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Philippe Du Plessis-Mornay, A Plea unto the Estates-General in Favour of Peace’ (Jean Torgue
ed., 1576), pp.54-56

This whole kingdom is but a single city, a single household, a single body, having but one King,
one patriarch, one sovereign head, and thus it collapses, burns, and perishes, all at once.
Through a single breach an entire city may be taken, by a single spark a whole house may go
up in flames, consuming the upper and lower floors alike, and sometimes, a small wound may
unravel the whole body, though the arms remain fully sound, shaped, and strong. The canker?
spreads until it engulfs the whole body. We must be sure of this as well: if we permit even the
slightest fraction of this Estate to begin to splinter, then little by little the ambition of the powerful,
who, in times of division, like rot spreading through flesh®, find sustenance in the subjects’
discontent, will gain enough ground that the Estate will be entirely undone. You yourselves, who
have urged on this war, when you have propelled it forwards, when it has drained your funds,
when in it you have lost those dearest to you, you will place the blame in vain upon the King,
whom your own obstinacy will have half-forced into it, and you will perhaps behave even worse
than the rest. Let us not say, as some do, that the country is falling apart, but rather that it is not
yet lost. A country is nothing but its people. When the people’s spirit falters, the country falters
with it*, though the land remains unchanged. Nothing in this world vanishes outright, but it is lost

' Mornay's title is explicitly political, situating the text within the institutional world of sixteenth-century
France. ‘Les Estats’ therefore, refers not to a modern ‘state’, but to the representative assemblies
composed of the three traditional orders (clergy, nobility, and the third estate). Rendering ‘Estats’ as
‘Estates General’, rather than States, preserves the historical specificity, clarifying that Mornay is
addressing a deliberative political body. My choice of translation for ‘Remonstrance’ as ‘plea’ was done
with the intention of capturing the urgent, exhortatory tone of Mornay’s intervention, while also remaining
clear to a modern reader. This framing establishes the work as a deliberate political act, positioning
Mornay as an engaged writer seeking to influence the reader.

2 The term ‘estiomene’ is an obsolete sixteenth-century French medical word denoting a corrosive
infection. Though it no longer survives in modern French, | still found it to overlap with the idea of a
cankerous sore, in its idea of being slow and destructive. The English choice of ‘Canker’ draws on an
older medical term, though according to the Oxford English Dictionary, ‘canker’ can also denote ‘a
malignant or destructive influence that corrodes or corrupts, and is difficult to eradicate’. Such a definition
precisely matches Mornary’s use of bodily pathology to capture the slow, political disintegration that
Mornay wishes to warn against.

% The simile ‘comme le feu en une playe’ to a sixteenth-century French readership, evoked the rapid
spread of infection through damaged flesh. However in English, such a simile risks sounding
unintentionally strange, as the association between fire and bodily corruption is no longer current. The
choice of ‘like rot spreading through flesh’ preserves the moral force of the original image in an idiomatic
way that is intelligible to a modern audience, illuminating the idea of political division corrupting the whole
estate.

4 The French phrase ‘perdre le coeur’ in the sixteenth century does not refer to the physical organ, but
rather to the collective morale. Translating this literally as ‘lose the heart’, would sound obscure, or even



to us the moment it falls under another’s dominion. France will remain, but the kingdom of
France as we have known it will vanish. The substance will remain, but its very form will be
transformed. This estate will disintegrate like a corpse into a swarm of mindless, crawling
vermin, devouring one another, and inflicting far more harm than all those whom they complain
of today. Someone will emerge, styling himself as the protector of liberty, yet will load the people
with a bondage far harsher than what they already bear. So-called protector of the Church,
without soul or conscience, who beneath the veil of piety will enact a thousand desecrations.®
The provincial lords, who for want of a master will have joined together, will soon enough
dispute over who shall lord over the rest. The towns that have moved from neutrality to liberty
will, from freedom, pass into excess and, from such excess will fall again into the tyranny of the
single man, and every week, driven by sedition, new upheavals will arise.

The poor people will suffer for all these follies. A movement will rise, born of sheer weariness,
lacking neither founder nor leader to set it against the nobility. They will assemble like the Swiss
mercenaries® : and since of all nations we are the most impulsive and rash in our passions, we
will in turn both suffer and commit the most monstrous deeds ever heard among men. Then, we
shall see into what mire of miseries our obstinacy has led us.

sentimental in English, with ‘heart’ denoting emotion rather than any civic fortitude. The term ‘spirit’ more
naturally captures the sense of courage that Mornay attempts to attribute to the people. The translation
‘when the people’s spirit falters, the country falters with it’ captures the original rhythm of ‘perd...perd’ with
the use of ‘falters’, emphasising that a country’s vitality depends upon the steadfastness of its population.
5 This line in the original French feels charged with scathing irony. The phrase ‘Protecteur de I'Eglise’ is
placed in a starkly ironic position, as Mornay presents the title only to immediately expose its bearer as
utterly unworthy of it. In using ‘So-called’ | hope to make the irony explicit to a modern reader. The
reference to an outward ‘ombre de piété’ contrasted against a ‘mille impietez’ is also an important
polemical strategy, and in translating this to ‘a thousand desecrations’, | want to highlight the idea of
profaning the sacred, as the more literal ‘a thousand impieties’ does not preserve the strength of Mornay’s
accusation.

® The expression ‘a la Suisse’ in sixteenth-century France does not refer to style or appearance, as the
literal English ‘in the Swiss fashion’ might misleadingly suggest. Rather, it points to the distinctive military
organisation of the Swiss mercenary companies. Swiss infantry were renowned throughout Europe for
their formations and effectiveness in battle, and French kings regularly employed them as elite troops. For
Mornay’s audience, then, the phrase evoked not Swiss culture in general, and the translation ‘assemble
like the Swiss mercenaries’ preserves this idea, carrying a warning that the emerging movement could
become a professionally organised force, and an immediate threat.



