found Briconnet’s style so reprehensible, have really missed the point,
for Brigonnet, in accord with Pseudo-Dionysius, was deliberately using
nonsense and gibberish as a means of religious expression.”®.

No doubt our concept of a polished piece of literature differs
considerably from the opinions of the contemporaries of Brigonnet and
Marguerite. She was quite differently seen by Clément Marot who openly
praised her:

Par devers qui prendront mes vers leur course
Synon vers toy, d’eloquence la source,




Qui les entens sans les falloir gloser
Et qui en scais de meilleurs composer?*’

The modern reader would be less ready to disregard the contrivances
of her style than some of her contemporaries. Marot, for instance, seems
to have identified her personal charm with her style for personal reasons
since she was his patroness. In fact Marguerite had chosen neither Plato
nor any of the classic writers as her models, as did some other sixteenth
century writers; she often lacks the directness of Luther, Erasmus and
Leféevre and follows the style of Briconnet, an admirer of the
“Rhétoriqueurs” and of hermetic riddles, who thrived on the Dionysian
texts. Capiton clearly saw the path she had chosen, and tried to divert her
from her model, when he warned her in his “Dédicace” to Marguerite of
his Commentarius in Hoseam Prophetam: “Vous avez également éprouvé
combien cette philosophie de haute volée” (i .e. the ideas contained in
Briconnet’s letters)!® “apporte avec elle de fatigue et combien elle pro-
cure peu de satisfaction”, (Herminjard, 2, p. 122). Capiton’s utterance is
not a statement but a warning; he clearly saw how committed Marguerite
was to the ideas of Briconnet and tried to stop her already in 1528 when
he wrote his “Dédicace” to her, in an attempt to gain her to the Lutheran
cause. An analysis of her work, however, will reveal that all the works of
Marguerite mirror and expound the ideas of the Bishop; his long letter-
treatises are the source of all her works, from the early Dialogue to her
more mature works, the Miroir, the Comédie des Innocents, the Triumphe
de I’Agneau. the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan and her poetic
masterpiece the Prisons. Even such works that may appear as Platonic
interpretations of the nature of human love as the Heptaméron'®', must
be read as influenced by Briconnet’s views on the human comedy. If her
conception of man as a vessel in her Navire has Platonic overtones, was it
not Briconnet who wrote to her: “Les deux navires sont ’ame et le corps,
uniz par grandeur et charité; les compaignons sont les sens de I’esperit et
du corps, par lesquelz excersent respectivement leurs operacions,
predominant ’ame, et seulle gectant le retz et, apres la prinse, appelant le
navire corporel...” (Correspondance, 2, p. 45).

My aim is to disentangle Marguerite’s cryptic net of hermetic ideas
and symbols, which abound both in Briconnet’s letters to her and in her
mystic works, familiarizing the modern reader with

certain themes that make their works so difficult to us. No doubt
their Correspondance was viewed by both Marguerite and Briconnet as a
genre for publication, if the Sorbonne had not intervened against the cause
of Meaux in 1525. If Marguerite’s contemporaries had been able to enjoy
her writings:
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Suffise vous, 0 lecteurs, de scavoir
Que c’est la fleur du monde, Marguerite.
(Oraison funebre, p. 131)

there is no reason why modern readers should be too reluctant in
accepting all her contrivances, her inventiveness, paradoxical thinking,
cryptic meanings, mystic riddles, hermetic symbols, forming one of the
most striking productions of the early French Renaissance. An analysis
of four of her works, followed by a more general study of her poetical
symbols, will no doubt help to interpret such a complex net of ideas that
show both the end of medieval preoccupations and the birth of new
concerns and interests that are much nearer to the generation that arose
after Marguerite’s time.

I must not therefore separate this problem of style from our central
point of the Queen’s commitment to the mystical ideas of the school of
Meaux. Every chapter will show that there is a connection between
spiritual thinking and stylistic devices, but Chapter 6 will demonstrate
that there is a link between the initiation she underwent between 1521
and 1524 under the direction of Briconnet, and her constant hermetic
use of symbols and paradoxes. Her mystic ideas were expounded, not as
spiritual treatises, but as literary works, and it will be through the analysis
of her poems and plays that I hope to organize a “corpus doctrinae” that
may place Marguerite among the mystic writers of her generation.



CHAPTER TWO
The Dialogue en forme de vision nocturne as
an illustration of “Thy will be done”

The first major poetic work that we possess by Marguerite is her Dialo-
gue en forme de vision nocturne. It may not appear to be a particularly
beautiful poem since she seems to be more concerned with rendering her
ideas clearly, as well as with portraying her state of mind after a series of
family tragedies, than with the actual presentation of her poetic feelings'®?:
its style does not lack some charm occasionally when she lets herself be carried
away by certain themes through a series of word images that render her state
of bewilderment at that time'*. Technically, however, the poem must be
considered as an innovation in introducing the terza rima into French!'™.

Still under the strong influence of Briconnet’s teaching, she tried what
one could call the first mystic attempt of a proficient pupil, almost ready to
liberate herself. Pierre Jourda had already suggested in 1927 that there were
more than slight indications that the real source of the Dialogue was one of
Briconnet’s letters to the Queen shortly after the death at Blois of the French
princess Charlotte!®. More recently, Christine Martineau and Christian
Grouzelle have pursued this idea, proving that most of the ideas of the
Dialogue come from one of the letters by Briconnet:

Marguerite a composé son Dialogue sous 'impression de la lettre
de Briconnet du 15 septembre 1524, qui s’en révele étre la source
directe. Sur cette premiere affirmation il est inutile de nous
attarder: parmi les notes mises a ’édition celles qui signalent les
recoupements entre les deux montrent avec evidence que les
principaux themes et développements de 1”épitre du prélat sont
passés dans le poeme de la Duchesse d’Alencon.!%

Marguerite had written to the Bishop of Meaux telling him how the
young princess had appeared and talked to King Francois in a dream shortly
after her death: “Adieu mon Roy, je voy en paradis...” (Correspondance, 2,
p. 272). Briconnet’s answer was obviously a letter of sympathy with
practical advice on how a Christian should face the problem of death!?”.
Shortly afterwards Marguerite mentions in a letter dated October 1524
that she has already the draft of a text she would like Briconnet to read
and approve: “Et si Dieu veult que quelque chose commencée soit finée,
bien que mal et mauvais langaige, vous en auriez le pouvoir de correction,
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ou vous voirrez le debat que me faictes avant I’avoir veu estre, non si bien
mais suivant vostre propos, comme si en pareil temps I’Esperit avoit aux

deux parlé...” (ibid., 2, p. 292)

Did, therefore, Marguerite write the Dialogue, as Jourda had first
suggested, to influence the King in favour of the group of Meaux?'®® Or
was it intended, as this letter implies, as a mystic exercise to put into
poetry Briconnet’s writing? I would be inclined to believe that through
this work Marguerite was proving to Briconnet that she was a proficient
pupil and she no longer needed her “day-to-day” exchange of letters with
him. Critics have often misread both Marguerite’s first submission to the
prelate in 1521 and her apparently sudden breaking off of their
Correspondance shortly after the Dialogue was begun. It was quite nor-
mal to withdraw the “surrender of one’s mind to a master” after a time of
probation, as can still be seen in religious orders, where a novice is required
to spend some time, which varies from one to three years as a rule, in
almost total submission. Briconnet in fact used the metaphor of Weaning
in one of his letters, no doubt implying that learning and growing up
were the aims of his instruction (ibid., 2, p. 175). Was Marguerite by
September 1524 proving that she had learnt her lesson of initiation? Her
Dialogue at least shows that she wanted Briconnet to know how ready she
felt to express her feelings of grief in a far more independent way than
their Correspondance.

An analysis of the Dialogue proves that there are several levels at
which Marguerite speaks; she not only regrets Charlotte’s death in
September 1524 or expresses her ideas on death and life, but she is carried
away into long discussions and digressions all the time. However, if one
would defend the unity of the poem, one must put it in some sort of order.
It seems to me that the poem is not a confused series of themes piled up
in 1,293 lines, but an attempt to organise the writer’s thoughts around a
central point. I would suggest a threefold level of ideas, realising both
that all such divisions can only be artificial and that Marguerite is not
very logical or orderly in the presentation of her material, though she is
careful enough to begin and end with the same motive on “death and life”
(Dialogue, vv. 1-2 and 1279-1291).

The poem naturally begins with Marguerite’s deep grief after the death
of her beloved niece. It is Charlotte who begins to assume a dominant
role in it almost from the start of the Dialogue, viz. that of Master, by
adopting a sort of teaching very much like that of Briconnet in the
Correspondance!®. She clearly states the “evangelical credo” that was
spreading through the influence of the Meaux group, particularly through




Lefevre d’Etaples and Briconnet, who were opposed to superstitious
practices and preached the purity of the gospel''®. What escapes a few
critics when reading this poem of Marguerite’s is the realisation that it
was written shortly after Erasmus had finished his Discourse on Free
Will against Luther in 1524, and that the Dialogue had to receive the
approval of Briconnet, who had also condemned Luther the previous year
on 15 October 15232, Charlotte (i.e. Briconnet) advises Marguerite
neither to side with Erasmus, whose letters were ignored by the Queen in
1525 and 1527, nor to come out in defence of Luther’s proclamation of
the supremacy of faith over the human condition, and to keep a cool
detachment in controversial matters.

It is only too obvious to insist on the polemic nature of the Dialo-
gue, which reveals the nature of the problems of its time, particularly the
venomous arguments on faith and free will. Marguerite wishes to know
which opinion to follow; first on free will:

Las! Madame, donnez moy congnoissance:

Ne m’a pas Dieu donné ung Franc Arbitre

Pour en avoir entiére jouyssance?
(Dialogue, vv. 493-495)!13

and secondly on works:

Nous n’avons donques besoing de faire bien,
Ne bon oeuvre, puis que ’estimez,
Mais nous fier que nous aurons le sien.

(vv. 1000-1002)

In both cases it is Marguerite, not Charlotte, who presents the
problem, while the latter tries to pursue the argument, now expressing
one point of view, now the other, occasionally adopting strong pro-
Lutheran overtones: Charlotte speaks of the “enslaved will”, a particularly
favourite theme of the reformer:

Qui de péché est prins et entaché

Serf de péché sans liberté devient,

Et dans la peau d’ung vieil homme caché.
(vv. 511-514)

Thirdly the validity of prayers to the saints is argued, which had been
belittled by Luther (vv. 571-573), and finally of predestination (vv. 448-
450), but Marguerite avoids siding with the reformer, as she will give a
different solution to all these problems.
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II

There is a clear danger of falling into a trap when reading all these
and similar passages of the Dialogue, particularly certain sections dedicated
to the discussions on free will (ibid., vv. 433-469) and on grace and human
works (ibid., vv. 580-652). The fact that Charlotte exposes these ideas does
not automatically imply that she accepts them, at least not in the Lutheran
context. R. Marichal, to mention but one critic, for instance, seems to
overlook the complexity of the problem when he writes:

C’est le Christ qui mérite pour nous; les “oeuvres” n’y peuvent
rien ajouter. La Princesse Charlotte ne veut méme pas leur
accorder cette valeur de préparation a ’action de la grace que
leur attribue Lefevre. Comme pour Luther, pour elle, elles ne
sont que la conséquence de ’amour, le signe de 'union a Dieu,
la démonstration de la foi. Et Charlotte de précher avec insistance
sur ce theme pour dissiper les erreurs de sa tante.''

Contrary to what Luther taught, and following the footsteps of Lefevre
and Briconnet, Charlotte is not interested in knowing anything, since the
whole discord between Erasmus and Luther was, according to her, a trivial
discussion. The anti-speculative character of the Dialogue has been too often
disregarded; as can be seen, Charlotte evidently dislikes the whole affair:

Ne vous mettez, Tante , en tel esmoy,
Car le scavoir de riens ne vous proffitte,
Riens ne povez sans Dieu: dire le doib;

Mais si en luy vous estes bien conficte,

Vous trouverez la Franche Liberté

Que avoit Péché en Adam desconfite.
(vv. 913-918)

She clearly warns Marguerite that she must forget the whole thing,
adopting an attitude rather common among mystics like Thomas a Kempis
or St. Teresa of Avila'’®; she must leave the discussion to the doctors and
scholars, who think they know everything:

Je vous prie que ces fascheux debatz

D’Arbitre Franc et Liberté laissez,

Aux grandz docteurs qui I’ayantz ne ’ont pas.
(vv. 961-963)



Real faith exceeds all reasoning, and where there is Faith there is no
need for discussion (vv. 631-633). The supremacy of Faith over reason is
stressed by the use of a capital “F”:

Regnant la Fovy, raison sera destruicte
Pour commencer ’ame a édifier.!'®
(vv. 269-270)

Briconnet must have felt very pleased when reading these last verses,
since the Queen had proved to be an excellent pupil who had absorbed
his entire evangelical teaching, remaining faithful to the Meaux credo.
In the Dialogue, for instance, saints are venerated as God’s mirrors, an
idea not very helpful to the Lutheran cause:

Louez en eulx dieu, qui est leur estampe,

Forge, patron, exemple et limage,

Marteau et feu, pollissouer et trempe.
(vv. 427-429)

To Marguerite’s question whether prayer to the saints was of any use
(vv. 736-738). Charlotte answers by accepting the evangelical teaching of
the group of Meaux on prayer to God’s faithful servants:

Je respondray donc a vostre demande.

Si vous aymez bien vostre createur,

Vous aimez tous ceulx qui sont de sa bende.!"’
(vv. 739-741)

She avoids the Lutheran opposition between grace and free will by
accepting that man is really free when God’s grace accompanies his acts:

Si ’'on pense que sur ce corps de terre
Sans la grace de Dieu I’on ayt puissance,
Clest follie, et qui le croit il erre.

(vv. 490-492)

identifying, according to the spiritual teaching of the mystics, the
antithesis “freedom versus works” with the dichotomy “soul versus body”
that runs parallel to the irreconcilable “in Christ” and “with Adam”. I
cannot see the Lutheran connotations that some critics claim to trace in
the Dialogue. “If man chooses to follow Adam and his works then he
cannot be really free” is Charlotte’s motto. Luther’s doctrine is far more
intellectual and far more drastic: man cannot be said to be really free
since all his free actions are dictated by God’s grace!'®.
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Charlotte, instead, concentrates upon a more positive teaching on
Christocentric themes. The idea of Christ, the advocate between man and
God, appears at the centre of the Dialogue:

Sainct Paul au vray en a le tout escript, [I John 2,1]
En appellant Jesus, par motz expres,
Nostre advocat (...)

(vv. 361-363)

The same idea is expressed through a series of images that recur
throughout the poem and give it perhaps its peculiar poetical charm. The
image of the “tree” appears very often and is perhaps the real solution to
the polemical side of the Dialogue: Christ is the “tree” [John 15] we are its
“branches”; since we must be grafted onto Him to have life, we can only be
free in Him. We are corrupted in Adam (vv. 667-669), but as long as we live
in Christ, our works must be said to be good since we are His branches:

Ayant la Foy qui excede raison.

En Jesuchrist vous croyant sa parolle,

Branche serez de luy toute saison.!'
(vv. 631-633)

Christ is for Charlotte the one who solves the problem of the
opposition between reason (man’s) and grace (God’s) since, being the God-
man, He can unite the two opposing principles.

III

It must be stressed that these two central ideas, i.e. that knowledge
helps little to an understanding of the problem of the will against grace,
and that the only solution is that we are grafted onto Christ and so we are
free, are the two themes that appear in the letter that Briconnet wrote to
Marguerite on 15 september 1524. The Bishop contributes with the themes
that were to be expanded in the Dialogue: “...si bienheureux (...) est qui
par unyon celere et prompte est par grace preservé et n’est jamais descheu
de P’arbre de vie par presomptueux desir de trop scavoir et ne s’est caché
par sa nudité...” (Correspondance, 2, p. 269).

What really matters when reading th is poem is the realisation that
the teaching of the school of Meaux recurs all the time in contrast to the
polemical attitude of Marguerite’s contemporaries. The prelate had been
instructing her for three years, initiating her into a cryptic language. There



are ways of sharing the divine knowledge, Briconnet would insist: “plus
on en gouste, [plus] la fain croist en desir assouvi insaciable. Ledict metz
purge, illumine et parfaict creature, par foy inserée en filiacion divine”
(ibid., 2, p. 92).1%0

The same is expressed by Charlotte, using the traditional tripartite
division of the mystic writers:

Mais la bonté de Dieu, qui taus prévient,
Luy présente Griace Préveniente,
Voire a ’heure que de luy ne souvient.

Puis luy donne la Gréace Illuminante,
Qui commence faire ung peu la Foy luire.
Apres y met Grice Perficiente (...)

(vv. 514-519)

Mystic teaching has always maintained with St. Paul that love is higher
than faith and hope (1 Corinthians 13,13). Marguerite’s hymn to love in
her Dialogue has not been stressed sufficiently by her critics; in my opinion
it appears in the poem as an illustration of her tenets on the thorny problem
of faith and free will. The “lover”, by identifying his will with that of the
beloved, can liberate himself of sin in this way; Charlotte uses a series of
images such as Fire and Sun to explain the purifying effects of love:

Amour est feu, qui la piquante ortye
Noircist, seiche, eschauffe et enflamme,
Tant qu’en cendre ’ayt toute convertie.

Amour est plus qu’'ung clair soleil sans blasme,
Qui prend plaisir passer le clair voirre,
Et en jouyr sans qu’il rompe ou entame.

Amour est ung sy trés puissant tonnoire,
Qu’il brusle tout la ou il tumbe ou rue,
Laissant soubdain I’homme vif cendre ou terre.

Amour est dieu seant sur ciel et nue,

Estant pour tout selon son ban plaisir,

Devant lequel n’y a chose incongnue.!?!
(vv. 277-288)
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It is not by chance that Marguerite plays with the letter “M”, as in this
tercet of the Dialogue, where even the most difficult Christian commandment
to love one’s enemies becomes easier through Love (Luke 6,27):

Mais quant le cueur en vray amour est myz,

Il ayme fort par amour amoureuse

Non seulement amyz, mais ennemyz.'?
(vv. 754-756)

A similar alliteration occurs a few lines later, illustrating another
passage of the Gospel; this time she plays with the letter “V”, defining
Christ (God) as the Way, the Truth and the Life'?:

I est vie, et verité et voye;
Par luy qui est Voye, nous fault passer,
Et Verité a Vie nous convoye.

(vv. 805-807)

These lines evoke in the reader another parallel passage from the
Queen’s Miroir de I’dme pecheresse, in which she also plays with the two
soft consonants “V” and “M”, introducing this time, in this double
alliteration, the word “mort” to the other key concepts “vie” and “amour”.
Marguerite plays with the “V” and “M” alliterations and with the
antithetical themes Life-Death:

Amour, amour, vous avez faict ’accord,
Faisant unir a la vie la mort;

Mais 1’union a mort vivifiee,

Vie mourant d’amour deifiee,

Vie sans fin a faict riostre mort vive.

Mort a donné a vie mort neifve.

Par ceste mort, moy morte, recoy vie;

Et au vivant, par la mort, je suis ravye.

En vous je vys; quant a moy, je suis morte.
Mort ne m’est plus que d’une prison porte.

Vye m’est mort, car par mort suis vivante.

Vie me rend triste, et mort me contente.

O quel mourir! qui faict mon ame vivre,

En la rendant par mort, de mort delivre.

Unie a vous par amour si puissante,

Que sans mourir elle meurt languissante.
(Miroir, vv. 881-896)!%



Love and life are for Marguerite one and the same thing. Was she not
thinking of the word “mort” when first alliterating with the word “amour”
in the Dialogue? The text of the Miroir seems to confirm it, and the
opposition between “vie” and “mort” appears in the poem as the central
points she wanted to illustrate; Charlotte had died and the Duchess was
full of grief at her loss. Charlotte feels that she has to give an answer to
her cry:

Respondez moy, o doulce Ame vivante,
Qui par la mort qui les fols espovente
Avez este d’ung petit corps delivre, (...)

(Dialogue, vv. 1-3)

he young princess urges her aunt not to take this attitude: “Tante,
tante, de cela vous fault taire” (v. 115), explaining that life is not life but
death, and that death is the only door to true life, in a passage that
emphasises the heaviness of the body as against the lightness of the soul.
These antitheses will later be developed in the Prisons. In the Dialogue
they occupy a prominent place and serve to alleviate Marguerite’s sorrows:
Death-Life appears as Heaviness-Lightness:

Je vous prometz, ma tante, sans mentir,
Que quant le corps, par douleur affoibly,
S’appesantist jusques a terre sentir,

Et Pesperit, par amour annobly,

Tire tout droict au ciel par tel desir,

Que 1'dame met tout son corps en oubly.
(vv. 208-213)

Man’s soul is imprisoned in the body by Adam’s fault (vv. 508-510),
but can be liberated by God’s grace from his chains (vv. 544-546). Mystic
writers are often obsessed with their feelings of Lightness and Heaviness!?*.
Briconnet, for instance, compares this experience to the unweighty Per-

fume, which has no “gravesse et pesanteur quelconcque” (Correspondance,
2, p. 89).

It would be impossible to understand the Dialogue as a united work
if we do not explain all its debates on freedom and grace through its main
themes, the triumph over death and the feeling of liberation; these are
explained through a series of images that justify the poem as a poetical
work. Charlotte uses the image of being alight like a candle to teach
Marguerite that the joy of light is intensified by death:
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Ma lumicre elle n’a point deffaicte,

Mais seulement a mouché la chandelle

Dont la clarté trop plus grand est refaicte.
(vv. 163-165)

She also emphasises the feeling of being delivered from earthly
existence through a series of images, such as being rescued from choking,
from drowning and hanging (vv. 226-228). The feeling of being uprooted
and given shape like timber is particularly interesting in Charlotte’s
teaching. God gives a divine resemblance to man (a Platonic concept)
when his earthly sap has dried up:

Avant que soit ung gros arbre escarté,
De la terre 11 le fault arracher,
Et le tirer hors du desert esgaré,

Et puis apres le fault tout esbrancher
Et charpenter, tant qu’il plaist au grand maistre,
A qui le bois sur bois a cousté cher.

(vv. 244-249)

IV

If I have followed, intentionally, the inverse order in the analysis of
the themes of the Dialogue, it is not a rhetorical device, but because I
believe that the grief of Marguerite in this poem could not be explained
without a thorough discussion of the whole poem. Her feeling of
“entrusting her life to God’s hands” runs parallel to that of “let God take
over my life if I want to live”. This does not occur in just a few passages,
as P. Jourda seems to imply, but throughout the whole Dialogue, which is
totally permeated by this mystic passiveness or Quietism: Charlotte speaks
of the will of God taking over:!?

Oh! que grand bien pour vous, Tante, sera
Si le vouloir de dieu vous laissez faire
Sans résister, ainsy qu’il pensera!

(vv. 583-585)

A similar expression appears later in the poem, again put in
Charlotte’s mouth:
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(...). 1l fault premierement
Adorer dieu en pure et vive Foy,

Se confiant en luy entiérement;

LCaymer du cueur, sans nulle fiction:

Jentends Tout Seul et souverainement.
(vv. 731-735)

I have taken the trouble to note the expression used by Marguerite,
as voiced by Charlotte in this Dialogue with her aunt, to indicate that
only acceptance of God’s will, with Quietist connotations of “passivity”,
can restore peace to the Queen’s mind. This is indicated by the varying
meaning of words such as “cesser”, “se fier”, “laisser”, “se confier”, “sans
resister”, although they do not in every case have Quietist connotations;
they sometimes imply orders not from God but from Charlotte herself: in
v. 88, for instance, Charlotte tells Marguerite not to cry any longer, using

one of these expressions:

Cesser le pleur de desolation

Qui procede de la chair et du sang,

Ou trop avez myz vostre affection.
(vv. 88-90)

meaning, “accept my death”. The reason for this acceptance is that it
was desired by God as Charlotte will teach when resuming the same theme
towards the end of the Dialogue (v.1238). Marguerite must no longer
discuss what man wills but what God wishes; she must simply accept His
will without further discussion, as we have already seen in lines 961 and
962 on free will. Her exhortation is emphasized by her insistence on the
verb “laisser” shortly afterwards:

Laissez voller oyseaux et courir bestes,

Laissez parler ceulx qui se cuydent saiges,

Laissez rompre aux obstinez leurs testes.
(vv. 970-973)

The verb “se laisser” played an important role in the religious
discussions in the sixteenth century. Some years after Marguerite’s Dia-
logue, Montaigne also used a similar expression at the end of his celebrated
“Apologie de Raymond Sebond”, an essay often accused of Fideism: “...se
laissant hausser et soubslever par les moyens purement celestes”'?’. One
can argue that Montaigne and Marguerite were very different personalities.
Nevertheless, both adopt a similar position against the power of reason to
bring certainty in life. Charlotte speaks:
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Lhors est raison sur les sens souveraine;

Mais toutesfois il ne s’y fault fier,

Car contre Foy deviendroit trop haultaine.
(vv. 265-267)

One could almost say that this is a synthesis of the Quietist position:
do not trust reason, still less your senses. Charlotte defines living faith as
“se fier en Dieu” (vv. 184-185). For once Marguerite herself speaks about
“se fier”, but her position was too close to Luther’s ideas (vv. 1000-1002),
and Charlotte had to intervene:

Vos motz ne sont pas saigement liméz.
Impossible est vous garder de bien faire,
Si vostre dieu parfaictement aymez.

(vv. 1003-1005)

Marguerite clearly adopts the Socratic procedure by question and
answer in the Dialogue, expressing not so much her own beliefs as eliciting
the correct replies from her young niece Charlotte!?®. The starting point
for the poem may have been Francois Ier’s dream and conversation with
the young princess. From this Marguerite builds up a whole dialogue in
which fundamental points are discussed, such as:

1) Man cannot have first-hand experience of God while still alive,
(vv. 127-134)

2) Death is the door to this knowledge (vv. 241- 273)

3) Love is the nearest gift to this knowledge (vv. 274-288)

4) Christ’s role is to link man to the Divine (vv. 307- 336)

S) Passive attittude towards the complex discussions on theological
themes (vv. 496-997)

6) Liberation from earthly pain and death (vv. 1-126)

The poem leads her to the Platonic realisation that death is the door
to total bliss, which cannot easily be accepted without the gift of faith.

Marguerite feels mystically transformed in the last line of the Dialo-
gue, seeing her niece going up to Heaven (vv. 1289-1293)!?°. Indeed,
Charlotte has left her in a sort of ecstatic state of mind, which, to my mind,
reflects the general mood of the Dialogue. The poem ends in a kind of
mystic rapture similar to that felt by the disciples at the moment of Christ’s
ascension into Heaven (Acts 1), (vv. 1279-1293). Its purpose is to illustrate
Briconnet’s teaching: be absorbed by the will of God in the same way as
Charlotte is in Heaven. No critic has yet remarked that this poem, the first



poetic work by Marguerite, may be considered as a mystic illustration of
the teaching of the will of God in the New Testament. After a careful reading
we can see that it is possible to reconstruct many of the basic themes of the
Lord’s Prayer. It insists on the uselessness of the mechanical repetition of
prayers (Matthew, Introduction to the prayer, 6,2):

Vous avez beau dire le Paternostre,

Oyr vespres. matines et prou messes.

Peu de bien est ce que dehors se monstre.
(vv. 571-573)

Marguerite’s evangelical commitment to purify religion from spurious
practices prompts her to use the neologism “paternostrer”, which echoes
Rabelais’s bitter criticism on hypocritical observances (Gargantua, 17),
(Matthew 6, 7):

(...)
Incessament. Non pas que a genoulx
Paternostrant en 1'église soyez.

(vv. 871-872)

The themes of the Lord’s Prayer appear scattered throughout the whole
poem: God’s fatherhood (Matthew 6,9) is at the very core of the Dialogue
(vv. 127-129); prayer must be unselfish since God’s goodness must be
praised for its own sake (Matthew 6,9), (vv. 779-780); God’s will must
prevail over man’s capricious desires (Matthew 6,10), (vv. 583-585)!%°. The
Divine Goodness must be praised both in Heaven and on earth (Matthew
6, 10), (vv. 856-858). God helps us to free ourselves from our sins (Matthew
reads: “Forgive us our sins”, 6,12) (vv. 475-476 and 478-480) and finally
his love and forgiveness encourage us to pardon each other’s faults
(Matthew 6,12), (vv. 754-756)13!,

Charlotte would, finally, like Marguerite freed from danger of sin
(Matthew 6, 13) as she herself is now, while enjoying the presence of God:

Delivrée suis de la tentation

De tout danger de mon dieu offenser

Par dict, par faict, ne par intention.
(vv. 139-141)

In fact a whole section of the Dialogue (vv. 538-889) looks like a

treatise on prayer, or, if we prefer to see in this poem a loose paraphrase of
the Lord’s Prayer, it can be presented as an illustration of one of its many
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themes, “thy will be done”. Mystics are very fond of all its topics!*:
Gregory of Nyssa, for instance, wrote a mystic treatise explaining the
“Paternoster”'®*. Meister Eckhart also commented on it, verse by verse!3,
and Luther followed a long tradition of commentators of the Lord’s Prayer
with a mystic exposition in 1518'*°, while still under the strong influence
of the Theologie Deutsch, a famous mystic text, which he edited in 1516'3¢,

We now know, thanks to W.G. Moore, that Marguerite used this
commentary of the Lord’s Prayer by Luther in a mystic poem that was
published by E. Parturier as “Le Pater Noster faict en translation directe
et le dialogue par la Reine de Navarre”!®” fact a transposition into verse
of the young reformer’s commentary, which she wrote about the same
time as the Dialogue or shortly afterwards!*. Since Marguerite knew no
German, we must presume that she depended on a translation, the work
probably of a defender of reforming ideas in France, even if Luther’s
exposition of the Lord’s Prayer is entirely traditional.

If it is true that the internal structure of the Dialogue does not follow
the thematic structure of the Lord’s Prayer, which is divided into perso-
nal requests to God, it must not be overlooked that between 1524 and
1527 Marguerite’s mind was preoccupied by its teaching, as can be seen
in a letter to Briconnet in which she asked for a spiritual explanation of
the Biblical passage of the Pater Noster. Letter 103 of the Correspondance
reads: “Et si ’Esprit, congnoissant en vous, a parfaict I’oraison donnée
du Pere par le Filz [i.e. the Lord’s Prayer], sans oublier I’espitre de sainct
Denis, dont Madame a desir, je vous en demanderay voluntiers, sans crainte
de reffus, le double...” (Correspondance, 2, p. 162)

We do not know what happened to Briconnet’s letter-treatise
mentioned here by Marguerite. He was not always quick in complying
with her wishes, and if it was ever written, it was not collected by the
amanuensis in the manuscript of the Correspondance, abruptly interrupted
in November of that year. The spirit of the Lord’s Prayer is, nevertheless,
present in both Briconnet’s letter written to the Duchess shortly after the
Death of young Princess Charlotte and in Marguerite’s Dialogue; both
must be interpreted as an outlet to their personal grief as well as a mystic
illustration of one of the Pater Noster’s main requests: “Thy will be done
on earth” rather than ours.




CHAPTER THREE
Le Miroir de I’ame pécheresse:
Mystic Enigma as against Earthly Vision

The coolness that accompanied the publication of Marguerite’s Dialo-
gue en forme de vision nocturne and the secret popularity of her Miroir
de ’dme pécheresse still remain a mystery. Finished about 1530,'% the
Miroir first appeared in 1531 and was available to the public in 1533 in at
least four editions that we know of, the very year when it had to be rescued
from the scrutiny of the Sorbonne by the dramatic intervention of
Marguerite’s brother, King Francis himself.

The early editions had been published by Simon Dubois and Antoine
Augereau, who were both engaged in the publication of Lutheran literature,
and who were anxious to find controversial subjects for their clients.!*
It still remains obscure to what extent Marguerite agreed to and approved
of the editor’s obvious use of the Miroir for propaganda purposes, since
the Paris edition appeared with a French translation of Sebaldus Heyden’s
debatable “Salve Jesuchriste”, a prayer in which all the titles traditionally
attributed to Our Lady in the “Salve Regina” are attributed to Christ. M.
Holban, for instance, implies that this biased presentation prevents us
from seeing the real nature of her poem and has caused a general
misrepresentation of the key ideas in this controversial work:

“Si ’'on a pu se tromper sur la portée de cette oeuvre [she writes], la
faute en est a I’édition parisienne du Miroir qui, au lieu de reproduire le
titre exact tel qu’il parut en 1531, en composa un autre, peut-étre méme
sans I’aveu de la reine. Car cette réédition du Miroir avait pour but de
couvrir de I’autorité de la soeur du roi le contenu assez agressif du petit
opuscule faisant suite.”!!

Most of the unanswered questions about the Miroir’s connections
with the Lutheran cause in France are due to the difficulty in determining
the authorship of the “Je te salue, Jesuchrist” that appeared in some
editions. Did Marguerite add a French translation of her own of Sebaldus
Heyden’s “Salue Jesuchriste” or was her Miroir a good opportunity for
smuggling somebody else’s ideas into an otherwise orthodox book?
According to an authority as reliable as W.G. Moore, the style of the “Sal-
ve Jesuchriste” translation: “Je te salue Jesuchrist”, could be attributed
to Marguerite.'*? L. Febvre has retraced the story of the translation of the
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“Salve Regina” as published by Moore in 1930.'%* Febvre speaks of a
certain cleric, Dumoulin, who in 1526 translated Sebaldus Heyden’s Latin
transposition “Salve Jesuchriste, rex misericordiae” (1525) into French.
In my opinion the “Je te salue Jesuchrist, roy de misericorde” that
appeared in the Augereau edition of the Miroir in 1533 was written by
someone else, and not by the Queen of Navarre. Although Moore
emphasises the differences in the two texts, it could be as easy to stress
the similarities, not only with the Latin text from which both depend,
but between the two French versions. On top of this the prayer that follows
the poem that appeared in the Miroir, has a clearly liturgical shape, ending
with the customary doxology, which is quite different from the free Pauline
Doxology at the end of the Miroir, vv. 1431-1435, or the simple one at the
end of the Oraison: “Louange a Dieu seul” (v. 155).

It will be difficult to establish how much part the Queen had in the
insertion of the “Je te salue Jesuchrist”. The work betrays the hand of a
cleric and it appears unlikely that she would have been interested in the
translation of formal liturgical texts. Weiss comments otherwise: “bien fai-
te pour exasperer les clericaux”.!* It would be more relevant to remark
that there is a passage in a letter of Briconnet that is closely related to the
spirit of the Je te salue Jesuchrist, but notice the use of non-liturgical
doxologies, in the manner of St Paul en et par Jesus: “Loué soit le superceleste
Pere de misericorde et seigneur de toute consolacion, qui en et par son
debonnaire filz a voullu engloutir et absorber toute tribulation (...)”
(Correspondance, 2, pp. 33-34).The parallel between this text and the “Sal-
ve regina” is obvious. Perhaps the Queen approved the addition of the Je te
salue Jesuchrist to the Miroir, since it resembled certain less radical ideas
that were taught at Meaux, as this letter of Briconnet clearly shows.

It is due to these historical controversies that a cloudy veil has been
thrown over the real nature af Marguerite’s Miroir. Admittedly some of
its passages speak of “Jesus ’advocat” and reject any other connection
between man and God:

Et puis, je voy n’avoir accusateur

Que Jesuchrist, qui est man redempteur,

Qui par sa mort no us a restitué

Lheritage, et s’est constitué

Nostre advocat, devant Dieu presentant

Ses merites, qui sont et vallent tant ( ... )
(Miroir, vv. 1147-1152)

Christ is often presented as the only saviour, and as our defender
before God:



O Jesuchrist, des ames vray pescheur
Et seul sauveur, amy sur tous amys,
Mon advocat icy vous estes mys,
Parlant pour moy, me daignant excuser,
Ou me povez justement accuser.

(ibid., vv. 1164-1168)

This may have given Antoine Augereau, one of the publishers of the
Miroir, a good pretext for inserting, first the translation of the ”Salve
Jesuchriste” and then a translation into French of the “VI Pseaume de
David” by Clement Marot from the original Hebrew in an edition that
has the name neither of the publisher nor of the author.!* The overzealous
Faculty of the Sorbonne thought it had all gone too far, and the text of the
Miroir was seized for examination. The unfortunate Augereau had to go
through a far more complicated trial since he was burnt at the stake in
the next year, on 24 December 1534.14

What elements of Lutheran propaganda did the Sorbonne find in the
Miroir? Fortunately for posterity a copy of the “Proces verbaux” of the
Faculty between the years 1505 and 1533 survives in the Bibliotheque
Nationale in Paris.!¥” Through this document we realise that, although
the Sorbonne formally states that it had neither condemned nor examined
Marguerite’s Miroir,'® this could only be because their Syndicus, Noel
Béda, had already been exiled from Paris shortly before for his overt
opposition to the preaching of Gerard Roussel, Marguerite’s almoner, and
they wished to avoid a second scandal.'* We may be able to throw some
light on the way the Faculty of the Sorbonne scrutinized the Miroir, by
looking at the way its Doctors dealt with cases like G. Roussel’s Lenten
preaching at the royal court in 1533. We know that on 26 April of that
year they held a meeting on: “quid agendum esset contra errores qui
dicuntur hac quadragesima in pluribus cathedris hujus civitatis Parisiensis
publice predicari, et de certis scedulis passim super indulgentiarum
publicatione que dicuntur communi omnium consensu scandalose.(...)
quod scilicet videntur omnino tenere aut saltem fovere doctrinam
lutheranam.”"™® Witnesses were sent to collect evidence, particularly
against Roussel within three days: “(...) et interim colligerent omnes
articulos erroneos quos audire potuerunt predicatos fuisse per predictum
Roussel et quod presentarentur intra triduum sibi aut consilio.”"® On
15 May 1533 the two witnesses appeared before the Faculty; one, called
Boisel, refused to give evidence except “coram judicibus”; the other, called
Sallignac, answered “audacter” that he had heard nothing unorthodox on
controversial doctrines such as “de meritis”, “de veneratione sanctorum”,
“de fide”, “de Ecclesia et ejus potestate”.!*?
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The case did not end here. We know from a letter by Calvin that a
comedy was performed at the College of Navarre, in which both Roussel
and Marguerite had been satirized: Marguerite had been portrayed as being
turned into a Fury at the vision of the Megaera (M.G. i.e. Maitre Gerard).!*
Calvin then records a second personal attack against the Queen when a
certain theologian, Nicholas Leclerc, who had been delegated by the
Sorbonne to draw a list of books from the Paris bookshops, had seized,
among others, Rabelais’s Pantagruel and a book that had been published
without the approval of the Faculty called Le Miroir de ’ame pécheresse.
On 23 October, King Francis I had to write a paternal letter to the
Sorbonne, and on the 27th of that month the whole Faculty signed a
document stating that no one had condemned nor seen the Miroir.">*

History however speaks otherwise: as far back as 2 May 1515, the
Sorbonne had already recommended to Francois Ier a “Miroir”, Speculum
oculare, written by Jean Reuchlin, for condemnation by the Pope, on
account of criticisms which it levelled against the Faculty of the
Sorbonne.' There were obvious reasons why the Miroir by Marguerite
had been selected for examination: first of all the poem appeared without
the approval of the Faculty and it contained certain references to
controversial subjects such as the role of faith in the justification of the
sinner;® it also emphasised the indifference of human “oeuvres”, and
what is more serious, a Hebrew text rather than the sacrosanct Latin
Vulgate text had been chosen for the translation of a psalm of David by
Marot, which was added to the Miroir by the editors. The Faculty’s policy
on the translations of the Bible!”” since 1523 was to consider them as
“pernicieuses ( ... ) et par conséquent qu’elles ne devaient pas étre permises
ni tolérées, mais eliminées de ’Eglise par les prélats de toute maniére”!*
as A. Clerval noted. Charles Duplessis d’Argentré, in his Collectio
juditiorum of the Sorbonne, summarizes still more precisely the policy
of the Faculty as regards the use of the Bible from sources other than the
Vulgate: “(...) ne bibliam juxta graecum sermonem et hebraicum
interpretarentur sine permissu et auctoritate universi studii Parisiensis.
Cui postulatione Catholicus Procurator Regis annuit. Praeterea Theologi
Parisienses Senatum rogarunt, ut iisdem novis Professari bus Regii Collegii
interdiceretur, ne in suis interpretationibus biblice pro lege enuntiarent:
“ita fertur in Hebraicis litteris”, sive “Graecis”. Perinde quasi hujusmodi
interpretatio Vulgatae editioni Latinae, quam a tot abhinc saeculis Lati-
na Ecclesia retinet, anteponenda sit”."”® In the light of this historical
background one wonders whether Marguerite’s edition of the Miroir would
have escaped the scrutiny of the Sorbonne uncensored without the perso-
nal intervention of her brother.




Nevertheless, in spite of the Faculty’s possible secret intentions about
the future of the Miroir as a pro-Lutheran book, the question of its
orthodoxy still remains open. Is the Miroir a Lutheran work because it
proclaims the universality of sin, or because it preaches that the
justification of the sinner can only be attained by pure faith? Briconnet,
a clear case of an anti-Lutheran thinker, had also taught these doctrines
as we can read in one of his letters to Marguerite,'® and yet the Sorbonne
praised his utter Catholic orthodoxy.'! A. Lefranc’s influence has been
too strong on most critics, who have tried to see solely Lutheran traces in
the Miroir and the Discord. In fact they show incompetence in their
exposition of the sources of ideas such as the “role of faith in the
justification of man”, since these concepts are quite orthodox in
themselves.!'®> She underlines the main effects of faith on the believer,
such as his return to the state of innocence that man lost through Adam’s
sin, and his acceptance by the three persons of the Trinity:

LChomme est par foy faict filz du createur;
LChomme est par foy juste, sainct, bienfacteur;
LChomme est par foy remiz en innocence;
LChomme est par foy roy en Christ regnateur;
Par foy avons I’esperit consolateur,

Uniz au pere et au mediateur;

Par foy j’ay Christ et tout en affluence.

(Discord, vv. 71-77)

In fact she is just reflecting on the main themes of the Pauline letter
to the Romans; in her introduction to the Miroir she stresses the
importance of faith in the initial justification of a sinner:

Quel est le coeur d’un homme, quant a soy,

Avant qu’il ait receu le don de foy,

Par lequel seul 'homme a la congnoissance

De la Bonte, Sapience et Puissance.
(Introduction, vv. 9-12)

But Marguerite’s position on man’s predestination and her strong
feelings against predestinate condemnation to hell has not been sufficiently
stressed by the critics; for her, man deserves his own salvation (“merite”)
and is not gratuitously reprobated by God:

Car si ’homme, par contemplation,
Amour, vertu, bonté, perfection,
Tient de ’ange et a la fin herite
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Au ciel, le lieu de semblable merite,

Le vicieux en enfer est puny

Avec celluy a qui il s’est uny.

Puis qu’a Satan du tout s’est comparé,

I tient le lieu qui luy est preparé.
(Miroir, vv. 1207-1214)

In the eyes of the Sorbonne, Marguerite was a pupil of the Meaux
group, and therefore suspiciously connected with some of the reforming
ideas. Lefevre in particular may have appeared to some of the Faculty as
pro-Lutheran in his theological expositions, but there is a vital point
which separates him from Luther, and in this context Marguerite sides
with Lefévre against Luther: this is the importance of retaining, beyond
all theological controversies, the unity of the Church. Luther was ready
to sacrifice it for the sake of truth; Marguerite prefers Lefevre’s “undivided
Christ” in her poem but she seems to imply that, unless a reform took
place within the Church, the breach was unavoidable. The Sorbonne no
doubt scrutinized every single line of this passage as it discloses the views
of the Meaux group with regard to this thorny problem:

O vray juge, Salomon veritable,

Ouy avez le proces lamentable

Et ordonné, contenant les parties,

Que mon enfant fust mys en deux parties.
La traistresse sy est bien accordee;

Mais quant me suys de mon filz recordee,
Plus tost en veulx souffrir privation

Que de son corps la separation;

Car vraye amour bien parfaicte et ardente
De la moitié jamais ne se containte.

Bien meilleur m’est que je meure devant
Que de souffrir Jesuchrist divisé.
(vv. 445-461)

The Queen is not here interpreting the passage of the Old Testament
on Solomon’s judgement ethically as a fair verdict (1 Kings 3, 16-28)!¢3
but mystically: for her it symbolized the indivisibility of the Church; we
will see in Chapter 4 how unpopular were to Luther these allegorical
readings of the Scripture.!®



II

For most critics the historical need to investigate all the possible
implications following the Miroir’s involvement with a Lutheran trial at
the Sorbonne has prevented them from tracing the actual origin of this
book. F. Genin, for instance, finds the poem “excessivement ennuyeux”,
with too many implicit references to the Bible. As regards its general plan
he sees “quelque chose d’analogue, quant au plan, aux Maximes des
Saints” by the Archbishop of Cambrai'®®, without specifying in what way
they are alike. J.B. Collins had more accurately noted the similarities
between Marguerite’s Miroir and a series of “Specula”, both in their ori-
ginal Latin and in French translations. These had been extremely popu-
lar throughout Europe in the late fifteenth and the early sixteenth
centuries, particularly the Speculum peccatoris, traditionally attributed
to Saint Augustin; this Mirror together with the Speculum amatorum
mundi as well as the Speculum conversionis, were written by Dionysius
de Rickel, whose works had been collected and published about the time
of the preparation of Marguerite’s Miroir. Though published in 1534,
Rickel’s works must have taken a considerable time to collect.!®® Collins
suggests that Marguerite’s Miroir was seen by the English court as one of
a long series of spiritual treatises suitable for the nobility though supe-
rior to the customary ones. It was not a coincidence that the poem was
translated into English in 1548 by a member of the royal family, Princess
Elizabeth, daughter of Henri VIII. This version had made its appearance
in English mystical literature after another Miroir, similar in style and
matter, translated into English by Margaret of Richmond, mother of Henry
VII'7; this was printed by Winkin de Word in 1522, and bore the title
Mirouer of Golde to the sinfull soule, from a French translation of Jacobus
de Gruitroede’s classic late medieval mystical treatise!'®®.

No doubt a critic of Marguerite’s work cannot ignore what I would
call the “Speculum literature”, in seeking to discover certain aspects that
link her Miroir to the different forms under which the numerous “Specula”
appeared. They were written for a specialized audience, which was invited
to look at themselves through the books in order to examine their inmost
being and change it accordingly.

J. de la Haye, for instance, a valet de chambre of Marguerite invites
the reader in the 1547 edition of the Miroir to do just this:

C’est le Miroir ou il fault regarder
Qui bien voudra du monde se garder;
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C’est le Miroir auquel qui bien se mire
De tout malheur et vice se retire,
Propre et requis pour bien se cointoyer,
Et pour esprit de taches nettoyer.'®’

When studying Marguerite’s Miroir not enough attention has been
paid to these various “Mirouers” or “Specula”; although the Queen of
Navarre intended to remain independent of them, as far as we know, and
her poem is far superior in the presentation of the traditional themes,
nevertheless she borrowed many of their ideas; one can say that it is difficult
to arrive at a full understanding of her poem without briefly analysing
some of those “Mirouers” that appeared not long before or about the same
period as Marguerite’s Miroir.

The two most noticeable characteristics of many of the “Mirouers”
are the so called appeal to one’s internal change through the realization
of the vanity of the world. In 1480 Jean Bouyer published at Poitiers a
typical example of this “Speculum vanitatis” genre, through which he
attempts to convince his audience of the ephemeral nature of human
existence!'’’: “Quoniam, patres carissimi, in via hujus saeculi fugientes
sumus, dies nostri sicut umbra praetereunt; necesse est igitur corde
sollicito memorari saepius et nostra fragilitas et nostra mortalis infirmitas
(...) ecce feliciter poterim evadere periculum, si diligenter studeam sequi
divinum consilium, quod est mortis periculum, salutis anti datum ,
peccatoris per icul um”'”'. The writer plays with the obvious meaning of
the word “speculum”, that was to be adopted by Marguerite some decades
later: “Legat igitur lectionem istam insipiens ille qui hujus-modi est, et
speculetur in hoc speculo imaginem suam”!”2.

Bouyer’s work influenced many writers, since his Speculum had
wrongly been attributed to Saint Augustine, whose authority was widely
accepted by many mystic writers particularly in the West; perhaps
Marguerite had also access to this master of the “vanitas-conversio” genre
(see Plate 1), whose work was known throughout the whole of Europe.
Jacobus de Guitroede’s Speculum was published in Paris in 1500 by
Antoine Caillout!”®; it was aimed at educating people both in the
monasteries and in the courts of Europe, and in 1522 it was translated for
the English court by the Countess of Richmond with the same idea in
mind as that with which a few years later Marguerite de Navarre’s Miroir
was to be translated by another member of the royal family for the use of
the English court, as previously mentioned.

A third major mystic of the “Speculum vanitatis et conversionis’s”
genre, whose work influenced considerably the mystic teaching of the



late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries was Dionysius Carthusianus,
alias Dionysius de Lewis de Rickel, who tried to appeal to his readers by
presenting traditional mystic ideas as found in the teachings of writers
like Saint Bernard: “De ista materia (i.e. man must follow God’s ways)
pulchra tractat in quodam sermone B. Bernardus”.!”

Plate 1.

Print of a “Speculum Vanitatis” from a woodcarving by Daniel
Hopfer (c.1470-1536). The devil and death are seen by the young
lady reflected on the mirror. Note also the sandclock to remind her
of the passing of time. G.F. Hartlaub, Zauber des Spiegels, Munich,
1951 (Plate 162). Plate 163 s also a “speculum vanitatis”, but
rather coarse, as the young lady sees the devil’s private parts.

Lewis de Rickel’s “Specula conversionis” are covered with references
to biblical texts and with quotations from the early writers of the Church,
particularly from Saint Jerome, Saint Augustin and Saint Gregory; Greek
and Latin philosophers are also quoted occasionally. His works are
intended at diverting the soul from false ways into the path that mirrors
the christian faith: “Hoc est sane quod dicit Gregorius: contemne divitias,
et locuples eris: contemne honores, et eris gloriosus, despice temporal
em quietem et habebis aeternam”.'”

Marguerite insists on the need of a personal conversion since the
soul has left (“laisser”) the right path instead of abandoning itself (“se
laisser”) into the hands of God, as Charlotte had advised in the Dialo-
gue.'” In a litany-like series of lines that follow the para-liturgical litanies
of the Church for the dying called “Litaniae mortuorum” she warns of
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the mirages that divert the soul from the right path. A kind of optical
illusion is created by the rhetorical repetition of the phrase: “laissé vous
ay” that may appear boring to the modern reader. These prayers were not
technically liturgical, since they do not follow set patterns nor end in a
doxology, but they were quite common in the devotional prayers of the
Church until very recently:'”’

Laissé vous ay, oublyé et fouy.

Laissé vous ay, pour suyvir mon plaisir.

Laissé vous ay, pour ung maulvais choisir.

Laissé vous ay, source de tout mon bien.

Laissé vous ay en rampant le lien

De vray amour et loyaulté promise.
(Miroir, vv. 642-647)

She also adopted the traditional medieval outlook, warning her readers
of the dangers of the three enemies of man: the devil, the world and the flesh:

C’est ’ennemy et le monde et la chair,
Qui sur la croix vous ont couste si cher( ... )
(vv. 659-660)

The late medieval “Miroir” or “Speculum” is often aimed at court
ladies; they were a good audience for this kind of literature, though in
some cases, where it was written by men, it took a strong anti-feminine
attitude. This kind of Miroir genre is presented in two main forms, the
“Mirouer des Dames et Demoiselles” and the “Miroir de Marie”.

In the introduction to the Miroir, for example, as part of les
Marguerites de la Marguerite des Princesses, J. de la Haye remarks:

C’est le Miroir ou Princesses et Dames

Doyvent mirer et les corps et les ames,

Comme tu fais, dont ce grant bien t’advient,

Que ton haultz loz tousjours plus cler devient.!”®

Marguerite’s Miroir was clearly linked with the late medieval
“Mirours des Dames”, which was very popular at the end of the fifteenth
century. G.A. Brunelli edited one of its many exponents, Jean Castel’s
Miroir, in 1958; it is divided in three parts and it maintains that a book is
like a mirror, but people, particularly ladies, refuse to look at themselves
in it.'”” Castel uses almost the same words as Jean de la Haye, who, as we
know, introduced the late editions of Marguerite’s Miroir:



Mirez vous cy, Dames et damoiselles
Mirez vous cy et regardéz ma face:
Helas! pensez, se vous estes bien belles.
Comment la Mort toute beauté efface.!®

The traditional “Speculum Mariae” presents Our Lady as the perfect
woman, applying the interpretation of the spotless Bride in the Song of
Songs directly to her. Marguerite’s Miroir follows this presentation of
Mary as the perfect Lady; as in the popular piety, particularly in the fifteen
mysteries of the rosary, the poem describes her as the perfect image of
Christ. Some of its texts, however, present Mary in a rather negative way,
distorting rather than mirroring Christ, as when her faith is put to trial
when the young Jesus got lost in the temple of Jerusalem (Luke 2, 41-51).
Luther had emphasised this negative side of mariology and I feel that this
may well be the reason why Augereau had inserted the anti-Marian text
“Je te salue Jesuschrist” into the same volume as the Miroir, as we
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. Nevertheless the Miroir, unlike
the Lutheran literature, stresses most of the traditional teachings about
Mary."®" A whole section of Marguerite’s poem, vv. 277-318, is in fact a
“Speculum Mariae” in the traditional sense:

Mere et vierge estes parfaictement
Avant, apres, et en Penfantement ( ... )
(vv. 285-286)

Certain incidents in the life of Christ, such as the loss of the young
Jesus in the temple of Jerusalem, events that are linked in Christian piety
to the fifteen mysteries of the Marian beads which are common in the
“Speculum Mariae” literature, inspired Marguerite’s Miroir too. It is
surprising to find many similarities between the poem of Marguerite and
a Speculum Sanctae Mariae Virginis printed by Gunther Zainer in
Augsburg in 1471.'% Books like this were not uncommon and Marguerite
must have had access to a “Speculum Mariae” like the one written by G.
Zainer, since both insist on very similar points: Zainer’s Speculum is a
combination of “Mirouers”, like that of Marguerite, it stresses the
“tristitiae” (sorrows) and the “gaudia” (joys) of Mary throughout her
lifetime and ends with a mystic interpretation of the “Song of Songs” as
referring to her.

Marguerite also speaks of the “tristitiae” and “gaudia” when the child
Jesus is lost and found, but in her case she assumes the role of Mary:

O doulx Jesus, vous ay je retrouvé
Apres avoir par ennuy esprouve
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Si vous aymoie? moy qui vous ay perdu
A moy mesmes vous vous estes rendu.
(vv. 469-472)

Nevertheless what makes one suspect that Marguerite had access to a
“Speculum Mariae” similar to that printed by Zainer, is Marguerite’s
objection in her Miroir as regards the attribution to Mary of the spiritual
meaning of the Song of Songs as we shall see.!®3 Zainer’s text reads:

In pulcritudine delectatus Spiritus Sanctus ait in Canticis: Ecce tu
pulchra es arnica mea. Ecce tu pulchra; oculi tui columbarum. Non
mediocris pulchritudinis esse confirmatur que geminata voce
predicatur.'®

But Marguerite refuses to restrict this sensus spiritualis to Mary, and
applies it mystically to the “amye navrée d’amour”:

Vous I’avez dit en lieu bien autentique

Par Salomon en vostre doulx cantique,

Disant: Ma soeur tu as navré mon cueur,

Tu as navré mon cueur par la doulceur

D’ung de tes yeulx, et d’'ung de tes cheveulx.
(vv. 327-331)

Marguerite seems to limit Mary’s role to that of “mother of faith”.
Her faith is nevertheless tinged with certain evangelical texts that some
reformers used to emphasize, explaining that her faith was weakened when
the boy Jesus was lost in the temple (vv. 469-472, quoted above), and at
the beginning of Jesus’s public ministry, (Matthew 12, 46-50):

Mais la raison a ma doubte bien mistes,
Quant en preschant, estendant vos bras, distes:
Ceulx qui feront le vouloir de mon pere

Mes freres sont, et ma soeur, et ma mere.
(vv. 265-268)

The story of the young Jesus lost in the temple in the Miroir refers to
Christ’s rebuke of Mary as an anti-climax of the traditional overpraising
“Specula Mariae” tradition. Although here Marguerite applies the words
not to Mary but to the soul motivated by faith, a more careful reading will
show that she is alluding to Elizabeth’s praise of Mary at the time of her
visitation (Luke I, 46-55). See also a clear allusion to the “Magnificat” or
song of Mary at the time of her Visitation to Elizabeth in the Miroir:



Elle paovre , ignorante, impotente
Se sent en vous riche, sage, et puissante (...)
(vv. 179-180)

Mary’s antithetical parallelism, “paovre-riche” that is so characteristic
of her “Magnificat” appears here in the Miroir as a “Speculum Mariae”.
In the Prisons Marguerite wrote something like an apology of Mary’s song
by identifying her humility with Marguerite’s mystic teaching of the
“Rien” that is in search of its “Tout™:

Plus qu’autre femme en son cueur elle avoit

Ce Rien, lequel gardoit et conservoit

En s’unissant a luy de son bon gré (...)
(Prisons, fol. 346 ro, p. 292)

We shall try to explain all the mystic implications of this “Rien-
Tout” antithetical relationships in our Chapter 5 on the Prisons, Section
V. Mary’s motherhood was not overpraised by Marguerite as it was by the
traditional writers, a position not uncommon among mystics; they rather
prefer to stress the fatherhood of God, but she cannot be said to be
unorthodox in the Miroir for this reason when she writes:

Je croy doncques (...)
Que par amour je vous ay engendré;
Dont sans crainte nom de mere prendray.

Mere de Dieu, doulce vierge Marie,

Ne soyez pas de ce tiltre marrie.

Nul larroncin ne fais, ny sacrilege,

Riens ne pretendz sur vostre privilege,

Car vous seule avez sur toute femme

Receu de luy I’honneur si grand, ma dame,

Que nul esperit de soy ne poeut comprender (sic)

Comme en vous a voulu nostre chair prendre.
(vv. 269-285)

Here Marguerite uses an anti-speculum technique when she ignores
the often exaggerated cult of the Madonna that was based on Mary’s physical
qualities such as her beauty, physical attractiveness and graceful character.
The Queen does not underrate the importance of Mary’s motherhood,
but in her poem only the spiritual aspects mirror God’s fatherhood. The
Miroir’s emphasis on Mary’s choice by God as mother of Christ is based
not on her merits but on her trust in God (Luke 1,45); the role of faith
plays an important part in the mystic treatises or “Specula Fidei” of that
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time; Marguerite claims that anyone can equal Mary’s privilege at the
level of Faith:

(...)
Car vous estes sa mere corporelle.
Et sa mere par foy spirituelle;
Mais en suivant vostre foy humblement
Mere je suis spirituellement.
(vv. 315-318)

The “Specula” were not written either as manuals of theology or as
devotional books for personal prayer. They may contain brief references
to the Christian dogma or certain supplications, but they rather emulate
the rhetorical devices of preachers. They use various techniques to warn
their readers of the dangers of careless living.!® The Queen of Navarre,
under the influence of the Meaux group, was aware of the importance of
the role of faith in the Christian mystic tradition, through the teachings
of St. Paul. Her Miroir had therefore to be devised as a “Speculum fidei”
or a “Miroir de la foy”. She was not undertaking an easy task; in fact the
poem often becomes rather cumbersome and repetitive, and unlike the
Dialogue, the Miroir cannot be related to a single incident in the life of
Marguerite, but to a state of her mind; to use a modern expression, she
wants to reveal her “coeur mis a nu”.

The “Specula fidei”, long before Luther’s proclamation of the primacy
of faith, stress a simple Christian truth, that in matters related to spiritual
experience man is blind and can only be guided by God directly. J.M.
Dechanet published in 1946 one of the most characteristic works of the
“Speculum fidei” literature, which had for a long time been attributed to
St. Bernard, but is the work of one of his disciples, Guillaume de Saint-
Thierry, a Cistercian monk at Mont Dieu. St. Thierry, long before
Marguerite, insisted on the importance of the word “veoir”, not in the
physical sense but in the mystical one: “Iria namque ut ha beat necesse
est: oculos, quibus jam bene uti possit; ut aspiciat, ut videat”.!
Marguerite’s Miroir is also a treatise on the obstacles to clear vision, and
on her effort to let people “see” them. In the introduction to her work,
which only appeared for the first time in the edition of 1533 published by
Augereau, she clearly expresses the intentions of her work as a “Speculum
videndi” or “Speculum fidei”:

Si vous lisez ceste oeuvre toute entiere,
Arrestez vous, sans plus, a la matiere,
En excusant la rhyme et le languaige,
Voyant que c’est d’'une femme ’ouvraige,
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Qui n’a en soy science, ne s¢avoir,
Fors un desir, que chacun puisse veoir. ( ... )
(“Au lecteur”, vv. 1-8)1%7

Like many mystics, Marguerite presents the mystic progression from
faith to love through hope (1 Corinthians 13):

O tresgrand Don de foy, dont tel bien vient,
Que posseder faict ce que I’on ne tient!
Foy donne espoir par seure verité
Qui engendre perfecte charité.
Et charité est Dieu, comme scavons.

(vv. 1413-1417)

In the Dialogue Marguerite had praised the supremacy of love. The
Miroir is not different, and faith and love are two of its main themes.
Spiritual motherhood of Jesus, for instance, can only be attained through
faith (vv. 317-318). The soul can equally reach the state of “spouse”
through faith only:

Parquoy diray par amoureuse foy
Qu’a vous je suis, et vous estes a moy.

(vv. 339-340)

Marguerite wrote another “Mirouer” in the customary way (i.e. as a
traditional poem to Jesus Christ through whom the reader is supposed to
contemplate himself and God). It was published in Toulouse in 1552 as le
Mirouer de J.C. Crucifié, composé par feu tres illustre princesse
Marguerite de Valois, reine de Navarre:

C’est la vraye congnoissance

Du peché et de I'ignorance

Et qui se peult myrer et veoir

En Crist en aura le scavoir

Car sans luy n’avons qui ignorance.'s®

This Miroir presents the same problems as the Miroir de ’dme
pécheresse, with the only difference that here everything becomes clear:
the soul has reached a state of purity and “vision” which will end in total
union with Christ.

There are other aspects of the “Mirouer” literature, as for instance the
“Speculum Salomonis”, with emphasis on its teaching of the “Song of Songs”,
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since traditionally it has been considered as one of King Solomon’s works;
those aspects can also be found in Marguerite’s Miroir, but the evidence we
have offered here proves clearly that her poem has to be regarded as directly
connected with the “Speculum” literature, with which she must have been
acquainted. In fact Marguerite’s poem seems to be their point of convergence,
since she covers most of the “Speculum” themes. Did she have in her prie-
dieu a series of “Mirouers” belonging to herself or to her mother? It would
not be surprising, since these works were very popular, particularly among
clerics and courtiers of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

III

Unlike the Dialogue, whose anecdotal character appears from the
very beginning in trying to portray Marguerite’s grief for the death of
little Princess Charlotte and for the division of Christianity through the
controversy between Erasmus and Luther, the Miroir has a very deceptive
structure; it is more general and more detached from specific references,
since it can be related to an entire era, in describing Marguerite’s
bewilderment between the years 1521 and 1531.

Critics agree that the Miroir was written after 1524 and must have
taken some time to write due to its difficult theological digressions. Indeed
its complex structure makes one think that it passed through many
revisions before it was published in its present form in 1531.

In the previous section I have attempted to link the Miroir with the
late medieval “Speculum” literature, since the connections are familiar.
Marguerite, however, did not follow any specific source as far as we know.
Marie Holban has subtly detected in 1936 certain themes common to
Marguerite’s Miroir and to the Epitres de la Noble et Amoureuse Dame
of Jacques Bouchet, written about the same time.'"®® She suggests that
both works show a similar arrangement and development of ideas. Again
an “editeur” had had the idea of compiling Bouchet’s Epitres, presenting
them to the general public in 1534 when “on venait justement de prendre
Iimprimeur Antoine Augereau chez qui avait paru P’edition parisienne
du Miroir de ’ame pécheresse”.!*

Bouchet’s arrangement of ideas is in general similar to Marguerite’s
since he begins with the “plaintes de I’Ame, asservie au péché. Prenant
conscience de sa triste decheance elle exprime sa contrition et son espoir
entierement fondé sur la Passion du Christ”."*! Its next theme is dedicated
to Mary and the saints and takes the form of an invective against “ceulx



qui veulent empescher ’honneur et reverence qu’an leur doit faire”.!*?
Mary appears then as in the Miroir, as the perfect example of “épouse”
and “soeur”.!”® Both works end with a song of love'* and the desire to die
in order to obtain perfect union with God.!'*>

If the Miroir of Marguerite had been a straightforward book and it
could be conclusively shown that the Queen of Navarre had had access ta
Bouchet’s work before it was published at about the same time as her
Miroir,'® then the direct influence of the last “rhetoriqueur” would be
acceptable as the obvious source of the Miroir de ’ame pécheresse.
Unfortunately, however, Holban works on the assumption that
Marguerite’s poem was written “rapidement, d’un seul jet”,!”” which goes
against the obvious complexity of Marguerite’s work.!”

The general plan of the Miroir shows Marguerite’s confession of her
sins, the conversion of her soul and God’s acceptance; but the total union
can only take place after death. A more detailed analysis gives us the
following complex structure:

I.- Man’s creation by God is marred by Adam’s fault (vv. 1-59)
Sin is stronger than man’s will (vv. 60-104)
Man is unable to become worthy of God’s promises (vv. 105-138).

I1.- God’s plan for salvation

God chooses man to be his brother, mother, spouse, and daughter
(vv. 139-224)

The soul feels the “ravissement” of its election, being able to call
God its father (vv. 225-260)

II1.- The first “Mirouer”: the “Speculum Mariae”:

The soul can see itself in Mary, the perfect one, as against Eve:
“Speculum Evae” (vv. 261-298)

Mary’s “ravissement” (vv. 299-308)

Anti-climax: the physical motherhood of Mary is irrelevant without
faith. Appeal to the “Song of Songs”: everyone, not just Mary, is chosen
(vv. 325-364)

IV.- The main theme of the “Miroir”: the “Speculum conversionis™:

Its central idea: love can only be attained by faith through hope:
“Speculum fidei” (vv. 377- 379) the theme is announced.

The biblical “Speculum conversionis”: the “prodigal son” as its perfect
example: the “Speculum filii prodigi” (vv. 379- 396)
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Conclusion of main theme: God’s plan is not to punish but to deliver
(vv. 397-414)

Return to the theme of the “Speculum fidei”:

The soul as “mother of God by faith” (vv. 415-419)

The theology of sin (vv. 511-542)

V.- The “Specula Salomonis” and “Davidis”
Solomon’s judgement; Christ cannot be divided (vv. 445-478)
David’s and Aaron’s faith failed them (vv. 511-542)

VI.- God’s Choice: return to the “Speculum conversionis et vanitatis”:

God calls the soul to be his “frere” and “soeur” (vv. 554-580)

A more intimate call to be God’s “espouse” (vv. 581-630)

The “Speculum vanitatis”: man rejects God’s plan; the significance
of the verb “laisser” (vv. 639-718)

Man is called back: the “Speculum conversionis” and the “Song of
Songs” (vv. 735-746)

The “Speculum animae peccatricis” after the story of the adulterous
woman in Jeremiah, IIT (vv. 747-804)

LE MIROIR God loves the sinful soul, in spite of its ingratitude.
Marguerite appears as a “Mirouer” in which each man must look at himself
realizing what happens to him when doing so: (vv. 805-830)

VIIL.- The climax of the “Miroir”: the triumph of love

Play with the words “vous-moi” as love-words (vv. 831-880)

Love’s triumph over death (vv. 901-982)

Mystic paradox: separation from the beloved is worse than hell (as if
hell did not mean a separation) with the “puis que” text; repetitiveness in
the language of love (vv. 1001-1086)

The hymn to death (it contains ideas already developed in the Dialo-
gue) (vv. 1087-1090)

VIII.- The Ravissement of St Paul

(Marguerite re-affirms her belief in “love”, without an anti-climax)

Man’s attraction to sin-death-hell (vv. 1253-1280)

The triumph of love. Here Marguerite plays with the words “amour”
and “mort”, using the close repetition of the letter “M”:

amour-mort (vv. 1040-1044)

mort-amye (vv. 1109-1110)

aymer-moy (vv. 1302-1312)

The littleness of the soul (riens) finds it difficult to embrace the
infinity of God’s immensity (Tout) (vv. 1313-1330)




999,

The “Speculum Pauli”: St Paul’s “ravissement”. The whole poem is
now converging on the mystical experience of St Paul as told in II Corinthians
12. He now appears as “’ame pécheresse”; St Paul’s conversion takes place
when he faces Christ on his way to Damascus: “(...) Trois jours sans veoir,
ravy jusques au ciel (...)” (v. 1384). During this experience he came to a total
understanding that God’s secrets cannot be expressed with words:

(...)

Voz jugementz sont incomprehensibles,

Et voz voies, selon tous noz possibles,

A tous noz sens investigables sant.

(vv. 1391-1393)
We can now realize what Marguerite is aiming at: “We only know as in

a mirror, then we will see God face to face” (I Corinthians, 13,12). This is the
secret of Marguerite’s Miroir: “D’ung tel secret ne parlez plus avant” (v. 1396).

The poem, as we shall realise after further analysis, will soon appear
as a game, since the Queen plays with the intelligent reader; the secret of
the poem is a game, and the game is a riddle whose meaning is her name
(Marguerite), that crowns and closes the poem: “Qu’il luy plaist faire de
moy sa Marguerite” (v. 1430). She was too conscious of the hidden meaning
of her own name, since the Mirror blossoms, so to speak, in the shape of
a Marguerite:

MARGUERITE equals SECRET equals MIRROR

How did Marguerite arrive at this strange spiral structure in her Miroir
that ends with the mystic symbol of her own name? Ending a poem with a
riddle is not uncommon in lyric poetry, particularly in a sonnet. The
Miroir does not return to its initial theme, i.e. to the conversion of the
soul, but ends with St Paul’s “rapture into Heaven” which may have
inspired the title of the poem and many of its revised themes. It follows a
whole series of imperfect “Specula” which lead to the climax of perfect
knowledge as people like St Paul experienced for a very short time.

If such is the case, as the structure of the book shows, can we arrive at its
source in the extensive Correspondance between Briconnet and Marguerite?
Marie Holban, echoing the opinion of many critics maintains, without proving
it, that the ideas of the Miroir come from this source: “Car on distingue une
influence tres nette sinon sur ses idées religieuses” (here she is referring to
Bouchet’s Triumphes) “qui sont celles de sa correspondance mystique avec
Briconnet et qui remontent donc a ’année 1521.”'%
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Indeed we must refer to Briconnet’s letters, and particularly to his
early ones to realise how important they are for the understanding of the
development of the themes in the Miroir. In a letter written in August
1521, Brigconnet was trying to guide Marguerite from the “purgative” into
the “illuminative life” of the soul. He plays, like the Miroir, with words
such as “veoir”, “aveugle”, “lumiere” and “tenébre”.?%

La superceleste, infinie, doulce, debonnaire, vrais et seulle
lumiere aveuglant et enluminant toute creature capable de la
recevoir et qui, en la recevant, la digniffie de ’adoption filiale de
Dieu, veuille, Madame, par son excessive et insuperable amour
vous aveugler et illuminer,” a ce que soiez en cécité vovante, et
voiant aveugle, pour parvenir au chemin sans chemin de veoir
sans veoir,’” cognoistre sans cognoistre les tenebres, esquelles la
divine lumiere infinie s’est cachée et faict sa demourance.
(Correspondance, 1, p. 34)%%

The language and the basic problems of both the Miroir and this
letter of Briconnet are basically the same: Man cannot arrive at a clear
knowledge of God while still alive on this earth; even after the mystical
experience of the soul, which has been attained by the “oeil de 'esprit”, it
still remains “aveuglée”: “(...) lors accroist sa lumiere et attire plus
fermement et facillement lloeil de la raison et de P’esprit,?®* auquel, de
degré, se communique sy doulcement que, incontinent, la pauvre ame se
sent surprinse et, navrée d’amour sy excessive qu’elle la faict, par divers
atouchemens et communication divine, trésvoiante et cognoissante, et
neantmoings ainsy aveuglée...” (Correspondance, 1, p .35).

Marguerite’s Miroir speaks the same language, in almost the same
words:

Las! mon frere. aultre bien je ne veulx

Que vous navrant navrée me sentir;

Par vostre amour bien m’y veulx consentir.
(Miroir, vv. 332-334)

Briconnet’s letter mentions St. Paul’s mystic experience on his way
to Damascus as the best illustration of blindness of the body that leads to
enlightment of the soul:

Car son oeil n’est capable de telle lumiere recepvoir et croy, Madame,
que voullez aussy parler en voz lettres de ceste cecité, quant m’escrivez
qu’estes plus que par nature aveuglée. Monsieur Sainct Pol en fut moult
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actainct en son ravissement, quant il vit sans veoir et oyt sans povoir
esprimer ce qui passoit toute expression. (...) (Correspondance, 1, p. 36)

and Marguerite’s Miroir, referring to the same incident in the life of
St. Paul:

Onques nul oeil d’homme mortel ne vit,
Ny aureille ne sceut jamais entendre.
Ne dans le cueur, tant soit il bon, descendre
Ce que Dieu a preparé et promiz.
(Miroir, vv. 1400-1403)2%
Pourquoy venez, o bienheureux Sainct Paul,
Qui tant avez gousté ce doulx miel,
Trois jours sans voir, ravy jusques au ciel...
(vv. 1382-1384)

It cannot be a pure coincidence that both the Miroir and Brigonnet’s
letter arrive at the same conclusion, that the mystical union with God can
only be attained in the manner of St. Paul, by transcending all ways of the
senses and even of reason. For Marguerite this is the essence of her Miroir,
a word that means that “we only know imperfectly”, as in a misty mirror,
using the Pauline expression “in specula”. According to her and Briconnet
we only know “blindly”, both using the same expression “voir sans voir”.

Two years later the Bishop announces the themes of the Miroir even
more clearly, by comparing the material (metal) mirror with the transparent
(mystic) one, in a letter written in October 1523, which has obviously
escaped the notice of the critics: “Sy mirouers materielz estoient vitaulx
et animéz et fussent mis 'un devant 'aultre, chascun d’iceulx verroit son
compaignon et en luy soy mesme sans alteration quelzconcques (...)”,
(Correspondance, 2 , p. 64).

The symbol of the Mirror will remain in the Correspondance as a
leit-motif. In March 1524, a year later, Marguerite echoes Briconnet’s
mystic use of the “mirouer”: “Le vray mirouer auquel regardant (...)”,
(Correspondance, 2, p. 133); that will soon be resumed by the Bishop:
“Assez y a de myrouers qui se disent clers mais non polliz (...)”.

In April of that year the theme of the encounter with the real
“myrouer” will finally be explained as the real knowledge of Christ, who
reflects the divine light on our minds: “...du mirouer sans macule [i.e.
Christ], qui, ne lais(s)ant ce qu’il estoit [his divine nature], a prins par
exinanition [his incarnation] ce qu’il n’avoit pour en noz mirouers oster
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ce qu’il y estoit...” (ibid., 2, p. 135). If we conform our souls to Him, He
may transform us “illuminant nostre cecité et parfaissant noz
imperfections, la est le mirouer sans macule, auquel fault desrouiller,
pollir et conformer les nostres...” (ibid., 2, pp. 145-146).

Perhaps a more decisive proof of the dependence of Marguerite’s
Miroir on Brigonnet’s letters is to be found in the mystical use by both of
the enigma-word “Marguerite”. Briconnet was the first to use it in a hidden
way; in a letter he wrote on 11 November 1521, he states that perfect
knowledge grows like a “perle”: “Et, quant elle y sera, joincte et unie, lors
cessera la piramide et retournera en son naturel rondeur circulaire.” (ibid.,
1,p.55). The round shape or the circle was, for the mystics, the image of
the perfect soul:

(...) and the soul hath a circular movement - viz. an introversion
from things without and the unified concentration of its spiritual
powers - which gives it a kind of fixed revolution, and, turning it
from the multiplicity without, draws it together first into itself
and then (after it has reached this unified condition) unites it to
those powers which are a perfect Unity, and thus leads it unto
the Beautiful and Good (...) And the soul moves with a spiral
motion whensoever (according to its capacity) it is enlightened
with truths of Divine Knowledge (...) for this, as I said, is the
circular motion.?%

The mathematical perfection of the Circle evokes the divine
perfection of Christ; the soul must aim to imitate Him, but His image is
elusive:

Lors I'excellente et parfaicte marguerite, qui est le doulx Jesus,
se peult achepter. C’est le pris pour lequel il se donne et pour
aultre pris ne se peult avoir et ne se fault excuser sur pauvrette
temporellé ou spirituelle. (Correspondance, 1, p. 55)

The secret meaning of the “marguerite” as a mystic enigma at the
end of the Miroir (v. 1430) is the attainment of a purer knowledge of God:
“Je crains, Madame, entrer en la mer du myrouer infini et eternel” (ibid.,
2, p.58); Marguerite confesses in her poem that she has finally reached
the state of discernment required by her Master Briconnet during her
initiation.



IV

The Miroir can therefore be considered as an outline of Briconnet’s
mystical teaching on total union with God, of which the “marguerite” is
the enigma, having a round Christoform shape: “Puisque toute la vie du
chrestien doibt tendre a mort et plus en approche plus est christiforme,
ne puis avoir pitié, par ce qu’elle est au chemin de la doublement malade:
plus croistera la maladie, plus tost ambrassera par mort le chief auquel
elle desire estre marquerite” (ibid., 1, p. 72). The Queen became more
conscious of its hidden meaning after reading Briconnet’s letters; she
signs her name: “Marguerite, indigne du nom”. She uses her own name
as a symbol, to mean her mystic initiation into the spiritual life, with St.
Paul’s teaching as the main source of inspiration. Pauline ideas appear
over and over again in the Miroir such as the need of the Spirit to help us
in our weakness (Romans 8,26):

Par son esperit faict ung gemissement
Dans mon cueur, grand inenarrablement,
Qui postule le don, dont le scavoir
Est incognu a mon foible povoir.

(vv. 83-86)

Only through this initiation of love can the soul reach the burning
feeling of perfection:

(...) Las! c’est pour consummer,

Fondre, brusler, du tout aneantir

LCame qui poeut ceste doulceur sentir.
(vv. 954-956)

This mysterious sensation cannot be described in human words that
are related to purely physical experiences:

(...)

Ce qu’il ne poeut declarer ne nommer,

Tirant noz cueurs, nostre amour, et espoir

A desirer ce qui ne se poeut veoir.

Que diz je veoir? mais penser, ny sentir:

Qui rend content de mourir ung martyr.
(vv. 1408-1412)

Skommodau calls this mystical experience, of which Marguerite is talking in
her Miroir, “raptus mysticus”.>"” Brigonnet had already given a description of
this mystical union that could be applied to this poem:
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Quant il sera en nous par union transformante (comme dict
Monsieur saint Pol) (Philippians 3,21) et configurante le corps
de nostre nichilité a son tres digne et excellent corps de sa clarté,
nous serons tous, par sa grace, deiformes, et ne se pourra riens
veoir en nous que luisante divinité, non procedante de nous,
mais de nostre vray feu, nous transformant en luy. La sera la
vraie et indubitable union, sans figure ne umbre.
(Correspondance, 1, p.105).

This experience is expressed in the Miroir through a series of analogies
related to physical feelings of pain such as being burnt or pierced. The
key words to the reading of certain passages of the poem are:

ravi

navré

fendre

brusler

s’esbahir

devenir folle
perdre contenance
perdre sens?%®

No one can doubt the sincerity of Marguerite in her writings. She
had encountered what could be called a mystic experience,”?”® perhaps
some time before her first letter to the Bishop of Meaux in the early
summer of 1521. Briconnet understood from the beginning what she was
asking for and began immediately his task. During the years of her
Correspondance with him, the Queen underwent a series of personal trials
and took refuge in her religious upbringing.

The Miroir reflects this initiation into the tripartite division of the
path in which the soul must advance. Following the mystical tradition,
charged with neo-Platonic overtones, Briconnet had introduced the Queen
into the “three maladies”, “purgative”, “illuminative” and “perficiente”,
(Correspondance, 1, p.74), stressing that the soul must ascend to the “es-
prit ecstatique”?!® by the threefold ladder of purification, illumination
and union (vv. 35 and 1207-1210).

Marguerite did not fully develop in her Miroir the last stage in the
mystical ascent, that of total union with God. That was to be the scope of
her later work, particularly the Prisons de la Reine de Navarre, through
two key words “le Tout” and “le Rien”. She had learnt them from the
Bishop, though she had been more eager than Briconnet to use them in




the Correspondance. In January 1522 she wrote: “Voiant que au Tout n’estes
rien et croiant vostre rien encloz dedans le Tout, me veulx soubzmectre a
ce qui sera par vostre rien dict, le tenant de la main du Tout, vous querant
prier pour mon moings que rien...” (Correspondance, 1, p. 134).

Marguerite is far more discreet in her Miroir than in her
Correspondance, and only much later will feel confident to treat this theme
of the “Tout-Rien” relationship in full in her Prisons:?!!

Mais quant a luy par amour est unie
Si remply est son riens d’ ung peu de tout...
(Miroir, vv. 1326-1327)2!2

More significant than the use of the “Tout” and “Rien” is another
antithetical pair, that between God and man in the “Thou-Me” relationship,
using Martin Buber’s analysis of the “I and Thou” intercourse.?’* She is
trying to find a solution to the mystical concept of “ecstasy”, in which,
according to the Pseudo-Dionysius, there is no difference between the
Thee (God) and the Me (man).?'* Western mystics are often more concerned
with this problem of communication between the soul and the Divine
than with the absorbtion of man by the Divinity:?"?

(Je voy ...)
Le bien de vous, qui est tant admirable,
Le mal de moy, trop inconsiderable,
Vostre haulteur, vostre essence trespure,
Ma fragilité et mortelle nature,
Voz dons, vos biens, vostre beatitude,
Ma malice, et grande ingratitude.
Quel vous m’estes et quelle je vous suis,
(Lung a Paultre comparer je ne puis)
Qui me faict bien sans fin esmerveiller,
Comme si fort vous a pleu travailler,
Pour vous unir a moy contre raison
Veu qu’il n’y a nulle comparaison.
(ibid., vv. 865-876)

This “I-Thou” relationship will be worked out in the Miroir through
a series of mystical kinships, leading to the two climatic stages:

I. The spiritual marriage
II. The generation of the Son of God in man
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At the beginning of the Miroir the relationship between man and
God is still somehow distant; it appears in the form of Filiation kinship:?!¢

Est il pere a fille, ou frere a soeur

Qui ung tel tour jamais eust voulu faire?
(vv. 144-145)

and

Osera bien mon esperit s’avancer

De vous nommer Pere? Ouy, et nostre,

Ainsi I’avez dit en la Paternostre.
(vv. 248-250)

The Song of Songs plays an important role in developing the Brother-
Sister kinship:

Vous I’avez dit en lieu bien autentique

Par Salomon en vostre doulx cantique,

Disant: Ma soeur tu as navré mon cueur (...)
(vv. 327-329)

Briconnet had already written: “I’ame est fille, soeur et espouze a
jamais du Roy des Roys” (Correspondance, 2, p. 227). Marguerite follows
his teaching:

Puis que frere et soeur ensemble sommes,
Il me chault peu de tous les aultres hommes.
(Miroir, vv. 565-566)

L. Febvre finds unbearable what he calls Marguerite’s litanies:
“insupportables parfois dans leur redondance”,?'” since the whole Miroir
is filled with such allusions:

Filz, pere, espoux, et frere, entierement
Pere, frere, filz, mary. O quelz dons
De me donner le bien de tous ces noms!
mon pere, quelle paterniteé
mon frere, quelle fraternité!
man enfant, quelle dilection!
mon espoux, quelle conjunction!
(vv. 933-939)

Marguerite proves in this text that she is well acquainted with the
teachings of the mystics, particularly in the idea of union with the Divinity
through the Marriage kinship comarison:?!?



(...)

Vous les avez portez de bon courage [i.e. “mes vices”]
Par 'union de nostre mariage.?"

(vv. 1181-1182)

Nevertheless one of the most striking concepts in the Miroir is that
of Filiation kinship, expressed by Marguerite through the traditional
mystic concept of “la naissance de Dieu en nous”. Eckhart had written:
“Now let us see where this birth [of Christ] takes place. It takes place, as
I have so often said before, in the soul, exactly as it does in eternity and
with no difference, for it is the same birth and occurs in the essence, the
core of the soul.”??

(...)

En luy donnant foy pour la recepvoir,

Qui luy a faict vostre filz concepvoir.
(Miroir, vv. 183-184)

and shortly afterwards:

Parquoy daignez I’asseurer qu’elle est mere
De vostre filz, dont vous estes seul pere.
(ibid., vv. 187-188)

The soul at this stage has reached the highest point of intimacy with
God, called by the mystics perfect union or total bliss. In western mysticism
it can only be surpassed by the static union of the Son of God within the
Trinity.??!

\Y%

A few stylistic devices have been already mentioned in the course
of this study, particularly those connected with Marguerite’ s attempt to
follow the “Speculum” genre and its most characteristic use of the enig-
ma or riddle about the secret meaning of her own name. Her technique
does not differ from the traditional one: her Miroir, for instance, appears
loaded with mystical devices taken from the patristic tradition of the
Church and influenced by the Florentine neo-Platonic revival. We have
mentioned the Platonic circle as the most perfect figure, of which
Marguerite is the symbol, according to Briconnet.??

Other traditional mystic devices that deserve mention are the binary
classification, or dichotomies, that appear in the Miroir in different ways.
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The Platonic emphasis on Light-Darkness, for instance in line 35, (already
quoted): “Par sa clarté ma tenebre illumine”??® is later resumed in the
short treatise that has always been published with the Miroir ever since
its first edition in 1531, and which is in fact an illustration of some of its
more difficult points. In the Discord estant en ’homme par contrarité de
Pesperit et de la chair et sa paix par vie spirituelle, qui est annotation sur
la fin du 7 ch. et commencement du 8 de ’epistre Sainct Paul aux Rom.,
the same binary structure is used to emphasise the paradoxical nature of
man, with conflicting principles within himself (Romans 7,15):

Son vouloir veulx et mon vouloir me plaist;

Loy m’est a gré; je deteste la loy;

Je vis en paix; je vis en grand desroy;

En ne m’aymant, je n’ayme aultre que moy.
(Discord, vv. 10-13)

In fact both the Miroir and the Discord are filled with this binary
paradoxical, scale-like division. The inner character of man appears in
sharp contrast with its ideal, the perfect mirror, Christ:

the “Speculum Dei” the Image of Man
Vouloir de Dieu vouloir de ’homme
Grace péché

Clarté ténebre

Vie mort

le Christ Adam

Marie Eve

Esperit corps

Marguerite’s preference for vocabulary that defines God and mystic
experience in a negative way has not been sufficiently stressed. While
finding inspiration in St Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, she seems to develop
them further. Here is a good example of the combination of Pauline
vocabulary and a mystic antithesis:

(..)

Je voy en vous bonté si incongneue,

Grace et amour si incomprehensible,

Que la veue m’en demeure invisible.
(Miroir, vv. 854-856)

Brigonnet had introduced her to what is usually called in mystic
theology the “via negativa” or “docta ignorantia”, a negative way of
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avoiding positive predicates attached to God, since no human words nor
concepts may legitimately be used according to the old mystic masters, to
describe Him. Although a commonplace of all mysticism, both Eastern
and Western, the Pseudo-Dionysius was perhaps its greatest exponent and
his mystic treatise on the Divine Names had been very well known. His
influence on Marguerite through Briconnet will be dealt with in Chapter
5 on the Prisons, where her various attempts to offer a definition of God
will be studied in detail.?”* This parallel text from Briconnet’s letter will
show the impossibility of knowing the Divinity properly in this life, since
all creatures can only mirror Him hazily: “Et sy je ouzois monter plus
hault en son habitacle, ol sa lumiére superexcelente est tenebres, je le
trouverois par rien plus dignement et excellentement que en ses creatures.
Car il n’est creature ne toutes qui puissent explicquer ne que par icelles
lincomprehensibilité de I'incomprehensible qui est incommunicable se
puisse comprandre et nommer.” (Correspondance, 1, p. 78).

» <«

Metaphors, particularly that of Fire in its variants of “brusler”, “feu”,
“ardeur”, “scintille”, have strong mystic overtones. In our case it is easy
to trace their source in Briconnet’s Correspondance, particularly in his
early letters, from which Marguerite was borrowing the main material for
her Miroir.

Water and Fire are, according to the Bishop, symbols of the purgative
and illuminative stages, while the Manna or Pasture signifies the mystical
union with the Divinity:

Lexcellent et beneficque abisme qui toutes creatures abisme en soy
par grace sans intermission fluentes de son abissale charité en torrent de
volupté abrevant, letifiant et remplissant les ames vrayment aneantyes et
par harmonie d’amour uniez a luy en puretté de vaisseau vuidé et appauvry.
Lesquelles s’en rendent par voluntaire abessement subsceptibles,
liquefians leurs coeurs au doulx brasier qui les purge, illumine et parfaict
pour estre monnoye d’or royalle et legitlme et lors que plus sont
embrassées, I’abissale pasture les repaist de soy en soy et repaistre en lui,
qui est abisme de eaue, de feu et pasture. (Correspondance, 1, pp. 76-77)

A further stage in the realisation of God’s love for the soul becomes
clearer when it has felt the first sparkles of His tenderness:

Aussi le cueur qui par facon subtile
Sent de 'amour de Dieu une scintille.
Treuve ce feu si grand et si terrible.
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Si doulx, si bon, qu’il ne luy est possible
Dire que c’est d’amour; (...)
(Miroir, vv. 1341-1345)

Marguerite is here confessing that, though called to the perfect union,
she is still in her second stage, the one of Fire as described by Brigonnet
in the Correspondance (1, pp. 114-128). The purgative stage is suggested
on the other hand through a series of symbols that are directly connected
with the essential theme of the “Miroir-Speculum”, that of “veoir” or
“mirer”:

C’est le Miroir ou Princesses et Dames
Doyvent mirer et les corps et les ames?®
(Introduct. to the Miroir, by J.de la Haye,

vv.73-74)

The obstacles to the purgative life are suggested by images connected
with Darkness and Light:

(...) qui [i.e. “mes pechez’] sont en si grand nombre
Qu’infinitude rend si obscure ’ombre
Que les compter ne bien veoir je ne puys...

(Miroir, vv. 7-9)

Roots, as against Leaves and Branches, are also metaphors of darkness:

Bien sens en moy que j’en ay la racine,
Et au dehors ne voy effect ne signe
Qui ne soit tout branche, fleur, feuille, et fruict,
Que tout autour de moy elle produict.
(vv. 13-16)

Marguerite explains shortly afterwards that she is a prisoner of her
own roots:

Voila comment en peine, criz, et pleurs

En terre gist sans clarté de lumiere

Ma paovre ame, esclave, et prisonniere...
(vv. 24-26)

Marguerite here announces a theme which will play an important role
in her major work the Prisons. In fact the Miroir changes from metaphor to
metaphor, most of them connected with the main theme of “blindness”.
She goes as far as to say that she feels like a worm trapped inthe earth:
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Et vous ¢a bas a moy estes venu,

A moy, qui suis ver de terre tout nud.

Que dis je, ver? Je luy fais trop d’injure.
(vv. 99-101)

Sckommodau, without giving a detailed analysis of the complex
problem of all the stylistic devices in Marguerite’s poems, her symbols,
similes, metaphors and comparisons, suggested that they could be traced
in the extensive Correspondance between her and Briconnet.??® This is
particularly true of the Miroir. The Queen cannot be accused of
“plagiarism” since borrowing from others was then normal procedure,
while at the same time the Bishop’s imagery was carefully selected and
controlled to suit her purpose of integrating them into her own thought.

As we have already explained, Marguerite’s ideas cannot be related to
any specific “Mirouer” or “Speculum”. She was too busy and too involved
in rendering Brigonnet’s thought on the illuminative stage, while at the
same time she was planning a major work on the unitive way:?? the
Prisons. Nevertheless the Miroir still preserves its secret, a hermetism
even more concealed than the hidden symbols of the “Speculum?” literature,
and this secret or enigma defines the very nature of the Miroir; in I
Corinthians,13,12, St Paul compares the imperfect knowledge of our
present life to the imperfect representation of objects in an ancient metal
mirror; later, however, in II Corinthians,3,18, St Paul was not so much
concerned with what can be seen “in a mirror” but with the mirror itself,
for Christians are compared to it inasmuch as they reflect the glory of
Christ. The elusiveness of Marguerite’s poem may stem from this double
Pauline component. Her representation of the mirror had a clear circular
image.?** The miniature from the Livre d’Heures of Catherine de Medici
which I have reproduced above (Plate 2, p.95) clearly supports the round
image of a “Christoform” mirror, to use Briconnet’s expression
(Correspondance, 1, p.58). The Queen invites the initiated to look at
himself in her “Speculum”, which, for herself, is an enigma as against
clear vision. Briconnet also wished her to arrive at a mirror-like state,
which he calls “speculaire” in one of his letters; the soul must be purified:
“...par ’ardente fournaise d’amour divine, qui ’a restituée a sa premiere
nature et, rendue luisante speculaire et illuminée...” (ibid., 1, p. 138) he
wrote in 1522. The following year he was even more explicit:

Sy mirouers materielz estoient vitaulx et animéz et fussent mis
I’'un devant l'aultre, chascun d’iceulx verroit son compaignon et
en luy soy mesme sans alteracion quelzconques et, sans ce, nul
d’eulx est capable de se veoir. Plus insignement et sans proportion,
Madame, se congnoist I’ame, mirouer creé, en son original et
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vray mirouer, qui n’a besoing d’aultre myrouer pour se veoir et
cognoistre (comme les materielz) ... Plus est le myrouer cler-
luisant, beau et poly, plus represente au vray. Parquoy en toute
excellence la divinité, myrouer sans macule, purgeant,
illuminant et parfaisant tous aultres mirouers, est d’iceulx
purgacion, illuminacion, et perfection veritable.

(ibid., 2, p. 64-65)

Both the Bishop and Marguerite speak the same language, use the
same images and reflect each other’s ideas like Two mirrors. Perhaps their
Correspondance could be called the solution to the enigma we encounter

in Marguerite’s most obscure work, her Miroir de ’dme pécheresse.

Plate 2.

Marguerite de Navarre dressed as
a repentant sinner looking at
herselfin a mirror; hand mirrors
are emblems of truth and their
normally round shapes could be
related to the perfection of the
round figures as I am going to
explain in Chapter 6, Section V.
Portrait from le Livre d’Heures
of Catherine de Medici. BL. a.lat.
MS 82, fol. I51.




CHAPTER FOUR
Guillaume Briconnet’s biblical hermeneutics and the “Ravie de
Dieu, Bergere” in the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan.

Sixteen years separate the publication of the Miroir de ’ame
pécheresse in 1531 and the composition of the Comédie jouée au Mont-
de-Marsan about 154723, the next work by Marguerite, heavily tinged
with mystic tendencies. To the uncritical reader it may appear that during
that time she had been unconcerned with the four years of spiritual
initiation under Briconnet. This view is not recent since already in 1528
W.E Capiton (alias Kopfel) in his ‘dedicace’ to Marguerite of his famous
in Hoseam Prophetam Commentarius assumes that the Queen was about
to forget Briconnet’s «philosophie de haute volée (qui) apporte avec elle
de fatigue», while at the same time she was undergoing an evangelical
conversion to a simpler spirituality under the guidance of the Lutheran
reforming ideas.??? Although we cannot avoid all the implications of this
vital document contemporary with Marguerite, nevertheless Capiton’s
opinion may have had too great an influence on most critics at the expense
of a more balanced consideration of the evolution of the Queen’s thinking
from the time her Correspondance with Briconnet ended, till her more
mature works were written from 1544-1549.2%

The fact that a gap of sixteen years, 1531-1547, is left in this study
does not mean a tacit acceptance of Capiton’s position, since Marguerite
constantly returns to certain mystic themes she had learnt from the Bishop,
which had been at the core of works like the Dialogue and the Miroir.

The Varlet, for instance, in her play «Linquisiteur», written in the
early 1530s, teaches a “mystic ignorance” akin to the leit-motivs of the

Dialogue:

LE VARLET

Je confesse qu’en innocence

N’y a rien que felicite,

Et qu’au pris de leur congnoissance
Tout scavoir n’est que cecite.
Croyez qu’ilz ont attainct le bout
Du repos de ’entendement.
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LCINQUISITEUR

Que scavent ilz?

LE VARLET

Ilz scavent tout,

Fors que le mal tant seu’lement.
(Inquisiteur, vv.366-373)

One cannot deny that the Queen of Navarre, almost totally involved
in the cares of the Court of Francis I, was giving less and less time to the
consideration of certain themes that had motivated her in writing mystic
poems such as the Miroir and the Dialogue. but she had not forgotten
them. The Comédie du desert, for instance. would teach the mystical ideal
of each man becoming the “generator of the Son of God through the power
of faith”, a doctrine that had been expounded in the Miroir:

Qui croit comme moy

Par tres vive Foy,

Mere est du Sauveur;

En son coeur I’engendre
Mais qu’il puisse entendre
Sa grande faveur.?**

Mary is presented in the Comédie de la Nativité, as it appeared in the
Miroir, as the soul of “la Ravye” that has attained the perfect union with
the Deity, a theme that will be taken up again by the Queen, at the end of
her best mystic poem. written in 1547, the Prisons de la Reine de Navarre:

O le plaisir de 'union parfaite
Que ta bonté et toy et moy a faite.?*

Even if there is a gap in her work of at least fifteen years during
which she hardly developed any new themes, it would be uncritical to
conclude that she is not concerned with Briconnet’s teaching on “mystical
initiation”. Her four biblical plays. written in the early 1530s,23¢ as well
as her moral theatre, 1535-1539, continue the same line of thought that
had made her write the puzzling Dialogue and the Miroir. Saulnier edited
them as Théatre profane to distinguish them from the Queen’s biblical
plays. Even so the readar must be warned not to consider them as entirely
unreligious; in this I quite agree with Febvre in his valiant attack on
those critics who suggest any duality in Marguerite’s work, even in the
most crude “nouvelles” of the Heptameron; in them she simply points at
the dangers of human love left to itself and they are very much concerned
with what is sacred.?®” The terms “ethical” or “moral” are, I think, far




more suitable to describe the real nature of Margueritels interests in some
of her plays; her four moral comedies, i.e. Le Malade, Llnquisiteur, Trap,
Prou, Peu, Moins and the Comédie des quatre femmes announce her
preoccupations with the “comédie humaine” of the Heptaméron, in
contrast with the “Divina Commedia” of her mystical writings. Marguerite
herself expresses this duality in the Miroir in a passage where the “desire
to die” could either be motivated by human passion or by divine love:

Si ainsi est que ces grandz passions

Pleines de mal et d’imperfections,

De la mort font peu craindre le hasart,

Mais maintesfois leur semble venir tard,

Que doibt faire amour juste et louable.

Obligee et plus que raisonable?

Que do i bt fasre 1 I amour du createur?

Doibt elle point si fort brusler ung cueur,

Que transporte de telle affection,

Ne doibt sentir nulle aultre passion?

Helas! si faict, car mort est chose eureuse

A une ame de luy bien amoureuse;

Gracieuse elle estime la porte

Par ou il faut que de sa passion sorte.
(Miroir. vv. 1065-1078)

Marguerite’s interests had not been solely those she learnt from her
mystic Correspondance with Briconnet; a careful comparison of her works
reveals that her own observation as a woman was to be related to her
experience of the Divine, in order to produce the unfinished series of
‘nouvelles’ of her best known work the Heptaméron.

The last years of Marguerite’s life were more clearly marked by per-
sonal disenchantment. Lefrancts comments on this period, 1540-1549,
are very revealing: “Marguerite ne trouvant a son prop re foyer ni 'appui
ni les consolations morales qu’elle eGt aime a y chercher, sentant, d’autre
part, qu’elle nletait plus maitresse des destinees de sa fille, fut amenee
peu a peu a se desinteresser des choses extérieures, pour se refugier dans
la contemplation des choses divines et dans le culte des lettres ( ... )”.2%
She might have liked a confidant-protégé with the qualities of Briconnet,
to whom she could have written as in 1521, asking him for guidance and
further instruction: “Monsieur de Meaulx, congnoissant que ung seul est
necessaire [i.e. God], (je) m’adresse a vous pour vous prier envers luy
vouloir estre par oraison moien qulil luy plaise conduire selon la saincte
volonte ( ...)” (Correspondance, 1, p.25). Instead she took refuge in writing,
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producing what we now consider her more mature works, the Chansons
spirituelles, La Navire, Les Prisons and the Heptaméron. Her partial
retirement from political life after the marriage of her daughter Jeanne
d’Albret to Guillaume, Duke of Cléves, in 1540, against the wishes of
both mother and daughter, to suit the politics of Francois I, was to be
most important for her career as a writer. She spent from 1542 to 1544 in
her domains, the Kingdom of Navarre, for whose reunification she fought.
She went first to Nérac, then to Mont-de-Marsan and Pau. For the first
time in her life she had the chance to retire from public affairs and devote
herse life to reading and writing. From then on she would return more
often to Navarre, and her mature works must be considered as the fruit of
this partial withdrawal. Then on 31 March 1547, the King died in
Rambouillet and she never recovered from this final shock. Just as in
1524 when Princess Charlotte died, Marguerite produced a poem, the
Dialogue en forme de vision nocturne written under the direct impact of
her personal experience, so in 1547 she embarked on what may rightly be
called her first mystical play, the Comédie sur le trespas du Roy.

One must refer to Marichal ‘s study on La Navire ou consolation du
Ray Francois Ier a sa soeur Marguerite to realize the importance of this
mystic dialogue between Francois ler and Marguerite. At the crucial
moment. when the King appears to lose his own identity and assumed the
spirit of the Bishop of Meaux, she hears similar reproaches to those she
heard at the end of the Dialogue from young Princess Charlotte:>*

Toy qui as tant de Dieu ouy le bien dire,

Qui en tes mains tiens sa sainte Escripture,

Laquelle peulx et doibz sans cesser lire ...
(Navire, vv. 295-297)

And shortly after. the basic theme of the works written by Marguerite
in about 15471 the mystic teaching of the Bible, symbolized in her own
enigma-name “la Marguerite’, is introduced:

Marguerite ,et pourquoy n’as tu trouvee

La marguerite et perle evangelicque

Que P’Escripture a si fort aprouvee.
(ibid., vv. 316-318)

It is curious to remark that here La Navire identifies Marguerite’s
name with the spiritual meaning of the Bible, the evangelical Pearl that
should not be thrown to the pigs (i .e. the uninitiated). Herideas here are
far closer to the teachings of Lefevre and Briconnet than in her earlier



poem Le Miroir, where the “marguerite” is a simple riddle for secret
knowledge.?*® Febvre noted the interdependence of Lefevre and Briconnet
in the understanding of the Pearl as the esoteric interpretation of Scripture
in Amour Sacré, and La Navire supports this opinion, since mystic
hermeneutics was one of the basic tenets of the school of Meaux. Letter 59,
written by Briconnet on 16 January 1523, is a mystic instruction on the two
meanings of the Bible, i.e. the literal and the spiritual, as Lefevre understood
them: “Llintelligence spirituelle est la marguerite caschée, laquelle, par la
lettre qui est la chandelle, se trouve que 1 Ion laisse, la marguerite trouvée,
laquelle ne se communicque a chascun, et n’en congnoissent la valleur et
excellence” (Correspondance, 2,p.13). Lefevre’s introductory letter to his
translations of the New Testament in the same year 1523 is also close to the
text of La Navire: “Et devant ceux-la ( ... ) ne faut aucunement parler, ne
semer les precieuses marguerites de ’Ecriture Saincte”.?*!

The conclusion is obvious: the Queen had been instructed in the
mystical hermeneutics not only by Briconnet through his Correspondance
but by Lefevre himself, the main exponent of the Meaux group in
interpreting the Bible spiritually. In exchange, perhaps, for Marguerite’s
personal protection until his death in 1536, he must have initiated her in
the difficult task of reading the Bible at different levels, since the Queen
expected knowledge in exchange for her support.?*> A text in one of
Marguerite’s early Biblical plays, Llnquisiteur, written while Lefevre
stayed in her Court, proves that she was interested in the early 1530s in
all the intricacies of hermeneutics, since she clearly distinguishes the
“literal” and the “spiritual” meaning of the Scripture:

LCINQUISITEUR
Qui tla tant apprins d’Escripture?
Pour vray, ;1 est ainsi escript.

LE VARLET

Vous mien avez faict la lecture,

Et Dieu mien a donne I’esprit.
(Inquisiteur, vv. 378-381)

But in the 1540s the Queen had started to re-read Briconnetts letters.
and through this Correspondance she was able to echo Lefevre’s spiritual
teaching as we shall see, not only in La Navire but especially in one of her
most hermetic works, the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan. There is a
sentimental link between the Duchess’s early experiments in learning
the Meaux group’s difficult tenets, and this mature interest in things she
had learnt in her active youth.
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II

Shortly after the death of her brother in 1547, Marguerite wrote a
puzzling work that has confused most of her sharp critics, and still remains
as enigmatic as ever.”*® The Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan belongs
together with the Comédie sur le trespas du Roy to the third stage in her
thematic development. From 1530 and 1534 the Queen dealt mostly with
biblical material; until the early 1540s she was interested in the ethical
implications, and now in 1547, after the death of her brother, she started
to treat mystical concepts, embodying them in the characters of her plays.
Her mystical playwriting is characterized by a symbolic use of monograms
and enigmas that may have been obvious to the audience at the Court of
Navarre, but to the modern reader their significance ;s obscure. The
Comédie sur le trespas du Roy is not totally cryptic, since it gives a clue
to at least three of its four characters, while the Comédie jouée au Mont-
de-Marsan is a riddle from beginning to end.?** Clive has given a good
resume of the critics’s views on this work:

Pour A. Lefranc la Superstitieuse symbolise le catholicisme en
general; la Sage, la Reforme; la Ravie , le libertinage spirituel. P.
Jourda considere que la Superstitieuse represente le catholicisme
étroit (“la pratique mécanique des oeuvres”) ; la Sage, la foi
chretienne raisonnée et intellectuelle; la Ravie, ’amour
mystique. V.L. Saulnier, de son coOté, propose les étiquettes
suivantes : le matériallsme, la bigoterie , I’évangélisme. la foi du
charbonnier (mais elevee a 1 letage mystique); ces dernieres
etiquettes nous semblent resumer tres justement les données
essentielles des quatre positions.”#

The complete disagreement of the critics among themselves (“quot
homines tot sententiae”), and their facile labels reveals the difficulty of
interpretation of the four characters of the Comédie jouee au Mont-de-
Marsan. It is clear that we must go much deeper into the relevance of
these “dramatis personae”, without in any way isolating them from the
mysticism and from the doctrine of spiritual hermeneutics of the
authoress.

If it is true that Marguerite liked to associate her characters with
people she knew, as is clear in the case of the three first “dramatis personae”
of the Comédie sur le trespas du Roy, and those of the Heptaméron,**® on
the other hand certain characters like “Paraclesis” have not been so far
identified.?¥” It is a pity that we know nothing of the actual text of the
Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan or of the stage directions for the play;




nevertheless criticism has been based almost entirely on pure speculation,
and only a more detailed analysis of the Comédie’s ideas can help the
modern critic to decipher some of the riddles of this play.

The first character to appear in the Comédie is “la Mondaine”, who
only praises bodily pleasures. She states her ideals while speaking to «la
Sage”:

LA MONDAINE

Madame, je suis corporelle,

Aymant mon corps, tant naturelle
Qu’a riens fors a vivre ne pense:
J’entens vivre joieusement

En biens et honneur(s) longuement,
En taus plaisirs, jeux, ris et dances.

Jaime mon corps. voyla la fin.
(Comedie. vv. 207-213)

“La Superstitieuse” is the next to appear. She is more subtle, since
like the Pharisee in the parable ( Luke 18, 11-14) with which sometimes
she seems to identify, she claims to fulfil, scrupulously, all the
requirements of the law:

LA SUPERSTITIEUSE

(...)

En jeunant, disant man office,

Portant la here taus les jours

Et la discipline tousjours;

Pleurer, demourer sollitaire,

Estre a beaulx genoulz nus au temple.

Donner par jeunes bon exemple,

Priant Dieu sans jamais se taire??*
(vv. 236-242)

She embodies the strict Pharisaic attitude of total condemnation of
the Publican, the sinner for whom she has no mercy. “La Sage” would
therefore argue with her:

LA SAGE [speaking to “la Superstitieuse”/]
Mais si sans peche vous sentez,
Contre elle vostre main metez

Et jectez la premiere pierre.’¥
(vv. 426-428)
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“La Sage” despises “la Superstitieuse” more than she pities “la
Mondaine” because of her arrogance: “C’est orgueil qui vous faict parler”
(v.483); and in vv.107-108, “la Superstitieuse” claims against “la Mondaine”:

Au chemin par ou je chemine,
La mondanité point n’y passe.

The third character to appear is “la Sage”. She defends “reason” as
against bodily pleasures and arrogance, since thinking distinguishes man
from the rest of the creation:

LA SAGE

Dieu a bien faict ung tres beau don a ’homme

De luy donner raisan. savez vous camme?

Comme a ung ange. Est ce pas don honneste?

Par la raison il assemble et assomme,

Ayme et congnoist les vertus et les nomme:

Par la raison il differe a la beste ;

Dieu luy a mis en hault regard et teste

Pour contempler ce qui est par sur luy:

La beste en bas a la terre s’areste,?°

Et ’homme en hault dont vient tout son appuy.
(vv. 161-170)

» <«

Unlike “la Superstitieuse”, “la Sage” offers “la Mondaine” a way of
salvation through the evangelical Faith:

LA SAGE [talking to “la Superstitieuse™]
Croire il te fault fermement

Puis suyvre son commandement.

En le servant de cueur et d’euvre.

(vv. 369-371)

The outstanding feature, however, that seems to have escaped the
critics is that her teaching is based on the literal understanding of the two
Testaments of the Bible:

LA SAGE [talking to “la Superstitieuse™]
Je vous dis qu’il vous (fault) aller

Le chemin des commandemens,

Et faire bien sans vous lasser,

Et de prier ne vous passer,
Rememorant ses Testamens.

(vv. 484-488)



The same solution is offered to “la Superstitieuse”, this time even
more clearly:

LA SAGE

Or, me lisez ceste escripture

Ou verité se faict entendre.
(vv. 544-545)

After a long argument, which will be more fully analysed below
because of its utmost importance for this study, “la Superstitieuse”
surrenders to the wishes of “la Sage” and decides to read the text of the
Bible: “J’y vois lire pour vous complaire” (v. 597).

If Marguerite’s Comédie had ended with the following vv.568-572 as
the climax of the play - note incidentally that in v.568 the Scripture appears
as a “Mirouer” - then the common opinion of the critics on the meaning
of this play would seem less objectionable and more consistent:

LA SAGE

C’est le mirouer qui esclaire

Voz cueurs, et (puis) qui les descouvre
Grand(e) joye j’ay de vous deux

Veoir lire en cas livres si neufz,

Que neufves serez en ceste euvre.
(vv. 568-572)

Febvre, to mention but one, attributes to “la Sage”, who fails to offer
a final solution in the Comédie, all that is most precious to the Queen of
Navarre, her evangelical message, when he states:

Je dirais, pour ma part: la Sage représente, simplement, le contenu
de cette religion peu chargée d’articles que tant de contemporains
de Marguerite avaient, comme elle, extrait de la méditation du
Nouveau Testament et des Epitres pauliniennes - avec 1 ‘aide,
tout a la fois, et des disciples de Lefevre d’Etaples. et des
Erasmiens et du Martin Luther des grands ecrits réformateurs
de 1520.%!

Unfortunately and contrary to all these suppositions, it must be clearly
pointed out that by the time Marguerite wrote the two mystic plays, the
Comédie sur le trespas du Roy and the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan,
as well as the Prisons, she was moving away from her equivocal position
in works like the Dialogue and the Miroir. Then the Queen had entangled
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herself in the controversies that were beginning to split Western
Christianity into two factions. though one cannot properly speak of
Protestantism and Counter-Reformation as we know it today. On the other
hand reformers tried very hard to believe that Marguerite was a Protestant
in the same sense as Luther, for whose ideas the Queen had a certain
amount of sympathy. For the modern critic, for instance, it seems absurd
that a pro-Lutheran hand could have gone as far as to modify the actual
text of the manuscript of the Correspondance between Briconnet and
Marguerite, most probably to prove that the Queen was on Luther’s side.??

By the time the Comédie was written. a new figure far more radical
than Luther had emerged in Geneva. Jean Calvin’s reforming experiments
were never looked on sympathetically by the Queen. Although Calvin
had found protection in Marguerite’s Court at Nérac. his bitter discussions
with her other “protegés” had often disquieted her, since, to use R.
Marichal’s expression, “la rigueur du systéme Calviniste avoit de quoi
Ieffrayer”, as for instance “la prédestination et le libre arbitre ou elle
préfére visiblement I'indecision a la rigueur” since it appears “que son
temperament mystique s’accomodait mieux sans doute du “bouillant”
Luther que de 'implacable Calvin”.?>3 Protestantism, not so much in
Luther as in Calvin, had shown a clear opposition to mystic thinking,
and when the Queen opened her doors to the “Libertins Spirituels”, the
latter went as far as to slander the reputation of Marguerite: “Je voy une
secte la plus pernicieuse et exécrable qui fust oncques au monde. Je voy
qu’elle nuyst beaucoup, et est au feu allume pour destruire et gaster tout,
ou comme une contagion pour infectioner toute la terre, si 'on n’y
remédie”.?* Marguerite’s reaction against her former “protegé™’s intrusion
was immediate and the suggestion that “la Sage” reflects the Queen’s view
of the Reformer would not be out of place, if by this is meant Calvin’s
intellectual intransigence.?%

Hilda Graef summarizes the ideas of Protestant Reformers regarding
mysticism as follows:

The theology of the Reformers, Luther (1483-1546) and Calvin
(1509-1564), was fundamentally inimical to the development of
genuine mysticism, even though mystical trends made themselves
felt at times. Luther himself was interested in mysticism in his
early years, even for some time after he had started the
Reformation ( ... ). He was attracted by the German mystics,
Master Eckhart and Tauler, and especially by an anonymous late
fourteenth century treatise, the so called “Teologie Teutsch”
(German Theology), which he published himself in 1616. Of this



he said that, except for the Bible and St. Augustine no book had
ever taught him more about God and Christ and the human
condition. This is very significant, for, though this book is fairly
orthodox even if rather one-sided in its mystical teaching, it
nevertheless emphasizes certain aspects which were later to be
taken out of their mystical context and embodied in Luther’s
own doctrine.?*¢

The fourth and last character in the Comédie is “la Ravie de Dieu,
Bergere”. While embodying simplicity itself, she is paradoxically the most
complex of the four “dramatis personae”, and her tenets have often been
identified with the mystical principles of the “Libertins Spirituels”. She
is the “Ravie d’Amour™:

LA BERGERE /[as she enters the stage]
Helas! je languys d’amours...
Helas! je meurs tous les jours.

(vv. 573-574)

She refuses to follow “La Sage™s “chemin de science” (v.817)

LA SAGE

Mais plustost vous juge ignorante,

Qui s’esjouict sans savoir quoy.
(vv. 807-808)

“La Bergere” rejects it since she prefers to follow the mystical way of
the “Docta Ignorantia”:

LA BERGERE
Vous avez bien jugé de moy,
Car ma joye ne congnois pas.
Je m’esjouis et prens soulas
Et ne congnois pas bien ma joye.
(vv. 809-812)>7
She, nevertheless, knows exactly what she is longing for:

LA BERGERE

Je scay ce que je veulx avoir:

D’autre science n’ay besoign.
(vv. 825-826)
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“La Bergere™s mystical teaching has wrongly been compared by a
few critics to that of the Libertinism of the “Libertins Spirituels”. It is
true that she preaches the primacy of love:

LA BERGERE
Qui vit d’amour a bien le cueur joieulx,
Qui tient amour ne peult desirer mieulx,
Qui scet amour (n’) ignore nul scavoir,
Qui void amour a tousjours rians yeulx,
Qui baise amour il passe dans les cieulx,
Qui vainc amour il a parfaict pouvoir,
Qui ayme amour acomplyt son debvoir,
Qui est parte d’amour n’a nul (le) peine,
Qui peult amour embrasser, prandre et veoir,
11 (est) remply de grace souveraine.

(vv. 575-584)

Lefranc’s reaction is immediate:

( ...) le langage de la Bergere “ravie d’amour” est absolument
celui des libertins spirituels. C’est la doctrine de cette secte
fameuse, secte qui fut la cause directe de la rupture survenue
entre Calvin et Marguerite, qui se reflete, de facon la plus
manifeste, dans les effusions hardies et brtlantes de ce
personnage. Il n’y a au monde que ’amour: tout le reste n’est
qu’apparence et vanité . La science est inutile; le coeur et ses
impulsions doivent étre les seuls guides de la vie humaine.?*

Other critics are less dogmatic, as for instance Clive,” while Febvre
quite rightly concludes that criticism on this matter has gone too far:
«Soyons historiens. Etre historien, ce n’est pas mettre en contact des da-
tes et des faits bruts et nouer entre ces éléments inertes des liens
arbitraires”.?®® Parturier goes as far as to recognize the Libertine influence
in Marguerite’s early writings, even before she had any contact with them:
“Marguerite avait certainement connu leurs idées et les avait adoptées
bien longtemps avant cette visite [i.e. towards 1546] car ses premiers écrits
en portent déja la trace”,?! but this view can hardly be held, even in the
milder form adopted by Jourda.?$?

It is true that in 1525 «un certain Coppin, originaire de Lille» enseigna
la doctrine de la liberté spirituelle dans sa ville natale”, remarks Jundt in
his interesting work Histoire du panthéisme populaire au Moven Age et
au seizieme siecle.’®® Then, towards 1534, Quintin appeared in France
with Bertrand des Moulins. Together with Claude Parceval and Antoine




Pocques they started to spread their spiritual teaching in Paris, until they
had to face Calvin who stopped them from diffusing their doctrine among
the protestant community in the city. Pocques then moved to Strasbourg
and Geneva in 1542. It was not until 1543 that Pocques and Quintin had
to take refuge and became ‘protégés’ in Marguerite’s Court, with Calvin
as their implacable enemy. Luther’s attitude was not different. In about
1525 he met a “Libertin Spirituel” at Wittenberg and soon afterwards the
reformer wrote a letter to the people of Antwerp against a “demon incarne
qui veut vous conduire en erreur et vous détourner de la vraie intelligence
de ’Evangile” 2%

We know too little about this sect of the “Libertins Spirituels” to be
able to make a comparison with the doctrine of love preached by “la
Bergere” in the Comédie, since their writings were suppressed by both
catholics and protestants. We must deduce most of their spiritual tenets
through the invectives of their enemies, particularly of Calvin who wrote
no less than eight treatises against them, one of which was addressed
against those who took refuge in the Court of Navarre, as well as against
Queen Marguerite herself: “Petit traite montrant ce que doit faire un
homme, regnoscant la vérité de I’Evangile quand il est entre les
papistes”.?> Fortunately however, for us, a collection of Traités mystiques
written at the Court of Navarre during the years of Marguerite survived
the destruction by both Catholics and Protestants and was published by
C. Schmidt in 1876.2% It shows certain similarities, though very vague.
with the spiritual teachings taught by the Queen of Navarre, but the cen-
tral theme of the Comédie jouee au Mont-de-Marsan regarding the literal
and spiritual meaning of the Scritptures is totally different. If it is true
that the “Libertins Spirituels” maintained that “il faut apprendre a dégager
la lettre de I’esprit”, as well as the allegorical interpretation of the Bible,
their three stages in its understanding were not the traditional ones of the
Queen: they taught that there had been three epochs in the history of
mankind, namely “celui de la loi” (in the Old Testament) «par le Pere”,
“celui de I’Evangile” (New Testament) “par le Filz” and “celui du Saint
Esprit” (Amour);?’ these are totally incompatible with Marguerite’s
traditional teaching, which, as we are to see, she learnt not from them nor
from the Reformers, but from her spiritual initiation in hermeneutic
theology through Briconnet and Lefevre.?®® Already in 1524 the Bishop
of Meaux had instructed her in the spiritual meaning of historic passages
of the Old Testament, symbolized by the Hebrew letter “Mem” as we saw
in Chapter 1 on Marguerite’s initiation into the mystical tenets of the
group of Meaux, and I totally agree with Glori Cappello’s opinion that
Marguerite’s mystic ideas on the Bible are different from those expressed
by the “Libertins Spirituels”.?%
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III

By the time the “Libertins Spirituels” arrived in the court of Navarre
it was perhaps too late to make any real impression on Marguerite’s ideas,
though she welcomed them, gave them protection and listened to their
teaching. We have been left very little evidence of their actual initiation
and it is difficult to compare their mystical ideas with those we encounter
in Marguerite’s works written about 1547. The Queen had now time to
read and to write, and the fact that the works she wrote during her long
“retraites” in Navarre show remarkable similarities with the
Correspondance she had held with the Bishop of Meaux, may prove that
she was now studying their exchange of letters very closely; perhaps she
now regretted that the precious collection she had ordered to be copied
had been left unfinished by the royal amanuensis.?”’

The four puzzling characters of the Comédie can, as if miraculously,
be re-created almost word for word from passages written twenty years
previously, at the end of 1522. Briconnet, following the Pauline distinction
between the “homo spiritualis” and the “homo animalis”, (I Corinthians
2,14), writes of those who never arrive at total understanding because
they follow their own desires:

either they follow their Body (like “la Mondaine” in the Comédie)
or “ “© o« Superstition (like “la Superstitieuse”)
or “© o« Reason (like “la Sage”)

with only few arriving at a «clairvoyance” (like “la Bergere”) which
is superior to reason. Speaking of the “trois sortes d’hommes”, the first
one “charnel et terrestre, totallement aveugle comme la taulpe. Le second,
animal voiant seullement és tenebres, comme la sevesche et ne voyant en
lumiere, juge du monde et peu ou rien de Dieu. Le tiers est spirituel,
lequel comme ’aigle est clairvoiant en la lumiere du soleil de justice ...”
(Correspondance, 1, p. 228). Briconnet provides us with a most
illuminating text, which in my opinion offered Marguerite a chance of a
quotation in her Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan:

Il en est d’aultres qui macerent leurs corps [he writes],
and LA SUPERSTITIEUSE [talking to “la Mondaine”]
J’en loue le Dieu de bonté,
Pour lequel mon corps j’ay dompté
Tant qu’il ne se peult soubstenir.
Je le bas, je le fais jeusner
Et en voiage cheminer,
Et de tous plaisirs abstenir.
(vv. 441-446)



travaillant pour en sortir et plus y entrent: lesquelz comme asnes
tournent alentour de la roue a leur plaisir, toutesfois prisonniers
et attachez a icelle en la tournant. Ilz cuident par raison naturelle
et animale penetrer et pour debvoir parvenir a la fin de la vie
spirituelle viviffiante par jeusnes, oraisons, aulmosnes et aultrez
oeuvres,’”! esquelz cuydent estre et consister leur justification,
aussy par raison apprenhender, congnoistre et entendre ce qui est
plus sur raison qu elle n’est sur le corps et charnel le sensualité.
Telz sont trap en corps qui en oeuvres corporelles et materielles
mectent leur salut. Sainct Pol les appelle anymaulx ( ... )
(Correspondance, 1, p.224)

and the view of LA SAGE:

Dieu a bien faict ung tres beau don a 1 ‘homme ~
De luy donner raison, savez vous comme?

Comme a unJange. Est ce pas don honneste?

(vv. 161-163)

LA BERGERE prefers to fall in love:
Je ne scay rien sinon aimer.

Ce scavoir la est man estude,

C’est man chemin, sans lacitude.
Ou je courray tant que je vive.

(vv. 819-823)

Briconnet often follows Marguerite’s initiative, as can be seen in Letter
46 of the Correspondance, just quoted, in which he tries to illustrate the ending
of one written by the Queen in November of 1522. In the previous year, once
again following the Queen’s initiative,””? Briconnet gave a mystic description
of the fourth “brebis” as “I’aveugle en soy”, whose spiritual unconcern for
anything except God resembles the fourth character in the Comédie,
disinterested in herself (“aveugle en soy”) and totally possessed by love:

Elle brusle d’amour et charité?Z et se cuide froide.?”* Elle ayme
sans aymer et est sans estre. Car elle est aveugle en soy et ne
congnoist en elle que son seul necessaire, leque en elle, d’elle,
par elle et pour elle faict toutes ses operations.?”> Elle est morte
vivant(e)?’® car son seul necessaire vit en sa mortification.
(Correspondance, 1, p. 43)

When the “ravie” soul arrives at the fourth stage of perfection, all its

operations (seeing, moving and even living) are absorbed by the will of
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God; the expression “aveugle en soi” is a Quietist formula to mean that
the soul no longer controls its own vision; but even if “la Bergére” echoes
Briconnet’s teaching on God’s control of the “aveugle en soi”, I personally
feel that the play is more directly connected with the Bishop’s epistolary
treatises written later at the end of 1522 and the beginning of 1523, when
the Bishop was about to introduce Marguerite into spiritual hermeneutics,
i.e. the mystic interpretation of the Bible, under the guidance of no less
than three biblical scholars from Meaux who were staying at the royal
court, Lefevre d’Etaples. Francois Vatable and Gérard Roussel: “Et saichant
les graces qu’il vous a données, et que ayant telle opportunité desdits
trois personnaiges qui ont I'intelligence hebrahicque et grecque, dont se
peuvent esclaircir plusieurs tenebres qui sont par maulvaises translacions
en Escripture Saincte, me jugeray vous tenir propos duquel vous [vous]
excusez”. (Correspondance,2, p.13)

There is no doubt that Marguerite was initiated into the secret
technique of biblical interpretation by Briconnet (Ibid.,2, pp. 11-15), first
perhaps by Michel d’Arande whom the Queen calls “I’expositeur” as early
as September 1521 (ibid.,1, p. 42). Their mutual Correspondance already
attracted the attention of Henri de Lubac in his scholarly work Exégese
médiévale; les quatre sens de I’Ecriture.?”” Glori Cappello has recently
made a more detailed analysis of both Lefevre’s hermeneutics and those
of Briconnet, concluding that the Queen depends not on the doctrine of
the “Libertins spirituels”, but totally on the exegesis of the school of
Meaux.?’”® It may be harder to show how successful a pupil the Queen had
been under the direction of the best scholars France could then offer.
The two quotations I have already given previously from Llnquisiteur
and La Navire show that Marguerite had been interested in the study of
the different interpretations of the Bible. but only the Comédie proves
that she was a proficient pupil who could cope with the most difficult
task of applying different levels to the reading of the text in the Scripture.
The apparent unconcern of “la Bergere” reflects her understanding from
within under the guidance of the Spirit; this doctrine will later be developed
by the Queen in the Prisons, where the spiritual meaning of the Word is
preferred to its literal interpretation.?”” Unlike Briconnet she was not
interested in long scholarly expositions on the spiritual meaning of biblical
passages like the miracle at Cana of Galilee, (Correspondance, 1, pp.81-
82), or the biblical interpretation of the passage of the Hebrews through
the Red Sea (ibid., 1, pp.195-214), but she could attempt something more
concrete and easy like the presentation of a character that would embody
the ideas of Meaux on the spiritual meaning of the Scriptures.




So far, apart from Lubac and Cappello, there has been very little work
on the use of mystical exegesis in the work of Marguerite. Febvre, it is
true, had remarked the use of the Bible in two of her works, the Discord
estant en ’homme and the Miroir.?®® Allaire has noted that the Bible
glosses in the Miroir were taken from Lefevre’s translations into French
of the Scriptures®® remarking at the same time that the personal copy of
Marguerite can still be seen in the Turin Library with the ex libris “ce
livre est a Madame Marguerite de France”??. Indeed she depends, not
only on Lefevre’s readings of the Bible, but on his criticism and on his
mystical hermeneutics as well, and this through the spiritual initiation
of the Bishop of Meaux. A more positive contribution has recently been
made by Salminen and Veissiere-Martineau in their studies of Marguerite’s
quotations from the Scriptures in the Miroir and the Correspondance.?®?

We are here more directly concerned, not so much with what the
doctrine of Briconnet and Lefevre was, but with the way it came to Marguerite
through two years of almost constant exchange of letters with the Bishop.
Already by 1522 Briconnet had insinuated that the Bible can be read at two
different levels, the obvious and the hidden. The letter he wrote to her on
18 May 1522 can be considered as the prologue to a mystical exposition on
Moses’s Canticle which he wrote eight months later on 16 January 1523:

Et puisque par nostre froideur autrement ne pouvons ne serons
excuséz sy avec Moise, sa soeur Marie et aultrez d’Israél ne
chantons ordinairement le doulx canticque: “Cantemus Domi-
no; gloriose eum honorificatus est, equum et ascensorem projecit
in mare” [Exodus 15,1]. Lequel, comme est le premier de tous
les canticques, aussy contient le mistere et figure de nostre
innovacion et regeneracion que vous prie, Madame, le lire
d’autant plus devotement quant Dieu vous donnera la grace que
I’ombre est descouvert par la verité, et en le disant, digerez tous
les passaiges moult haultz et sublimes contenans nostre
redemption. (Correspondance, 1, p. 202)

Briconnet’s letter is in fact an exposition on how to trace a spiritual
sense in an historical book of the Old Testament, as in the case of Joshua
who “Tel debvoit du doulx Jesus estre ’ombre et la figure, car Josue est
interprete salut et salvateur” (ibid., 1, p.213), and “Il fauldroit ung gros
volume qui vouldroit, ayant I’esperit de Dieu pour guide et conduicte,
amplement declairer tout le progrez du veage umbratile des enfans d’Israél
(..)” (bid., 1, p. 210). By this he signifies that the spiritual meaning is
somehow subordinated to the actual inspiration of God for those who are
ready to understand the secrets hidden in the obvious historical context.
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It must be emphasized that neither for Lefévre nor for Briconnet is there
opposition between the literal and the spiritual senses in the Bible, but
the spiritual meaning is more profitable. By 1523 Marguerite was ready
to understand this and other more subtle distinctions, as this letter of 16
January of that year proves:

Car toute Escripture Saincte est ou spirituelle seulement, sans
intelligence litterale, ou litterale sans la spirituelle (et bien peu),
ou litterale et spirituelle ensemble. Moings se trouvera de
passaiges qui se puissent seulement entendre litteralement que
des aultres deux. A ceste cause I'on dict que 1'intelligence litterale
est comme la chandelle qui ne couste que ung denier, dont on
serche la marguerite qui est cachée en la maison. Lintelligence
spirituelle est la marguerite caschée, laquelle, par la lettre qui
est la chandelle, se trouve que 1’on laisse, la marguerite trouvée,
laquelle ne ce communicque a chascun et n’en congnoissent la
valleur et excellence. Pour ceste cause deffend nostre Seigneur
ne debvoir estre semées entre les pourceaulx, c’est a dire
I'intelligence spirituelle ne fleurer ou sentir bon a plusieurs qui
sont charnelz et litteraulx, qui voient sans veoir et oyent sans
oyr ( ...) @bid., 2, pp. 13-14).

It is on the last few words that I would insist in order to show what I
maintain is the basic message of the four characters in the Comédie. If it
is true that there is no opposition between the literal and the spiritual
meanings of the Scripture, according to Lefevre and Briconnet. since the
two senses complete one another, the Queen was following step by step
the mystic tenets of the Meaux Group when, as Glori Cappello has pointed
out, they maintained that: “La vraie clef de l'intelligence de I’Escripture
Saincte est ’esperit et non la lettre ( ... )”.(ibid., 2, p. 14). Marguerite’s
discussion between the four characters of her Comédie is directly
connected with this problem of reading the Bible, and this, as far as I
know, has escaped all the critics of this work.

“La Sage” appears from the very beginning as the blind guide of “la
Mondaine” and “la Superstitieuse”; “la Sage” possesses the understanding
of “la lettre” but never goes beyond its literal meaning. There are two
passages in the play, an argument between her and «la Mondaine’, and

another with “la Superstiticuse”, that illustrate this point:

LA MONDAINE

Je ne scay pas ou commencer:

Je craindz seullement de penser
Au mal qu’il fault que je descouvre,



LA SAGE

Pour vous metre toute a delivre,

je vous faictz present de ce livre:

C’est la loy et vieille et nouvelle.[i.e.the 2 Testaments]
En luy verrez ce qu’il fault faire

Et qui pour vous peult satisfaire,

Pour vous metre en vie eternelle.

LA MONDAINE

Puis qu’il vous plaist de le me dire,
Incessament je le veux lire,

Pour y chercher mon sauvement

LA SAGE
Ignorance, des folz marrastre,
A sapience pour emplastre

Bon sens, raison, entendement.
(vv. 372-386)

A second parallel discussion between “la Sage” and “la Superstitieuse”
begins soon after about the reading of the Scripture:

LA SAGE
Or, me lisez ceste escripture
Ou verité se faict entendre.

LA SUPERSTITIEUSE

Madame, je suys (bien) trop sotte
Pour chanter de si haulte notte;
Certe, je n’y puis rien comprandre.

LA SAGE

M’amye, lisez hardiment

Le viel et nouveau Testament
Que vous a laisse vostre pere.

LA SUPERSTITIEUSE

C’est a la personne savante:

Mais moy qui suis tant ignorante,

Cela me seroit impropere.
(vv. 544- 554)

At the end even “la Superstitieuse” agrees to be instructed by “la
Sage”: “Toutesfoys a vous me consens” (v. 559).

99



100

“La Bergere” remains all the time totally unconcerned with what the
other three are discussing, while she understands, in her ignorance, that
the discussion the other three characters are holding is nonsense:

LA BERGERE

Vous qui estes ignorantes
Que c’est que (la) ferme foy:
O cambien seriez contantes

Sy le saviez comme moy!
(vv. 692-695)

The only way to penetrate the mysterious character of “la Bergere” is
to understand the context of the hermeneutical discussions of the school
of Meaux, of which Marguerite herself remained a member to the end. If
it ts true that some of the group passed over to the Lutherans, or were at
least attracted by Luther’s first reforming efforts, they soon turn
independent. After the dispersion of the Meaux group in 1525, when some
of its members, Lefevre, Roussel and Michel d’Arande, had to take refuge
in Strasbourg, Marguerite, who had to busy herself with serious political
tasks such as the liberation of her brother from his imprisonment in Spain
after the French defeat in Pavia, tried to salvage something from the wreck
by gathering some of the members around the Court of France. Briconnet
could no longer shelter them nor join them in his official capacity as a
Bishop of the official church.

What has not been emphasized enough is the fact that Briconnet’s
anti-Lutheran Synodal decree of 15 October 1523 was a defence of the
policy of the Meaux group in a matter as serious as mystical hermeneutics
of the Scripture, which were under attack by Luther:

Semblable a Chrysippe [says the Bishop as the main reason for
rejecting Luther’s reforming efforts] qui se croyait seul sage, il
tord a sa fantaisie par une interpretation nouvelle les saintes
Ecritures, et meprise tous ceux des anciens qu’il trouve contraires
a ses témérités; le bienheureux Denis entre autres, ce disciple de
Paul, dont les écrits sont apres les Evangiles et les livres
apostoliques ce qu’il y a de plus sublime et de plus sacré, il le
traite de novateur!?*

The group of Meaux had taken the doctrine of the Pseudo-Denis very
seriously, particularly his mystical interpretation of the Bible. Leféevre
had, for instance, defended the authenticity of the Areopagite against
Erasmus, and this may be one of the main reasons why the man of
Rotterdam was never able to form contact with Briconnet’s group:?%



denying the identification of Paul’s first convert in Athens with St. Denis,
the first martyr of France, would jeopardize the Gallican claims of
Apostolic continuity.?®® Nevertheless Erasmus’s position on biblical
hermeneutics is not basically different from the traditional one adopted
by Lefevre and Briconnet. In 1516 he had been asked by Capiton (alias W.
Kopfel) to express his opinion as regards the “quadruplex sensus
Scripturarum”; Erasmus first avoided answering the question: “unus adhuc
scrupulus habet animum meum”,”® perhaps because he was against the
abuse of allegories by some writers, but soon afterwards in 1518(Ratio
p.127) he included some guidance on a prudent use of the four meanings
of the Bible: “Unum illud addam: Non satis esse circumspicere, quomodo
juxta sensum historicum, qui simplex est; quomodo juxta tropologicum,
qui ad mores et vitam communen pertinet; quomodo juxta allegoricum,
qui capitis ac totius corporis mystici tractat arcana; quomodo juxta
anagogicum, qui caelestem attingit hi erarchi am, di versi sin rebus vari e
1 uceat veritas ( ... )",

A. Skevington Wood has studied Luther’s hermeneutic principles: “One
of the most valuable of Luther’s hermeneutic principles is his insistence
on the primacy of the 1 iteral sense. He resolutely sets aside the verbal
jugglery in multiple exegesis and firmly takes his stand upon the plain and
obvious significance of the word. “The literal sense of Scripture a lone”, he
asserts, “is the whole essence of faith and Christian theology”.”?%

Mystics tend to interpret allegorically most of the historical passages
of the Old Testament. Briconnet, for instance, sees Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob as figures of the Trinity and David as an image of Christ, which he
calls “proportion” (Correspondance, 2, p.201); the mystic motto tends to
be “omnia in figura”, everything in the Old Testament is an image of the
New, following the numerous allegotical interpretations of Saint Paul.
Some Protestant attitudes towards the mystical interpretation of the Bible
in the time of Marguerite were totally different from that adopted by the
Meaux group. The former usually accepted only the “innatae allegoriae”,
the symbolic meanings that can be read in the actual texts of the Scripture
itself, particularly the interpretation of historical passages as seen by
writers of the New Testament such as Saint Matthew? or Saint Paul.?’!
According to Reformers all other “illatae allegoriae” were inventions of
the “papicolae”.??

This is the world in which the four puzzling characters lived; it is far
more hermetic for us readers of the twentieth century than for those of
the sixteenth century who may have read Marguerite’s Comédie. When
“la Sage”, followed by “la Mondaine” and “la Superstitieuse” get tired of
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“la Bergere™s apparent unconcern for their discussion, they decide to
leave her alone and continue their tasks of reading the text of the Bible:

LA SUPERSTITIEUSE
Mieulx vaulx que lire je retorne

Le temps perdons de plus parler
(Comedie, vv. 926-927)

This is an illustration of Briconnet’s doctrine, following the Pauline
principle that the “homo animalis” can never understand the “homo
spiritualis” (Romans 8,5-6). It is a pity that we do not possess any stage
directions for the production of the Comédie that was played at Mont-de-
Marsan “le jour de Caresme prenant mil cing cens quarante sept”.?? 1
am inclined to believe, from the minute analysis of the text itself, that “la
Sage” had entered the stage carrying a copy of the family

Bible (v.551): “que vous a laisse vostre pere”. It was around this book
that the main action evolved, by showing the different attitudes of the
four characters towards Scripture. The first three characters would
represent what Briconnet had called “les trop en corps”:

“La Mondaine”  illustrated thus the carnal interpretation of
the Sible;?**

“la Superstitieuse” embodied its credulous reading;

“la Sage” represented its literal, intellectual
understanding;?

Only “la Ravie de Dieu, Bergere” found favour in the eyes of
Marguerite’s audience at Mont-de-Marsan, since she stood for the mystical,
spiritual principles of the group of Meaux as taught by Lefévre and
Briconnet in their biblical expositions.

IV

When in 1524 Briconnet sent a copy of the translation of the Epistles
of St. Paul by Jacques Lefevre d’Etaples to Marguerite, the mystic Apple of
1523%¢% had become a Royal Banquet, signifying the perfect understanding
of God which is attained through the reading of the Bible: “Elles [i.e. the
Epistles of St. Paul] sont metz roial, engressant sans corruption et guerissant
de toutes maladies: plus on en gouste, [plus] la fain croist en desir assouvi,
insaciable. Ledict metz purge, illumine et parfaict toute creature, par foy
inserée en filiation divine” (Correspondance, 2, p.92). Marguerite had left,
in the eyes of the Bishop, the intermediate stages by the time this letter was
written. She had been purged of the vices of “la Mondaine” and “la
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Superstitieuse” and was about to leave the stage of illumination (that of “la
Sage”) to reach finally the union of “la Ravie de Dieu, Bergere”.

What the Bishop had taught her during at least four years, 1521-
1524, was the traditional teaching of the mystic writers, particularly that
of Origen, the Pseudo-Dionysius and St Bernard. Origen in particular
had seen the Song of Songs that was attributed to Solomon as the
“quintessence de ’enseignement de 1’ecriture”, as H. de Lubac comments
quite rightly.?®” St Bernard had followed him closely. For him, the “doc-
tor mellifluus et suavis”, the Canticle or Song of Songs represented the
key to the understanding of the whole Scripture. since it was “mystique
au double sens du mot”.?® It is not surprising, then, that the Bishop of
Meaux had adopted St. Bernard’s Honey, alias the Manna, as the symbol
for the final stage in Marguerite’s initiation. The Manna thus became a
symbol of her Fullness or plentiful measure (“gomor”): “I'ame ( ... ) im-
paciente de fain, actend et requiert ( ... ) la viviffiante manne en laquelle
gist et est sa perfection et aliment, qui est vray pain de vie, sans lequel ne
peult vivre et, pour la recevoir, reste preparée de longue main pour estre
“gomor”,2? mesure nette, parfaicte, vuidée de toute aultre impleture
..>(@1bid. ,1, pp.138-139).

Shortly afterwards he wrote to the Queen a letter that could well be
the source of no less than two of Marguerite’s works, the Comédie des
Innocents and the Triomphe de ’Agneau.’® This letter had also an impact
on her mystic use of the Song of Songs, in many of her main works like
the Miroir, the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan and the Prisons. It
must have been a precious document for the Queen because in it Briconnet
expands the doctrine of Origen and St.Bernard on the mystic meaning of
the “Song of Songs”:

Vray coeur amant ne vit en soy, mais en la chose aymée. Par quay,
sy aymons viscerallement3? et de tout nostre coeur le triumphant
amateur et liberateur de noz ames, le doulx Jesus, nous vivons
en luy (... ) Amour est grant lyen odoriferant et attirant le coeur:
c’est ung odeur qui faict courrir sans lassitude comme dient les
ames («curremus in odorem ungentorum tuorum” [Song of Songs
1, 3], ennyvrées de I’extaticque amour ravissant, nous courrons
a I’odeur de vostre oignement” (Correspondance 1, p.208).

No better definition could have been given of Marguerite’s fourth
character in her Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, “la Ravie de Dieu,
Bergere” who entered the stage with the words of the “Beloved” in the
“Song of Songs” 2,5:
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LA BERGERE

Helas! je languys d’amours ...

Helas! je meurs tous les jours.
(vv. 573-574)

Briconnet’s mystical teaching to Marguerite on the “Song of Songs” has
left its traces in almost every important work written by her. To quote but a few:

“La Ravie” in the Miroir (vv. 327-331)
Vous 1’avez dit en lieu bien autentique

Par Salomon en vostre doulx cantique,
Disant: Ma soeur tu as navre mon cueur,
Tu as navré mon cueur par la doulceur
d’ung de tes yeulx. et d’ung de tes cheveulx.

The “Epoux” declares his love for his “Amye” in the
Triomphe de I’ Agneau (vv. 730-739), using the words
of the Song of Songs (2,10-16):

... En leur disant: “Mon Espouse et ancelle,

Ma mieux aymee, o0 ma tres chere Espouse.

Voicy le temps qu’il fault que vous espouse;

Voicy le temps, gratieuse Colombe,

Ou tout florist, quand le froid hyver tombe;

Voicy le temps que jouyray de vous,

Et vous de moy; tant qu’ensemble nous tous

Un corps ferons. O belle Sulamithe ( ... )”

In the Comédie the love of the “Ravye” towards her “Mignon” keeps
her, as in the Song of Songs, awake day and night:

LA BERGERE
“Pour penser en luy nuict et jour”
(Comédie, v.854)

for they love each other daintily:

LA BERGERE

Et je seray sy mignonne

Il sera mon grand mignon.
(ibid., vv. 920-921)

Marguerite’s hermetic character, “la Bergere”, plays with the two basic
concepts of Play and Absence-Presence, which, although common to all
lyric poetry, was applied by the Solomon literature to the mystic enjoyment
of divine experience:



LA BERGERE

Laissez moy aller, aller,

Laisser moy aller jouer.’*
(ibid., vv. 928-929)

Playing in the presence of her “Amy” or longing for his company are
ideas deeply rooted in mystic teaching. The “Absent” in the Comédie is
obviously God, who speaks through his creatures while he is not present,
since nature in mystic thinking is like a mirror which can recall the image
of its creator:

LA BERGERE
J’ayme mieulx une violette,
Par quy me vient le souvenir

De mon amy, que de tenir
En mon guiron ung grand tresor,

(vv. 763-766)
But it is “la Sage” who asks, surprisingly, the key question:

LA SAGE

Comment vostre c(u)eur tousjours sent
Cest amour present ou absant?

(vv. 696-697)

“Amarissime” (i .e.Marguerite) could not expect any consolation from
nature for the loss of her beloved “Pan” (i.e. Francois) in the Comédie
sur le trespas du Roy, for only God gives her relief in solitude and prayer:3®

AMARISSIME

Ce lieu desert j’ay choisy pour mes pleurs,
En delaissant pastourelle et pastours.

Je (h)ay les bois, les verdures et fleurs,

Prays et ruisseaulx, pallais, villes et tours.
(vv. 25-28)

and:

N’espere pas de me reconforter

Nul rossignol, linotte, ny calandre.
(vv. 33-34)

The Prisons, like the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan show a
different attitude to nature. The “Amy” of “la Bergere” misses her Beloved
hidden behind natural beauty, and the Poet-Lover complains that nature
does not mirror his presence:
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Tenebre lors me sembloit lumineuse
Et le soleil lumiere tenebreuse.
(Prisons, fol. 265 ro, p.121)3%

There is no contradiction in Marguerite’s double way of looking at nature.
She just follows the mystical tradition of the West, and, as E. Parturier remarks
very subtly, she sounds very much like the medieval mystic Suso who envisages
“la creation non pas comme dechue de sa splendeur ou comme étant le
domaine du mal, mais comme une merveilleuse manifestation de Dieu”.3%
This is at least, though not always, the case in the Comédie jouée au Mont-
de-Marsan, whose literal interpretation is very much like that traditionally
given to the “Song of Songs”. Everything is going the way of a young
shepherdess who has fallen in love with a prince, from whom she receives
advances and promises of marriage. Briconnet had already used this
comparison, and probably the Queen of Navarre sees the Song of Songs through
the Bishop’s eyes;® it cannot be a pure coincidence that as early as 1521 she
had been the first to introduce the themes of “la Brebis” and “le grand Berger”,
that was going to be at the very centre of her two mystical plays, the Comédie
jouée au Mont-de-Marsan and the Comédie sur le trespas du Roy. Mystically
both works are very near the spiritual meaning of the Song of Songs. “Paraclesis”
announces that “Pan” has been united with “le grand Pasteur”:

Vostre doux Pan est en son vray repos

Voire et va comme 1’espouse a ’espoux

Au grant Pasteur reduict en son vray estre.
(Comédie sur le trespas du Roy, vv. 416-418)

and “la Bergere”, who refuses to discover the name of her “Amy” (vv.
677-680) to the other three characters, at one moment betrays her secret
by disclosing that, like the King in the Song of Songs, her Amy has fallen
in love with her: “la Bergere” of the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan
sings: “o bergere, m’amie je ne vy que d’amours” (v.618). But as in the
Canticle, love cannot be taken literally; it is used to signify the state of
mystical union with the divinity that all mystics, both in East and West,
try to express by using the language of physical love symbolically as the
most appropriate to express their inmost feelings.

\Y

At first sight the Comédie presents fewer problems than the Dialo-
gue or the Miroir, because of its simple structure. There are of course
obvious stylistic devices, like repetitions. alternations between singing
and dialogue, borrowings from popular songs,’’ as well as from the
Classics,*® and even from Marguerite’s own Chansons spirituelles .3%
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Biblical language, however, and the mystic conventions of the school of
Meaux are its real sources of inspiration as I tried to show above, and
there are certain problems of style Marguerite learnt from them that throw
light on the complexities of this apparently simple work.

One must always be on guard when trying to see hermetic meaning
in the Cabbalistic use of numbers,’!® particularly in numbers “three”
and “four”, the favourite mystic cyphers. There is for instance no evidence
that Marguerite intended to give a mystic meaning to the fact that she
wrote four biblical plays, since she does not stress it. The fact that there
are only “four” characters in the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, “a
quatre personnaqges”, is quite different. H. de Lubac suggests that there is
close relationship between the symbolic use of numbers Three and Four
and the hermeneutical “triplex” and “quadruplex” meanings of the
Scripture: number Three is the first organized number, simpler than
Four, perhaps less perfect. but no less meaningful. (Cf. Diagram 4, p.294)3!!

Bed iam o didiciaus cxtellere fenfibilis & ineelligibilis, & e negas
whmwn mm- 2b his au : quare nomina nodmind lubitaas
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afceniumn & defeenfum i i /7 cuus fgpe rmeminis beaillimus pacer accipe pyramidem

Micoli Cufini dodiflimi mylti oxlibro cus de conidatvra, & libro de doda ignorantia . Calamug,

Balbs pyramidias uncbearum
Alericas

Bed intelligibdiorem multo abicsma “gw ¥ gradun encuen panicls
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Hane aucem infligntm & misificam yJonge pascas § Memphinicas
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B ii§ 2
rwate 4.

Gregorius Reischius’s geometrical diagram, which he calls “figura paradigmatica™, represents
the interrelationship of concording symbols within the pyramid of Light and their opposites
within the pyramid of Darkness. It shows Nicolas of Cusa’s conception of the Universe:
created things there participate from both Light and Darkness, but the closer they are to the
base of the pyramid of Light, the less corporeal they are. (De Mystica Theologia, op.cit.,
Cap.I11, Pars II, Prop.I11, fol. E IIII o).
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Briconnet often uses either one or the other. Speaking of people, he
sees them either using their “oeil charnel” or their “oeil de la raison” or
their “oeil de ’esprit” (Correspondance, L pp.34-36). He is obviously
framing them within the three ways of reading the Scripture. Marguerite
is also fond of using symbolic numbers as Sckommodau has already
remarked in her tripartite division of her Petit oeuvre dévot et
contemplatif.’’> When she makes a threefold division in her Prisons. or
insists on the “quatre personnages” both in the Comédie jouée au Mont-
de-Marsan and in the Comédie sur le trespas du Roy, even if the latter
includes other minor characters besides the four significant ones,
“Amarissime”, “Securus”, “Agapy” and “Paraclesis”, this makes one wonder
whether she is not making use of the hermetic meaning of the number
Four, particularly since in both plays the fourth character is favoured by
the Queen of Navarre with charismatic gifts.

The four characters of the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, like
the Four Beverages of the commentators of the Bible,*® have a particular
meaning. Milk and Oil are still imperfect drinks while Wine is the symbol
of wisdom (“la Sage”) and Honey embodies the idea of perfect understanding.
When “la Bergere”, for instance, claims against the other three that:

Je ne sens corps, ame, ne vie
Sinon amour ( ...)
(vv. 870-871)

she is once again playing with a parallel quadripartite division. What
she is simply doing is subdividing Briconnet’s Three Eyes into Four and
interpreting them, as the Bishop had done, as the four ways of
understanding the Bible at different levels. These could be arranged,
following the “scala perfectionis”*“ thus:

1 Corps  taste of milk la Mondaine I’oeil charnel
2 Ame taste of oil la Superstitieuse
3 Vie I’ocil de la raison taste of wine la Sage

4 Amour loeil de ’esprit  taste of honey la Bergere

Very closely connected with Marguerite’s use of hermetic numbers is
the anti-intellectual character of the Comédie, since the Queen clearly
adopts an anti-intellectual attitude in this play. “Securus” had already
stated in her other mystic play, the Comédie sur le trespas du (vv. 337-
338) by proclaiming:




SECURUS
Raison, philosophie, exemple
Ne servent plus icy de rien.

and “Amarissime” similarly proclaims: “Raison n’a peu de moy estre
maistresse” (v.540). The Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan nevertheless
goes a step further, since “la Bergére” adopts an anti-intellectual language
aimed at confusing the other three characters, who end by concluding
that she is out of her mind:

LA SUPERSTITIEUSE
Elle est bien simple et bien naifve

Rien ne scait et ne veult s¢avoir.
(vv. 823-824)

and “la Sage” remarks that “la Bergere” has been tricked by someone:

LA SAGE

Croiez qu’amour I’a abuzée,

Et quelque amy 1’a amuzée,

Parquoy elle a perdu son sens.
(vv. 832-834)

Marguerite uses “la Bergere” to proclaim her mystic preference for “la
Docte Ignorance”. Briconnet had in fact idealized “Dame Ygnorance” in
one of his letters to the Queen: “Madame, en cuidant faire fin, me semble
veoir vostre esperit insaciable, combien que repeu a souffisance, transporté
par amoureuse et ravissable contemplacion hors de soy et enyvré de ce qu’il
ne veoit et ne verra jamais, vray ygnorant en scavoir ...” (Correspondance,l,
p.188), a text that makes one think of “la Ravie de Dieu, Bergere” of the
Comédie. Shortly afterwards, in the same mystic letter-treatise, he adds:
“Lors le scavoir de saint Pol, qui est Jhesus Christ, le doulx aigneau, peut
mener par science de son humanité jusques a ’huis. Mais ne peuvent plus
avant penetrer dame Ygnorance qui ne habandonne jamais les devotz esperitz
jusque ad ce qu’ils soient jusques au trosne des seraphins ou dame
Ygnorance tient son domicile ( ... )”Gbid., pp. 192-193).

Through “la Bergere”, Marguerite praises Briconnet’s “hors de soy”
doctrine:
LA BERGERE
Je suis trop sotte pour apprendre;
Parquoy ne veulx faire ne dire
Rien que ce (qui) me faict tant rire,
Ny les fascheux ne veulx henter.
(Comedie, vv. 879-882)
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Briconnet had studied the mystic hermeneutics of the Pseudo-
Dionysius, his favourite writer, to whom he refers many times in his
Correspondance with the Queen.’” It was through the Pseudo-Areopagite
that he had learnt to identify the “fourth sense” of the Scripture, with the
mystic concept of ecstasy, or as he calls it the “hors de soy” state
(Correspondance, 1, p. 188). His praise of folly, or the ecstatic state, does
not differ from the condition of “la Bergere” in Marguerite’s Comédie. in
which she receives a series of not very polite compliments:

LA SAGE [calls her]
Ha! ce n’est pas langage d’une folle?
(v, 586)

LA SUPERSTITIEUSE [adds]
VOUS estes folle, par ma foy.
(v. 665)

[and again] LA SUPERSTITIEUSE
Elle ravye ou est idiotte.
Mieulx vous appartient la marotte

Que ne faiet pas vostre houllette.?!
(vv. 760-762)

It would not be contrary to our purpose to note that Lefevre had been
attracted by a series of mystic treatises written by a mediaeval writer, the
Pseudo-Idiot. In 1519 he edited the Contemplationes Idiotae,*'” which
end with the significant motto: “idiotae rapiunt caelos”. The position of
“la Bergere” in Marguerite’s Comédie is not far from the Pseudo-Idiot’s
maxim. By refusing to participate in the arguments of the other three
characters in the play, “la Bergere” adopts the mystic hermeneutics of
Lefevre and Brigonnet, proclaiming that “la vray clef de 1’intelligence de
IEscripture est 1’esprit et non la lettre” (Correspondance, 2, p.14), and
her “esgarement” is only an excuse to illustrate the mystic principles of
Meaux through a play, an easier task for a writer like Marguerite who
would have found it more difficult to write a scholarly exposition on the
spiritual meaning of the Song of Songs. The Queen may lack in her works
the theological jargon that abounds in theological treatises, but her
Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan shows that she understands all the
complexities of mystic hermeneutics, and that her mind was ready to pro-
duce her best mystic work in about 1547, les Prisons de 1a Reine de Navarre,
which has almost been neglected by her critics.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Les Prisons de la Reine de Navarre as Marguerite’s
mystical testament: the experience of God as immanent
to the soul and His transcendence.

If the last years in Marguerite’s life, as I have pointed out at the
beginning of the previous chapter on the Comédie jouee au Mont-de-
Marsan, had been marked by an apparent disenchantment with political
life, her early partial retirement from the French court into her own
Navarrese domains made it possible for her to fulfil the life-dream of
many of the Renaissance men and women, the creation of a literary “cor-
pus” that might win her lasting reputation. It is not surprising that
Marguerite during the last years of her life, 1540-1549,31% wrote more
mature works than the early sketchy treatises of 1525-1531, one of which,
the Miroir, had caused something of a sensation. Later in life her mind
was engrossed not so much with popular recognition as with self-expression,
when she attempted what we properly call her best poems, La Coche3®®,
La Navire3?, Les Chansons spirituelles?2!, and particularly her two major
works, the Heptameron322 and the Prisons32.

There is little doubt, judging by the number of editions, that the
Heptameron has enjoyed from its very first appearance the greatest
popularity. In spite of the fact that most of the “Nouvelles” had been
written by 1545, Marguerite may not have attached so much importance
to them as the work was still unfinished when she died four years later®*.
She may not have had the will to bring the long series of “nouvelles” to a
conclusion in the form of a “Decameron” probably owing to the dramatic
shock she received at the death of her brother, Frangois Ier, in 1547. She
concentrated instead on giving us a summary of her thoughts by writing
poems such as La Navire, La Coche and in particular the Prisons which
took precedence over all the others.

It is, however, paradoxical that even if a critic like Lefranc confessed
in 1896 that the Prisons is “I’oeuvre capitale de la soeur de Francois Ier,
par ’ampleur du sujet, 1'étendue des proportions, ’exceptionnel intérét
des matieres qui y sont traitées,..., véritable couronnement de sa carriére
poétique”3®, this mature work has remained almost untouched by the
critics. Seldom referred to and rarely quoted, it could almost be called
her unknown masterpiece, one that has only seen a single edition when
Lefranc published it in 1896 as part of the Dernieres poeésies de Marguerite
de Navarre32; and yet it could be said that what the Heptameron is to the
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society of the sixteenth century®”, the Prisons is to the intellectual ideas
and preoccupations of that society, a work far more sophisticated than the
modern reader is normally ready to accept.

Glori Cappello has already perceived the highly speculative character
of the Prisons: “Les Dernieres Poesies de Marguerite de Navarre”, she
points out quite acutely, contain “il poemetto dal titolo Prisons,
interessante anche dal punto di vista filosofico”, and according to her it
reflects preoccupations that had motivated the long Correspondance
between Marguerite and Briconnet3?®. If it is correct to affirm with
Cappello that the Correspondance reflects the philosophical and
theological formation of Marguerite, it is equally correct that without the
Prisons it would be impossible to trace all her intellectual concerns in
philosophy, theology, mysticism and art’?®. As we shall see, thanks to this
work above all, we can realize how far the Queen went in the understanding
of certain subtleties that had been introduced by Briconnet into their
Correspondance, which otherwise might have been thought to be beyond
her grasp; but she was no fool, and this vital document is a clear proof
that she could deal with the most subtle problems interesting the most
brilliant minds of her time.**

II

If we are to believe certain critics, Marguerite’s mystic impulses come
and go as she pleases; she may appear, according to them, one time totally
submerged in the Divine, almost forgetting everything else, and the next
moment she may be able to overlook it all, totally unconcerned with the
mystic training she had cherished for the four critical years of her late
twenties. “Elle s’est méme élevée si haut”, writes Lefranc, “grice a ce
sentiment, qu’il serait peut-etre temeraire de le qualifier d’exagéré. Sans
doute, les traces du mysticisme des années de jeunesse reparaitront ca la
(sic) au milieu de I’ardeur nouvelle qui vient d’envahir son étre”!. A
myth seems to pass from generation to generation of Marguerite’s rejection
of Briconnet’s teaching which has undermined all serious attempts to
examine her works objectively. From the moment Capiton’s oracle had
decided that she had made up her mind in 1528 to abandon her mystical
training in the school of Meaux, and reject Briconnet’s “philosophie de
haute volée”3?, the general critical attitude to Marguerite’s work assumes
that she has been lured by the Reformers’ ideas, “cette croix, que portent
les églises secretement disséminées sur le sol de la France”*3, at the
expense of the mystical principles she had followed under the school of
Meaux.




I have already rejected this assumption in this study, as well as the
opposite view that Marguerite was no longer interested in certain themes
that would sound offensive to traditional ears such as the supremacy of
Faith versus Works. According to Luther, however, human works are totally
worthless since Faith justifies without them, while in Marguerite’s
mystical circle works must be subordinated to the leading role of Grace.
“Chanson 5” for instance, written in the 1540s, does not reject the
relevance of human actions but the theory that man can be justified
without Faith:

Si quelcun parle de la Foy
En la mettant quasi a riens
Aux prix des oeuvres de la Loy,
Les estimant les plus grans biens,
Sa doctrine est nouvelle;
Laissez le la, passez avant:
Autant en emporte le vent.
(Chanson 5, vv. 8-12)

To try to link the ideas of La Navire with Luther’s concept of Works,
as Marichal has done**:

Les oeuvres font tenir en seureté
Roy et subjectz, pourquoy les fault aimer
Et en user par sens et verité;

(Navire, vv. 1177-1179)

is totally irrelevant to the clarification of the topics that were “en
vogue” in the Court of Navarre. These topics were entirely disapproved
by Calvin, as I have shown in my previous chapter on the Comédie jouée
au Mont-de-Marsan3¥. In those lines the Queen was simply commenting
on the ideas of her own circle on the theory of works that were seen by
mystics as sparks struck out by the divine action on Man. Eckhart
explained that “as God is almighty in action, the soul is also boundless in
its capacity to take”, insisting on the submissive role of man: “Our
blessedness does not depend on the deeds we do but rather on our
passiveness to God”33¢.

This theory of Works is closely linked in Marguerite’s poetry to one
of its central ideas, namely the neo-Platonic concept of the soul’s
imprisonment within the body. It appears in most of her poems; in the
Dialogue the soul is presented as exposed to the painful experience of
sinful actions (corrupted works) since it is united to the body:
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Estant en luy joincte, c’est bien raison

Que vous ayez la peine du peche

Qui transforme liberte en prison.
(Dialogue, vv. 508-510)

The Miroir is even more explicit in naming the sources of this
corruption in man that causes human actions to be sinful works:

Moy, qui par eulx (the devil, world and flesh) longtemps avoie esté
Prisonniere, esclave, et tant liée ...
(Miroir, vv.662-663)(also vv.691-692)

This concept of Prison is often closely linked with the neo-Platonic
idea of “the body incarcerating the soul” in later works by Marguerite
like the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan. Instead of mirroring the soul’s
beauty, the body appears as its deceitful mask:

Dans vostre corps 1’ame immortelle

Est mise, et doibt prandre en tutelle

Le corps, vray masque ou bien mensonge.
(Comédie , vv. 294-296)

One must refer, however, to La Navire, to find the concept of “prison”
closely connected with the theme of “bodily pleasures” trapping the soul
in their snares, as appears in the allegory of Book I of the Prisons:

O miserable et aveugle amour!

Amour de chair, non amour mais fureur,

Aveuglement, lien, prison et tour!
(Navire, vv. 310-312)3¥

Not enough attention has been paid by the critics to the fact that
Marguerite had gathered at the Court of Navarre people immersed in neo-
Platonic thinking, such as Charles de Saincte-Marthe. This is already
reflected in the development of certain ideas which were first implanted
by Briconnet, himself a great admirer of Plato, and, germinating in her
earlier works such as the Miroir, blossomed later®®. From the very
beginning she was initiated into the neo-Platonic opposition between the
spiritual “ravissement” of the soul when possessed by God and the soul’s
imprisonment within the body. The Bishop had written to her: “Et qui
pourra, Madam, voller plus hault par extaticque et transcendant
ravissement en absorbicion de tout desir de vie, pour estre uny a son seul



necessaire, encoires fault mourir a 1’esperit. Telle vie est divine et non
spirituelle que actendons et n’est viande pour nous tant que serons en
ceste chartre et prison corporelle.” (Correspondance,l, pp.172-173).
Straightforward neo-Platonic teaching would be spelled out to the Queen
even more clearly by “oracles” like Saincte-Marthe, one of her “protégés”
during the 1540s, who wrote on the occasion of her death: “Et Ciceron
appelle nostre corps, la prison de I’Ame, pource que ’Ame, quand elle
sort du corps, en est delivrée comme d’une prison. Se douloir donc de la
mort de MARG., certes ce n’est aultre chose que la desirer estre enchesnee
en liens perpetuels”’.

The neo-Platonic concept of the soul’s imprisonment within the body
had been learnt, no doubt, from Briconnet, with Death and Love as the only
possible outlet and solution (Dialogue, vv. 274-289 and 208-219). This early
initiation in neo-Platonic themes of her early works was later reinforced by
the presence at her Court of people like Saincte-Marthe in the 1540s; then
she had more time for philosophical debates, as Marichal has so splendidly
proved in his presentation of La Coche as a neo-Platonic treatise on the
nature of love3*; but the Queen was then torn between the loyalty to her
brother Francis and the sense of duty to her conscience in the case of the
King’s liaison with the Duchesse d’Estampes; Marguerite nevertheless
dedicated her work to her brother’s “favorite”, partly, as Marichal suggests,
because the Duchess opposed the strong influence of the Connetable
Montmorency, partly because of her attitude as regards the Platonic “amour
d’amitié”** . Nevertheless, in spite of this syncretism of Platonic and Christian
ideas, her doctrine on the nature of love is orthodox*?.

It was precisely in those early neo-Platonic 1540s, that the first ske-
tch of the Prisons was written. So far as I know, no critic has noticed that
Marguerite’s Chansons Spirituelles*#® written then, contain a short poem,
“Chanson 23”, which is a short version of the more ambitious Prisons. It
seems likely that she had first written it as an outline of what was going to
be her most cherished work. “Chanson 23” offers in fact the complete
plan of the Prisons:

General theme: the need for a change:

Ame, tu n’es au chemin
Ny en la voye
De vraye félicité;
Dieu t’y convoye.
(“Chanson 23”, vv. 1-4)
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1st Prison: the allegory of the Poet-Lover, attracted by worldly pleasures:

Ame, ou vas tu sy soudaint? (bis)

-Je cours a plaisir mondain. (bis)
-C’est en vain;

Car plaisir mondain est faux;
Tu te fourvoye,

Qui en tristesse et tous maux
Fine sa joye.

(ibid., vv, 5-11)

IInd Prison: as in the Prisons, this “chanson” announces an even
more sophisticated danger that awaits the Poet-Lover, namely “ambition”,
together with “terriens biens” and “avarice”:

Ame, helas! quel chemin tiens? (bis)
-Tout droit aux terriens biens. (bis)
-Ce n’est riens:
Mais avarice le coeur
Sy fort guerroye,
Qu’elle le fait en douleur
Du Diable proye.

Ou vas tu a grand roideur? (bis)
-A 1 ‘ambition d’honneur. (bis)
-C’est erreur:
Ambition trop blasmer
Ne te pourroye;
Son feu, en lieu d’allumer,
Brusle et foudroye.
(vv. 12-25)

IIIrd Prison: once again, as in the Prisons (Book III), the Poet-Lover
is warned of the dangers of speculative learning:

Ame, ou vas tu par ces deserts? (bis)
-Vois scavoir par gens experts. (bis)
-Tu te perds:
Scavoir aux lettres trouver
Bien tost scauroye.
Si I’esprit bien esprouver
En toy pourrouye.
(vv. 26-32)
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Marguerite insists then on the necessity of spiritual experience and
mystical meditation rather than of learning, to reach the Divine.

Ou vas tu a sy grand pas? (bis)
-Avec ces gens de la bas. (bis)
-N’v va pas:
Combien qu’ilz sovent merchez (i.e. marqués)
De noire croye, (i.e. craié)
Orgueil les tient attachez
De sa courroye.
(vv. 33-39)

End of “Chanson 23”: as in the Prisons, it ends by summoning the
“Ame” (Poet-Lover in the Prisons) to forget itself and aim at union with
the Divine through mystical experience (i.e. love):

Ame, ou vas tu, par ta foy? (bis)
-Je vois a 1’amour de moy (i.e. self love)(bis)
-Garde toy
D’aymer ce que rien ne vault:
Si tu scavoye
Lamour et le don d’en-hault.
Seul 'aymeroye.
(vv. 40-46)

The Chansons Spirituelles treat the difficult mystical points in a
more direct and often simpler way than her other longer poems. “Chanson
3”, for instance, teaches the pleasures of the Divine Union:

Et par le Nom de ce Filz amiable,

Recevez la pour espouse agreable (i.e. ’'ame)

En I'union du corps tant desirable

Ou vous voulez mettre en un voz amis.
(“Chanson 37, vv. 37-40)

Certain obscure concepts such as the mystic concept of ecstasy appear
in them ennobled by lyric overtones:

Puisque Dieu par pure grace
M’a tiré a soy.

Et qu’en tous en toute place
Luy tout seul je voy,

Je suis remply de plaisir,
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Veu que mon adme est s’amye,

Qu’il a d’Amour endormie;

Hé, laissez la dormir; Hé, laissez la dormir.
(“Chanson 12”. vv. 1-8)

as well as the mystic rejection of the “Cuyder” or presumption (see
“Chansons Spirituelles” 11, vv.1-4 and 27, vv. 37-44) which robs us the
perfume of the Rose of Love (see “Chanson Spirituelle” 27, v. 41):

Maudit soit le Cuyder

Qui semble peu de chose,

Et fait de nous vuyder

La senteur de la Rose.
(“Chanson 27”. vv. 1-4)

Many Chansons Spirituelles develop similar ideas to those treated in
the Prisons, especially Nos. 5, 93,203 and in particular Chanson 43,
in which the hermeneutical theory that the knowledge of the Bible is a
source of freedom for the soul, is clearly taught*:

Sa parolle nous présente:

C’est gratieuse lecon;

Et ennemy qui nous tente

Par luy est mis en prison.
(“Chanson 43", vv. 16-19)

Other sources have been suggested for the Prisons; Parturier had
noticed certain similarities between the Prisons and a manuscript
attributed to Marguerite, which he found without a title and published in
1904 as Récit allégorique de sa conversion?¥?; this was re-edited in 1960
by Hans Sckommodau from another manuscript (N°3458 of BN), under
the title Petit Oeuvre dévot et contemplatiff*¥. According to Parturier, as
he wrote in an article on his finding of the manuscript®*, Marguerite
used the allegory of the Lost Sheep in the Récit allégorique, whilst in the
Prisons she used that of the “wandering Poet-Lover”, and he concludes:
“Elle y fait, sous le voile de I’allégorie, ce qu’on peut appeler le récit de sa
conversion et nous trouvons dans ce poeme comme une esquisse des
Prisons”*°. If such was the case, as is likely, she first announced the theme
of the Poet-Lover in the Petit Oeuvre Devot et Contemplatif*', then
sketched it in the Chansons Spirituelles, particularly in “Chanson 23”,
and finally developed it fully in the mature Prisons.




II1

Eastern and western mysticism alike insist that the approach to the
Divine can only be made after a long and painful process of transformation
involving the whole of man, senses, mind and spirit®>?.

This operation is normally described by them by means of an
allegory??, since this is said to be the best way to make its meaning
intelligible to the unfamiliar reader. Marguerite applies this device, so
cherished by classical writers and the biblical tradition of exegesis®*, to
many of her mystical poems. She uses the four allegorical characters of
her play the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan to illustrate man’s different
levels in the understanding of the Bible3%. It first appears in the form of
a mystical riddle in her most popular poem, the Miroir, in which she
succeeded best in describing her mystical bewilderment by means of a
sustained parallel Enigma-Mirror-Marguerite-perle®°. The word
Bewilderment is not chosen at random, since it can be found over and
over again in the Correspondance as well as in her mystical poems.

Marguerite often provided themes and allegories and this seems
particularly true of the parable of the Lost Sheep which probably inspired
the Petit ouevre dévot et contemplatif®*’. Briconnet recognizes this when
he writes: “Vous escripvez, Madame, que, comme ‘la brebis en pais
estrange errant, ignorant sa pasture par mescognoissance des nouveaulx
pasteurs, leve naturellement la teste pour prandre ’air qui vient du lieu
ou le grand berger, par ses bons ministres, luy a acoustumé donner doulce
nourriture, etc...” (Correspondance, 1, p. 4).

Briconnet expanded Marguerite’s allegory of the “lost sheep”, weak
(ibid., 1, p. 7), blinded by the sun (ibid., 1, p. 154), and in need (ibid., 1, p.
136), and when she received his long letter-treatise, she must have
welcomed this kind of “nourriture”, for which her “famelicque” spirit
was waiting (ibid., p.38)%8.

There are four kinds of “brebis” in Briconnet’s letter, written shortly
after he had agreed to initiate the Queen into mysticism. The first has
fallen through Adam’s fault. The second represents those who, although
saved by Christ’s grace, are “tellement inveteréz que peché leur est naturel”,
and the third kind those who are the weak ones : “...toutesfois errans du
chemin par ygnorance ou fragilité humaine...” (ibid., 1, pp.41-42).
Briconnet pays little attention to the first three kinds of “brebis”, and
turns to the mystic lost sheep, “la quatrieme brebis errante”, the only one
that “se esgare au chemin, et toutesfois en se esgarant est au chemin sans
se esgarer” (ibid., 1, p.42). Only through mystic bewilderment, Briconnet
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was trying to explain, can one arrive at true knowledge: “Mais cest
esgarement, en, verité, est vraie cognoissance” (ibid., 1, p.45).

Marguerite’s preoccupation with this theme of mystic bewilderment
lasted all her life. It often took the form of a dream foretelling her of the
dangers of refusing to follow God’s invitation to attain a higher state of
perfection. The young Princess Charlotte had appeared to her in a dream
insisting on the need to accept the will of God (Dialogue, vv. 583-585).
The “vieillart” equally appears to the Poet-Lover to be his guide during
his journey (Prisons, fols 284 vo and 285 ro, p.164). In both cases it was
the voice of Briconnet talking to Marguerite; she still remembers his
instructions and letters:

Mais d’autre part me monstra ung vieillart3®®
Blanc et chenu, mais dispost et gaillart,

D’un marcher lent; ainsy le viz venir

Tout droit a moy, dont ne me peuz tenir

De m’incliner et faire reverence

A Pancien qui donnoit esperance,

Le regardant seulement a sa myne,

De recevoir de luy quelque doctrine,

Car le scavant, a dire verité,

A d’un chacun grant honneur meritté.
(ibid., fols 283 vo and 284 ro, p. 162)

The fact that the “vieillart” speaks to the Poet-Lover in the form of a
dream is significant. Marguerite was fond of dreams and visions; sometimes
she contrives encounters with her dead brother Francois, as in the Comédie
sur le trespas du Roy and in the Navire ou consolation du Roy Franyois

Ier a sa soeur; but Charles de Saincte-Marthe tells us that the Queen saw

in some dreams signs of future events: “Or n’est il donc absurde , que
nous avons dit. MARGUERITE avoir diviné par son songe, la mort estre
prochaine.”??, Her first poem, the Dialogue, was originated by a vision
of little Charlotte. This discussion between the Poet-Lover (Marguerite)
and the “vieillart”, which occupies almost 500 lines, raises the main
themes of the Prisons. We can presume that Marguerite had a vision of
Briconnet in a dream shortly after his death, since the poem insists so
much on the actual “recognition” of the “vieillart” as her former tutor:

Trop tard ’avoys congneu, trop tost laissé.

Et qu’il m’avoit laissé pour mon besoing



Livres remplis de son saige parler,
En les lisant me prins a consoller.
(Prisons, fol. 292 ro, p.179)

Had it not been the Princess herself who had chosen the Bishop of
Meaux in 1521 to help her to “tirer hors de ses tristes tenebres la toute
vostre Marguerite”? (Correspondance, p.37). Letter 7 of the
Correspondance is a most important document for the interpretation of
the “esgarements” in the Prisons, since Briconnet -the “vieillart”- was
chosen for the purpose of introducing her to the last stage in her ascension
to the state of “union”, normally called “perfection” by the mystics. If the
Prisons are to be interpreted as an autobiographical analysis of
Marguerite’s “ame mise a nu”, Briconnet’s role must be seen in its
historical perspective, as the Queen herself had seen it. She often
complained in her letters that he was delaying her introduction to the
last mystic stage, symbolized by “la Manne”:

Le temps est sy froit et le coeur sy glace que I’eaue chaulde ne le
tres-ardant feu ne peuvent desgeller sa froide duretté. Car, comme
insatiable apres avoir eu, par la bonte de Dieu, eaue et feu pour
resister au temps et a sa soif, dont a luy seul le blasme s’il n’y a
proufité, crve maintenant a la faim desirant viande doulce et de
substance. (Correspondance, I, p.132).

This letter ends with the words “Vostre gellée, altere et affamée fille
Marguerite” (ibid., 1, p.132); apparently Briconnet has little time to pursue
the initiation through the symbols of Water (Purification) and Fire
(Illumination); he complains of being kept busy by the troublesome
“cordeliers” of Meaux (ibid., 1, p.133).>¢' But most probably he thought
that the climbing process of mystic initiation should be undertaken slowly.
The letters that were exchanged between the Court at Saint-Germain-en-
Laye and Meaux show the unwillingness of the Bishop to speed the process
as against Marguerite’s excessive enthusiasm; in one of his shortest letters
he explains that he himself needs God’s help as much as anybodys; it is
this practical lesson in humility the Queen has to learn: “Suppliez,
Madame, au debonnaire Jesus qu’il luy plaise apauvrir celluy auquel
demandez la manne, car depuis quelque temps il est devenu sy riche de
coeur et de biens qu’il ne veult et ne peult bien faire, le vouloir duquel
[i.e. Briconnet’s will], graces a Dieu, est encoires pauvre, est en danger sy
ne le secourez promptement” (Correspondance, 1, p.137).

In fact one of the most distinctive characteristics of the whole
Correspondance is the impatience and enthusiasm of Marguerite in her
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short letters to get through the initiation on the four “esgarements”, and
the method adopted by Briconnet to lead her to the final stages, the soul
must go through a series of difficult stages symbolized by images like
“abisme”, “sans sentier”, “sans chemin” and “esgarement”:

Labisme qui tout abisme previent pour en le desabismant
P’abismer en abisme sans I’abismer, auquel abisme est fons sans
fons, voie des errans sans chemin ne sentier, qui les desvoiéz
retire d’erreur pour abissalement les desvoier en voie abissale,
abissalement desvoiant, et plus desvoie moings desvoie.
Esgarement est voie et voye est esgarement menant au port,
auquel sont plus arrestéz, plus s’esgarent et errent sans erreur.
(bid., 1, pp.134-135)

until she reaches the evangelical stage of humility (Matthew 18): “...en
vous humiliant de plus en plus vers 1’abisme de toute humilité...” (ibid.,
1, p.135).

Mystic speculative writers normally distinguish either three or four
different stages that lead the soul from Conversion to Purification, then
to Illumination and Union with the Deity: “These three ways or stages of
the mystical ascent: Purification, Illumination and Union” writes J.B.
Collins about the Miroir de I’dme pécheresse, “are readily discerned in
this work, which is also in accord with the Christocentric type of
contemplation; as part of the purgative process, one observes at the outset
the brief evidence of a “conversion” which has taken place in Marguerite’s
soul, and her decision to change the tenor of her life.”?¢?. If this can be
said to be true of all Marguerite’s principal mystic poems, particularly
the Dialogue en forme de vision nocturne, the Miroir and the Comédie
jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, all the more reason to think that it applies to
her major mystic treatise, the Prisons in which the Queen reiterates all
the major themes of her mystical poems.

Ist Prison, or the purifying stage

There are three kinds of knowledge, according to the mystics, which
correspond to the three stages: sensual, intellectual and spiritual or mystic.
Meister Eckhart would define them thus: “the first is sensual: the eye
sees things at a distance. The second is intellectual and is much higher in
rank. The third represents (the function of) that aristocratic agent of the
soul, which ranks so high that it communicates with God, face to face, as
he 18”33, According to Marguerite man’s most imperfect apprehension is
shared by other “ignobles creatures”:



Parquoy, laissant I’estat et digne lieu

De filz de Dieu, semblable a ’elephant?*

Tendre te veux. Las! C’est ung pitieux jeu!
(Navire, vv. 304-306)

The more man pursues his own pleasures, the more he sinks into his
earthly condition. Marguerite here follows the traditional spirituality with
neo-Platonic overtones, exactly as Briconnet had done in the
Correspondance. He had used the metaphor of the “maladie” to illustrate
this traditional teaching. In one of his letters he distinguishes three kinds
of “ailments” which coincide with the “three prisons”: “Des deux maladies
que dessus la premiere est purgatrice, la seconde illuminative: elle allume
la chandelle de congnoissance, dont venoit le bien perdu, pour le sercher.
Il y en a une troiziesme qui est perficiente” (Correspondance, 1, p.74).
The same teaching is elucidated through another allegory that had been
cherished by the mediaeval mystics. The Three Ailments were closely
connected with the three meanings of the Bible in spiritual hermeneutics,
namely that of the Three Eyes: “Apres, Madame, que ’excellente, doulce,
debonnaire et attraiante lumiere, en illuminant, a aveuglé Poeil de la
sensualité et terreistrité de I’ame, en la mortiffiant et cruciffiant au mon-
de (...) lors accroist sa lumiere et attire plus fermement et facillement
Poeil de la raison et de ’esprit...” (tbid., 1, p.35)3%.

Marguerite adopts the symbol of “Seeing” to illustrate the different
levels in understanding:

Car je n’avoys laisse nulle fenestre
Pour veoir dehors, car, lisant a par(t) moy,
Tout le dehors, tout le monde et sa loy
Vovyoys plus cler, et myeulx le congnoissoys
Que quand myeulx veoir a cler je le pensoys.
Car, estant pris de leurs tentations,
Ne povoys veoir leurs imperfections,
Et en lisant povoys appercevoir
Le monde myeulx que quand le cuydoys veoir;
De terre et cieulx l'oeil ne voit la nature,
En les voyant, si bien qu’en Iescripture.
(Prisons, fol. 300 vo, p.197)3%°¢
The Eye can be a prisoner of its own vision when it is not able to read
beyond what is actually written in the text (ibid.,fol1.301,vo,pp.198-199).
Neo-Platonic writers taught that for the actual understanding of the latter
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the soul must be seized by a “fureur divine”, a doctrine that was equally
applied to the interpretation of the Bible.?*’

The first book of the Prisons tries to follow the mystic teaching of
Briconnet on the first attempts of the Soul to purify herself, by illustrating
the Bishop’s counselling with a most realistic story of a Poet-Lover who is
painfully re-building a stronghold in the shape of a mediaeval castle, where
he will be able to fondle and defend his “Amye”. Its apparent reminiscences
of mediaeval tales, such as the love story of Aucassin and Nicolette within
the precincts of a tower-prison, soon show the beginning of a new spirit
when love’s subtleties began to be re-examined3®®:

Car sans cesser scavez que je faisoys

Estant tout seul: mes chaines je baisoys,

Puys j’embrassoys, d’amour par trop espris,

Les pesantz ceptz ou courbe j’estoys pris,

Puys me tournoys a la porte ferrée

Qui de verroulx redoublez fut serrée,

Tout doulcement sa force regardoys,

Ou y touchois et puys baisoys mes doigtz;

Apres, alloys contempler ma fenestre,

Ou, en saultant, n’eusse sceu de ma dextre

Ne d’un baston de deux toises toucher;

A deux genoulx, en lieu d’en aprocher,

Je l’adoroys et sa grille rebelle,

Qui plus espaisse estoit, plus m’estoit belle.
(fol.266 vo , pp.124-125)

But realism such as is encountered in the mediaeval love stories,
with important exceptions like the allegorical Roman de la Rose?®, is
not the main characteristic of this allegory of the Poet-Lover, since the
poet has added a strange “pathos” to it that makes one think of modern
story-tellers: the first prison is nearer some novels of our times with
philosophical insights into the human condition than any of the
“Nouvelles” of the Heptaméron. The Poet-Lover does not try to escape
from the crumbling ruins of the castle and his situation is reminiscent of
the surrealistic world of writers like Kafka, whose characters are similarly
entrapped.

Marguerite’s Book I of the Prisons is nevertheless closer in its ending
to certain biblical allegories and parables, such as that of the Prodigal
Son (Luke 15,11-32); its technique as an open-ended story about a Poet-
Lover makes the book at first appear more as a moral than as a mystic
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story, except that she intended it to be read primarily as a spiritual allegory:
God’s sudden intervention (fol. 268 ro) makes one see it more as a mystical
than as a moral work. When the Poet-Lover’s “Amye” tries to tumble down
his defences, he insists on becoming a prisoner of his own conceits:

(...) pour me faire endurer
Dix mille mortz, m’avez en trahyson
Par les petis demoly ma maison.
Mais, en pensant de moy tout le contraire,
Je ne cessoys moy mesmes la reffaire,
Dont prisonnier de moy mesmes j’estoys,
Non plus de vous ( ... ).

(fol. 270 ro, p.132)

Marguerite’s subtle insight into the nature of human love in the first
book of the Prisons, could have made her a master of the sustained story
or novel as we understand it today, but she simply followed the pattern of
the biblical allegories®?; this parable is merely intended to teach us a
mystic lesson. One will never understand this complex story if it is read
as a moralizing effort to show the dangers of human love. It is true that it
shares certain similar preoccupations with her major work, the
Heptaméron, but their differences are too obvious. There is no ending,
for instance, to the story of the Poet-Lover, whereas there is a denouement
in each of the seventy-two “nouvelles” of the Heptameron. The absence
here, of a logical ending is arbitrarily imposed by the writer. It is up to the
reader to form his own conclusion:

(The Queen introduces God’s action as the only way to solve this
stale-mate-like situation of the Poet-Lover re-building the tower, while
his “Amye” is equally engaged in destroying it):

Mais Cestuy la, qui seul est incongneu
Fors de luy seul, voyant le temps venu
De liberté qu’il avoit limité
Pour me tirer hors de calamité,
Fist vostre cueur pour mon bien si muable,
Qu’il proposa, non par voie amyable,
Me delivrer, non pour ma liberté
Mais par sa trop grande legereté [i.e.that of his “Amye”],
De ma prison, ...
(Prisons, f0l.268 ro and vo, p.128)
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This intervention of God in the story reveals that the nature of the
tale is more mystic than moral, and that the Queen is not primarily
speaking here about love, as Briconnet was not speaking of carnal desires
when referring to “l’oeil carnal”. Both of them, with similar metaphors,
are pointing to the first stage of any mortal endeavour to reach contact
with the Divine. According to the mystics such a step can only be made if
God decides to purify man of all earthly desires and links with the physical
world, and this preliminary stage is called “purification”.

IInd Prison, or the process of illumination:

It is not usual for a writer to plan works as different in scope as the
Prisons and the Heptaméron at the same time; Marguerite had encountered
a vast amount of experiences to be able to control such difficult material
as that described in both masterpieces. Love for her, as it was for the neo-
Platonics, was the very essence of the Divine but man could only mime it,
often ludicrously as in some of the stories of the Heptaméron, while in
the Prisons the story of the Poet-Lover is only an excuse to uncover the
first attempts to understand God. Critics often describe the obvious without
attempting to interpret the meaning of the symbol of imperfect love in
the poem. Lefranc wrote: “Le Poeme des Prisons se compose de trois chants
dont le premier est tout entier consacré a 1’amour humain”?"!;
Sckommodau agrees with him?”? but interprets the second and third
prisons more symbolically?’3.

It is not easy to tackle Marguerite’s hermetism in the Prisons, a work
intended for the initiated reader who can read from the “inside “, without
getting lost among the “exoteric” references’”*. From the moment a person
is able to leave his first prison, a clearer way is open to him. Briconnet
calls this second stage the “illuminative way”. According to him Water
purifies the soul from the outside (Book I of the Prisons), but Fire is
needed to burn away all blemishes (Book II):

C’est le vray feu qui faict bouillir le pot d’amour et coeurs de ses
creatures et les embrase par divers atouchements et sy tres-vehe-
mentes navrencez d’amour, qu’il n’est creature qui puisse les
porter. C’est le feu importable et ravissant (...) qui (...) les trans-
porte alieur et mect hors de soy sans alienacion et commutacion
de lieu, leur donne passion sans passion, insportans les coeurs
en joie inexpressible. (Correspondance, 1, pp. 108-109)37

Marguerite’s Book II of the Prisons can only be fully understood as an
illustration of Briconnet’s traditional doctrine of the painful process of
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“illumination”, which in fact takes place under the benevolent “vieillart”,
whose doctrine is unfolded under the allegory of a second “prison”. The
Queen had already stated in her Miroir: “Par sa clarté ma tenebre illumine”
(v. 35). By the time Marguerite was writing the Prisons, she had assimilated
much better Briconnet’s association of the process of “illumination” with
the purifying role of the Holy Spirit?’®. In connection with Hermes
Pimander’s definition of God as “Je Suys qui Suys””’, she writes:

Ce mot icy je congneuz en Hermes
Plus clairement qu’en nul si ne mais, [i.e. a moins
que],
Lion ne scauroit Pere et Filz demander
Ne Sainct Esprit plus clair qu’en Pimander;
Or n’estoit il de nation juifve.
Mais il avoit congnoissance naifve
Par cest esprit, qui tout homme illumine (John, 1,9)
Venant au monde et qui ¢a bas chemine,
De Cil qui Est, duquel ’election
Lavoit tire a la perfection
De ce scavoir qui n’est par ’homme aquis,
Et qui seul est a ’homme bien requis.
(Prisons , fol. 306 ro, p. 208)

Marguerite clearly distinguishes the three stages here: “election”,
“illumination” and “perfection”, following the traditional teaching.
Briconnet had called them, following the Pseudo-Dionysius, Purgation,
Illumination and Perfection. By adopting the Areopagite’s mystic teaching
and calling him “Monsieur Sainct Denis”, matching him with “Monsieur
Sainct Pol” (Correspondance, 1, p.167) and “Monsieur Sainct Jean” (ibid.,
I, p.43),  Briconnet was simply defending the Meaux position against
Luther and Erasmus that the Areopagite’s doctrine had the authority of a
post-apostolic document, next to the verdict of Holy Scripture: “ E t
comme Monsieur sainct Denis mect trois ierarchiez et ordres entre les
anges, aussi y a il trois sortes de telles ames, selon les effectz et proprietez
de chacunes dessus dictes ierarchiez. Il est des ames qui commencent, les
aultres prouffitent, et les aultres languissent, comme cuyde quelque fois
(combien que sommairement) avoir escript” (ibid., 1, pp.118-119)%78.

It is in this context that the three “prisons” must be interpreted.
Like the three beasts that frightened Dante:

Soyez, Amye, ung petit souvenante
Qu’en vous comptant de Beatrix et de Dente,
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Je n’oubliay de vous dire que troys bestes

Mettoit au lieu de tyrantz deshonnestes,

C’est assavoir ’ourse, lyonne et louve.
(Prisons, fol.293 ro, pp.181-182)37°

and the enemies of the soul, of which St John speaks (I John 2,16):

Mais voulez vous livre plus autantique,

Voyez sainct Jehan, dedans sa canonique,

Commant il dit qu’en la subjection

Des troys puissans va en perdition

Le monde, et tout ce qu’il enclost et tient.
(ibid., f0l.293 vo, p.182)

these “mirages” of enemies that appear in the Prisons are like obstacles
the soul must overcome to reach a mystic union through a total
purification3%®. Marguerite’s allegory of the “second prison” of the Poet-
Lover begins by presenting the Poet-Lover free from his first prison,
symbolized by the snares of the old castle; now he is able to enjoy himself
and look at nature in all its beauty (ibid., fol.276 ro, p.145). But he feels
unable to maintain this enjoyment of pure contemplation of beauty in
nature, and is drawn by an inordinate desire to build:

Car ma prison, bien qu’elle fust mal faicte,
Trouvée avoys si belle et si parfaicte,
Que je n’avoys oeil ny entendement
Jamais tourne sur autre bastiment.
Mais, délivré de ma prison antique,
Ambition, dont le feu brulle et pique,
Me vint saisir par desir de bastir
Mille maisons et de les assortir,
Et d’aquerir possessions et terres

(ibid., fol. 279 ro, pp. 150-151)

He will now enjoy himself admiring all sorts of beautiful edifices,
like those dreamed of by the monarchs of the Renaissance (ibid., fol. 279
vo, p. 152). Marguerite’s second book of the Prisons illustrates many
aspects of the Renaissance court life, such as its cult of good food, music
and perfect love (fol.280, p.155)%%!. But all its splendour lodged human
stories, akin to those portrayed by Marguerite in the Heptameron: her
allegory of court life as a more subtle “Prison” than the Poet-Lover’s walled
castle is a sharp criticism of a way of life by a Renaissance monarch who
favoured all the refinements that flourished in a sixteenth century court?.




The climax of the second book of the Prisons is clearly marked by
the guiding role of the “vieillart”, who volunteers to lead the Poet-Lover
out of his entanglements in the second Prison:

Je respondis: “Monseigneur, j’ay esté,

“Je le confesse, en prison arresté,

“Plus de dix ans. et d’amour enyvré,

“Mais, Dieu mercy, j’en suis bien délivré;

“Je suys dehors de prison et de peyne,

“En liberté partout je me promayne (...)
(ibid., fol.284 vo, p.163)

The second “prison” really consists of this reluctance of the Poet-
Lover to accept that he is now entangled by a far more subtle tie than that
symbolized by Love in the first Prison. The “vieillart” argues:

“Lautre lyen, qui vous tient par les yeulx,

“Sans vous souffrir de les lever aux cyeulx,

“Il est d’or fin, si bien fait et si riche,

“Que vostre oeil plus qu’en ung lieu ne se fiche (...)
(ibid., fol.290 ro, p.175)

It must be remarked that the vision of the “vieillart” in the second
book of the Prisons runs parallel to the role of the Sun in the first book
and that of the Spirit in the third book. Up to the stage of purification, as
symbolized by the allegory of the castle in the first book, the shining rays
of the Sun had not been able to penetrate into the voluntary imprisonment
of the Poet-Lover; but the guiding role of the Sun will disappear, to allow
the “vieillart” to take over as I have mentioned above when referring to
Briconnet’s role in introducing Marguerite to mystic understanding:

Au plain midy le soleil m’esclaira

Qui man estot plus plaisant declaira.

Car je trouvay par son rayon luysant

Ce monde bas desirable et plaisant,

Mais. d’autre part me monstra ung vieillart

Blanc et chenu, mais dispost et gaillart, (...)
(ibid., fol.283 vo, p.162)

Lefranc remarked that Marguerite had shown in the Prisons all the
prevailing ideas of her time as regards Astrology, when the Sun, together
with all the other stars assumes a guiding role in human affairs®3. But
she is far more interested in describing her “etat d’ame”, than in giving a
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picture either of court life or of any of the sciences of her time. The
image of the Sun that leads to the vision of the “vieillart” is simply a
skilful way of continuing the allegory of the Poet-Lover now reaching, in
this Book II of the poem, the next stage in his ascent to total union with
the Deity. Marguerite uses the same metaphors as Briconnet when she
speaks of the Illuminating Fire:

Je viz soudain par ce feu abattant,

Et tant s’en fault qu’il allast rien gastant,

Que sa clarte, qui tout illuminoit,

Double beaulte a taus livres donnoit,

Ou I”escripture et I’art estoit garde.
(ibid., fol.310 vo, p.218)

or of a blinding experience:

Ce fort esprit aveuglant les voyans,
Illuminant les aveugles croyans,

Monstre qu’ung seul estre et vie a tous donne:
(ibid., f0o1.308 vo, p.214)

The conclusion is self evident. The second book of the Prisons is not
very far from the doctrine Briconnet had taught the poet in December
1521:

Qui mect le feu au bois verd, il ne bruslera ne fera flambe, du
commancement jusques ad ce qulil ayt chassé son contraire et
purge le boys des humeurs froides et contraires en les chassant
et dessecheant. Et lors qu’il est purge, assoufiré [i.e. rempli], la
flamme vient qui illumine et ne cesse qu’il n’ay consommé et
parfaict le bois par union a luy. (Correspondance, 1, p.102).

The voice of the “vieillart” is indeed the voice of Briconnet.

IIIrd Prison or the piercing experience of vision

The greatest obstacle any reader will encounter when facing an
hermetic book like the Prisons is the difficulty of finding a thread that
will help him to separate its obvious sense from its secret meaning. No
doubt Marguerite’s contemporaries would have been better equipped to
understand all these difficult points, but its date of publication had been
delayed perhaps because of fear of censure by the Sorbonne, since certain



debatable subjects such as the primacy of the Bible and the doctrine of
Christ as the only mediator appear in the poem.

When it was published in 189634, it was acclaimed by the critics as
her masterpiece, on par with the Heptameron which had known by then
countless editions and translations since its first publication

in 1558%5, The Prisons, however, still remain practically ignored by
the critics who prefer to study other poems of Marguerite, such as the
Dialogue, the Miroir and the Comédie which have had more recent
editions. Perhaps its length of about 5000 lines and the impregnable
obscurity, particularly of Book III, has deterred them, since until the
publication of the Correspondance (1975 and 1979) it would have been
very difficult for the modern reader to unveil fully the meaning of this
obscure book. Marguerite’s Book III of the Prisons is a far more complex
undertaking than the two previous “chants” put together®®. She must
have been expanding its original form for quite a long time, since its
basically simple structure is rich in long digressions from its main theme
which is the final attempt to reach the climax of perfect union with the
Divine. The only way to trace the central lines of thought of this long
book is to make a structural analysis of all its themes one by one, stressing
the significance of all its digressions:

The ascent to perfect union:

The Poet-Lover as described in the previous two books had been
liberated from the enclosure of his Tower by the Sun but soon he was attracted
by the beauties of created things and had to be freed again by the illuminating
guidance of the “vieillart”. Now he has reached a final trial since he finds
himself trapped by his disorderly desire to know (fols 295-299).

The Spirit now lets him feel its direct impact. It teaches him that
knowledge can only be reached through his personal inspiration, since

the letter kills but the spirit vivifies (fols 299-300).

On the mystic experience:

The mystic pilgrimage of the Poet-Lover has ended. Under the
guidance of the Spirit he has to learn a series of difficult topics. First of
all he is brought to the realization that it is not easy to describe the
experience of knowing God; a series of metaphors dealing mostly with the
feeling of being pierced by a dart or wounded by a knife are used to portray
the agony of the soul when facing the divine mystery (fol. 302). The clue of
this understanding appears to be the mystic comprehension of the biblical
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text as a sharp experience (fol. 303). I deal in full with these themes and
similar concepts such as the neo-Platonic “fureur poetique” (fol.309) and
the mystic concept of rapture (fol.322) in Section IV of this Chapter.

On the definitions of God:

The Queen was obviously the Poet-Lover who was aiming at describing
the object of her longings through a series of mystic definitions of God.
Several formulae are adopted since no single definition can describe Him
fully. She adopts traditional formulae such as Hermes Pimander’s
definition of God as “Celuy qui Est” (Exodus 3,14) (fols 303-306) and the
Platonic description “the perfect Circle” (fol. 308). Mystic antitheses such
as “Petit-Grand” (fol. 307), the “Loing-Preés” (fol.317) are adopted as well
as formulae from the Bible (fol. 310). A detailed analysis of all the attempts
of Marguerite to describe God can be seen in Section V of this chapter.

On the art of mystic confirmation:

Marguerite does not wish to end her poem abruptly. Imperilling the
unity of the work she seeks to demonstrate with a series of “recits” that
experience shows the impossibility of reaching unfailing freedom before
man realizes that his state as a prisoner will end only at the moment of
his death. Freedom can only be attained step by step, but total liberation
from earthly bondage is not possible on earth®7: this was clear to the
Queen since 1524 when she wrote her Dialogue en forme de vision
nocturne. When her brother died, she never recovered from the impact of
the news she received at her Court of Navarre. She spent four months at
Tusson monastery and her poems, LLa Navire ou consolation du Roy
Francois ler and the Comédie sur le trespas du Roy, written in about
1547, as well as some of the Chansons Spirituelles, corroborate the position
of the Prisons, which views death as a painful, piercing experience of
man’s final encounter with the Divine.

Ist “recit”, on the death of Marguerite de Lorraine, mother of
Marguerite’s first husband, Charles d’Alengon, who died in 15213%.
Marguerite justifies her death with the mystic concept of earthly departure
as the eagle-like confrontation with the vision of the Sun; this relates to
the old belief found in the physiologists that the eagle renewed its failing
eyesight by gazing at the sun®®:

Car, sans ung mot delaisser de sa reigle,
Son oeil de foy, regardant comme I’aigle
Le vray soleil ou estoit sa fiance,



Trouvoit en luy repos de conscience.
(Prisons,fol.331 ro, pp.260-261)

IInd “récit”, on the death of Charles d’Alencon, first husband of
Marguerite. She records the most minute details of that day in April 1525,
emphasizing that his departure was like facing the mystical Sun:

Mais en faisant du corps au ciel passaige,

Le clair soleil sur ce pasle visaige

Ung beau rayon fist si tres fort reluyre,

Qui sembloit estre un cheriot pour conduyre

Lespouse au ciel, ’ame a son createur.
(ibid., fol.335 vo, p.270)

IIIrd “récit”, on the death of Louise de Savoye, who had died on
22nd of September 1531. The death of her mother had again confirmed
Marguerite’s mystic tenet that only at the moment of death does man
reach perfect freedom; she confessed:

“Or mainctenant quaproche la deffaicte

“De la prison de ce vieil corps charnel,

“Las! plaise vous, o mon pere eternel,

“Entre voz braz ’ame et I’esprit reprendre

“Que de bon cueur entre voz mains vois rendre.
(ibid., fol.338 ro, p.275)

IVth “récit”, on the death of her beloved brother Francois Ier. His
life had not been particularly praiseworthy, but his death had shown that
only then can man become acquainted with the “Tout” (God). In a litany-
like and very moving repetition of “Memento Mori” themes** she insists
on Francois’s conversion shortly before his death:

Souvienne vous que sa mort il congneut;

Souvienne vous qu’humblement il receut

Ses sacremens, que tous il demanda.
(ibid., fol.341 vo, p.282)

Marguerite writes more comprehensible lines when she mentions
her personal experiences than when she describes abstract concepts.
Undoubtedly she was moved by Francois’s acceptance of death and her
poetry conveys her warm personality:

Devers son Dieu se print a retourner,
Remply d’amour ardante et de foy forte,
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Laissa son corps et passa par la porte

De ceste mort, que si doulce esprouva

Que dedans elle et vie et Tout trouva.
(ibid., fol.342 ro, p.284)

Mystic paraphrase of Mary’s “Magnificat” (Luke I, 46-56):

Marguerite resumes the mystic themes of the “Tout” and the “Rien”
at the end of the death of Francois ler, but this time she applies the term
“Rien” to Mary’s humility at the time of her visit to her cousin
Elizabeth®!:

Quand elle dist que sa nichilité,

Son povre Rien, bassese, humilité,

Son Dieu avoit par pitié regardée ...
(ibid., fol. 345 ro, p. 292)

Mary, by recognizing her “Rien”, was accepted by the “Tout”. So was
Francois whose humble disposition brought him close to the Deity at the
time of his death. Marguerite then returns to the theme of God’s
antithetical definition as the “Tout” and the “Rien”, which will be analysed
later in Section IV of this Chapter, in order to preserve the unity of Book
III of the Prisons. Finally the general theme of the whole poem is resumed
by referring to the Poet-Lover who has finally reached freedom from all
the bondages of the three Prisons:

Ceste voix la ne puys ny ne doy taire:
ou l’esprit est divin et vehement,
La liberte y est parfaictement.
(ibid., fol. 348 ro and vo, p. 297)

Any critic must be aware of the dangers involved in suggesting
divisions and parts within literary works which have not been indicated
or avowed by the author. The problem is however that it becomes
unavoidable to try to organize the ideas of the poem through a structural
division if we want to follow the dominant thoughts of so complex a work
as the Prisons. Only then can we realize what is the intention of Book III,
the last step in the mystical ascension.

What makes the third book of the Prisons most difficult to follow,
apart from its length, are the constant digressions and the lack of a clear
guiding thread in the story of the Poet-Lover; in the previous two books,
Marguerite describes his incidents and the saving roles of the “soleil”




and the “vieillart” but now he is presented facing difficult problems before
ascending the summit of perfection:

Montant plus hault a la perfection,

Plus je descends a ceste affection

Qui est de Dieu tres fort recommandée

Et de PAmour a ’amant demandée (...
(ibid., fol.295 ro, p.185)

Thus begins Book III of the Prisons. The overall tone of Marguerite’s
work has suddenly changed, as the Poet-Lover begins wondering what the
real cause of his delay in reaching the summit can be. Perhaps he had
misunderstood the suggestions of the Sun to look at nature, since it proved
a trap; the “vieillart” told him how to reach wisdom:

“Amy, j’ay nom de science Amateur,

“Je te requiers de m’estre imitateur:

“Tenez. voyez, contemplez et lisez.
(ibid., fol.291 vo, p.178)

Knowledge is above beauty in the scale of values, unless they are written
with capital letters, in which case they are both identifiable with God as the
source of Harmony and Knowledge. The Poet-Lover seems to be slow in
understanding this, which causes a delay in reaching real knowledge of the
true scale of values. As a woman of the Renaissance, well acquainted with
all the knowledge of her time, Marguerite could have hardly maintained
Wisdom to be a trap for man, particularly in its most excellent manifestations,
through Rhetoric, Philosophy and Theology:

Ainsy posay ce beau pillier antique

De ceste tant aymée rhetorique

Aupres duquel mys la theologie,

Ou je gastay mainct flambeau de bougye,

Lisant de nuict docteurs irrefragables,

Docteus subtilz, serafiques, amables**?,

Les anciens, les moyens, les modernes,

Que l’on congnoist par les oeuvres externes.
(ibid., fol. 298 vo, p. 193)*3

The story of the Poet-Lover is resumed in Book III, but in a different
manner from that of the two previous books. How will he be able to reach
the top in the domain of knowledge, to which he has been introduced by
the “vieillart”? Marguerite seldom uses humour in her poetic works as
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she does in her Heptameron, but implying in Book III of the Prisons that
the Poet-Lover starts piling up books on which to climb up, she depicts
him in a comical situation:

Des livres fiz ung pillier, et sembloit

Que sa grandeur terre et ciel assembloit.?*

Ce pillier fait, ung aultre j’en bastiz

De livres grans, et moyens et petis (...)
(ibid., fol.296 vo, p.189)

she is suggesting that the Poet-Lover has misinterpreted the mystical
teaching both of the Sun and the “vieillart”. The process of Illumination,
as Briconnet had taught her, could only be completed by the understanding
not of the letter, but of the spirit of the Scripture. The “vieillart” had
advised:

“Si plus avant voulez faire lecture,
“Prendre vous fault ceste Saincte Escripture,
“ou vous verrez ce qui est commandé
“Et defendu de Dieu et demandé.
(ibid., fol.291 ro, p.177)

The Poet-Lover realizes this at last:

Et tout en hault mys la Bible admirable
Comme le bout ou tous les autres tendent (...)
(ibid., fol.299 vo, p.194)

Thus only by acknowledging that the mystic teaching of Scripture is
the goal of all knowledge, could the Poet-Lover climb to the top of a more
secure summit than a pile of books. The reader may by now realise that
the “vieillart” is simply repeating Briconnet’s mystic hermeneutics, and
that this doctrine of the Prisons had already been illustrated through the
four hermetic characters in the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan.

Commentators normally try to explain the Holy Scriptures from
historical or textual points of view. A mystic must read it from inside
since all external criticisms help little to perceive their real meaning; in
these verses the Poet-Lover (alias Marguerite) warns of the dangers of
Mediaeval textual criticism since it can obscure the true meaning
(“obscure rendue”) with its endless translations, paraphrases, notes and
glosses:



Et qui les a bien leuz et bien sondez,
Il pourra veoir qu’ils sont tres bién fundez
De declairer ’Escripture trés saincte
Selon leur sens et n’ont use de faincte,
Bien que les uns 'ont au vray entendue,
Les autres non, mais obscure rendue.
Les uns n'ont fait que des translations
Pour les montrer a toutes nations;
Autres ont pris labeur a I’exposer.
A la notter ou bien a la gloser.
Paraphraser ou aditionner.

(ibid., fols 298 vo and 299 ro, p. 193)

Not until the Holy Spirit takes over the guiding role from the Sun
and the “vieillart”, by assuming an active task in explaining the mystic
meaning of the Bible, can the Poet-Lover claim that he has grasped its
meaning while reading it:

Mais cet esprit, qui n’est de nul contrainct,
Monstre I’esprit, auquel il a emprainct
Son feu tres cler qui ne se peult celler,
Mais par escript il se fait reveler.

(ibid., f0l.299 ro, pp. 193-194)

By now it ts finally clear that in Marguerite’s third Prison it was not
knowledge, but the “letter as against the spirit” that was keeping the Poet-
Lover from reaching the summit:

Voile commant enfermé dans la lettre
En liberté je pensoys du tout estre.
(ibid., f0l.300, p.196)

thus making it impossible for him to reach the final stage of ascension
as proclaimed at the beginning of Book III (ibid., fol.295 vo, p.185).
Briconnet’s three stages of initiation in his Correspondance had been
exactly timed in the same way as Marguerite plans the slow progress of
the Poet-Lover. The Bishop had started by adopting the metaphor of “eau”
to illustrate the first process of Purification®” then proceeding to the
stage of Illumination by adopting the image of “feu”**®, he finally spoke
of the Unitive Process through the symbol of “manne”?7’. He then
complemented this last stage with the spiritual initiation into the mystical
hermeneutics of the Bible3*®. Finally he drew a parallel between Christian
marriage and the mystic union with the Divinity*?. So too the Poet-Lover
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of the Prisons, or rather Marguerite herself, has finally admitted that the
painful climb has led him/her to the vision of the Godhead, a climb
beautifully illustrated through the allegory of the “Amy” who has been
hindered by all sorts of obstacles, expressed by the metaphors of the three
“prisons”. While the “exoteric” reader of later times will be left totally in
darkness, the “esoteric” initiate was able to see behind these symbolic
veils, since he alone was able to read beyond the allegory of the Poet-
Lover*®. As in the Miroir, words like “veoir” and “oeil” play an essential
role in the understanding of the hermetic nature of the Prisons. Not until
the Poet-Lover has achieved the sharp vision of the Eagle, will he be able
to claim that he has reached the piercing experience of face to face vision:

Son oeil de foy, regardant comme [’aigle
Le vray soleil ou estoit sa fiance,

Trouvoit en luy repos de conscience.
(ibid., fol.331 ro, pp. 260-261)!

but this can only be attained fully at the time of death, as Marguerite
of Lorraine had experienced*?, though there can be some anticipations
of this acute feeling at the moment of mystic ecstasy.

Iv

The analysis I have just offered of the complex structure of Book III,
reveals that there must have been a first draft of the work to which mate-
rial was added. Marguerite wanted this poem to be her major treatise on
spiritual experience, and she felt therefore that she had to expand certain
topics of paramount importance such as mystic experience as a rapture,
and the problem of the definition of God as “le Tout et le Rien”, which
she wanted to incorporate from other works, particularly from the
Chansons Spirituelles in which the very theme of the Prisons had
originated*”. She had to convince the reader that she was not simply
agglomerating material, but expanding the main theme of her poem; she
never jumps from one theme to another, but constantly returns to the
idea of Prison, in order to keep a sense of unity in her poem. Before
abandoning the allegory of the Poet-Lover, for instance, she summarizes
her thoughts and gives us a synopsis of the whole work, first confessing
that in her last stage she was lost in the prison of the letter:

Je desiroys le plaisant fruict manger
De tout scavoir, sans craindre le danger (...)
(ibid., fol.301 ro, p.198)



He finds himself trapped in a prison more subtle than the previous
one, that of hypocrisy:

Laquelle faiz et bastys de moy mesmes,

Ou je passay mainctz advantz et caresmes,

Jeunant veillant pour estudier myeulx (...)
(ibid., fol.295 ro, p.185)

The Poet-Lover looks as lost as “la Superstitieuse” in the Comédie
jouée au Mont-de-Marsan and tries to see more clearly. Knowledge from
books (cf. the role of “la Sage” in the Comédie) only brings confusion:

Ces livres sont a ouvrir bien faciles,
Mais a suyvir les vertuz difficiles.
(ibid., fol.298 ro, p.191)

until he reaches the mystic union with God, praised by “la Bergere”:
“Ou ’'ame en Dieu sans mourir est ravie” (ibid., fol.301 ro, p.198), when
the “esprit dans la parolle encloz” (ibid., fol.316 vo, p. 229) reveals to him
the meaning hidden behind the veil of the letter:

Mais par doulceur, qui est son vray cousteau,

Glesve trenchant, flamboyant, clair et beau,

Par ceste esprit esgu, fort et puyssant.

Mamelle et chair et os departissant,

Qui mect a rien ce euyder vain et sot

De tout scavoir, sans plus, par ung seul mot.
(ibid., fol.302 vo, p.201)

There is no doubt that Marguerite intends to connect the third stage
of knowledge in her Prisons as the mystic understanding of the Bible to
her mystical doctrine of “spiritual rapture” as a piercing experience, as of
being transfixed by a knife***. This mystic feeling of being internally
pierced by a knife is explained as the elucidation of a truth which can be
read in the Bible at different levels, but only the simple minded (“les
petis”) succeed in understanding it (Matthew 11,25):

De tel cousteau tuant non punissant,

Qui doulcement adonques le Puyssant,

Qui droit au cueur par l'oeil tant soudain entre,
Frappe le myen, au plus prefend du centre;
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Et la facon fut en lisant ung texte
Ou Jesuchrist sa bonté manifeste,
Disant a Dieu: “Pere, je te rendz graces,
“Qui aux petis et a personnes basses
“As revelé tes tresors et secretz,
“Et aux scavans, gentz doctes et discretz,
“Les as cachez: tel est ton bon plaisir.”
(ibid., fols 302 vo and 303 ro, pp. 201-202)

These are not two isolated instances of Marguerite’s connection of
ecstasy with the mystic understanding of the Bible*®. If it is true that she
had announced the theme of “rapture” in some of her earlier works,
particularly in the Miroir and in the Comédie*®, in no other of her works
had she connected the perception of light or the hearing of a “voice” with
the third stage of understanding as explained in Book III of the Prisons;
one of its precious passages needs very careful reading as it combines
difficult concepts: in it “rapture” is directly connected with the spiritual
understanding of a biblical text:

Quand, en lisant, premierement j’ ouy

Celluy qui Est se declairer sans faincte

En toute lettre et escripture maincte,

Dont contanter assez je me devoys,

Ceste seconde insupportable voix

Me resjouyt et m’attyra a soy

En me faisant passer par dessus moy.
(ibid., fol.322 ro, p.240)

The Poet-Lover then confesses, like St Paul (Il Corinthians 12), the
impossibility of describing his experience in human terms:

Mais je ne peuz du trés grand bien jouyr

De la parolle en ceste voyx ouyr

Toute par rang, car elle fut si prompte

Qu’impossible est que je le vous racompte.
(ibid. 322 ro, p. 240)

He then complains of its almost instantaneous nature, though
confessing that he could not say whether it took any time at all, adding
that if it had lasted it might have caused him actual death (ibid., p. 241).

Time is an important element when dealing with a mystic experience
of God who is timeless by nature. Marguerite had treated it as past-present-
future in “Chanson 35”:



Le temps passé je souspire,

Et P’advenir je désire;

Le présent me fasche fort,

Le temps plaisant me fait rire,

Et, facheux, cause ma mort.
(vv. 1-5)

She became concerned with what Bergson would have called the
distinction between the psychological time that affects us and is therefore
measurable by our feelings, and the mathematical division of time as a
span of seconds, minutes and hours. He calls them “durée” and “temps
mathématique”*’.

Le temps est trés variable
Et du bien ou mal muable [i.e. “la durée”]
Le temps n’arreste ung seul pas [i.e. “le temps
mathématique™]
(ibid., vv. 36-38)

What she intended was to arrive at a “Timeless Being” who was neither
affected by the “durée” nor by the measurable time, namely “a Celuy qui
est sans temps” (ibid., v. 45). God was for her:

Qui est, est et le sera;
Le constant tousjours demeure,
Le présent ne crainct nulle heure,
Passé passe et passera.
(“Chanson 407, vv. 21-24)

She was obviously aiming at a timeless mystic experience that did
not depend on feelings of pleasure that make time run faster:

Sachant que vous [the Amye] aussy seul me teniez

Et que may seul sans plus entreteniez,

Demouré suys en si plaisant sejour

Que j’y trouvoys I’an plus court que le jour.
(Prisons, fol. 265 vo, p.122)

Time is a theme that occurs over and over again, particularly in Books
I and II of the Prisons as something that one must fight against. Although
it helps the Poet-Lover to discover his miserable existence inside the tower
of Love (ibid., fol. 269 ro, p.129), its influence becomes destructive since
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it will “tout aneantir” (ibid., f01.270 ro , pp.131-132). We must remember
that Marguerite is aiming at the last stage of Union with the Deity, where
man no longer depends on his own*%.

She had also written:

Le Temps chanu, qui toujours envieillit,

Qui tant de faitz soubz soy ensevelit

Plus hault que n’est ce hault regne demeure,
Plus bas il court se changeant d’heure en heure.
(Le Triomphe de ’Agneau, vv. 1459-1462)

Marguerite’s clear descriptions of the “raptus mysticus” or ecstasy
which we find in the Prisons, are the apex of a series of other instances
which can be traced in most of the other mystic poems of Marguerite.

O mon Saulveur, par foy je suis plantee,
Et par amour en vous joincte et entee.

Quelle Union! quelle bieneureté!
(Miroir, vv. 927-929)%°

Not until 1524 had Marguerite been initiated by Briconnet into the
“mariage envisagé comme figure de I'union avec Dieu et comme
sacrement”*!°, but this mystic teaching appears in most of her poems.*!

Sckommodau has already noted that the fourth character of the
Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, the “Ravye de Dieu, Bergere”, was
teaching the principles of the “raptus mysticus”#2. The “Bergere” is of
course describing Marguerite’s personal experiences of mystic ecstasy as
they took place when she was able to grasp the spiritual meaning of the
Bible. This experience, although described as sudden in the Prisons, must
not be aken as instantaneous in time, but as a process that cannot be
spoken of as we do of temporal things*?. Any attempt therefore to relate
her “raptus mysticus” to any single event in her life, even to specific
periods, seems, consequently profitless unless historical evidence can be
found.

Was she not emulating Catherine of Siena, who had tried to combine
active life with the experience of contemplation? Both Saincte-Marthe
and the Queen had great admiration for that astonishing woman who was
able to combine practical efforts to reform the established Church with
the practice of mystic experience**. Marguerite may have envisaged her
as the ideal example of the raptured woman in the Prisons when she wrote:



Mais entre tous j’en viz ung [livre] d’une femme,

Depuys cent ans escript, remply de flamme

De charité, si trés ardentement

Que rien qu’amour n’estoit son argument,( ... )*°
(Prisons, fol.316 vo, p.230)

She was, however, trying to explain the “raptus mysticus” as a piercing
experience, by referring to a parallel feeling that was to be celebrated by
one of her admirers, Pontus de Tyara*®. She was very much aware of the
“fureur poetique” when she wrote:

Lors je congneuz que les poetes tous
Ont tres bien dit de dire “Dieu en nous”,
Car Dieu en eulx leur a fait souvent dire
Ce que jamais par ouyr ne par lire
N’avoient congneu. O povoir autentique
Qui les [a fait], par fureur poetique,
Le temps futur predire clerement
Et le passé monstrer couvertement
Soubz fiction la verité rendue,
Qui n’estoit point de leurs sens entendue.
Car si le vray, lequel est contenu
En leurs escriptz, fust a leurs cueurs venu,
Il y eust eu autant de bans prophetes
Qu’il ya eu d’agreables poetes.

(ibid., f0ol.309 ro, pp. 214-215)*7

Marguerite is here reflecting the general interest of her generation
in neo-Platonic ideas, such as the understanding of God through natural
poetic intuitiveness. St Paul had already acknowledged it, but only partly,
in his praise of Greek poets (Acts 17,28); according to the mystics the
“fureur poétique” is only a glimpse while the “raptus mysticus” is a total
absorption by the Divine; Briconnet, for instance, compares the mystic
ecstatic state to the mythological tendency of the Eagle to be endlessly
staring at the Sun:

Tant sont toutesfois ennyvréz#® de I’excellence de I'infinitude
de Pesperit*’ qui leur est communicqué qu’ilz veuillent, en ung
petit raion, par ardant desir comprendre 'immensité du soleil,
et par une goutellette, la plenitude de la mer*, et congnoissant
I’'impuissance de leur vol soubhaitent helles acquilaires*!.
Lesquelles par graces impetrées, ne leur prouffitent pour parvenir
a leur desir et congnoissent que la pesanteur du corps, combien
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que passe par la fournaise de charité, embrase, aneanti et pulverisé,
empesche parvenir au vol desiré et de repoux... (Correspondance,
1, p. 227).

Briconnet offers other interesting descriptions of the “raptus
mysticus” which might have remained in Marguerite’s mind or been re-
read by her shortly before the composition of her Prisons*? and of the
Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan. Of all his descriptions, the most
remarkable was written shortly before this letter just mentioned. On 5
February Briconnet tried to adapt the doctrine of the Pseudo-Dionysius
on the “Divines Hierarchies” to the “three stages in the spiritual life”*?3.
The Prisons follows very closely not only this tripartite division but his
description of the “raptus mysticus” as “hors de soi” in the letters written
either at the end of 1521 or early in 1522:

... Et qui plus hault vollera, laissant les terres et penetrant les
cielz, incomprehensible, infini, eternel*** et qui ja sera par
excellente et ravissable grace hors de soy ne pourra plus le
nommer, le contemplant en silence de coeur oultre et feru
d’amour, sans parler, sans le contempler, pour ’offuscacion de
lumineuses tenebres, esquelles, pour I’excelente et tout
surmontant lumiére, son entendement est obtenebré, absorbé et
nayé (...) qui, desamparant P’esperit du corps sans separacion le
congnoissant, sans congnoistre, Tout, et son rien au Tout abis-
mé. (Correspondance.l. p. 150)%»

What mystics are aiming at in their desire to describe their ecstatic
experiences is not easily expressed. “Ravissement” according to the Pseudo-
Dionysius means “vanishing in the Super-Essence”. For Marguerite it
means “repoz” (Prisons, fol. 321 ro, p.239), a state of almost total
absorption by the Divinity. This problem of “losing one’s identity” rarely
worried the Eastern mystics who were under the scrutiny of the establish-
ment. Western mystics were sometimes condemned by the Church*,
and often found it difficult to justify their pantheistic tendencies, for
which they had to pay very dearly, without abdicating their right to express
their ecstatic sensations*”’. They affirm the differences between themselves
and the Divinity when they describe their “raptus mysticus” often as a
“duel”, and their feelings as the piercing experience of being “wounded”
by an external force*.

\Y

Closely connected to the theme of mystical experience as a piercing
wound is Marguerite’s endeavour to give us a summary of her ideas about



the nature of God. Mystics are often accused of pantheistic tendencies
when they try to identify themselves, then everything, with the Divinity*?,
while at the same time they seem to stress God’s remoteness. Yet, at the
same time, they must attempt to give us a definition of the Deity, not by
using an intellectual process like the philosophers, but by analysing their
own experiences. They are aware of the fact that while stressing the identity
of the soul with God at the moment of ecstasy, the soul must, at the same
time, assert God’s objective existence as different from their own feelings,
if they want to assert their own mystic experience as real.

Marguerite had been attracted by this problem from the very
beginning when she started to write her mystic poems. As early as in the
late 1520s she sketched a most complex definition of God derived from
the “I and Thou” relationship that leads the soul to a series of mystical
kinships with the Divinity, as I explained in examining the Miroir de
I’ame pécheresse:

Mon Pere, quoy? voire mon createur,

Mon protecteur et mon conservateur.

Vostre soeur? Las! voicy grand amytié.

Or, fendez vous man cueur par la moitié;

Faictes place a ce frere tant doulx.
(Miroir, vv. 355-359)

The soul thus becomes God’s brother, sister, wife, beloved, even
arriving at the most intimate kinship of a “mystic wedding” that will make
it possible for it to claim a part in the “generation of the Son of God”:

Mais quand j’ay JESUS receu,
Par Foy conceu,
Me suis du malheur non sceu
Bien apperceu.
(“Chanson Spirituelle 9, vv. 4-7)%°

She explores many definitions of God in her poetic works, like that
of the “jealous husband” in the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan:

Et luy , qui est le Dieu jaloux,

Ne veult [qu’]autre amy et espoux

Ayez, ou mectez vostre cueur(...)
(Comédie, vv. 522-524)
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In the Miroir Marguerite had treated the theme of the “Jealous God”
who, nevertheless, always pardons his unfaithful wife, the soul (Miroir,
vv. 685-756). The unfaithfulness of the Bride is also connected with the
feeling of being imprisoned, and its punishment is presented as a means
of purification (ibid., vv. 691-692). But not until the Prisons did she
attempt to develop the mystic theme of “naming God” as a treatise within
the subject matter of its Book III. The Poet-Lover has reached the last
stage in his search for freedom. He has felt the piercing experience of the
Holy Spirit as a “wound”, thus making him understand the spiritual
meaning of the Word of God in Scripture through the “raptus mysticus”.
This is the moment to reflect on what happened to him during his long
itinerary, by turning to the source of these changes. Who and what is
God? In the Oraison a nostre Seigneur Jesus Christ the Queen had
attempted this definition:

Mon Pere donc, mais quel Pere? eternel,
Invisible, immuable, immortel, (...)*!

Marguerite here follows the traditional “Via Negativa” by defining
God through negative words such as (not) visible, (not) changeable and
(not) mortal. God, according to the mystics, can more easily be described
by denying limited human concepts than by applying created qualities to
Him. In the Oraison de I’dme fidele, however, positively good attributes
are used to define Him, but these are consequently either denied to mere
creatures or predicated of them analogically (“Via Analogica”):

Dites DIEU seul estre beau, sage, doux
Puissant et bon; (...)*?

The last section of the Prisons, which runs from fol. 303 vo to fol.
331 ro, and from fol. 342 vo to the end of Book III on fol. 348 vo, can be
considered either as a series of attempts to resume previous definitions of
God which she had already attempted in some other mystic poems, or as
new approaches to this thorny subject, one of the most difficult topics in
mystic theology. Marguerite is aware of the excessive space she is devoting
to this theme in its seven main forms:

God as: 1. “Celuy qui Est”

2. the Perfect Circle

3. “le Petit-Grand”

4. “le Loing-Pres”

5. “le Tout-Rien”

6. the Divine Androgyne (the Half and the Whole)
7

. the “Verité, Voie et Vie”



She tries to return from time to time to the theme of the prison of
the Poet-Lover, particularly at the end of Book III, but it is obvious that
these happy digressions, which contain perhaps the most inspired lines
in all her works, could have been developed separately into at least three
mystic poems*?.

Marguerite tried to arrive at a notion of God that is drawn from her
spiritual ecstasy as a personal experience, or from the biblical theophanies
of people who had had contact with the Divine, as in the case of St Stephen
who saw the heavens open (Acts 7,56):

Qui au milieu des pierres combattant

Pour son Seigneur, le voyoit en estant

Dedans les cyeulx aux dextres de son pere,(...)
(Prisons, fol. 328 vo, p. 254)

Or at the time of the Annunciation, when Mary arrived at the perfect
knowledge of God as she exclaimed:

O que ce Rien pleut a ceste pucelle
Quand elle dist: “Voicy de Dieu I’ancelle”,(...)
(ibid., fol.345 vo, p. 291)*#+

Or even in the case of pagan philosophers, like Socrates, who had
been “illuminés” by the Holy Spirit. If she did not go, perhaps, so far as
Erasmus in proclaiming “Sancte Socrate, ora pro nobis”, the Greek
philosopher had felt, in Marguerite’s view, an ecstatic urge or illumination
of the Spirit:

Ce clair esprit les yeulx illumina

De Socrates, quand il determina

D’endurer mort pour obeyr aux loix (...)
(ibid., fol. 313 ro, p. 223)*

The perfect example, however, of ecstatic knowledge, was not Socrates
but Hermes Pimander. Lefevre had edited in 1505 the Pimander Mercurii
Trismegisti liber de sapientia et potestate Dei; it was probably this mystic
treatise, together with others published later by Lefevre such as the Dionisii
Caelestis Hierarchia Ecclesiastica, Divina Nomina et Theologia
Vivificans, both dedicated “sacro antistiti Guillermo Briconneto
episcopo”®¢, which had been sent to Marguerite for a careful study under
the coaching and guidance of Michel d’Arande (Correspondance, 1, p.
208). The use of the word “illumination” in connection with the mystic

147



148

works of Hermes Pimander*” suggests that it is comparable to the divine
theophanies of the Old and New Testament:

Or n’estoit il de nation juifve [i.e. Pimander],

Mais il avoit congnoissance naifve

Par cest esprit qui tout homme illumine (...)
(Prisons, fol .306 ro, p. 208)

The word “illumination” is the key concept in trying to clarify all
the different attempts by Marguerite to define the nature of God. The
problem was to reconcile the opposing view of total union (or surrender)
to the Spirit**® with the acknowledgement that “God is there”, and

the subsequent affirmation of the human self. Her first serious attempt
to give us a mystic treatise on the nature of God was in one of her rather
inconspicuous poems, the Oraison a nostre Seigneur Jesus Christ:

Vostre nom est si grand et admirable

Que naturel esprit ou raisonnable

Ne vous scauroit nommer parfaictement.

Tous noms avez, estantz innominables

Dont nostre sens est si trespeu capable,

Qu’il ne congnoist que c’est, quoy, ne comment.

Il me suffit de croire seulement

Que de tout bien estes commencement,

Moien et fin, en tous temps immuable,

Puissant, ban, beau, sapient, veritable;

Car tous les noms que nostre entendement

Vous poeut donner en chose vrayesemblable

Cela n’est riens; car indiciblement

Estes celluy qui vous estes vrayment,

Dont a nous est le scavoir importable.
(Oraison, vv. 53-67)

Marguerite’s theory that it is impossible to describe God by using a
limited number of human concepts: “tous noms avez, estanz innomables”,
can be found almost with the same terms in a letter written to her by
Briconnet in May 1522; the Bishop had been an admirer of the Pseudo-
Dionysius’s treatise The Divine Names: “Parquoy, Madame, je supplie au
seul innomable et de tous noms nominable...” (Correspondance, 1, p. 213).
He had already written to Marguerite on 5 February 1522 on the attribution
of names to God: “Aussy qui vouldra le Tout-Verbe superceleste, qui est
vraye manne, appeller ban, saige, beau, fort, riche, puissant et d’aultres
noms, il est non seullement tel, mais la source qui se communicque a




toutes choses créez, qui sont bannes, saiges, belles, fortes, riches, puissantes
et par luy sont telles, qui est de tout nom” (ibid., 1, p. 148).

A. The definition of God as “Je Suys qui Suys”

Of all the definitions of God that appear in Marguerite’s work, this is
that which may have affected her most, having already appeared in the
Oraison:

Estes celluy qui vous estes vrayment,
Dont a nous est le sgavoir importable.
(vv. 66-67)

It could only be understood by employing the “Via Analogica” by
denying one’s existence and regarding God as the only real Being:

Car, en disant: “Je suis qui suys”, tel maistre

M’aprint alors lequel estoit mon estre;

§’il est qui Est, hors de luy je ne puys

Dire de moy sinon que je ne suys.

Si rien ne suis, las! ou est ma fiance,

Vertu, bonté et droicte conscience?

Or suis je riens, s’il est Celluy qui Est?
(Prisons, fol. 303 vo, p.203)+*

But how can man arrive at the understanding of such a complex
definition of God as “the only Existing Being”? Certainly not through
philosophic dissertations*, or through a literal analysis of the words of
the biblical text “Sum qui Sum” (Exodus 3,14), but by a direct
illumination, akin to a mystic ecstasy, of the Spirit; the soul must first
abandon presumption (“le cuyder”) and learn humility:

Ce mot 1a, c’est ung glaive qui revelle

Le fondz des cueurs par facon non nouvelle,
Et qui en a ’ame bien transpercée

Feindre ne peult ne couvrir sa pensée.

Ce mot: “Je suys” I’hypocrisie chasse ,

Et le cuyder pert son lieu et la place; (...)

“Je suys qui suys”, qui si hault trés tonna
Que tous mes sens et force(s) estonna,

En me faisant veoir le sens de la lettre:
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C’est qu’il luy plaist aux cueurs des petis mettre*!
Son Sainct Esprit, par lequel reveler
Se fait en eulx pour les renouveler
Au jeune estat de la pure innocence, (...)
(ibid., fol. 305 vo, p. 207)

Moses had been the first to have this experience before the burning
bush when he heard God calling himself “the Only Being” (ibid., fol. 303,
p. 203). But it was not denied to others like the uncircumcised Job (ibid.,
fol. 306 ro and vo, p. 209), or the Samaritan woman, while still a sinner
(ibid., fol. 303 ro, p. 204). It had been granted to many pagan philosophers
who had sought truth, like Plato and Socrates (ibid., fols 306 ro, p. 209
and 316 vo, pp. 223-224). In fact its understanding is not denied to
anyone*?, as long as the Spirit “dans la parolle encloz” (ibid., fol. 316 vo,
p. 229) is able to make one see through the veil of what is written in the
letter to the mystic sense of the text of the Bible:

Quand, en lisant. premierement j’oui
Celluy qui Est se declairer sans faincte
En toute lettre et escripture maincte,

(ibid., fols 321 vo and 322 ro, p. 240)

It is difficult to grasp Marguerite’s definition of God as “Celuy qui
Est” without recalling the problem of mystic hermeneutics, or the spiritual
understanding of Holy Scripture, as proposed in the Comédie jouée au
Mont-de-Marsan. By accepting and illustrating the theory of the school
of Meaux as expressed by Lefevre and Briconnet, Marguerite was able in
the Prisons to raise her mystic voice in a personal way, claiming that unless
the Spirit is revealed once and for all to the soul (the Poet-Lover), no one
can claim to reach the depths of a knowledge that, being hermetic by
nature, can only be attained through mystic ecstasy.

B. God as the “Concordantia Oppositorum”, i.e. the conjunction of
opposites, known through tree mystic antitheses: “le Grand-Petit”, “le
Tout-Rien” and “le Prés-loing”, in the “Prisons”, and Christ as the “Divine

androgyne”:

Marguerite’s various attempts to define God in several ways
throughout her mystic poems demonstrate the impossibility of giving a
comprehensive view of His Divine Nature, while using human vocabulary.
There was another traditional way of attempting to define Him as the



“conjunction of opposites”, since no single idea can be adequate to render
His simultaneously simple and complex nature. God can be called,
according to Meister Eckhart, “Great and Small”, “Same and Different”,
“Like and Unlike”, “Standing and Moving”*3. Marguerite’s antithetical
pairs, too, reconcile apparently opposing notions:

O petit grand! O Rien en Tout fondu!
O Tout gaigné par Rien en toy perdu!
(Prisons, fol. 327 ro , p. 251)

While certain antitheses, like the “Petit-Grand”, or the “gaigné-
perdu”, were simply mentioned by Marguerite in the Prisons, the
conjunction of opposites “Tout-Rien” was placed at the very core of the
poem, appearing as the leit-motif throughout the last twenty-four folios
of Book III. It had already been announced in the Miroir:

Mais quant a luy par amour est unie [I’ame],

Si remply est son riens d’ung peu de tout,

Qu’a declairer ne poeut trouver le bout.
(Miroir, vv. 1326-1328)

The presence of this “Tout-Rien” antithesis can be felt in her plays
of the 1530s. Her moral theatre uses it in an ethical context; “Peu” and
“Moins” appear as having little to lose:

PEU
Lon ne peult brebis raze tondre;
Qui n’ha riens, riens aussi ne perd.

MOINS

Qui ne porte riens, riens n’appert;
Parquoy ceste lettre est bien close
A cil, qui cerche quelque chose.

PEU

Ilz n’en peuvent trouver le bout.
Helas, ilz pensent avoir tout;
Mais ce tout la qu’ilz disent leur,
Ce n’est en fin que tout malheur:
Nostre Tout n’est pas de la sorte.
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MOINS
Certes il fault que ce Tout sorte

De riens pour estre cher tenu.
(Trop, Prou, Peu, Moins, vv. 301-311)

Christ, however, will embody this mystic antithesis, since He alone
can claim to be at the same time man (Rien) and God (Tout); Marguerite
writes in the Comédie de ’adoration:

Et pour son Rien, il aura Tout vrayment.
Anges. chantez, en voyant eslevé

Rien en son Tout , et Sathan reprouvé;

Son Tout a Rien est mis par ma puissance;
Cuyder est nul, ou est ma congnoissance.**

Christ as the “Rien” is even more clearly depicted in the Comédie du
desert, where He appears as humbling Himself (divine “kenosis”) by
becoming man:

Mais le Petit du Grand est triumphant
S’humiliant a rien, a mort, et peine.*?

One must, nevertheless, wait until Marguerite’s mature years, between
1540 and 1549, for the theme of the conjunction of the “Rien” with the “Tout”
to appear in her work and be repeated most clearly, almost to satiety. The soul
must leave what is human (“le Rien”) to achieve perfection (“le Tout”):

Qui sent d’amour llaneantissement,

Se resjouyst, perdant ce qui n’est rien

Pour recepvoir son Tout entierement.
(Navire, vv. 91-93)

while in the Chansons Spirituelles it takes on ecstatic overtones,
signifying the union of the soul with its Divine Tout:

Unissant le Rien qu’il ame

En son Tout divinement,

Lespouse se perd et pasme

En son Tout joyeusement.
(“Chanson 21” vv. 24-28)

with mystic allusions to the theme of Love:



Baisez moy, acolez moy,
Mon Tout en tous.
Unissez moy par la Foy
Du tout a vous .
(“Chanson 17” vv. 25-28)

The insistence of the Chansons Spirituelles on the mystic antithesis
“Tout-Rien”** can only be equalled in a rather neglected short poem
published as part of the Marguerites in 1547. It is surprising to notice
how freely the Queen uses this antithesis in her Oraison de I’ame fidele,
suggesting that the soul has only existence in God, with whom it was
before being united to the body:

Estre n’avoit en soy, mais en presence

De toy estoit, en qui tout est parfait.

Son Estre donc n’est, luy mourant, defait;
Car il estoit avant qu’il fust au monde.
§’il te congnoist son Estre, il est refait,

Il est heureux en I'un et 'autre monde*"

The Oraison is much closer to the spirit of the Prisons than any other
of the mystical poems in the treatment of the “Rien-Tout” opposites. The
latter also emphasizes the pantheistic idea that the existence of creatures
(“le rien”) depends on the overflowing existence of the “Tout™:

(... )sce qu’il fait est et sera a naistre,

Car par ce Tout et en ce Tout ant estre.

II les enclost par grandeur indicible

Et vit en eulx par fagon invisible.
(Prisons, fol. 324 vo, p. 2495)

I must confess that the Tout-Rien “chant” of the Prisons is far too
extensive to show Marguerite’s ideas on this mystical antithesis, and that
the Oraison de I’ame fidele is ideal for our purpose as it seems to illuminate
all the sinuosities of the far more complex Book III of the Prisons. All its
pantheistic overtones are solved in the mystical concealment of Christ’s
renunciation of his divine nature, by adopting the form of a “Rien”, so
making it possible for everyone to share with him his divine nature in
God. Marguerite is obviously referring to the Pauline doctrine of Christ’s
“kenosis” (i.e. emptying of his previous divine state)*®. This is brought
out in the Oraison:
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Tres voluntiers a Rien tu t’es soubmiz,
Afin qu’a Rien Adam par toy fust mis (...)
Car en toy sont, qui Rien as voulu estre:
Lors ayant mis a Rien la Creature

La reiinis a son Tout, par ta dextre.*’

soon to be echoed in the Prisons; man’s human condition symbolized
by Adam (man “par excellence”) could only be saved by Christs
humiliation and death:

Mais par ce Filz, transmis a nous ca bas,

Sont appaisez ces differentz debatz,

Car nostre chair il a prise et I’a mise

Du Tout a Rien: 1a gist nostre franchise.

Et ce Rien la il voulut esprouver,

Quand sur la croix se monstra estre ung ver

Et homme non, en s’aneantissant

Et nostre Rien de cuyder nettissant.
(Prisons, fol. 325 vo, p. 248)

The Oraison de I’ame fidele can be used to clarify the antithesis of
the “Rien” and the “Tout”, which are trying to find each other in the
image of the “Divine Androgyne”, in one of the most puzzling passage of
the Prisons:

Celuy qui Est, a qui bien I’ymagine,

Se voit aussy dedans ceste Androgine,

Qui sa moictié ne cesse de cercher

Ne la trouvant ne se fait que fascher.
(ibid., fol. 310 ro, p. 217)%°

Only one step separates the cryptic image of the “Androgyne” that is
in search of its other self and the “Rien” (Christ) in pursuit of its higher
nature, the “Tout” (God). This can only take place through a mystic
“kenosis”, (le Rien) and the attainment of the other self (le Tout).
Marguerite calls mystic experience “aneantissement” in a most interesting
passage of the Oraison de I’dme fidéle, which could throw light on many
of the cryptic passages of the Prisons:

O doux regard iusques au coeur percant
Lame et le corps, et I’esprit travercant,

Vien moy navrer, fais ton povoir sentir

A mon dur coeur, en peche malversant;
Que desespoir va de sy pres pressant,




Qu’il fait quasi I’espoir de moy sortir.
O forte Amour, vien moy anneantir
Par ce regard tant doux et amyable.*!

This “anéantissement” - kenosis of Christ in the “Divine Androgyne”
gy

is the key to Marguerite’s mystical antithesis in the Prisons. No “rien”

can understand the “Tout”, except the “Rien” which is in pursuit of its

other self, i.e. Christ as “man” in search of his other, divine, nature:

Qui pourra done ce Tout emprisonner?
Nul, car sur tous a povoir d’ordonner.
Et cestuy la qui ce Tout a congneu
Tant gu’il est Rien en son sens devenu,
Ne se sentant plus estre ne plus vivre

(Prisons, fol. 324 vo, pp. 245-246)

Marguerite may have been introduced to Meister Eckhart’s mystic
sermons on the “Wholeness” of God, and the “Nothingness” of all the
rest. God is everything, Eckhart said, but the creatures are non-existent*?,
The scholars at Meaux had had real contact with the Rhenish school, as
J. Orcibal and M. Certeau noticed*?. “Nothingness” “Rien” according to
such Rhenish mystics as Eckhart, Suso and Ruysbroeck, as it was for the
Pseudo-Dionysius, John Seatus Erigena and the Kabbalists**, was not so
much non-existence as sub-existence under the power of God. To
understand all the implications of the “Tout-Rien” and “Estre-Neant”
antitheses “one must strip oneself, according to the mystics, of all
seemingly positive but actually limiting thought, and descend into the
depths of Nothing, so encountering the Reality of Him who is “le Tout”™”*,

Many mystic writers were inspired by the writings of the Rhenish
Masters, who had taught not only the Quietistic submissive attitude
towards the Will of God which is reflected in Marguerite’s Dialogue, but
also a sort of mystic absorption into the divine Being as a necessary step
for man to find his very existence. She may have drawn her mystical
antitheses between “le Rien” and “le Tout” from the expositions and
adaptations made by Lefevre and Briconnet, rather than from the
manuscripts that were spreading from the Carthusian monastery of
Vauvert, in the vicinity of Paris*®. I am inclined to think that she had
learnt her mystic antithesis at the time of her Correspondance with
Briconnet between 1521 and 1524, since the similarities of the expressions
used by Briconnet and by her are astonishing. From the very beginning of
her initiation she introduced the antithetical “Tout-Rien”:
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Bien eureulx est rien qui tout possede, et tant plus est rien, et
plus est cappable tout amour. Qui vit en soy et au monde, a rien
en rien; Qui y est mort, a tout en rien, lequel diffinie nostre rien
en luy. Rien fault devenir qui en son tout veult estre.
(Correspondance, 1, pp. 31-32)

The Bishop must have given her the theme of the “Rien-Tout”
antithesis which can be found both in the Chansons Spirituelles and in
Book III of the Prisons, since in them she follows Briconnet’s distinction
between imperfect human knowledge and mystic understanding of Christ
as the “Tout-Verbe”:

Madame, je cuyde tant congnoistre de vostre desir et vouloir que
$’il y avoit au bout du royaume ung docteur, qui, par ung seul
verbe abregé, peult aprendre toute la grammaire, autant qu’il est
possible d’en scavoir, et ung aultre de la rhethoricque et ung
aultre la philosophie, et aussi des sept ars liberaulx*’, chacun
d’eulx par ung verbe abregé, vous y courriez comme au feu et n’y
vouldriez riens espargner®?. Et toutesfois, combien que sceussiez
tout ce que dessus, seriez pauvre affamée en voz richesses qui ne
seroient que pauvretté sans le Tout-Verbe, hors lequel rien et en
I’ayant avez tout. Car en luy sont tous les tresors de science et
sapience, comme dict est [Colossians, 2,3] caschéz.
(Correspondance, 1, pp.152-153)

Marguerite’s reaction to her initiation by Briconnet was to be
expected. It was not only the Bishop who used freely the mystic antithesis
between the “Tout” and the “Rien”. She wrote: “Voiant que au Tout n’estes
rien et croiant vostre rien encloz dans le Tout, me vueulx subzmectre a ce
qui sera par vostre rien dict, le tenant de la main du Tout, vous querant
prier pour mon moings que rien affin que I’eau puisse estre convertie en
vin et que l’abisme par 1’abisme invocqué puisse abismer”
(Correspondance, 1, p. 134)

One wonders whether the Correspondance is but the echo of Lefévre’s
mystical ideas, both Briconnet and Marguerite mirroring the sort of
discussions that were taking place at Meaux and at the Court of the Princess
under the guidance of the most brilliant scholar France could then offer.
It is significant that the letters between Marguerite and Briconnet coinci-
de with Lefevre’s Christocentric anti-thesis between “le Tout” and “le
Rien”; Christ, the Divine Androgyne, who shares as man our Nothingness
(“le Rien”), is man’s existence in God (“le Tout”), as we find in Him life
through His word: “Mais Jesuschrist est tout”, he wrote in his introduction




to the four Gospels, in 1523, “il est tout homme et toute divinite. Et tout
homme n’est riens sinon en luy et nulle parolle d’homme n’est riens sinon
en la parolle de luy”+?.

The reader must have realized that there is a logical development from
the antithetical use of the “Rien” and the “Tout” in the Correspondance to
the handling of the theme in Book III. By the time the latter was written in
the 1540s, Marguerite was able to use these terms with far more
sophistication, signifying that the two diverging elements, namely the “Rien”
and the “Tout” could only converge in the perfect “Androgyne”, whose lower
part (le Rien) was able to be united again with its upper self (le Tout) in the
person of Jesus Christ (Prisons, fol. 348 ro, p. 296).

The antithetical concepts of “le Rien” and “le Tout” are two basic
Christocentric concepts in the theology of Meaux; they are referred to
events in the life of Christ, namely His humiliation in becoming man
(the “kenosis” of the incarnation in the “Rien”) and His final glorification
(the ascension into the “Tout”). Man can share this mystical glorification
by associating himself with Christ. This is the conclusion of the Prisons:

LChomme est remis, car joinct par cest esprit
A Rien,a mort, a croix en Jesuchrist,
Est fait en luy Rien, mort, crucifié;
Aussy en luy il est deifié,
Uny au Tout et au souverain Bien
Pour estre fait aveques Jesus Rien.
(Prisons, fol. 348 ro, p. 296)

Never had Marguerite handled a mystical theme with better ability
than the antithesis between the “Rien” and the “Tout”, and she must have
been conscious of it as she was playing with it most skilfully both in the
Chansons Spirituelles and in the Prisons. To prove, nevertheless, that she
was the master of all her resources, she presented a parallel antithesis
with similar “Androgyne-Christ” overtones. Jesus is able to re-unite what
is near to us (“le Pres”) with what has become too far off (“le Loing”); in
Him man and God can find a place near each other:

(...) par son povoir

Ce Loing est Pres, et le ciel a la terre
Amour fait joindre, mettant fin a la guerre
D’entre le Loing et Prés, par tel accord
Que le trés Loing, vaincu par une mort,
Est pres de nous, mais je vous dy si pres
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Que je ne puys trouver termes expres

Pour declairer comme est pres ce tres Loing.

Mais qui a veu, par extresme besoing,

Combien de mal vient du Loing purement

Qui a perdu du Pres le sentement,

Dira le Prés nous estre en tout affaire

Comme la vie et I’estre necessaire.

Gentil Loing-Pres! et que ce nom est beau!
(Prisons, fol. 317 vo, pp. 231-232)

Christ is also antithetically called the “Petit-Grand” (ibid., fol. 327
ro, p. 251); Marguerite could have hardly given a better description of
what she understood to be the main problem when faced with the difficulty
of using human terms to describe divine realities. Christ, the “Divine
Androgyne”, can be the only conjunction of the opposing principles, since
in Him the “Rien” finds its missing “Tout”, the “Loing” becomes “Pres”
and the “Petit” reaches its fulness (“le Grand”). According to the mystical
principles laid down by Marguerite’s teachers, Lefevre and Briconnet,
when a man wishes to return to the state of innocence, which can only
happen when he is able to hold the image of God as the perfect
“Androgyne”, as Adam did before sin, he reaches this condition of ecstatic
union with Jesus Christ.

C. The definition of God as “the sameness of the Circle”

Marguerite’s first aim in Book III of the Prisons is to tell her reader
that a single definition of God will be totally inadequate to show His
manifold aspects. She tries definition after definition, always returning
to the main ones, like leit-motifs, first to the definition of God as “”’Celuy
qui Est”, and then to the antithetical “man is Nothing” (Rien), God is
Everything (Tout). In between, other more difficult neo-Platonic concepts
are applied to God in which He is presented as the Circle without the
limitations of the Circumference:

“Celluy qui est fait du tout [sic] ce qu’il veut
“Du sercle rond sans la circunference

“Par taus costez egal sans difference;
“Commancement ne fin ne s’y retrouve,

“Et n’y a chose estant ou vieille ou neufve
“Qui de ce rand n’ayt pris creation

“Et nourriture et conservation.
(ibid., fol. 308 ro, p. 212)%°



The same theme can be found in Rabelais’s Tiers Livre: “De la receoit
participation insigne de sa prime et divine origine, et en contemplation de
ceste infinie et intellectuale sphaere, le centre de laquelle est en chascun
lieu de 'univers, la circunference poinct (C’est Dieu scelon la doctrine de
Hermes Trismegistus)...”*! The perfection of the circle to predicate simplicity
and stability in God was common among the admirers of Plato*?. Ficino had
explained it thus: “Quid ergo Deus est? Ut ita dixerimus, Circulus Spiritualis,
cujus centrum est ubique, circumferentia nusquam”#%3.

Although the similarities between this text by Ficino and the previous
one by Marguerite are remarkable, it is more probable that this neo-Platonic
definition of God as the “Perfect Circle” had been learned by the Queen
during her years of initiation under Briconnet’s guidance. The Bishop
had been an assiduous reader of the Pseudo-Dionysius and of Nicholas of
Cusa, and, as Glori Cappello has shown, many of the passages of the
Correspondance are paraphrasing neo-Platonic texts from Nicholas of
Cusa. The Bishop of Meaux explains:

... combien que partout est le milieu, puisque elle [i.e.
la terre] est spherique et n’y a milieu en
circumference de forme sphericque plus d’un costé
que d’autre, mais par le milieu de la terre, en laquelle
le grand architecte a faict oeuvre de salut, entend la
vie avoir este centralle en toute nature humaine et,
comme lignes innumerables viennent du centre de la
circumference, esgallement distantes**, aussi la
restitution est a tous uniforme (...); mais au milieu est
nostre salut. (Correspondance, 2, p. 240)*>

Nicholas of Cusa says in De Docta Ignorantia (I, II): “Centrum igitur
mundi coincidit cum circumferentia. Non habet igitur mundus
circumferentiam ( ... ) cum igitur non sit possibile mundum claudi intra
centrum corporale et circumferentiam, non intelligitur mundus, cuius
centrum et circumferentia sunt Deus”, and in De Ludo Globi (II):
“Centrum autem punctus fixus est, erit igitur motus maximus seu
infinitus et pariter minimus, ubi inde est centrum et circumferentia. Et
vocamus ipsum vitam viventium, in sua fixa aeternitate omnem possibilem
vitae motum complicantem”*®. Like Nicholas of Cusa and Briconnet,
Marguerite was obviously intrigued by the possibilities of using
mathematical language to render an idea of God as the “unchangeable,
perfect being” and she follows them:

“De l’exterieur en l'interieur entre
“Qui va par moy, et au milieu du centre
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“Me trouvera qui suys le poinct unique,

“La fin, le but de la mathematique;

“Le cercle suys dont toute chose vient,

“Le poinct ou tout retourne et se mainctient.

“Je suys qui suys triangle tres parfaict, ( ... )
(Prisons, fol. 308 ro and vo, p. 213)

Mathematical language has been applied to God, as “the perfect
triangle” and “the perfect circle”, by mystic writers, such as the Pseudo-
Dionysius, who had applied the language of circular movement to man’s
spiritual experience. While there is no movement of God in the centre:

... the soul hath a circular movement - viz. an introversion from
things without and the unified concentration of its spiritual
powers - which gives it a kind of fixed revolution, and, turning it
from the multiplicity without, draws it together first into itself
and then (after it has reached this unified condition) unites it to
those powers which are perfect Unity and this leads it on unto
the Beautiful and Good, which is beyond all things, and is One
and is the Same. without beginning or end.*”’

This condition of the soul was called “Apex” or “Synderesis” by the
mystics*®, and it describes the rotary movement of the soul around its
centre (God) which remains unchangeable: “Le poinct ou tout retourne
et se mainctient” (Prisons, fol. 308 ro, p. 213).

The Pseudo-Dionysius had already defined God as “Sameness”:
“Merely this - that God remains what He is in Himself and is firmly fixed
in an immovable Sameness wherein His transcendent Being is fast rooted,
and that He acts under the same modes and around the same Centre
without changing”®. According to him “Roundness” and “Sameness”
are interchangeable with one another and with the last stage of perfect
union with the Divinity. The mystic enigma of the “Marguerite” as it
appears at the end of the Miroir contains all these qualities together”°.
Saincte-Marthe was equally conscious of the hermetic riddle of the
MARGUERITE, which often appears in capital letters in his Oraison
Fune¢bre: “Car la Marguerite, est une precieuse pierre, que Pline dit,
emporter I’honneur et le pris, sur toutes choses precieuses: Et havoir
perfection en blancheur, grandeur, rotondité, et pois” (Oraison funébre,
p. 16). It is obvious that for him, as it had been for Briconnet, the
“Marguerite-Perle” embodied the divine qualities of “perfection”,
“transparency”, “roundness” and “solidity” which make it a perfect image
of the Divine Union*! and a definition of the Godhead.




D. The Pauline-Johannine definitions of God as Vie-Verité-Voye

Among the numerous definitions of God given by Marguerite in her
mystical poems, there are at least three taken from the New Testament,
which may throw some light on the global picture of her various attempts
to express the concept of God drawn from her own spiritual experience.

1. The first, which can be expressed as “God is love”, was developed from
the Johannine formula (I John 14,16) particularly in her Miroir (v. 1417).

2. A second Johannine formula, which forms an axis in the Gospel
according to John, is “Christ is the Way, the Truth and the Life” ( John
14,6). It can be traced in many of her early poems; in the Dialogue it is
given a place of honour, since the softness of the “v” alliteration suggests
the tone of the mystical conversation between Marguerite and her niece,
little Princess Charlotte:

II est vie et verité et voye;

Par luy qui est Voye, nous fault passer,

Et Verite a Vie nous convoye.
(Dialogue, vv. 805-807)%72

3. A third formula appears in the Prisons taken from what may be
called the Pauline definition of God as “Life, Movement and Being”; St
Luke records it in the Acts (17,28): “Since, [Paul said to the Athenians],
in Him we live and move and have our being”, Marguerite has reproduced
it carefully in the Prisons, since, according to the Gallican tradition of
which Lefevre was a main exponent against Erasmus, Dionysius the
Areopagyte (the Pseudo-Dionysius) had been present at Paul’s speech and
had been converted by him to Christianity:

Bien monstre icy le Tout son grant povoir
Quand luy seul est estre, vie et mouvoir
De ce qui est si different sur terre (...)

(Prisons, fol. 327 vo, pp. 251-252)+73

Marguerite was concerned with formulating a definition of God from
a Christocentric point of view by assuring us that the mystery of Christ’s
death is the only way to reach total knowledge of “le Tout” from His
resurrection as a man (“le Rien”) (ibid., fol. 348 ro, p. 296); this was an
initial development from the so-called mediaeval “God-mysticism” to the
evangelical “Christ-mysticism”#*. Though she favoured Lefevre’s efforts
to move from the mediaeval and neo-Platonic interest in defining the
essence of God; towards a definition of the Divinity through a close study
of the personality of Jesus*”’, Marguerite is far more traditional than
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Lefevre, since Christ hardly matters in her mystic treatises as a historical
person, either in her Miroir or in the Triomphe de I’Agneau, or in the
Chansons Spirituelles or in her masterpiece, the Prisons. Christ the
“Divine Androgyne” is however far nearer the “Johannine Theocentric
Mysticism of the Logos”, to borrow the famous expression of Albert
Schweizer*’®, than it is to Lefevre’s “Pauline Christocentric Mysticism”.
Christ, according to Marguerite is “le Rien” who can bring us to “le Tout”:

Qui prendra donc ce Rien qui est vollé
Jusqu’a son Tout auquel est si collé
Que la haulteur du ciel, ny le profond,
Empeschement a 'union ne font?

(ibid., fol. 325 ro, pp. 246-247)

Christ’s death and resurrection as well as his glorification and union
are expressed in “Logos” form. He, “le Pres”, is the only certainty of God’s
nearness:

Il est puyssant pour faire du tumbeau
Saillir le mort, car, ou ce Loing Pres vient,
Mort ny enfer le pecheur ne detient.
Gentil Loing Pres! (... )

(ibid., fol. 317 vo, p. 232)

Yet she hardly speaks of Christ’s death and resurrection as actual
historic saving events, the great principles in Pauline theology and
mysticism*”’. Does it mean that she never reached a clear Pauline attitude?
Marguerite never went as far as Lefevre in visualizing the coming shift
from the neo-Platonic God-centered spirituality to the “Biblical
Meditations” of Luther or the “Spiritual Exercises” of Ignatius of Loyola.
Though she refers to Christ’s saving events a few times (ibid., fol. 317 vo,
pp. 231-232) hinting a change of attitude, she visualizes the solution of
the conjunction of opposites in God as transforming mystic events of
Christ, the Word made flesh, in his role of “Rien-Logos” (Johannine
theology), rather than as saving historical events (Pauline theology).

VI

If Marguerite’s mystic poems have not met with popular recognition,
and if her masterpiece, the Prisons, has so far only been published once
in 1896 by Lefranc, this may be explained by the fact that there was a
sudden shift of interest in the 1540s from mystical to evangelical themes.




Besides the Heptaméron which was opening new paths in literature, and
the Miroir, which some in France took for a Lutheran Manifesto, the
Queen’s work must be seen as reflecting the new spirit that was preparing
Europe for both a Reformation and a Counter-Reformation, and for a
major split within Western Christianity.

Marguerite, however, no matter how much same reformers and even
some contemporary critics have tried to prove her allegiance to Luther’s
cause, never went beyond the paths explored by Briconnet and his group
of Meaux. When the group was dispersed in 1525, a few joined the Lutheran
banner, whilst others like Briconnet himself immediately disavowed the
split he saw to be inevitable within the Church*®. It may have taken a
little longer for the Queen to follow Brigonnet’s rejection of the new
spirituality as proclaimed by Luther in his rejection of the mediaeval
God-centered spirituality; in fact none of her works follows very
convincingly the Christ-centred spirituality, and by the time she settled
down to write the Prisons in the 1540s, her allegiance to Briconnet’s
principles was final.

Most critics have shown excessive preoccupation with the problem
of Marguerite’s involvement with the Lutheran cause in France. In my
opinion this has led them to neglect what is far and away the most
important aspect of her poetic works, her mysticism. The most important
of these works is the Prisons and it must be considered both as a “résumé”
of the mystical Correspondance between herself and Briconnet, and her
own final attempt to leave a summary of her thinking. Up to then her
thought had been expressed only fragmentarily in her various works,
particularly in the Dialogue, the Miroir, the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-
Marsan, La Navire and the Chansons Spirituelles. In all these works
Marguerite had remained a faithful pupil of Briconnet, and her old guide
would re-emerge in her most important work, the Prisons, under the
symbolic role of the “vieillart”. Neither Briconnet nor she herself had
totally crossed the line that separated the old mediaeval neo-Platonic
mysticism from the new challenging ideas brought into being first by
Erasmus and Lefevre*’” and finally expressed by Luther and the
Reformers. Her mysticism, from the Dialogue (1524) to the Prisons (1547),
had always been revolving round the “Johannine Logos” relationship to
God. Her “God-mysticism” could hardly liberate itself from neo-Platonic
themes, and an almost endless litany of mystic symbols she had learnt
during her instruction by the prudent Bishop of Meaux, as we are going
to see in Chapter 6 of this study.

163



164

CHAPTER SIX
Hermetic symbolism and mystic antitheses,
recurrent leit-motifs in the work Marguerite de Navarre

So far we have seen Marguerite’s spiritual development in the four
works that I have tried to analyse in detail; she has progressed from a sim-
ple Quietistic acceptance of God’s will in the Dialogue to a more profound
expression of mystical experience in the Prisons. My aim in this final chapter
is to give a coherent view of the symbols that appear in Marguerite’s works,
trying to link all the mystical themes of her poems through her own symbolic
vision. I must first of all clarify that there are many kinds of “images” used
by writers; some are publicly acknowledged, such as the Cross which stands
for the whole complex of Christianity; others take their significance from
the total context in which they appear and often overlap with metaphors; in
some cases they are not easily defined and are expressible only in terms of
themselves. There is symbolism almost in every great imaginative writer,
but modern man seems to think more in terms of “signs” rather than of
“symbols”: the sign that instructs the motorist to stop has to be efficient and
simple, while a symbol is normally far more complex.

The reader cannot fail to have noticed that all the mystical themes in
Marguerite’s works appear through a chain of interwoven symbols, often
interchangeable, which run through all her poetic and dramatic works. They
may be the real key to the justification of my claims for the essential unity of
Marguerite’s work, since they appear as a constant characteristic in some sort
of esoteric knowledge, religiously withheld from the uninitiated. I have already
tried to explain the hermetic meaning of a few of her symbols as embodied in
her four major mystic poems, namely the enigmas of the Eye,* the Mirror-
Marguerite-Pearl,¥®' the Prison,*? and the Circle,** but I have not been able
to give a global picture of the extent of Marguerite’s use of hermetic images
throughout all her works. This chapter serves both as an exposition of her
consistent application of a body of mystic symbols and as a detector of the
basic unity of her work throughout her career.

The hermetic character of symbolic images has recently attracted a
few modern critics,®* anthropologists*® and psychologists,*® and some
of them claim that the social role of the metaphor is gradually losing
ground being replaced by the more conventional use of “signs”; this might
make it difficult for modern man to understand certain concepts that are
inexpressible except through a code of images.*” The first rational effort,



before the Reformation, to desymbolize human thinking had been
unsuccessfully attempted in the twelfth century by Maimonides, who had
rejected as a fantastic dream all existing allegorical interpretations of the
Bible. As a reaction to his philosophy, the Kabbalah tradition spread first
in Provence and then in Spain, influencing all Western mystic thinking.*
The more twentieth century man claims to reject symbolism, the more
his de mythologizing attempts prevent him from understanding certain
levels of thinking expressed not only by mediaeval mystic authors, but
even perhaps by modern writers who are too often considered as difficult
to understand.*’

A symbol as it was understood by the mediaeval mystics was initially
a metaphor; aspects of an object such as the sun with its brilliance and
roundness and its correlatives fire and light were transferred to the spiritual
spheres. For them, “the world is full of metaphors, constructed by God, to
communicate a secret meaning when interpreted properly”, writes T.
Hawkes.*° In fact not only words have meaning at different levels, as
Dante had explained in his famous letter to his patron Can Grande della
Scala,®! but things themselves may become symbols of other things. A
metaphor can only be called functional or structural when it has a complex
meaning.*? In mystical symbolism the image retains its own meaning
while at the same time it becomes as it were a door through which the
spiritual truth can be reached. There cannot be, for instance, opposition
between the literal meaning of the Bible and its spiritual interpretation.
This is the most characteristic teaching in Lefevre’s mystical
hermeneutics. His doctrine was closely followed by Briconnet and
Marguerite, as I have shown in my chapter on mystical hermeneutics in
the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan.*? The basis for all this
structuralisation of the several levels of meaning in the symbolic metaphor
is the role of the Analogy: when a mystic tries to describe his spiritual
experience to others, he can only do so by borrowing words from everybody’s
immediate experience. The metaphor of the Door is, in my opinion, the
best means of explaining this complex process, since its opening allows
us to see what is beyond. Plato used the symbol of the Opening of the
Cave, which enables man to have a link with the Real World as opposed
to the World of Images;** in Platonism the material world is in fact related
to its prototype in the spiritual spheres.*”

Book is a symbol of discernment in Marguerite’s works. It stands for
Christ’s revelation since He is the Word of God (John 1,1). It appears in
the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan where the four “dramatis personae”
play their role around the family Bible (see Chapter 4, Section III). In the
Comedie du desert it is shown as “Grand Livre”:
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Plate 6.

Symbolic representation of Christ’s Ascension into heaven through a series of symbols: the Cross is
the Way to arrive at the Foot of the Mountain where a Tomb inside a Church represents the Descent
and a triangular Hill portrays the Ascent, with the help of Winged creatures (the Angels), to the
Summit. Christ here inaugurates the “Scala Mystica”which joins heaven and earth. Champeaux,
Symboles, op.cit., Fig. 90, p.179. There is a similar representation of the Ascension of Christ in a
MSin EL Eg 608 fol. 134, where a series of triangular Hills describe the gradual climbing up; there
1s also a Cross at the background, the Sun is on the top and two Angels are helping Him to climb.

Seigneur, je prens de ta main ce grand Livre,
Par qui pourra t’'amye en joye vivre,
Le regardant en ce desert estrange.*¢

or as the Old Book:

Ce Livre vieux Iuy feras au long voir,
Du man vouloir se peul t du tout scavoir,*”’

or signifying the Great Book of Nature:

Et que par may ce beau grand Livre voye,
C’est de Nature.*?®




There is a correlation between the reading of the spiritual sense of the
Bible through the guidance of the Spirit, and the discovery of the Divine in
the Great Book of Nature, through the inspiration of the same Spirit:

Quant est de moy je te monstre la Lettre

Mais cest Esprit qu’il plaist au Seigneur mettre
En toy, qui es de luy toute remplie,

Te fera voir le sens, sans rien omettre.*”’

Mediaeval mystics sometimes consider themselves as symbolic
theologians, since they maintain that man must use all his word resources
to describe God. Inasmuch as everything can be predicated of God, they
call their doctrine “Theologia Maxima in verbis”; He is, however, beyond
definition (“innominabilis”) and so a complex code of symbols has to be
adopted to express inadequately the Divine (“minima in verbis”). The
terms “Theologia Maxima/minima” are not common among mystical
theologians but they render their teaching that images are the best means
to define God:

Aut certe Maxima est Theologia propter omnium rerum
positiones de Deo dictas [writes the editor of a mystic treatise
published shortly after Marguerite de Navarre’s death in 1549] et
rursus minima, cum deus innominabilis, nullo nomine effari
possit; maxima rursus dici potest explicative vero complicative.
Aut vicinius ad mentem Sancti patris, Maxima est Theologia
symbolica, quae pluribus verbis, minima est Theologia mystica
quae paucissimis utitur verbis. Maxima item potest dici theologia
in virtute, minima in verbis.>®

The Theologia Symbolica, as it was understood in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries, played with a certain number of symbols, most of
them taken from the early cosmogonies, such as the Fire, the Water or
the Four Seasons and the Four Cardinal Points of the compass, as will be
seen in this chapter. It must also be noted that these were arranged in
mathematical hierarchies following the two basic figures of the Circle
and the Triangle. These two mathematical figures are normally kept
dissociated by the symbolic theologians, but occasionally they appear
together as in Eckius’s complex diagram of a cylinder, two cones, a triangle
and two half circles (Plate 5, p.264). There was a third non-mathematical
figure drawn from the biblical tradition which was very popular among
mediaeval mystics: the Ladder of Ascent, normally connected with the
Ladder of Jacob, which embraces certain lofty symbols such as the Wing
and the Angel.’"!
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The profound knowledge of all symbolic connotations of thousands
of images which the initiated had developed over hundreds of years>?
certainly escapes the twentieth century reader, since we are used to a
different, more utilitarian, kind of symbolism usually connected with
road signs, schools or hospitals.’® It will therefore be very difficult to
synthesize all the images used by writers of the sixteenth century, such as
Marguerite, as self-standing metaphors or symbols of inner realities.
Whatever arrangement we try to follow, it can only be a subjective one,
since Marguerite never presented an organic “corpus” of ideas as other
mystic writers had done, and her symbols often appear to be
interchangeable. I will try, nevertheless, to study her numerous images
following similarities of theme, or certain analogies Marguerite herself
had devised, following the doctrine of the mystics. Sometimes she
multiplies the images in her poems, or even mixes them, but she carefully
maintains that God is above all human endeavours to describe Him by
symbolic representation:

Plus qu’un esclair ton oeil est importable,
Plus qu’un tonnerre est ta voix effrayable,
Plus qu’un grand vent ton esprit nous estonne,



Plus que fouldre est ton coup inevitable,
Plus que Mort est ton ire espoventable,
Plus que nul feu ton courroux peine donne.

Plus qu’un Soleil ton regard est luisant,
504
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Plate 3.

A diagram of the internal organization of symbols into two triangles; spiritual realities
have mystical names, but material objects are symbols of the spiritual according to St
Bonaventure (De Theologia Symbolica, op.cit., Cap.III, Pars I, Prop.IIL, Fol. E IIII ro).

Mystic writers have often tried not only to combine and interchange
images, but even to organize them into “Paradigmata” of Light and
Darkness. These diagrams present the interwoven human and divine
actions, and man’s effort to find symbols and mystic names “nomina” to
express this interaction. Far from being followers of the Nominalists who
labelled the “universals” (i.e. the abstract concepts) as mere names and so
had no faith in the logical relation between words and objects (against the
Realists), mystics just show the incapacity of human language to describe
the invisible realities. (See the way human concepts and symbols can be
predicated of God in Plates 3 to 5, pp. 260-264).

The two pyramids or cones of Light and Darkness (Plate 5, p.264)
play a most important role in Marguerite’s poetry; we find it in several of
their correlatives:

Sun: Spark, Light, Illumination
Eclipse of the Sun: Darkness, Blindness, the Colour Black.
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Eye: the Internal Eye, the Inspired Eye, the Eye of Faith,
the Eye of the Flesh, the Blind Eye
Eagle: It can face the Sun, and by doing so maintain its strength.

I have already mentioned in the previous chapter on the Prisons that
the role of the Sun in the first book, as a symbol of internal purification,*
is to lead the Poet-Lover from the Shadows of the first Prison to the Light
of further understanding; “this is what happened to Paul”, explains Meister
Eckhart, “when God touched him with light on the road (to Damascus),
and spoke to him”,’° and most mystics seem to describe their direct
experiences under the image of Light.>”

# ! i
the Blind the Eagle's

Diagram 1.

Diagram illustrating Marguerite’s interwoven pyramids of Light and Darkness. Man’s Blind
Eye moves from the base of the pyramid on the left but encounters the darkened Sun on its
ascent towards the summit of perfection (right). The Eagle’s Eye, on the contrary, has to face the
brightness of te Sun as it moves from right to left. The role of many other guiding symbols such
as Fire, Mirror, Pearl, and so on must be interpreted likewise, as will be seen in Section IV of this
Chapter.

The Sun as the archetype of Light is in fact one of the most constant
symbols in Marguerite’s poetry.’® In the Miroir it appears as blinding
the Eye when man crosses the line that separates the two pyramids (see
Diagram I, p.270). The human eye, consequently, can never comprehend
the immensity of the Sun (“la grand clarté entiere”):

Quant le soleil d’une seule estincelle
Aveugle 1’oeil, sa gran lumiere celle;
Mais demandez a l'oeil qu’il a senty;
Il dira tout; mais il aura menty;

Car aveugle de petite lumiere,



Il ne poeut veoir la grand clarté entiere

Et demeure toutesvoies si content,

Qu’il luy semble s’il en avoit autant,

N’estre puissant pour endurer

Ceste clarté qu’il ne poeut mesurer.
(Miroir, vv.1331-1340)

In the sixteenth century it was believed that the Sun was the source
of all energy, following the teachings of the ancient cosmogonies; Rabelais
describes the Sun as “I’organe et promptuaire de toute lumiere terrestre
et syderale ...”.’” In Marguerite’s Chansons Spirituelles it appears as a
constant leit-motif. (“Chansons” 15,20,26). In the Navire it will be loaded
with neo-Platonic overtones, as a symbol of realities which stand beyond
our immediate experience:

Le Soleil luyt plain d’amour charitable,

Ouvre tes yeulx et alors tu verras

Que ton pleurer est cruel et dannable.
(Navire, vv. 1324-1326)

since inwardly it reveals the meaning of outward realities:

Desja ga bas regarde le soleil,
Croy qu’en ton c(u)eur le souleil clair et chault
Luire te veult par amour non pareil.

(ibid., vv. 1402-1404)

Nevertheless the mystic symbolism of the Sun with many of its
variants will be more clearly expressed in Book II of the Prisons:

Au plain midy le soleil m’esclaira
Qui mon estat plus plaisant declaira,
(Prisons, fol. 283 vo, p. 162)

since without its illuminating role the Poet-Lover will never be able
to attain to perfect knowledge:

‘Confessez donc, et ne le cellez pas,

‘Que, sans avoir du soleil la lumiere

‘Qui vous monstra muable et mensongere

‘Celle que tant ten(i)ez loyalle et ferme,

‘Jamais n’eussiez sailly hors de ce terme.
(ibid. fol. 285 ro and vo, p. 165)
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This Light emanating from the Sun has not only an illuminating
effect on the soul, but a power to burn it internally through the mystic
Flame of Love, as the Miroir explains:

Aussi le cueur qui par facon subtile
Sent de ’amour de Dieu une scintille,
Treuve ce feu si grand et si terrible,
Si doulx, si bon, qu’il ne luy est possible
Dire que c’est d’amour; ( ... )

(Miroir, vv. 1341-1345)

The effects of this mystic Fire are described as “consommer”, “fondre”,
“brusler” and “aneantir” (tbid., vv , 954-956) and the soul’s feelings are
compared to the melting of wax: “... Ton coeur fondoit comme la cire,
contre / Un ardent Feu ..” 5%

Fire is a symbol full of meaning in symbolism. It can burn away all
impurities, while in its most pure form, the Sun remains unchangeable.’!!
It can make things incandescent like itself. Richard of St Victor (1123-
1175) compares the soul plunged into the Divine Love to iron cast into a
furnace and transmuted to a different quality of being, and Jan van
Ruysbroeck (1293-1381) had a vision of the Divine Union of man with
God as “every soul like a coal burnt up by God in the heart of his infinite
love”.>12

On the other hand the absence of the Sun creates a sensation of
helplessness. The soul enters the mystic garden in darkness hoping to
experience the “union de mon Espoux” (Chanson 20, v.21) symbolized
by the Sunlight:

A Dieu pour tout jamais, A Dieu.
En l'ignorance du matin,
Sans voir du vray Soleil le jour,
De plaisir j’entre au Jardin
Plein d’honneur et biens a I’entour,
Pour jamais n’en faire retour.
(ibid., vv. 1-6)
The soul has to enter the garden in which the Rose is the symbol of
the Burning Sun; but human concern with “Biens, plaisirs et honneurs”
(“Chanson 27, v.17) robs us of its perfume:
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Maudit soit le Cuyder

Qui semble peu de chose

Et fait de nous vuyder

La senteur de la Rose, ...
(ibid., vv. 1-4)°83

But its Redness,’'* which has the magical effect of burning all human
concerns, is restored by divine intervention:

Nous redonnant 1’odeur

De la Rose vermeille,

Bruslant par son ardeur

Cuyder, qui nous conseille, ...
(ibid., vv. 37-41)°%

Naturally Eclipse and Darkness are symbolic words frequently used
by Marguerite:

Mort trop soudain a esclipsé la face

De mon soleil me laissant sans lumiere

Aux tenebres de ceste terre basse.
(Navire, vv, 124-126)

It must be noted that the sensation of being unable to see, of almost
total Blindness, can be produced both by the absence of Light and by an
attempt to look directly at the Sun:

Mais, regardant ce hault ciel desirable,

Lardant soleil vint esbloir ma vue,

Me fermant ’eul par lumiere importable.
(ibid., vv. 1435-1439)

The symbolic group of Sun includes eventually the Eye. Meister
Eckhart (c.1260-1328) writes: “St Bernard asks: “Why do my eyes behold
the sky not my feet? It is because my eyes are more like the sky than like
my feet’. If then my soul is to see God, it must be heavenly” 3!

Marguerite speaks of the Eye of the Flesh as being unable to hold the
Light and leaving the whole body in Darkness, paraphrasing the biblical
symbolism in St Matthew’s Gospel: “The Eye is the lamp of the body...”
(6,22-23):
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Mais Sa lumiere et vertu estoit telle

Que P’oeil charnel la trouva importable,

Pour estre trap luysante et agreable;

Ce feu, par qui tout mal est consummé,

Par mon oeil cloz, ne fut mains alumé

Dedans mon cueur, qui luy estoit esprit

Avant que loeil 1’eust conceu ne compris.
(Prisons, f0l.303 vo, p.202)

She plays with the symbol of the Eye in most of her mystic poems as
I have already stressed in my previous chapters on the Miroir and the
Prisons, speaking of the Weak Eye of the Flesh, or the Visible Eye, also
called the Eye of the Flesh in opposition to the Eye of God:*”

... il [le pecheur] si revestu

De Jesuchrist, que luy abhominable

A Toeil de Dieu est fait trés agreable...
(Prisons, fol. 320, p. 236)

In Marguerite’s mystic symbolism the soul’s Eye must achieve the
purity of the Eagle’s Eye, only then being able to see the Sun’s Light face
to face:

Son oeil de foy, regardant comme I’aigle
Le vray soleil ou estoit sa fiance ...
(ibid., 330 ro, p.260)

“It is possible, then, [writes the pseudo-Dionysius] I think, to find
within each of the many parts of our body images harmonious to the
heavenly powers, whilst we affirm that the powers of vision denote the
most transparent elevation towards the Divine”.>!8

It would be an endless task to distinguish each of the symbols
mystically connected with the Sun, and to try to discover all sources.
Marguerite had absorbed all this complex imagery with its strong neo-
Platonic and Dionysian overtones from a convinced admirer both of Pla-
to and of the Pseudo-Dionysius.’’* According to Brigonnet, the soul must
reach the purity of the Eagle’s Flight, using a similar comparison to that
accepted by both Marguerite and the Pseudo-Dionysius: “Gousté en avoit
[i.e. Le fruict de la guerre spirituelle, another mystic symbol to be mentioned
later] quelque petite estincelle le bon prophete David, quand il invitoit
ung chascun a la savourer et, par impatient desir, demandoit les helles de



I’aigle®® pour, par haulte et eslevée contemplation, se ennyvrer de telle
doulce liqueur liquefiant son coeur, comme la cire devant le feu”.
(Correspondance, 1, pp. 27-28)

Indeed Marguerite’s symbols connected with Light and Shadow can
be grouped into a geometrical diagram similar in shape to the mystical
paradigm of the two intercrossing pyramids of Nicolas of Cusa (Plate 4,
p.262) by simply following her Correspondance with Briconnet. I have,
however, indicated that many of their symbols run parallel and it is difficult
to separate them and present them in their purest state. Nevertheless the
following schema (Appendix 6) may help the reader to reconstruct the two
superimposed pyramids of the “Theologia Symbolica” of the neo-
Platonism of the early Renaissance.

The Sun, according to Briconnet, is a creature which does not change,
by its very nature, a concept common to mediaeval cosmogonists, taken
from the Platonic Spheres; man’s Eye appears as the Mole, as it cannot
face the divine Radiance:

La lumiere materielle est trop plus cogneue que les
coulleurs®! qu’elle illumine, comme est la cause
devant les effectz.
O doulce lumiere et doulceur lumineuse, dulciffiez
par humilité mon esperit a se cognoistre taulpe et
vous rendre gloire et graces de ce que luy
communicquez et permectez qu’il puisse par vostre
creature solaire, veoir de loing vostre abissale mer de
lumiere,’” car de prés n’est permis a creature!
(Correspondance, 1, p. 189)

The Sun appears later in the same letter as the most perfect creature
symbolizing divine wholeness (“vostre ymaige materiele”); the Sun is able
to attract the human Eye “hors ce visible monde”, but the latter often fails
to reach the Divine, either because “il n’est capable ou qu’il fuit la lumiere”:

Equalité de lumiere qui ne croist ne decroist, ains est identité
sans variacion, luysez en mon coeur a ce qu’il ne congnoisse ce
qui n’est vous et neantmoings eslevez I’esperit de vostre
chambriere pour, en vostre ymaige materiele, par son oeil
corporel, penetrer autant qu’il vous plaira la tirer pour vous ser-
vir, aimer et honnorer en contemplant ceste grandeur d’image
de vostre bonté, corps luminaire, solaire, tousjours esgallement
luisant en identité de lumiere constante et permanente depuis
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Plate 4.

Gregorius Reischius’s geometrical diagram, which he calls “figura paradigmatica”, represents
the interrelationship of concording symbols within the pyramid of Light and their opposites
within the pyramid of Darkness. It shows Nicolas of Cusa’s conception of the Universe: created
things there participate from both Light and Darkness, but the closer they are to the base of the
pyramid of Light, the less corporeal they are. (De Mystica Theologia, op.cit., Cap.III, Pars I1,
Prop.I11 fol. E II1I ro).

sa creation, sans alteraction ou immutacion, illuminant tout ce
qui est cappable et susceptible de lumiere, se communicant en
telle amplitude dedans et hors ce visible monde que s’il y a
quelque chose qui ne recoive sa beneficque distribucion de
lumiere il n’est a imputer a la faulte ou pauvretté du soleil qu’il
n’ayt le tresor inepuisible de sa lumiere, mais c’est ou pour ce
qu’il n’est capable ou qu’il fuit la lumiere.
(ibid., 1, p. 191)°%

These are two most illuminating passages, which, while throwing
light on the sixteenth century’s static conception of the universe as “Cos-
mos”, show an exchange of symbols such as Fire, Sun, Mole, Light, Eclipse
and Sea, which makes it resemble the double pyramid of Light and Darkness
as reconstructed from Marguerite’s symbolic poems. Letter 6 of the
Correspondance confirms the same schema: “Madame, moult est
[h]eureuse ’'ame qui se sent et cognoist telle, car elle est aveugle voiante,
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luisant I'infinie lumiere en ses tenebres. Et plus y luist, plus I’aveugle, et
en aveuglant illumine”. (bid., 1, pp. 34-35)

It is very significant that both Briconnet and Marguerite call
themselves “aveugles”: she wrote first “la riche aveugle, Marguerite” (ibid.,
1, p. 154), he acknowledged: “Helas! Madame, tirez y le pauvre aveugle, s’il
vous plaist, par voz prieres” (ibid., 1, p. 187); both influenced each other and
enriched each other’s symbols with further nuances in meaning, which
gave Marguerite, in later years, the possibility of constructing such a complex
Pyramid of symbols on Light and Shadows as appears particularly in her
later mystic poems, the Chansons Spirituelles and the Prisons.

I'T

The purpose of this chapter is not to give an alphabetical series of
such mystic metaphors as can be found in Marguerite’s works, nor to try
to cover them all, but to organize the main symbols structurally in order
to make her mystic concepts more understandable. In fact the detailed
analysis of some of them can reveal the very nature of her mysticism. The
real danger is, above all, that of entangling the reader in this labyrinth of
images and symbols. The curious reader can consult the index, which
contains an alphabetical list of some of the images which can be found in
Marguerite’s works.

If God is Light and the soul is imprisoned in Darkness by the body,
there cannot be any reconciliation between the two while man is alive. To
this must be added a further conflict: man’s soul is light (as opposed to
being weighty) while the body is heavy.””* Marguerite’s second antithetical
pyramid of symbols, closely related to the previous one of Light and
Darkness and in many ways interchangeable with it, represents the
opposition between the Lower and the Higher through a series of symbols
which can be organized into two main groups:

I. The body’s conflict with the soul’s incorporeal components:
the Root, the Worm and the Prison.

II.The soul’s conflict with the Divine: the Struggle, the Arrow,
the Wound, the Dart, the Sword and the soul’s Fight against the
Giant.

The Queen amalgamates these two pyramids of Light and Darkness
with man’s conflict in his eagerness to know in the Prisons: when the Sun’s
Rays suddenly liberate the Poet-Lover from his self-imposed chains, showing
him the Light and its freedom, it wounds him internally with its Ray-Dart.’®
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The soul’s Fight to liberate itself from the body shows man’s earthly
condition; God must come to his aid with His love:

Et annoncez, disant a mon Espoux,

Que forte Amour, par desir, ne me fine

De tourmenter iusques a la racine;

Qu’il vienne donc abbreger mes longs iours.
Car Luy TOUT SEUL en est la medicine;
Las, vien, JESUS, car je languiz d’amours.>?¢

Brigonnet explains that human earthly existence with its “terrestritez
et animalitez” hinder the divine Fire from reaching man’s sinful being.
Here he is referring to the Pauline idea that natural man comes from Adam’s
corrupted stock and must be grafted onto a cultivated tree (Christ) through
Faith if he is to be productive (Romans 11,13-24): “... descheant les occasions
qui renouvellent les terrestritez et animalitez de nostre vieil homme de
peche [i.e. Adam], qui empesche que le feu ne penetre jusques a ’exication
[i.e. dessechement] des maistresses racines” (Correspondance, 1, p.103).

Princess Charlotte had developed Briconnet’s theme of “getting rid
of the old roots; the soul is grafted onto the Tree of Christ (the Cross)” in

the Dialogue:

Jesuchrist est le ban arbre qui monte

Jusques au ciel, donnant fruict en son temps:

N’ayez jamais d’estre sa branche honte.
(Dialogue, vv. 613-615)3%7

Man’s soul resembles Fire, with its tendency to rise “en pyramide en
hault” as Briconnet explains:

Le siege de vray repos et vraye demeure du feu materiel est au
plus hault de tous les corps celestes, comme celluy qui predomyne
a toutes creatures corporelles et ne peult ailleurs estre en repos
quand il est cy bas. C’est pour la matiere, a laquelle il est attaché,
qu’il desire convertir et transmuer en soy, pour incontinent
retourner en son trosne. Aussy voions que la flamme tend en
piramide en hault, pour monstrer sa naissance et origine et n’est
visible que en la matiere qu’il unist a soy, demourant en soy
invisible. Il est leger, agile, sublime, qui ne peult estre contrainct
hors matiere de demourer en bas et quant il y est, par desir qu’il
a naturel de transmuer taus corps en luy.
(Correspondance, 1, p. 105)




Obviously the principal symbol of man’s earthly existence in
Marguerite’s work is the Prisons, and this has been discussed on the
previous chapter. The soul’s condition, symbolized by the Poet-Lover of
the Prisons, equally occupies an important place in her imagery. Her litany-
like series of symbols used to illustrate the Struggle of the soul to liberate
itself from its earthly existence is as rich as her images connected with
the Pyramids of Light and Darkness. She speaks of a Battle in the Discord:

Et de ce vient que bataille obstinee

Est dedans ’homme et ne sera finee

Tant qu’il aura vie dessus la terre
Discord. vv. 29-31)

or of a duel with swords in the Prisons:

Bien longuement ceste lutte dura

Entre nous deux, dont mon cueur endura,

Par maincte annee et longue experience
(Prisons, fol. 303, pp. 202-203)

This conflict involves the soul in another at a higher level, in which
it is as it were attacked from below (the body) and from above (Divine
Knowledge). The Dart-Wound is here used as a symbol of the soul’s Lost
Battle. “La Bergere” exclaims in the Comédie :

O doux amour! O doux regard,
Qui me transperse de ton dar(d).

(Comédie , vv. 958-959)

God’s Eye and his Vision are equally presented by Marguerite under
the symbolism of a Dart:

Alvez] vous de moy tourne vostre regard?

Non, mais vostre oeil m’a esté ung doulx dard,

Qui m’a navre le cueur jusques a la mort,

En me donnant de mes pechez remort.
(Miroir, vv. 809-812)

As I mentioned in Chapter 5 on the Prisons, Marguerite compares
the ecstasy of mystic experience to the piercing sensation of being wounded.
Briconnet had already initiated her into the possibilities of this theme in
an unforgetable passage of his Correspondance.
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According to him some people are so materialistic (“charnels et
animaulx”), that they think they can “sans helles voller pour cuider
comprendre I'incomprehensible” (Correspondance, 1, p. 227); they refuse
to reach the source of Light “en orient”, while the “spirituels” are longing
for the Sun almost rising over the horizon, but they lack the power to fly
and this longing for the Eagle’s Wings causes in them a frustration, here
represented by the Dart:

Tant sont toutefois ennyvrez de I’excellence de 'infinitude de
Pesperit qui leur est communicque qu’ilz veullent, en ung petit
raion, par ardant desir comprendre 'immensite du Soleil, et par
une goutellette, la plenitude de la mer, et congnoissant
I’impuissance de leur vol soubhaitent helles aquilaires.
Lesquelles, par grace impetrées, en leur prouffitent pour parvenir
a leur desir et congnoissent que la pesanteur du corps, combien
que passe par la fournaise de charité, embrasé, aneanti et pulverisé,
empesche parvenir au vol desiré et de repoux, et telz ne reputent
estre trop en corps et crient avec Saint Pol, de coeur fervent, feru

et empané des dars d’amour.
(ibid., 1, p. 227)

The God-soul relationship takes another dimension when Marguerite
echoes Briconnet’s Correspondance expressing the divine search for man
as “le grand pas comme un geant”:

Qui t’a haste de courir le grand pas

Comme un geant; me mettre hors de la meule
Qui me brisoit, pour en faire un repas

Au grand enfer, qui m’avoit en sa gueule?*?

This simile that had been used as a symbol by Briconnet, implies for
him that the soul can never be satisfied on earth (“plus on en gouste, plus
on la desire”), and before a Fight which resembles that of Jacob with the
Angel (Genesis 32,23-32), the soul must be able to eat “la viande” (i.e.
The Spiritual food) of the perfect (Hebrews 5,14) in order to beat “le geant
d’amour insuperable”: “Plus on en gouste, plus on la desire, et par
impacient desir serchez secours et ayde pour combattre le grand geant
d’amour insuperable. Coeur aneanty et bien mortiffie a grand pouvoir
pour le geant combattre” (Correspondance, 1, p. 27).?° There cannot be
any doubt that the Giant as understood by Briconnet and Marguerite is
God Himself, since in another letter the Bishop returns to the same
subject: “Madame, Dieu scait que je prens sans fiction, consolacion et
plaisir indicible de congnoistre par voz lettres la grace evidente que le




grand geant d’amour insuperable vous faict en vous mectant au cours de
sa vigne, ...” (Correspondance, 1, p.162).

ITI

Perhaps the most poetic symbols we can find in Marguerite’s works
in verse are those connected with the basic diagram of the Ladder as opposed
to the symbol of the Abyss. The mystic pyramid of the Ladder is a basic
schema intended to express the actual liberation of the soul from its earthly
tendencies. Man must climb to the top step by step, or fly by means of
Wings (Appendix 7).

Ladder

the Foot of the Ladder
(the Abyss)

Diagram 2.

A diagram of mine illustrating the ascent of the soul from the Foot of the Ladder to the Summat
of the Pyramid as described in Marguerite’s poems. I have used the elementary Simplicity of the
triangle and the progressing movement of the p ramid of Darkness towards Light of the “theologia
symbolica™ .

G. Durand in his work on archaeology explains the elementary
structure of the symbol of the Wing as the natural image of Vertical Ascent:
“Loutil ascensionnel par excellence, c’est bien [’aile dont ’échelle du
Chanana ou P’escalier de la Ziggurat n’est qu’un grossier succédané. Cette
extrapolation naturelle de verticalisation posturale est la raison profonde
qui motive la facilité avec laquelle la reverie volante, techniquement
absurde, est acceptée et privilegiée par le desir d’angelisme”.?° According
to Briconnet, the Mountain represents the meeting of heaven and earth
(Correspondance, 2, p.37). Marguerite also uses this angelic symbol to
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satiety, often combining it with other groups of images. In the Navire she
gives the following basic elements of the Mountain-Ladder:

Qui vit en chair, il vit en une abisme

De tout peché, demeurant en ’eschelle

Tousjours au pied, sans regarder la cime.
(Navire, vv. 328-330)

She suggests that man’s basic desire to climb upwards, symbolized by
the mediaeval architects by the arches, vaults and spires of Gothic
cathedrals,”! is hindered by human sin.

En attendant que icy puisses voller,

Du tu viendras si ta foy ne te fault,

Le bien que j’ay je ne veulx celler.
(ibid., vv. 457-459)

Like the poet in the Bible, whose desire was to climb the Mountain
of the Lord: “Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord? And who shall stand
in his holy place? He who has clean hands and a pure heart ...” (Psalm 24,
3-4), Marguerite echoes this basic desire in many of her poems:

Montant plus hault a la perfection,
(Prisons, fol. 295 ro, p. 185)

after escaping from the Prison of the Abyss:

Adieu I'abisme ou j’estois englouty,...
(ibid., fol. 275 ro , p. 143)

It must, nevertheless, be explained that the term Abyss does not
necessarily mean the baser part of man and his base desires. It could be a
symbol of the fathomless and incomprehensible nature of the Divine.

Briconnet wrote to Marguerite about the dazzling effect of being face
to face with the divine mysteries: “Labisme qui tout abisme previent pour
en le desabismant ’abismer en abisme sans ’abismer, auquel abisme est
fons sans fons, voie des errans sans chemin ne sentier, qui les desvoiez
retire d’erreur pour abissalement les desvoier en voie abissale,
abissallement desvoiant, et plus desvoi e moings desvoie”
(Correspondance, 1, pp.134-135). In this text he combines several symbols
such as the “abisme”, the “chemin”, the “fons” and the “voie” within a “jeu
de grand rhetorigueur”. In mysticism there is no Path to reach God except




through His own mysterious Way, in which the soul must lose itself to be
able to understand the divine Abyss, by progressing in knowledge from
Water into Wine (from imperfect to perfect understanding): “...affin que
Peau puisse estre convertie en vin et que ’abisme par ’abisme invocque
puisse abismer” (ibid., 1, p.134).3%

From this bottomless Abyss or Wandering in the mysterious Divine
ways, the soul must shoot upwards, vertically, as the Chansons Spirituelles
explain:

Descendons bas en nostre ame
Pour monter plus hautement.
(“Chanson” 21, vv. 1-2)33

“Chanson 21” connects the images of Ascending and Descending
with the mystic themes of the “Rien” and the “Tout” that I have analysed
in the Prisons. Christ helps the soul to join in His “Kenosis” (“descendre
Jusqu’au Rien”) to be able to join Him in His mystical glorification (“monter
Jusqu’au Tout”)>*:

De Christ, duquel sera la femme
Jointe inséparablement,
Lame estant Rien, sera dame
De Tout par son Tout, vrayment.
Descendons.
(ibid., vv. 13-17)

Mystics draw a double pyramid of descending and ascending elements
when trying to explain mysticism (Plate 7 , Appendix 9). Champeaux and Sterckx
explain it symbolically as the vision Jacob had in Bethel (Genesis 28,12):

En songe, Jacob a vu I’échelle mysterieuse sur laquelle des anges
montaient et descendaient en une incessante communication de la
terre au ciel. Le Christ reprendra 'image a son compte pour faire
entendre qu’il est I’échelle qui retablit les communications entre
I’humanité pécheresse et le ciel enfin rouvert: “En vérité, en vérité,
je vous le dis, vous verrez le ciel ouvert et les anges de Dieu monter
et descendre au-dessus du Fils de ’'homme” (John 1,51).%

Marguerite identifies this Ladder with the Cross as did other mystics.

O CHRIST en Croix, tu es la vraye eschelle
Par qui le Ciel se ravist et eschelle,
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Qui as pour nous fait telle violence, ( ... )
O doulce eschelle, a ’embrasser m’avance; ...>%
a symbol that was expressed by the image of the scaffold (i.e. Jacob’s
dream of the Scala Mystica in Genesis 28) in the Navire:

Or, prent sa croix pour faire ung eschauffaut
De terre au ciel. et aussy pour destruire
Ton ennemy qui est cruel et cault.

(Navire, vv. 862-864)

Ceuseli ‘Eﬁ“”m Bupremum.
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Plate 7.

A geometrical diagram of the ascending and descending pyramids of definitions and symbols
that can be applied to God. Any positive human concept such as “bonum” or “pulchrum” can
be said of Him positively (Deus est... ), but only analogically of creatures (via Analogica). Imperfect
predicates such as “finite” or “created” must be predicated of Him negatively (via Negativa):
“Deus non est finitus” or “Deus est infinitus” (Introduction, p.10). Certain creatures such as
the Sun and the Star are nearer God than others (e.g. the Stone and the Worm) since they
murror His divine qualities more accurately and so can be predicated of Him symbolically. The
Mystica Theologia, unlike Marguerite, places Fire in this diagram very low in the Scala Mystica.
(De Mystica Theologia, op. cit., Cap.III, Pars II, Prop.II1, fol. D IIII ro).

John Ferguson explains that the ascent to the three-tiered universe
is often associated with flying: “Jewish mysticism acknowledges three forms
of ascension: direct ascension into heaven of a few chosen ones such as
Enoch and Elijah; ascension and return, granted to Moses; and the
ascension of the soul in Hasidic mystical experience”.’¥’ Meister Eckhart
has a strange explanation of this Ascent-Descent experience in his theory
of the Rising Water and the Falling Stone, to explain the natural desire of
the soul to shoot upwards and of the body to fall downwards; he explains:
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“There is, however, another action more essential to the stone than falling.
It is the constant downward tendency ingrained in it and which neither
God nor man nor creature can take away”.’*® Water is meant, according
to him, to have a lofty tendency to ascend: “... it is the way of water to flow
downwards into the valley and that is its custom; but under the influence
and action of the moon up in the sky, water forsakes and forgets its own
way and flows, uphill and its rising is easier than its downflow”.>* Eckhart
also explains the symbolism of the Wing and Ascent, telling how the soul
has this tendency by means of an agent: “...it is the property of the soul
[i.e. its natural tendency to lift man] ever to struggle upwards by means of
this agent, and if it looks aside, or relents from the way upwards, that is
sin. The soul cannot bear to have anything above it. I believe that it cannot
bear to have even God above it.”>*

It is obvious that the experience of Rising, as depicted by Eckhart, is
closely related to the sensation of Flying, and mystic experience is
frequently associated with the image of the Wing; Marguerite often adopts
and combines them in her works, particularly in the Prisons:

Car la beaulté d’un seul si fort te plaist
Que le dehors, tant soit beau, te desplaist,
Sinon d’autant qu’il doit servir d’eschelle,
Pour adresser le voller de ton aile
Par la facture au Facteur, et montant
Aller tousjours ses louanges chantant...
(Prisons. fol.328 ro p.253)
This doctrine of the natural ascension to the knowledge of God
through his own creation is a leit-motif in mystic symbolism (Romans
1,19-20).

Plato wrote of the Wing, the upward tendency of the soul, that “it is
the orporeal element which is most akin to the divine, and which by nature
tends to soar aloft and carry that which gravitates downwards into the
upper region, which is the habitation of the gods”.*! Briconnet, a great
admirer of Plato, and of the “eschelles d’essurrection” of the Pseudo-
Dionysius,”* had initiated Marguerite into this difficult science of
symbols:

Et, apres que la bonne brebis s’est bien ennyvree en son dict
rufi]sseau, par yvresse extaticque et amour desmesurée a voullu
prendre les helles de I'aigle pour faire I’extreme vol pour
cognoistre la force et puissance de charité, qui a faict que equalité

185



186

et inequalité, grand et petit,*® createur et creature. tout et rien
sont ensemble et coincident ...>*
(Correspondance, 1, p. 47)

According to him the “Helles de la bataille” (ibid., 1, p. 27) are needed
to reach the final stage that only the Eagle, aiming to reach the sun can
attain to.>* By 1523 he was realizing that Marguerite was ready to start
the final Flight upwards: “Madame, vous laissant I’ame de ’homme,
sachant que Dieu vous a donne helles non vulgaires pour voller ou le
vend vous transportera, que debvrez suivre et vous reposer en luy...”
(Correspondance, 2, p. 35) and to understand more difficult symbols that
embody the hermetic doctrines of the nature of the Divine and bring the
soul to the final Kiss and Wedding, another image of reaching the Summit,
as Chanson 17 explains:

Ce jour de nopces, Seigneur,
Me tarde tant,

Que de nul bien ny honneur
Ne suis content

Baissez moy, acolez moy,>*
Mon Tout en tous,

Unissez moy par la Foy
Du tout a vous.

(“Chanson 177, vv. 14-26)

IV

Straight Lines, particularly in the geometrical form of a Square, are
symbolically connected with human activities, such as buildings, or with
the creature’s vertical tendencies to climb upwards or to fall downwards,
as mediaeval mystics understood these activities.’” But the Circle is
related to the Divine because of its dynamic shape, as it is the basis of all
rotary movements. Many of the symbols used by Marguerite, such as the
Eye or the Sun are circular in shape, and therefore they have connotations
of the unblemished Absolute, though as natural symbols, they can be
deficient as they approach the basis of the Pyramid.

I have already mentioned the Road as an outstanding symbol of a
human tendency to become engaged in Divine action. Marguerite has a
good example in her Comédie sur le Trespas du Roy:




SECURUS
Le droict chemin je ne te veux celler:
De la grand croix il se faict appeller,
C’est le chemin de la haulte montaigne.
AGAPY
De la grand croix? Ce chemin la je scay,
Car j’en ay faict souvent le rude essay,
Des yeulx la voy et dans le cueur la parte.
(Comédie sur le Trespas du Roy, vv. 242-247)

But this mystic symbol of the Road must be applied to Christ
eminently; He is often described by Marguerite as the Way, the Truth and
the Life, following the Johannine definitions of the Divine, as we saw in
previous Chapter 5, Section V D:

Tu es la voye et le chemin tresample
Par ou lon va au grand celeste temple.’*

Water is connected with God’s grace by the mystics. It takes many
forms in Marguerite’s poetry. The Streams and the Fountain, for instance,
may be images of man’s suffering, as when she comments on the death of
her brother in La Navire:

O chef roial, qui fontainne s’est faicte,
Dont tes yeulx sont les abondans ruisseaulx,
Par fort pleurer ceste dure defaicte.

(Navire, vv. 1030-1032)

They are usually symbols of God’s mercy, as when Charlotte exclaims
in the Dialogue, vv. 418-419:

Sa grace est un ruisseau qui court fort royde
Dans une ame distribuant ses dons,...

The arrival of the deer at the Running Waters is a mystic symbol of
the encounter of the soul with the Divine (Correspondance.l , p. 79):

§’il vous [i.e. the soul] plaisoit seoir et poser

Dessus le bart d’une fontaine,

Et corps et esprit reposer,

Puisant de 1'eau tres-vive et saine,

Certes sans y prendre autre peine.

Le cerf [God] viendroit A vous tout droit.
(“Chanson 67, vv. 41-46)
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Water appears as a natural symbol (“Signe”) in the Dialogue:

Soubdainement, faisant de Adam defaicte,

Lensepuelist, recepuant Leaue pour Signe

En Jesuchrist, ou son ame est refaicte
(Dialogue, vv. 697-699)

This symbol is taken from St Paul’s mystic interpretation of the
“crossing by the Israelites of the Red Sea”;’* a theme she borrowed from
Briconnet in one of his letters to her: “... et moings pourrions passer le
mer Rouge, sy la puissante verge ne I’ouvroit, arrestoit et sechoit: par le
baptesme le ciel nous est Ouvert, la puissance tirannicque arrestée et la
source de peche originel sechée et tarie, de sorte que sommes, apres le
baptesme, vrais enfans de Dieu...” (Correspondance, 1, p. 199).

Water for Briconnet and for Marguerite is one of the three basic symbols,
together with Fire and Manna, as I have already mentioned previously when
I presented them as the three illustrations of Marguerite’s Three Prisons.
Furthermore, Briconnet developed the analogy of the stream in one of his
letters very much in the manner of Marguerite, comparing the Running
Water to the three stages in the development of the soul:

Et, pour continuer nostre eaue beneficque et salvificque, d’icelle
trouvons yssir trois rufz/sseaulx qui ne sont que ung. Par I'ung,
en ’amour et nectoiant, il purge et est eaue purgative. Par 'aultre,
ouvre les yeulx et oste la taye de cecite et ygnorance, et, par ce,
est illuminatisve. Par la troiziesme, par ce qu’il ne laisse riens
imparfaict, elle est eaue perficiente. La purgacion et illumination,
et, pour aultrement exprimer, le doulx Jesus, est, par habondance
des eaux de grace, purgeant, illuminant, et parfaisant en luy
nature humaine, de laquelle est purgation, illuminacion et
perfection.
(Correspondance, 1, p. 79)

Christ, according to Briconnet, brings abundance of “eaux de grace”,
through which He mystically purifies, illuminates and improves the soul,
three operations that correspond to the three persons of the Trinity
(Correspondance, 1, p. 96). Marguerite wrote a mystic poem about Christ’s
saving power through Water which is associated with the three operations
of God in the soul: Election (by the Father), affection of love (by the Son)
and fruition of knowledge (by the Spirit):




Sans or, argent, ny avoir

Leau donne en abondance,
Non labeur ne devoir

Par merite ou puissance;
Mais par pure Election
D’une grande affection,
Nous donne fruition
De I’eau de cognoissance,
A la clere Fontenelle.

(“Chanson 147, vv . 43-51)

Briconnet combines the diagram of the “Scala Perfectionis” with the
symbolism of Water when he suggests that the Sheep, (which for him
means the ecstatic soul) will be able to climb upwards after drinking Water
from the sweet fountain:

. et toutesfois la fontaine ne diminuoit point. et incontinent
s’en va [la brebis] plonger en son ru[i]sseau, qui la suivoit et
environnoit, et en levant les veulx plus hault, aperchoit que de
la bouche de vie procedoit ceste doulce fontaine ( ... ) Et, apres
que la bonne brebis s’est bien ennyvrée en son dict ru[i]sseau
par yvresse extaticque et amour desmssurée a voullu prendre les
helles de I’aigle pour faire I’extreme vol pour cognoistre la force
et puissance de charité,(...)

(Correspondance, 1, p. 47)

Briconnet’s Correspondance and Marguerite’s poems are full of
mystic symbols which deal with mystic experience; both connect the
teaching of the Song of Songs™® with Manna, the sweetness of which
symbolizes St Paul’s experience on his way to Damascus. Marguerite’s
Miroir states:

Parquoy venez, o bien[h]eureux sainct Paul,

Qui tant avez gousté ce doulx miel,

Trois jours sans veoir, ravy jusques au ciel ...
(Miroir, vv. 1382-1384)

an idea more clearly developed in one of Briconnet’s letters to
Marguerite. He compares Christ to the true Manna: “Mais le Verbe eternel,
doulx Jesus, vraye manne, est trop plus excellentement repaissant ’esperit
que n’avoit faict au desert le corps” (Correspondance, 1, p. 145). People
who had tasted it like St Paul through faith were happy, but its
understanding can only be incomplete until they see him in glory: “Bien
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[h]eureulx est qui par foy le gouste, aiant esperance en luy que au royaulme
de paradis sera en verité gousté et congneu, non comme en couverture et
figure egnigmaticque (comme il est icy, ainsy que dict Monsieur sainct
Pol) [I Corinthians 13,12] mais comme il est en verité, comme
congnoissons estre advenu au Juifz en leur figure litterale et numerale
manne...” (ibid., 1, pp.145-146).! Mystic symbolism, as Briconnet implies
at the end of this passage, is very closely connected with the mystical
interpretation of the Bible; he sees in the Manna (“figure litterale”) and
in its symbolic longing of the Jews for the Promised Land (“figure
numerale”) the mystic encounter of the soul with Christ (John 6).

Colours could also be interpreted symbolically, and indeed they are
found in one of Marguerite’s most hermetic passages of what could be
called the Solar Spectrum with its four basic colours, as were used in the
Chinese and Mexican Calendars, namely Red, Blue, White and Green.
The four colours, often used in heraldry, were associated with the four
cardinal points, the four elements and the four seasons.’” Marguerite
writes in the Prisons:

Ces livres sont couvertz de quatre sortes:
D’or tout semé de feu et flambes fortes,
D’asur remply de differentz oyseaulx,
D’argent tout plain de poisson[s], de bateaulx,
De vert paré de tous arbres et bestes, ...
(Prisons, fol. 297 ro, p.190)

These four basic colours can be found, with symbolic meaning, in
Chinese and Mexican “Codices of the Sun”.>> Marguerite was interested
in Sun-Calendars as her early Horoscope of 1510, still unpublished,
shows.?* Colours appear as well in the Renaissance “emblems” and were
often applied to biblical texts, often distorting the meaning of the
Scripture.’” Many of these exotic ideas were reaching the European
Courts as the discoverers were arriving from America and the Far East,
and scholars showed interest in hermetic symbols. For the Chinese, the
four elementary colours were connected with the Four Elements.’*® In
the Prisons there are similar connotations:

Or Fire

Azur Air (oyseaulx)

Argent Water (poissons, bateaulx)
Vert Earth (arbres, bestes).

There has been some discussion about the symbolism of colours as
used by Marot and Rabeais, who were “protegés” of Marguerite. Marot
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ridicules those who went too far in interpreting Black and White
symbolically in “Epitre VII™:

Et par ainsi, quand ferme je seroys,

Pour prendre nair le blanc je laisseroys;
Car fermeté c’est le noir par droicture,
Pource que perdre il ne peult sa taincture.

Or porteray le blanc, ce temps pendant

Bonne fortune en amours attendant. ( ... )

Si j’ayme bien les blanches ceincturettes,

Jayme encor mieulx Dames qui sont brunettes.>”’

Rabelais also mentions Blue, White and Black as symbolic colours
in Gargantua. (Chapters VIII-IX): “Et diray en un mot que le bleu signifie
certainement le ciel et choses celestes, par mesmes symboles que le blanc
signifioit jouye et plaisir”, while Black stands for “deuil”;>*® he is, however,
only interested in colours that have universal meaning for people: “Par le
blanc ... tout le monde a entendu joye ...” ,% criticizing their arbitrary
interpretation by the emblematists of his time who “voulent leur arbitre
tenir lieu de raison”.’® Marguerite takes the interpretation of colours
much further and organizes them hierarchically in a “Scala Mystica”,
and Red represents the “Rose vermeille” (“Chanson 277, v. 38), and the
Sun, God’s most perfect creature:

Longtemps apres en demoure esblouy [i.e. du soleil],

Bien qu’il ayt peu de sa beaulté jouy,

Tant que partout pense veoir ung soleil

Du que tout est ou dare ou vermeil [bright red].
(Prisons, f0l.265 ro, pp.122-123)

Their order is in descending scale of value:

1 Red (Gold)

2 Blue

3 White (Silver)
4 Green

S Black

When Marguerite, for instance, asks in “Chanson 25” to pass from
Black to Green:

Or chantons matin et soir
Sans nous asseoir;
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Dancons par joye immortelle;
Changeons en verd nostre noir,
(“Chanson 257, vv. 49-52)

she is inviting her readers to start climbing the Pyramid of Ascent,
since changes of colour are here connected with a clearer knowledge of
the divine nature and Green must be interpreted as the first step of the
soul in understanding God.

Closely connected with the symbolic grading of Colours is the use of
the letters of the alphabet: “Much mystical and religious thought”, writes
Ferguson, “regards a name having a power or bearing a substitute relation
to its object. The letters of the alphabet thus become in a sense the
elements of the universe and fit objects for contemplation”.’*! Letters
had been interpreted in different ways: If Christ is for St John the “Alpha”
and “Omega”, the beginning and the end, for Marguerite the Hebrew letter
“Tau” is a symbol of the Cross. “Tau” was the mark made with the blood
of the Paschal Lamb on the houses of the Israelites to protect their first
born from the angel of death (Exodus 12). Marguerite seems to refer to a
similar Christian custom, to bless oneself, with a Tau (the sign of the
Cross) when she writes:

Tout vostre corps avez laissé hascher,

Piedz, mains percer, et mort a la croix prendre,

Et par ruisseaux vostre sainct sang respandre,

Pour du signe TAU nos frontz mercher [marquer (see Diagram 3]
(Oraison a nostre seigneur Jesus Christ, vv.30-33)3%

The most hermetic letter is neither the first nor the last, but the
central letter M. It is at the same time masculine and feminine*®* like the
Androgyne (see Diagram 3, p. 293), and “is a symbol of water in its original
state (of the Great Abyss)”*%*. Both Marguerite and Briconnet adopted the
letter “Mem” to represent the furthest step in mystic initiation, namely
the ecstatic piercing of the soul by the Spirit that makes it understand the
spiritual meaning of the Bible, as it was taught in Marguerite’s main
hermeneutic works, the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan and the
Prisons.’%

It was she who first asked the Bishop to initiate her into the complex
meaning of the “lettre mem escripte en hebrieu, ouverte et cloze, en grosse
forme...” (Correspondance, 2, p. 229). Briconnet delayed his answer for
some months and then he sent a long dissertation on the litteral (open) and
symbolic (hidden) meanings of the letter “Mem” (ibid., 2, pp. 277-278).




Diagram 3.

The Hebrew letter “Mem™; It’s shape normally is open below, but it is close in final position:
“ouverte et close, en grosse forme (capital)...” (Correspondance, 2, p. 229), symbolized in Marguerite’s
ctrcle a series of mystic meanings related to the Messianic prophesies in the Old Testament (ibid.,
2,p. 213) as well as to the interpretation of “le Miroir” and “la Marguerite” (cf. Chapter 3on the
Miroir, Section III). Letter “M” occupies the middle position in the Latin alphabet. In Hebrew
Aleph takes position 1, Mem 13 and Tau 22. Briconnet’s and Marguerite’s choice of “M” as the
most perfect letter, as the symbol of Christ the Messiah, must refer to this middle position in the
alphabet. From there it can accomplish and unite all things (Ephesians) and be the Alpha and
Omega, the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. (Cf. Revelation 22,13).

The Hebrew letter “Mem”, like the Bright Red (Gold) among the
other less perfect colours, is a symbol of perfection and must be explained
as signifying a deeper understanding of all the esoteric mystical concepts
of the school of Meaux. Marguerite and Briconnet aimed at reviving the
weakening Church, by injecting new life into it through the internal
renewal of the soul symbolized in many of the symbols. That is why the
last series of images I have analysed are connected with man’s
imperfections and God’s faultlessness.

If man’s nature is in itself incomplete and divided as Marguerite puts
it in the Prisons by using the symbol of the Androgyne in search of its other
half, Christ is the perfect Divine Androgyne since it embraces both the
masculine and the feminine principles. In the same way letter MEM implies
perfection since it embodies opposing closed and open principles as it can
be explained both literally and symbolically. The Divine appears explained
by a series of images connected with symbols of perfection such as the

Circle (see Diagram 4 below)

Round Mirror

Marguerite Flower

Marguerite + Pearl (see Plate 2, p. 95)
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I have already mentioned the significance of certain round symbols
such as the Circle in my previous chapter on the Prisons, when I spoke of
it as the best way of expressing God’s unchangeable nature. The Roundness
of the Pearl could equally be taken as a symbol of Union and Perfection.
Saincte-Marthe explains it in his Oraison Funébre on the occasion of
Marguerite’s funeral ceremony where he seems to adopt a similar
symbolism to that used by Briconnet and Marguerite herself; here he plays
with the Latin word for Marguerite-Pearl “Unio”: “Car la Marguerite, est
une precieuse pierre, que Pline dit, emporte ’honneur et le pris, sur toutes
choses precieuses: Et havoir perfection en blancheur, grandeur, rotondité
et pois.(...) Les Francois en leur langue, nomment la Marguerite PERLE:
(...) je dy, que celle a bon droit est appellee Union, qui ne devoit laisser au
monde sa pareille”.>¢

I have already explained the symbolic meaning of the Roundness of
the Marguerite-Pearl-Flower in my previous chapter on the Miroir where
the precious stone stands as a symbol of the secret meaning of the book.**’
G. Champeaux remarks that the Circle embraces not only perfection of
the Divine but the scales of perfection (hierarchies créées) in all other
creatures: “Le cercle peut encore symboliser, non plus les perfections
cachées du Point primordial, mais ses effets créés; autrement dit, le monde
en tant qu’il se distingue de son Principe. Les cercles concentriques
representent les degrés d’etres, les hiérarchies créées”.’®® In the hierarchy
of symbols the bright Red colour, together with the letter MEM which
stands for Miroir and Marguerite and the Androgyne are the nearest to
the Centre in Marguerite’s mystical teaching. Briconnet had explained
the relevance of the Circle in mystic teaching:

La forme ronde et circulaire est la perfection de toutes les aultres
figures. Pour ceste cause est le ciel circulaire, comme forme la
plus parfaicte, et par ce, les ames ne peuvent estre que perles
circulaires et rondes; ...Et comme ung sercle ne se peult faire par
le compas qu’il ne se ferme au mesme poinct, auquel il a esté
commancé, et n’y a que ung point qui commence et cloust le
sercle, aussy ne doibvent les ames avoir aultre point que Dieu,
duquel commancent et est leur fin en luy. Et, combien que ceste
semence de perle circulaire, que la vraye superceleste perle a
semé és arnes fidelles,’® soit ronde et circulaire, comme dict
est, toutesfois, quant a elle, a esté quelque temps pacifiant le
corps de, ’ame et les eschauffant en soy, qui est amour et charité.
(Correspondance, 1, p. 57)
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Marguerite often builds up symbols as antitheses in order to reconcile
seemingly opposing concepts. Some of her most remarkable definitions
of God are based on the “conjunction of opposites” theory, as the three
mystical antitheses, namely the “Tout-Rien”, the “Grand-Petit” and the
“Loing-Pres” show in the Prisons.””® Pairs of them had appeared in many
of the letters of the Correspondance between Marguerite and Briconnet
which remind the reader of the “Rhétoriqueurs”:

veues aveuglees

peines joieuses

courses reposantes

vies mortes

mortz vives

aveuglée clere-voiant heure
(Correspondance, 1, pp. 177-178)

Mystic symbols such as Light and Darkness are presented in her poetry
as opposites:

Mais qui peult veoir lumiere sans nuée

Lobscurité en clarté voyt muée,

Car la clarté a tenebre est contraire:

Lune venant, ’autre convient retraire,
(Prisons, fol. 274 ro, p. 205)

but the human eye often cannot distinguish things either because of
lack of light or because of excessive brightness. The Light that comes
from the Sun can blind the Eye, and Marguerite often complains of this:
“La plus aveuglée de toutz, ( ... ) Marguerite” (Correspondance, 1, p. 37).
But when the Poet-Lover has to face the Light as he escapes from the
Darkness of his first Prison, he finds that the brilliance of the Sun no
longer hurts his Blind Eye:

Car vous scavez que par [1a] I'impossible
Possible fut, I’invisible visible.
(Prisons, fol. 274 ro, p. 141)

She presents a contrasting sequence of symbols, to express opposing
sensations in this curious farewell by the Poet-Lover of the Prisons:
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Adieu ’abisme ou j’estois englouty,

Adieu le feu ou souvent fuz rosty,

Adieu la glace ou maincte nuict tremblay,

Adieu le lac de larmes assemblé,

Adieu le mont pour may innaccessible,

D’y retourner il ne m’est plus possible.
(Prisons, fol. 275 ro, p. 143)

As he approaches the top of the Mountain he has the feeling of being
nearer perfection (“monter a la perfection”) together with a greater desire to
know God better (“descendre a Uaffection d’Amour”):

Montant plus hault a la perfection,

Plus je descends a ceste affection

Qui est de Dieu tres fort recommandée

Et de PAmour a ’amant demandée,

Et plus vertu rend mon esprit content.
(Prisons, fol. 295 ro, p. 185)

Marguerite’s remarkable use of symbolically mystic antitheses can
only be appreciated after a careful analysis of her Correspondance with
Briconnet. Here in two of her letters she plays with the images of Fire,
Ice, Light, Darkness, Eye, Honey, in endless combinations, often opposing
each other. They are formal demands to be introduced to an esoteric
knowledge already familiar to her. In June 1521, she requests:

Monsieur de Meaulx, je loue de toute ma puissance le seul bien
necessaire, qui, par sa bonté, permect a celle qui se peult dire
moings que rien, tant de grace que d’avoir eu, par vostre lettre et
celle de Maistre Michel, occasion de desirer commancer
d’entendre le chemin de salut. Et, puisqu’il luy plaist avoir ouvert
Poeil (puisque par nature aveugle) et par vostre ban moyen 1’avoir
tourné de cousté de la lumiere, je vous prie, en I’honneur de luy,
que, par faulte de continuer voz tant salutaires lettres, ne le laissez
en paresse recloure, mais par coustume de fructueuse legon,
rompre la trop grande ignorance de mon entendement, affin que
le pauvre coeur verglacé et mort en froit puisse sentir quelque
estincelle de ’amour en quoy je le desire consummer et brusler
en cendre.( ... ) je demande I’aide de voz bonnes prieres, par le
moien desquelles j’espere en la parfaicte bonté parvenir a gouster
le miel dont la bresche de voz escriptures me donnent appetit.
(Correspondance, 1, p. 33)




She was demanding a more formal initiation into the language of
hermetic symbols that will appear in her poetic works later. In another
demand, written after Easter 1522, she asks for more solid food (“pain”),
comparing her own condition to that of a “pelerinaige”, once again
referring to Israel’s wandering in the desert (“la voie desvoiée”) and to the
Johannine doctrine of Christ the Manna-Bread (Exodus 16) (John 6):

Je n’ay voulu empescher vostre esperit, ce temps passé, doubtant
le divertissement de voz meilleurs effortz par vous donner travail
et moindre bien. Mais necessité contrainct de vous importuner
opportunéement, car voiez le caresme loing de nous, les sermons
failliz, ’esté revenu, retourner au pelerinaige de la court, en
danger d’avoir souvent faulte de pain [another symbol for Manna].
Usez de compassion et nous distribuez aulmosne de telle
provision que ne defaillons en la voye desvoiée.
(ibid., 1, p.194)

There is an endless repetition in all these groups of symbols in both
Marguerite and Briconnet. But each image adds something new to the
others, presenting the material from another point of view. These mystic
truths can be found in the ancient axioms, accepted and illustrated by the
Pseudo-Dionysius and the neo-Platonic tradition, as also by Meister
Eckhart and the Rhenish school, by Nicolas of Cusa and the Florentines.
Jacques Lefevre, though opening new ways and moving forwards to what
may be called modern spirituality, was a great admirer of the old masters.”!
Marguerite and Briconnet, though inspired by Lefevre’s ideas, remained
nevertheless within the old frame of thought, the old images and symbols,
and their mysticism could be summed up thus: “God is Everything (the
“Tout”) and man is Nothingness (the “Rien”); in between is Christ, being
the “Tout-Rien” (God -Man). He can harmonize these two opposing
principles (Correspondance, 2, p. 32) by uniting all things in God
(Ephesians 1)”. It is on these lines that all symbols and antithetical themes
in Marguerite’s works, particularly in the Miroir, the Dialogue and the
Prisons must be viewed.

CONCLUSION

Each chapter of this study has been primarily concerned with an
aspecto of Marguerite de Navarre’s mysticism. While writing them I have
referred to her complex personality, which I would like to describe briefly
for the reader at the conclusion of this work. She was much more tolerant
than most sixteenth century monarchs, who were feeling threatened by
sudden changes; the doors of her Court were open to those propagating

197



198

all sorts of avant-garde ideas and movements in science, poetry, philosophy

and religion, such as Marot, Lefevre, Michel d’Arande and Rabelais. This

has caused a certain confusion, since people tended to credit her with
P pIRT)

beliefs which were those of her “protégés”. Even Calvin himself took her
for a crypto-Libertine Spirituelle.’”?

As protector of thinkers whose ideas have fashioned the character of
modern man, she can be likened to the most brilliant of her contemporaries.
In her zeal for truth she was like Luther; in her commitment to save a
world in turmoil she resembled Erasmus and Lefevre d’Etaples, and, in her
utter dedication to making the French language a perfect means of
expression, she was like the early writers of the French Renaissance.

The most characteristic element of her thought is her total
commitment to preserving the evangelical message of the group of Meaux,
from the moment when in 1525 Briconnet had to abandon any kind of
experimental attempt at reforming the Church from within. Her mystic
Correspondance and her long poems, often very difficult to interpret, are,
nevertheless, extremely rich and meaningful, indeed they are among the
most valuable documents we possess for tracing the development of the
ideas which shaped the intellectual history of sixteenth century France.

The most misrepresented side of her personality, however, has been
her close association with Briconnet. Many critics would prefer to separate
her, if not from Meaux, at least from the dominant role of its Bishop as
the real exponent of the ideas of the group. A minute analysis of
Marguerite’s works however shows an almost total dependance, often ver-
bal, on Briconnets’s teaching. Would she have been a grater writer if she
had not become so attached to her Master? Would she have been a more
original thinker if she had followed Plato, the Pseudo-Dionysius, the
Florentines, Erasmus or Luher? The fact that these influenced her very
deeply does not count for certain critics who seem to imply that their
effect on her was blemished by her early training by Briconnet, without
realizing the underlying consistency of that mystic training throughout
her life. All these speculations, though often sincere, have filled hundreds
of pages but have helped little, since they have diverted critics from their
real task. Some of them go as far as to despise the task of tracing all the
sources of Marguerite’s ideas as if it were the hobby of a collector of rare
insect specimens®”. In any case it is arguable that Briconnet’s dominant
influence on her during the reforming years of Meaux did not form part
of a common strategy to restore the collapsing Church. What is true is
that both belonged to a transitional period of renewal, when some people
felt unsure what means to adopt to reform Western Christianity; this is
reflected in their often heavy, repetitive style, in their cryptic presentation



of themes in their Correspondance, and in Marguerite’s poetic works which
often resemble the windings of a labyrinth likely to lead the readers astray.

Marguerite’s involvement with all the themes of sixteenth century
mysticism is such that one wonders why she has been omitted from some
encyclopaedias on mysticism’’4. Perhaps this omission can be explained
by the fact that her connection with the school of Meaux has not been
taken seriously enough, and, what is more significant, that no original
“corpus doctrinae” has previously been traced running through her lengthy,
often prolix poems.

Her Dialogue en forme de vision nocturne has not hitherto been
viewed as the exposition of her Quietist attitude in the face of the Polemics
between Erasmus and Luther. Some of its conclusions may appear too
harsh to the modern reader since death is presented in the poem as the
door to total bliss, which can only be attained by faith. Its charm lies in
the personal level of the discussion between Marguerite and her niece,
the young princess Charlotte, whose death filled the Queen with grief. Its
theme mirrors Briconnet’s teaching on the evangelical text “Thy will be
done”, and presents a calm attitude in difficult times for Marguerite after
a series of family tragedies’”.

The controversies surrounding the first edition of the Miroir de ’ime
pécheresse have diverted the critics from their main task of analysing the
complex structure of Marguerite’s poem. Instead of tracing its links with
late mediaeval “Speculum” literature, they have considered it as a
Lutheran or crypto-Lutheran work. Its elusive nature has kept its secrets
from the uninitiated since all the teachings of the Meaux school appear
in it under a series of obscure riddles and symbols. The M(iroir) and the
M(arguerite) form a focal centre for scores of mystic satellite images which
embody her spiritual doctrine on internal purification through the three
stages towards union with the Deity. In this poem Marguerite develops
certain difficult concepts such as those of mystic rapture, the nature of
God and the possibility of a close partnership with the Divine, all of them
through a series of images; these are related to the basic ideas symbolically
expressed by the pyramid of Light and Darkness which is described in
detail in Chapter 6. Her consistent use of a world of symbols throughout
her poems is contrived to give unity to her entire poetic creation.

Marguerite’s most mature works were written when se withdrew from
active political life at the French Court in the early 1540s. Her prolific
writings, including the Heptaméron, each illustrate some particular points
of the views of the mystic school of Meaux. The Comédie jouée au Mont-
de-Marsan was not intended to confuse its readers, but its critics have
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interpreted it so badly that it will be a long time before its original pristine
simplicity is restored. The Bible was the point of controversy between
traditional and progressive Christians, symbolized by the four characters
in the play. Marguerite adopted the position of Meaux, by supporting its
spiritual interpretation, which was not favoured by the Reformers. Far from
teaching unorthodox doctrines, the Comédie is perhaps her least
controversial work since it adopts the mystic interpretation of Holy Scripture,
at the time when Calvin had disowned her as a sincere evangelist.

Her Prisons, on the other hand, concentrates on all the major problems
of mysticism, such as the slow process of reaching a clear knowledge of
the nature of God, the various attempts to describe Him in human terms
and the concept of ecstasy. The Prisons may be considered her masterpiece,
but it is not so well known, partly because of its length and complex internal
structure. The poem was most probably written as Marguerite’s spiritual
testament since it returns to all the major themes of her poetry, skillfully
describing the painful process of climbing to blissful knowledge through
the guidance of Dantean type characters such as the “Soleil”, the “vieillart”,
Dante himself, Pimander and many of the philosophers. The Poet-Lover
(i.e. Marguerite) has to go through a series of experiences until he reaches
the top of a high mountain which symbolises the Divinity; only then can
he attempt to define God as Perfection by means of mystic symbols such
as the Circle, the “Tout” and the “Rien”; the poem ends with the theme of
the Dialogue by presenting a series of people close to Marguerite who
were able to face death as the door to total bliss.

Indeed, her work can be described as a self-portrait, revealing a
balanced woman, dealing with day to day events (though she was detached
from them), and in her last years she escaped into a solitary life. Her
Correspondance with Briconnet clearly shows no need for a basic change
at any point of her life and she must have appeared to her contemporaries
to be in perfect control of everyday events, like Pantagruel in his mastery
of the situation during the tempest in Rabelais’s Quart Livre’®. The
Correspondance does not give evidence of either a personal or a marriage
crisis between Marguerite and Charles d’Alencon in 1524, but rather shows
a reinforcement of her family ties®”’. From her work we can draw a picture
of a warm personality. When in 1523 Princes Charlotte died, her Dialo-
gue showed her reluctance to accept this bereavement, but the voice of
Briconnet soon prevailed, leading her to a further step towards compliance
with the will of God. Her Miroir reflects her moods over a transitional
period, although it is often referred to as betraying the allurement for her
of Lutheran anti-mysticism. If she had ever felt this, it would have formed
the real crisis in her life. An analysis of that mystical work shows, indeed,
a certain sympathy for Lutheran reforming ideas, but also a clear rejection




of Lutheran anti-mystical tenets. The Miroir shows a growth in her
understanding of the many themes which Marguerite had learned from
Meaux. The group that gathered in 1530s in her Court in France, and in
the 1540s in Navarre, have often been accused of protestantism since it
sheltered people like Calvin, but enmities soon arose between committed
reformers and her “protégés”, and the bitter attacks of Calvin against the
Libertins Spirituels, Rabelais and Marguerite herself indicate that she
was not in favour of Calvin’s drastic reforming experiments at Geneva.
Her later works reveal her “coeur mis a nu”, but no traces of a changing
of direction at any time. The “raptus mysticus” of “la Bergére” in the
Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan and the Poet-Lover in the Prisons
mirror Marguerite’s mystical views, and must be identified with a
deepening of spiritual ideas rather than with any extraordinary event or
experience. Marguerite’s work does not reveal a total transformation of
her life such as that experienced by St Paul on the way to Damascus, often
referred to by both Briconnet and Marguerite’’®. Experiences of this kind
leave a clear trace in the lives of mystic writers, as the works of Teresa of
Avila, Ignatius of Loyola, Paul Claudel and Simone Weil clearly witness.
There are, nevertheless, two periods in her life particularly marked by
family tragedies and political crises in France and Navarre, during which
she sought a deeper understanding of mystic themes and reached an
evangelical ataraxia or spiritual detachment from earthly events, typical
of mediaeval masters and tinged with neo-Platonic thinking, thanks to
the influence of Briconnet and of Saincte-Marthe.

Some of her contemporaries, like Calvin, depicted her as a two-faced
person, supporting reformers in private but publicly appearing as orthodox.
He named her and some of her “protégés” Nicodemites, since they were
taking precautions for their personal safety, as did Nicodemus before the
Roman authorities when Christ was crucified’””. Those of her
contemporaries who knew Marguerite well, present her very differently
and their sketches coincide with the impression one receives from reading
her works. Marot who was her “protégé” from the early 1520s described

the Queen as having a woman’s body, a man’s heart and an angelic mind:

Ma Maistresse est de si haulte valeur

Qu’elle a le corps droit, beau, chaste et pudique;
Son cueur constant n’est pour heur ou malheur
Jamais trop gay ne trop melancolique.

Elle a au Chef ung Esprit Angelique

Le plus subtil qui onc aux Cieulx volla.

O grand merveille! On peult veoir par cela

Que je suis Serf d’un Monstre fort estrange,
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Monstre je dy, car pour tout vray elle a
Corps femenin, Cueur d’homme et Teste d’Ange.>®°

Briconnet knew her better but his portraits of Marguerite as a young
princess are symbolic rather than real; he viewed her growing like a Pearl
(ibid., 1, p. 72), a symbol that will appear in many of her poetic works. J. de
la Haye, one of her admirers, describes her as France’s cherished “fleur”
in his preface to the Miroir:

Que celle fleur qui nostre siecle honnore,

Et les beaux Liz, et la France decore,

Ne porte fruitz d’inestimable prix,

Dont soyent repeuz tant de nobles esprits,

Qu’ores on voit par les terres Galliques

A tout scavoir et vertus heroiques

Estre addonez. Ces adoux fruitz immortelz
Sy rares sont, qu’il n’en est point de telz.3®!

Plate 8. Renaissance artists habitually ennobled the features of their royal patrons; yet they
show their personal admirations. Jean Clouet, who painted the sensual worldly King Frangois
around 1525, sketched this very revealing portrait of Marguerite, shortly after the death of her
husband, the Duke of Alengon, in 1525. She appears in it dignified and self-controlled, still
wearing white in mourning for Charles. Drawing of Marguerite by Jean Clouet; Musée Condé,
Chantilly.
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We must wait until the 1540s for another mystical portrait of
Marguerite by one who had known her personally. Charles de Saincte-
Marthe describes her shortly after her death in 1549: “la MARGUERITE,
femme incomparable: qui n’eut onc rien en ce monde (sinon le corps)
commun avec les aultres mortels”?, thus identifying her with the perfect
creature, which the neo-Platonists had envisaged in their treatises.

Most of these pictures of Marguerite are abstract portrayals, often
presenting her almost as a celestial rather than a human person. The
most outstanding of all her portraits was drawn by Rabelais. Although of
a quite different spirit, he felt a deep sympathy for the Queen who had
welcomed him as one of her “protégés”. At times he may not have approved
of her exceeding pious nature®?, but he liked her warm personality and
so he also joined the choir of her admirers by drawing the most
extraordinary portrait of the Queen; in it he tries to make Marguerite
descend from her esctatic “manoir divin, perpetuel” and deign to read the
down-to-earth stories of his Tiers Livre:

Esprit abstraict, ravy, et ecstatic,

Qui frequentant les cieulx, ton origine,
As delaissé ton hoste et domestic,

Ton corps concords, qui tant se morigine
A tes edictz, en vie peregrine,

Sans sentement, et comme en Apathie:
Vouldrois tu poinct faire quelque sortie
De ton manoir divin, perpetuel?

Et ca bas veoir une tierce partie

Des faictz joyeux du bon Pantagruel?®®

In this portrait we can feel the deep sympathy of Rabelais for
Marguerite, whose hermetic ideas and fortunes have much in common
with his own’®. Her “protégé” combines the idealistic Platonic ecstatic
state (“Sans sentement, et comme en Apathie”) with the Christian ideal but
he does not lose sight of the practical aspects of the Queen who was able
to understand human problems as we can see in the Heptaméron®®*®. He
may have borrowed from her certain qualities that Pantagruel described
as ideal in a ruler, such as her integrity and her serenity: “...certaine gayeté
d’esprit conficte en mepris des choses fortuites...” as he defines
Pantagruelism®’. Moreover, Pantagruel’s total control of the situation
during the storm may be linked with the Queen’s mastery of the situation
during the political and religious crises in France in the first half of the
sixteenth century.
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Rabelais’s portrait of the Queen differs from more conventional
portraits of mystics in that it combines a self-controlled attitude with
action. A few mystics have enjoyed this rare quality; among others two
extraordinary women, Teresa of Avila and Catherine of Siena, were very
active while at the same time they sought a deepening understanding of
mystical themes. Marguerite stressed particularly a certain neo-Platonic
view on man and his relation with the deity and showed her preoccupation,
like many of her Renaissance contemporaries, with excellence. If there
are blemishes in her style this is due not so much to Briconnet’s role as to
her failure to overcome the strong stylistic influence of the
“rhétoriqueurs” in a transitional age that was to give birth to modern
man. She could be perhaps best described as a highly intelligent and
perceptive woman who saw the world in the process of changing and tried
to introduce the new values without destroying the old.
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7 L. Febvre comments on Marguerite’s family milieu:

“Un pere prodigue, 1éger, artiste, bon vivant, mais de poids médiocre dans la
France politique de ce temps, et parce qu’il était pauvre et parce qu’il avait conspiré
sans en avoir les moyens. Une mere a rude école des sa jeunesse, une mere
silencieuse qui avait vécu de charité et appris a céder, a plier, a tout endurer
bouche close!” (Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 23).

8 See, H. P. Clive, Marguerite de Navarre; oeuvres choisies, I, Introduction, p. 10.

9 See, C. A. Mayer, Clément Marot, (Paris, Nizet, 1972), Chapter 2: “Au service de
Marguerite”, pp. 35-82.

10 A Clerval, Registre des proces-verbaux de la Faculté de Théologie de Paris; archives
de I’histoire religieuse de la France, (Paris, 1917). Luther had been reported to the
Sorbonne by George, Duke of Saxony, on 14 October 1519; on 14 September the
Faculty started the close examination of Luther’s books, p. 275. On 15 November
his doctrines were discussed, (ibid., p. 278). He was condemned in April 1521,
(ibid., p. 285), and his works burnt in public, (“publica exustione”), together with
those of Melanchton, (ibid., 357). See my study of Marguerite’sinvolvement in the
Lutheran cause in Chapter 3 on the Miroir, Section I.

11 See Ernst F. Winter, Erasmus-Luther; Discourse on Free Will, translated and
edited by, (New York, 1967).

12 See my study on the Dialogue en forme de vision nocturne, Chapter 2, where I
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discuss Marguerite’s attitude to the discussions between Erasmus and Luther in
Section II. Also her attitude towards the interpretation of the Bible in Chapter 4,
on mystical hermeneutics in the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, Section II.
H. Heller, “Marguerite de Navarre and the Reformers of Meaux”, BHR, vol.
XXXIII, pp. 271-310.

L. Febvre, Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 58.

A. Renaudet, Préréforme et Humanisme a Paris pendant les premiéres guerres
d’Italie (1494-1514), (Paris, 1916) pp. 647-654.

Christine Martineau and M. Veissiere comment: “En outre, elles (i.e. “ces luttes”
to reform the Church through the study of the Bible which looked suspicious to
the Sorbonne) le préparérent a abandonner la vie contemplative qu’il préférait,
c’est évident, et le conduisirent a participer activement a 'oeuvre de réforme de
Meaux. Toutefois il semble que ce fut la crise provoquée par Luther qui le poussa
a faire ce dernier pas”. Correspondance, 1, Introduction, p. 17.

Ibid., p. 18.

Ibid., pp. 4-5.

Lefevre dedicated to Briconnet, among several of his translations of mystical
treatises, his Dionisii Caelestis Hierarchia, Divina Nomina et Theologia Vivificans
(Paris, 1515). In his dedication of the book he wrote: “Reverendo in Christo Patri
ac domino D. Guillelmo Briconneto, episcopo Lodovensi dignissimo”; cf.
Dédicace, a IT ro. BL pressmark 3625. a. 1.

See Guy Bretonneau’s study on the Briconnet family, Histoire Généalogique de la
Maison des Briconnets, (Paris, 1621).

Michel Veissiere, “Guillaume Briconnet, abbé réformateur de Saint-Germain-
des-Pres (1507-1534)” in Revue d’Histoire de I’Eglise de France, vol. LX, N°
164, janvier-juin, (1974) pp. 65-84.

A. Renaudet, Le Concile Gallican de Pise-Milan, in Documents Florentins, 1510-
1512, (Paris, 1922).

Bretonneau describes G. Briconnet junior as “le saint et scavant Prelat” totally
ignoring that the Sorbonne had not be pleased with his reforming efforts at Meaux;
“Nos Princes ont estimé la fidelité de ce grand Prelat, et faict un état particulier de
sa prevoyance en la conduicte de leurs affaires; les Pontifes Romains ont admiré
son Eloquence en pleins consistoire de Cardinaux, et tout le monde a respecté
avec etonnement sa Sainctité”, Histoire Genealogique de la Maison des Briconnets,
op. cit., pp. 133-134. Bretonneau goes too far comparing him to S. Jerome who
had attacked the early heresies of the Church, “De sorte que comme 'incomparable
S. Ierébme fett surnommé le marteau des Heretiques, pour la cruelle guerre qu’il
leur menoit par ses écrits, ndtre Briconnet merita pareillement ’estre appellé”:
Factionis LLutheranae debellator Acerrimus™; ibid., p. 164.

Genin, Lettres Inédites de 1a Reine de Navarre, Paris 1841, and Nouvelles Lettres
(Paris, 1842).

Martineau, Correspondance, 1, Introduction, p. 1.

Philippe-Auguste Becker, “Marguerite, Duchesse d’Alencon et Guillaume
Briconnet, évéque de Meaux, d’apres leur correspondance manuscrite” in BSHPF
(Paris, 1900) pp. 393-477.

Pierre Jourda describes Brigonnet’s role in the initiation of the Queen in Marguerite
d’Angouléme, Duchesse d’Alencon, Reine de Navarre (1492-1549) 2 vols (Paris
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1930), vol. I, pp. 68-78. He has good insights into Briconnet’s enthusiasm in
gaining Marguerite to his cause, but still the Queen’s own personal commitment
to the cause of Meaux remains a mystery.

Febvre has bitter comments against all the Briconnets; Briconnet’s father,
Guillaume senior, dreamed of becoming an anti-pope: “Il put méme, un jour, avec
quelque illusion, entrevoir dans ses réves mieux qu'un chapeau une tiare”. L.
Febvre, Amour Sacré, op. cit., p. 98. According to him, Guillaume junior was
simply: “Un gallican résolu, acharné, et qui faisait bon marché des prérogatives
pontificales. Un diplomate enfin, plein d’expérience, mélé a de grandes affaires
(...) C’est lui qui, sans hésiter, projeta, aux environs de 1518, de prendre la téte d'un
mouvement de réforme de ’Eglise gallicane original et neuf ”; ibid., p. 100. See
also L. Febvre “Le Cas Briconnet” in Au Coeur Religieux du XVle Siecle, (Paris,
1957), pp. 145-161.

See Henry Heller, “The Briconnet Case Reconsidered” in Journal of Mediaeval
and Renaissance Studies, 1972, pp. 223-258. See Also Glori Capello’s picture of
Brigonnet’s life in “Neoplatonismo e Riforma in Francia dall’epistolario tra
Guglielmo Briconnet e Margherita di Navarre”, in Logica e Semantica ed Altri
Saggi (Padova, 1975) pp. 141-148.

Martineau and Veissiere have just published the second volume of the
Correspondance (1523-1524), Geneva 1979; this publication gives a fair picture
of the vital years of Marguerite’s initiation under the guidance of Briconnet.

L. Febvre, Amour sacré, op. cit., pp. 326-370.

See Briconnet’s pastoral decrees against Luther in Herminjard, L.a Correspondance
des Réformateurs dans les pays de langue francaise. 9 vols, 1866-1897. vol. I, Nos.
77 and 78, pp. 153-158.

M. A. Screech edit., Jacques Lefevre d’Etaples et ses disciples; Epistres et Evangiles
pour les cinquante et deux sepmaines de I’an; facsimilé de la premiére édition par
Simon du Bois; (Geneva, 1964), Introduction, p. 9.

L. Febvre does not rid himself of the old prejudice that Brigonnet’s main motivation
in writing his letters to Marguerite was a cover to disguise his political and religious
pretentions under a mystical appearance: “Or, c’est ce prélat, riche, heureux,
magnifiquement apparenté, fort mélé pendant des années a la grande politique,
C’est ce bénéficiaire des pires abus qui, par une singuliére contradiction (je veux
dire, par ce que nous appelons, nous, une contradiction) se réfugie de bonne heure
dans la spéculation mystique”. Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 100.

Martineau, Correspondance, 1, Introduction, p. 129.

See Ph-Aug. Becker’s historical background of the Correspondance in his study,
Marguerite, Duchesse d’Alencon, op. cit., pp. 393-477.

Pierre Jourda, Marguerite d’Angouléme, op. cit., vol. I, p. 66.

Letter 1 of Correspondance was written by Marguerite in June 1521. The beginning
of this letter, in which she talks about the essence of God, proves that she was
acquainted with these mystical ideas by the time she accepted to be initiated by
Briconnet. See Marguerite’s definition of God as the necessary being: “Je Suys qui
Suys” in Chapter 5, Section 5.

Michel d’Arande joined Marguerite’s court in October 1521; Correspondance, 1,
p. 37.

Screech, Epistres et Evangiles, op. cit., Introduction, p. 16.
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Ibid., p. 13. See Friedrich Beisser’s study of Luther’s biblical principles of
interpretation of the Bible in Luther’s Hermeneutics; claritas Scripturae
(Gottingen, 1966). Also Shevington Wood, Luther’s principles of Biblical
Interpretation, London 1960. I will study this particular point in Chapter 4, when
dealing with the Comédie Jouée au Mont-de-Marsan as an illustration of
Briconnet’s and Lefevre’s hermeneutical principles which vary substantially from
Luther’s principles of interpretation of the Bible.

Ifitis true, as Screech maintains, that the Epistres et Evangiles were published in
1525, cf. op. cit., Introduction p. 9, it looks likely that the scheme of these sermons
had been tried before, most probably for some years before its publication, by the
members of the group of Meaux.

Screech, Epistres et Evangiles, op. cit., fol. CXVI.

Ibid., fol. CXVIII.

Febvre, Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 120.

See Letter 2A, lost because it was sent to Philiberte de Nemours. Correspondance, p. 29.
Ibid., 1, Introduction, pp. 15-16.

Since Briconnet found it difficult to explain in writing certain hermeneutical
problems, he suggests that the Duchess get into personal contact with Lefévre and
other scholars from Meaux that were staying in her court. Letter 49 of the
Correspondance, 2, pp. 13-14.

Charles Schmidt, “Le Mysticisme Quiétiste en France au début de la Renaissance”
in BSHPE, 1853, pp. 449-464. Schmidt wrote another interesting article “Etudes
sur le mysticisme allemand au XIVe siecle”, Mémoires de I’Académie des Sciences
Politiques; savants étrangers, vol. I1, 1847.

A. Lefranc, Marguerite de Navarre et le Platonisme de la Renaissance (Paris, 1914).1
give a bibliography on Marguerite de Navarre’s Platonism in Chapter 5 on the Prisons.
Glori Capello, “Neoplatonismo e Riforma in Francia”, op. cit. She has also studied
Nicolas of Cusa’s influence in the Correspondance in her study, “Nicolo Cusano
nella Corrispondenza di Briconnet con Margherita di Navarra” in Medioevo
Rivista di Storia della Filosofia Medievale (Padova, 1975) vol. I, pp. 97-128.
See Martineau’s paper read at Tours “16e colloque international d’études
humanistes: Platon et Aristote a la Renaissance” which was published as “Le
Platonisme de Marguerite de Navarre?” in Bulletin de I’Association d’Etudes sur
P’Humanisme, la Réforme et la Renaissance (France du Centre et Sud-Est, 1976),
N°4, pp. 12-35.

Ibid., p. 13.

Martineau has rejected Lefranc’s and Lajarte’s opinion that there are traces of
“néo-platonisme amoureux” in Marguerite’s works. Ibid., p. 14.

Ibid., p. 19.

Martineau comments:

Nous saisissons ainsi au passage la raison du coup de foudre qu’elle ressentit, aux
environs de 1540, pour tout ce qui touchait au renouveau platonicien. Si nous ne
craignons pas d’avoir ’air de vouloir étre dans le ton, nous dirions qu’il s’agit la
pour elle d’une espece de cas de reminiscence, au sens platonicien du terme. Elle
reconnut sa pensée dans ces doctrines, parce qu’elle avait subi, a son insu, une
préimprégnation de platonisme.

“Le Platonisme de Marguerite de Navarre?” op. cit., p. 18.
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Cappello, “Nicolo Cusano nella Corrispondenza”, op. cit., pp. 100-103.

See Letter 16, written by Briconnet as a reply to themes announced by Marguerite
in previous letters, “la doublement malade”, Correspondance, 1, pp. 72-74.

See our rejection of Marguerite’s dependance on Luther in her most controversial
work, the Miroir, in Chapter 3, Section 1.

See C.A. Mayer’s edition of Clément Marot’s Les Epitres (London, 1958). Epistre
XLVIL, vv. 5-12, pp. 243-244. Marot acknowledges here that Marguerite welcomed
him in 1519 and that she defended him when he was exiled in 1535. See
Introduction, pp. 11-12.

Génin, Lettres de Marguerite d’Angouléme, op. cit., vol. I, p. 41.

Marguerite’s feelings towards her brother Francois can be seen in a few poems she
wrote shortly after his death on 31 March 1547, particularly the Navire ou
consolation du Roi Francois Ier a sa soeur Marguerite; it was published by R.
Marichal in Paris, 1956. She wrote also a play, Comédie sur le trespas du Roy,
which has been also recently published by H.P. Clive Oeuvres Choisies, op. cit.,
vol. IL. Part of her “Book III” in the Prisons is also dedicated to Francois’s last
memories; see A. Lefranc’s edition (Paris, 1896), fols 340-342.

Jourda rejects Genin’s supposition that Marguerite “a aimé son frere” and
Michelet’s theory of Francois’s love for his sister. Marguerite d’Angouléme, op.
cit., vol. I, footnote 111, p. 64. In fact he rejects any suspicion of extra-marital
relationship in Marguerite’s life; ibid., pp. 64-69.

Febvre seems to be attracted by the titillating legends concerning Marguerite’s
loves, when he writes: “Etre aimée et, par 1, échapper 2 la solitude; étre dirigée et
soutenue, sentir une présence tres douce et tres éfficace aupres de soi; le voeu
secret, sans doute, d’'une femme qui, ne trouvant pas dans le mariage le réconfort
dont elle avait besoin (...)”. Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 106.

See my interpretation of the Prisons, not as a rejection of natural pleasures, but as
warnings against the Platonic assumption that love, science and nature lead
naturally to the highest form of knowledge, that of the Divine. See Chapter 6,
Section I1I, and also Briconnet’s concept of the neo-Platonic love in Martineau
“Le Platonisme de Marguerite de Navarre?” op. cit., p. 25.

I question Capiton’s assumption that Marguerite had in fact rejected Brigonnet’s
“philosophie de haute volée”, as well as the decisive influence of his opinion on
future criticism in Chapter 3, Section 1.

See the edition of Dionysius the Areopagite by C.E. Rolt, The Divine Names and
Mystical Theology (London, 1920). In The Divine Names the Pseudo-Dionysius
explains the idea of what a neophyte should do to keep the secrets of his initiation:
“Thou, therefore, o good Timothy, must guard these truths according to the holy
Ordinance, nor must thou utter or divulge the heavenly mysteries unto the
uninitiate”; p. 64. The sources of passages like this can be traced in the Gospel
according to Matthew 7,6: “Do not throw your pearls before pigs”, which mystics
interpreted as “do not divulge mysteries to non-initiated”.

There are three kinds of members in some orders, the First Order of men, the
Second Order of women and the Third Order of lay people.

There is a parallel text in the Correspondance of a petition to be initiated in the
principles of Meaux by Marguerite to Briconnet on behalf of a young scholar who
was sent to Meaux by the Queen; see Letter 37, written in April 22, Correspondance,
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1, pp. 193-194. It also seems that Briconnet had certain hopes of King Frangois, in
spite of his worldly life, becoming disposed to receive instruction with a view to a
formal initiation; Letter 58, written to Marguerite in June 1523, speaks of these
hopes:

Ayant hier, Madame, en la bouche du Roy oy propos selon son nom tres-chrestien
(dont loué soit le Pere de lumiere, qui les tenebres de nature humaine par lumiere
filiale a illuminé) a esté d’une part joieulx et consolé, vovant la superexcellente
divine bonté se cascher de ceulx qui presument et cuident avoir la clef de sapience
divine, de laquelle estantz excludz n’y permectent aultres entrer, et luire ¢s coeurs
humbles se confiant de la seulle doulceur et misericorde...

Correspondance, 2, p. 41.

Martineau and Veissiére believe that the mention of these treatises could refer to
a letter by Michel d’Arande, or more probably to letter-treatises Briconnet had
written himself for the instruction of some nuns at Faremoutiers, a monastery in
the Diocese of Meaux; they contained an extract from the Contemplationes Idiotae
by R. Jordan; Correspondance, 1, Footnote 24, p. 36.

See my comment on the members of Meaux’s stand against both Erasmus’s and
Luther’s rejection of the authenticity of the Pseudo-Dionysius, in Chapter 4, on
the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, Section II1.

H. Heller has traced the source of Briconnet’s teaching in the Pseudo-Dionysius’s
On the Divine Names; see Marguerite de Navarre and the Reformers of Meaux,
1518-1525, (Thesis), (Cornell University, USA, 1969), p. 275.

Ibid., p. 275.

Martineau concludes: “C’est pourquoi I’étude du néoplatonisme de Marguerite
ne peut que passer par ’étude du néoplatonisme de Brigonnet”; “Le Platonisme
de Marguerite de Navarre?” op. cit., p. 19.

Glori Cappello, “Nicolo Cusano nella Corrispondenza di Briconnet con
Margherita di Navarra”, op. cit, pp. 105-112.

See my study of Marguerite’s ideas on God’s Immanence and Trascendence in
Chapter 5, Section V.

Martineau and Veissiere suggest that Marguerite is here referring either to an
illnes or to a change in Michel d’Arande’s ideas after a visit to Meaux; ibid.,
Footnote 11, p. 164.

Febvre, Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 12.

See the “viscerallement” theme in Letter 30, written by Briconnet in February
1522, Correspondance, 1, pp. 154-155.

See my interpretation of the hermetic meaning of the Marguerite-Perle as a perfect
symbol of roundness in Chapter 2 of this study, Section V. Note that in Spanish and
Italian, languages known to Marguerite, the mother-of-pearl is called
“madreperla”.

Briconnet accepts his spiritual adoption by Marguerite in Letter 95.
Correspondance, 2, p. 149.

Herminjard comments on the “filz-mere” relationship: “Elle avait a peine trente-
un ans; I’évéque de Meaux en avoit cinquante-trois. Mais selon les idées du temps,
la haute naissance de Marguerite autorisait le titre qu’elle prend ici, en s’adressant
a Briconnet”, La Correspondance, op. cit., vol. I, Footnote 3, p. 109.

Glori Cappello explains: “Le lettere di Margherita, d’altro canto, sono caratterizzate




da espressioni preziose: ella, ad esempio, si firma “vostre inutille mere” (e Briconnet
risponde “vostre inutil fils”); si dice “la voyante aveugle” e “la vivante en mort”. Tali
espressioni sono comuni a molti scritti mistici medievali e rinascimentali ¢ non
debbonno stupire, perché anche in uno scrittore inspirato al misticismo speculativo,
I’ansia di rendere la poverta delle creature ed il suo totale abbandono a Dio ha il
soppravvento, spesso, sul ragionamento filosofico o sulla illustrazione dei legami
dell’uomo al Cristo”. “Neoplatonismo e Riforma in Francia dall’Epistolario tra
Guglielmo Briconnet e Margherita di Navarra”. op. cit., p. 180.

84  Marguerite applied this terminology to God, calling him “Pere, Filz, Frere” in her
Miroir, vv. 933-939. See my study of her mystical kinships in Chapter 3, Section IV.

85  Seethe “Décret Synodal contre les doctrines et livres de Luther” promulgated by
Briconnet on 15 October 1523. Herminjard, La Correspondance, op. cit., I, p. 154.

86  Ibid., p.154.

87  See my study of the mystical symbol of Divine Ascension in Chapter 6, Section IV.

88  ].E.Cirlot observes: “M is the most sacred of letters for it is at once masculine and
feminine and also symbolic of water in its original state (or the Great Abyss)” A
Dictionary of Symbols; translated from the Spanish by J. Sage, London, 1971,
(first edition, 1962); see “letters of the alphabet”.

89  Briconnet’sdoctrine on human love is that it is always imperfect and insufficient
to show the Love of God (Correspondance, 2, p. 251); he also taught Marguerite
that human love in its two highest stages, namely the “charnel” and “spirituel”
marriages are symbols of the divine love within the Trinity (ibid., 2, p. 227). In the
Heptaméron the discussion on “Nouvelle” 53 leads to the Pauline definition of
Christian love as “in osculo sancto” (I Corinthians 16,20).

90  See my study on Marguerite’s alliterations in the Dialogue and the Miroir in
Chapter 2, Section III.

91  Febvre had very shrewdly remarked that not only Briconnet had adopted the
symbol of the Marguerite Mother-of-Pearl as a receptacle of the precious stone
(meaning the spiritual understanding of the Bible), but also Leféevre when he
wrote in his “a tous les chrétiens”: “Et devant ceux-la (i.e. the “pourceaux” and
the “chiens”) (...) ne faut aucunement parler, ne semer les précieuses marguerites
de I’Ecriture Sainte”; Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 122. Briconnet also explains: “...a
ces porchins, rozes et marguerites déplaissent” (Correspondance, 2, p. 224).

92  See my study of the “mirouer” as a mystical symbol in Chapter 4, Section III.

93 Génin, Lettres de Marguerite, op. cit., Introduction, p. 6.

94  H. Heller, “Marguerite de Navarre and the Reformers of Meaux”, op. cit., p. 278.

95 Heller writes: “In other instances, e.g. in his sermons and decrees, he was often
able to express himself with forcefulness and eloquence, indeed with lucidity”,
ibid., p. 278.

96  Marguerite’s usual tone in her letters is natural, quite different from the often obscure
style and ideas used in her Correspondance with Briconnet. See P. Jourda, Répertoire
analytique et chronologique de la correspondance de Marguerite d’Angouléme,
Duchesse d’Alencon, Reine de Navarre (1492-1549) (Geneva, 1973)

97  A.Tilley, Literature of the French Renaissance, (Cambridge, 1904), vol. I, p. 112.

98  Heller, Marguerite de Navarre and the Reformers of Meaux, op. cit., p. 278.

99  See Mayer edit., Clément Marot, Les Epistres, op. cit., p. 243.

100 Herminjard interprets Capiton’s expressions in his “Dédicace” to Marguerite as
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referring to Briconnet’s letters to her; Correspondance, op. cit., vol. IT, N°227.
Footnote 13, p. 122. I deal more thoroughly with the importance of Capiton’s
efforts to draw Marguerite from the influence of the group of Meaux in Chapter 4,
Section I.

See Martineau’s study of Marguerite’s religious neo-Platonism in “Le Platonisme
de Marguerite de Navarre?”, where she studies the dependance of Marguerite’s
Heptaméron on Brigonnet’s letters to her; op. cit., pp. 29-34.

The main events in 1524 that particularly affected Marguerite’s feelings are
summarised by Febvre thus:

Publics, et ¢’est I'invasion de la Provence par Bourbon et les Impériaux; ils sont a
Aix le 8 aolit et devant Marseille le 19. Privés, et c’est d’abord une grave maladie
de Louise de Savoie, qui s’alite en mars a Blois, d’un pleurésie (...). C’est, fin avril,
la mort prématurée de la jeune tante et amie de Marguerite, Philiberte de Savoie,
duchesse de Nemours, a qui elle avait fait connaitre les hommes de Meaux et leurs
oeuvres; apres quoi survint la maladie, et, a la fin de juillet, le trépas de la reine
Claude. La maladie et la mort de la petite Charlotte vinrent couronner ces tragédies.
(Febvre, Amour sacré, op. cit., pp. 48-49).

We speak about Marguerite’s bewilderment and mental confusion at the end of
this chapter on the Dialogue and of its impact on the poem. Bewilderment as a
mystical theme is treated in Chapter 5, Section III.

Carlo Pélégrini, La prima opera di Margherite di Navarra, Dialogue en forme de
vision nocturne, et la terza rima in Francia. Catania, 1920.

Pierre Jouda, “Sur la date du Dialogue en forme de vision nocturne” in RSS vol.
XIV, pp. 150-161.

Christine Martineau and Christian Grouzelle, “La Source premiere du Dialogue
en forme de vision nocturne, la lettre de G. Briconnet a Marguerite de Navarre du
15 septembre 1524; publication et commentaire” in BHR, vol. XXXII, pp. 559-
577 (p. 569).

P. Jourda had already detected two phrases that appear in this letter that make
their way into the Dialogue; see “Sur la date du Dialogue”, op. cit., pp. 153-154,
but it is thanks to Martineau and Grouzelle that we realise that the ideas of the
Dialogue depend upon one of Briconnet’s letters to the Queen; see “La Source
premiere du Dialogue”, op. cit.

P. Jourda, “Dialogue en forme de vision nocturne” in RSS, vol. XIII. Jourda
comments:

Le Dialogue est une synthese des idées que I’on voit apparaitre une a une dans les
lettres échangées avec Brigonnet: il les sous une forme précise et raisonée. Et qui
sait §’il n’a pas été comporé pour étre lu par le Roi? Lhypothese est peut-étre
audacieuse. On peu cependant la formuler, si ’on se reporte a certains passages de
la correspondance de Marguerite avec Briconnet. (Introduction, p. 4).
Martineau and Grouzelle quite accurately suggest that: “Nous comprenons
maintenant d’ou vient (...) cette voix assurée et parfois hautaine (...) que plus
qu’une fois elle malmene pour la forcer a plier la téte: c’est celle du grand maitre
de I’Evangelisme (...) Guillaume Briconnet.”

(“La Source premiere du Dialogue”, op. cit., p. 570).

See the main themes of the Credo of Meaux in previous Chapter, Section II.
Erasmus published his Diatribe seu de libero arbitrio on 1 September 1524, after
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writing it in one sitting. Luther soon finished his bitter counter-attack, De servo
arbitrio in December 1525 and his Catechism in 1529. The whole of Christianity
was then divided by this discussion. See Erasmus-Luther: discourse on free will,
translation and edition by E.E Winter.

Briconnet’s decree against Luther can be read in Herminjard, La Correspondance
des Réformateurs dans les pays de langue francaise, vol. I, N°77, pp. 153-155, cf.
also N°78 and §1.

All our quotations of the Dialogue follow Jourda’s edition.

R. Marichal, La Navire, Introduction, p. 14.

Imitation of Christian by Thomas a Kempis. Book I, Chapter 5, on reading Holy
Scriptures says, “The authority of the writer should not trouble you,whether he is
of small or great scholarship; but let a love of pure truth attract you to the reading”.
The doctrine is of St Augustine on Psalm 26.

Brigonnet had already warned Marguerite against the vain presumption of knowing
too much in the very letter signed 15 September 1524 which she had before her
while writing this Dialogue: “... et n’est jamais descheu de I’arbre de vie par
presumptueux desir de trop scavoir...” (Correspondance, 2, p. 269).

Rabelais equally shows his dislike for discussions on God’s power and
predestination: “Et de qui estez vous apprins ainsi discourir et parler de la puissance
et praedestination de Dieu, paouvres gens?” Le Quart Livre, Prologue. Cf.
Marguerite’s dislike of theological discussions in Heptameron, Nouvelle 25, where
she states that they must be left to theologians.

Lefranc, who maintains that Marguerite’s ideas were deeply influenced by Lutheran
theology, is nevertheless very clear-sighted when he states that the nature of this
Dialogue is polemical, even if Marguerite does not let herself be involved in the
diatribe:

On retrouve, dans un certain nombre de pages de ce poeme, I’écho de cette dispute
si importante qui signala ’année 1524 et que I’Europe pensante suivit avec tant
d’attention. Il semble que Marguerite, qui n’éprouvait point une grande sympathie
pour Erasme, ait assisté avec quelque scepticisme a cette lutte fameuse, qui lui
apparai ssait comme une querelle de théologiens savants et subtils.”

(A. Lefranc, Les idées religieuses de Marguerite de Navarre d’apres son oeuvre
poétique (Les marguerites et les dernicres poésies), p. 11).

See also vv. 425-426, 727-729 and 829-831.

See E.F. Winter, Erasmus-Luther, op. cit., p. 112. Luther will go as far as to state
that man’s will “is like a beast of burden”.

See also vv. 709-711, 244-249, 625-627 and throughout the whole Dialogue.
Brigonnet’s doctrine on the theory of works is the same: “Aussi adherant avec
Jesus Christ, il est membre de membre (from I Corinthians 12,27) de son corps
par unyon spirituelle et si prolifions et faisons oeuvres spirituelles ou que plaisons
a Dieu, n’est de nous mais pour ce que sommes inseréz en la chair et humanité du
debonnaire espoux...” (Correspondance, 2, p. 217).

See also Correspondance, 2, pp. 40 and 99 on the three stages in the spiritual
climbing of the soul to perfect union with God.

St John’s teaching that “God is love” (I John 4,16) was very important in mystic
teaching. Here Marguerite reverses the word order to emphasize the concept,
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assuming Platonic overtones. The same phrase appears in v. 565 and is a key
concept in her work, particularly in her non-religious works, mainly in the
Heptameron (see a reference to the Epistle of St John on God as Love in the
Prologue to the “sixiesme journée”).

Luke, 6,27, “but I say unto you which hear: love your enemies”.

See St John’s expression in his Gospel: “I am the Way and the Truth and the Life”.
In Chapter 6, Section V (d), I study this Johannine expression as one of Marguerite’s
definitions of the Deity.

Ronsard follows Marguerite and Marot in praising death as liberator of the human
condition; see H. Chamard, Histoire de la Pléiade (Paris 1939-40), vol. II, Chapter
16: “Les Hymnes de Ronsard”, pp. 175-207, particularly pp. 201-205 on “CHymne
de la Mort™.

See a more recent work by S. Weil, La pesanteur et la grace (Paris, 1948).

P. Jourda remarked in his introduction to the Dialogue: “Il faut noter qu’en un
passage au moins, v. 582, Marguerite déclare qu’il faut laisser agir la grice en nous
etnous fier a elle. N’est-ce point I’éveil en elle des théories que lui précheront plus
tard Pocque et Quintin, les libertins spirituels?” op. cit., footnote 1, p. 4.
Montaigne, Oeuvres completes, Book II, Chapter 12, “Apologie de Raymond
Sebond”, edit. Pléiade, p. 189. In this “Apologie”, Montaigne reject’s Luther’s
theology, ibid., p. 416.

It might be interesting to note that Charlotte presents the saints not as active but as

» «

passive works of God (vv. 427-429). God appears as their “estampe”, “forge”,
“patron”, “exemple”, “image”, “marteau”, “feu”, “pollisouer” and “trempe”.

In a letter to Briconnet, Marguerite finishes with these words: “...affin que en vie,
vive soit et non en mort la pis que morte”. See Letter 31 of the Correspondance, 1,
p. 160. This should confirm Martineau’s opinion expressed in “La Source premiere
du Dialogue”, op. cit., that Marguerite is addressing herself to Briconnet while
pretending to speak to Charlotte (p. 570).

Compare Briconnet’s letter to Marguerite of 15 September 1524: “Le vouloir de
Dieu est a preferer au propre...” (Correspondance, 2, p. 264). See also Dialogue,
vv. 731, 735, 1231 and 1238.

Brigonnet wrote to Marguerite: “Si d’aventure I'un a trebuché par offence quelconque
envers ’autre (posé qu’il scache luy estre pardonné), a extreme regret, peine et
ennuy et d’autant plus que 'amour est plus grande”. Briconnet insists on the need to
support each other to be able to enjoy God’s pardon and peace. (ibid., 2, p. 269).
Sebastian Castellion, a liberal reformer who fought against Calvin, presented his
translations of the Theologie Deutsch in French and Latin versions (1557-1558)
with a summary of its mystic teaching; its author, an unknown Rhenish Master, has
ideas remarkably similar to those of Marguerite’s Dialogue: “La raison est telle
que ’homme, estant tombé par suivre son propre vouloir (...) il faut necessairement
qu’il delaisse entierement son propre vouloir et suive celuy de Dieu, veu que les
remedes des choses sont toujours par leur contraire; joinct que le vouloir de
I’homme est contraire a celui de Dieu”. One feels tempted to say that all mystics
speak the same language, and that their basic theme when dealing with the problem
of the human will is to illustrate the theme of the Lord’s Prayer: “Thy will be
done”. La Theologie germanique; chapitres choisis, introduite par S. Castellion
et traduite par Pierre Poiret (Haarlem 1950), Introduction p. 6.
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Gregoy of Nyssa, The Lord’s Praver and the Beatitudes, translation and annotation
by Hilda C. Graef (London, 1954).

Meister Eckhart, “Exposition of the Pater noster qui est en celis”, published by A.
Jundt as Appendix IT in his Histoire du panthéisme populaire au Moven Age et au
seizieme siecle (Paris, 1875) pp. 231-235.

See W.G. Moore, La Réforme allemande et la littérature francaise: Recherches
sur la notoriété de Luther en France, pp. 432-441.

See Jean Orcibal, “La Rencontre du Carmel Théresien avec les mystiques du
nord” in BEHE, Section des sciences religieuses, vol. LXX, 1959, p. 63: “Martin
Luther avait publié, en 1516, un texte “A” plus court... et en 1518, il avait fait
paraitre sous les titres Eine Deutsche Theologie et Theologie Detsch, une version
“B” en cinquante chapitres qui est restée la plus courante”. See our previous note
31 of this chapter on the theme of the Lord’s Prayer in a commentator of the
Theologie Deutsch.

E. Parturier, “Le Pater noster faict en translation et dialogue par la Royne de
Navarre”, in RR, vol. IL, pp. 178-190 and 273-276.

Moore maintains that Marguerite’s “Pater noster” must have been written before
1527 since the manuscript mentions her as “Madame la Duchesse”. La Réforme
allemande et la litteaature francaise, op. cit., pp. 187-188.

Joseph L. Allaire has established the date of the final text of the Miroir as we have
it in the edition princeps of 1531. He remarked that the quotations of the Bible in
the margins are from the Vulgate version, often through Lefevre’s translation into
French (Allaire edit., Le Miroir de I’ame pécheresse, Munich, pp. 19-20). These
quotations could have nevertheless been added by the publishers at the margins,
asR. Salminen remarks, and the Queen follows the Vulgate translated freely to fit
into the verses (Salminen edit., Le Miroir de ’dme pécheresse (thesis), Helsinki,
1979, p. 40).

W.G. Moore, La Réforme allemande et la littérature francaise; recherches sur la
notoriété de Luther en France (these) (Strasbourg, 1930). See also N. Weiss:
“Une Victime du Miroir de ’ame pécheresse de Marguerite d’Angouléme, soeur
de Francois I: Pimprimeur Antoine Augereau et sa famille (1534-1559)”, in
BSHPE, vol. XLII, Paris 1893, pp. 242-247.

M. Holban, “Le Miroir de ’ame pécheresse et les Epistres de la Noble et Amoureuse
Dame”, Mélanges Offerts a M.A. Lefranc (Paris, 1936), pp. 142-154, (pp. 152-153).
Moore, La Réforme allemande, op. cit., p. 189.

Febvre, Amour sacré, op. cit., pp. 151-153.

Weiss, “Une Victime du Miroir”, op. cit, p. 245.

Allaire, op. cit., Introduction, p. 21.

Weiss, op. cit., p. 244.

Leopold Victor Delisle, Notice sur un registre des proces-verbaux de la Faculté
de Théologie de Paris pendant les années 1505-1533; manuscrit des archives de la
maison de la Trémoille aujourd’hui a la Bibliothéque Nationale N°1782 du fonds
francais des nouvelles acquisitions, vol. XXXVI, pp. 315-408.

Delisle, op. cit., p. 405. Rabelais ridicules Béda’s prominent abdomen in Pantagruel,
Chapter 7: “De optimitate triparum”.

Walter Frederic Bense, Noél Béda and the Humanist Reformation at Paris: 1504-
1534 (thesis), (Cambridge Mass., 1967). Harvard Univ. discussion (obtainable in
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microfilm). Bense emphasizes the fact that the Miroir’s case was examined during
Béda’s exile from Paris; pp. 812-813.

Delisle, op. cit., pp. 398-399.

Ibid., p. 399.

Ibid., p. 402.

A.L. Herminjard, La Correspondance des Réformateurs dans les pays de langue
francaise (Geneva, 1866-1897), vol. III, pp. 106-111.

Delisle, op. cit., pp. 405-406.

Ibid., p. 323.

See Allaire; op. cit., Introduction, pp. 20-21.

Pierre Jourda had already suggested that the policy adopted by the Sorbonne as
regards translation of the Bible was the main reason for the action taken. P. Jourda,
Marguerite d’Angouléme, Duchesse d’Alencon, op. cit., vol. I, pp. 172-180.

A. Clerval, Registre des procés-verbaux de la Faculté de Théologie de Paris; archives
de l’histoire religieuse de la France, (Paris, 1917), p. 424 note 88.

Charles Duplessis d’Argentré, Collectio juditiorum de novis erroribus qui ab
initio duodecimi seculi post incarnationem Verbi, usque ud annum 1623 in
Ecclesia proscripti sunt et notati; Paris 1728, vol. IT, p. 101.

Briconnet’s teaching on the uselessness of human works before the initial
justification by faith follows St. Paul’s theology as can be seen from theLatin
quotation from the Vulgate: “Par grace et bonté sommes creés, par icelles conservéz
et entretenuz, par graces saulvéz et non par noz oeuvres, comme dict Monsieur
sainct Pol: “Gratia enim salvati estis et hoc non, etc., ex vobis. Dei enim donum
est et non ex operibus, ut ne quis glorietur” [taken from Ephesians 2, 8-9 in the
Vulgate text]. Nous sommez saulvéz par foy en la grace de Dieu et non de nous. Il
vient du don de Dieu et non de noz oeuvres a ce qu’il n’y ayt creature qui se puisse
glorifier.” (Correspondance, 1, p. 119).

Caesar Egassius Bulaeus, Historia Universitatis Parisiensis. T. VI; ab anno 1500-
1600. Paris, 1673. In 1523, 15 January, the Faculty made the following statement
about Briconnet, who had been accused among other things by the “Freres
Mineurs” of Meaux of following Luther’s doctrine by trying to “détourner de lire
les Histoires et legendes desdits Saints et vénérer les Reliques approuvées par
PEglise”, vol. VI, p. 184: “Vita et gesta Guillermi Briconnet, tunc Episcopi
Meldensis, eum omnino reddunt a calumnia istiusmodi et a suspitione haeresos
immunem: Quippe nemo acrius Lutheranam haeresim injectatus est, nemo
ferventius Catholicam tutatus”. Ibid. p. 184.

Lefranc wrote in 1898: “Marguerite y parle d’un bout a ’autre (...) des dogmes et
principes de la Réforme; elle y revele non seulement les mémes méthodes, mais
aussi les mémes habitudes d’esprit qui charactérisaient les partisans de la
révolution religieuse”. His extreme position has been so influential that other
aspects of Marguerite’s thought have been almost overlooked, as if she was only
and primarily concerned with reforming ideas. Quotation from Les Idées
religieuses de Marguerite de Navarre, op. cit., p. 15.

See Ephesians 1,22: “He made him [i.e. Jesus] as the ruler of everything, the head
of the Church, which is his body”.

See Chapter 4 on mystical hermeneutics in Marguerite’s Comédie jouée au Mont-
de-Marsan, Section III.
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F Genin, Lettres de Marguerite d’Angouléme, op. cit, Introduction, p. 112.

J.B. Collins, Christian Mysticism in the Elizabethan Age, with its background in
mystical methodology, (Baltimore, 1940), p. 83, footnote 7.

The title of the English version of Marguerite’s Miroir appeared as following: A
godly medytacyon of the Christen Sowle concerninge a love towards God and hys
Christe, complyed in frenche by lady Margarete quene of Navarre and aptely
translated into English by the ryght vertuouse lady Elyzabeth, doughter to our
Soverayne Kynge Henri the VIII. Edited in Wesen, April 1548. A copy is in Brit.
Library; pressmark C.12.d.1. Johan Bale introduced the translation with a strong
anti-Papist introduction against those who “boast the good workes of the lawe (...)
wretched Ydyotes for advantage of Masses”, ibid. fol. 7 vo. and fol. 8.

R. Salminen has just published a critical edition of this translation of Marguerite’s
poem by Princess Elizabeth as Le Miroir of the Synneful Soule together with the
Miroir, Helsinki, 1979.

Collins, Christian Mysticism, op. cit., p. 82. A copy of J. Gruitroede’s version into
English by Margaret of Richmond is in Brit. Library, pressmark 1412, c. 11.
There is also a copy of the 1526 version in BL, pressmark G.12042.

Frank’s edition of the Miroir in Les Marguerites de la Marguerite des Princesses,
from the 1547 edition, with Introduction and Notes. (Paris, 1873). Miroir,
Introduction, p. 6, vv. 1-6-

The “Speculum” literature was influenced by the Biblical Wisdom tradition,
particularly through the Solomon literature in books like “Ecclesiastes”, “Job”
and “Proverbs”.

Jean Bouyer: Incipit Speculum Peccatoris, Poitiers 1480. Bouyer’s work had been
attributed to St. Augustine; see Migne, Patrologia Latina, vol. XL, pp. 983-991,
(Paris, 1895). A copy of the 1480 edition is in the British Library, pressmark
[a.42812.

Ibid., aVIvo.

A copy of this 1500 Paris edition of Guitroede’s Speculum is in British Library,
pressmak IA.39567. Also an earlier Cologne edition of c. 1949, BL pressmark IA.4896.
The works of the Carthusian Dionysius, alias Lewis de Rickel, weer very influential
at the time of Marguerite’s Miroir. They were collected and published in Cologne in
1533. See a copy of this edition in British Library which includes four mystical
treatises: De arca viae salutis, Amatorum mundi Speculum, De enormitate et
gravitate peccati and De conversione peccatorum. BL pressmark 846b.19. An earlier
edition of his Speculum conversionis peccatoris published in Flanders in 1473 is
also in BL, pressmark IA.49003. Quotation from De arca salutatis B VII vo.
Ibid., EIvo.

See the use of the verb “se laisser” in the Dialogue, meaning the quietist attitude
of the soul in accepting the will of God. Chapter 2, Section IV.

Marguerite used this technique of the “Litaniae mortuorum” while describing the
death of her brother Francois in the Prisons, fol. 341 vo. The litanies of the
Church do not follow the complicated structures of the liturgy and are simple
repetitions adapted to the general use. See Marguerite’s avoidance of liturgical
doxologies in text to Note 6.

See Frank’s edition of the Miroirin Les Marguerites, op.cit., Introduction, p. 6, vv.
7-10.

217



218

179

180
181

182

183

184

185

186

187
188
189

190
191
192
193
194
195
196

197
198

See Jean Castel, Lo specchio delle dame, introduced by G.A. Brunelli and
translated from the French Le Miroir des dames (Florence 1958). In its introduction
Brunelli says: “le fonti spirituali di questi tre componenti [i.e. its three parts] sono
dei sermoni e delle poesie latine attribuiti a San Bernardo”. Introduction p. 24.
There are some copies of Castel’s “Miroirs” copied in Paris in the fifteenth century.
BL pressmarks IA.39393 and 11437.b.5.

Ibid., p. 50.

Marguerite develops this idea of Mary as the perfect example of total union with
God in her Comédie de la Nativité. H. Skommodau, Die religiésen Dichtungen
Margarettes von Navarre (Cologne 1954), pp. 113-114. Also P. Sage, La Sainte
Vierge dans I'oeuvre de Marguerite de Navarre, in Bull. Des Fac. Catholiques de
Lyon, 1954.

In Marguerite’s Prisons, Mary appears as the “pucelle de Dieu”, the only creature
who had assimilated God’s “Rien”. (Prisons, fol. 345 vo — 346 ro, pp. 291-292).
Gunther Zainer, Speculum humanae salvationis and Speculum Sanctae Mariae
Virginis, (Augsburg 1471). A copy is in BL, pressmark IB.5469.

See my study of Marguerite’s interpretation of the “Song of Songs” in Chapter 4
on the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, Section IV.

There is no pagination in the Ms. of the British Library. This quotation is in last
chapter of Zainer’s edition of the Speculum Sanctae Mariae Virginis, op. cit.
Efforts to give different aspects of the “Speculum” genre were not uncommon at
the end of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth centuries. Johannes de
Westfalia, for instance, in about 1480 presented together as Jacobus de Gruitroede’s,
Dionysius Carthusianus’s and Rodericus’s (Bishop of Zamora, Spain) various
“Mirouers”. Their “Specula” are mostly “Specula Sacerdotum” (Mirrors for
Priests), “Specula Mortis” (to prepare for death) or “Ars Moriendi”. There are
two copies in BL pressmarks 1B.49225 and 1B.49226.

J.M. Dechanet, Guillaume de Saint-Thierry; le Miroir de la foy, (Paris 1946), p.
50. Dechanet also wrote Guillaume de Saint-Thierry, ’homme et son oeuvre,
Bruges 1942. He published his Commentarium in Canticum e scriptis Sti.
Ambrosii, Paris 1962. Marguerite’s Miroir combines both lines of thought since it
isa “Speculum fidei” and a “Speculum cantici” mixed with other “Specula”.
Miroir, op. cit., Appendix, p. 99.

BN, f. fr., MS 1525.2, fol. 192 ro.

CFE Marie Holban, Le Miroir de ’dme pécheresse et les Epistres de 1a Noble et
Amoureuse Dame, op. cit. See Note 3 of this chapter.

Ibid., p. 144.

Ibid., p. 145.

Ibid., p. 146.

Ibid., pp. 147-148.

Ibid., p. 148.

Ibid., p. 151.

J. Bouchet had already dedicated one of his works, his Labyrinthe de Fortune to
Marguerite in 1522. Holban presumes, rightly or wrongly, that Bouchet had sent
a copy of his Triumphes to the Queen before the work was published. Ibid., p. 153.
Ibid., p. 153.

Itis likely that the similarities are due to their similar historical context. In any
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case Bouchet’s attack on anti-’Speculum Mariae” ideas would have made his
book unwelcomed by the Queen at the time of the composition of the Miroir. See
Note 3 of this Chapter.
M. Holban, op. cit., p. 154.
See Chapter 6, Section II where Marguerite’s use of symbols connected with the
Pyramid of light are studied in detail.
Compare with Miroir, v. 35: “Par sa clarté ma tenebre illumine”.
Compare with Miroir, v. 31: “(...) a ce que je puis veoir”.
Compare Briconnet’s letter with Miroir, vv. 853-858:

Las! Qu’est cecy? Jettant en hault ma veue,

Je voy en vous bonté si incogneue,

Grace et amour si incomprehensible,

Que la veue m’en demeure invisible,

Et par force faict mon regard cesser,

Qui me contrainct en bas mes yeulx baisser.
Briconnet, here, refers to the classical mystic distinctions of “oeil charnel”, “oeil de
la raison” and “oeil de ’esprit”; only the initiated can arrive to the vision of the “oeil
de Pesprit”, while ordinary persons can only “see” with their visual faculty or with
their bare reasoning. See R. Javalet, Psychologie des auteurs du XIIe si¢cle, in Revue
des sciences religieuses, Strasbourg, vol. XXXIII, January 1959, p. 25.
Compare with Isaiah 64,4 and I Corinthians 2,9.
Pseudo-Dionysius, The Divine Names, Chapter 9. C.E. Rolt, translation and
introduction, London 1972, pp. 98-99. See my study of the definition of God as a
sphere whose centre is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere in Chapter
6, Section V.
See also R. Llul: “Circulus est figura ultima, eo equia perfectior est quam aliqua
alia figura: ipse enim continet in se omnes alias figuras, et ab ipsis descendit, et
constitutus est”. Ars generalis ultima, (Palma Mallorca, 1645), Pars 10; de app.
Cap. 14, art. 46; de circulo, p. 354.
H. Sckommodau, Die religiése Dichtungen, op. cit., p. 42.
See some lines in the Miroir which mention mystic experience:
Qui m’a navré le cueur jusques a la mort (v. 811)
Mourir, brusler, par amour importable. (v. 345)
C’est d’ung tel filz que tout le cueur m’en fend. (v. 348)
Or, fendez vous mon cueur par la moitié. (v. 358)
Etau vivant, par la mort, je suis ravye. (v. 888)
Je m’esbahis que tout soubdainement
Elle ne sort de son entendement.
[e m’esbahis qu’elle ne devient folle,
En perdant sens, contenance et parolle. (vv. 243-246)
Pierre Jourda mentions a mystic crisis in Marguerite’s life during the time of the
composition of the Miroir. Marguerite d’Angouléme, op. cit., vol. I, pp. 66-67.
J.B. Collins comments that “as part of the purgative process, one observes at the
outest the brief evidence of a conversion which has taken place in Marguerite’s
soul, and her decision to change the tenor of her life for the better”, op. cit., p. 84.
I have already studied Marguerite’s decision to get initiated by Briconnet into all
the complex techniques of the school of Meaux in Chapter 1.
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L. Febvre, following Rabelais, calls Marguerite’s mystic state “esprit ecstatique”.
See Rabelais’s sketch of Marguerite in final Chapter on mystic portraits of the
Queen as drawn by her contemporaries.

See Marguerite’s mystical use of the antithetical “Tout” and “Rien” in Chapter 5
on the Prisons, Section V.

See the various interpretations in Martineau, Correspondance, op. cit., p. 71.
Herminjard, Correspondance, op. cit., 1, p. 78. Becker, Marguerite la Duchesse,
op. cit., p. 405.

Martin Buber, by R.G. Smidt, London, The Carey Kingstate Press Ltd.1966 Buber
is famous for his phenomenal analysis of the mystic relationship “I and Thou”.
He wrote his Ich und Du in 1922.

Rolt comments on the Pseudo-Dionysius’s relationships:

“The human self and the Uncreated Light stand in the mutual relationship of
“Me” and “Thee”. That which says “Me” is not the Being which is addressed as
“Thee”; and the Being addressed as “Thee” is not that which says “Me”. The two
stand over against one another.

This relationship must now be transcended by a process leading to ecstasy. The
human spirit must seek to go forth out of itself (i.e. out of its created being)(...)
Casting selfhood away, it strives to gain its true being and selfhood by losing them
in the super-Essence. Laying its intellectual activity to rest it obtains, by a higher
spiritual activity, a momentary glimpse into the depths of the Super-Essence, and
perceives that the distinction between “Me” and “Thee” is not.” The Divine Names,
op. cit. Introduction, VIII: “the psychology of contemplation”, p. 27.

See our study on mystic ecstasy as a wound in our chapter 5 on the Prisons, section III.
J. G. Arintero explains the two relationships Father-Son and Mother-Daughter
from the relationship between the persons in the Trinity: “He desired to be our
Brother and when we say “Our Father” to God, this is made manifest in us. For he
who says “Our Father” to God, says “Brother” to Christ. Therefore he who has
God for his Father and Christ for his Brother need not fear the dreadful day”. The
Muystical Evolution in the Development and Vitality of the Church, Translated
from the Spanish by Jordan Auman, (New York, Herder, 1950) vol. 1, p. 152.
Arintero is here referring to St. Augustine’s Enarrationes in Psalmum 48.

See Febvre, Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 60. Rabelais made a parody of the “estranges
alliances de I’isle Ennasin” in the Quart Livre, Chapter 9, where he criticized the
abuse of this kind of language.

Collins sees in the Miroir the influence of the traditional medieval mysticism,
particularly through Ruysbroeck’s Spiritual Marriage and through the works of
the Pseudo-Dionysius. The Spirit of Mysticism, op. cit., pp. 86-87.

In aletter to Marguerite, Briconnet mentions the divine principles of the mystical
theology of “Monsieur Sainct Denis”, and, following Hugh of Saint-Victor, he
applies the mystical doctrine of the “Three Spiritual Stages” to the Pseudo-
Dionysius’s doctrine of the tripartite Divine Hierarchies.

Correspondance, 1, pp. 115-118.

Briconnet wrote to Marguerite: “La sera la vraie et indubitable union, sans figure ne
umbre” (Correspondance, 1, p. 105). Saint Paul speaks of this union in several passages
of his epistles. See Philippians 3,21; Romans 8,29-30 and II Corinthians 3,18.

R. B. Blackney edit., Meister Eckhart, “sermon 2”, New York, Harper, 1941, p. 102.




221 The traditional doctrine of the Trinity is to be found in these tripartite divisions
used both by Marguerite in the Miroir and in the Briconnet-Marguerite
Correspondance. Briconnet is nevertheless even more explicit: “LLeau pouvons
attribuer au Superceleste Pere eternel. Le feu au debonnaire Jesus. Le fruict au
Sainct Esperit, qui procede commele fruict de I’arbre et de ’eau et du feu”
(Correspondance, 1, p. 96).

222 Seestudy of the symbolic meaning of the Circle as the perfect image of Divinity in
Chapter 6, Section III.

223 See study of the mystic symbols of Light and Darkness in Chapter 6, Section V.

224 Seeour study of the different definitions of God in Marguerite’s work in Chapter
S, Section V.

225 Seeother examples:

Au lecteur: “brusler” (v. 15)
vv. 831-832: “ardeur”, “bruller”.

226 See Sckommodau’s comments that the symbols of Briconnet remained in
Marguerite’s memory appearing later in her poetry. Die religiosen Dichtungen,
op. cit., p. 46.

227 See a copy of this 1490 edition of Lull’s Speculum in BL, pressmark IA.39982.
Lull’s writings were widely read by the Renaissance writers as well as the writings
of the Kabbalah school.

228 When Clément Marot had to flee from Ferrara, his house was searched and several
of his books were confiscated, among which there were works of the Kabbalah.
Some of their doctrines had hidden meaning and were considered dangerous by
the Sorbonne:

Ony trouva; mais cela n’est offence

Aung poéte, a qui on doibt lascher

Labride longue, et rien ne luy cascher

Soit d’art magicq, nygromance ou caballe.
Clément Marot, Les Epitres, Epitre XXXVI: “Epitre au Roy, du temps de son exil
a Ferrara”, written in the summer of 1535. Mayer edit., op. cit., pp. 202-203.
“Kabbalah” means “the received” (i.e. received and handed down as a mystical
secret); it inspired the traditional mysticism and its understanding of God and the
universe! John Perguson, An Illustrated Encyclopaedia of Mysticismand the
Mystery Religions, (London 1976), “Kabbalah”, pp. 98-99.
For further bibliography on Kabbalistic mysticism, see Lubac, Exégese Médiévale,
op. cit., notes on Part II, p. 406.

229  See study on the Three Stages in spiritual experience in Chapter 5 on the Prisons,
Section III.

230 ].dela Haye compared Marguerite to a flower in his introduction to the Miroir:
Fleur de pourpris, fleur tousjours fleurissant,

Fleur de beauté naive, fleur yssant
Du royal tyge et semence Royale. (...)

(Frank’s edition of the Miroir, op. cit., p. 4)
and shortly afterwards Marguerite’s valet de chambre adds:
C’est le Miroi ou il fault regarder
Qui bien voudra du monde se garder;

C’est le Miroi auquel qui bien se mire
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Du tout malheur et vice se retire...

(ibid., p. 6)
Rabelais mentions the transparent mirror-like stone in the Quart Livre: “Sus la
pouppe de la second [navire] estoit hault enlevée une lanterne antiquaire, faicte
industrieusement de pierre sphingitide et speculaire, denotant qu’ils passeroient
par Lanternoys”. Chapter 1. Jourda interprets it as “La pierre sphegnitide doit
étre une pierre d’albatre; la pierre spéculaire, une pierre transparente: du mica”.
Edition by Jourda (Paris, Garnier, 1962), vol. 2, note 6 on p. 32.
H. P. Clive, Marguerite de Navarre; oeuvres choisies, 2 vols (New York, 1968),
vol. IL, pp. 2-4. Here Clive studies the chronology of all the plays by Marguerite de
Navarre.
See the text of Capiton’s “Dédicace” to Marguerite de Navarre in A. L. Herminjard,
La correspondance des Réformateurs dans les pays de langue francaise, 9 vols
(Paris, 1866-1897); see N°227: “In Hoseam Prophetam, V.F. Capitonis
commentarius”, vol. IT, pp. 119-123.
It would be illogical to suppose, unless clear evidence is presented that the
Correspondance between Marguerite and Briconnet ended suddenly in the autumn
1524; it is true that the last one was left unfinished and no others have been traced,
but Becker concludes: “Car il saute aux yeux que la Correspondance ne finissait
pas ainsi”. Ph.-Aug. Becker, “Marguerite, Duchesse d’Alencon, et Guillaume,
évéque de Meaux, d’apres leur correspondance manuscrite”, in BSHP, Paris, 1901,
pp. 393-477 and 661-667, (p. 476).
Comédie du désert, Edited by Frank as part of Les Marguerites op. cit., vol. I, p.
353.
See the Comédie de la Nativité de Jésus Christ, edited by E Frank, ibid., vol. I, p.
10.
According to V.L. Saulnier, Marguerite’s four biblical plays, the Comédie de la
Nativité de Jésus Christ, the Comédie des Innocents, the Comédie de ’adoration
des trois Roys a Jésus Christ and the Comédie du désert, were written about 1530.
Théatre profane, op. cit., Introduction, p. XXIII.
L. Febvre, Amour sacré, op. cit., pp. 326-370. Christine Martineau’s conclusions
on Marguerite’s Platonism are that even in the Heptaméron she reflects the
evangelical position of the school of Meaux rather than the neo-Platonic tendencies
of her epoch; see “le Platonisme de Marguerite de Navarre” in BAEHRR, 1976,
pp. 12-13.
A. Lefranc, les Marguerites, op. cit., Introduction, p. XI.
The comparison is not mine; P. Jourda draws a parallel between the two poems of
Marguerite. See Marguerite d’Angouléme, Duchesse d’Alencon, op. cit., vol. I, p.
583. Marichal is even more specific in a comparative study of the two poems; see
La Navire (Paris, 1956); Introduction, pp. 9-10.
I am in agreement with Marichal, with some reservation nevertheless, as regards
Marguerite’s real attraction to some of the points of the theology of Luther:
Elle ne s’interesse plus, elle ne s’est jamais, peut-étre, intéréssée profondément a ces
audaces des théologiens et elle semble étre revenue a ’attitude plus reconciliante de
Lefevre d’Etaples qu’elle a, ne 'oublions pas, hébérgé a Nérac et entouré jusqu’a sa
mort (1536) des soins les plus affectueux. Mais de Luther, elle a gardé “le plus
intime”: cette religion intérieure, ce primat de la foi, cet abandon a Jésus-Christ,




bref, en plus “robuste”, en plus “agissant”, comme dit L. Febvre, ce qui ’avait déja
séduite dans les lecons de Briconnet, de sorte que I.a Navire de 1547 est beaucoup
plus proche de I’enseignement de Briconnet que le Dialogue de 1524.

R. Marichal, op. cit., Introduction, pp. 16-17.

241 Febvre remarked the similarities between the text of Briconnet’s letter to
Marguerite and that of Lefévre’s Introduction to his translation of the New
Testament. Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 122.

242 Marguerite often refers to her promises of protection to the Meaux group
throughout her Correspondance with Briconnet. In Letter 5, for instance, referring
to the Franciscan Friars who were opposing Briconnet’s efforts to reform his
diocese, she writes: “... et je m’oblige que, ainsy que serez mes bons advocatz
envers le tout, qu’il luy plaira me faire estre la vostre en ceste court en toutz les
affaires...” (Correspondance, 1, p. 33)

243 According to Clive the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan was written at the
beginning of 1548. Marguerite de Navarre, op. cit., vol. IL, p. 4.

244  Clive writes: “...Amarissime n’est autre que Marguerite elle-méme (...) Quant aux
deux autres personnages, les critiques sont d’accord pour identifier Securus avec
Henri d’Albret , second mari de Marguerite, et Agapy avec Henri II”. op. cit., vol.
IL, p.3.

245  Ibid, p.S.

246 See Febvre on the identification of many of the characters in the Heptaméron.
Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 258. Also J. Palermo in “U'Histoire des devisants de
I’Heptaméron” in RHLE, 49 (1969), pp. 193-202.

247 “Paraclesis” is the last character to appear in the Comédie sur le trespas du Roy.

248 Thislooks like Orgon’s description of Tartuffe, I, 5 v. 281 sqgs.

249  See the story of the adulterous woman in John 8, 1-11. The evangelical dotrine of
the adulterous woman being forgiven by her husband appears in “Nouvelles 32”
and “61” of the Heptaméron. In contrast “Nouvelle 35” describes the punished
unfaithful love: “Un miroir ou il fault se regarder”. Note the use of a human
“miroir” in contrast with the divine one she applied to her mystical poem the
Miroir, in which God is more forgiving than man (cf. Miroir, vv. 685-718).

250 See a parallel text in Marot’s translation of Ovide’s Metamorphoses, in Clive’s
edition Maguerite de Navarre, op. cit., note on line 167, vol. II, p. 89.

251 L. Febvre, Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 347.

252 Ph. Aug. Becker comments on the corrections of the text of the manuscript,
N°11495 “du fonds frangais”, Bibliotheque Nationale: “Ces corrections, contraires
aux sentiments des deux correspondants, trahissent une main étrangere. Elles
pourraient provenir d’una personne, protestante de convictions, qui aurait songé
un instant a la publication du précieux manuscrit, mais que bientot, pour une
raison ou pour une autre, se serait desistée de ce projet”. “Marguerite d’Alengon
et Guillaume Briconnet, évéque de Meaux, d’apres leur correspondance
manuscrite, 1521-1524”, in BSHP, (Paris, 1901), pp. 393-477 (p. 396).

253 R Marichal, La Navire, op. cit., Introduction, pp. 20-21.

254  See the text of Calvin’s letter to the Queen of Navarre in A. Lefranc, Les Idées
religieuses de Marguerite de Navarre, (Paris, 1896), pp. 130-132 (p.131).

255 See Marguerite’s reaction to Calvin’s letter in A. Jundt’s comments: “la Reine,
dont les nouveaux venus, [i.e. Quintin and Pocques], avaient gagné la faveur,
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s’imaginant que Calvin leur avait fait tort en les traitant avec si peu de ménagement,
en exprima hautement son déplaisir au réformateur. Elle lui reprocha d’avoir
écrit ce traité contre elle-méme et contre ses serviteurs”. Histoire du panthéisme
populaire au Moyen Age et au Seizieme Siecle, Paris, 1875, p. 129.

Hilda Graef, The Story of Mysticism, London 1966, pp. 227-228. See also Herman
Hering’s study of Luther’s early interest in Die Mystik Luthers im zusammenhange
seiner Theologie in ihrem Verhéltniss zur dlteren Mystik, (Leipzig, 1879).

See our special study of Marguerite’s use of mystical ignorance and of negative
vocabulary in our previous Chapter 3 on the Miroir, Section I'V.

A. Lefranc, Les Idées religieuses de Marguerite de Navarre, op. cit., pp. 112-113.
H.P. Clive, Marguerite de Navarre, op. cit., vol. IL, pp. 6-7.

L. Febvre, Amour sacré, op. cit., p. 355.

E. Parturier, “Les Sources du mysticisme de Marguerite de Navarre” in RR, vol. V,
(1904), pp.1-16 and 49-62, (p. 56).

P. Jourda is less adamant than Parturier in his analysis of the Dialogue: “Il faut
noter qu’en un passage au moins, v. 582, Marguerite déclare qu’il faut laisser agir
la grice en nous et nous fier a elle. N’est-ce point I’éveil en elle des théories que lui
précheront plus tard Pocques et Quintin, les Libertins Spirituels?” Introduction
to his edition of the Dialogue en forme de vision nocturne in RSS, vol. XIII, 1926.
p. 4, footnote 1.

A. Jundt, Histoire du panthéisme populaire, op. cit.

Ibid., pp. 122-123.

Henri-Albert Blind, Marguerite de Navarre dans ses rapports avec la Réforme
(theése), (Strasbourg, 1868), p. 31. Also V.L. Saulnier, CEvangélisme du Pierre du
Val et le probleme des Libertins in BHR, vol. IV, (1952), pp. 205-218.

Ch. Schmidt, Libertins Spirituels; traités mystiques écrits dans les années 1547-
1549, publiés d’apres le manuscrit original, (Geneva, 1876).

Ibid., Introduction, p. VIII.

Glori Capello, “Per la storia del’Ermeneutica biblica nel ‘500: Guglielmo
Briconnet”, Gregoriana, (Padova, 1975), pp. 293-304 (p. 300).

See my study of Marguerite’s initiation into biblical hermeneutics by Lefevre and
Briconnet in Chapter 1, section IV.

The collection of these letters of the Correspondance was not gathered in Meaux,
but in the court of the Queen of Navarre. See Becker, Marguerite, Duchesse
d’Alencon, op. cit., p. 395.

See vv. 47-86 and 405-410 of the Comédie in which the general plan of internal
regeneration as offered by “la Superstitieuse” is very similar to that offered by
Briconnet here.

Marguerite had compared herself in her previous letter to Briconnet Letter N°7,
to the “lost sheep”, which is subsequently echoed by Briconnet: “Ainsy que la
brebis en pais estrange errant...” (Correspondance, 1, p. 37)

See vv. 575-584 (already quoted in Section II of this chapter) in the Comédie.
Also v. 1004, said by “la Bergere”: “Que tu me brusle sans sejour”.

Also vv. 933-934, in which “la Bergere” accuses the others of being cold:

Vostre amour froide et lante

N’entend ponct le secret

The spiritual quietism of “la Bergere” is evident throughout the whole play, but it




would be unnecessary to see any connections with the “Libertins Spirituels”,
since the Queen is illustrating the “laisser faire” concept as she found it in
Briconnet’s Correspondance. vv. 1000-1010 are particularly interesting; note that
she emphasizes the weakness of the soul and the strength of divine action.

276 Seev.574 sung by “la Bergere”: “Helas! Je meurs tous les jours”.

277 Henride Lubac, Exégese Médiévale: les quatre sens de ’Ecriture. 4 vols (Paris,
1959-1964).

278  Glori Capello, “Per la storia del’Ermeneutica”, op. cit., p. 300. A. Winandy draws
the same conclusion as G. Capello, after a minute analysis of the ideas of the
“Libertins Spirituels”: “Despite the parallelism and comparison between her
(Marguerite’s) poetry and the Libertine theses, there is no congruence but rather
an emphatic difference. Marguerite never, in effect, advocated the doctrine of the
three ages of man”. “Piety and Humanistic Symbolism in the work of Marguerite
de Navarre”, Yale French studies, 1972, pp. 145-169; p. 168.

279 Therole of the Spirit in the interpretation of the Bible is studied in Chapter 5,
Section V, A.

280 Febvre gives an interesting account of these quotations in Amour sacré, op. cit.,
pp. 130-131. Marichal also provides a tabulation of Marguerite’s quotations of
the Bible in La Navire, op. cit., Introduction, p. 39.

281 Lefevre’s translation of the Bible was published between 1524 and 1530 as La
saincte Bible en francoys translatee selon la pure et entiere traduction de Sainct
Hierome conferee et entierement reusitee selon les plus anciens et plus correctes
exemplaires; (Anvers, Lampereur, 1530), cum gratia et privilegio imperiali
(gothique). A copy can be seen at the British Library, pressmark C.18 C.12.

282  See Allaire, Miroir, Introduction, op. cit., pp. 18-19.

283 See Salminen edit., Miroir, op. cit., pp. 31-40. Veissiere-Martineau edit.,
Correspondance, 2, Appendix.

284  See the text of this “Décret synodal contre les doctines de Luther” in Herminjard,
La Correspondance, vol. I, N°77, pp. 153-155, p. 154.

285 Thegap between Erasmus and the Meaux group, although real, has been exaggered
by quite a few critics, in my opinion. If Marguerite, for instance, did not anwer his
two letters of 1525 and 1527, it was not so much because their attitudes were
totally opposite, as L. Febvre seems to imply (see Amour sacré, op. cit., pp. 68-
69), but because Erasmus, the Humanist, had hurt Lefévre on at least one occasion.
In a letter to Martin Dorp written in 1515, speaking of Lefevre, erasmus had
written: “I very much admire his undertaking, though here again I disagree with
him in several places — reluctantly, for I’d gladly be “of one mind” with such a
friend in all respects, but truth must count for more than friendship, especially
with regard to the holy scriptures”. See letter to Martin Dorp in A. H. T. Levi,
edit., Erasmus, Praise of Folly (Hammondsworth, 1971), p. 249.

286 Martineau and Veissiere give an interesting account of the Gallican background to
the Correspondance between Briconnet and Marguerite; Correspondance, 1, pp.
20-21. The efforts of the Refomation that were taking place at Meaux, were based on
the conviction that the Church was failing in bringing about a real Reformation so
badly needed, and that it was the duty of the King of France to help the French
hierarchy to reform it; Marguerite shared this opinion with the Meaux group.

287 Lubac, Exégése Médiévale, op. cit., vol IV, p. 447.
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Ibid., p. 448. Lubac has a detailed study on Erasmus’s hermeneutics, ibid., pp.
427-487.

A. Skevington Wood, Luther’s principles of Biblical Interpretation; (London,
1960), p. 24. See also Friedrich Beisser, Claritas Scripturae bei Martin Luther
(Gottingen, 1966).

See Marguerite’s use of Rachel’s lamentations in her Comédie des Innocents; See
edition by F. Frank in Les Marguerites de la Marguerite des Princesses, op. cit., p.
166. This is a clear case of a symbolic use of a passage of the Old Testament as seen
by an Evangelist, Matthew 2,18.

St. Paul wrote referring to historical passages of the Old Testament: “This can be
regarded as an allegory”, Galatians, 4,18.

Lubac, Exégese Médiévale, op. cit., vol. 4, p. 70.

See title page; Clive, Marguerite de Navarre, op. cit., vol. IT, p. 83.

According to Lefevre “carnal” means “deadly”: “Quapropter qui alio modo scripta
intelligunt, [writes Lefevre in his exposition of Galatians 4] et alii applicant quam
intendit Spiritus prophetae, non est sensus litteralis nisi judaicus, carnalis et letifer;
et est littera quae occidit”. Lubac, Exégese Médiévale, op. cit., vol. 4, p. 414.
Brigonnet uses a similar expression: see text to note 41 of this chapter.

Lubac explains:

Les premiers sont avant tout les spirituels; ils cherchent d’emblée dans ’Ecriture
“spiritualis vitae intelligentiam”; les seconds sont avant tout des hommes de
doctrine. Ils y cherchent d’abord “spiritualia de Christo arcana”. Mais ce qui est
explicite chez les uns se trouve implicite chez les autres, et vice-versa. Les premiers
n’entendent pas tarir la vie spirituelle en la coupant de sa source, ni les seconds
blasphémer cette source en niant ou négligeant sa fécondité spirituelle (...) Toute
PEcriture est évangélique, lorsqu’elle est contemplée, comme elle doit étre, “dans
Pesprit du Seigneur”.

Exégese Médiévale, op. cit., vol. I, p. 356.

Herminjard, La Correspondance, op. cit., N°59, vol. I, p. 111.

Lubac writes of the three senses of the Bible according to Origen: the “sensus
ethicus” corresponds to the “Book of Proverbs”; the second, or “sensus physicus” is
represented by the “Book of Ecclesiasticus”; the third or “sensus enopticus” is
embodied in the Song of Songs. See Exégese Médiévale, op. cit., vol.1, pp. 221-238.
Ibid., p. 237.

Martineau and Veissiére explain the meaning of the Hebrew word “6mér” as
“unité de mesure (...) en rapport avec la manne”, Exodus 16,16 sgs. See
Correspondance, 1, p. 139.

The letters of the Correspondance may have been the source of many poems of
Marguerite, if not of all; the Queen studied those letters very carefully until her
death and certain unfinished themes seem to reappear and develop further.
Brigonnet, for instance, announces the canticle of Marguerite’s Comédie des
Innocents (vv. 100 and sqs): “Quelle melodie et cantique peuvent avoir chanté la
belle et virginale bande de innocence nagueres pour luy occise, aussy toutes les
aultres bandes, selon leur hierarchie et tous ensemble par union d’ardeur, d’amour
et charité”, Correspondance, 1, p. 200.

This same Letter 38 could be the source of Marguerite’s Triomphe de ’Agneau, as
“I’agneau occis” appears as one of its mystic themes.




301 The last word of this quotation “viscerallement” is directly connected with the
Queen’s mystical doctrine of the “naissance de Dieu en ’homme” that the Queen
later developed in her Miroir. See previous Chapter 3, Section IV.

302 Compare with Proverbs 8, 30-31: “I was by his side, a craftsman, delighting him
day after day, ever at play in his presence, at play everywhere in his world”.

303 Marot had already celebrated his royal protectors as the Divine Pan (“O Pan, dieu
tres sacré”) and priceless Marguerite (“Margot, bergere qui tant vault”) in his
Eglogue de Marot au Roys; see Mayer, Marot, Ocuvres lyriques, London, Athlone
Press, 1964, pp. 343-353. There is also a reference to the death of Pan in Rabelais,
Quart Livre, Chapter 28.

304 The first book of the Prisons is in fact a mystic treatise on the opposition between
natural knowledge of this world of nature and the mystical knowledge of the Divine.
See my study on the “first prison” in Chapter 5, Section III.

305 Parturier, “Les Sources du mysticisme de Marguerite”, op. cit., p. 53.

306 Letter 8, written by Briconnet to Marguerite in October 1521, is a mystic treatise on
“le doulx et debonnaire Jhesus vray pasteur des ames”, Correspondance, 1, pp. 38-39.

307 Clive remarks that vv. 635-636, 677-680 and 933-934 have been borrowed by the
Queen from a poem by Melin de Sainct-Gelays. See op. cit., note on p. 110.

308 wvv. 165-167 were inspired, according to Clive, by Marot’s translation of Ovid’s
Métamorphoses. Ibid., p. §9.

309 Clive comparesv. 618 with Marguerite’s “Chanson Spirituelle 27” ibid., p. 109.
See also note on vv. 165-167, ibid., p. 89.

310 See D. Mahute, Unendliche Sphire, Beitridge zur Genealogie des mathematichen
Mystik, (Halle, 1937). Also J. Bonnefoy Mystique des nombres, RAM, XXV,
(1949), p. 533-550. And V. F. Hopper, Medieval Number Symbolism; its Sources,
Meaning and Influence on Thought and Expression, (New York, 1938)

311 Lubac, Exégese Médiévale, op. cit.,vol. 1, p. 27.

312 Sckommodau, H., Petit Ocuvre Dévot et Contemplative: Neuedition und Versucht
einer Erklirung, in Analecta Romanica (9), (Frankfurt, 1960). Introduction, p. 18.

313 Lubac, Exégeése Médiévale, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 28. See also Honorius’s Speculum
Ecclesiae in Migne, Patrologia Latina, vol. 172, p. 883 c.

314 See Marguerite’s use of the Ladder of Perfection as a mystic symbol in Chapter S,
Section IV. Rabelais applies the Scales of Taste to human love in Pantagruel,
Chapter 21, speaking of Panurge’s love for “une haulte dame de Paris”: “ce n’est
que miel, ce nest que sucre, ce nest que manne celeste, de tout ce qu’est en vous”.
He also refers to the symbolic knowledge of numbers in Tiers Livre, Chapter 20:
“Il denote mariage, et d’abondant le nombre trentenaire, scelon la proffesion des
Pythagoriens. Vous serez marié!”

315 InLetter N°21 we find a good example of Briconnet’s application of the pseudo-
Denis’s Divine Hierarchies to the three stages of the mystical ascent. Martineau,
Correspondance, 1, pp. 115and 118-119.

316 Clive, Marguerite de Navarre, op. cit., note on v. 761 of the Comédie explains “la
marotte” as “attribut traditionnel du fou dans le théatre du moyen 4ge”, p. 117.
Erasmus had praised Folly in his influencial work Moriae encomium, (1509).
See its translation by B. Radice with Introduction and Notes by A. H. T. Levi op.
cit. I maintained that Marguerite does not follow Erasmus’s ideas here, but the
pseudo-Dionysius doctrine; see Chapter 1, Section IV. See also Rabelais’s praise
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of the Fool in Tiers Livre, Chapter 37.

A copy of Lefevre’s edition of the Contemplationes Idiotae, 1519, published by
Henricus Stephanus, is in BL, pressmark 848.d.” (1).

Marguerite de Navarre died at the Chateau d’Odos on 21 December 1549. Henri
d’Albret, her second husband, died six years later in 1555.

La Coche has been recently published by R. Marichal (Geneva, 1971). This neo-
Platonic poem about the nature of love was written, in his view, around 1541;
Introduction p. 36. Montaigne also adopted the theme of the ‘coches’ in one of his
Essais, Book III, VI.

La Navire ou Consolation du Roy Francois Ier was also edited by Marichal (Geneva,
1956). It was published shortly after the death of Francois on 1% March, 1547. See
Introduction by Marichal, p. 5.

Dottin published the Chansons Spirituelles in Geneva, 1971. He regards most of
them as having been written between 1540 and 1547; Introduction, pp. VII-VIIIL.
The great majority of the seventy ‘nouvelles’ of the Heptamer6n were written,
according to L. Febvre, between 1542 and 1546; Amour Sacré, op. cit., p. 201.
The Prisons were most probably written about the year of the death of Francois
Ierin 1547; a ‘récit’ of his death was incorporated at the end of Book II1, fols 340
1o to 342 vo.

Febvre, Amour Sacré, op. cit., p. 201. The Heptamerdn was first published nine
years after Marguerite’s death in 1558; this first edition appeared under the title of
Histories des amants fortunez, which was not written by Marguerite. Its popularity
was so great that it was again published in 1559 under its present title and with its
real author named: LHeptaméron des Nouvelles de tres illustre et tres excellente
Princesse Marguerite de Valois, Royne de Navarre, remis en son vray ordre, confus
auparavant en sa premiére impression; M. Frangois’s edition of the Heptaméron
(Paris, Garnier, 1967), Introduction p. XXV. Francois edit. gives a list of all the
manuscripts and its numerous editions since 1558; Introduction pp. XXI-XXVI.
A. Lefranc, Les Derniéres Poésies de Marguerite de Navarre, Paris, 1896;
Introduction, pp. XLV-XLVI. Clive is not so adamant: “Ce dernier poeéme, véritable
odyssée spirituelle, est une des créations littéraires les plus remarquables du XVIe
siecle. Marguerite nousy offre, en forme allégorique, le résumé de ses idées morales
et réligieuses”. Marguerite de Navarre; Ocuvres Choisies, op. cit., vol. I,
Introduction, p. 21.

Lefranc, Les Derniéres Poésies, op. cit. Clive announces the preparation of a
second critical edition of the Prisons in a footnote to the publication of Marguerite’s
Oeuvres Choisies, op. cit.; vol. I, Footnote 21, p. 7.

Febvre gives a much more interesting analysis of the Heptaméron in the ‘Ile
partie’ of his Amour Sacré; op. cit., than in his exposition of her poetic works in
the ‘Tere partie’. There we find a vivid picture of the Queen’s preccupations with
the society of an entire epoch, on themes as diverse as the clandestine marriage
(ibid., p. 317), the unpopularity of the ‘cordeliers’ (p. 332), and religious and
social ideas in the mid 1500s. See also Jourda, “LHeptaméron et la société du
XVIeme siecle” in Vie Intelectuelle, vol. IV (1932), pp. 478-497.

Glori Capello, “Neoplatonismo e Riforma in Francia dall’espistolario tra
Guglielmo Briconnet e Margherita di Navarra” in Logica e Semantica ed altri
saggi (Padova, 1975), pp. 139-182. Footnote 39, p. 151.




329 Ibid., p.155.

330 TIhave hinted in my previous chapter on the Miroir that Marguerite lacked in her
early works the technical jargon to treat theological and hermeneutical problems.
By the time she wrote the Prisons she was better acquainted with it and far more
precise.

331 Lefranc, Les Derniéres Poésies, op .cit., Introduction, p. XV.

332 Herminjard published the translation into French of the Latin text in Argentorat,
(Paris, 1708). He explains that Capiton had given a series of lectures on Hosea the
Prophet during the summers of 1526 and 1527. In his “dedicace” to the Queen of
Navarre of his Commentarius in Hoseam Prophetam, which he later published,
he assumed that Marguerite had rejected Briconnet’s mystic principles as expressed
in his Correspondance with her: “J’ai lu”, he writes, “moi-méme deux lettres en
francais qui vous étaient adressées, et dans lesquelles, a I'imitation de Nicolas de
Cusa, on philosophait sur I’essence et la puissance de Dieu (...) Vous avez également
éprouvé combien cette philosophie de haute volée apporte avec elle de fatigue et
combien elle procure peu de satisfaction”; Herminjard, Correspondance, op. cit.
Vol. II, p. 119-121. Febvre quite rightly concludes that Capiton is referring to
Briconnet’s letters; Amour Sacré, op. cit., p. 178. My conclusion will be that
Marguerite never rejected Briconnet’s ideas, and that the Prisons were her best
way to show that she understood his ideas about the various definitions of God, as
we shall see in the last section of this chapter.

333  Ibid., p.122.

334 Marichal, La Navire, op. cit., Note on line 1177, p. 292.

335 Seemy previous chapter on the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, which explains
why the ideas of the Court of Marguerite could not be accepted by reformers like
Calvin, Part II, Chapter 3, Section II.

336 Meister Eckhart, R.B. Blackney edit., “Sermon 2”, op. cit., p. 108.

337 The symbol of the soul captive in a Prison appears quite often in the Navire: cf. vv.
187-192; 799-801; 153.

338 Thanks to Glori Cappello we know of the neo-Platonic background to the
Correspondance between Marguerite and Briconnet. She explains that many
Platonic themes can be seen in the Correspondance such as the idea that the body
is the prison of the soul, as well as the tripartite division of the soul, which,
according to Plato has lower componenets (the concupiscent and the irascible
energies and reason) and higher elements (memory, intelligence and will).
“Neoplatonismo et Riforma in Francia”, op. cit., pp. 154-155. Cappello points to
the fact that there is a manuscript in the Bibliotheque Nationale, MS 6568, dated
1472, of a translation of Plato’s works by Leonardo Bruno, some of which had
belonged at one time to Brigonnet: “I possessori sono: Guillaume Brigonnet,
quando era vescovo di Lodeve, il quale regalo il manoscritto al cardinale di Rouen,
Giorgio d’Amboise”. Ibid., note 52, p. 155.

339 Oraison Funebre, p. 115. The capital letters are in the text.

340 Marichal, La Coche, op. cit., pp. 35-40.

341 Marichal fixes the date of La Coche at about 1541, a year full of “intrigues
politiques” in the French Court. Ibid., p. 39.

342 Montaigne also remarked another inconsistency in Marguerite’s forbearing of
Francois’s easy life, since she reports that he used to say prayers before going to
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visit one of his mistresses (“Nouvelles 25” of the Heptaméron), though Montaigne
colours his observation with antifeminine feelings: “... les femmes ne sont propres
a traiter les matieres de la Theologie”. Essais, Book I, Chapter 56; (Paris, Pléiade,
p. 310).

There is a disagreement about the date of the composition of some of the Chansons
Spirituelles; Dottin, op. cit., Introduction, pp. VII-VIII. What is clear is that
Marguerite used some of them in quotation within other major works, like the
Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan; Clive, Oeuvres Choisies, op. cit., vol. IT, note
onv. 618, p. 109.

“Chanson 9” refers to “trois moyens” of enslaving the soul, i.e. “I’amour terrestre”,
“le monde” and “la puissance” (vv. 29-31).

“Chanson 20” brings the garden of “plaisir” on v. 4, and the “ambition d’honneur”
onv. 14.

Marguerite devotes a long section of the Prisons, as she had done with the main
theme of the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan (see previous chapter), to the
saving power of Holy Scripture. Cf. Prisons, fols 319 ro to 320 vo. Lefranc,
Derniceres Poésies, op. cit., pp. 234-237.

E. Parturier published Marguerite’s translation of Luther’s “Our Father” into
French verse, together with a mystic tratise; Revue de la Renaissance, vol. I1, Paris,
1904, pp. 108-114, 178-190 and 273-276.

Hans Sckommodau, Margarete von Navarra; Petit Oeuvre dévot et contemplatif;
Neuedition und Versuch einer Erkklirung, Frankfurt, Analecta Romanica, 1960.
Parturier, “Les sources du mysticisme de Marguerite de Navarre”, in Revue de la
Renaissance, vol. VI, 1905, pp. 1-16 and 49-62.

Ibid., p. 2.

Sckommodau, Petit Oeuvre, op. cit., Note on v. 3, p. 40. Marguerite’s “Chanson
34” has a similar arrangement to that of Petit Oeuvre; the soul is lost not in the
desert however, but while climbing a mountain. Compare:

Petit Oeuvre, vv. 19-21:

Branches, ronces prindrent a m’assaillir,

Etespines me picquerent si fort

Que je sentiz ma force deffaillir.

with “Chanson 34”, vv. 65-68:

Elle n’espargne pas ses plantes

De marcher sur rocher eslevez,

Sur chardons et ronces picquantes,

Car ce sont tous tappis vellus.

There are quite a few studies on the nature of mysticism and of mystic experience,
asubject that has attracted much attention recently. See Mircea Eliade, Myths,
Dreams and Mysteries, translated by P. Maiset, London, 1960. Hilda Graef, Mystics
of our Times, London, 1962. John Ferguson offers a most interesting bibliography
on mysticism at the end of his An Ilustrated Encyclopaedia of Mysticism and
Mystery of Religions, London, 1976.

See John McQueen’s work, Allegory, the critical idiom series, N°14, London,
Methuen, 1970; it also offers an interesting bibliography at the end.

Ibid. See particularly Chapter 1 on Greek and Roman allegories, and Chapter 2
on biblical allegories, op. cit., pp. 1-36.




355 Seemy previous chapter on biblical hermeneutics in the Comédie jouée au Mont-
de-Marsan, Section III.

356 See Chapter 2 on the Miroir as a mystic enigma, Section III.

357 Sckommodau recognizes the impact of the biblical allegory of the lost sheep in the
Gospels of Matthew 18 and Luke 15, in the Petit Oeuvre, op. cit., Note on v. 3, p. 40.

358 Theallegory of the lost sheep is a constant theme in both Old and New Testaments;
see Esdras 54,6; Ezzechiel 34,6; Matthew 18 and Luke 15.

359 Marotin his “Epistre a ma Dame la Duchesse d’Alencon” describes himself as a
victim of “la Crainte”: “foible”, “failly”, “fasché”, “forclus”, “confuz”, “coursé”
when he arrived to the Court of Marguerite; Hope comes to his help disguised as
an Old Man, as in the Prisons:

Ung bon vieillard, portant chere joyeuse,
Comportatif, de parolle amoureuse,
Bien ressemblant homme de grand renom,
Ets’appeloit Bon Espoir par son nom.
Mayer edit., les Epistres, op. cit., p. 101.

360 Saincte-Marthe, Oraison Funébre, op. cit., p. 108. He argues that after this
experience in a dream, Marguerite abandoned all the cares of their Kingdom of
Navarre to her husband, King Henri d’Albret; in fact Saincte-Marthe makes an
apology of dreams in the Oraison Funébre, by appealing to such authorities as
Plato and Socrates; ibid., pp. 106-108. Cf. Rabelais’s concern with dreams in Tiers
Livre, Chapter 13.

361 Martineau and Veissiere comment on the Cordeliers’ opposition to Briconnet’s
efforts to reform his diocese; ibid., Introduction, p. 16.

362 ].B. Collins, Christian Mysticism in the Elizabethan Age, with its Background in
Mystical Methodology, Baltimore, John Hopkins Press, 1940, p. 84.

363 See Eckhart’s Sermon 12: “When God shows himself”; Raymond Blackney edit.,
Meister Eckhart; a modern translation, New York, Harper Torchbooks, 1941, p. 153.

364 Marguerite also compares man in his lowest state to the “Jument” in the Prisons:
Etsil’honneur qu’il en recoit empire,

En I’ignorant, il sera fait semblable
Alajument et plus abhominable.
(fol. 277, vo, p. 148)
and to the “cerf” or the “veau” (ibid., fol. 292 ro, p. 179)

365 Martineau and Veissiere observe, on one occasion, that the disctinction between
the “oeil de la raison” and the “ocil de I’esprit” is closely connected with the
traditional, classical interpretation of the Bible; Correspondance, Note 15, p. 35.

366 Itisworth noting that Marguerite gives a place of importance to the sense of sight
in the Prisons as she had done earlier in the Miroir (see Chapter 3); but she is now
following Briconnet’s distinctions even more closely. “Le vieillart” (representing
Brigonnet’s views) calls the Poet-Lover “povre aveugle” (Prisons, fol. 284 vo, p.
164) and “aveugle fol” (ibid., fol. 286 vo, p. 168). There are, moreover, several
passages in the Prisons that teach his doctrine with expressions very similar to
those used in the Correspondance: “I’oeil de chair” (Prisons, fol. 327 vo, p. 252);
“oeil charnel” (ibid., fol. 328 ro, p. 253); “I’oeil de foy” (ibid., fol. 331, p. 260)
and “Toeil inspiré” (ibid., fol. 312 vo, p. 221).
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See Pontus de Tyard’s teaching on the “fureur poétique” in Solitaire Premier, edit.
by S. E Baridon, Geneva, Droz, 1950, pp. 1-12. See also the spiritual meaning of
a text in contrast with its literal meaning in Chapter 4 on the Comédie, Section III.
See M. Roque edit., Aucassin et Nicolette, Paris, 1969. Although the differences
between this story and Marguerite’s story of the Poet-Lover of the Prisons are
evident, there are nevertheless some points in common, particularly the treatment
of the castle as a prison of love and their allegory of the escape into the beauty of
nature.

Jean Clopinel, the “Romant de la Roze” is mentioned in “Nouvelle 9” of the
Heptaméron.

See MacQueen’s work on Allegory, Chapter 2: “Biblical Allegory”, op. cit., pp. 18-36.
Lefranc, Dernieres Poésies, op. cit., Introduction, p. LVIL

Sckommodau, Die religiosen Dichtungen Margaretes von Navarre, Cologne,
Westdeutscher Verlar, 1955, p. 145.

Sckommodau’s position is perhaps less dogmatic that adopted by Lefranc, when
he interprets the prison of nature symbolically as “Weltleben” (i. e. worldly life)and
the third prison of science as “Wissen” (i.e. Knowledge); op. cit., p. 145. See
Lefranc’s position in Derniéres Poésies, op. cit., Introduction, p. LXII.

Mystics often claim that only through a period of initiation can man arrive at the
esoteric knowledge of their hidden discernement of the Divine. Those who are
“exoterically” unfamiliar with their mysterious vocabulary will only misrepresent
what they are writing about. The process of initiation contained for them a process
of purification and a vow of “secrecy”. Ferguson, Encyclopaedia of Mysticism,
op. cit., pp. 86-88.

“Letter 20” is a mystic treatise on the spiritual meaning of “feu”, as the second
stage in spiritual understanding (Correspondance, 1, pp. 97-113).

Briconnet clearly associates the three stages of mystic understanding with the
three roles of the persons of the Christian mystery of the Trinity, by attributing the
process of purification through “eau” to the Father, that of illumination through
“feu” to the Son, and the role of union as a “fruict” of the Holy Spirit; in Letter 19,
dated 22 December 1521, he concludes: “Leaue povons attribuer attribuer au
superceleste Pere eternel. Le feu au debonnaire Jesus. Le fruict au Sainct-Esperit,
qui procede d’eulx comme le fruict de ’arbre, de ’eaue et du feu”; (ibid. 1, p. 96)
It must be emphasized that Marguerite’s concept of “illumination” in the Prisons,
as attributed to the Holy Spirit, follows Hermes Pimander’s definition of God as
“Je Suys qui Suys”. Both Briconnet and Lefévre had been interested in hermetic
mysticism. “Lefevre d’Etaples”, writes Yates, “gave the lead in importing
Hermetism into France and in warning against the magic of Asclepius (...). The
volume (Pimander and Asclepius) was dedicated to a famous French bishop,
Guillaume Briconnet, thus inaugurating the ecclesiastical career of Hermetism
without magic in France”. Frances A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic
Tradition, London, Routledge and Kegan, 1964, pp. 170-171. J. Dagens also has
an interesting study on the impact of Hermetism in France, “Hermétisme et
Cabala en France, de Lefévre d’Etaples a Bossuet”, in Revue de Littérature
Comparée, janvier-mars, 1961.

Martineau and Veissiere note, after Heller, that Briconnet is here applying the
angelic hierarchies according to the Pseudo-Dionysius to the three stages in the
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mystic ascension. This had previously been done by Hugh of Saint Victor (1096-
1141) (Correspondance, 1, Note 77, p. 158). Marguerite follows their footsteps in
the Prisons:

Celluy qui seul conduict la monarchie,

La fait asseoir sur toute hierarchie.

(fol. 311 vo, p. 219).

The edition of the Caelestis Hierarchia together with the Ecclesiastica Hierarchia
and the Divina Nomina as well as the Mystica Theologia, with eleven letters by the
early martyrs Ignatius and Polycarpus was published by Lefevre and dedicated to
Briconnetin 1515. A copy of this edition is in the British Library, pressmark 3625.a.1.
The second book of the Prisons gives the “Dante” spelling as well as “Dente” in
f01.293, ro, p. 182.
The Libertins Spirituels also distinguished three stages, but they have little to do
with Marguerite’s division. They maintained that there are three “Ages”:
“Moyse estoit la loy ancienne, dure et importable. Jesus-Christ la douce, gracieuce
et traictable. Elie estoit le dernier, signifiant la fin du monde, comme il montra en
son partement en un chariot ardent, plein de feu, appelé double esprit, et par
lequel nous sommes consommés hors de ce monde terrestre (...) Les Libertins
Spirituels se croyaient appellés a inaugurer cette troisieme période, celle du Sain-
ESprit ou d’Elie.”
A. Jundt, Histoire du Panthéisme populaire au Moyen Age et au seizieéme siecle,
Strasbourg (Printed), 1875, p. 145.
It is surprising to find this neo-PLatonic cult of “perfect love” much better
emphasized in Book II than in the story of the Poet-Lover in the first book of the
Prisons: “Parfaicte amour fut ma force et mon soing” (ibid., p. 155)
Marguerite does not always criticise Court life in her Prisons. She appreciated the
“art of conversation”, which was developped in the Renaissance Court and which
forms the frame-story of the Heptameron’s “nouvelles”. She must have been
extremely fond of the “bien parler” of people who were around her (Prisons, fol.
283 ro, p. 161)
Lefranc had already remarked that the Prisons offer the common ideas on
Astronomy that were popular at the time of Marguerite de Navarre; cf. Dernieres
Poésies, op. cit., Note 1 on fol. 276 vo, p. 147.
The Prisons was first edited in 1896, and then only as part of Lefranc’s Dernieres
Poésies. Clive announces as in preparation a much needed modern edition. See
Ocuvres Choisies, op. cit., vol. I, Footnote 21, p. 7.
Michel Frangois lists at least 24 editions of the Heptaméron between 1558 and
1880; Marguerite de Navarre: ’'Heptaméron, Paris, Garnier, 1967; Introduction,
pp. XXV-XXVI.
Book I of the Prisons fills ten folios only, written on both sides (fol. 265 vo to 275
vo); Book II covers 18 fols, (fol. 276 ro to 294 ro), while Book III runs from fol.
295 ro to 348 vo; all in all it has 53 folios.
See St Paul’s idea of the liberation of the spirit from the body in Romans 7,24.
Marguerite also tells the story of a contemporary Christian martyr, Kabitz, who
died in the hands of the Turks (Prisons, fol. 330 ro, p. 257). This anecdote may
have been the starting point for the four “récits” in the Prisons.
It was at the time of Marguerite de Lorraine’s death that the Queen presented the
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soul as facing the “Soleil” like an Eagle (Prisons, fol. 331 ro, p. 260).

The “Memento mori” and the “Litaniae mortuorum” are prayers that help people
to face death with Christian resignation. They are in some cases deprecatory
prayers to God to appease Him for human failures, as in this passage from the
Prisons. Compare this text with Rabelais: “Ce disant, ouyt la letanie et les
Mementos des prebstres qui portoyent sa femme [i.e. Gargantua’s] en terre...”
Pantagruel, Chapter 3, Paris, Garnier, 1962, vol. 1, p. 233.

Briconnet has an exposition on the “Magnificat” as a mystic hymn in Letter 70 of
the Correspondance, 2, pp. 68-69. See also Chapter 3 on the Miroir, Section II.
Alexander of Hales was called the “doctor irrefragibilis”; Duns Scotus the “doctor
subtilis” and St Bonaventure the “doctor seraphicus”.

In fol. 311 ro God is defined as the “orator”: “Celluy qui Est le seul orateur”
(Prisons, p. 218)

See the story of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11,1-9.

Letters 18 and 19 are mystic treatises on the process of purification through “eau”;
they were written just before Christmas of 1521 (Correspondance, 1, pp. 76-96).
Briconnet sent another letter to Marguerite on the same date, 22 December 1521,
on the spiritual meaning of illumination through Fire; this is one of his longest
letters (ibid., 1, pp. 97-113).

Briconnet delayed his much promised letter on the meaning of Manna in spite of
the frequent requests by Marguerite, who calls herself “affamée fille”; ibid., p.
132. When he finally found time to please her, he wrote a long letter-tratise on 5
February 1522 (ibid., 1, pp. 138-153).

Briconnet waited until the next year 1523 to write to her about mystic hermeneutics
(ibid., 2, pp. 11-15).

It was in 1524 when Marguerite was introduced into the theme of marriage as a
symbol of Divine Union between the soul and God; (ibid., 2, pp. 193-211).
Christ after telling the “parable of the sower” (Mark 4,1-9), explained that the real
meaning is reserved to the small group of the disciples, or initiated: “So that they
[i.e. The non-initiated] may see and see again, but not perceive”. (ibid., 4,12).
According to Harold Bayley, who studied The Lost Language of Mysticism; an
inquiry into the origins of certain letters, words, names, fairy-tales, folk-lore and
mythologies, the eagle on top of the “scala perfectionis” stands for “the Goal of
Vision” of the Divine; London, 1968, Part I, p. 77.

See previous note N°72.

Certain Chansons Spirituelles treat themes that were to be developed by Marguerite
in the Prisons. Chansons 21 and 30, for instance, speak of mystical experience:
“Espouse se perd et pasme” (Chanson 21, vv. 23-26). The soul is united with
Christ and so is able to reach a perfect accord with the Divine (Chanson 30, vv. 38-
41). Many of the Chansons give definitions of God similar to those in the Prisons,
such as the “Tout” (Chanson 42, v. 81; Chanson 44, v. 13; Chanson 17, v. 26) or its
antithesis the “Rien” (Chanson 6, vv. 106-108).

Ecstasy brings to the soul a sense of relief, together with a timeless experience of
a “trance”. See the word “ecstasy” in Ferguson, Encyclopaedia of Mysticism, op.
cit., p. 50. Catherine of Siena and Teresa of Avila describe these experiences as
different from anaesthesia conditions.

Marguerite compares the ecstatic understanding of the Bible to the struggle




between Moses and God at the time of the theophany in the form of a Burning
bush (Prisons, fol. 303 ro and vo, pp. 202-203).

406 The Miroir speaks of the “Raptus Mysticus” with words such as “ravir”, “navrer”,
“fendre”; see Chapter 3 on the Miroir, Section IV. It is in this context that the
puzzling character of the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, “la Ravie de Dieu,
Bergere” must be interpreted too.

407 Henri Bergson, Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience (Chapter 2) in
Oecuvre completes, Paris, PUF, 1963, p. 98.

408 See Ferguson, “Encyclopaedia of Mysticism”: “Ecstasy”, according to the mystics,
is a “timeless experience”, op. cit., p. 51. Time plays an important role in “Nouvelle
24” of the Heptaméron: a queen tries the sincerity of a nobleman’s love by sending
him to a distant country; when he comes back seven years later and finds that he
has been wasting his time in vain, he leaves for God; his farewell to her is a hymn
to the “temps perdu” (ibid., p. 199):

Le temps m’a faict veoir amour pauvre et nud

Tout tel qu’il est et dont il est venu.

See also “La notion du temps, dans Gargantua” in Jean Larmat, Le Moven Age
dans le Gargantua de Rabelais, Nice, Faculté de Lettres et Sciences Humaines
N°12,1973, pp. 25-37. Rabelais’s concern with time is very close to Marguerite’s
concept: “...car le temps qui toutes choses ronge et diminue, augmente et accroist
les bienfaictz, parce q’un bon tour liberalement faict a ’homme de raison croist
continuement par noble pensée et remembrance” (Gargantua, Chapter 50, op.
cit.,vol. 1, p. 184). Speaking of God as “I'intellectuelle sphaere” he describes Him
as timeless: “...a laquelle rien ne advient, rien ne passe, rien ne dechet, tous temps
sont praesens, note non seulement les choses passées en mouvements inferieurs
mais aussi les futures...” (Le Tiers Livre, Chapter 13, ibid., vol. 1, p. 453).

409 Cf. other texts on mystic union in Miroir, vv. 85-88;919-925 and 1180-1182.

410 Cf. Becker, Marguerite, Duchesse d’Alencon, op. cit., p. 467.

411 “Chanson 17” develops the theme of “mystical espousals” particularly vv. 5-12.

412 See Sckommodau, Die religiésen Dichtungen Margaretes von Navarra; op. cit., p.
141.

413  See text to Note 91 on Marguerite’s concept of Timeless Existence both in God
and in the soul’s ecstatic union with Him.

414  Saincte-Marthe has an apology for “Catherine de Sienne” in the Oraison Funébre
for the Queen of Navarre, op. cit., p. 72.

415 Lefranc suggests that Marguerite is here speaking most probably of Catherine of
Siena; Dernieres Poésies, op. cit., Note 1, p. 230. What he does not stress is that
the Queen soon moves to another mystic woman, whose experience by Jacob’s
well as described in the Gospel according to John (4,5-26) will be of paramount
importance in Book I1I of the Prisons. Perhaps Marguerite delt a similar “raptus
mysticus”, while reading the works of St Catherine, as the Samaritan woman
listening to the words of Jesus by the well at Samaria; she mentions the Samaritan
woman in Prisons, fol. 304 ro, p. 204.

416 Pontus de Tyard, one of Marguerite’s “protégés” at the Court of Navarre, wrote in
his “dédicace” of 1552 to his neo-Platonic tratise Solitaire Premier: “Peuvent ne
voir les Taupes de ce siecle la splendeur d’une et une autre Princesse Marguerite?
Desquelles celle nous laissa autant de deuil et mescontement a sa mort, comme

235



236

417

418

419

420

421

422

423

424

425

ceste nous apporte d’admiration par la perfection de sa doctrine et accomplissement
de ses graces”; edition by S. Baridon, Geneva, Droz, 1950, Introduction, p. XXII.
See also Pontus de Tyard’s exposition of the “fureur poétique” in Solitaire Premier,
op. cit., pp. 1-12. Marguerite tried to identify the “fureur poétique” with the “fureur
prophétique” very much in the same way. Perhaps she was comparing her own
feelings as a poet with her mystical experiences, drawing a close analogy between
them. Parturier noted that: “C’est de cette doctrine qu’est sortie la théorie de
Pinspiration poétique des poétes de la Pléiade. Elle est d’ailleurs dans Platon”.
“Les sources du mysticisme de Marguerite de Navarre” in Revue de la Renaissance,
Paris, vol. V, 1904, pp. 1-16 and 49-62; Note 4, p. 12. Cf. also “la fureur poétique”
in Rabelais, Le Tiers Livre, Chapter 22.

Mystics often appeal to the sensory faculties to describe their ecstatic experiences.
We find in the Prisons references to the sense of hearing in expressions like:
Impossible est qu’une mortelle aureille

Sceust distinguer ceste voix non pareille

(fol. 322 ro, pp. 240-241)

The sense of touch appears in “De tel cousteau tuant non punissant” (fol. 302 vo,
p. 201). Sight is often found: “Qui droict au cueur par I’oeil tant soudain entre”
(fol. 303 ro, p. 201). It is rare to appeal to the senses of smell and taste (fol. 301, p.
198), and the second account of the “raptus mysticus” is almost entirely based on
the tactile sense (fol. 232 ro, pp. 240-241).
The role of the Spirit is very important in the Prisons. It takes over those roles of
the “soleil” and the “vieillart” in Book I1I:

Par cest esprit qui me fist recouvrer

Lintelligence et le sens trop caché,
Je ne fuz plus des livres empesché.

(fol. 307 vo, p. 211)

The vital role of the Spirit in connection with mystical experience is that of guide
to the understanding of the spiritual meaning of the Bible as against a purely
literal and superficial reading.

“Lamer” is also presented as a symbol of freedom: “Car par la mer ot les rivieres
vont navigages increables se font” (ibid., fol. 277 vo, p. 149).

The Eagle appears in the Prisons to describe Marguerite de Lorraine’s death as a
mystic experience (ibid., fol. 331Ro, p. 260).

I have already suggested that she had direct acces to the manuscript of the
Correspondance, which she had ordered her own secretary to copy. See Becker,
Marguerite, Duchesse d’Alencon, op. cit., p. 395.

See Letter N°11 of the Correspondance, written on 11 November 1521, op. cit.,
1, p.59.

See the next section on the definitions of God to be traced in all the works of
Marguerite, particularly in the Prisons; many of them follow Briconnet’s ideas on
the nature of God.

The theme of the “Tout” and the “Rien” here introduced at the end of Briconnet’s
letter in his description of the “raptus mysticus” will be taken up by Marguerite in
the Prisons, as we will see in Section V. B of this chapter.
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Meister Eckhart’s works were condemned by Pope John XXII, on 27 March
1329, shortly after his death; Blackney, Meister Eckhart, op. cit., Introduction, p.
XXIV.

St John of the Cross was persecuted for his mystic ideas. While in prison he wrote
some of his best works, the Dark Night of the Soul and the Ascent of Mount
Carmel; Ferguson, Encyclopaedia of Mysticism, op. cit., “Juan de la Cruz”, op.
cit., pp. 93-94.

Mystic experience is often expressed as a “figth” between man and God. Moses’s
theophany was thus described in the Bible (Exodus 3, 1-15), as the youg shepherd
saw the burning bush (cf. Prisons, fol. 303 vo, pp. 202-203).

The Svetasvatara Upanishad defines God as:

That is the fire,

That is the sun,

That is the air,

That is the moon,
Thatis the pure,

That is Brahman,

That is the waters -

That is the creator of all.

(translation by A.G. Parrinder; see Ferguson, Encycloapedia of Mysticism,
“Pantheism”, op. cit., p.138)

See also Jundt, Histoire du panthéisme populaire, op. cit. Equally interesting is
the work of L. Febvre, Le Probleme de 'incroyance au XVIeme siécle, Paris,
Series ’Evolution de ’Humanité, N°53, 1942.

Cf. also Miroir, v. 937: “O mon enfant, quelle dilection”.

Marguerites, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 143.

Ibid.,vol. 1, p. 89. The Oraison de ’dme fidele gives a series of definitions of God worth
noting: “ferme, stable et constant” (Marguerites, op. cit., p. 90). “Bon, Juste, Saint”,
“Sage, Saint, fort” (ibid., p. 96). “...de ton filz seul nommé il peult estre” (ibid., p. 112).

Marguerite is all the time concerned with keeping Book III of the Prisons properly
connected with the rest of the poem, while at the same time realizing that she is
diverging from the original plan, since she is adding material all the time and
expanding other themes, such as the sections on mystic experience and on the
definition of God. Already in the second book she mentions the theme of the Poet
Lover being imprisoned by his own conceits (Prisons, fol. 284 vo, p. 163). The
same could be said of Book III, since Marguerite refers back to the previous
Books I and II; (ibid., fol. 301 vo, p. 199). It should be remarked, for instance, that
the four “récits” of the deaths of Marguerite de Lorraine, Charles d’Alencon,
Louise de Savoie and Francois Ier (ibid., fols 331 ro to 342 ro) are carefully
linked to the whole poem by the theme of the mystical “Tout et Rien”: “Et en tout
lieu failloit le Tout cercher” (ibid., fol. 331 ro, p. 260) and the general theme of the
Prisons: “En liberté avec son Tout vivante” (ibid., p. 261).

Luke 1,46-55. The “Magnificat” was paraphrased by Marguerite in the Prisons
since Mary’s song is seen by the Queen as the best exposition of the spiritual
doctrine of the “Rien” (Mary) and the “Tout” (God). (Prisons, fol. 345 ro, p. 219)
According to Marguerite, Socrates’s death (in 339 BC) has set an example to all
Christians:

237



238

436

437

438

439

440

441

442

443

444
445
446

447
448

449
450

O chrestiens, qui la foy catholique

Pensez avoir, regardez ceste etnique,
Au moins tel est de I’Eglise tenu,
Voyez a quel scavoir il est venu:
De Celluy seul qui Est a eu science,
Car autrement n’auroit eu passience.

(Prisons, fol. 313 vo, pp. 223-224)
All this evidence from the Prisons, as well as the doctrine of Marguerite on mystical
hermeneutics of the Bible (see Part II, Chapter 1 on the Comédie, Section III),
make one doubt Febvre’s conclusions that her ideas are nearer to Luther than to
Erasmus; Amour Sacré, op. cit., pp. 68-69.

A copy of this edition of Lefévre’s edition of Hermes’s works (1505) is in BL,
pressmark 3625.a.1. The dedication to Briconnet of the Hermes Pimander’s works
reads: “Reverendo in Christo Patri ac Domino D. Guillelmo Briconneto Episcopo
Lodovensi dignissimo” (BL. 3625.a.1).

The Corpus Hermeticum, written about the 1* century of the Christian era, was
a collection of treatises, like the Bible of a sect. It has been attributed to Hermes
Trismegistus, an identification of the Egyptian god Thoth with the Greek Hermes,
under the title of “Trismegistus”, i.e. thrice greates. Marguerite identifies its
“threefold revelation” of God with the Christian mystery of the Trinity. The
doctrine of the Pseudo-Hermes was important in the Meaux milieu. Lefevre had
edited the Pimander Mercurii Trismegisti Liber de Sapientia et Potestate Deiin
1505. A copy is in BL, pressmark 1248.d.21.

Thomas a Kempis wrote: “When shall I full gather myselfin Thee, that for thy
love, I feel not myself, but Thee alone, above all feeling and all manner, in a
manner not known to all?” Imitation of Christ, Book III, Chapter 23.

The device “Gratia Dei sum id quod sum” was used by the House of d’Albret on
coins struck for Navarre-Béarn. It appears on those of Marguerite’s husband Henri
IT and on those of her grandson Henri III (IV of France).

Marguerite does not hold contempt for philosophy, as God is presented as inspiring
the philosophers (Prisons, fols 306 vo and 307 ro, p. 210).

Marguerite assumes that Hermes Trismegistus, Socrates, Plato and others had
been illuminated by the knowledge of the Holy Spirit.

Marguerite even mentions mythological characters, whose creative powers, she
believed, were influenced by the power of the Spirit. Prisons, fols 309 vo and 310
ro, pp. 215-217; she mentions “Athlas”, “Palas”, “Jupiter”, “Acteon” and others.
Rolt, edition of the Divine Names, Chapter 9: “Concerning Great, Small, Same,
Different, Like, Unlike, Standing, Motion, Equality” op. cit., pp. 162-169.

Comédie de la Nativité in Marguerites, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 204.

Comédie du desert, in Marguerites, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 367.

The antithetical themes of “le Tout” and “le Rien” can be found in many of the
Chansons Spirituelles; see Nos. 6,11,13,17, 30, 39,42 and 44.

Oraison de ’dme fidele, in Marguerites, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 95.

See the concept of “kenosis” in the Epistle of St Paul to the Philippians 2,7: “He
emptied himself, to assume the condition of a slave”.

Oraison de ’dme fidele, in Marguerites, op. cit., pp. 101-102.

The sixteenth century alchemical texts presented the creation of man and woman




as a single being. Marriage was said to be a mystical yearning for the lost part of
oneself, since the Divine Image had been lost in the separation of man from
woman. Ferguson, Encyclopaedia of Mysticism, “Androgyne”, op. cit., pp. 12-13.

451 Oraison de ’ame fidele, in Marguerites, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 121. See other similar
descriptions of the “raptus mysticus” on Section IV of this chapter. The Pauline
concept of “anéantissement” (“kenosis”), Philippians 2,7, can be found in Briconnet
and must have influenced Marguerite’s ideas: “(...) car aussy peu et moings povons
de nous que la brebis se elle n’est gardée et, en ce, nous fauldrons a tousjours louer
le peu loué, digne de tous lotz, en nous pulverisant par vray aneantissement”
(Correspondance, 1, pp. 90-100). Also “Le grant en divinité est devenu petit par
exinanition” (ibid., 1, p. 112).

452  Eckhart wrote in his fifth sermon on “The Love of God: In hoc apparuit caritas
Dei in nobis (I John 4,9)”: “In the third place, you must have got rid of all “Not™”.
Asked in 1317 to explain this phrase among several that were later condemned by
Pope John XXIIin 1329, he wrote in his “Defence IX” that “all creatures are pure
nothing”. Blackney, Meister Eckhart, op. cit., Introduction, pp. XXIII-XXIV.

453  J.Orcibal remarked that the publication in 1512 of Ruysbroek’s De Ornatu by
Lefévre “couronnait les campagnes qu’il avait menées, en liaison avec Marcile
Ficin et ’école de Florence, pour la diffusion du néoplatonisme dionysien. Les
germes ainsi semés commencaient a se développer (en particulier dans le cercle
de Marguerite de Navarre)”. L.a Rencontre du Carmel Thérésien avec les mystiques
du nord. Bibliothéque de I’Ecole des Hautes Etudes, Paris, 1959, p. 3. On the
other hand Michel Certeau has been able to show more detailed connections
between Lefevre and the Renish School through a Carthusian monastery at Vauvert,
in the Grand-Bornard valley, not far from Paris. There Lefevre made friends with
Sutor, its Prior, though he did not share his views when Sutor wrote a work against
Erasmus and in defence of monasticism in 1524. Certeau gives a series of
manuscripts that were published from 1491 at Vauvert. It was most probably
there that Lefevre had acces to manuscripts that he later edited. See M. Certeau,
Mémorial du Bienheureux Pierre Favre, Paris, Brower, 1959, pp. 29-30.

454  See the term “Nothing” in Ferguson, Encyclopaedia of Mysticism, op. cit., p. 134.

455 Ibid., p. 134.

456  Seeour previous Note N°136.

457  The Chansons Spirituelles also emphasize the superiority of mystic knowledge
over simple understanding (Chanson 23, vv. 29-32).

458  This longing for non-mystic understanding, as it is here described allegorically
by Briconnet, is in fact the opening theme of Book III of the Prisons (fols 295 ro
to 303 vo).

459  Seetheintroduction to the translation of the Four Gospels into French by Lefevre
in 1523; fol. a III vo. A copy of this translation is in BL, pressmark C111,c. 13.

460 Lefranc comments on the difficulty of this text, “que nous n’avons pas cru devoir
nous permettre d’y changer un mot (...)” Marguerites, op. cit., Note 1, p. 212.

461 Tiers Livre, Chapter XIII, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 453. Rabelais uses another definition
of God that can be found in Marguerite’s Prisons: “Celluy qui Est, respondit
Pantagruel, par nostre théologique doctrine, est Dieu”; Quart Livre, Chapter
XLVIIL op. cit., p. 180; this definition also appears in Gargantua, Chapter II. See
H. Hornik: “More on the Hermetica and French Renaissance Literature (M.
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d’Angouléme, Rabelais, A. d’Aubigné, Sceve)” in Studi Francesi, vol. XVIII (Turin
1974) pp. 1-12. Also E.U. Bertalot, “Rabelais et la Bible, d’apres les quatre premiers
livres” in Etudes Rabelaisiennes THR, vol. V (1964), pp. 19-40.

Plato uses the “Circle” as a symbol to represent God’s “sameness” in Phaedrus, as
well as in his Symposium (Banquet), though he had borrowed it from such early
pre-Socratic sources as the writings of Parmenides and Xenophon. See Lefranc,
“Marguerite de Navarre et le Platonisme de la Renaissance” in Bibliothéque de
I’Ecole des Chartes, vols. LVIII (1897), pp. 259-292 and LIX (1898) pp. 712-757.
M. Ficinus, Theologiae Platonicae de inmortalitate animarum, Libri XVIII. It was
published in Paris in 1559. The symbol of the circle as the perfect figure was treated
by most neo-Platonic writers. R. Lull wrote: “Circulus est figura ultima. Et dicitur
ultima, eo quod perfectior est quam aliqua alia figura”; Ars Generalis Ultima, “de
circulo” (Palma Mallorca, 1645), pars 10, de applic., cap. 14, art. 46, p. 354.

Cf. Prisons, fol. 308 ro, p. 212:

Dans ma divine eternelle rondeur;

La ligne suys (...)

Glori Capello’s study “Nicolo Cusano nella Corrispondenza di Brigonnet con
Margherita di Navarra”, op. cit., p. 118. She throws light on the influence of
Nicolas of Cusa’s writings on the initiation of Marguerite through Brigonnet’s
letters from 1521-1524.

Ibid., p. 119.

Rolt, Dionysius the Areopagite; Divine Names, Chapter 4, 9, op. cit., pp. 98-99.
Ibid., Note 2, p. 99.

Rolt, Dionysius the Areopagite; Divine Names, p. 167.

See in the end of the Miroir, v. 1430. See analysis of this text in Chapter 3 on the
Miroir, Section III.

See Briconnet’s use of the riddle of the “Marguerite” in Chapter 2, Section III,
also Chapter 6, Section V.

See the study on the mystical alliterations “V” and “M” both in the Dialogue and the
Miroir in Chapter 2, Section III. The definition of God as “Verité, Voie, Vie” appears
in the Chansons Spirituelles a few times (Chanson 30 v.4; Chanson 31, vv. 5 and 19).

In fol. 324 vo Marguerite combines the Johannine and the so-called Pauline
formulas in the Prisons:

... Etqu’il est Tout en tous, la vie et ’estre; [Pauline]

La verité monstrant ce Tout parfaict. [Johannine]
(fol. 324 vo, p. 246)

W. E Bense remarked:

“This emphasis on faith brings Lefévre’s spirituality closer to so-called “Christ-
mysticism” than to “God-mysticism” popularized by John Gerson and the New
Devotion with its great emphasis on love. It is very tempting to label Lefevre’s
spirituality “evangelical mysticism” or even “Lutheran mysticism”, and Béda would
undoubtedly be the first to embrace this terminology. But for the present, we content
ourselves with the less argumentative term “faith-mysticism” as we seek to describe
how Lefevre’s spiritualism qualifies his view of God, of man and of the physical
universe.”

Noél Béda and the Humanistic Reformation at Paris, 1504-1534 (Thesis), Cambridge
Mass. 1967, Harvard Univ. Phil. Disc. (Available in microphil), p. 492-493.




475 Ibid., p.492.

476  Albert Schweizer distinguishes two kinds of mysticism in the New Testament.
The first one is, according to him, the Pauline one and is based on the contemplation
of the “historical Jesus”, as St Paul had done in his Epistles to the early Christian
communities, by drawing conclusions from the mysteries of Jesus’s Life, Death
and Resurrection. The second kind was Hellenistic and was nearer to “God-
mysticism”, or “Logos-mysticism”, since it is based on the beginning of the Gospel
according to John I,1: “And the Word was God”. A. Schweizer, The Mysticism of
Paul the Apostle (translated by W. Montgomery) New York 1931. See particularly
Chapter 13: “The Hellenization of Paul’s mysticism by Ignatius and the Johannine
theology”; ibid., pp. 334-375.

477  Although it would be untrue to say that Marguerite was first follower of the
evangelism of Paul and then of the mysticism of John (Logos); one can establish
that in later years she became very keen on the Johannine texts. See, for instance,
this passage from the Heptaméron:

Le matin, plus tost que de coustume, madame Oisille alla preparer sa lecon en la
salle; mais la compaignye, qui en fut advertye, pour le desir qu’elle avoit d’oyr sa
bonne instruction, se dilligenta tant de se habiller, qu’ilz ne la feirent gueres
actendre. Et elle, cognoissant la ferveur, leur vat lire I’epistre de Sainct Jean
l’evangeliste, qui n’est plaine que d’amour, pour ce que les jours passez elle leur
avoit declaré celle de Sainct Paul aux Romains. LLa compaignye trouva ceste viande
si doulce, que, combien qu’ilz y fussent demye heure plus qu’ilz n’avoient esté les
aultres jours, si leur sembloit-il n’y avoir pas esté ung quart.

Heptaméron, Paris, Garnier, 1967, Prologue to the “VIe Journée”, p. 238. Cf.
Prologue to “VIIe Journée”.

478 Briconnet’s rejection of Luther’s anti-traditional attittude is discussed in Chapter
4, Section III.

479 Professor M. A. Screech has just published a work on Erasmus’s spirituality,
Ecstasy and the Praise of Folly, London, Duckworth, 1980. Unfortunately I have
not been able to study it during the writing of this thesis.

480 See my study of the symbols of the Eye and Seeing in the Chapter on the Miroir,
Chapter 3, Section II, where the poem is interpreted as a “Speculum Videndi”.

481 The Mirror appears as a mystic enigma, as well as the symbol of the Marguerite-
Pearl, ibid., Section III.

482  See the meaning of the symbol of Prison in Chapter 5 on the Prisons, Section III.

483  See the meaning of the Circle, as the immutability of God, ibid., Section V, D.

484  See the following works on symbols: Harold Bayley, The Lost Language of
Symbolism; an Inquiry into the Origin of Certain Letters, Words, Names, Fairy-
Tales, Folklore and Mythology, 2 vols (London, 1951).

Also Gérard de Champeaux and Sébastien Steckx, Introduction au monde des
symboles, Mulhaus-Dornach (Haut-Rhin), 1972. See also list of dictionaries on
symbols in the bibliography at the end of this study.

485 Mircea Eliade, Images et Symboles (Paris, 1952), and Gilbert Durand, les
Structures anthropologiques de 'imaginaire, introduction a ’archétypologie
générale, (Paris 1960).

486 C. G. Jung, Studies on Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, collected
works, translated by R. E. C. Hull (London, 1970).
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Terence Hawkes warns the modern reader against possible misinterpretations of
symbols and metaphors of the pre-Reformation sort:

“However, [he writes], it is important to understand the role given to metaphor in
a society that is almost wholly Christian, and a failure to do so has led to serious
misconceptions in our time. We tend, after all, to think of metaphor as a means of
achieving a direct linguistic realization of personal experience. Even banalities
such as ‘like a sledge hammer’; ‘a hot knife through butter’; ‘a bull in a china shop’;
aim at a ‘vivid’, ‘striking’ and ‘physical’ quality that relates accurately to events in
the world, and communicates something about them with some degree of
exactitude. But in Christian society, particularly of the pre-Reformation sort, the
purely personal experience tends to be of less interest and importance than the
experience of the society at large, manifested in its general view of the world it
inhabits. Such a society’s view of metaphor -and, indeed, its metaphors themselves-
will naturally tend to relate to collective experience, and will concern themselves
less with personal accuracy than with public acceptability.

Metaphor, in the Critical Idiom series, N°25 (London, 1972), pp. 16-17.

See Bayley’s study, The Lost Language of Symbolism, in which he presents a
series of hermetic and cabbalistic signs that spread throughout Europe as a
counterpoise to Maimonides’s influence on mediaeval philosophy; op. cit., p. 8.
See also Bernard Pic, the Open Court, a study on the storm that broke out first in
Provence and then in Spain and the whole of Europe as the cabbalistic reaction
against the anti-allegorical interpretation of the Bible as represented in
Maimonides’s rationalistic philosophy (London 1909).

See John Ferguson’s study of mystical traces in some modern writers in his
Encyclopaedia of Mysticism and the Mystery Religions, (London, 1976); he refers
to Ch. Baudelaire’s “universal symbolism”, p. 24; W. Blake’s “manyfold vision”,
p. 28; Aldous Huxley’s “heightening perception”, p. 81;and R. M. Rilke’s “angels
as symbols of the unity between the visible and the invisible”, p. 157.

Hawkes, Metaphor, op. cit., p. 17.

There are four levels, according to Dante, at which the Divine Comedy could be
read and interpreted; the reader should be aware first of all of the “literal or
historical level”, that which actually occurs; then of the “moral implications™;
there is a higher, third level called “allegorical”, which throws light on more
universal truths than the actual historical meaning, revealing realities that appertain
to mankind in general; finally there is an “anagogical or spiritual level”, which
reveals an eternal truth. K. Benson and A. Gang, A reader’s Guide to Literary
Terms (London, 1970), p. 72. It soon dawns on the reader that Dante’s four
meanings coincide with the four interpretations of the Bible that I have studied in
Chapter 4, on the Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan. See also H. de Lubac, Les
Quatre Sens de I’Ecriture, 4 vols (Paris, 1959-1964).

Benson explains: “When a metaphor serves to illustrate an idea which can be
expressed in other ways, it is merely decorative, as when we speak of the ‘ship of
the State’. When, however, a metaphor expresses a complex of thought and feeling
that is so subtle or precise that it cannot be expressed in any other way, it is called
functional, organic, or structural metaphor”. See A Reader’s Guide, op. cit., term
“metaphor”, p. 128. 1 am here using the term “functional metaphor” in this way.
See discussion of Briconnet’s biblical hermeneutics in Chapter 4, Section I11.




494  See the “myth of the Cave” in Plato’s Republic, Book VII.

495 See Ferguson on the Platonic elements of the metaphor in Encyclopaedia of
Mysticism, op. cit., p. 181.

496 Comédie du desert in Marguerites, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 321.

497 Ibid., p.322.

498 Ibid., p.331.

499 Ibid., p. 341.

500 De Mystica Theologia, Liber I, graece et latine, Johanne Sarraceno, Ambrosio
Camaldunensi, Marcilio Ficino interpretibus cum Vescellencis extractione; J.
Eckius commentarios adjecit pro theologia negativa, (Ingolastadii, 1553); cap. I,
pars IIII. Prop. I, c.iiii vo. According to these symbolic theologians the good
qualities that can be seen in the created beings are but reflections of God’s goodness,
in whom these attributes are found “eminenter”, i.e. without imperfection: “Radix
huius theologiae ponitur in divo Paulo ad Rom.: Invisibilia ipsius Deli, per ea quae
facta sunt, intellecta conspiciuntur, sempiterna quoque eius virtus et divinitas...
[Romans 1,20] et in hac theologia Deus est omninomius, omnium enim rerum
nomina in se suscipit, sicut omnium rerum perfectionem, eminenter in se
continet”, ibid., prologi propositiones, A III, vo. A copy of this Symbolic Theology
is in Cambridge University Library, H*.8.22.

501 The vision of the Ladder is described in Genesis 28,12: “And he [i.e. Jacob]
dreamed that there was a ladder set up on earth, and the top of it reached the
heaven; and behold the angels of God were ascending and descending on it”.

502 Harold Bayley gives a series of lost symbols used by book printers, which were
common among book printers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. These
symbols were water-marks, added at the margin of the newly printed books to pass
esoteric knowledge, and many of them were used by the Waldenses (Vaudois) and
Albigenses, heretical sects that flourished in the thirteenth century. See The Lost
Language of Symbolism, op. cit., Introduction, pp. 1-6.

503 Symbolism has not entirely disappeared from the modern world. Ian Simpson
presented a series of five programmes for the BBC in January 1977 on signs and
symbols that play an important role in our daily life. See also Henry Dryfuss’s
encyclopaedia of the uses of graphic symbols in modern society: in agriculture,
recreation, photography, communications, etc., in Symbol Source book; an
authoritative guide to International Graphic Symbols, (London, 1967).

504 Oraison de I’dme fidele a son Seigneur Dieu, in Les Marguerites, op. cit., vol. 1,
pp. 77-78.

505 See previous Chapter 5 on the Prisons, Section III.

506 See Eckhart’s “Sermon 2, this is another sermon: ‘Ubi est qui natus est Rex
Judaeorum?’”’; R.B. Blackney, edit., Meister Eckhart; a Modern Translation, (New
York, 1941), p. 104.

507 Ferguson mentions the case of Mother Daurelle’s allusion to her mystical experiences
by using the symbol of Light: “The light which has filled my soul has come not from
books but from the Holy Spirit”. Encyclopaedia of Mysticism, op. cit., p. 105.

508 The Pseudo-Dionysius explained the symbolism of the Sun as the archetype of the
Divine: “And what shall I say concerning the sun’s rays considered in themselves?
From the Good comes the light which is the image of Goodness; wherefore the
Good is described by the name of ‘Light’, being the archetype thereof which is
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revealed in that image”. C.E. Rolt, Dionysius the Areopagite; the Divine Names,
(London, 1972), p. 91. God is called the Spiritual Light, because, according to the
Pseudo-Dionysius, “He is an Originating Beam and Overflowing Radiance,
illuminating with his fulness every Mind above the world, around it, or within it”.
Ibid., p. 94.
P.Jourda edit., Gargantua in Oeuvres compleétes, Paris, Garnier, 1962, Chapter 10, p. 46.
See Thomas edition of Le Triomphe de ’Agneau in Marguerites, vol. I, p. 388.
Marguerite also compares mystical experience to that of burning, when she writes
of Catherine of Siena:
Mais entre tous j’en viz ung d’une femme,
Depuys cent ans escript, remply de flamme
De charité, si tres ardentement
Que rien qu’amour n’estoit son argument, ...

(Prisons, fol. 316 vo, p. 230)
See also the section on the mystical encounter as the piercing experience of a
ound, in Chapter 5 on the Prisons, Section IV.
See Durand’s study of Fire as a symbol in his classic work Les structures
anthropologiques de 'imaginaire, op. cit., p. 182.
See Ferguson’s Encyclopaedia of Mysticism, term “Fire”, op. cit., p. 61.
I have already suggested certain links between Marguerite’s Prisons and the Roman
de la Rose in Chapter 5, Section III. See also Note 36 of this chapter on the
mystical concept of “Cuyder”.
See the study of colours Green, Silver (White), Blue and Bright Red (Gold), in
this Chapter, Section V.
The “Cuyder” here mentioned by Marguerite was one of her mystic concepts. It
meant the human concern with oneself in opposition to the will, which is burnt by
the Fire of the Rose. Briconnet once wrote to her:
“...tout le Testament Nouveau ne tend a aultre fin que monstrer que soions par le
doulx Jesus delivréz de la servitude de la loy et peché, vivans en Jesus Christ ou
louy en nous, qui est nostre liberté, et hors luy toute servitude et prison. Mais qui
veult ceste liberté captiver par presumption de liberal arbitre et cuyder de soy
(comme soy et par soy) faire quelque bonne chose, il appercoit bien tos que
Pesperit de presumption encloz en son liberal arbitre faict ruyner et cheoir les
tours...” (Correspondance, 1, pp. 115-116)
“Cuyder” comes from the Latin “cogitare” and it means the way man plans his
own life in opposition to God’s purposes, ibid., p. 115-116. See my study of man’s
passivity to God’s action in Marguerite’s works in Chapter 2, section IV. Heller
mentions Calvin’s fierce attack against the use of this concept by the Libertins
Spirituels in “Marguerite of Navarre and the Reformers of Meaux”, in BHR,
XXXIII (1971), pp. 271-310.
Blackney, Meister Eckhart, Sermon 6: “the Kingdom of God is at hand: Scitote
quia prope est regnum Dei” (Luke XXI, 31), op. cit., p. 130.
See reference to the terms “Oeil” and “Veoir” in Chapter 3, Section III, and in
Chapter 5, Section III. Also in Prisons (fols 308 vo and 328 ro) and in the Comédie
du desert in Marguerites, op. cit., pp. 335-336.
J. Parker edit., The Celestial and Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, London, Skeffington,
1844, “Celestial Hierarchy”, Chapter 15, p. 45.




519  See Briconnet’s interest in Plato’s ideas in Chapter 5 on the Prisons, Section III, as
well as his defence of Lefevre’s standing for (the) Dionysius’s cause against Luther
on the one hand and against Erasmus on the other in Chapter 4 on the Comédie
jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, Section III.

520  Psalm 55,6 reads: “Oh! That I had wings like a dove™. Briconnet intentionally changes
the biblical text “sicut columbae” into “quis dabit michi pennas sicut aquil{aje”
(Correspondance, 1, p. 59) obviously combining a biblical theme with the neo-Platonic
symbol of the Eagle.

521 See the study of colours as mystic symbols in Section V of this chapter.

522 The Sea and the Abyss are constants in Marguerite’s mystic symbolism; see Section
IV of this chapter.

523 A.Winardy recognizes the direct impact of Briconnet’s imagery on Marguerite in
“Piety and Humanistic Symbolism in the work Marguerite de Navarre” in Yale
French Studies, 1972, pp. 145-169.

524 Thisis the theme of one of Marguerite’s less well known poems, Le Discord en
I’homme par la contrariété de ’esperit et de la chair; It appeared together with the
Miroir in Alencon, 1531. It is also one of the main themes running through the
Diaogue en forme de vision nocturne; the body appears as Heavy, while the soul
has Light qualities:

CHARLOTTE
Je vous prometz, ma tante, sans mentir,
Que quant le corps, par doulceur affoibly,
S’appesantist jusques a terre sentir,
EtI’esperit, par amoour annobly
Tire tout droict au ciel par tel désir,
Que ’ame met tout son corps en oubly.

(Dialogue, vv. 208-213)

525 Seetherole of the Sun in Chapter 5 on the Prisons, Section III.

526 Oraison de ’ame fidele a son Seigneur Dieu in Thomas’s edition of the
Marguerites, op. cit., vol. 1, pp. 134-135.

527 Marguerite uses this combined symbol of the Root and the Branch in her Miroir,
complementing them with others such as the Flower, the Leaf and the Fruit:
Bien sens en moy que j’en ay la racine,

Et au dehors ne voy effect ne signe
Qui ne soit tout branche, fleur, feuille, et fruict,
Que tout autour de moy elle produict.

(Miroir, vv. 13-16)

528 Thomas’s edition of the Oraison de 'dme fidele in Les Marguerites, op. cit.,vol.1, p. 118.

529 Itmustbe noted that it is Briconnet’s first letter, written on 12% June 1521, and that,
although the theme of the War had been supplied by Marguerite in her very first
letter to him in which she asked to be initiated into the mystic principles of Meaux,
fighting had been used in the literal and obvious sense; Marguerite mentions her
husband, the Duke of Alencon going to war: “...ne se departira sans guerre”
(Correspondance, 1, p. 25). Briconnet transforms this literal sense into a symbolic
meaning: “Par glaive de feu commence, et se termine par feu d’amour”, ibid., p. 27.

530 Durand, Les Structures Anthropologiques de ’'Tmaginaire, op. cit., p. 133.

531  G. Leiser wrote a book on the analysis of Sacred Geometry as it was interpreted by
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mediaeval architects: Gothic Cathedrals and Sacred Geometry, 2 vols (London, 1957).
The symbolic use of Wanderings as understood by Briconnet was studied in Chapter
S on the Prisons, Section III.
Briconnet has a similar use of the symbolism of Ascending in Letter 56: “...En
montant la montaigne, qui est luy...” (Correspondance, 2, p. 37).
See the concept of Christ’s “Kenosis” (the “Rien”) in Chapter 5, Section V B.
G.De Champeaux and S. Sterckx, Le Monde des Symboles, op. cit., p. 162. See
also “Llascension et les hauteurs”, ibid., p. 162.
Oraison de ’dme fidele, in Thomas’s Les Marguerites, op. cit., vol. I, p. 131.
Ferguson, Encyclopaedia of Mysticism, op. cit., term “Ascension”, p. 18.
Blackney, Meister Eckhart, op. cit., “the book of Divine Comfort”, p. 59.
Ibid., p. 63.
Ibid., Sermon 14: “Nothing above the Soul: Consideravit semitas domus suae et
panem otiosa non comedit” (Proverbs 29,31), ibid., p. 163.
Plato, Phaedrus, in The Dialogues of Plato, edited by Jowett, op. cit., vol. 2, p. 263.
See Glori Capello’s exposition of the Climbing Ladders in her article comparing
Briconnet and the Pseudo-Dionysius: “Neoplatonismo e Riforma in Francia
dall’Epistolario tra Guglielmo Briconnet e Margherita di Navarra” in Logica e
Semantica ed Altri Saggi (Padova, 1975), pp. 156-158.
See the definition of God as the “Coincidentia Oppositorum” in its various
antithetical forms, such as “Petit-Grand”, “Loing-Pres” and “Tout-Rien” in Chapter
S, Section V B.
The word “coincident” as used by Briconnet agrees with Marguerite’s definitions
of God as “Coincidentia Oppositorum”. See note 64 above.
Briconnet wrote to Marguerite: “Cognoissant I'impuissance de leur vol soubhaitent
helles aquilaires” (Correspondance, 1, p. 227). Also: “...quand ils avoient abbaiséz
leurs helles de contemplation...” ibid., 2, p. 31.
The symbol of the Kiss appears also in “Chanson 38”:
Car le baiser de sa bouche
Etle regard de son oeil
Jusques au fond du cueur touche,
Dont il chasse ennuy et dueil.

(vv. 85-86)
It combines the symbol of the Kiss with that of the Eye. The Kiss had already
appeared in the Correspondance; Marguerite asked Briconnet: ... de (...) refreschir
la debile memoire des trois baisers...” (Correspondance, 2, p. 53); the Bishop was
less enthusiastic on the theme and so never developed it.
See text to Notes 59-61 on Eckhart’s bizarre explanations on Water’s natural
tendency to rise.
Oraison de ’dme fidele in Thomas’s Les Marguerites, op. cit., vol. I, p. 97.
Exodus 12. St Paul interprets this passage of the Red Sea symbolically as meaning
the Coming out from Water and Baptism in I Corinthians 10,1-2. Briconnet speaks
of the symbolic (spiritual) meaning of the Crossing of the Red Sea in Letter 38,
Correspondance, 1, pp. 195-214, particularly in fol. 199, p. 198. Here he recalls
Paul’s mystic interpretation of this passage.
See above on the Song of Songs in Marguerite’s Comédie jouée au Mont-de-
Marsan, Chapter 4, Section IV.




551 Brigonnet calls Manna the “figure litterale et numerale” as he is veferring to John’s
interpretation of Manna as Christ’s multiplication in the eucharistic bread (Fohn 6).

552 See Marie-Rose Séguy’s Catalogue of the Exhibition of Mexican Sundials and
calendars in the Bibliotheque Nationale (Paris, 1976). Aztlar, Terre des Aztéques;
Images d’un nouveau monde: “Au culte du Soleil, I'un des rites religieux essentiels,
s’associait celui des quatre points cardinaux symbolisés par les quatre éléments
sur chacun desquels se grefferent un certain nombre de concordances (points
cardinaux, éléments, couleurs, directions de I’'univers, saisons, jours, animaux)
évoquant singulierement les figurations codées des diagrammes chinois illustrant
le microcosme et le macrocosme”, “Croyances Religieuses”, p. 15.

553  Séguy comments on fig. 72-73 of Catalogue of the Codex du Soleil: “Les manuscrits

pictographiques, quels que soient leurs sujets, se présentent sous la forme de tableaux
et d’images ou les couleurs fondamentales du spectre solaire (rouge, jaune, vert,
bleu et noir) et leur attribution est symbolique”. Cat. 1976, op. cit., p. 75.
In December 1976 I met Mlle Séguy who showed surprise at finding a similar
attribution of significance to colours in Marguerite’s Prisons to that which can be
found in Chinese and Mexican Calendars. She commented that Chinese symbolism
of Colours had been known in the West through visitors who had been there since
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

554 See Marguerite de Navarre, Horoscope, Traité de Révolution, manuscript in
Bibliotheque Nationale, fonds francais, N°2082. She was eighteen years ols when
she composed it.

555 The symbolic use of colours in emblems reached the French Court at about the
time of the publication of Rabelais’s Gargantua in 1534, at least ten years before
the composition of Marguerite’s Prisons (See Calder R. edit., Gargantua, Geneva,
Droz, 1970, Note on pp. 60-61 by prof. M.A. Screech). Rabelais critici zes
the way they interpret arbitrarily biblical texts containing references to colours
(e.g. Matthew 17,2)(ibid., Note on pp. 72-73).

556 Joseph Needham writes about the relationship between the four basic colours
with the elements (Fire, Air, Water, Earth), the seasons and the cardinal points:
“The association of the elements with the seasons was obvious enough (among the
Chinese), and it had been on their association with the cardinal points that the
various sequences had been built up. What could have been more unavoidable
than to link Fire with Summer and the South? This must have been of the highest
antiquity since one finds fire (i.e. Heat, and the grain ripened by it) in the Autumn
harvest... Since the cradle of Chinese civilization was the land of Yellow soil in the
upper Yellow River basin (modern Shansi and Shensi) it is quite plausible to
suppose that for the centre that colour imposed itself. The White in the West
should stand for the perpetual snows of the Tibetan Massif, with Green (or Blue)
in the East for the fertile plains or the seemingly infinite Ocean. Finally Red in the
South may have taken its origin from the red soil of Szechuan.”

Science and Civilization in China, 2 vols, Cambridge University Press, 1954, vol.
2, “History of Scientific Thought”, p. 261. Jacques Soustelle interprets the colours
as used by the Aztecs conveying symbolic meaning in la Pensée cosmologique des
anciens Mexicains (représentation du monde et de I’espace), (Paris, 1940), p. 12.
According to Séguy the symbolic use of colours as found in the Mexican Calendars
may have had its origin in their previous symbolic use in China. See Notes 73 & 74
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above. These links are possible, but Marguerite’s interest in the symbolic use of
colours and her preoccupation that goes beyond that of mediaeval heraldry, reflects
an interest in ideas brought to Europe by the discoverers.

Mayer edit., Marot, Epistres, op. cit., p. 120.

R. Calder edit., Gargantua, op. cit., p. 78.

Ibid., p. 72.

Ibid., p. 65. Prof. Screech has very iluminating commentaries on Rabelais’s
criticism of the emblematists of his time that were forcing the meanings of
emblems and colours to suit their own tastes (see Notes to Gargantua, Chapters
VIII and IX, ibid., pp. 64-78).

Ferguson, Encyclopaedia of Mysticism, term ‘Alphabet”, op. cit., p. 11. Cf. also J.
Naveh, Origins of the Alphabet, London, Casell, 1975.

It is interesting to note F. Roch’s comment on modern man’s connection of the
letters of the Alphabet with their actual sound, instead of perceiving any symbolic
meaning in them. Modern man is “so accustomed to connect the idea of sounds
with the sound of them, that it is only with difficulty that we can dissociate the
letters from this, and think of them as symbols”. According to him the letter Tau
is a sign of the Cross. The Book of Symbols, (London, 1930), p. 35.

The M symbol was masculine and feminine for Marguerite’s group. It stood for la
Marguerite and le Miroir. (See Chapter 3 on the Miroir, Section III). The Androgyne
symbol is studied in detail in Chapter 5, Section V B. Rabelais mentions it in
Gargantua, Chapter IV.

J. E. Cirlot, A dictionary of Symbols, op. cit., “Letters of the alphabet”, pp. 182-
184.

See Chapter 4 on the Comédie, Section III, and Chapter 5 on the Prisons, and
their mystical and symbolic interpretation.

Saincte-Marthe, Oraison Funebre, op. cit., pp. 16-17.

See the secret meaning of the mystic enigma, the Marguerite-Pearl in Chaper 3 on
the Miroir, Section III.

Champeaux, Le Monde des Symboles, op. cit., p. 24.

M. Eliade explains the birth of the Pearl as understood by the ols cosmogonies
and the alchemists: “Une tradition d’origine orientale explique la naissance de la
perle comme le fruit de ’éclair pénétrant dans la moule. La perle serait le résultat
de I'union entre le Feu et ’Eau. Saint Ephem utilise ce mythe ancien pour illustrer
aussi bien 'Immaculée Conception que la naissance spirituelle du Christ dans le
baptéme de Feu”. Images et Symboles; Essais sur le symbolisme magico-religieux,
“Le Mythe de la Perle”, (Paris, 1962), p. 195.

The antithetical definitions of God in Marguerite’s poetry are studied in Chapter
S on the Prisons, Section V B.

E.-E Rice, Jacques Lefevre d’Etaples and the Mediaeval Mystics; Essays presented
to Wallace K. Ferguson (Toronto, 1971), pp. 89-124.

See Chapter 4, Section IT on Calvin’s disapproval of Marguerite’s sheltering of the
Libertins Spirituels in her Court in Navarre. Note 12 of this conclusion also refers
to Calvin’s criticism of Marguerite’s connections with them.

See L. Febvre, Amour Sacré, Amour Profane, op. cit., pp. 58-59. 1 have already
criticized Febvre’s uncritical attitude in my Introduction.

Marguerite’s name seldom appears in encyclopaedias or dictionaries of mysticism.




But in Dictionnaire de spiritualité, S. Glasson has recently contributed with a
short study on some of her mystic ideas; see fascicules LXIV-LV, pp. 346-347,
(Paris, 1937-1980; still unfinished).

575 See Chapter 2 on the Dialogue en forme de vision nocturne, Section I.

576 See Pantagruel’s calmness and unconcern, very much like that of Christ among his
disciples, during the storm in Le Quart Livre, Chapter 28.

577  See Letters 103-113 of the Correspondance.

578 See above, Marguerite’s reference to St Paul’s experience as a “mirouer” in Chapter
3, Section V.

579 See Francis M. Higman’s edition of Calvin’s Three Treatises (London, Athlone,
1970), Introduction, pp. 21-26 and 133-153. One of them is headed “Excuse de
Jehan Calvin, a Messieurs les Nicodemites, sur la complaincte qu’ilz font de sa
trop gran’ rigueur”.

580 Clément Marot, Les Epigrammes, London, Athlone, 1970, IV, p. 97.

581 Seeintroductory “Epistre” to the Miroir in Frank’s edition of the Marguerites, op.
cit., p. 4.

582  Oraison funebre, op. cit., p. 5.

583 Marguerite, in spite of her strong evangelical convictions against certain popular
devotional practices, used to say the “priéres des accouchées” to St Marguerite.
Rabelais ridicules the use of this prayer in Gargantua, Chapter V; (Pierre Jourda
edit., op. cit., vol. I, p. 29, Note 3).

584  See the “dedicace” of the Tiers Livre in Jourda’s edition, (Paris, Garnier, 1962),
vol. 1, p. 291.

585  See the study of the fortunes of Marguerite’s Miroir and Rabelais’s Pantagruel,
both seized by the Sorbonne for thorough examination, in Chapter 3, Section I.
Rabelais lived at Marguerite’s Court in the 1530s and his interest in the type of
mystic symbolism which was accepted in her group is obvious. See Chapter 6,
Notes 90,93, and 97; also Chapter 5, Notes 84, 86, 107, 135, 165, etc. See also H.
Hornik, “More on the Hermetica and French Renaissance Literature (M.
d’Angouléme, Rabelais, A. d’Aubigne, Sceve)” in Studi Francesi, (Torino, 1974)
vol. XVIIL, pp. 1-12.

586  Marguerite presents herself as an understanding person in the Heptaméron, “Nouvelle
727: A young nun had been abused by a “cordelier” but no one would believe her; the
Queen put things straight by taking the case before the Bishop.

587 Quart Livre, Prologue, Jourda edition, op. cit., vol. 2, pp. 11-12.
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EGILEAREN OHARRA KONFIRMAZIO GISA, 2012KO AZAROAN

Tesiaren edizio hau da ingelesezko jatorrizko textua, zeina Londoneko
unibertsitateari 1981 urtean aurkeztu bainion, orain 2012an gehitzen
zaizkiolarik gaztelerazko eta euskarazko bertsioak, urte honetan noiz
betetzen baitira bostehun urte Nafarroa garaiko lurrak konkistatuak eta
bahituak izan zirenetik, errege katolikoaren agindupean. Zenbait
anakronismo zuzendu behar izan dira, hala nola Margarita gaztea
Nafarroako erregin izendatu izana noiz eta oraino Frantziako printzesa
baitzen, Enrike Albretekoa Nafarroako erregerekin 1527an ezkondu aitzin;
era berean, aipuak ere berraztertu behar izan ditugu, Bibliarenak batez
ere, nondik zenbait aldaketa heldu diren, esaera jada klasiko hark erran
bezala: “Aliquando dormitat Homerus”.

Ene tesiaren konposizioak ez zuen arazorik eman: 1975an hasi nuen,
Cambridgeko Saint Hugh’s College kolegio unibertsitarioan ene
graduondoa prestatzen nuen bitartean, Londoneko Globeko errezital
batean entzuna nuen textu shakespearetar baten inspiraziopean, zeina
baita jadanik gure historiaren parte. Gero etorri ziren zenbait ikerketa
urte, B. M. Sanderson doktore Londoneko Unibertsitatekoaren
kontrolpean, nork ez baitzien mugarik jartzen British Libraryrako ene
bisita kasik egunerokoei, zeina baitzegoen Birbeck Collegetik oso hurbil,
Zientzia eta Arteen London haren bihotzean. Behin tesiaren behin betiko
textua aurkeztu eta onarturik, “Mysticism in the Work of Marguerite de
Navarre” izenburupean, zazpi kopia egin behar izan ziren, bana zitezentzat
London, Cambridge, Paris, Pau eta Iruneko unibertsitateetara, beste biak
niretzat hartuta. Argitalpenerako hainbat saiakera egin izan dira, eta
zorionez, bertsio hirueleduna ageri zaigu, hain zuzen gogora dakarkigun
honetan, bost mende beranduago, ezen Aragoiko Fernando erregeak
Nafarroa garaiko lurrak konkistatu zituela, eta publikazioa Zangotzako
“Enrike II Albretekoa Kultur Taldeari” esker egin ahal izan da, zeinak
lantzen baitu Zangotzarraren historia, nor jaio baitzen 1503an hiri har-
tan, izen berdineko Merindadearen hiriburu, bai eta bere emazte
Nafarroako Margaritarena.

Torreviejako ene etxearen sarreran, egunero topatzen dut Cambridge
Libraryaren argazki bat, zeinek gogorarazten dizkidan ene ikerketaren
lehen pausoak. Han sarreran dago zut Lord Byronen estatua bat, Penteliko
mendiko marmol zurizkoa, Partenoia bezala, zeinak esan nahi duen
“gazteen egoitza”, horrela adieraziz ene bigarren gaztaroa, berrogei urte
nituenekoa. Denborak irtenbidea eman dio egitasmo hari, Birbeck
Collegean aurrera egin zuena Europan zeharko bidaien bidez: Paue, Nerac
eta Mont-de-Marsaneko Nafarroa renaissancezalea, Meaux eta Paris,



Florentzia eta Erroma, hala nola beste agiritegi batzuk, Simancasekoa
kasu, egiaztatzeko nondik nora zebilen Margarita bere lan poetikoak
idaztean, edota Nafarroa Behereko Erresuman ematen ari zen
berpizkundeko humanismoa erakusten duen edozein artxibategi.
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Cambridge Universityko liburutegia munduko handienetako bat da. Bertan hasi nintzen
tkertzen, 1975 urtean, Nafarroako Margaritaren eta Enrike II Albretekoaren erret gorteko
ideia filosofikoak.

Arazoak izan dira pasatzerakoan British Libraryko kodizeetako
irudiak, haietarik asko direlako berpizkunde hasierako liburu zaharren
fotokopiak, zeinak erabili baititut ilustratzeko tesiko gaietako batzuk, batez
ere zerikusia dutenak Meauxeko apezpikuaren eta Frantziako printzesa
gazte Valoisko Margaritaren arteko Correspondance mistikoarekin, zeina
Sorbonaren esku hartze batek eten baitzuen; Margarita behartuta egon
zen, Enrike II Albretekoa zangotzarrarekin ezkondu ostean, mendiez
haraindian Nafarroako erresumaren azken gotorlekura biltzera, alde batera
utziz bere titulu nobiliario frantses guztiak. Bere lan mistiko gehienak
Nafarroako gortean idatzi zituen, nahiz eta “Miroir de ’Ame pécheresse”
Sorbonak kondenatu nahi izan zuen heresien purifikatzaile den sura,
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Rabelaisen “Tiers Livre”arekin batera, zeina autore jakintsuak Margaritari
dedikatua baitzion. Tesiaren textuan, aurkituko duzu orduan Frantziako
printzesa zenaren iniziazioaren azterketa zorrotz bat, Pseudo Dionisioaren
printzipio neoplatonikoetara Meauxeko eskolaren arabera, zeinek
markatuko baitute bere obra mistiko osoa. Honi jarraituko diote bere
“Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan” eta “Dialogue en forme de vision
nocturne” lanetako hermeneutikaren azterketek, baita “Les Prisons de la
Reine de Navarre” bere postulatu mistikoen sintesiarenak. Ideia mistiko
hauen laburpen eta bukaera gisa, bere lan guztietako sinbologia
mistikoaren azterketa bat eskaintzen da. Haren obra osoa, Heptaméron
berpizkundeko ipuin bildumarekin batera, “La Reine de Navarre”ren
egiletzakoa da.

Esan beharra dago ezen berpizkundeko Nafarroari buruz idatzi
ditudan lan guztiek oinarritzat izan dituztela ikerketa haiek guztiak zeinak
egin bainituen liburutegi eta artxibategietan, argitzeko zein ote zen
Margaritaren eta Enrike senarraren gorteko eskola filosofikoetan erakusten
zen pentsamendua, eta beranduago Joana Albretekoaren akademia
humanistikoetan, zeinek jaso izan baitzituzten William Shakespeare
olerkari ingelesaren laudorioak. Esaterako, aipa dezadan Baionako Euskal
Museoko berpizkundeko tapizari buruz egindakoa, zeinaren interpretazio
posible bakarra helduko baita Margaritaren mundu feministaren
aurkezpenarekin, hala nola erakusten duen bere “Comédie jouée au Mont-
de-Marsan” antzezlanean, bi lan hauek kokatuko ditugularik beraz 1547
urte inguruan.

Ondorio gisa, zenbait aitortzaren egitea geratzen zaigu, tesiaren
argitalpen hirukoitz hau posible egin duten haiei, jatorrizko ingelesez,
gazteleraz eta euskaraz. Neroni egokitu zait jatorrizkoaren berrikuspena
egitea, zeinean soilik akats mekanografikoak edota aipuetakoak zuzendu
behar izan baitira, eta gaztelerarako itzulpen osoa egitea. Eskertu behar
diot Aithor Antunanori bere laguntza, bai textuen aurkezpenagatik, Joseba
Arruebarrenaren laguntza ezin estimatuzkoarekin egina, bai eta tesi
osoaren itzulpen lanagatik, gure euskara edo “linguae navarrorum”era
emanaz, Josu Lavinen ikuskapen etengabea lagun. Eskertzen dut
Bilbaoarteko Blanca Oria eta Juan Zapaterren lana, zeinek pertsonalki
hobetu baitute textuarekin batera datozen irudien kalitatea. Aipu berezi
bat merezi du Enrike II Albretekoa Kultur Taldeak, “Zangotzarra” ikerketa
kaierak argitaratzen dituena, David Maruri taldeko koordinatzailearen
eta Angel Navallas lanaren maketatzailearen ekarpenagatik, tesiaren
publikazioari itxura behin betikoa emanaz. Ahaztu barik askoren intere-
sa, zeinak agertuko diren kolaboratzaileen zerrendan.

Jon Oria Oses



Tesi honen helburua Nafarroako Margaritaren ideia mistikoetan
sakontzea da, bere lan garrantzitsuenetan agertzen diren moduari
erreparatuz, egiaztatuaz ezen hauen sorburua Briconnetekin
mantendutako Correspondancean dagoela.

Ez zuen espiritualtasunari buruzko trataturik idatzi, nahiz antzeman
dezakegun badela eboluzio bat, tratatzen dituenean kontenplazio bidezko
arimaren Jainkoarenganako igoerarekin erlazionatutako gaiak.

Hasteko, ikerketa honek Margaritaren ideia mistikoen iturria ezartzen
du Meauxko apezpikuarekin ukandako 1521 eta 1524 arteko
Correspondancean. Jarraian haren lau obraren analisia dator, erakusteko bere
pentsamenduan eman zen garapena, bere lehen poema mistikoaren (Dialo-
gue, c. 1527) eta bere maisulanaren (Prisons, c. 1547) artean. Guztietan
aurkitzen dira espirituaren purifikaziorako sarbideko kontzeptu tradizionalak,
hala nola Jainkoaren kontenplazio pasiboa, arimaren ekstasi egoera, Bibliaren
interpretazio espirituala eta Jainkozkoaren kontzepzio mistikoa.

Margaritaren interes nagusia jendea zenbait oinarrizko siniskerari
lotzera bultzatzea zen, eta uste horien arabera bizitzera, Erreformen garai
goiztiar hartan. Printzipioz beraz, bere espiritualtasunaren helburua
praktikoa da, nahiz eta paradoxikoki, lantzen duen tematika lengoaia
sinboliko baten bitartez ezkutatua den, irakurle arruntarentzat ulertezina
maiz. Elizaren barrutikako garbitzapen Ebanjelikoak biziki arduratua
zeukan, baina bere ideietan ez dago jarrera dogmatikorik, eta dakusaguna
ez da kristau perfekziorako gida metodiko bat, baizik eta Gizonaren ikuspegi
global bat, balore erlijiosoekin harremanetan dagoen izaki espiritual bezala.

ESKERRAK

Ikerketa hau posible izan da Birbeck Collegearen finantzaketari eta
Hezkuntza eta Zientzia Departamentuaren bekari esker. Esker bereziak
adierazi nahi nizkioke Mrs. B. M. Sanderson Birbeck Collegeko irakasleari,
tesi honen egite garaian emandako aholku eta bultzadengatik; eskertu
beharrean naiz baita Boss irakaslea, haren iradokizun ezin
estimatuzkoengatik.

Eskerrak baita Academical Typing Servicesko C. Beresfordi, zeinak
idazlan hau mekanografiatu baitu hainbeste pazientzia eta abileziarekin,
eta RANK XEROXIi, zeinak textu eta irudien kopia maila tekniko
miresgarrizkoa egin baitu.

Nire esker ona liburutegi hauentzat ere: British Library, Bibliotheque
Nationale de Paris, Warburg Institute eta Birbeck College. Zorretan naiz
baita adorea emateari utzi ez dioten lagunekin.
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LABURTZAPENAK

AFLN-W  Arbeitsgemeinschaft fiir Forschung des Landes
Nordrheind-Westfalen.

ASI Actualités Scientifiques et Industrielles, Paris.

BAEHRRE Bulletin de ’Association d’Etudes sur PHumanisme,
la Réforme et la Renaissance

BGEPHE  Bibliotheque Générale de ’Ecole Pratique des Hautes

Etudes
BHR Bibliothéque d’Humanisme et Renaissance
BL British Library, London
BN Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris
BSHPF Bulletin de la Societé de ’Histoire du Protestantisme
Fracais
PUF Presses Universitaires de France
RHLF Revue d’Histoire Littéraire de la France
RR Revue de la Renaissance
RSS Revue du Seizieme Siécle
SPCK Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge
THR Travaux d’Humanisme et Renaissance
ZRP Zeitschrift fir Romanische Philologie

Margaritaren lanen izenburuen kontrakzioak:

Correspondance Guillaume Briconnet, Marguerite de Navarre;
Correspondance (1521-1524) 2 liburuki

Chansons Chansons spirituelles

Discord Discord estant en ’homme par la contrariété de ’esperit

Inquisiteur LlInquisiteur en Théitre profane

MiroirMiroir de ’4me pécheresse

NavireLa Navire, ou consolation du Roy Francois Ier

Oraison Oraison a nostre Seigneur Jesus Christ
(ikus bibliografia)

Bibliaren aipuak Elizen Arteko Bibliatik.
Kontrakoa adierazi ezean, azpimarratze oro nirea da.



SARRERA

Frantziar berpizkundearen printze kontsideratzen den Frantzisko
Laren arreba Margarita, XVI mende hasierako pertsonaien artean, jakinmin
gehien sortu zutenetariko bat dugu. Nahiz izan diren hainbat saiakera
haren irudi justu bat emateko, kontutan harturik bere Dukesa-Erregin
eta idazle alderdiak!, Pierre Jourdak 1930ean maisutasunez idatzitako
biografia bati esker, gaur egun oinarrizko lan bat daukagu zeinetatik
abiaturik gaurko kritikoak idatz baitezake dama apart honen alderdi ba-
ten edo bestearen ikerketa zehatz bat?>. Margarita izan zen lehen emakume
modernoa, gai izan zena elkartzeko iadanik erortzen ari ziren erdiaroko
mundu teozentrikoaren idealak, eta Europan azkar hedatzen ari ziren
balore humanistiko berriak?.

Ideal berriak garatzen laguntzen zuelarik ideia zaharrak mantentzeko
Margaritaren saiakeran dautza beraren itxurazko pertsonalitate bikoitzari
buruzko gaizki ulertuak, bere nortasunaren osotasun eta zinezkotasuna
Lucien Febvrek kementsuki defendatu zuelarik bere “Margarita
bikoitzaren” Kkritikan*. Publikoan pizten duen interesaren erakusgarri
argiak dira beraz, Nafarroako Erregina “Woman for all seasons / garai
guztietarako emakume” bezala aurkezteko egindako saiakera guztiak, hasi
Charles de Saincte-Marthek Margaritaren heriotzetik urte gutxitara
argitaratutako Oraison funebretik® eta gaur egungo lanetara arte®.

Margarita 1492ko apirilaren 1lan jaio zen Angoulémeko gazteluan,
bere anaia Frantzisko baino bi urte lehenago, eta bere gurasoak Orleanseko
Karlos eta Savoyako Luisa ziren. 1498ko apirilaren 8an Frantziako Karlos
VIII hil zelarik gizonezko oinordekorik gabe, Orleanseko Dukea honen
alargun Ane Bretafiakoarekin ezkondu zen, eta Luis XIlaren heriotzean
Angoulémetarrek aukera bat somatu zuten Valoistarren tronura igotzeko.
Margaritak eta bere anaiak, berau ustezko oinordeko bezala, inposaturiko
isolamenduan pasatu behar izan zuten haien gaztaroa, garai hartan
erregetzarako oinordekoekin egiten zen bezala. Hasieran Angoumoiseko
Cognacken egon ziren eta gero Bloisen, eta Amboisen. Bertan, bizitza
bakartia ukan zuten, eta Margaritak, zeina eskola jardueratarako bere anaia
baino gaitasun handiagokoa zen, bere amaren eta Mme Chéitillon
irakaslearen tutoretzapean garaiko diziplinetan heziketa jaso zuen.
Irakaslerik onenak ukan zituzten latina, italiera eta gaztelera irakurri eta
hitz egiten ikasteko. Charles de Saincte-Marthek Margaritaren ezagutza
aitzinatuak aipatzen ditu hainbat gairen gainean, batez ere ideia
neoplatonikoei dagokienez, momentu hartan Florentziatik zabaltzen
zebiltzanak (Oraison funébre, 24. orr). Denbora gutxian, bere garaiko
ezagutza guztietan trebatu zen, batez ere interesatuz, Saincte-Marthek
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dioen bezala “Saincts et salutaires preceptes de la Philosophie Evangelique,
qui est la Parolle de Dieu” delakoetan (ibid., 27. orr.)

Nahiz eta jauregiko bizitza ez zen mota honetako trebakuntzetarako
aproposa, Margaritaren obrak adimen oso harkor baten erakusle dira’;
hala ere, 1509ko abenduaren 2an exigitu zitzaion printzesari,
Angoulémeko etxearen onurarako, sakrifizio pertsonal bat egin zezan.
Karlosekin ezkondu behar zen, Alencongo Dukearekin, “époux médiocre
et peu cultivé” bat, H. P. Clivek adierazi bezala; ez zen elkartze aproposa
bere adimen finarentzat, eta gainera ez zion semerik eman®. Frantzisko
Angoulémekoa Frantziako errege Frantzisko I bihurtzean, 1515¢eko
urtarrilaren 25ean, badirudi zerbait lasaitu zela, zeren handik gutxira,
1519an, Clément Marot deitu baitzuen bere zerbitzu pertsonalera’. Ondo
hezitako “protégés”ez inguratua egon ezean, bere adimen jantziak nekez
har zezakeen atseden, eta hauek laster hasi ziren Margarita hartzen
Frantziako Berpizkunde intelektual eta literarioaren Mezenastzat.

Ez nioke Margaritaren nortasunari balio handiegirik eman nahi,
baizik eta soilik bere lanak epaitu. Hala ere, kontu handiz ikertu beharko
da erortzen ari ziren ertaroko baloreen eraberritze planean eduki zuen
inplikazio pertsonalaz, nahiz eta edonola ere, plan hau historikoki porrot
bat izan zen. Sorbonak hertsiki aurre egin zien Margaritak honetarako
egin zituen ahaleginei, zeinak oinarritzen baitziren, planteamendu
ebanjeliko baten bidez, barne erreforma baten egitean, oinarrituz Meauxen
Guillaume Briconnet Apezpiku bikainak eta Lefevre d’Etaples jakintsu
ezagunak bildutako aditu talde baten lanetan.

1520eko hamarkadaren hastapenetan, ezin mintza gaitezke zisma
protestante batez, nahiz ordurako Sorbonako Fakultateak handikiro
kondenatuak zituen Lutherren Tesiak, 1521eko apirilaren 15ean. Bestalde,
egia da Aita Santuaren “Exsurge Domine” bula 1520ko ekainaren 15ean
atera zela, eta urtarrilaren 3an dominiko mutiria eskumikatua izan zela'®,
baina Margaritaren garaikideek ez zuten, edonola ere, gaur egungoon
perspektiba historiko berdina.

Espero dut bere idazlanen analisi serio eta zehatz batek lagun dezala
arazo korapilatsu honen perspektiba bat ematen, erakutsiaz ezen, berritze
ebanjelikorako planarekin konprometitua izanagatik ere, ezin dugula
luthertar kontsideratu. Izan ere, teologia lutheranoaren oinarrizko bi
punturekiko bere desadostasuna adierazi zuen, borondate gatibuaren
teoria'! eta Bibliaren interpretazio tradizionalaren errefusatzea'?, hain
zuzen.



Meauxeko taldeak hasitako erreforma, ebanjelikoa zen eta paulinoa,
Pablo Deunaren doktrinaren araberakoa, hitzaren zentzu literalean;
ebanjelioaren sinpletasunerako itzulera bat sustatzen zuten, Kristo
aldarrikatuz gizakiaren salbatzaile bakartzat, eta gizona fedearen bidez
justifikatzearen doktrina errebindikatuz. Era berean alega daitezke, talde
honen teologian, printzipio mistikoen oinarriak erakusten dituzten
elementu batzuk, hauen bidez etorriko delarik aldaketa, onartzean Kristo
dela Jainkoaren eta gizakiaren arteko lotura bakarra.

Mistizismoa definitzea ez da erreza, izan ere kode sekretuen bidez,
pertsona talde murritz batek (esoterikoek) bakarrik elkarbanatzen dituzten
esanahiez mintzatzen da. Mistikoak auto-ukatzen saiatzen dira,
jainkotasunak beregana ditzantzat; honen bidez, azaldu ezinezko edo
mistikotzat dituzten egiak ulertzen saiatuko dira; orobat, deifikazio deitzen
duten aldaketa hau erregulatzen duten printzipioei buruzko azalpenak
ematea ekidingo dute.

Eckharten garaitik, mistikoek, Kietismo deitzen duten Jainkoarekiko
portacraren modu negatibo bat aldarrikatzen dute, zeren haren
borondatearekiko jarrera pasibo bat hartzen baitute. “Ezerez” edo
“Absortzio” bezalako kontzeptuak indartzera jotzen dute, eta haien kezka
garrantzitsuena da jainkozkoaren esperientzia hau sentitzean gertatzen
zaiena analizatzea, ezkutuko elkartze honen objektua deskribatzeko:
“Jainkoa ez du inork inoiz ikusi” (I Joan 4,12), nahiz eta maitasunaren
bidez bere presentzia sumatu daitekeen (ibid., 4,16). Ataza hau ezinezkoa
denez, Jainkoaren existentzia frogatzeko argudio filosofikoak ekiditen
dituzte, eta bere presentzia baieztatzen dute hainbat modutan izendatuz;
Jainkoaren definizioetan progresio bat dago, hasteko, mugak ondorio
dituzten gizakien kontzeptuak ukatuz (“Via Negativa”), horregatik infi-
nito bezala definitzen dute. Ontasuna bezalako ezaugarri positiboak Berari
absolutuki aplikatzen zaizkio, eta beste izaki guztiei soilik proportzionalki
(“Via Analogica”).

Mistikoek, Jainkoaren Bibliako hitza, esanahi ezkutuetara heltzeko
bidetzat daukate, aldarrikatzen baitute Espiritu Santuak liburuetan aktibo
dirauela, hauek idatziak izan ziren unetik. Kristo gure Salbatzailea da,
baina haien arabera baita Hitza ere (Joan 1,1), zeinak azaldu ahal dituen,
haragi bihurtu zenetik, misterio guztiak (ibid. 1,14). Bukatzeko, isilpeko
sinbolo eta metaforazko kode bat hartzen dute, sarritan, Nafarroako Mar-
garita baitan kasu oso korapilatsuak direnak, haien ideiak etorkizuneko
hasiberri oinordekoei helaraziak izan daitezentzat.

Ikerketa honen lehen kapituluan erakutsiko da nola egon zen Mar-
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garita inplikaturik Parisen ipar ekialdeko Meauxko diozesian burutzen
ari ziren erreforma saiakeretan, 1520eko hamarkadaren hastapenetan.
Konpromiso hau, beranduago, sarbidezko prozesu luze baten bidezko
inplikazio pertsonal bat bilakatu zen, bai bitarteko pertsonalen edota gutun
bidezko heziketaren bidez, zeintzuen moienez ekarria izan baitzen
lengoaia esoteriko batera, esanahi ezkutuez beterikoa, zeintzuek bazituzten
doktrina ebanjelikoaren axioma sinpleekiko ezberdintasun batzuk.
Margaritaren idazkuntzarako prestaketa 1521eko ekaina eta 1524ko
urriaren artean izan zen, eta pausoz pauso deskribatu dezakegu, beraren
eta Meauxeko eraberritze planaren sustatzaile Guillaume Briconeten
arteko Correspondancearen bidez.

Bigarren eta bosgarren kapituluen artean, Margaritaren idazlan
esanguratsuenetariko lau aztertzen dira, haietako bi goiztiarrak, Meauxeko
taldearen ideien eraginpean zegoenean idatzitakoak. Bigarren kapituluan
Dialogue en forme de vision nocturne ikertzen da, zeinak argiro erakusten
duen Meauxeko taldeak filosofiari buruzko tratatu polemikoekiko zuen
ezinikusia, Erasmus eta Lutherren kasuan bezala non giza borondatearen
izaeraren inguruan eztabaidatzen, elkar iraintzetik hurbil egon ziren;
poema hau interpretatu behar dugu ilustrazio mistiko gisa Briconneten
“Aita Gurea” otoitzeko Jainkoaren Borondatearen doktrinarena. Honela
begiko izanez Lutherren lehen lan mistikoetako bat, Margaritak bertsotara
itzulia, gutxi gora behera bere Dialoguea idazten zuen denboran.

Hirugarren kapituluan zehaztasunez azalduko dugu bere poemarik
polemikoena, tradizionalki luthertar bezala ulertua izan den Miroir de
I’ame pécheresse. Aitzitik, bere barne egiturak, erazagutzen du orduko
Dukesa eta apezpikuak Correspondance luzean elkartrukatutako enigma
hermetikoentzat irtenbide mistiko bat. Laugarren kapitulua Margaritaren
antzezlanari buruzkoa da, Comédie jouée au Mont-de-Marsan, zeinetan
baitaude Erasmus eta Lutherrekin Margaritak ukan zituzkeen harremanen
gakoak. Kritiko gehienak ez bezala, nago Comédie Meauxeko eskolaren
hermeneutika mistikoaren azalpen soil bat dela, Bibliaren interpretazioan
Erasmusen jarrera berdina zuena, Lutherren erreformaren oinarrietatik
aldenduz. Bosgarren kapitulua Margaritaren doktrina mistikoaren azalpen
bat izanen da, bere lan garrantzitsuenean agertzen den bezala, Prisons de
la Reine de Navarre liburuan.

Aldizka, Margaritaren neoplatonismo espirituala eta sinbolismo
hermetikoa xeheki aztertuko dira. Hala ere, bere hiztegi kriptikoaren
azterketa osoarentzat seigarren kapitulu bat egin dugu, izan ere, kritiko
ask