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Named for the sobriquet Jacques Bonhommes given to its participants, the Jacquerie Revolt of 1358 

began on the 28th of May in a village called Saint-Leu d’Esserent situated just north of Paris on the 

Oise River.1 Lasting at least until the end of June, it eventually encompassed most of the Île-de-

France, Picardy, the Vexin, and parts of Normandy and Champagne. Its violence primarily 

consisted of destroying or stealing nobles’ possessions and of attacking noble houses and 

fortresses, over 100 of which were destroyed or damaged during the revolt.2 At least two dozen 

nobles were killed, but despite the Jacquerie’s reputation for violence against women, all but one 

of the identifiable victims was male and there is almost no evidence of rape.3 The revolt was 

suppressed by a coalition of noblemen, acting in concert with the French and Navarrese crowns, 

who defeated the rebels in pitched battles at Meaux and Mello and who then rode across the 

countryside, exacting retribution from those whom they suspected of participation. 

 

The Jacquerie is famous. It is mentioned in school textbooks, popular histories, and specialist 

works alike. Along with the Florentine Ciompi Revolt of 1378 and the English Rising (or Peasants’ 

Revolt) of 1381, the Jacquerie featured centrally in the spate of works devoted to the phenomenon 

of medieval rebellion that appeared in the 1970s.4 The Ciompi and the English Rising have been 

extensively studied, for they fit well with the aims of broader national historiography focused on 

the communal struggles of northern Italy and the role of the common people in English politics.5 

The Jacquerie, on the other hand, has received less attention, perhaps because the political 

historiography of France is primarily focused on royal developments, while its strongly annaliste 

regional histories eschewed histoire évenémentielle.6 The only scholarly monograph devoted to the 

Jacquerie, Siméon Luce’s Histoire de la Jacquerie d’après des documents inédits, is over a century and a 

half old.7 Over the course of the twentieth century, there were a handful of historical articles and 
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a literary monograph.8 More recently, several articles and at least one doctoral dissertation have 

appeared.9 Still, the Jacquerie remains a very well-known episode about which very little is actually 

known.  

 

This article is an effort to increase our knowledge by examining what we can and cannot know 

about the social background of its protagonists. The social attributes of participants is one of the 

aspects of the movement that has been at least provisionally explored by previous scholarship, 

primarily because of the kind of sources available. Over 170 letters of royal pardon (lettres de 

rémission) issued to individuals and communities involved in the Jacquerie and its repression offer 

detailed portraits of its participants, making identity an attractively accessible avenue of research. 

In this essay, I examine more of those portraits and do so more deeply than has been previously 

attempted, and I come to different conclusions than earlier efforts, but I also argue that our 

interpretations have to be conscious of and constrained by the way those sources shape the 

information on offer in ways not acknowledged by earlier scholars. What it is possible to know 

about the men (and at least a few women) who participated in the revolt is largely limited to those 

individuals whose circumstances were conducive to pardon. While we can learn a surprising 

amount about the Jacquerie’s social composition from these sources, the significant gaps in our 

knowledge left by their bias toward certain characteristics and constituencies must not only be 

acknowledged but incorporated centrally into any effort to interpret the revolt. 

 

I. Reading the Jacques: Scholars and Sources 

Until the publication of Luce’s book, knowledge about the Jacquerie and the Jacques had come 

almost entirely from chronicles, especially that of Jean Froissart. Froissart offered little specific 

information on who the rebels were beyond that they were “people from the country towns” (villes 

champestres).10 In fact, his most used term for them is just meschans gens (wicked people). He also 

famously characterized them in one episode as “little, black hicks” (villains noirs et petits).11 But Luce, 
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who was one of the earliest students of the École des chartes, was able to exploit the hitherto 

largely unexplored royal archives for new information. He drew especially upon the royal pardons 

or lettres de rémission, copies of which were preserved in chancery registers. Issued to individuals or 

communities, the remissions released their recipient from criminal liability for the actions detailed 

in the letter. They thus offer alternative narratives to the stories provided by Froissart and the 

other chronicle witnesses for the revolt.12 They also provided a wealth of information about who 

some of these rebels were, where they lived, what they did for a living, how much money they had, 

and so on.  

 

Over 40% of these remissions employ a standard formula to talk about what the recipients did: 

N of village X was with many people of the neighboring countryside (gens du plat pays 

d’environ) in the noisy terrors (effroiz) that the people of the countryside committed against 

the realm’s nobles, for attacking nobles’ fortresses, destroying their goods, setting fires, 

pillaging them, and killing some of them13 

This is helpful in its own right for bulk geographic and prosopographic data, but far more 

interesting are the many dozens of letters that tell individual stories about what the recipients 

themselves did during the revolt to need a pardon. One for a certain Arnoul Génelon, for example, 

tell us that he 

agreed under fear of death and of losing all his houses and goods to be captain of the 

village of Catenoy and to ride and accompany its inhabitants for several days in the 

company of Guillaume Calle, who had been chosen Captain of the people and 

commune of the Beauvaisis, during which time a few ruffians (desordenez) from the 

company killed some people, did some pillaging, set some houses on fire, and 

committed other crimes, while Arnoul was with the company but not at all in 

agreement with these things in his heart or his will and [he] would gladly have impeded 

all their wickedness if he had dared. And when they returned from the castle of 
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Ermenonville, he left their company and went to Senlis, where he has since comported 

himself well and honestly, as he says …14 

 

The interpretation of these sources poses serious difficulties, given their elaborate exculpatory 

strategies and massaging of detail,15 but pulling together such documents allowed Luce to get 

beyond the chronicles’ largely stereotyped picture of revolting peasants and to write a much more 

complex and nuanced history of the revolt. His telling highlighted the links between this sudden 

outbreak of violence in the countryside in May 1358 and a political crisis that had been brewing in 

Paris since the English capture of the French King Jean II at the Battle of Poitiers in 1356. In the 

King’s absence, his son, the young Dauphin Charles (later Charles V) was nominally in charge, but 

in fact two factions vied for power: One was dominated by the King’s councilors and some of the 

great nobility with close ties to the royal house of Valois. The other was led by the head of the 

Paris merchants, a man named Étienne Marcel, and his co-conspirator, Robert le Coq, bishop of 

Laon, who himself had close ties with King Charles of Navarre, a potential rival to the newly 

established Valois dynasty.16 In the spring of 1358, the Dauphin and his noble allies moved against 

Marcel and le Coq’s faction, blockading river traffic to Paris on the Marne and the Seine Rivers 

and gathering an army to threaten the city. The Jacquerie, Luce argued, was the peasant response 

to the threat posed by the Dauphin’s incipient army, which would intensify the misery the country 

people had already suffered in the Hundred Years War and use the castles to facilitate the pillaging 

of the countryside if they were not first pulled down.17 Though hesitant to make a definitive 

statement about coordination, Luce did venture that the timing of the Jacquerie was awfully 

convenient for the beleaguered faction in Paris, and he speculated that Étienne Marcel may have 

had a role in stirring the peasants to action. 

 

Luce’s speculations were sharply rebutted by Jules Flammermont in an article published in 1879. 

Drawing almost exclusively on chronicle accounts, Flammermont judged such a plot “impossible” 
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because, as he said, “that would require people capable of thinking, directed by intelligent leaders” 

(des hommes capable de raisonner, dirigés par des chefs intelligents), but the Jacques were “rude peasants, 

without education, without instruction, stupified by poverty and drunkenness” (des paysans grossiers, 

sans éducation, sans instruction, abrutis par la misère et l’ivrognerie).18 Such men were, he said, “incapable” 

of coordinated action. They just hated noblemen, and the revolt was essentially an accidental 

“explosion” of resentments nourished, he said, for centuries.19  

 

Flammermont’s article has enjoyed a perhaps surprising amount of traction.20 Until very recently, 

the most cogent challenge to his depiction was a short article by Raymond Cazelles, which 

approached the problem of the revolt’s purpose primarily from the standpoint of social identity. 

Entitled “La Jacquerie: Fut-il-un-mouvement paysan?,” the piece argued that the answer to that question 

was negative.21 Based on the remissions, Cazelles showed that the rebels counted artisans and 

clerics among their number, and they were closely allied with cities, including Paris but also 

Amiens, Senlis, and other regional capitals, which were united in open revolt against the French 

crown. Cazelles thus concluded that rather than a “peasants’ movement” (a term he left 

undefined), the Jacquerie was not only carefully planned with Parisian direction, but actually a 

concerted effort between the countryside and the cities to realize their own political vision: “a 

regional structure reduced to only two elements: la ville et le plat pays.”22 In this vision, there was no 

place for the old, feudal power of the nobility, power made both possible and visible in their 

castles, which were, therefore, the objects of attack. 

 

Much about how the Jacquerie and its objectives have been understood has thus depended upon 

who historians think they were. The participants’ identity has been a central focus of my own 

research into the revolt, which has used a relational database to keep track of the individuals 

mentioned in the sources. In addition to the chronicles and remissions that have been the mainstay 

of modern research into the revolt, I have also exploited the records of the lawsuits and settlements 
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that were the civil sequela of the Jacquerie, as well as a range of heterogeneous documents, 

including municipal and monastic records, papal dispensations, private letters, and land 

transactions.23 Yet, the total corpus, which numbers nearly 500 documents, certainly does not 

exhaust the potential sources for the Jacquerie. While it is based upon extensive research at the 

Archives nationales and Bibliothèque nationale of France and some archives départementales, 

there undoubtedly remain more sources to be discovered, especially in local archives. Because 

these archives are incompletely catalogued, finding those sources is a haphazard task, requiring no 

small amount of serendipity, as well as a time horizon stretching to decades. 

 

While there can be no question of an exhaustive accounting, the data that the collected sources 

offer are nevertheless considerable. Among over 1500 individual people and communities 

mentioned in the documents, 488 individuals and 51 communities can be identified as perpetrators 

or accused perpetrators of the Jacquerie. Another 250 or so other individuals were involved either 

as the uprising’s victims or its suppressors. The corpus also contains 161 individuals associated 

with Marcel and le Coq’s government in Paris and its other urban allies, 38 of whom are also 

connected with the Jacquerie. About a fifth of the other people in the dataset is connected with 

either King Charles of Navarre or to the Dauphin, the rest being judicial by-standers of one sort 

or another: parties to lawsuits long after the fact, relatives of people directly involved, officials 

executing judgements, and so forth. This corpus is somewhat larger than that identified by Luce 

and much larger than that used by Cazelles, who primarily drew upon the documents that Luce 

had published in an appendix to his book. In addition, the use of a database means that the 

information can be viewed in some ways that were not available to earlier scholars.  

 

These data obviously offer a wealth of information on the rebels, their allies, their victims, and 

their suppressors. It is nevertheless important to emphasize just how limited their information is. 

A point of capital importance is that they only include only a fraction of the people involved in 
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the Jacquerie. Some chronicle reports of the Jacques’ numbers are probably exaggerated -- 

Froissart at one pointed claimed that if all of them were gathered together in one place, they would 

have numbered over 100,000 – but less hyperbolic assessments of 4,000 Jacques at a particular 

battle or companies of hundreds of Jacques encountered on the road or attacking a particular 

manor indicate that the 500 odd participants in my database are only the tip of a much larger 

iceberg.24  

 

Nor would it be wise to assume that that the visible part of that iceberg is representative of its 

whole. For one thing, the locatable surviving sources are overwhelmingly of secular, royal, and 

Parisian judicial provenance. This means that clerics, normally under ecclesiastical jurisdiction, and 

the vast number of people ordinarily subject to seigneurial justice appear only if they successfully 

appealed to a royal court or were prosecuted by one via extraordinary means and that case came 

before an organ of the central administration in Paris.25 While there are some mentions of 

seigneurial prosecutions in royal sources, few seigneurial or ecclesiastical court records survive 

from fourteenth-century France.26 Many sources mention executions, either by local judicial 

authorities or by those participating in the nobles’ “Counter-Jacquerie,” without giving any 

information about those thus killed.27 Some sources also mention that individuals had fled in fear 

of retribution or prosecution.28 Some of these refugees from justice received remissions, allowing 

them take up their old lives, but we have no way of knowing how many others permanently 

absented themselves.29 Of the seven fugitives who did procure remission, five of them mention 

wives and children. Single, less established Jacques may have had less incentive to return and 

identify themselves to the authorities. 

 

Another important consideration is that the remissions, which make up about 60% of the sources 

directly related to the Jacquerie, are biased not only toward those whose favorable situation made 

flight unattractive but also toward those who could afford to procure one. These things did not 
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come cheap, and they often required social connections and some knowledge of how the legal 

system worked.30 That individuals with a certain amount of wealth and savoir faire participated in 

the Jacquerie does indeed tell us interesting things about the revolt’s constituency, as Cazelles was 

keen to point out. But at a minimum, the fact that wealthy men participated in the Jacquerie does 

not mean that poor men did not. Nor, as the final section of this essay discusses, does the 

overwhelming proportion of identifiable male participants mean that women were absent from or 

unimportant to the revolt. 

 

II. Leadership: Rural Elites and Organization  

Among those extraordinary individuals who appear in the documents, most scholarship has 

focused on the most extraordinary among them: the revolt’s leaders. This focus is a natural result 

of the Jacquerie’s remarkable degree of organizational and hierarchical leadership. The Jacques had 

a supreme commander, called the great or general captain of the gens du plat pays, who is referred 

to by name as Guillaume Calle in three chronicles and five letters of remission, including the one 

quoted from above.31 Under Calle were a circle of “top brass” who helped to coordinate an 

organization of regional and village captains who had their own subalterns and who were 

responsible for coordinating the action of local populations in accordance with orders given to 

them from higher ups.32  We can identify 40 such individuals, who hailed from every region of the 

revolt. The sources offer extensive details for many of these men, partly because they were the 

kind of people who could afford personalized pardons, and partly because having played an 

organizational role made one especially culpable in the crown’s eyes and therefore especially in 

need of pardon.33 Many of the examples on which Cazelles based his argument were drawn from 

remissions for these captains. 

 

Many of these leaders were men of substance or even real wealth: We no longer possess the 

inventory of Calle’s possessions made after his execution, but they were apparently nice enough 
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to be given to a nobleman named Robert Garvel and extensive enough to make it worth Calle’s 

widow Isabelle (Ysabelle uxoris defuncti Guillaumi Calli) bringing suit against Garvel to get her dowry 

portion back.34 Calle’s lieutenant, Germain de Réveillon, who led a contingent of Jacques against 

the King of Navarre in Calle’s absence, was rich indeed, for although he is described in his 

remission as an homme de labour, he estimated the damages he sustained from noble reprisals after 

the Jacquerie at 3,000 moutons, which might have bought him a small palace.35 Simon Doublet, 

captain of some villages in Picardy owned more than one house, as did Arnoul Génelon, whose 

remission is excerpted above, for he feared losing toutes ses maisons.36 A likely member of Calle’s 

“top brass” named Jean Rose had considerable property of his own and was well known (bien 

connu) in the city of Compiègne.37 Like Calle, Rose had a wife, who, like Calle’s widow, was savvy 

enough to petition the crown after his death. Rose also had children (trois petiz enfanz).38 Another 

family man, Fremy Houdrier, who generously footed the bill for a dinner with the captain of the 

Jacques and his men, was married to a noblewoman, and he, too, owned multiple houses.39 For 

these men, at least, this was not a revolt of misère. 

 

Nor were these men sans education. Despite the secular provenance of the sources, there are three 

captains who were clerics or who at least claimed benefit of clergy.40 Calle himself was literate, for 

according to one chronicle he wrote and received letters to and from Étienne Marcel, and in letters 

of remission we find him corresponding in writing (scripsisset) with Jean Rose and the captain of 

Pont-Saint-Maxence.41 In fact, he may have had his own seal.42 In contrast to the later English 

Rising, widespread destruction of legal documents does not seem to have been a feature of the 

Jacquerie, but there were a few incidents in which litteris atque cartis or other documents were 

burned.43 The captain of a village called Bessancourt and his “councilor” were clearly sensitive to 

local legal situations. They reminded everyone in the village not to obey the village prévôt 

(administrator) while they themselves were away hearing orders from Étienne Marcel because of 
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a pending jurisdictional dispute with the nuns of Maubuisson, and they also made the local curé 

promise not to seal anything to the villagers’ detriment.44  

 

As the evidence of literacy and legal knowledge suggests, a number of the captains had 

administrative or military experience. The homme de labour Germain de Réveillon was a familiar of 

Jean, Count of Montfort, whose war over the Duchy of Brittany may have given de Révellion 

plenty of experience of war, as well as labor.45 De Réveillon also served as the tabellion (or notary) 

of the royal prévôtée at Pont-Sainte-Maxence, where in 1350 his name is on a charter benefiting the 

priory of Saint-Leu d’Esserent, the village in which the Jacquerie began.46 Colot d’Uyron and 

Géraud Sapience, captains in Champagne, were termed homes d’armes in their joint remission, and 

their loyal service to the crown was invoked in their supplication for pardon.47 Both Hue de 

Sailleville, who held a commission from Étienne Marcel, and Jean le Féron, who led long-distance 

military expeditions in the Jacquerie, had also served in the royal army.48 Philippe Poignant, 

approached to be captain of four towns in the Beauvaisis, was a royal sergeant and served as 

guardian of the bishop of Beauvais and the lords of Saint-Denis.49 Simon de Berne, seignuerial 

prévôt for the county of Beaumont-sur-Oise, became the rebels’ captain for that territory.50 The 

man whom Simon de Berne helped elect as captain of the lands of Montmorency, Jaquin de 

Chennevières, served as the seigneurial prévôt of that lordship from 1362-68, an appointment for 

which he must have possessed significant prior administrative experience.51  

 

Like Jean Rose, bien connu in Compiègne, some of these men had close ties to urban centers and 

were as comfortable in town as in country. Over 20 Jacques, including some of the more 

important organizational figures, lived in the city of Senlis.52 Along with Amiens, Senlis was a 

major urban bastion of the revolt, and some of the communities with identifiable captains, such 

as Montataire and Jaux, are better described as towns than as villages.53 Some of these men were 

artisans not farmers, as Cazelles pointed out, or at least bore surnames or sobriquets that might 
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indicate an artisanal profession, like Colart le Mannier (the miller), Jean le Feron (the smith or 

ironmonger), Eudin le Charon (the cartwright), and the nobly-married Frémy Houdrier, “called 

the butcher” (dit le bouchier).54  

 

The role of urban and artisanal participation in the revolt is worth noting, especially because it 

has parallels in other large-scale “peasant” revolts of the fourteenth century, including the 

Flemish Maritime Revolt, the English Rising, and the Languedocian Tuchinat.55 But these 

aspects should not overshadow the fact that rural and agricultural connections predominate. 

Most of the captains led small communities, and 10 of the 40 identifiable leaders received 

remissions that included formulaic language in the disposition asserting their right to the 

peaceful collection and storage of their crops and vines: “allow him to collect and store his 

crops, work and cultivate his lands and vineyards, and take care of his needs and commerce” (li 

laissent cueillir et mettre a sauvete ses biens qui sont ou seront aus champs labourer & cultivier ses terres & 

vignes & faire ses besoignes & marchandises). 

 

The revolt’s leadership was thus rural, but markedly elite.56 These were well-off, well-connected, 

experienced men with a lot to lose. They confirm the royal chronicler’s observation that there were 

“rich men, burghers, and others” among the revolt’s predominantly laboring masses.57 We can well 

imagine that such men could coordinate with Paris and could envisage knocking down castles as 

a step toward a new social order built around a rural-urban nexus, though it is less clear how such 

an objective would have squared with de Révellion’s seigneurial service or that of Philippe 

Poingant. Their presence in the revolt makes a lot of sense if we think of them as their 

communities’ natural leaders. While there are a few cases in which the rebel hierarchy seems to 

have imposed a leader on a community, in most cases the evidence is that captains were chosen 

by their communities. Élu or electus are the adjectives commonly used. 
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III. The “Rank and File:” Communities and Conflicts 

Among those participants without an identifiable leadership role, it is possible to find some men 

who fit the same social profile as the captains. A good example is Colin the Clipper who attended 

a Jacquerie assembly in Champagne: He was a cleric (clericus), likely one in minor orders, but his 

surname, tonsor in the Latin remission, is not a reference to his haircut.58 It may mean that he was 

a sheep shearer, and his remission includes the formulaic language quoted above for the 

unmolested collection and storage of crops. Another translation of tonsor, which Luce favored, is 

“barber” or “barber-surgeon.” Such a profession would fit both with his identification as clericus 

and with the information that he dealt in spices; his possessions included jars of nutmeg, standard 

medieval materia medica. On the other hand, the sobriquet tonsor may rather be a reference to a 

reputation for close dealings, for Colin was relatively wealthy. He owned at least 300 livres worth 

of property, including some land that he had purchased from the local lord and which paid to him 

the taxes normally owed to her. Colin paid close attention to the news, so when bells rang in the 

village and he was summoned to an assembly of local villagers, he believed – or at least could later 

say that he believed – that this assembly was being held in accordance with a recent royal decree 

authorizing communal self-defense against pillaging soldiers.59 

 

Cazelles, whose analysis did not distinguish between the revolt’s leaders and participants, argued 

that such men -- Colin being one of his examples -- were characteristic of the Jacquerie’s 

participants as a whole. Indeed, he claimed that they made up the majorité. Given the constraints 

of the evidence, particularly the size of the revolt relative to the number of documents issued to 

individuals and the bias of that documentation toward the well-off and well-connected, any claim 

about the “majority” of the Jacques is impossible to test, but even on the basis of the evidence we 

do have, it is not true. Of the 488 individual participants, only 14.8% were artisans or bore artisanal 

surnames. That percentage includes people like Colin whose surname might not have been a 

professional reference or whose profession may have been quite agricultural. Nearly twice that 
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many – 28.3% – had remissions with the formula about harvesting and storing crops, and slightly 

fewer (12.3%) were qualified as laborers (homme de labour) as had indications of an artisanal 

profession. While 31 Jacques served as officers of royal, ecclesiastical, seigneurial, or communal 

administrations, only nine were clerics. Further analysis disaggregating the leaders from the rest 

reveals instructive differences and similarities (figure 1). While the captains were significantly less 

likely to be characterized as artisans or hommes de labour as other Jacques, their remissions contain 

the agricultural formula only somewhat less frequently than those of non-leaders. Yet, a far greater 

percentage of captains than non-leaders were clerics or held positions as officers. So, while 

agriculture was important to both the captains and the participants in the Jacquerie, the rank and 

file were much more likely to be associated with manual professions and the leaders with 

intellectual or administrative ones. 

 

[Insert figure 1 here] 

 

These observations are based upon the cases for which the sources offer specific details about 

their lives and social contexts, but for most of the Jacques named in the sources, we do not have 

this kind of information. On the other hand, the sources usually do indicate the name of the rebel’s 

village of residence or origin. This is no doubt due to the centrality of the village to the revolt’s 

organization, which was based around the network of village captains. This was not an 

organizational structure constructed ex nihilo, but one which reflected the fundamental importance 

of the village community to the organization of the countryside. As the author of a thesis on the 

Jacquerie observed, village communities were the revolt’s “units of mobilization.”60 Observing 

how the revolt unfolded, it appears that most Jacques acted with others from their own village 

community, often alongside family members to judge by surnames, and as noted above, at least 51 

villages or towns were implicated in their entirety, most of them receiving remissions on behalf of 

the community as a whole (les habitans de la ville de N.). As was the case in the earlier Flemish 
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Maritime Revolt (1323-28) and later English rebellions, the Jacques were probably drawing upon 

the usual way that villages raised and organized troops.61 That the captain of Jaux had a sub-officer 

called a dizinier, the title given to a communal watch’s commander in charge of 10 men, suggests 

that the Jacques took over the community’s normal watch there.62  

Yet while Jacquerie’s constituency was in one way intensely local, these village-based groups had 

considerable interactions with people from other villages during the course of the uprising. As in 

most rural revolts in pre-modern Europe, an important organizational mechanism of the rebellion 

was regional assemblies at which representatives of multiple villages gathered.63 Such assemblies 

were held at Gonesse north of Paris, at Breteuil in Picardy, Saint-Vrain in Champagne, and Chilly-

Mazarin south of Paris, as well as at other, unspecified places.64 The extramural aspect of the revolt 

is further demonstrated by the fact that most Jacques did not attack targets in their own village; 

less than 15% of the Jacques’ hometowns were also the sites of attacks from them. As this suggests, 

for many, perhaps even most rebels, participation in the Jacquerie involved some travelling beyond 

their village. A villager from Crugny (about 20 kilometers west of Reims), for example, received 

remission for attacking a castle at Fère, about 17 kilometers away, and the villagers of Chambly 

were involved in a multi-village attack on the castle of Jouy-sous-Thelle, 32 kilometers away. As in 

the case of Chambly and as is apparent from the regional assemblies, much of this travelling 

involved cooperation with people from other villages. Outside of Meaux, for example, six men 

“all from [the village of] Tourcy,” joined forces with eight others, “all from [the village of] Lizy,” 

a settlement about five kilometers distant.65  

 

There were also Jacques who travelled far longer distances, often individually or in small groups. 

For example, one Perrin Baudin, present for the demolition of the castle of Jouy-sous-Thelle, was 

later caught 55 kilometers away at Val-de-Reuil, where he was attacking a nobleman’s valet.66 Long 

travel was also undertaken by Jean le Féron’s compagnie, which marched or, more likely, rode from 
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Catheux in the Beauvaisis to the castle of Auffay in Normandy, a journey of 117 kilometers as the 

crow flies. Some of these travelers seem to have played a coordinating role distinct from that of 

the village captains, moving from community to community, relaying commands and enforcing 

discipline. Such “outsider” Jacques were important -- or at least available for blame -- in some of 

those instances in which villagers attacked targets in their own villages. In the Francilian village of 

Plainville, for example, the inhabitants said that the rebels (les non-nobles) “came to the village” (venuz 

en la dite ville), where they wished to attack a fortress with the inhabitants’ help.67 At Épiais in the 

Vexin, a “great number country people came (vindrent) to the village” and made them destroy a 

local knight’s houses and property.68 The knight’s own version of the story confirmed that those 

involved included pluseurs autres de pluseurs villes. The villagers of Vez and their lord in the county of 

Valois told a similar tale.69 

 

These shadowy people, who constitute an almost constant backdrop in the sources, are referred 

to in only the most general of terms: les non-nobles, ceux qui on l’appellait Jacques Bonhommes (those who 

were called Jacques Bonhommes), or most often, les gens du plat pays d’environ (people of the 

countryside nearby). Such terms, usually given with their definite articles, give a sense of an 

identifiable group, one distinct from the person or group being remitted. Distinctly and definitely 

non-noble, they were well known or distinguishable enough for some people to have given them 

a nickname, and they were country-folk (gens du plat pays), who were from “around here” (d’environ), 

but not actually from “here.” 

 

So, if the revolt was, as Froissart said, one of villes champestres, whose constituents were drawn from 

and organized by pre-existing village structures, the revolt nevertheless wove these village 

communities into a regional movement whose dynamics both moved these communally-

constituted groups beyond their villages and introduced outsiders into the villages. It is easy to 

imagine that this interplay of intra- and extramural people and contexts meant conflicts of interest 



 16 

and motivation. The frequent claims of duress notable in the sources had exculpatory aims, but 

we should not discount the considerable evidence they offer of disagreements over targets and 

strategies, disagreements that took place not only between villagers and outsiders but between pro- 

and anti-Jacquerie faction within the villages themselves.70  

 

Three issues are particularly prominent: First, there were disagreements over targets. Members of 

the “rank and file” refused to attack people who were not noble, despite the instructions of their 

leaders. There are explicit statements to that effect recorded from incidents at Gonesse and 

Ermenonville, both places where the non-noble targets were personal enemies of the Parisian 

faction’s leaders.71 Objections were also made to attacking one’s own lord, as in the case of Vez, 

mentioned above. Indeed, although one chronicler remarked with shock that some Jacques “even 

attacked their own lords,” the Jacquerie is better characterized as an anti-noble revolt than an anti-

seigneurial one.72 75% of the documents identify the revolt’s target as les nobles, while I have not 

found any that mentions “the lords.”73 Indeed, while the great majority of the Jacques’ identifiable 

victims were noble, fewer than half held lordships. A number of lords intervened with the crown 

to secure remission for their subjects, as for example in the case of sir Gobert de La Bonne, lord 

of Sainte-Livière, who supplicated the crown to extend its pardon to the village of Sainte-Livière 

and to his serf (home de corps), one of the very few references to serfdom that I have found in the 

Jacquerie’s sources.74 

 

A second area of conflict was over the possession of sufficient authority for the actions 

undertaken. These incidents are particularly interesting in light of efforts by the revolt’s leaders to 

cloak themselves in royal authority, for example by using a royal officer to make announcements 

“on our [the Dauphin’s] behalf or that of our lord [the King]” or fighting under banners painted 

with the royal fleur-de-lys.75 But while the country-folk might have been susceptible to propaganda 

and misinformation, they were not homogeneously uncritical. Near Meaux, orders from the 
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Jacques’ leadership were met with questions about “what power [the leaders] had to do that and 

whether they were doing it by royal permission or mandate, or otherwise.”76 In Chambly, upon 

receiving a summons from Calle, the villagers wrote to the royal bailiff of Senlis to ask whether 

the summons was legitimate.77 Captains, too, feeling themselves under constraint from popular 

opinion, might question the movement’s legal authority. One Picard captain, popularly elected to 

the position allegedly against his will, reported his objection that “such congregations and 

assemblies and the making of a regional captain in the realm of France without the authority and 

license of our lord [King] or us [the Dauphin] cannot rightly be done.”78 

 

The third issue, apparently most acute from the leaders’ perspective, was the extent and quality of 

undisciplined violence. One may view with a gimlet eye Arnoul Génelon’s claim that he did not 

approve of the pillage, arson, and murder committed by his men, but many captains gave similar 

accounts of men whose excesses they could not control. One regional captain remembered how 

“the locals did many evils in his presence, [although] he was always telling them ‘Don’t set fires,’ 

and in order to make them stop as soon as possible, ‘Wait for another time.’ For this they called 

him a traitor and wanted to cut off his head.”79 Another captain recounted his “great horror at the 

excesses and outrages that the country-folk did, against his will and which he could not remedy.”80 

The leaders’ ineffectual efforts to curb the grassroots’ thirst for violence appears, too, in the quatre 

premiers Valois chronicler’s account of the Jacques’ disastrous encounter with Charles of Navarre 

near Mello, where Guillaume Calle’s suggestion that the Jacques fall back to Paris was met with 

shouts of refusal and boasts -- which turned out to be wrong -- that they were “strong enough to 

fight the gentlemen.”81   

 

IV. Absences and Unknowns: Women in the Jacquerie 

The “tip-of-the-iceberg” Jacques revealed in the documents were thus a diverse and contentious 

collection of people and communities. Yet there remain thousands, perhaps even tens of 
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thousands, of participants about whom we know nothing at all. What we can surmise about the 

iceberg below the waterline is limited. It is partly made up of “unknown unknowns,” people, 

incidents, and contexts about whose presence or absence nothing can be stated beyond the humble 

acknowledgement that there are questions we do not even know to ask, even if we had sources to 

ask them of. But thinking carefully through the disposition of the texts we do have and the contexts 

in which they were produced can delimit some areas of ignorance. Among these “known 

unknowns,” as I have already indicated, are those Jacques who were too poor or marginal to 

receive a remission, those who had fled or who were executed in the Counter-Jacquerie, and those 

who were not usually subject to secular royal jurisdiction. Another group is women. 

 

Of my 488 Jacques, only eleven were female.82  The name of the revolt itself -- derived from the 

nickname Jacques Bonhomme – apparently confirms this masculine bias.83 That “Jack revolted 

without Jill” was among the evidence that Samuel K. Cohn, jr. deployed in demonstrating that 

women are rarely found among late medieval rebels on the continent and concluding that medieval 

revolt was a mainly male enterprise.84 That women are hard to find is indubitable, but rather than 

taking their scarcity at face value and returning our attention to what the men were doing, we need 

to think carefully through the possible reasons for the small numbers of identifiable rebel women 

in terms of medieval socio-cultural practices, the way those practices shape our sources, and our 

own interpretative biases. While my discussion here is not primarily a comparative one, any effort 

to compare qualitatively or quantitatively the role of women in revolt over space and time requires 

painstaking attention to the disposition of the sources, to the documentary, legal, and linguistic 

cultures that produced them, as well as to the variations of gendered experience in different 

historical societies. In the absence of sustained discussion of such considerations, the interpretative 

force of comparisons on the basis of numbers of women or types of participation is limited.  
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As Vincent Challet has argued, one methodological consideration is that women may rarely appear 

in the sources for medieval French revolts because judicial authorities were less willing to prosecute 

women.85 For a slightly later period, Natalie Zemon Davis noted a similar pattern: “everywhere [in 

France and England] the sexus imbecillus might be punished less severely. The full weight of the law 

fell only on the ruling male.”86 This is not to say that all medieval authorities treated all women 

with greater leniency than all men in all cases,87 but rather that the processes that shaped the 

available sources differed according to time, place, crime, and context. That women appear 

disproportionately more frequently in documents relating to civil procedures for the Jacquerie, as 

I discuss below, rather than in the criminal remissions is suggestive of differential patterns of 

prosecution in this instance. Furthermore, it is vital to recognize that to the extent that women 

may have participated in the Jacquerie, the strongly gendered nature of their historical society 

means that they probably did not do so in the same ways that men did, and that this, too, has 

implications for the availability of sources and our interpretations of them. As Jelle Haemers and 

Chanelle Delameillieure insightfully observed, sources – and historians -- tend to focus on the 

physical violence of revolt, a predominantly masculine activity, rather than other forms of 

contention and resistance more conducive to female participation.88  

 

These are salutary reminders that the contexts of our documents’ composition shape the 

information available, and that they do so in gendered ways. As Sylvia Federico observed regarding 

women in the 1381 English Rising, historians often unconsciously replicate this gendered bias, 

making women into “an imaginary component of their society: overlooked and ignored by the 

scholarship, their presence … is assumed to be unreal.”89 Federico exploited the more extensive 

documentation for the English Rising to find dozens of cases of female participation and to argue 

for a more holistic understanding the constituency of the revolt and its motivations, which she 

characterized as not only “political” in a narrow sense but as “domestic, bodily, sexual, and 

personal.”90 My eleven women are probably proportionately similar to the number of women 
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Federico identified in the much larger and better documented Rising, and like her women, my 

“Jacquelines” highlight the multiplicity of possible interpretations for a multifaceted and 

incompletely documented mass experience. 

 

We might discount five of these eleven women as participants, for they appear in civil lawsuits 

where they are named as the surviving relatives of a deceased man. Four are widows, one a 

daughter.91 Possibly, they were being held civilly liable for actions they themselves did not commit. 

But while dismissing the possibility that these women participated in the rebellion is an apparently 

conservative interpretation, it may be too conservative, or in a way, rather radical. In the case of 

the only two widows for whom we have further information the minimalist interpretation is 

certainly unsatisfactory, for while their stake in their late husbands’ estate is noted, that statement 

is immediately followed by the allegation that they and their husbands had “taken from the 

[claimant’s] goods and enriched themselves” to the tune of 200 livres de Paris.92 The two widows’ 

part in this “taking” may have occurred after the violent scenes enacted in and around the 

claimant’s manor, when their previous husbands brought home the spoils of rebellion. But 

whether we classify these women as “rebels” or not depends on whether we privilege as rebellious 

only acts of immediate violence or whether, as Haemers and Delameillieure argue, related and 

supporting acts ought to count, too.  

 

The way that the documents identify the other six possible Jacquelines gives further warning 

against taking the androcentric naming conventions of late medieval France as proof of female 

inactivity. All six are also identified as the wife or widow of a named man. Among these six is 

“Jeanne, wife of Nicolas Bonin,” accused along with a dozen others of damaging the houses of a 

noble couple north of Paris. The document, which does not say that this otherwise unknown 

Nicolas Bonin was dead, characterizes the Jacquerie as undertaken by “many non-noble men and 

women” (quamplures homines & mulieres innobiles).93 Those accused of attacking the château at Luzarche 
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included “the wife [of] Renier du Brueil,” but Renier himself does not appear among the other 56 

men (and one widow) named in the suit.94 There is also a Margot, “previously the wife of the late 

Perrenet the short,” who is listed among the recipients to a remission granted to 30 named 

inhabitants of two villages in Champagne.95 Despite her widowed status, Margot was probably not 

a legal substitution for her late husband because criminal responsibility was not inherited. In two 

cases, women were accused of participation in the Jacquerie alongside their husbands: Égide de 

Longpré, wife of the late Rénault de Peuple, allegedly helped her husband murder a nobleman in 

their cellar and then let his wife starve to death, though she was later judged innocent.96 In another 

instance, “the wife of Perrin the saddler,” was treated as equally culpable as her husband for 

stealing a horse from a nobleman, who imprisoned them both.97 Finally, in a case of a different 

sort of retribution, we have Tassone, widow (“formerly wife”) of Massi de Vaires, who was the 

victim of raptus (probably rape) by some noblemen taking reprisals for the Jacquerie.98  

 

We can read the stories of Tassone, Égide de Longpré, and the wife of Perrin the saddler in a 

similarly minimalist way to the civil suits in which women seem to be standing in for their late 

male relatives. But conservative and careful as that move looks, closing off the more active 

interpretations is actually the more radical one, for it uncritically accepts the sources’ collapsing of 

women’s identities and actions into that of their male kin. Such an interpretation assumes – against 

both logic and evidence – that fourteenth-century sources would treat men and women in a 

gender-neutral way. Challet and Davis’s cautions about the gendered-workings of justice remind 

us of at least one reason that would not be true. Indeed, twenty-first-century depictions of men 

and women suggest that any expectation of gender-neutrality is not only anachronistic for the 

fourteenth century but not even realistic in our own supposedly egalitarian gender regime. The 

safer and more methodologically robust approach to the appearance of these women in the sources 

is that of Federico, who advocates “reading all of [their] possibilities,” including those which 

suggest a maximalist interpretation of female involvement.99 
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Of course, acknowledging that the gendered nature of the sources’ evidence probably conceals 

women’s involvement in the Jacquerie does not tell us much about what might otherwise have 

been revealed about that participation. While we cannot proceed as if the sources treated men and 

women the same way, we must also be respectful of their silences. That imperative makes it all the 

more important not to impose silence on them when they may in fact be speaking. The mandate 

that mentions mulieres among the rebels is the only explicit inclusion of women in the judicial 

documents when referring to the rebels in the aggregate. That compares to 10 or 12 examples of 

the rebels using or being given the masculine sobriquet Jacques.100 But the most predominant ways 

by far of characterizing the constituents of the revolt were gender neutral. The term gens, almost 

always specifically gens du plat pays, is used in 133 documents; nonnobles/innobiles appears in 66, and 

villes or communes occurs in 21. All of these terms could indicate or include women, as well as men, 

and it is notable that I have found no source that refers to the Jacques specifically as hommes or viri. 

To quote Federico once more, the safest methodological approach here is “one that assumes, 

rather than simply doubts, the presence of women.”101 

 

That women were present does not mean that they did the same things as their menfolk. That they 

probably experienced the revolt differently simply makes sense in terms of what we know about 

the highly-gendered nature of men and women’s lives in the later Middle Ages. One of the most 

visible organizational feature of the revolt was its almost military organization, no doubt learned 

in service with the royal French army, which had over the last decade made extensive use of the 

arrière-ban requiring the armed service of the realm’s male subjects.102 It was the much-derided 

service of these men that gave rise to the term Jacques Bonhomme in the first place.103 If women have 

sometimes played active roles in modern guerrilla insurgencies, medieval women’s roles in warfare 

were rarer, more circumscribed, and primarily supporting or defensive.104 Such “feminine” military 

activities do appear in two of the narrative accounts of the revolt. The quatre premiers Valois 
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chronicle mentions that both women and men (genz, femmes ou hommes) in the towns and other 

locations arranged to feed the Jacques, which it connects narratively with a report that the Countess 

of Valois also provided food.105 Jean de Venette, likely of peasant origin himself, recounted that 

when noblemen attacked the city of Senlis for its collusion with the Jacques, the male citizens 

fought in the streets, while the women (mulieres) poured boiling water on the attackers from the 

windows above.106   

 

The Senlisiennes’ actions at home -- indeed in their homes -- returns our attention to the home 

communities, which as I have emphasized, were as much building blocks of the revolt as the 

network of captains.  Jacques who marched out of the village must have left someone to care for 

livestock and children -- no doubt most of these were women -- and Jacques who marched into 

the village would have found it as populated by women as by men. We know less about medieval 

women in rural France than we do about their better researched English counterparts, but it is 

easily demonstrable that women had a role in the public life of medieval French villages.107 In the 

villages of Saint-Leu d’Esserent and Dompremy, for example, women made up around 15% of 

the villagers settling with their lords in connection with rebellious behavior.108 But women’s most 

significant contributions to village life were undoubtedly less formal or institutional. As Robert 

Fossier argued, the French village may have been a predominantly feminine space, heavily marked 

by women and girls’ sociability around wells and kitchen gardens.109 In this regard, it is interesting 

to note that four of the Jacquelines appear in pairs. The wife of Renier du Breuil appear in one 

document with Perrote, wife of the late Thomas Harare, and the two widows of Vez in another.110 

In the first case, any connection between the women is unclear, but in the case of the widows of 

Vez, these women not only remarried other Jacques, they remarried men from the same family, 

possibly becoming sisters-in-law. 
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One last intimation of what the revolt might have meant from a feminine perspective is offered 

by a remark in Jean de Venette’s chronicle that during the revolt, the Jacques and their “countrified 

wives” were dressed up rather strangely (curiosius vestitentes).111 Translators of this passage have 

interpreted this to mean that they got dressed up in the finery stolen from the nobles, an 

interpretation which fits with the previous clause of the sentence, which is about thievery. 112 It 

also fits with a few nobles’ accounts of the sumptuous fabrics and clothes that they lost in the 

revolt. One of those accounts is that which records Égide de Longpré’s alleged participation in the 

revolt and mentions clothes and jewels among the property (vestes jocalia et alia mobilia) that she and 

her husband were supposed to have stolen during the revolt.113 Another is that of the Lord of Vez, 

whose claim implicating two widows went on at length about the beautiful contents of his lost 

manor, including “beautiful linens, robes (or gowns), jewels” (grant quantite de beau linge, Robes, 

Joyaulx), silks and furs, as well as gold and silver dishes.114  

 

We might discount Jean de Venette’s story because the inversion of sartorial norms was one way 

chroniclers indicated their disapproval of events,115 but the reason that they employed this strategy 

is because clothes played an essential role in demonstrating and maintaining social order. Late 

medieval sumptuary laws, with their penalties for dressing above one’s station, show how 

important this was to authorities.116 In Paris and other northern cities in 1358, the wearing of red-

and-blue hoods signaled one’s support for Étienne Marcel’s regime, while in the countryside, when 

a nobleman was discovered hiding a “striped hood” under his coat, he and his companion were 

immediately understood to be “gentlemen’s spies” and attacked.117 Like Wat Tyler’s famous (and 

fatal) over-familiarity with King Richard II at Smithfield in 1381, the violation of social boundaries 

could be the most explosively subversive acts committed by rebels.118 A peasant wife in a lady’s 

gown was no frivolous frippery. Its political and social charge lay exactly in the personal, bodily, 

and aesthetic experiences of the woman wearing the gown and the woman whose gown was being 

worn, as well as the men to whom those bodies were tied in affective, legal, and political ways. The 
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baroque charges of rape and child murder that Froissart laid against the Jacques are almost entirely 

unsubstantiated by the judicial sources,119 but whether fact or fantasy, they, too, attest to the way 

that the rebellion could simultaneously violate social, household, and somatic boundaries. 

 

Jean de Venette’s remark about the “more strangely dressed” peasants offers a glimpse of how a 

revolt of the “non-nobles” against “the nobles” might have been experienced from a feminine 

point of view. Rather than the destruction of castles or the hardiness to face warrior-aristocrats in 

battle, perhaps it meant the chance to see oneself dressed up like a lady, to feel those silks (so long 

envied from afar) against one’s own skin, to admire one’s husband in the dashing garb of the local 

dandy and to feel similarly admired in return. Rather than adventure on the road with one’s 

compagnons, it meant weaponizing one’s wells and cooking pots for the defense of home and hearth 

while the children played look out and carried messages up staircases and across courtyards. These 

are not the kinds of acts that produced court records, but they, too, are acts of rebellion and 

challenges to the social order.120  

 

Conclusion 

Understanding the social constituency of the Jacquerie requires coming at the problem from a 

number of different directions, but there remain many things that are not and cannot be known 

about the men and women who participated in the revolt. That negative data – the silences, gaps, 

and blank spots in the sources -- should not be simply discarded or crowded out by the wealth of 

positive information available. Those absences must be integral to the interpretation of the revolt. 

They caution against over-interpretation and over-emphasis of what is clearly visible, and they 

warn against the too-firm denial of some possible aspects of the revolt, like the extent and nature 

of its violence or the experiences of women, which appear briefly or not at all in the sources. The 

portrait of the Jacques and Jacquelines that emerges is a broad and variegated picture with some 

fuzzy edges and many holes.  
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Yet, even with this expanded understanding of who the rebels were, we should be more cautious 

than previous scholarship has been about imputing motive or objectives to the movement on the 

basis of the participants’ social identity. People often act in ways discordant with what observers 

consider to be their self-interests, and there are an inestimable number of reasons why an 

individual might have chosen to participate or not. Given the distance in time and the disposition 

of the sources, many of these motivations, especially those that drove poor people and women, 

are probably irrecoverable. Nor are individual agency and interests the only issues. The Jacquerie 

was not a static “thing” that meant something (or some things) over the whole course of the period 

between the revolt’s beginning in May and its final suppression in July.121 Interpretations and 

objectives changed as events unfolded and were remembered later. As the sociologist of revolution 

Charles Tilly wrote, “people tell different stories about their programs before, during, and after 

violent episodes, and they often modify these programs in the course of interaction.”122 What the 

data collected here allow is the identification of some of the commonalities of interest and 

experience that might have encouraged the constitution of a large and organized, if fluid, rural 

uprising with close ties to urban centers, as well as the gradations of status and diversity of 

experience that made fragile things of the coalitions forged between city and countryside, between 

rural communities, and among the innumerable individuals who constituted the rebels of the 

Jacquerie. 
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