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ROBESPIERRE has no Paris monument. Only a fairly recent Métro station, on an obscure line that predominantly serves working-class Paris, carries his name. There was no monument in his natal Arras until the 1930s, when the left-wing Popular Front government was able to place a small plaque on the last house he inhabited before departing for the Revolution and his destiny. The project for an accompanying statue was never realized. Most recently, in 1949, on the 160th anniversary of the Fall of the Bastille, a statue was dedicated in the city of Saint-Denis, a poor, working-class town hugging the Paris periphery. The work was executed by a certain Séraphin and erected in the Place du Théâtre. It is the only such memorial in France. Saint-Denis was a provocative choice: it is the site of the first great Gothic cathedral whose crypt has for centuries been the traditional burial place for French kings. The remains of Louis XVI, whom Robespierre helped send to the guillotine, were ostentatiously interred here in 1816. The inscription on Robespierre’s statue reads: “A Maximilien Robespierre l’Incorruptible.”


Almost as if he knew his memory would not be preserved in stone or metal, Robespierre created his own monument in words. The French Revolution divided the nation, its people and its politics, so deeply that, with very few exceptions—perhaps General LeClerc, the hero of the liberation from German occupation—France does not have national heroes, only partisan ones. The old wounds are closed but unhealed, and national crisis often starts the bleeding. Robespierre was one of the creators of this division. He saw and fought the Revolution as a struggle to the death between the Revolution and the counterrevolution, “them and us,” virtue and vice. He offered no compromises or accommodations and prided himself on his rectitude. A national monument, especially one in Paris, was (and remains) an unthinkable compromise. Other revolutionaries have their streets and statutes; but Robespierre, posthumously as during his life, remains beyond national generosity.


But if France cannot remember her revolutionary hero unequivocally, the Bolsheviks had no such difficulties. In the garden of Alexander, under the walls of the Kremlin, a monument to Robespierre was erected several months after the October Revolution. The decree was signed by Lenin, who describes Robespierre as a Bolshevik avant la lettre, the inspiration and leader of the Jacobins, “one of the highest summits attained by the working class in struggling for its emancipation.”1. The statue itself was hastily made and has fallen to dust, but there remains a Quai Robespierre in Moscow.


This Bolshevik determination to memoralize Robespierre as a precursor, a great figure in an ongoing revolutionary history, is an appropriate remembrance. In the last five years of a short life, the years that hold his revolutionary career, Robespierre spoke frequently of the continuity of revolutionary aspirations and predicted an eternal future for revolutions and revolutionaries. At the same time he saw himself as the first of what might be thought a new race of men: a man wholly and absolutely devoted to revolution. It is this new man that he revealed and analyzed in his speeches, pamphlets, and journalism, which constitute an extraordinary testament.


He thought his career unique (as did many of his contemporaries) and set himself the task of being its chronicler. Among the Greeks and Romans, whom he deeply admired, he recalled regularly a few figures, none of them rebels or revolutionaries. Cato the Elder he invoked as a model of republican virtue to be emulated. The patrician popular rebels Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus, who led a movement for land reform, he mentioned only once. Algernon Sidney, the English republican executed in 1677 for a plot against Charles II, he invoked with Cato as an exemplar of personal and civic virtue. William Tell, the almost legendary Swiss hero, whose prestige was enormous in the eighteenth century, goes unnoted. There are no French rebels in Robespierre’s pantheon, and he was unimpressed by any of the American rebels. He loathed Lafayette and thought Tom Paine, who participated in the French Revolution as an elected deputy to the Convention Assembly as well as a pamphleteer, a lackey of the moderates. Cromwell he detested as a military dictator who had used the English Revolution for personal gain. The Corsican rebel, Pasquali Paoli, who had led the fight to free his island from Genoa when Robespierre was a boy, is neglected. If the revolutionary is a figure of pregnant significance, Robespierre thought himself the first of the species. His revolutionary self was as original as the Revolution he served.


Robespierre is one of those rare figures in history who are perceived by their contemporaries as well as posterity as embodying the essence of the passions and contradictions of their historical moment, who seem to personify an age or a movement; whose lives represent general propositions about significant human experience. Robespierre is as central to any history of the French Revolution and republican France as Louis XIV is to the age of monarchy. His revolutionary career has become a reference point for judgments of the French Revolution, a metaphor for all revolutions and revolutionaries. He himself did a good deal to encourage and even suggest this perception. He was self-conscious about his political role, and this awareness shaped all his utterances. He spoke much, and often, and always in public, about himself, but not in a familiar biographical or autobiographical mode. Rather it is the career he describes and analyzes: the private man is overwhelmed by the public revolutionary.


And he spoke of himself in a language usually reserved to express states of mind or feelings not associated with revolution. The complex of instincts and thoughts, emotions and perceptions, actions and feelings, the elaborate and intricate relationships between muscles and brains and heart that we sum up as the self, had no existence apart from the Revolution. His health, his physical well-being, was a topic of public revelation. He spoke of being consumed by the Revolution as by a slow fever; and this was more than a simile. His physical self was bound to the Revolution in a vague yet intimate way. His body as well as his soul were possessed by the great historical forces he simultaneously personified and analyzed. He spoke of himself as a living martyr, a phrase that echoed what was said of those thrown into the horrendous prisons of the monarchy. He revealed his emotional life by describing his passion for liberty, equating this heartfelt inspiration with those less exalted but imperious urges that drove most men. And in all this revelation and analysis of self, this introspection made public and central to his political thinking, Robespierre sought to convey the uniqueness of his revolutionary self while simultaneously revealing a revolutionary Everyman.


Contemporaries noticed and remarked this powerful synthesis of the ego and the Revolution in Robespierre, and several correctly attributed his hold over them to these qualities. This total politicization of the inner and outer man—impossible under the ancien régime—is what made him a revolutionary. Robespierre’s identity merged with that of his historical moment. His was a totally political self, and he had the capacity not only to see that he was unique (enemies would say odd) but to analyze and reveal this unexpected self.


Robespierre was a literary intellectual, as were most of the leaders of the French Revolution. He bent his skills to creating not an unforgettable personality, but a political type, the revolutionary. A generation before the Romantics enshrined the revolutionary (along with the artist) as hero, Robespierre had presented himself to his contemporaries as such. The nineteenth-century fascination with the rebel, the revolutionary as creator, almost a force of nature essential for the renovation of mankind, helped preserve Robespierre’s memory and gave his self-revelations a new and complementary context. For some of the French Romantics especially, Robespierre was no figment of the literary imagination, no Byronic creation. He was an authentic revolutionary hero. Perhaps he was a bit too reserved and rational for the Romantics—certainly too radical for many—and too rarely a man of action, yet he benefited from the new sensibility as did revolutionaries generally. To this day in French political culture there are those anxious to declare themselves descendants of Robespierre: the list of self-proclaimed robespierristes in the nineteenth century is more extensive. France’s revolutionary tradition, which Robespierre had an important part in forming and describing, was often exported and carried his fame and example throughout the world. Even the career of such professional revolutionaries as the Russian nobleman Alexander Herzen are beholden to Robespierre, although Herzen thought his predecessor a repellent man. The novelists and playwrights who chose the Revolution as a subject-Victor Hugo, Charles Dickens, Georg Büchner—all imagined a Robespierre larger than life. Thomas Carlyle, whose history of the French Revolution (along with Dickens’s novel A Tale of Two Cities) profoundly influenced English views, was fascinated by Robespierre, whose memory depended as much on those who saw in him all the demonic energy of the Revolution as well as on those who adored him. Robespierre the revolutionary troubled the consciences of future generations and filled their imaginations. The Bolshevik apotheosis is the culmination of a century of mixed and sometimes bitter remembrance, but enduring attention.


It is the persona Robespierre himself created that formed the basis for all this posthumous attention. He left no confessions of a private self in the manner of Rousseau’s celebrated book, although he was deeply influenced by that remarkable work. His creation of a political self has proved as durable and perhaps as influential. Robespierre was and has described the prototype of the modern revolutionary. Long after the specific events to which he responded have been forgotten by all but the specialist, the revolutionary lives on, a cerebral, almost abstract being without a satisfying mundane dimension.


His remarkable dominance over contemporaries and hence his importance in the Revolution seems independent of those special powers of attraction that are sometimes called charisma. Robespierre himself attributed his success to the rightness of his principles and the sincerity with which they were expressed. But many of these same principles, on the sincere lips of others, were less compelling. It is the connection between principles and self that he recognized yet could not fully analyze. He was his ideas rather than their conduit. Made to flow through another self, Robespierre’s ideology became transformed, maybe diluted. He had a gift for analysis, argument, and abstraction, and possessed rhetorical and political skills of a very high order. But it was the self that infused these talents with a unique intensity and purpose. Just as he insisted on binding himself physically and spiritually to the Revolution, so were he and his ideas inseparably bound.


Purpose and technique were perfectly harmonized in Robespierre. The style and the man, a favorite juxtaposition of the eighteenth century, were one. Revealing himself to contemporaries from the speaker’s rostrum, Robespierre said almost nothing about his life as a private man. His childhood, boyhood, youth, and early manhood, the first thirty years of a life that ended when he was thirty-six, are unilluminated. He considered his biography insignificant, a sentiment he shared with most contemporaries. Whether they had been successful or not, in easy circumstances or in want, there was little that could be recalled about the years before 1789 that were not embarrassing or humiliating. Robespierre did not want to be reminded that he had, as a schoolboy, recited a Latin panegyric before Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette. Others were equally eager to forget the past. A man’s life began with the Revolution. He made of his wonderful rebirth what he could and was held accountable only for his postrevolutionary actions. When the revolutionaries began purging one another and a man’s life was held up to scrutiny and censure, it was understood that responsibility began in 1789. Louis XVI went to the guillotine only for what he had done subsequent to 1789, fifteen years after he ascended the throne.


Robespierre’s style was the ideal instrument for conveying what needed expression. In his formal, oratorical periods he revealed his revolutionary self. The details he suppressed or slighted are now beyond recapture. Only intermittently did this obscure provincial attract any notice other than those fleeting official snapshots when the administrative apparatus recorded some public deed—birth, schooling, admittance to the bar. These few authentic facts are supplemented by an equally few snapshots of recognition for achievement—a celebrated law case pleaded, a philosophical essay awarded a prize. Otherwise all is darkness. There are so few early letters, no diaries, only a handful of useful recollections (and many of these tainted), and some light verse that is wholly unrevealing. What we know about Robespierre the man is, in large part, only what he chose to tell; and his attention was on his political mission. But because Robespierre was a celebrated and controversial man, these enormous biographical gaps were filled by others, especially after his death. Almost all this testimony is tainted by its provenance or purpose, or both.


The genuine historical record is sparse. Robespierre’s was an uneventful life, although lived amid (and often at the center of) extraordinary events. If one were to set, side by side, a chronology of Robespierre’s revolutionary career and a chronology of the Revolution, the former would be a list of speeches given, pamphlets published, newspapers edited, meetings attended. On only two great revolutionary occasions would he participate directly in events, become a historical actor in the familiar sense of the word: at the festival of the Supreme Being (June 8, 1794; 20 Prairial) and on 9 Thermidor (July 26, 1794). On the former occasion he delivered two remarkable speeches; on the latter he fell from power. At no time was he able to present the kind of revolutionary credentials—attacked the Bastille, marched with the women to Versailles, petitioned in the Champ de Mars, attacked the Tuileries, purged the Convention—that many a street radical offered and demanded as a certificate of patriotism. This absence of militancy was not held against him, any more than were his old-fashioned dress and manners and speech.


In revolution a man of words is a historical actor, and Robespierre is the first example of the exceptional importance of verbal acts. He created the model others would imitate or acknowledge. He was, arguably, the most significant historical actor of the Revolution. Some rivals sought to undermine his authority by harping on his absence from all the important battles of the Revolution, but these smears had no apparent effect. As Robespierre lived and articulated it, the Revolution was a transcendent spiritual experience. All his considerable skills as a tactician and strategist were bent to realizing the vision of what the world could be, a vision that he made and that then held him in thrall and exercised over his auditors a similar fascination. The record of Robespierre the revolutionary is to be found not in the usual sources of political history, the documents, both official and private, but in his collected works. This self-conscious and extensive repository is the best source for his revolutionary career. The annals of the Revolution record where he was and what he did. His utterances express the spiritual revolution. They are a chronicle of the Revolution itself, reflecting and refracting the extraordinary events that he saw and shaped. No previous rebel had created and left behind such a record as this.


Robespierre carefully selected the materials for his future biographers. Everything not pertaining to the revolutionary is excluded. This does not mean that a biography of Robespierre cannot be written, despite the omissions. His life has been often written, and several times with distinction.2. But a successful biography of Robespierre demands not only mastery of the complex history of the Revolution, but considerable powers of imagination. It is no easy matter to penetrate into the personal darkness that a man so intelligent and purposeful as Robespierre had no desire to light.


His purposefulness is striking, whether we consider the career as a whole, some particular episode, or even the structure of a specific argument. More than any previous rebel, more than any of his contemporaries, Robespierre was acutely aware of what he was doing and the novelty of his actions. He had the unique ability to see himself as a historical actor and to describe himself and his deeds as manifestations of the revolutionary. In obliterating his private self in the Revolution and presenting only a new political revolutionary self, Robespierre made himself an ideal type, a representative figure. The paradox of this creation, which has troubled all students of Robespierre, is that the man, although we see him but dimly, appears too insignificant for his historical role. What we forget is that Robespierre was a man transformed, purified in the heat of the Revolution, which melted away the old flesh to expose the new spirit. His was a destiny rather than a life. This transformation from provincial lawyer to universal revolutionary is the most important of his career. When he found himself on a world stage in the spring of 1789, standing for election to the Third Estate of the recently summoned Estates-General, he did not even pause to look back and discredit a past that was not notable. He threw himself into the politics of the Revolution, and shortly into the more turbulent radical politics of Paris, in the name of the nation and its people. The old Robespierre had ceased to exist, although much, obviously, was incorporated in the new self. Robespierre’s authentic revolutionary voice is clearly recognizable in his first political pronouncements of early 1789. This voice is not earlier heard except in a passing phrase or sentence.


What is distinctive about Robespierre’s ongoing analysis of self and Revolution simultaneously is not merely the degree of intellectual or rational intensity, but the distance he is able to maintain when depicting or discussing himself. The personal pronouns are prevalent in his utterances, and not a few contemporaries thought his incessant invocation of self tasteless; yet Robespierre’s ego is oddly disengaged. The purpose of these self-conscious postures is not personal aggrandizement. Robespierre talks about himself in an abstract, dispassionate manner. He is able to objectify himself, personify himself. He never refers to himself by name (which was Rousseau’s habit), but always by epithet—“the representative of the people” or “the defender of the constitution.” His auditors are asked to contemplate him from a distance, to observe his behavior as one would observe that of any historical actor. When he speaks of himself, eschewing all details that might make him a distinct personality deserving of the interest of others, he is not puffing Maximilien Robespierre the man, but Robespierre the revolutionary.


This analytical distance, whether directed toward the self or the Revolution, is Robespierre’s highly original application of the epistemology and critical reason of the Enlightenment to the subject of revolution and revolutionaries. There had been rebels and rebellions, revolutions and revolutionaries before Robespierre; but none had been so self-aware of what these activities meant, what they themselves were doing, and how it all fit into a general scheme of human history and aspiration. The vehicle for this singular achievement was autobiography, a genre that, with the novel, flourished in the eighteenth century. By extending the autobiographical interests of his age to a hitherto neglected but significant type, the revolutionary, Robespierre enriched the Enlightenment tradition. He adapted a vigorous literary genre to the purposes of the Revolution: the autobiographical form was available, young and capable of experiment, and Robespierre needed new bottles for new wine.


Not until the eighteenth century could so secular a revolutionary appear. And only with the possibility of secular rebellion could the primacy of the self appear. Robespierre would speak at significant moments in his career about some providential scheme of which he was a part, but his providence is so politically conceived, so deliberately tailored to the immediate needs of the French Revolution, that it would be wrong to think of these appeals in traditional religious terms. Robespierre’s providence was a special providence guiding and informing the virtuous and revolutionary struggle for freedom. His self-consciousness of historical task and cultural moment as well as his own place in these great movements derives not so much from the religious traditions of Europe as from the newer traditions of the Enlightenment, and specifically those qualities of the new culture analyzed by the philosopher Immanuel Kant in his essay “What Is Enlightenment?” (“Was ist Aufklärung?”).


The philosophers and critics of the eighteenth century knew what they were doing in their critiques of religion, education, political theory, and culture, and they saw their work as a historical mission. These rational assaults on received opinion were undertaken deliberately. Robespierre understood his own mission to be similar: his subject was revolution. Reason and revolution would be henceforth intimately related. Revolutionaries would be expected to analyze and explain what they were doing and why. Their followers would expect, as they expected of Robespierre, a comprehensive and philosophically convincing critique of the Revolution as well as the ancien régime. Here is Robespierre’s originality as a thinker and revolutionary theorist. His words are not only the record of his participation in the Revolution as one of its central figures, but an extended self-conscious analysis of the Revolution as a phenomenon conforming to rational, natural laws, and a simultaneous and equally self-conscious analysis of himself as a special human type, the revolutionary, in whose mind and heart work the same fundamental laws of history.
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I have not here attempted a biography of Robespierre but have written perhaps a species of biography, intellectual biography. I have laid heavy stress on his words. The reader is asked to see the Revolution and revolutionaries through the mind of a man who was witness and creator, participant and philosopher, chronicler and autobiographer. His appraisal of himself and the Revolution is not the only possible one, not even (as he would have had it) the only correct one: it is unique. Yet because he was the first to attempt to describe the unconditional giving of self to the revolution, his words and views have a powerful claim on our attention.


I have, as one must when dealing with evidence of a literary kind, taken Robespierre at his word. This is the way contemporaries took him. The political actor is here presented strutting on the stage of the Revolution and projecting his lines. The script, however, is of his own authorship and the stage he trods is a world stage. I have lingered over some lines and scenes rather than others because I consider them more revealing and because his career, although obviously lived in a linear chronology, sometimes defies rigidity of presentation. I have taken the liberty of presenting some tableaux out of chronological order, and ask the reader to imagine a multilevel stage. I have tried, when possible, to expose the dressing room and the backstage apparatus to the audience. Robespierre and his contemporaries abhorred the contrived illusions of the ancien régime. They demanded that all be open to public gaze.


The argument sketched here asserts that Robespierre’s importance lies in the voice that speaks from the collected works. Here emerges the prototypical revolutionary whose moral integrity would enflame the Revolution and ensure its success. He believed revolutionary politics was morality in action, the polar opposite of the wretched machinations of tyrants and oppressors. Revolutionaries, consequently, must have the moral advantage of their opponents. The cause itself, and its champions, must be virtuous, or both will fail. He did not shrink from using force—as no revolutionary can—but he insisted that necessary force emanate from virtue (about which he said a great deal) lest it be as criminal as the violence of the oppressor, the ancien régime.


He prided himself not only on his virtue but on his consistency and perseverance, and demanded these qualities of all who would make revolution. Not only did he present in the course of the Revolution a remarkably consistent view of what was happening—a homogeneity he often pointed to as a way of stigmatizing the opportunism of his rivals—but even in his last speech he insisted, with much redundancy, that when so many had succumbed to temptation, he, almost alone, had fought on. He had derived no personal advantage from the Revolution and had given himself, to the detriment of his health and at the risk of his life, to the tasks of the Revolution, to the people, as he preferred to put it. This single-mindedness and sacrifice were the result of an early embraced article of faith: the Revolution would not be over, would not be won, until the counterrevolution had been destroyed or reduced to unconditional surrender.


Robespierre demanded of revolutionaries, as he demanded of himself, the profane virtues of probity, austerity, sincerity, sacrifice, dignity, and industriousness. His example held a strong appeal for a sizable part of the French people: professionals, tradesmen, small shopkeepers, numerous artisans (journeymen, apprentices, and masters alike). All found in Robespierre a living exemplar of their social and moral values. In him they saw the ideal political citizen, personally selfless and publicly one with the nation. He had accumulated for contemporaries as well as for posterity an enormous catalogue of opinions and arguments on the tactics, strategy, and purpose of democratic revolution. This, too, enhanced his reputation and attracted followers. He had spoken on the relationship between war and revolution, on the place of the army and its generals, on the old religion and the new one he envisioned, on the nature of parliamentary government in crisis and the need for emergency government, on whether radicals ought to join with conservative coalitions, on the relative rights of the individual and the collectivity. He had proposed educational and military reforms along with constitutional amendments and general declarations of principle. He had argued for regicide and theorized about violence, terror, and urban insurrection. He had defined revolutionary justice and revolutionary government and had himself built the Jacobin Society, the first such revolutionary instrument. Here was the most compelling and extensive and coherent collection of opinion and analysis on revolution yet assembled. Here was the fruit of an intense revolutionary life, made accessible not only to contemporaries but to posterity because it was presented in personal terms, presented as a form of revolutionary autobiography.


Robespierre’s career set the pattern for the modern revolutionary. It revealed not only the dynamics of the Revolution unfolding before his eyes, but the dynamics of self-politicization and radicalization. Napoleon’s career may be more spectacular or romantic, but the metamorphosis of Robespierre—from the serious orphan concerned about supporting his siblings, the brilliant and lonely student, the provincial lawyer of enlightened and liberal opinions, the small-town académicien aspiring to literary recognition, the fluent but uninspired versifier, the prudently gregarious clubman, into the self-conscious revolutionary—is remarkable. That self may be his greatest and most enduring creation.
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CHAPTER 1


The Memory of a Tyrant
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AS ROBESPIERRE LAY on a table in the antechamber of the Committee of Public Safety, drifting in and out of consciousness, his ball-shattered jaw bound up with a bandage, his triumphant enemies, in another room of the Tuileries palace, were creating the monster who would soon pass into historical legend.1 This Robespierre, created by using materials scavenged from old calumny, damaging anecdote, and sometimes sheer malicious invention, was one of the founding acts of a new revolutionary government. The Thermidorians—thus have Robespierre’s conquerors and successors been dubbed—sought not only to justify their coup d’état of July 1794 (the month of Thermidor in the revolutionary calendar) but to evade the opprobrium they shared with Robespierre and his comrades for deeds done during the agonizing crisis of the previous year, during the Terror. The vengeful malice of the Thermidorians was partly successful: their caricature of Robespierre has proved durable.


The Thermidorian Robespierre was given official shape and sanction on January 5, 1795 (16 Nivôse, Year III), when E. B. Courtois, in the name of the Committee of Twelve that had been appointed to examine Robespierre’s papers, presented his report to the National Assembly. Published shortly afterward by the government, Courtois’s Rapport is a record of the motives and fears of its makers, which necessitated much manipulation and some destruction of the evidence.2 It is a political and ideological statement in which Robespierre is depicted as a betrayer of his class, of the honnêtes gens, who had now reclaimed their rightful place in society. He is accused of having sought “the leveling [of society] by the extinction of wealth and the ruin of commerce.”3 He is presented as the embodiment of all the brutalities of Year II, the year when the common people, the sans-culottes, led, encouraged, and instigated by him, had tried to rule over their social betters.


Order, hierarchy, propriety, authority—these constituted for the Thermidorians what they liked to call une saine harmonie sociale, a healthy (and natural) social harmony.4 The Thermidorians were determined to ruin the man who had threatened it, using the whole arsenal of weapons accumulated in years of denunciation. The victim is presented full-length, his most despised acts springing from a soul depraved and corrupted. Robespierre is permitted no remnant of decency, no talent, no humanity. He is a montser whose impact on contemporaries and the Revolution is not explained but cursed. He is seen as a man of small talent and enormous vanity. His lack of natural gifts he masked through tenacity and hard work, while he expressed his vanity by surrounding himself with flattering self-images. The hours spent alone by this solitary are imagined consumed with schemes for destroying his enemies, who included all men of talent as well as those who had slighted him, however casually or inadvertently. At the podium, the portrait continues, he was stiff, pedantic, hampered by a weak voice, a provincial accent, artificial gestures, and an inflated style, all of which expressed and revealed a shallow spirit and deep meanness. His oratorical success they attributed to his ability to inspire fear. All his political maneuverings the Thermodorians thought devious yet clumsy, and directed to the end of dictatorial rule that they presumed to be his ruling passion. His manner they described as cold: he was indifferent, envious, arrogant, unapproachable. He avoided the company of women, perhaps through distaste or excessive timidity (although there was a competing view that his sexual tastes were unusual and he was cruel toward women). He was bilious, gloomy, irascible, and uncontrollably jealous of the success of others.5


Courtois’s Robespierre even exceeds Julius Caesar in vileness, the historical figure regularly invoked by the revolutionaries to express their contempt for personal ambition and as the ideal of a tyrant. The Roman at least had an “elevation of soul” that put him above the depths of depravity inhabited by Robespierre. Caesar had not put his foe Cicero to death, despite the latter’s attacks, whereas Robespierre had murdered all those who criticized him: “it is much easier to kill a man than to kill the truth.”6 On a more mundane level Courtois’s Rapport twisted innocent details of daily life to signify bad ends. Stanislas-Louis-Marie Fréron, who knew Robespierre personally, recalled his love of oranges, which were thought to aid a bilious digestion. One could always tell where Robespierre had sat at the table: the place was littered by a pile of orange peels. Fréron glosses this anecdote to suggest that Robespierre had an excessive, even unnatural appetite for oranges and that the Duplays, from whom he rented rooms, suffered hardship in providing “this sacred fruit during every season of the year.”7 A man who craved exotic foods, or ate excessively (or even heartily and regularly) when much of France went hungry, was a stock figure for righteous indignation. La Reveillière-Lépeaux, another Thermidorian who conveyed his recollections of Robespierre to Courtois, also sneered at the private man. At the Duplays’, he reports, Robespierre received the homage “one renders a god.” In a special small alcove was displayed “his bust . . . amidst diverse ornaments, verses and decorations . . .” while in his room there were additional smaller busts in terra-cotta, as well as portraits of the “great man” done in pencil, in water colors, and engraved. The table behind which Robespierre sat to receive his visitors groaned with gorgeous fruits, fresh butter, and pure milk, and from it rose the perfume of fresh-brewed coffee. “The god deigned to smile at me and offered me his hand,” the deputy continues, while the entire Duplay family hovered on the other side of the glass doors watching for the slightest motion of hand or head that would signal that they might enter the sanctuary.8


Robespierre, for his Thermidorian biographers, was born blemished; he was demonic from his earliest years. Even as a schoolboy, Fréron reports, his face was contorted by “convulsive grimaces” and he was never seen to laugh, not even once.9 He was a boy who could “dissimulate his resentments.”10 Courtois’s official character assassination took some of its authority from the testimony of former acquaintances of the dead man who had deserted his cause. For the first time in years these men could publish their resentments, share their bitter recollections. But the most frightful portrait of Robespierre as a boy and young man came not from former colleagues but from his first biographer, abbé Proyart, an official at Louis-le-Grand, Robespierre’s school in Paris.


Proyart first published his malicious Life and Crimes of Maximilien Robespierre in 1795.11 A biography whose richness of detail appear to spring from long intimacy, it has remained the source for many of the most repulsive details concerning Robespierre. Proyart’s Robespierre, who complemented and seemed to corroborate the official Thermidorian view, was consumed by intellectual pride, addicted to forbidden literature (doubtless that of the philosophes), and unpopular with other boys. He kept excessively to himself during these formative school years, working diligently at his studies. “He never laughed and hardly ever smiled.” “He was incapable of friendship, and had not a single friend.” “His character and the kind of life he led kept him completely apart from women.” These characteristics he carried into adulthood. As a lawyer “he would have been furious if he had prevented a lawsuit by reconciliation.”12 Mme. de Staël, who had met Robespierre only a few times, was as bitter and slanderous as Proyart. She describes his appearance as “common” and his complexion as pale, and states (remarkably) that he had veins of a “greenish color.” This particular detail would later be taken up by Michelet and Carlyle. This oddly tinted man, Mme. de Staël continues, “supported the most absurd theories with a coolness that had the air of conviction,” and he held these outlandish opinions merely because “his jealous and evil disposition make it a pleasure for him to adopt” them.13 He reminded Fréron of a cat, his handwriting seeming to have been done with a claw.14 Pierre Villiers made him cruel and unfeeling toward the mistress he gave him,15 while Galart de Montjoye reports the arrangements Robespierre made for his regular sexual orgies.16


All these details were fitted into a mosaic of a demonic and fanatical revolutionary whose depravities led him to pervert the Revolution. There is almost nothing new about the pieces cut and cemented in place. Robespierre’s numerous enemies had been at work assassinating his character since the first months of the Revolution. What the Thermidorians did was replace former royalist slander with their own republican brand, an easy enough task in 1795 when there were none to protest or question. Cannibalism and ghoulishness were attributed to the dead man in place of the former royalist accusation that he was descended from Robert Damiens, the man who had tried to assassinate Louis XV. And even Montjoye’s reports of sexual orgies pale before Proyart’s visions of the eater “of the roasted flesh of priests” and creator of “a tannery for human skin” out of which to make shoes for the sans-culottes.17


Such vehement malice and exaggeration sprang from fear posing as self-righteousness. Pierre-René Choudieu, no friend of Robespierre’s, saw this. “Two powerful motives provoked them,” he wrote of Robespierre’s conquerors: “the fear of perishing themselves on the scaffold and the desire to revenge their friends.”18 Robespierre’s enemies were many, reminded Filippo Buonarotti, a comrade who would continue his revolutionary life in France after his friend’s death, and then in Italy, as the theoretician of conspiratorial revolutionary struggle. He “fought equally royalists, the aristocracy, both noble and bourgeois, the atheists and dissolute men lusting after power and money.” These various foes “saw in him an enemy, a tyrant, and although they had for each other profound hatreds that would shortly manifest themselves, they joined together . . . to revenge themselves and to escape from the justice with which they felt themselves threatened.”19 The Revolutionary Government had made them tremble for their lives, and Robespierre was the man of the Revolutionary Government. His posthumous punishment was to be a ritualistic revenge on Year II, on that part of the Revolution most closely identified with Robespierre’s views and leadership. Yet in making Robespierre the monstrous symbol of the Terror, of all fanaticism and excess, they not only created a vile legend, which was politically useful at the moment, they also recognized, in their frantic efforts to exorcise Robespierre’s disturbing shade, his significance. In a sense Thermidorian vituperation kept Robespierre alive. The very intensity of their malice tended to mythologize the man they sought to obliterate. The next generation, with different purposes and sensibilities, would take up the memory of Robespierre, still warm from the passion of Thermidorian hatred, and create a heroic figure, a savior of France and a champion of humankind. Monster and hero have remained the poles of Robespierre’s changing reputation.


Vilification was not uncommon or infrequent in the Revolution. In the murderous struggles of Year II, those who lost went to their deaths only after having been anathematized, cast out of the new society by having their hypocrisy and treasons (real and confected) exposed and cursed before the entire nation. The victim’s political and personal biography was presented as a series of increasingly brazen acts of counterrevolution that were now unmasked and exposed for all to see: a warning to others, a ritual of purification. What set Robespierre’s destruction somewhat apart from all the others was the scale and frequency of the slanders, which continued long after he had been killed. The destruction of the man and his legacy became an obsession.


In the entire Revolution there are only two individuals who fared as badly as Robespierre, and in both cases slander, once spewed, soon stopped, and ceased entirely after death. Ironically enough, they are Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette. When the nation in revolution brought the King to trial as the only adequate means of settling the long and profound struggle with the monarchy, it was clear to all—republicans and royalists alike—that the monarchy, more than the person of Louis XVI, was on trial. Louis personally inspired little hatred. The attractive aspects of his life and character were many, and his personality, his dignity, his humanness, proved a strong defense. It was the monarchy that was judged by the nation, found guilty and sentenced to death. During the long weeks and months of the trial,20 which generated more than four hundred speeches or pamphlets from the deputies, it was clear that not only did men have to argue and posture, persuade and cajole to justify their unprecedented thoughts and acts, but they did so compulsively. After his head fell, on January 21, 1793, Louis was scarcely again mentioned by the revolutionaries.


The attack on Marie Antoinette was accomplished differently, in two separate but related assaults. Before the Revolution the Queen’s foolish behavior had focused resentment and frustration on her extravagance and insensitivity, synthesizing feelings of impotence into a character assassination of the Queen. Her pride, her vanity, her sexual immorality, her tyranny, these were the categories of the accusation, bandied about in the streets of Paris and even whispered at Court. The second assault against Marie Antoinette began in the first years of the Revolution when she became identified with the more reactionary elements at Court, and culminated in October 1793 when she was brought to trial. In addition to the old accusations, a particularly repugnant series of sexual perversities was added, pathetically testified to by her young son, who was forced to be witness to his own supposed victimization.


But slander did not permanently deform. Biographers have succeeded in restoring a mundane humanity to the royal couple. Historians have proved generally less hostile to royalty than to revolutionaries, especially if they can be shown to have been well-meaning if inept bunglers. Louis and his queen have shed the slander of their contemporaries as Robespierre has not. Remnants of Thermidorian loathing cling to him, in some cases reinforced by the imprimatur (and immortality) only literary genius can bestow. Mme. de Staël’s “veins of a greenish color” became in a relatively short time Carlyle’s “sea-green incorruptible” and Michelet’s “reptile.” Michelet also took up Pierre Villier’s nasty (and dubious) circumstantial anecdotes, and these slanders even turn up in a modern, erudite biography.21 Circumstance and personality seem to have conspired against Robespierre’s memory.


The legend of a monstrous Robespierre not only grew unchecked, for when it was being made none dared challenge the new masters of the Revolution, but was reiterated and embellished by government apologists and men who found the legend useful for propaganda, a reminder of the revolutionary excesses from which they insisted they had saved France. Napoleon, whose coup d’état in 1799 ended the reign of the Thermidorians, as First Consul or later as Emperor, had no desire to remind the people of his brief but real robespierriste past. He had no intention of rehabilitating Robespierre’s reputation, let alone connecting himself with the Terror. The Restoration that followed Napoleon’s defeat, presided over by Louis XVI’s two younger brothers, Louis XVIII and Charles X, found the Thermidorian monster a ready-made villain. Their only modification was to make regicide the most heinous of Robespierre’s many crimes, something the republican Thermidorians and the upstart Emperor chose to ignore.


Not until 1832 was a significant collection of Robespierre’s speeches published, by the Romantic socialist Albert Laponneraye, who devoted his life to rehabilitating Robespierre and making him a revolutionary hero.22 With Laponneraye begins not only the rehabilitation (and eventual revolutionary apotheosis) of Robespierre, but the emphasis on his words. He became again what he had been during the Revolution, the ideologue, the man whose deeds were verbal, whose ideas explained and enflamed. For Laponneraye, and those who followed him, Robespierre’s life was made worthy of his destiny: his biography became the unfolding of a revolutionary hero. The chief bit of evidence used to create this heroic life was the Mémoires of Robespierre’s sister, Charlotte. Laponneraye tracked down his hero’s sister, by then an old and frightened woman leading an obscure life and carrying a despised name. He encouraged her and inspired her to write about her brother, and he published these recollections after the old maid’s death (in 1834).23


Here was the belated and necessary antidote for Thermidorian poison. Charlotte remembered her brother as “naturally gay,” his character as “gentle and fair, which made him loved by all,” while his “friendliness toward women won him their affection.”24 For all its filial piety Charlotte’s Mémoires is a touching work. We learn that Robespierre loved to make lace with his mother when a small boy; kept and loved birds; was distraught at having to sign a death warrant when a young judge in Arras.25 And we get one of the rare physical descriptions of the man:


He was of medium height and had a delicate complexion. His face exuded kindness and benevolence, but was not as conventionally handsome as his brother’s. He was almost always smiling. A great number of portraits of my older brother have been published. That most resembling him is the one painted by Delpech.26


Even Charlotte’s desire to save her brother from slander, to leave to posterity the portrait of a good, decent, kind, and eminently bourgeois man, admirable alike for character and convictions, could not erase the monstrous Robespierre. The Thermidorians were closer to an essential truth about Robespierre than was his devoted but simple sister. Charlotte’s Robespierre is too ordinary, too bland, too conventional for his destiny. The Thermidorian monster is at least larger than life; a man of such proportions is capable of dominating the Revolution. The Thermidorians remembered Robespierre savagely, demonically, but they remembered him as a revolutionary. Charlotte recalled only the lovable brother.


It is for the historian to approximate the actual man, neither monster nor beloved sibling. But this is no easy matter. Revolutionary and counterrevolutionary myths have a long life in our age, when revolution is not only the most extreme and audacious form of social and historical change, but also the most familiar. Robespierre was the first to be made into a revolutionary hero, and our own restless and revolutionary world has made him, so to speak, a contemporary figure. His self-analysis was, in this sense, prophetic. He wanted to be seen as a revolutionary, and he has had his wish fulfilled. He was what the French aptly called un homme dur, a hard man. Yet he never aspired to be loved for his personality (as Charlotte loved him). He demanded, and received, respect, devotion, even love—for he had several close friends who resembled an extended family27—for what he insisted he was, a revolutionary.


Robespierre depended far less on personal charm than did any of his contemporaries. Almost as if he thought such manipulation of others reprehensible, he remained what he had always been: a reserved, fastidious and obviously provincial man. It is not only his advanced opinions that made him unwelcome at the more brilliant salons and dinner parties of the Revolution, but his inability to scintillate. He was not a good talker, he was not a wit, and he had enjoyed no adventures worth recounting. But those who sought his company regularly did not mind these shortcomings, and those who had occasion to consult him, even at the height of his prestige and authority, found him affable, charmingly polite, and attentive. They commented that although he was accessible to all, he insisted on a prearranged interview, preferably in writing. It was unthinkable to this proper and fastidious man to receive guests without preparation, let alone at odd hours and wrapped in a towel, which was often Marat’s costume when he was at home. It was equally unthinkable that he would indulge in the coarse bonhomie and unbuttoned familiarity that Danton favored.


The curious juxtaposition of social propriety and advanced revolutionary ideas did not elicit much comment from contemporaries. His probity, his clinging to old-fashioned styles of speech and dress and manners, were thought to certify his sincerity. The rectitude of his personal life complemented the stances he struck in public: his personal and public lives are scarcely distinguishable. It is the richness and brilliance of his political life that magnetized contemporaries, and it continues to hold us. This is also the most extensively documented part of his life. While the biographer bemoans the obscurity of the first thirty years of Robespierre’s life, the historian of his revolutionary career equally bemoans the loss of so many early speeches, preserved only in fragments or conflicting versions,28 and the haphazard way in which his early political utterances were treated.29 What we do have are, aside from the speeches and pamphlets printed during his lifetime or recorded in the minutes of the Constituent and Convention or Jacobins, the surviving items from the deliberate destructions of his papers by Simon Duplay, the son of Robespierre’s Paris host, as well as those of the Courtois Committee.30


Yet enough remains to watch the unfolding of the revolutionary career, the self-conscious revelation of self and purpose publicly conducted by Robespierre. And in examining the career, we can understand how and why memory has extruded from the surviving materials what history has needed.
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CHAPTER 2


The Revolutionary Revealed
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PLATE IV




 


ROBESPIERRE was born on May 6, 1758, in Arras, the small capital of the province of Artois, four months after his parents were married. His father, Maximilien-Barthélemy-François, a lawyer, the son and grandson of local lawyers, had been admitted to the Arras bar in 1756. His mother, Jacqueline-Marguerite Carraut, was the daughter of a successful brewer and innkeeper of the town. Maximilien-François-Marie-Isidore was born into comfortable bourgeois surroundings. Fortune and his father’s temperament soon changed all that. The Robespierre family grew quickly. There were five children by 1764, although the last of these died at birth and caused the death of Robespierre’s mother shortly afterward.1 His father allowed his law practice to deteriorate after his wife’s death. Two years later, in 1766, he abandoned his young family to the care of relatives. Although the father reappeared in Arras on occasion, Robespierre was in fact orphaned at the age of eight. Their childhood, says Charlotte, was “filled with tears, and each of our early years was marked by the death of some cherished object. This fate influenced, more than one can imagine, Maximilien’s character; it made him sad and melancholy.”2 A plausible diagnosis, although these particular characteristics were not noticed or stressed by those who knew him as an adult.


The children were dispersed among relatives: Robespierre was taken in by two aunts. He early showed intellectual aptitude and was able to win support from charitable foundations when he entered the collège in Arras. A former Jesuit institution, the collège was, in 1765, governed by a local committee appointed by the bishop, and the teachers were secular clergy (the Jesuits having been expelled from France in 1763). Here Robespierre remained for four years. At the age of eleven he won a much-coveted scholarship to Louis-le-Grand, in Paris, one of the finest schools in the country, where he continued as a scholarship boy for twelve years. He was a model student and a brilliantly successful one; between 1769 and 1776 his name appeared on the annual prize list for achievement in Latin and Greek verse and translation. His teachers at Louis-le-Grand were the Oratorians, a distinguished teaching order that had long vied with the Jesuits for prestige and pupils. Robespierre’s mind was formed, as were those of the majority of his educated contemporaries, in an old-fashioned, narrow, rigorous yet rich tradition. The Oratorians had no desire to achieve the individual liberation of their pupils. They strove, rather, to form subjects for a monarchy, as Robespierre would later strive to form citizens of a republic. There is no evidence that he was unhappy with the formality or authority of the school. He was a docile pupil, assimilating the materials taught and the social values inculcated.3 Yet despite their conservatism, the schools of the ancien régime proved to be a training ground for a generation of revolutionaries.


Robespierre was not so much precocious as he was industrious. But even as a schoolboy he displayed the characteristic that was not only to enhance and inspire his intelligence, but also to render it unique and broadly compelling. He could, like an actor, assume another self and personify it. His gift was not an ability to enter another being and live as if he were that being, but a sort of spiritual mimicry. He had no interest in imitating idiosyncrasies of personality, and his purpose was not to amuse others or to satirize. Robespierre seized some spiritual essence of a time or a circumstance or even an individual or group of individuals, and made it a part of his own character. He could emulate, and thus become, the qualities he admired. He always generalized these enhancements of self, never attaching them to a specific person. He sought to be an ideal type, the personification of an abstraction, and spoke of himself in this way, often insisting on his persona as the “representative of the people.” The first recorded instance of his capacity occurred while he was at Louis-le-Grand. Robespierre was considered the best Latinist in the school. He was referred to as The Roman, the first of several epithets that would be attached to him or that he would attach to himself. So thoroughly had he learned Latin that he appeared to contemporaries a native speaker. In 1775 he was chosen, not because he embodied the moral posture of a Roman from the time of the Republic, but because he was so accomplished in the language, to deliver a Latin address (written by a faculty member) welcoming Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, who briefly visited the school on their return from coronation ceremonies at Rheims Cathedral.4


Otherwise there are few anecdotes or reliable recollections of Robespierre at Louis-le-Grand.5 He was thought diligent, studious, not especially popular with the other boys, a bit withdrawn. He was a poor boy at a prestigious school. When the Bishop of Arras, his patron, visited Louis-le-Grand, the young man wrote to the prefect of the school asking him to apprise the Bishop of “my situation, in order to obtain from him those things I need to appear in his presence.” Lacking were “a proper suit and . . . several things without which I cannot appear in public.”6


His academic successes at Louis-le-Grand, where he also received his law training, earned him an extraordinary graduation prize. For “good conduct during twelve years, and his success in his classes, both in gaining the prizes of the University and in his examination in philosophy and law, the Board has unanimously granted to Sieur de Robespierre a gratification in the sum of 600 livres.”7 It was not a fortune, but when the average worker in Paris earned twenty sous or one livre for a day’s work, this was a significant sum, enough to launch a law practice. In addition, he was exceptionally allowed to pass his scholarship on to his brother, Augustin, then nineteen.


In 1781, the year following his graduation, Robespierre was admitted an advocate before the Parlement of Paris, the most important law court in France. He decided, however, to return to Arras, to his siblings, to a provincial life and law practice. He was a prudent young man. By returning home he spared himself those painful episodes of despair and frustration brought on by wretched circumstances and prospects, the familiar experience of many contemporaries similarly without well-placed patrons in the capital who sought to make their way in Paris only on talent.8


Robespierre was admitted to the Arras bar on November 8, 1781, and pleaded his first case on February 27, 1782. Within a month of this maiden litigation he was made a judge, one of five, of the tribunal of the episcopal court of Arras, which was the seat of the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the province as well as its civil jurisdiction. So precocious an advancement suggests influence, perhaps with the Bishop, but the records are silent. Otherwise Robespierre’s first years at the bar were unexceptional. His practice was successful enough to render him materially comfortable, his abilities won him professional respect. He had enough leisure to pursue literary interests, which took the form of competitions in essay contests sponsored by provincial academies. On one occasion he won a prize from the Academy of Metz. These competitions were essential to France’s intellectual life during the ancien régime, and if little of enduring value was thus produced, there was the example of Rousseau, whose literary career had been brilliantly launched when he won a prize from the Dijon Academy for an essay on the progress of the arts and sciences. Robespierre had no such success. His prize essay, on whether the crimes of parents ought to taint their children, is competent rather than brilliant. It did attract some national attention when favorably reviewed by Pierre-Louis Lacretelle, an intellectual of some reputation. Later, under the Restoration, when Lacretelle published his complete works, he recalled this review and added to it a trite but accurate comment:


Nothing in this [literary] debut hinted at the man of seven years later. It is easy to believe that he himself was unaware of it. One must see a whole revolution in order to know at what point it can transform a man, or rather develop in him the hidden and still unfermented poisons.9


There is little on the surface of Robespierre’s prerevolutionary life that prefigures his greatness. Neither he nor his generation was overtly disaffected from society. In Robespierre’s case there is no recorded crisis of alienation, no outward rebellion, before 1788.10 Later, in revolutionary oratory and journalism, he would talk much about himself, but he never revealed details of his life before that time.


Life in Arras was tranquil and uneventful for Robespierre. His habits were frugal and austere, his dedication to work and discipline a bit excessive, his self-absorbtion complete. He rose early and worked for an hour before taking his coffee, which, along with a passion for fruit, was his only expressed alimentary interest. Charlotte, on her own testimony, took pains to see her brother well and pleasantly fed: he seems not to have cared what he ate. He never did the marketing himself and always found a meal waiting for him. But this was an expectation common to men at the time, especially those of his circumstances and station. He drank little wine, confining himself at dinner to a single glass, heavily cut with water. He regularly took a constitutional after dinner, then returned to do some work before retiring. In the style of the day he was dramatically courteous to women and did not shun their company but avoided intimacy or informality. He apparently had no serious encounters or affairs. As a child he had kept pigeons, of which he was fond, and liked animals generally. He was careful and even finicky about his dress, especially his hair, on which he spent a good deal of time, contemplating himself and his appearance while he was worked on with comb, curling iron, and powder. Robespierre was concerned with all aspects of his presentation of self. His dress, his manners, his comportment, as well as his prose and oratory, all express deliberation and self-consciousness.11


In the first years of his law practice a sufficient number of cases came along. The most famous of these, the so-called lightning-rod case of 1783, would have been the delight of any young, enlightened, ambitious lawyer. A local man, M. de Vissery, had installed one of the first lightning rods in the province. His neighbors pressured the authorities to have the device removed because they thought it would divert the lightning to their houses. Vissery went to court. Robespierre’s friend and patron, A.-J. Buissart, a dabbler in scientific matters as well as a lawyer, prepared a comprehensive brief and took elaborate notes, then generously turned the opportunity to plead the case over to Robespierre.12 Here was a chance to castigate superstition with the latest scientific truth, to preach the usefulness of discovery, to parade one’s enlightenment and sophistication not only regionally but nationally and internationally, for the educated could be counted on to take an interest in this provincial confrontation between science and superstition. Robespierre neglected none of these opportunities. His successful defense kept Vissery’s rods atop his house and brought Robespierre attention. “A man called Robespierre,” writes a certain Ansart from Arras to a Paris friend,


a recent arrival from your part of the world, has just made his first appearance here, in an important case, which he pleaded throughout three hearings here so well as to discourage anyone who intends to follow him in the same career. . . . One can see nobody among the younger generation capable of putting this brilliant light into the shade.13


It was as an orator, not an essayist, that Robespierre possessed genius.


His other cases brought less notoreity. His views were moderately advanced and liberal by the standards of the day, perhaps especially so in so stuffy a town as Arras, but were by no means radical. Except for one lapse into impatience with the delays of the Arras courts—he was reprimanded from the bench for uttering some “insulting” remarks14—he experienced no difficulties with the legal establishment. But his professional advancement did not continue. The number of his cases gradually fell off, for no apparent reason. The explanations later offered that he was too radical, took only cases of poor clients, and had offended the courts are unsupported by convincing evidence.15 It may simply have been that in a small provincial town, tightly controlled by a handful of powerful nobles and the Bishop, who supported and protected a legal oligarchy, Robespierre had risen as high as he might hope to rise on talent alone. He himself expressed no bitterness on this subject, either at the time or later; and his Arras friends and acquaintances continued unchanged and sought his company. He regularly joined in the doings of the Rosati, a local society of men who read essays to each other and indulged in light verse, conviviality, and a contrived but charming chivalric conceit involving the rose and its relationship to wine and women.16


Robespierre’s thirtieth birthday fell in 1788, a time of prerevolutionary excitement and agitation. From the materials available to all men of his class and generation, Robespierre would make a unique and compelling revolutionary personality in which the self served to synthesize passions, principles, and ideas. Although the revolutionary and prerevolutionary careers of Robespierre the man and historical actor seem almost unrelated, he was not noticeably different from his contemporaries. The disproportion between the man we see before 1788 and the revolutionary who emerged afterward is striking. But if his is the most remarkable revolutionary career, it is not the only such. The coming of the French Revolution released new political possibilities, a new political discourse unimaginable under the ancien régime. Just as the English Revolution discovered in Oliver Cromwell, an otherwise obscure and undistinguished landowner and parliamentary back-bencher, a political and military genius equal to the great events of his century, so too did the Revolution reveal Robespierre. The rapid emergence of his revolutionary self presumes the presence of the necessary raw materials. Had there been no French Revolution, it goes without saying, there would have been no other Robespierre but the small-town lawyer in Arras.


•   •   •


The representative body of France, the Estates-General, had not met since 1614. For 175 years the kings had governed without having to consult their subjects. In 1788 Louis XVI called for elections to a new Estates-General, a move forced upon him by a nobility that refused to make the bankrupt monarchy solvent by taxing itself unless it received substantial concessions. Robespierre would throw himself into these elections. But before becoming completely absorbed in the political ferment, he pleaded his most remarkable case, and the only one to foreshadow Robespierre the revolutionary, on behalf of Louis-Marie-Hyacinthe Dupond. Years before Robespierre took the case, his client had left Artois and served as a soldier in first a French and then a Swedish and finally a Danish regiment. When he returned to France, after an absence of twenty-six years, he claimed his portion of a family inheritance. His relatives had him imprisoned under a lettre de cachet—one of those detested royal warrants that could incarcerate, without trial, during the King’s pleasure—obtained by his family on the false pretext that Dupond was a deserter. This original assertion was reinforced over the years by a series of perjuries made or bought by the greedy family. Dupond remained in prison from 1774 until his release in 1786. The law case was then further complicated by suits and countersuits for restitution and damages. Robespierre became involved only in this final phase, and when he departed for Versailles to assume his duties as a deputy for the Third Estate, the Commons of the Estates-General, elected from and by all those who were neither clergy nor nobles, the case was assumed by his brother.


Robespierre’s long brief on behalf of Dupond (ninety-three pages in its printed version) is exceptional for both its manner and matter. Here are all the themes that will concern and obsess Robespierre for the rest of his life, gathered together for the first time and presented in his mature and authentic revolutionary voice. His emotional description of the horrors of incarceration, only intensified by the institutionalized cruelty of jailers, who conduct a “war of armed tyranny against shackled and defenseless innocence,”17 is smoldering, its empathy for the victim rising well above fashionable pathos. His musings on death, which “is not the greatest evil for oppressed innocence,”18 signal a preoccupation with his own mortality in a political context and a connection, not yet fully worked out, between virtue, its public expression, and a violent end. The brief is punctuated with oaths of the kind soon to seal all revolutionary undertakings, and speculations on his own destiny: “perhaps I will not die without having done something useful for some poor unfortunate.”19 He insists on bearing personal witness to injustice20 and savagely berates the provincial bourgeoisie for their greed, their cruelty, their lack of morality, their hypocrisy.21 He makes no distinction between public and private morality, and declares that he who uses the law to take advantage of the weak “is an enemy of la patrie . . . clearly guilty of high treason,”22 a startling accusation in peacetime. He concludes his plaidoyer, for this is 1788, with a paean in the form of a peroration addressed to Louis XVI and more especially to Jacques Necker, the first minister—for first ministers traditionally received the petitions of subjects—to end injustice by “leading men to happiness and to virtue by laws founded on the immutable principles of universal morality.”23


This goes well beyond the enlightened hostility to superstition found in his earlier briefs. Here is the voice of a revolutionary Robespierre. Defending Dupond, he has declared himself and sketched his politics. It is not that his sentiments are uncommonly radical, for they are not. Arbitrary imprisonment without trial, legal chicanery, vile and barbarous prisons were regularly attacked. Even Robespierre’s sentiments about universal morality and virtue and a society of laws were, by 1788, commonplace. What is revolutionary is the combination of concerns with the intense personal involvement of Robespierre, the insistence that specific episodes of injustice descend, inevitably, from the abuse of social position, encouraged by a society whose laws are a jumble of privilege, that he feels these injustices as deeply as the victim, and that any man who lends himself or his office, however slightly, to injustice is “guilty of high treason.” And the presentation of these views in a rhetoric that is both ornate and direct, personal and general, and deeply impassioned, makes the work unmistakably Robespierre’s. There is still in the plaidoyer for Dupond a measure of circumspection that will soon vanish from his utterances—he does not, for example insist that rich and poor are natural enemies—but one can extract from the brief an outline of Robespierre’s ideology. He considers politics an act of the will that has morality as its goal. He insists there is a providential scheme assuring success to just causes. He wants to free the poor from a harsh life that degrades them into pining for wealth. Equally significant is the crystallization of his incomparable rhetoric and his need to put all human and divine virtues in one camp, all tyranny and oppression in another.24


It is conventional when writing about Robespierre, indeed when writing about any revolutionary, to see the rebel foreshadowed in childhood or created by some traumatic adult experience. For Robespierre this is not the most fruitful approach or assumption. The seeds of revolt were deeply planted and long nurtured, but there is little evidence before the mature growth of 1788-89. If he experienced a dramatic moment of conversion, he neither then nor later said anything about it. The revolutionary persona he would become in the Revolution had no overt existence before 1788. His infatuation with Rousseau, which is much stressed and indeed is important for the revolutionary, was not in itself abnormal, although the peculiarly personal aspects of this attachment might be considered unusual, and another aspect of Robespierre’s capacity for spiritual mimicry first revealed in “The Roman” of Louis-le-Grand.


Robespierre’s intellectual and emotional debt to Rousseau is complex and profound. Yet his devotion, his loyalty and faithfulness as a disciple, owed more to felt similarities of personality and character than to identity of philosophical interests. Robespierre’s utterances are punctuated by echoes of Rousseau, paraphrases of Rousseau, quotations from Rousseau, imitations of Rousseau, all of which reveal his familiarity with the entire range of his mentor’s writings, including the little-read Contrat social. But it is Rousseau’s inner life, as set forth in the autobiographical Confessions, that most shaped Robespierre and influenced his historical mission. By “the elevation of his soul and the grandeur of his character” Rousseau had shown himself to be the “teacher of the human race.” He “attacked tyranny with freedom, he spoke with enthusiasm of the divinity.” The “purity of his doctrine” as well as “his invincible scorn for the intriguing sophists who usurped the name of philosophers” earned him the hatred and persecution of his rivals and false friends. “Ah!” Robespierre exclaims, “If only he had been witness to this Revolution of which he was the precursor, and which has carried him to the Pantheon, who can doubt that his generous soul would have embraced with transport the cause of justice and equality” (X, 455). Robespierre identified completely with Rousseau the moral man. He disregarded the many divergences of opinion between himself and his mentor, and even took Rousseau’s philosophical opponents, all long dead, as his own enemies. The Encyclopedists, that group of intellectuals whose only formal bond was having contributed articles to the great Encyclopédie (as did Rousseau himself) edited by Denis Diderot, Robespierre repulsed. Robespierre’s Rousseau is the champion of the people, the man of lofty ideals who was persecuted by his more pliable and compromising rivals who aspired to worldly fame and rewards. Those of his own contemporaries who expressed ideas he associated with the Encyclopedists, or who disparaged Rousseau, Robespierre banished from his affection.25 “This sect,” says Robespierre, “in political matters, always remained below the rights of the people; in moral matters it went well beyond the destruction of religious prejudices” (X, 454). As their revolutionary disciples, the Encyclopedists “were bold in their writings and servile in the reception rooms” (X, 455).
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