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    Poised between the intoxicating promise of civic regeneration and the hard calculus of power, The French Revolution by Hippolyte Taine follows a society that, reaching for universal liberty and justice, discovers how ideas, institutions, passions, and necessities collide, as local grievances swell into national programs, as emergency measures reshape ordinary life, and as the resolve to found a new order continually wrestles with the inertia of habits, the unpredictability of crowds, and the pressure of internal and external threats, revealing a drama in which moral aspiration and administrative constraint remain inseparably, and often painfully, intertwined.

These three volumes belong to historical analysis, forming part of Taine’s broader project The Origins of Contemporary France, and were written and published in the late nineteenth century under the early Third Republic. Their setting is France during the revolutionary decade, with attention to Paris and the provinces, to villages, tribunals, municipalities, and ministries. Taine assembles his account from administrative papers, local reports, memoirs, and contemporary testimony, aiming for a documentary narrative that balances synthesis with granular detail. Without dramatization for its own sake, the work situates political upheaval within social structures, economic conditions, and the procedures through which authority is exercised.

Read as a sustained inquiry rather than a sequence of set pieces, The French Revolution offers a voice that is erudite, exacting, and often severe, yet consistently anchored in evidence. The narrative proceeds by carefully selected scenes and dossiers, moving from institutions to individuals and back again, so that episodes illuminate administrative mechanisms and the moral atmospheres surrounding them. Taine’s sentences can be long and cumulative, building a case patiently; the tone remains lucid and unsentimental. The reading experience is immersive and demanding, inviting reflection on how facts are marshaled and how argument emerges from the juxtaposition of testimony and pattern.

Across the trilogy, key themes recur with clarifying insistence: the tension between ideas and institutions; the relation of private motives to public virtue; the transformation of exceptional measures into routine governance; the centralizing impulse that grows as crisis deepens; the resilience and diversity of provincial life; and the ways collective emotions influence deliberation. Taine treats revolution as both a moral awakening and an administrative experiment, asking how laws, committees, and local bodies channel fervor into enforceable policy. He examines how social conditions and organizational design shape outcomes, encouraging readers to consider not only what actors intended but also what their tools made possible.

Composed and released in the late nineteenth century, the work speaks from a France recently reorganizing its political life, and it weighs the perennial trade-offs between liberty, equality, and security with a methodical eye. That historical distance does not blunt its relevance. In an era of polarized publics, accelerated communication, and recurring claims of emergency, Taine’s analysis of how rhetoric mobilizes institutions, and how institutions in turn mold rhetoric, feels strikingly current. His focus on procedures, documentation, and accountability offers a framework for thinking about state capacity, popular consent, and the fragile boundary between necessary authority and overreach.

Because it weds copious documentation to firm judgments, the book has long provoked debate, and reading it profitably means treating it as both evidence and argument. Taine’s convictions—skeptical of abstractions detached from administrative realities, attentive to the costs of improvisation—shape his interpretation, yet the sources he assembles remain of independent value. Contemporary readers can weigh his inferences against his citations and bring other historiographies into conversation with his. The result is a disciplined encounter with historical explanation: a chance to study how a comprehensive narrative is built, where it persuades, and where it invites reconsideration or productive dissent.

Taken together, The French Revolution (Vol. 1–3) offers a searching portrait of a society remaking itself under strain and of the administrative forms that channel that effort. It stands as a rigorous, controversial, and enduring contribution to historiography, not because it settles the meaning of the Revolution, but because it clarifies the questions any explanation must face: how ideals travel through institutions, how urgency alters law, and how local life bears national designs. For today’s readers, it remains a demanding, illuminating guide to the origins of modern governance and to the moral risks that accompany political transformation.
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    Hippolyte Taine’s The French Revolution (Vol. 1–3), part of his larger project The Origins of Contemporary France, offers a sustained analysis of how revolutionary upheaval dismantled an old social order and forged a new political structure. Drawing on administrative archives, local records, and contemporary accounts, Taine aims to explain the dynamics that turned protest into regime change, and improvisation into a centralized system. He links events to psychology and environment, examining how ideals, collective emotions, and institutional designs interacted. The trilogy moves from the first shocks of 1789 through the rise of emergency government, tracing the mechanisms by which authority was transferred and wielded.

The opening movement situates the breakdown of royal power and the proliferation of local sovereignty. Taine examines the electoral ferment, the cahiers, the National Assembly’s transformative decrees, and the municipal revolution that spread authority to towns and villages. Facing fiscal crisis, administrative collapse, and a politicized public, new bodies emerge—communal councils, National Guards, district committees—that assert control over security and justice. He emphasizes how legal reforms and proclamations coexist with direct action, and how the expectation of immediate redress reshapes institutions. The result, in his narrative, is a volatile transition where established frameworks recede faster than viable replacements take shape.

From this unstable foundation, Taine turns to the engines of mobilization that consolidate the movement. Political clubs, notably the Jacobins and their affiliates, the press, and sectional assemblies in Paris and the provinces provide organization, doctrine, and discipline. He studies the rhetoric and rituals that bind participants, the pressure of petitions and crowds, and the routinization of extraordinary procedures. The diffusion of club networks creates channels for surveillance and coordination, while electoral forms are increasingly overshadowed by committees and delegations. Taine analyzes the psychology of leaders and followers, arguing that conviction, fear, and opportunity combine to accelerate radical initiatives beyond cautious legislative intentions.

National politics, in his account, are shaped by mutual distrust, war, and mounting tests of loyalty. The new assemblies face dilemmas of constitutional design, executive power, and public order, all under the scrutiny of militant opinion. Taine describes how debates over the monarch, the church, and property converge with military pressures to deepen factional conflict. As insurrections and crises punctuate the capital, a convention supersedes earlier bodies and claims sweeping authority. The revolutionary center of gravity moves toward emergency measures, with delegates balancing demands for unity against divergent provincial realities, and with legality increasingly defined by utility and necessity.

Taine charts the creation of revolutionary government as a system of concentrated oversight and coercive law. Committees entrusted with public safety and general security, revolutionary tribunals, surveillance bodies, and commissioners on mission form an apparatus designed to mobilize resources and neutralize opposition. Economic controls, including price regulation and requisitions, accompany political policing. He describes administrative innovations intended to be temporary but adapted to routine, emphasizing how wartime logic permeates civil life. Through statutes and decrees, the state claims unprecedented reach, while the boundary between policy and punishment narrows under the imperatives of vigilance and speed.

The provinces supply much of the book’s texture. Using local dossiers, Taine reconstructs how national directives are executed in departments and communes. He follows representatives on mission as they reorganize authorities, requisition goods, and supervise militias. Civil conflict in the west, resistance in important cities, and regional fissures force the government to blend negotiation and force. Campaigns against perceived counterrevolution and episodes of dechristianization appear alongside efforts to secure grain, maintain armies, and standardize administration. Taine highlights unevenness and excess, as well as compliance and adaptation, showing how revolutionary governance is both centralized in intent and variegated in practice.

A central thread is Taine’s portrait of revolutionary types and motives. He sketches activists, functionaries, and ordinary citizens caught between conviction and coercion, mapping social origins and career paths where possible. Ideology, ambition, intimidation, and material need intersect in his analysis of behavior. Clubs, committees, and commissioners form a career ladder and a disciplinary grid; fear of denunciation shapes speech and association. At the same time, he notes the persistence of local solidarities and the resilience of practical interests. The cumulative effect is a picture of power exercised through a mix of belief, organization, and escalating sanctions, with enduring consequences for civic habits.

As pressures ebb and alliances shift, Taine traces how emergency structures are reworked and selective retrenchments occur. Institutional improvisations harden into administrative routines, while certain extraordinary measures are curtailed or reversed. Political realignment alters the personnel and tone of governance, yet the machinery of centralized supervision and uniform procedures proves durable. The later chapters follow the adjustment from maximal controls toward a more regular order, without erasing the imprint of surveillance, codification, and executive preeminence. Taine links these developments to the subsequent phases of the Revolution and to the frameworks that will organize postrevolutionary France.

Across the three volumes, the overarching message concerns the birth of modern state forms from a crisis of legitimacy and social authority. Taine’s synthesis, grounded in documentary inquiry and psychological interpretation, argues that ideals and emergencies combined to create robust central institutions and new political reflexes. The trilogy invites reflection on how mass mobilization, moral certainty, and administrative technique can reinforce one another, for good and ill. Its significance lies in posing enduring questions about representation, coercion, and the capacity of government forged in upheaval—questions that continue to inform debates about revolutionary change and the nature of contemporary governance.
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    The French Revolution (Vol. 1–3) by Hippolyte Taine examines upheavals in France at the close of the eighteenth century, when the Bourbon monarchy presided over a centralized yet privilege-ridden Ancien Régime. Society was structured by three estates; the Catholic Church enjoyed vast property and exemptions; noble seigneurial rights burdened many peasants. Royal intendants supervised provinces, while sovereign courts (parlements) defended corporate privileges. Fiscal strain after the Seven Years’ War and support for the American War of Independence compounded chronic deficits. Enlightenment debates, a growing print culture, and urban political salons expanded the audience for reform, setting the stage for institutional confrontation.

In 1787–1788, failed fiscal reforms by Charles Alexandre de Calonne and Étienne-Charles de Loménie de Brienne met resistance from the Assembly of Notables and the parlements. With credit exhausted and tax inequities unresolved, Louis XVI convoked the Estates-General for May 1789. A pamphlet war surged, notable in Abbé Sieyès’s What Is the Third Estate? Electoral assemblies compiled grievances (cahiers de doléances) across towns and villages. The Third Estate, asserting national representation, prepared to challenge estate voting by order. Taine situates these institutional deadlocks as catalysts that converted a budgetary crisis into a constitutional rupture with enduring consequences for sovereignty.

In 1789, political momentum shifted decisively. The Third Estate proclaimed itself the National Assembly and swore the Tennis Court Oath to draft a constitution. The fall of the Bastille on 14 July signaled urban mobilization, while municipal authorities and the National Guard emerged to keep order. Rural panic known as the Great Fear prompted attacks on seigneurial records, leading to the August Decrees abolishing many feudal privileges. The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen articulated new principles of liberty and equality. The October Days brought the royal family to Paris. Ecclesiastical reform culminated in the Civil Constitution of the Clergy (1790).

Constitutional monarchy faltered in 1791–1792. The Constitution of 1791 limited royal power, but the Flight to Varennes undermined confidence in the crown. New political clubs—Jacobins, Feuillants, Cordeliers—framed divergent programs, while sectional assemblies in Paris exerted pressure. War with Austria and Prussia began in April 1792, radicalizing politics amid defeats and suspicion of treason. The Brunswick Manifesto inflamed public opinion. On 10 August 1792 insurgents and National Guardsmen overran the Tuileries, suspending the monarchy. A National Convention, elected by broader suffrage, convened to found a republic, a turn that Taine interprets through the dynamics of popular sovereignty and emergency.

From late 1792 to 1794, crisis politics intensified. September Massacres in Paris reflected fear of invasion and internal plots. The Convention proclaimed the Republic and tried Louis XVI, whose execution in January 1793 deepened war abroad. Uprisings in the Vendée and federalist revolts challenged Parisian dominance. To defend the Revolution, the Convention created the Committee of Public Safety, oversaw mass conscription (levée en masse), and empowered revolutionary tribunals. Economic strains, paper currency (assignats), and grain shortages fed unrest. Taine traces how administrative centralization, surveillance, and coercive measures expanded as leaders sought unity against foreign coalitions and domestic resistance.

The period known as the Terror institutionalized extraordinary powers. Representatives on mission enforced policies in the departments; local surveillance committees applied the Law of Suspects; price controls under the Maximum attempted to stabilize markets. De-Christianization campaigns, alongside the Cult of Reason and later the Cult of the Supreme Being, signaled cultural rupture. Factional struggles culminated in the suppression of Girondins, then the Hébertists and Dantonists. Revolutionary courts condemned thousands to death before the overthrow of Robespierre on 9 Thermidor Year II (27 July 1794). Taine assesses these mechanisms as products of emergency governance and ideological certitude within centralized structures.

After Thermidor, institutions were recast. The Convention dismantled the Terror’s apparatus and adopted the Constitution of Year III (1795), establishing a bicameral legislature and the Directory. Economic instability, including inflation and the collapse of assignats, persisted. Royalist and neo-Jacobin challenges prompted repression, notably the coup of 18 Fructidor Year V (September 1797). Military successes continued abroad, elevating generals such as Napoleon Bonaparte. Persistent executive-legislative conflict led to the coup of 18 Brumaire Year VIII (November 1799), creating the Consulate. Taine follows these transitions to illustrate how revolutionary centralization, war, and political sociology shaped the emergence of modern state power.

Taine composed these volumes in the early Third Republic, publishing the Revolution sequence between 1878 and the 1890s, with later parts appearing posthumously. Drawing on departmental archives, correspondence, and administrative reports, he pursued a documentary, analytic approach. His narrative emphasizes the continuity between Ancien Régime centralization and revolutionary authoritarian practices, while scrutinizing crowd dynamics, clubs, and local authorities. Critical of radical egalitarianism and emergency rule, he underscores the costs of ideological governance and coercion. The work influenced debate in France by linking revolutionary experience to contemporary institutions, offering a pointed critique of the era’s aspirations and unintended legacies.
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    Hippolyte Adolphe Taine (1828–1893) was a French critic, historian, and philosopher whose work helped define the intellectual climate of the Second Empire and early Third Republic. Renowned for applying a quasi-scientific method to literature, art, and history, he sought to explain cultural phenomena through observable causes. His most famous analytic triad—race, milieu, moment—proposed that inherited traits, environment, and historical circumstances shape individuals and works. Taine’s synthesis of positivism, historical inquiry, and psychological observation made him a leading voice in nineteenth‑century European criticism. He wrote influential studies on English literature, aesthetics, and modern France, leaving a controversial yet enduring mark on cultural interpretation.

Educated within the rigorous French lycée system and at the École Normale Supérieure in Paris, Taine trained as a philosopher and earned the agrégation in the early 1850s. His formation combined classical erudition with a growing interest in the natural and social sciences. He absorbed the period’s positivist ethos, drawing on methods associated with scientific observation and empirical generalization. British empiricism and comparative historical approaches also shaped his outlook, encouraging him to treat literature as evidence about society and mind. Early teaching posts and scholarly exercises deepened his methodological discipline, while Parisian intellectual life exposed him to ongoing debates about history, aesthetics, and psychology.

Taine first reached a broad public with travel writing and essays that displayed an acute eye for landscape and character. Voyage aux Pyrénées, based on journeys in southwestern France, blended observation, geology, and cultural reflection, revealing his talent for transforming concrete detail into general insight. The book’s crisp prose and experimental spirit foreshadowed his later analytical style. Through reviews and studies in major periodicals, he refined a comparative method attentive to social types, institutions, and artistic forms. This early phase established his reputation as a critic who could animate empirical description with interpretive reach, while avoiding purely anecdotal or romanticized travelogue.

His international breakthrough came with Histoire de la littérature anglaise, a multi-volume study published in the 1860s. Taine treated English literature as the product of national character, customs, and historical change, ranging from the Renaissance to the nineteenth century. The work drew praise for breadth, clarity, and explanatory ambition, and it helped popularize the idea that literature can be systematically linked to its social environment. At the same time, some readers objected to sweeping generalizations and the rigidity of causal schemes. Nevertheless, the study established Taine among Europe’s foremost critics and introduced his methodological triad to a wide audience.

During the mid to late 1860s, Taine developed his aesthetics in lectures and books gathered under the title Philosophie de l’art, examining Italian, Dutch, and classical traditions through stylistic analysis and cultural context. He insisted that artistic schools could be explained by climate, institutions, beliefs, and inherited dispositions. Alongside aesthetics, he pursued psychological inquiry in De l’intelligence (1870), where he explored sensation, association, and the mechanisms of knowledge. Although his psychology would later be revised by experimental science, it exemplified his effort to ground the humanities in observational principles. Together, these works positioned him between philosophy, art history, and the nascent social sciences.

After 1875 Taine focused on Les Origines de la France contemporaine, an ambitious, multi-volume investigation of the Old Regime, the Revolution, and the Napoleonic aftermath. Drawing on archival materials, he sought to explain modern France’s administrative centralization, political passions, and institutional legacies. The project’s lucid narrative and documentary range impressed many readers, while its skeptical view of Jacobinism and reliance on causal determinism drew criticism from republican and later academic historians. In recognition of his stature, Taine was elected to the Académie française in 1878. The Origines volumes occupied him for the rest of his career and shaped public debates about French history.

Taine spent his later years refining and extending the Origines until his death in Paris in 1893. His influence spread across disciplines: novelists of naturalist and realist inclination, notably Émile Zola, drew on his claims about social determinants; art historians and literary scholars adopted and contested his contextual method; historians engaged his archival rigor while challenging his generalizations. The formula of race, milieu, moment remains a touchstone—both heuristic and cautionary—in cultural analysis. Though aspects of his determinism and psychology have been superseded, Taine endures as a key architect of modern criticism, exemplifying the ambition to unite empirical inquiry with interpretive synthesis.
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A forthcoming second part of Les Origines de la France Contemporaine unfolds in two volumes: the present one follows popular uprisings and the laws that strip France of government; the next will track an extreme faction that seizes the vacant throne and rules by its creed. A planned third volume of source criticism lacks room, yet one rule remains: trust witnesses who are honorable, alert, intelligent, and on the scene, writing legal notes, secret reports, dispatches, letters, or journals without polemical design. Thousands of such voices, quoted verbatim and tagged by office and address, form an unvarnished portrait dated December 1877.
During the night of July 14–15, 1789, Duc de la Rochefoucauld-Liancourt[1] wakes Louis XVI to announce the fall of the Bastille[2]. “It is a revolt, then?” asks the King. “Sire! it is a revolution!” the Duke replies. Power no longer rests with crown or Assembly; it lies discarded, seized by mobs, and the fabric of society splits back to nature. Two forces feed the upheaval. First comes dearth: bad harvests, a brutal winter, and ten years of scant grain raise the price of coarse, bitter bread in provinces and Paris. Hunger, worsened by the riots it sparks, drives passions toward feverish violence.
A brimming stream needs only a ripple to flood; so too the misery of late-century France. Drought scorched 1788, then a hailstorm shattered sixty leagues from Normandy to Champagne, winter froze the Seine and killed olives, chestnuts, and crops while the Rhône spread in unbroken flood. By spring 1789 famine rose each month. Edicts, bounties, and forty million francs could not fill markets; neither could the Archbishop’s 400,000-livre debt, a stranger’s 40,000-franc gift, nor Bernardines feeding twelve hundred. Normandy’s treaty-ruined towns held forty thousand idle; in many parishes “one-fourth … are beggars,” eating barley crusts, oat loaves, even soaked bran that kills children.
Paris, starved yet quiet, seems a city under siege: rotten rye arrives in carts, “black and poor,” barley sprouted and stinking, loaves handed through wickets, snatched on the road. Bread stands at four sous a pound, but artisans lose a day’s pay to win it. An observer watches July approaching; shopfronts swarm, the bitter, earthy bread inflames throats, and he survives a week on two café flûtes. In the restless queue men mutter, “if the bakers find no flour tonight, we shall have nothing tomorrow.” Muskets guard doors, yet the wall of fear cracks; clergy, nobles, thinkers prise it wider, and the surge toward revolt.
Through the breach of privilege a shaft of hope pierces downward, sliding for fifty years from salons to flats, into cellars and dens of rogues. Loménie de Brienne[3]’s nineteen assemblies, built on Necker[4]’s two, now command taxation, works, and appeals; intendants and sub-delegates lose grip, orders blur, obedience thins. In parish and district halls peasants and "husband-men" sit beside lords and prelates, staring at printed tables of taille[5], poll-tax, and corvée[6] paid almost solely by them. Village attorneys read numbers, point at each exempt canon or nobleman, compute the loss, curse collectors; the listeners disperse, brooding on a vast fleeced multitude that includes them all.
Early 1788 inquiries make every parish tally imposts, name the privileged, weigh the loss. Villagers ask, "The King is good—why do collectors strip us? The noble smiles—why must we pay for him?" A resolve spreads: the wronged many will speak. The crown obliges: States-General[7] proclaimed, the Third Estate[8] doubled because "its cause is allied with generous sentiments," curés preferred as they "know the people’s sufferings," writs repeating "It is the desire of His Majesty…." Grievance books swell; a peasant girl says, "something was to be done…." Hunger aims the blow: crowds demand bread and abolition of dues; March–May riots flare without leaders, the chamber ignites.
Intermittent, isolated fires flare and die, yet sparks re-appear, hinting at the vast mass below. In the four months before the Bastille, more than three hundred riots ignite through Poitou, Brittany, Touraine, Orléanais, Normandy, Île-de-France, Picardy, Champagne, Alsace, Burgundy, Nivernais, Auvergne, Languedoc, Provence. Rouen’s parliament warns of grain robberies and “violent and bloody tumults, in which men on both sides have fallen.” Baron de Bezenval writes, “I once more lay before M. Necker a picture of the frightful condition of Touraine and Orléanais,” each letter telling of riots. Women lead: scissors rip sacks, shrieks rise as bread climbs seven sous; crowds surge, shops are stripped.
Pre-arranged bands strike. On 1 May at Bray-sur-Seine four thousand villagers armed with stones, knives, cudgels force farmers to sell at three livres, then vanish, leaving empty stalls. At Bagnols peasants demand flour, higher wages, bread at two sous, “promising to pay when the next crop comes round.” Officials yield: Amiens seizes Jacobin wheat, Nantes drops a sou, Angoulême begs Comte d’Artois, Cette trumpets every demand granted. Mobs raid convents, farms, convoys; ambushers clutch bridles, shouting “the convoy shall not go on.” Monopolists are stoned, Geslin hacked; property and life stand undefended, officials cry for troops, ruffians gather.
Smugglers, poachers, beggars, vagabonds swell into packs. Around Caux they storm parsonages and grab whatever they like. South of Chartres three hundred woodcutters hack down resistance and seize grain at their price. Fifteen night raiders ransom farms near Étampes; others pillage abbeys and châteaux in Cambrésis and Picardy. An old soldier, a forest-keeper and a few fellows lead five hundred, take wheat at eighteen livres, haul sacks, resell at forty-five, and threaten next harvest to reap fields and cattle. Near Uzès men shoot a notary and burn his papers; peasants free them. Wolves lead the mob; the cry for bread turns to murder and fire.
In Rouen vagabonds from Paris plunder four days: stores burst open, wagons emptied, wheat wasted, convents ransomed; they raid the attorney-general’s home, smash mirrors, march out loaded, then torch machines in factories. After such scenes the crowd hears new words. On 9 January 1789 Nantes shouts mingle: "Vive la Liberté! Vive le Roi!" Peasants round Ploërmel and in Alsace refuse tithes; villages in Isère vote that personal dues are over; many swear to pay no levy until deputies decide. At Lyons, dazzled by illuminations for the united orders, people believe duties ended, break the barriers, burn registers, drink seized wine, and shout the same catchwords.
When electoral assemblies meet the fever explodes. Crowds cry, "No more bishops or lords, no more tithes, no seignorial dues!" From Aix to Toulon the flour piquet is torn down, excise men chased away. At Agde the multitude threaten pillage unless prices fall and duties vanish; trumpets announce consent, yet three days later they return, halve the grinding tax, and force the sick bishop, slumped on a stone, to sign off his mill. Limoux rioters hurl tax books into the river. Provence turns jacquerie; sailors in Arles dangle consul Barras from a window until food prices drop, and towns, stripped of revenue, sink into debt.
Chaos spreads. In Toulon the mob wants the mayor’s head for signing taxes, tramples him and the record-keeper, strips their houses. At Manosque the Bishop of Sisteron is stoned, a grave dug; shielded by six men he escapes when the horses bolt. Foreigners mingle and cry, "We are poor and you are rich, we’ll have all your property." Brignolles loses thirteen homes, Aupt its seigneur Montferrat, hacked apart. In La Seyne women set a bier before a bourgeois, threaten, "Prepare to die, we’ll bury you," then ransack. Peinier’s president renounces all rights under siege; Sollier wrecks Janson’s mills; at Riez fifty thousand livres buy mercy.
Rebels now pose as sovereigns. At Peinier they call a second vote and claim suffrage; Saint-Maximin elects new consuls; Solliez makes the judge’s lieutenant resign and breaks his staff; Barjols declares, "We are masters," treating officials as servants. Justice equals forced sharing: Ursuline nuns pay eighteen-hundred livres; fifty loads of Chapter wheat and more from artisans are seized. Clubs raised, they demand money, wipe debts, halt suits, force a father to bless a marriage. Montmeyan’s agent yields long-earned fees; an ex-consul returns old fines. Registers burn from Hyères onward, and in Brignolles mill-owners sign a ruinous sale hailed with a mass.
High officials stay serene, finding virtue in revolt that prunes unfair levies. The young Marseilles guard marches to Aubagne, demands the lieutenant criminel and royal advocate free prisoners, and is obeyed. Marseilles then bars magistrates sent by patent, yet faces no force. Despite protests from Aix, a sweeping amnesty issues; only a few ringleaders may quietly leave the kingdom. Crown and army show paternal mildness, calling the people errant children who will repent once calm. But the child is a blind colossus, tormented and brutal: whatever it grips it smashes, threatening not just provincial cogs but the very central drive of the realm.
From Orleans to Sens, carts of wheat are stopped and stripped; at Meudon buyers must match every sack of flour with barley, while thirty Viroflay women, backed by men, search wagons. Near Montlhéry eight thousand villagers batter aside seven police brigades, compel sales at twenty-four francs, then carry off half the grain unpaid. “The constabulary is disheartened… I am frightened by what I have seen,” the sub-delegate admits. After the July hailstorm workshops close, hunger drives parishes to snare game on Conti’s and Mercy’s estates. Peasants fell Saint-Denis timber worth sixty thousand livres and twice smash Talaru’s mill-dyke, threatening to return with three hundred guns.
Paris becomes refuge and arsenal for the outcasts. Early May, a band of about six hundred breaks at Bicêtre then drifts toward Saint-Cloud; they have trudged thirty, forty, sixty leagues from hail-blasted Champagne and Lorraine. Toll clerks note “a frightful number of ragged men of sinister aspect,” foreigners with knotted sticks streaming through the gates. The capital already swarms with dispossessed builders and artisans: in 1786 two hundred thousand owned less than fifty crowns; in 1789 twenty thousand poachers linger in national workshops, twelve thousand dig useless trenches on Montmartre for twenty sous. These masses crowd starving before bakeries, ready to shatter any barrier.
When pamphlets and orators blame the Court for hunger, the street turns on it. On 7 June 1788 at Grenoble tiles rain on soldiers; in Rennes a whole camp is required; by February 1789 mobs at Besançon and Aix drive magistrates from the town hall. Paris follows: in August the crowd on Place Dauphine burns Brienne and Lamoignon in effigy, routs the watch, then vows to raze their homes. Another ferment spreads: nobles mock Christianity, applaud “the rights of man” before valets; lawyers echo them in cafés. Drop by drop the creed reaches artisans, porters, shopkeepers, soldiers, and the embers begin to glow.
On 5 July 1787 the King summons the States-General and asks France to speak; within months murmurs turn to trumpet blasts. Sieyès hurls “Qu’est-ce que le Tiers?”, Cerutti, Rabaut Saint-Étienne, Target, d’Entraigues, then Desmoulins and thousands more fill the streets, club meetings, and printing shops. Echoes roll through barracks, markets, garrets; in February 1789 Necker confesses that even the troops obey no one. By May fisherwomen and greengrocers sing for the Third-Estate before electors; in June lackeys pore over pamphlets; in July a valet peers over the royal shoulder. Craftsmen, servants, beggars—all ranks now rise against the old order.
On 21 April Paris electors gather in every quarter, their processions teaching the streets to steer leaders. Saturday 25 April a rumor flies that Réveillon, wallpaper maker and elector, declared “a man with wife and children can live on fifteen sous.” Treason, shout the journeymen, carters, cobblers, masons, and strangers, though Réveillon actually pays twenty-five sous and kept all three-hundred-fifty hands through the slack winter. Throughout Sunday the ferment swells; Monday 27 April clubs appear in Rue Saint-Sévérin, doors slam shut, voices howl “Priest!” at abbés. An effigy of Réveillon, ribboned with Saint-Michael, is tried on Place de Grève and burned, then mobs sack friend’s house until midnight.
At dawn 28 April the throng returns, shouting they fight “for the Third-Estate.” Deputations scour Faubourg Saint-Marceau, enroll every passer-by; women are dragged from carriages and forced to cry “Vive le Tiers-État!” Guards yield, Réveillon’s home is stormed; furniture, wagons, ledgers, poultry, gold, and plate feed three blazing pyres. Drinkers swill spirits and varnish until they collapse. Watch, Croats, French and Swiss Guards march in; tiles rain from roofs, volleys answer, cannon still the streets after two hundred dead and three hundred wounded. Yet bands rob baker and pork dealer, plot beyond the Barrière du Trône, and beg on bridges: “Take pity on this poor Third-Estate
The agitators sit in permanent session; the Palais-Royal[9] stands an open-air club beyond police reach, speech loosed among gambling dens and brothels. Forty thousand idle wanderers—students, clerks, adventurers, lodgers—swarm like bees from an overturned hive; settled bourgeois are absent. Ten thousand heads, light and inflammable, jostle so close an apple would never touch ground. Pamphlets pour forth—thirteen today, sixteen yesterday—calling 'liberty' the demolition of privilege and the leveling of France. On a table, Camille Desmoulins[10] proclaims, 'Now that the animal is in the trap, let him be battered to death… Forty thousand palaces will reward valor… The nation shall be purged.
Each evening men with stentorian lungs mount chairs outside cafés, bellowing fresh pamphlets while applause thunders. A porter parades a four-year-old who cries, 'Verdict of the French people: Polignac, Condé, Conti, Artois—exiled; the Queen—I dare not write it.' Inside a boarded hall youthful deputies vote, finger-counting foes, posting motions in the Café Foy; placards demand the pillory for Maury, and a speaker’s call to burn d’Espréménil, his family and home, passes unanimously. Dissenters are collared, forced to kneel, ducked in fountains; priests are trampled, women stripped, officers pelted, a police spy tortured from noon to dusk. The sovereign mob now legislates, judges, and executes.
Streets of Versailles seethe; each day the crowd hounds those it brands "aristocrats". On June 22 d'Espréménil barely avoids a beating; Abbé Maury is lifted by a curé into the Archbishop of Arles’s carriage. Next day the Archbishop of Paris and the Keeper of the Seals stagger beneath hoots that kill Passeret with excitement. June 24 a stone fells the Bishop of Beauvais; on the 25th only racing horses save the Archbishop, yet his windows smash until he pledges to join the Third Estate. Inside the hall six hundred spectators howl, vote, and blacklist opponents for the waiting mob. Terror quashes dissent.
Malouet asks for a preliminary vote; a man springs from the gallery, grips his collar and shouts, "Hold your tongue, you false citizen!" Threats chill the hall; next day only ninety opponents return. Lists of names reach the Palais-Royal, where houses are marked for fire, so at the Tennis Court[12] three days later only Martin d'Auch writes "opposing", is denounced, flees through a side door. Galleries roar; the radical thirty drive the submissive many. On 28 May, when Malouet pleads for a secret session, Bourche reminds him, "We are deliberating here in the presence of our masters.
Harshly drilled by Colonel du Châtelet, the French Guards form a secret pact to shield the Assembly; on 30 June crowds batter the Abbaye and escort eleven jailed soldiers back to feast. Disorder spreads: by dawn of 14 July battalions slip away, artillerymen shout "Allons, Vive le Tiers-État!", dragoons tell officers, "The first shot will be for you", Invalides troops hide guns, and Sombreuil’s artillery aims at his windows. Noon 12 July, Camille Desmoulins leaps onto a table, warns of "a St. Bartholomew of patriots", pins green cockades; paraded busts, barricades, stones, Guards fire, tolling bells, plundered arm-shops and an invaded Hôtel-de-Ville announce the people rules the streets
Night of July 12-13: barriers from Faubourg Saint-Antoine to Saint-Honoré, Saint-Marcel, Saint-Jacques burst and burn; octroi lost, wine turns cheap. Ruffians with pikes and clubs raid "enemy" houses, shouting, "Arms and bread!" bourgeois cower indoors. Dawn finds Paris in bandit hands. One gang splinters the Lazarists’ gate, wrecks library, windows, rushes to cellars; next day thirty lie drowned in wine, a woman near childbirth. Outside, rioters wave food and pitchers, force passers-by to drink as gutters reek. They haul fifty-two loads of grain to market, free debtors from La Force, plunder the Garde-Meuble, threaten mansions, sack Crosne’s hotel. Bakeries and taverns fall; vagrants seize guard-houses.
Bailly states, "Paris was almost pillaged, saved only by the National Guard." Forty-eight thousand bourgeois arm, a few culprits hang, yet Dusaulx feels "the total dissolution of society." At Hôtel-de-Ville Legrand threatens to ignite powder as bayonets press Salles’s chest and the committee sways beneath the crowd. District torrents reach the Invalides with soldier connivance, then roll on the Bastille. The governor pulls back cannon, serves lunch, fires only at last; attackers trade shots, dream catapults, vow to burn his "captured daughter." Elie cries, "The Bastille surrendered before attack." Eight hundred shopkeepers surge inside, elegant women watch; random bullets and sudden license turn triumph ferocious.
In the riot no one obeys; noble and savage impulses clash. Elie, Cholat, Hulin and the French Guards keep faith, yet the horde behind them strikes blindly. Swiss in blue smocks look like captives and are spared; invalides who opened the gates are hacked down. The man who stopped the powder blast loses a hand, is stabbed, then hanged, his severed hand carried in triumph. Officers are dragged off, five slain. Gunfire awakens bloodlust; at a shout everyone wants to kill. An officer is pelted toward the Hôtel-de-Ville; a pike bears the head of "M. de Launay".
Decapitation follows. A jobless cook, lent a saber too blunt, uses his pocket knife, "as a cook knows meat," finishes the neck, spikes the trophy on a three-pronged fork and parades with two hundred men, bowing it thrice before Henry IV: "Salute thy master!" Meanwhile at the Palais-Royal jokers circulate a kill list—Artois, Broglie, Lambesc, Bezenval, Breteuil, Foulon, Berthier and more—offering payment for each head delivered to the Café Caveau. Flesselles, deemed lukewarm, is shot, hacked, and his head joins De Launay’s. Verification squads block streets, carriages, even deputies. Bailly bluffs, Lafayette[11] interposes, yet slaughter still surges on.
Foulon, seventy-four, arrives crowned with hay, thistles round his neck, grass stuffed in his mouth, the mob chanting "Hang him!" Lafayette begs for due trial, but a dandy cries, "Why judge what's condemned?" Twice the rope breaks; the third holds, his head severed and raised. Berthier follows, pelted with black bread: "Eat what you gave us!" Torn from the Abbaye, he grabs a musket, is sabered, his heart ripped out. The same cook hoists the heart, soldiers the head; they show both at the Hôtel-de-Ville, then toss them to revellers who parade the grisly bouquet through the Palais-Royal.
After the Bastille’s fall, authority melts away. “They did not dare,” Bailly confesses, “oppose the people who, eight days before this, had taken the Bastille.” Bailly and Lafayette threaten to quit yet must stay; the National Guard only stanches some killings. “To every impartial man,” warns Malouet, “the Terror dates from the 14th of July.” Expecting murder, the King takes communion on the 17th and drafts his will. Between the 16th and 18th, d’Artois, Broglie, Condé, Conti, Lambesc, Vaudémont, the Polignacs, Guiche, and others hurry across the frontier. Next, subsistence officials vanish, notaries ransom peace with forty-five thousand francs, and the treasury bleeds thirty thousand a day for bread.
Government, property, and life fall into mob hands. A deputy groans, “liberty did not exist even in the National Assembly… France stood dumb before thirty factious persons.” The brute, spurred by hunger, novelty, and buzzing “political hornets,” plunges harder each dawn. No assassin is hunted; inquiry pursues ministers instead. Victors of the Bastille receive rewards, are told they “have saved France.” Orators and journals shower the populace with praise for good sense, magnanimity, justice, proclaiming it holder of all rights and powers. When blood flows, another deputy shrugs, “this blood, was it so pure?” Books eclipse eyesight; hope escapes to tomorrow’s finished Constitution.
Beyond the disarmed King and the cowed Assembly rises the true sovereign: a chance crowd of hundreds or hundreds-thousand that, at a shout, becomes lawgiver, judge, and headsman. Undefined, irresistible, it stalks like Milton’s specters at Hell’s gate. One appears “woman to the waist, and fair, but ended foul in many a scaly fold… about her middle round a cry of hell-hounds bark’d.” The other looms “black as night, fierce as ten furies,” a crown glimmering on a formless head. The monster strides; the earth trembles; nothing holds the dart it shakes above the Revolution’s threshold.
At the trial of Prince de Lambesc the depositions agree: the crowd struck first. As he rode his gray horse into the Tuileries garden, “a dozen men seized the mane and bridle,” and one fellow in gray fired a pistol. The prince reared the horse, waved his sword, and, still avoiding bloodshed, merely tapped a man’s head with the flat to stop him from closing the turning-bridge; the result was a scratch sewn up with brandy. His dragoons answered stones and gunfire by discharging skyward. Yet on 13 July a placard screamed, “Catch the prince and quarter him at once
Rumor and terror spread. Bystanders saw unfamiliar sentries at the château, “frightful faces in rags,” while gangs of vagabonds roamed the streets, firing muskets into the air; shutters slammed as peaceful families hid. Petitioners begged arms from the Invalides—requests that sounded like commands—and the soldiers replied, “We’d rather die than butcher so many fellow-citizens.” Around eight hundred combatants, living or maimed, later boasted of the Bastille victory; newcomers swelled the tally. Bailly lamented, “My orders are ignored, and I am unsafe.” Lafayette wrote on 16 July, “I have already saved six men they were hanging.” Grievances multiplied: “He’d have us eat grass like horses
With the throne’s beam snapped, every joist beneath crashes. Government’s brain, however flawed, once aligned countless wills; deprived of it, scattered men swirl into bands that clutch whatever lever lies nearest, wrenching the mechanism and ignoring tomorrow’s recoil. Unpaid, untrained, unrestrained, each novice turns savage, drunk on noise and destruction, “a baboon that giggles while he kills.” The keenest observer likens France to Rome facing the Goths: “The Huns, Heruli, Vandals, Goths are already among us.” In the provinces the same dread reigns; intendants, magistrates, and commanders remember Launay and Foullon and dare not stir, while fresh insurrections keep them trembling.
The Burgundy commander lies under guard in Dijon. Caen’s chief capitulates, Bordeaux surrenders Château-Trompette, Metz’s officer is mocked, Brittany’s wanders “like a vagabond,” Normandy posts a sentinel on him. Besançon’s intendant bolts; Rouen’s house is wrecked; Rennes arrests and banishes the ailing Parliament dean; Strasbourg tags thirty-six magistrates’ homes for loot; in Alsace bailiffs flee, guards’ huts fall, a sixty-year-old is dragged about, hair torn, furniture burned, forced to sign away revenge. Franche-Comté courts dare not judge, soldiers cannot punish. “When all powers are annihilated, what can we expect of our efforts to restore order
Left with forty thousand scattered communes, improvised councils and National Guards try to check excesses, yet, chosen by acclamation, they obey the crowd. “Rarely do municipal authorities issue a summons; they allow the greatest excesses rather than prosecute… Municipal bodies no longer have the power to resist anything.” Rural mayors avoid enemies; in large towns leaders sit on a powder-keg. Decrees from Paris drift, troops look on, the Guard comes too late. At Puy-en-Velay the présidial, committee and burgher guards stand paralyzed as the populace hoists a gibbet and cries, “What will become of us this winter… We shall be the prey of wild beasts
Hunger spreads. Storms wreck fields near Puy-en-Velay; southern harvests prove scant. “To trace a picture of Languedoc would be to give an account of calamities of every description… panic stops traffic, communities are ruined by guards, uniforms, endless printing and idle time.” In richer north and center wheat vanishes because farmers hoard. “For five months not a farmer has appeared in our markets,” Louviers declares. Bread rises to four sous a pound, the jobless blame monopolists. Tales swarm: sacks sunk in the Seine, horses fed green wheat, poisoned flour, foreign exports. Dread thickens; wolves of crime loom; the cry resounds, The brigands are coming
On July 28 at Angoulême the alarm bell peals at three; drums beat and cannon line the ramparts. A dust cloud on the road suggests fifteen thousand brigands, yet proves a lone post-wagon. Rumor cuts the horde to fifteen hundred, dread doubles; by nine that night twenty thousand townsmen stand armed, listening to silence. Another alarm at three rings out; ranks form, convinced Ruffec, La Rochefoucauld and others burn. Dawn brings forty thousand country helpers, but scouts comb the Braçonne forest and find nothing. Ten leagues around, parishes repeat the panic, families hide in woods, trample crops, injure the pregnant, unhinge the weak.
Terror arms the nation. Every commune hoards muskets; peasants scrape ten or twelve francs to buy one. Even the poorest village forms a national militia. Burgess patrols pace the towns, volunteer companies guard the roads. Municipalities demand weapons; when officers refuse, arsenals are stormed. In six months four hundred thousand guns pass to the people. Not satisfied, they want cannon; after Brest asks for two, every Breton town insists on the same, pride matching suspicion. Authority collapses; all force and means of intimidation lie in popular hands, guided only by hunger and distrust during this lawless interregnum.
Violence follows. July 19, Strasbourg’s five hundred beggars and petty tradesmen, cheered by soldiers, storm the town hall; shutters, furniture and archives rain onto the street, charters burn, fifteen thousand measures of wine flood cellars, looters stroll away. Three days later order returns with one hanging and cheaper bread. July 21, Cherbourg highway robbers lead dockside crowds to open grain stores and burn records, losses near one hundred thousand crowns. July 27, Maubeuge nail-makers seize the hall, cut bread price, free prisoners, destroy tax offices, sack officials’ homes till dawn. In Rouen a placard warns, “Nation, strike off four heads, or be lost.
Night of August 3, Lisieux surges behind lawyer Jourdain and strolling harlequin Bordier. Cries burst: "Death to the monopolists! Death to Maussion! we must have his head!" They storm Maussion’s hotel, guzzle themselves senseless in his cellar, smash revenue offices, toll-gates, excise houses, hurl furniture and coaches onto bonfires and into Seine. When they rush the town-hall the alarmed National Guard seizes Bordier and a few allies, yet dawn brings Carabo’s shout; Jourdain drives the mob to break the prison, free Bordier, and sack the intendant’s quarters anew. Taken at last to the scaffold, the pair are shielded by leveled cannon from the roaring crowd.
August 13 at Besançon, a menagerie servant, two branded jailbirds and other riff-raff march with soldiers. Gunners seize officers by the throat and threaten to pitch them into the Doubs; others invade Commandant de Langeron’s house, and when he refuses money they rip off cockades, crying, "We too belong to the Third-Estate!" They chase Intendant Caumartin, smash his furniture, gorge in cafés, convents and inns, burn excise offices, open prisons, release smugglers and deserters. An outdoor banquet for fraternity sinks into drunkenness; squads carry off four hogsheads, plunder villages, until on the fourth day loyal guards hunt the marauders and hang two.
July 18 at Troyes, peasants refuse entrance dues, citing Paris. Thousands surround the town-hall demanding grain, arms, bread, prisoners; villagers with flails join until the National Guard scatters them, yet rumors of brigands keep panic high. The deputy urges, "Put your authority aside; treat the people as equals." Mayor Huez says, "I have wronged no one; why should anyone hate me?" On Sept 9 shouts erupt: "Down with flour-dealers!… Death to the mayor!" Huez is kicked, stabbed, dragged with hay in his mouth; houses pillaged, wine drained. Order returns on the 26th, yet many towns now allow contraband salt and tobacco rather than enforce taxes.
Ordered to rebuild toll-houses at Péronne and Ham, the crowd smashes the soldiers’ quarters, marches the employees home, and warns, “Quit in twenty-four hours or die.” After twenty months the same resolve forces Paris to win final abolition of the octroi. The heaviest hand, the exchequer, now proves weakest; hatred flares against salt-tax collectors, customs men, excisemen. Everywhere they flee. At Falaise the mob vows to “cut to pieces the director of the excise.” At Baignes they sack his house, burn papers, press a knife to his six-year-old’s throat—“You must die so none of your race remain.” Clerks survive only by publicly “abjuring their employment.
After the Bastille falls, uprisings burst like musket volleys against indirect taxes. On 23 July Champagne’s intendant reports revolt everywhere; next day Alençon’s says dues are paid nowhere. On 7 August Necker tells the Assembly revenue has stopped, smugglers run salt and tobacco in armed convoys, receivers are “at bay,” and “all controlling power is slackened.” Armed peasants bar seizures; in Alsace they refuse payment until the privileged pay, demand refunds, chase officials. Claiming national ownership, they torch woods, hunt nonstop, empty Choiseul’s ponds, shoot pigeons, then peddle the loot. Village patriots and outlaws drive the violence toward private persons and property.
“Their titles make them ‘aristocrats,’” and the tag, once honored, now signals prey. Lawyers of the Third Estate flood parishes with letters read aloud in squares, urging revolt “in the King’s name.” A report warns, “The deputies are the agitators,” yet the missives spread. On 23 July at Secondigny a note commands laborers to “attack every country gentleman and massacre the stubborn.” They seize Despretz-Montpezat, bawling, “Sign or we’ll tear out your heart!” A notary adds, “Niort has already cut one to pieces.” Forced renunciations, compulsory cockades, near-lynchings of Beauvoir, Brissac, Montesson, Vassé, and the butchered Cureau follow as mobs assume the right to judge.
While western outbreaks remain scattered, the east ignites like a single mine stretching from Flanders to Provence—Alsace, Franche-Comté, Burgundy, Beaujolais, Auvergne, Dauphiné. Near Belfort and Vesoul peasants reason, “The King freed us from taxes; let us free ourselves from rents. Down with the nobles!” On 16 July the chateau of Sancy is plundered; two days later Lure, Bithaine, and Molans fall. At Mesmay, fireworks at a feast misfire; the invited poor believe they were trapped, torch the house, and within a week wreck three abbeys, ruin eleven chateaux, and carry off registers and court-rolls, leaving seigneurial power in ashes.
The “hurricane of insurrection” sweeps all Alsace. Bands brandish placards signed “Louis,” claiming royal leave to judge for themselves; in Sundgau a weaver, sash of blue, passes as the King’s second son. They begin with their “leeches,” the Jews—homes ransacked, purses divided, families fleeing, twelve hundred reaching Bâle alone. Soon the same fury strikes landlords: dragoons barely save Remiremont; eight hundred storm Uberbrunn; Neubourg Abbey is taken by assault. At Guebwiller five hundred peasants shatter cupboards, burn the library on parquet floors, smash the abbot’s carriage, let wine gush through cellars, and cart off plate and linen; authority falls with every wrecked hinge.
Eight Franche-Comté villages confront the Bernardins of Grâce-Dieu and Lieu-Croissant: “We of the Third Estate must now rule abbots and monks; your reign has lasted too long,” and they seize every deed and roll. In Upper Dauphiny Ferréol batters Murat’s furniture, shouting, “So much for you, Murat—now it’s our turn!” House-breakers answering “Who goes there?” cry, “We are for the brigand Third Estate!” They brandish edicts or “the King’s orders,” march like troops under an unseen general, and, without personal hatred, destroy the caste: parchments, charters, feudal rights. Kind masters gain only mercy; Vanes ladies keep their walls, yet agents are half-roasted for missing archives.
At Luxeuil, fifty peasants from Fougerolle smash the houses of an usher and tax collector; the mayor orders nobles to leave within a day lest flames spread. Next morning the guard lets the band storm the abbey: signatures are extorted, cellars and plate plundered. Comte de Courtivron flees by night with his seventy-year-old uncle; bells ring, pursuers follow, and Plombières shelters them briefly. Two hundred insurgents on the road threaten horses and carriage; shots greet them while the mob at Vauvilliers hunts the countess hiding in a hayloft. Dijon is blockaded, villagers detain travelers, Champier holds abbess, priests and lords until Grenoble commissioners intervene.
Violence spreads from abbeys and chateaux to bourgeois homes; a deputy names it “war of the poor against the rich.” Letters list estates in flames—forty in Franche-Comté, twenty-seven in Dauphiny, nine monasteries in Auvergne, seventy-two in Mâconnais-Beaujolais. Lally-Tollendal recounts horrors: Barras hacked before his pregnant wife, a paralytic scorched, Bathilly threatened by ax, the Montjustins pistol-held and almost drowned, a baron hung in a well, Chevalier d’Ambly stripped and jeered. National Guards dam the first torrent, yet the 4 August decrees are “spiders’ webs.” Peasants shout “No more rents,” skip tithes, share noble woods, ready for fresh jacqueries while Versailles and Paris let control slip.
July 1789: “The executive power is absolutely gone to-day,” groans a deputy, while Gouverneur Morris admits, “This country is now as near a state of anarchy as it can be without breaking up.” Intendants vanish, judges keep silent, soldiers lean toward the crowd, and every province breaks its bridle. Auxonne notables are put to ransom by ruffians; Breteuil granaries are emptied; a Bar-le-Duc wheat dealer is butchered and his house sacked. From Alsace to Poitou letters race toward Paris repeating the same cry: bands roam, barns burn, owners escape by flight, and no arm of authority lifts a sword.
Whole garrisons copy the mutineers of Strasbourg, pocketing municipal coin, freeing prisoners, feasting with women, and laughing at deserted officers. Town councils hand out muskets and even a hundred useless cannon, proud merely to possess artillery. In the streets of Paris, Picard and his cut-throats drag the tax-collector Huez from door to door; Picard later boasts he meant “to stab him at every corner as long as life remained” and earned ten francs and a buckle for the sport. Everywhere toll-gates fall, salt stores are stormed, and deputations shout that sixty thousand men will pay no more taxes.
Alarm bells keep villages sleepless. Rumor sends peasants rushing with rusty guns, first against phantom English brigands, then against their own lords. Woods of Trois-Fontaines are sawn into wagons, ponds emptied, oaks carted to market; châteaux in Burgundy, Dauphiny, and Auvergne glow red against the night while families flee half-clothed. Improvised juries of twelve lawyers try captured nobles; one commandant barely escapes lynching, another burns on a bonfire of seigneurial papers. A monk’s cell, a convent, even a carriage thought to hide the Comtesse de Polignac are searched at musket-point. By late October no corner doubts that force alone now rules.
August 1789: in Beauce, eighty-eight men calling themselves reapers reach Bascon, then a nearby château, demanding within an hour the head of young Tassin; the family buys his life with 1,600 livres while the cellars are sacked. Similar bands sweep the Mâconnais; ‘were all devastated places listed, the whole province would appear.’ In Dauphiné and Vienne sixteen castles already burn; in Provence Baron de La Tour-d’Aigues stares at his shattered halls, rents unpaid, laws silent, ‘this château, splendid even in ruins, with the fortune and lives of the owners, is at the mercy of an armed rabble.
Paris mirrors the disorder. Bailly holds the mayor’s chain yet the municipal council rules without him; ‘everybody knew how to command, nobody how to obey.’ Loustalot likens the city to a body whose limbs act separately. Sixty districts behave as tiny republics: Petits-Augustins creates tribunals and elects the actor Molé; Oratoire cancels an amnesty, sends riders thirty leagues to seize Bezenval, then scolds the Hôtel-de-Ville; Nazareth commissions squads to empty provincial armories. One district seizes Government cloth, another forbids it. Paris threatens Versailles over grain, while each assembly pulls powder from the Arsenal at will.
Behind these quarrelling offices stands the true monarch, the crowd. It topples the Bastille, warns tax-collectors, ‘if guards appear we will resist with force, even cannon,’ storms Montmartre in search of hidden muskets. Rain alone keeps it indoors; sunshine brings ropes and lamp posts. It hunts La Salle through the Hôtel-de-Ville, cuts Chatel’s throat at Saint-Denis for bread prices, yet frees a parricide at Versailles and almost hangs a woman who protests. The prime minister kneels: ‘It is before the most unknown, the obscurest citizen of Paris that I prostrate myself.’ Street urchins imitate him, parading cat heads on poles.
A miserable monarch remains enthroned while bread grows scarce; queues before bakeries never shrink. Bailly sits up each night with the supply committee yet greets dawn with barely two days’ flour and often less. Convoys ten, fifteen, twenty leagues away are looted—twenty carts on July 18 near Rouen, another on August 4 near Louviers—and only Salis’s Swiss, marching without rest, save any grain for Paris. Agents sent to buy wheat are seized or threatened with the rope; one escapes Mantes through a back door. Panic breeds hoarding: sixteen four-pound loaves hide in an old woman’s garret, shortening each day’s baking.
To ease prices, city and state subsidize bread, but cheaper loaves lure peasants who carry them home; at Saint-Denis the inhabitants find none left. Jobs vanish too: dues canceled, rents unpaid, nobles flee abroad—six thousand passports in fifteen September days—and the spendthrifts, led by the Count d’Artois, drain Parisian salons of gold. Luxury wilts; “I saw,” says Bailly, “mercers, jewellers, merchants beg for twenty sous with a pick-axe.” Twelve thousand tailors idle, hairdressers, upholsterers, lace-makers wander; three-thousand seamsters, shoemakers, domestics meet, demand fixed wages, expel rivals, threaten undercutters. Paupers mass, bakers are dragged to lamp posts, famine’s temper snapping daily.
Deserters arrive by the hundred—250 in a single day, caressed and fed in districts that run wine-and-sausage debts; by September sixteen thousand lounge in Paris, spending bounty money, storming murders: a Royal-Croat tears out Berthier’s heart, three Provençals parade Chatel’s head, Swiss knock down police in Passy. Their camp at the Palais-Royal awaits signal from the rising caste of lawyers, clerks, actors, penny-a-liners who swarm like midsummer gnats. Journals multiply, coffee-houses resound; “When that man opened his mouth,” recalls one, “we were inundated for two hours.” Empty theory crowns them: Rousseau’s gospel, universal equalization, Desmoulins vows, “No superiors
Three months earlier Desmoulins lived on borrowed louis in a rented room, Loustalot had just left Bordeaux to find work, Danton begged travel money while his father-in-law dripped him a coin a week, Brissot wandered back from England with frayed elbows and wild notions, and Marat, exposed for fraud, doctored the Comte d'Artois's horses. Now Danton, President of the Cordeliers, arrests at will; a single word from Marat has sent Major Belzunce to the grave; Desmoulins beams that many call him "the author of the Revolution." Drunk on altitude, they smell plots everywhere and roar, "Fellow-citizens… hang them… quicken your servants
Desmoulins, styling himself "District-attorney of the gallows," shrugs at the lynching of Foulon and Berthier; he only grieves that evidence burned with them, then rattles off twenty random traitors. "We are in the dark, faithful dogs must bark," he cries. Marat brands king, bench, treasury, and academies "suspicious," warns that government hoards grain to poison Paris and plots to starve the city by blockade. Pamphlets insist "in a well-constituted government…the people are sovereign; what right has the clay to rebel against the potter?" Trusting that creed, the turbulent club at the Palais-Royal crowns itself true National Assembly and boasts that Café Foy rules France.
Action follows talk. On 30 July, the Palais-Royal proposes marching to free the clown who led Rouen’s revolt. By 1 August its agents force President Thouret to resign, circulate blacklists, and howl for vengeance; under that howl the Assembly surrenders feudal dues, tithes, and debates on veto and chambers. In the galleries five hundred regulars—French Guards, women marshalled by Théroigne—cheer or hiss on cue, record hostile names, and promise the lamp post outside. Deputies, fearing for wives and children, bend. On 30 August Saint-Huruge leads 1,500 men to Versailles, threatens fire and rope; next day envoys draw two fingers across their throats before the commune.
Indignation in the hall cannot erase the fear already planted: over three hundred deputies had pledged to defend the absolute veto, yet within ten days most desert it, dreading a general uprising and unwilling to endanger the royal family. Street politicians taste the thrill of unchecked force and measure legal weakness; one more blow will give them mastery. Seeing the galleries implore him, Mirabeau yields despite warning, “Monsieur le Comte, if the King gets this veto we are slaves.” Soon he tells La Marck, “Yes, all is lost; the crowd will trample their bodies.” Eight days later, 5–6 October, the storm bursts.
Two currents merge to drive the expedition: hunger and fanatic dominance. Women cry, “No bread in Paris—let us seize the Baker, Bakeress, and Baker’s boy,” while militants vow, “Our chiefs disobey—make them obey, make the King approve the Rights, drag him to Paris.” The plan circulates for days; on 4 October a flower-seller proposes it at the Palais-Royal, Danton bellows at the Cordeliers, Marat screams like four Judgment trumpets, Loustalot calls for a second paroxysm, cockades of one color are torn off under threat of the lamp post. Money, liquor, and prostitutes recruit deserters; sixty hired women and bribed soldiers soften the Flemish regiment.
At dawn five hundred women force the Hôtel-de-Ville guard, burn papers, loot arms, steal treasury notes, fail to hang an abbé; behind them swarm ruffians chanting “Bread! To Versailles!” Maillard beats his drum and leads seven or eight thousand women and men along the road. At Versailles they pour into the Assembly, crowd benches, brandish pikes, topple the president, and seat a woman in his chair. A fishwife cues the galleries: “Silence that blabbermouth; let papa Mirabeau speak.” They decree bread at six sous, search stores, meat at six sous, dismissal of the Flemish regiment, punishment for priests and veto-lovers, menace “Beware the lamp post
The Assembly deputation trudges through rain and mud, hemmed by shouting women and men. After five hours the King signs the subsistence decree, the Declaration of Rights, and the constitutional articles. Women ask Mounier, "Monsieur le Président, will that give poor folks bread in Paris?" Around the château prostitutes slip past sentries; Théroigne, in a red vest, hands them coins. They coax soldiers: "Side with us; we’ll beat the Guards, sell their fine coats." Some sprawl, tempting troopers. Threats swell: "We’ll bring back the Queen’s head!" "Cut her throat and make cockades of her entrails!" Mobs roast horseflesh, demand Maury’s head, and eye the lamppost.
Paris National Guard rebels. Grenadiers warn Lafayette, "If you won’t come, we’ll take an old grenadier for commander." Delegates say the subsistence committee cheats them and vow to "exterminate the body-guard" and crown the Dauphin. Guns leveled, noose ready, they force Lafayette to lead. Fifteen thousand march through darkness, trailed by ruffians. Versailles Guard blocks exits; inside, the King forbids his men to fire. Before dawn a mob overpowers eighty-eight defenders, fires on the Guards, smashes a door, hacks off two heads. Rioters surge upstairs; the Queen flees half-dressed, the family barricades, and Lafayette arrives. Shouts rise: "To Paris with the King
The Queen appears on the balcony with her children; the mob yells, "No children!" She withdraws and returns alone. Lafayette joins, kisses her hand, and fury dissolves into sobs and hugs. A portress swears the Queen promises to "love her people like Christ." Grenadiers swap caps with body-guards and the march starts. Carriages bearing the royal family and deputies roll out, flanked by artillery whose cannon seat women, then wagons of flour. Guards ride double with guards. At the front two severed heads sway on pikes, powdered at Sèvres and dabbed with cream. The column drinks, sings, fires muskets, and dances in mud to Paris.
No doubt remains: the Terror rules. A mob stops a carriage, seeks M. de Virieu, and yells, “We’re hunting the deputy to butcher him, and the others on our list!” Two days later Abbé Grégoire tells the Assembly that priests suffer daily insults and “horrible threats.” Malouet hears the militia will soon “get rid of those deputies who are bad citizens,” especially Abbé Maury. “The moment I stepped into the street,” Mounier says, he was shadowed and a country house he had visited threatened with fire unless he returned no more. Within weeks hundreds of deputies request passports, scores resign, and leading moderates escape France.
Mallet du Pan writes, “Opinion now passes judgment with steel in hand. ‘Believe or die’ is the curse hurled in Liberty’s name; moderation has become a crime.” After 7 October Mirabeau confides to the Comte de la Marck, “If you have any influence with the King or Queen, persuade them they and France are lost unless the royal family quits Paris. I’m working on a plan to get them out.” He would accept anything, “even civil war,” for “war, at least, invigorates the soul, while under the demagogues we’re drowning in slime.” Paris, he warns, will soon be a hospital and perhaps a theater of horrors.
He insists the King must ally “with his people,” move to Rouen, rally the provinces, give opinion a center, and, if need be, fight. Malouet likewise declares the Revolution since 5 October “horrifies all sensible men,” yet is already complete and unstoppable. Thus the three clearest heads of the movement—Mallet du Pan, Mirabeau, and Malouet—concur: the nation is hurtling down a slope no power can check. The King, “undecided and weak beyond expression,” slips like glossy ivory balls one tries in vain to hold together, while the Assembly, blinded by doctrine and driven by faction, speeds its own ruin with each grand decree.
At the October 1 banquet of the body-guards no reprisals occur; amid universal joy the only shouts are, “Vive le Roi! Vive la Reine! We will defend them to the death!” Some young Versailles guards twist their tricolor cockades, a few ladies hand out white ones, and rumor later inflates these trifles into a pretext for insurrection. Meanwhile four deputies fund a covert plot; Flemish soldiers, men dressed as women, and hired fish-wives are listed in Châtelet depositions. Money passes, wine flows, night brings scenes unfit to repeat, and at dawn a pretty fish-wife waves a paper, crying, “He! F…, we forced the fellow to sign
Outside, butcher-boys chase royal carriages shouting, “Don’t let the curs escape!” Ruffians storm the palace stairs until Miomandre gently warns, “My friends, you love your King, yet you trouble him in his own house!” Guards hold fire under strict orders; a pike slips through the railings as Repaire hears, “You embroidered b…, your turn will come before long.” Women who coaxed the marchers by “promising all” lift their petticoats in mock reward. Lafayette, trusting their word, expects quiet. When the royal coach nears Paris, the cry rises, “Off to the lamp post with the bishops!” Alarmed, three hundred deputies seek passports and flee.
In that turmoil the Constituent Assembly must forge a nation’s frame. It meets in a vast hall seating two thousand; to be heard a speaker must shout, and straining lungs inflame tempers. Twelve hundred delegates swarm like a mob; Arthur Young notes “a hundred members on the floor at once” gesturing and roaring. Bailly collapses: “Gentlemen, you are killing me!” A successor pleads, “Two hundred speaking at the same
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