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Prologue


THE LASTING LEGACY OF THE REVOLUTION


The Revolution changed everything and forever, though not in the way its proponents intended; the heritage was far more complex. As it played itself out in the decade before Napoleon took power, this was, as Charles Dickens put it, the best and the worst of times. ‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,’ wrote William Wordsworth in 1789. But the sequel three-and-a-half years later, as the king was executed and the Jacobins unleashed the Terror, created a fearsome warning of where populism directed by a ruthless political class could lead, the self-proclaimed guides of the people justifying themselves with claims to superior merit and wisdom in a manner that pre-figured twentieth-century totalitarianism to legitimise violence against foes, real or imagined. The Revolution was marked from its early days by factionalism made all the more murderous by the claims of the competing groups to embody ultimate goodness and reason. It all ended in the imperial rule of Bonaparte followed by the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy. Yet the Revolution gave France a new image of itself and set a template which would make the nation a beacon for progressives across Europe, with the overthrow of later Bourbon monarchs in 1830 and 1848 sparking revolts across the continent – and the countervailing evolution of conservative thinking that hardened into reaction.


The storming of the Bastille on 14 July 1789, and the events that followed, bred national narratives that gave France’s modern history its ideological complexion over two centuries. Sovereignty passed from a monarch claiming to rule by divine right to the people, however defined. The monarchical order, dating back thirteen centuries, was replaced by the rule of citizens that was secular, not religious. The certainties of the revolutionaries and the bitter opposition they aroused implanted mutual intolerance and a taste for conflict; vilification of opponents could be justified in the name of the search for virtue and truth or in defence of values held to be at the core of the national character and greatness. When a date for the main national holiday was chosen in the late nineteenth century, it was 14 July, Bastille Day, not 20 August, the Declaration of the Rights of Man. The national anthem, the Marseillaise, calls for patriots to soak the furrows of fields with the ‘impure blood’ of enemies. The republican figure of Marianne was anything but an apostle of fraternity or sorority as she led revolutionary heroes on the battlefield in Delacroix’s iconic painting of the Second Revolution of 1830. The cockerel acts as another national symbol, rather than a less strident animal. In the home of reason, the two most celebrated French leaders of the twentieth century, Georges Clemenceau and Charles de Gaulle, are both shown in military garb in their statues at the foot of the Champs-Élysées.1


France’s enduring divisions – between left and right, Catholics and proponents of the secular state, centralisers and devolutionists – have deep roots in the mindsets of those who have seen 1789 and the ensuing events as the start of a new and glorious era and those who view it as having led to a distortion of the rule of reason*. There have, of course, been moments of great national unity around republican values – at the Liberation, against the military coup attempt in Algeria in 1961, in opposition to the success of the far right National Front at the presidential election of 2002, and in the huge nationwide demonstrations after the killing of seventeen people in Paris by Islamic terrorists in 2015, including staff at the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo and customers at a Jewish supermarket. But these moments were rare and bred by shock, giving way to divisive politics within a relatively short time. More often, political and cultural certainties and behavioural patterns developed since 1789, along with the cynicism bred from rhetorical overkill and the failure of politicians to deliver, have impeded constructive compromise, marking France’s distance from the proposition of the British political thinker, Edmund Burke, that ‘all government, indeed every human benefit and enjoyment, every virtue, and every prudent act, is founded on compromise and barter.’


Fundamental questions remain. Who has the right to rule and on the basis of what legitimacy? If politics are primordial, what form should they take – and in what framework? How can democracy coexist with effective executive government, and which should be given precedence? Does citizenship encompass the right of street protest by anybody choosing to claim to speak for the people? Is violence justified in the pursuit of revolutionary ideals or in suppressing them, as in the domestic conflicts of the nineteenth century, which took at least 60,000 lives? When do the people become the mob? Can the Rights of Man be implemented by force and does the pursuit of revolutionary purity justify purging opponents? Indeed, can one speak of ‘man’ as a generality in quest of improvement, or was the Savoyard, Joseph de Maistre, who took revolutionaries to be the servants of Satan, correct when he wrote that he had met Frenchmen, Italians, Germans and Russians but ‘as for Man, I’ve never met one in my life’. Such issues apply to other countries, but, thanks to the Revolution, they have a lasting and special meaning in France that gives a special character to how the country functions.2


Left and right – ‘a messy reality’


The left, which seeks its roots in the Revolution and the Enlightenment that preceded it, and the right, which was restored with the Bourbons in 1814–15, are political churches containing many different mansions. A Socialist prime minister, Michel Rocard, sought a simple division of the left into two different schools – one drawing on the centralising, strong state heritage of the Revolutionary Jacobins to enforce change, the other opting for decentralisation and regionalism with strong communities and local enterprises. A more recent writer, Jacques Julliard, in a 942-page book published in 2012, posited four strands – the liberal left, the Jacobin left, the collectivist left and the libertarian left. He then added ‘the tranquil left’ before identifying yet more lefts rooted in Jesuitism and the seventeenth-century creed of Jansenism based on the idea of original sin, human depravity, predestination and the need for divine grace. On top of that were left-wing movements drawing on Voltaire, Rousseau, Robespierre, Danton and, from the second half of the twentieth century, Pierre Mendès France and François Mitterrand. Through such complexity, the core conflict remains between individual liberty and the search for a more egalitarian society.3


On the right, monarchism faded during the nineteenth century after the ousting of two Bourbon kings, but Napoleon III restored the Empire and some forceful republican leaders have been anything but of the left. For four years, the Vichy regime tried to impose a reactionary collectivist administration headed by a soldier in his dotage surrounded by a gang of conspirators of the right, some of whom sent Frenchmen to fight alongside the Wehrmacht on the Eastern Front. The demarcation between left and right has often been blurred; a general from a traditional background presided over widespread nationalisations and a big extension of the welfare state after the Liberation of 1944 while a Socialist-led government stepped up the war to keep Algeria French. If the Revolution itself was a confused process, so its lasting heritage in France’s republicanism is, as one historian has put it, ‘a messy reality’.


The execution of Louis XVI, the spectre of the guillotine (adopted at the urging of the doctor-politician Joseph-Ignace Guillotin in 1792 as a humane and egalitarian means of execution) and the totalitarian slaughter of the Terror directed by Maximilien de Robespierre mask the fact that by far the majority of those who perished between 1789 and 1815 did so in warfare with foreign nations, as France defended itself from anti-revolutionary powers and then launched its own campaigns culminating in the Napoleonic bid for European hegemony. In all, perhaps 1.5 million French people died; more than a third of boys born between 1790 and 1795 were killed or wounded. Compared to that, less than 1 per cent of the nobility were put to death.


For all the legacy of street action and the mob unruliness of the sansculottes, the primary beneficiaries of the Revolution were the bourgeoisie, in their several forms, and richer peasants. They bought land confiscated from the nobility and the church cheaply and made the most of the relaxation of the commercial and professional restrictions of the old regime. Under the Directory, which followed the Terror, making money and keeping down the workers was the ruling group’s prime concern. While claiming to defend the revolutionary heritage, Bonaparte’s meritocratic autocracy ushered in a gilded society for the new rich who amassed assets and titles.


Although Enlightenment reasoning contained an atheistic strand and the church came under violent attack during the Terror, France remained a primarily Catholic nation. Despite the image of the tricoteuses sitting at the foot of the guillotine and knitting revolutionary caps between executions and despite the passage of a liberal divorce law, the revolutionaries and their successors saw women as belonging to the private sphere while men ran affairs of state. Olympe de Gouges, a butcher’s daughter who published the Declaration of the Rights of Women and the (Female) Citizen in 1791, proclaimed that ‘Woman is born free and remains equal to man in rights . . . the exercise of Woman’s natural rights has no limits other than the tyranny of Man’s opposing them’, but ended up guillotined.4


The cost of recurrent wars tested state finances and boosted inflation, encouraging speculation and hindering capital investment in modernisation outside military suppliers. Old patterns of influence on local politics persisted. Some highly placed officials showed remarkable survival capacities as regimes succeeded one another, demonstrating how ideology coexisted with personal flexibility. The regicide Joseph Fouché became Napoleon’s police chief and then a leading minister of the restored Louis XVIII in 1815, while Charles Maurice de Talleyrand, excommunicated as Bishop of Autun for his revolutionary activities, served as Bonaparte’s foreign minister and as Louis XVIII’s head of government before becoming Grand Chamberlain and ending up as ambassador to London after the Second Revolution of 1830. The Prefect of the Marne département held office from 1800 to 1838 and was made a baron by Bonaparte and a viscount by the restored monarchy. The longest distance runner of all, Nicolas Jean-de-Dieu Soult, fought as a commander in many of the emperor’s great battles and was rewarded by being made Duke of Dalmatia, before rallying to Louis XVIII in 1814, re-joining Bonaparte as his chief of staff during his short-lived bid to regain power the following year and turning his coat once more to declare himself a dedicated royalist under the restored Bourbons. They, in turn, raised him to the rank of Marshal General of France, before he changed sides once more to ally with their successors under whom he became war minister and then served for ten years as chief minister. Finally, when the Second Republic was declared in 1848, he proclaimed himself a convinced republican and retired to his south-western estate to die in his castle at the age of eighty-two.


Despite the Jacobin search for greater national unity and centralisation, the France that emerged from the Revolution remained highly diverse, its heartlands living separately from one another, their inhabitants following ingrained traditions and conversing in patois. Western France and Eastern Alsace-Lorraine kept a conservative, Catholic identity, the central départements were moderate, parts of the south harboured dissidence on left and right, and Paris was potentially revolutionary.


The story of the Revolution might seem like a circular one with a Bourbon Louis back on the throne in 1815. But the quarter of a century after 1789 buttressed the claim to l’exception française that sets this nation apart from others with a distinct stamp which permeates at many levels to this day. The Hexagon between the Alps and the Atlantic, the Channel and the Mediterranean, Flanders and the Pyrenees saw – and sees – itself as the home of ideas and ideals with a global message to all those who seek liberty, equality and fraternity.


As well as giving us such everyday innovations as the metric system, the Revolution set out to forge a new kind of human being with the opening proclamation of the Rights of Man that ‘Men are born and remain free and equal in rights’ and its declaration that ‘Liberty consists in the ability to do anything which does not harm others’ as well as the statement, crucial for the concept of nationhood and popular rule, that ‘the principle of all sovereignty resides in the nation. No body of men, and no individual, can exercise authority which does not emanate directly from it.’5


But the reality hardly lived up to such high ideals as the Revolution evolved in a series of hectic changes from constitutional monarchy, to the First Republic with the execution of the king and the Jacobin Terror, to the brief and more moderate Thermidorian interlude and the Directory to the Consulate in which Napoleon asserted his authority, leading in turn to his First Empire of 1804 to 1814, followed the next year by his attempted comeback in the Hundred Days. In all this, there was no Lenin, no Mao, but an unruly procession of leaders, feuding factions and shifting patterns of multi-faceted politics. That disruptive political pattern continued as Bonaparte gave way to the restored monarchy after which came another republic, the Second Empire, and then finally, with the four-year hiatus of the Vichy collaborationist regime during the Second World War, the installation of a republican system which became synonymous with the nation and has been described by the latest president as ‘our most precious possession’ founded on ‘virtue, honesty and honour’.


Despite all the vicissitudes and upheavals of two centuries, this book will argue that common themes run through France’s modern history, the main one being that a nation which takes its revolutionary and republican legacy as constituting its core values has never, in fact, fully digested that heritage because it has never wanted to shed its other, more conservative character. Look no further than the seat of the legislature which represents the republic – the National Assembly sits in the Palais Bourbon, with statues of ancien régime dignitaries facing the Seine; were it not for the tricolours, one might wonder if the building was not perpetuating the pre-revolutionary era. The past is a constant element in the present especially for a country as aware of its history as France and which so prides itself on its exceptionalism. But bringing the two into harmony is a problem hardly any easier at the start of the twenty-first century than it was at the end of the eighteenth.


The monarchy turns rotten


Never, wrote the nineteenth-century historian and politician Alexis de Tocqueville, ‘was an event so inevitable and yet so completely unforeseen’ as the Revolution. In the late eighteenth century, France was still the ‘Great Nation’ with a population of 26 million, more than twice that of Britain. It had the continent’s largest army and had begun industrial modernisation with an extensive programme of road building. The court at Versailles still radiated the glory of the era of the Sun King, Louis XIV, who had died in 1715, even if his successor, Louis XV, was, in the words of one historian, ‘a perpetual adolescent called to do a man’s job’.6


Behind the pomp of Versailles, the regime had grown essentially stagnant and was embroiled in religious disputes and confrontations with the rising middle class, at the same time ceding territory abroad and suffering from insufficient tax revenues aggravated by multiple exemptions for the nobility and the Catholic church. Though there was progress in some sectors, France’s economic dynamism fell behind that of Britain; manufacturing tended to be at the high and low ends of the market without the reliable mass-consumer goods being turned out across the Channel. Heavy protection of traditional sectors undermined technological innovation. The system generated resentment both from entrepreneurs who wanted commercial liberalisation and from the middle class who resented the way in which its social ascension was blocked by aristocratic privileges. There was deep anger at price manipulation by holders of state monopolies and by speculators. For the mass of the population, the corvée system of forced labour that subjected most males aged between twelve and seventy to work on building roads for up to forty days a year was widely hated, particularly when nobles gave priority to the construction and maintenance of roads to their châteaux. Country dwellers demanded the end of church tithes and of feudal laws restricting hunting and fishing.


But those who possessed old rights were determined to hold on to them and the upper clergy formed a bulwark of reaction. At the urging of two highly intelligent, energetic chief ministers, Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot and the Swiss-born Protestant former banker Jacques Necker, the next king, Louis XVI, tried to strengthen central power. This ran into the opposition of the largely hereditary members of centuries-old regional parlements, which had been suspended since 1628, but now wished to re-assert themselves in defence of the rights of their members against more effective exercise of royal authority. So long as the throne had not interfered with them, the local nobility were prepared to accept absolutism, but the attempt to render centralised rule was highly unwelcome. The parlement in the Dauphiné in eastern France set the pace, with a meeting near Grenoble in the summer of 1788 to reject increased taxation and declare a regional constitution.


Faced with such a challenge and the bankruptcy of the state caused by the cost of intervention in the wars of American independence, Louis exhibited what the historian William Doyle has summed up as his ‘gaucheries and stupidities’, abetted by the feckless, extravagant and ‘lethally silly’ Queen Marie-Antoinette in a system grown ‘chaotic, inconsistent and self-contradictory’. As the salon hostess, Madame de Staël, put it, the monarch had a ‘naturally timid intellect’ and ‘lacked the strength necessary to hold on to his power [making] people doubt his courage every time he was in need of it to drive his enemies back’. The classic novel Les Liaisons Dangereuses, by Pierre Choderlos de Laclos, cast a revealing light on libertine aristocratic morality, as did the contemporary writings of the Marquis de Sade and his sworn enemy in sexual fantasy, Rétif de la Bretonne.7


The elite of the nobility lived in a courtly bubble round the king at Versailles cutting itself off from its roots in the rest of the country and failing to establish links with the worlds of industry, commerce and finance. The monarchical system proved unable to deal with the evolution of society and ideas, especially among the middle class, which absorbed the dissident ideas of the Enlightenment and wanted to exert its rights. The critical writings of Voltaire, Diderot, Rousseau, Montesquieu and other thinkers provided intellectual fodder for change and opposition to royal despotism, leading the historian Jonathan Israel to argue that the ‘Radical Enlightenment’ was the one ‘big’ cause of the events of 1789 and beyond, by providing the political and philosophical foundation for the revolutionary current.


This interpretation, and the importance ascribed to the political and ideological movement by the leading French historian François Furet, run counter to the earlier Marxist emphasis on economic issues such as the price of bread. But Furet was doubtful that the Revolution put into effect Enlightenment ideas, seeing its influence rather in the institutions that underpinned change, and regarding the Terror as inherent rather than a perversion by authoritarian populists. Another French writer, Roger Chartier, who sees the Revolution as the culmination of de-Christianisation and the creation of a ‘public sphere’ outside the authority of the state, wonders if it invented the Enlightenment, rather than the other way round. There is no final answer. Ideas, events, economics and institutions came together in a potent mix that the monarchy had neither the ability nor the will to resist.8


Its sacred status was subverted by pamphlets depicting scandalous conduct at court. Publication of allegations about the private lives of members of the royal family, ministers, mistresses and other public figures were part of the politics of character assassination. The king was alleged to be unable to satisfy his sexually voracious wife, who was accused of manifold personal immorality, depicted in cartoons as a cruel foreigner with the body of a tiger and a head writhing with serpents, or as an ostrich (in pun on the word Österreich referring to the queen’s Austrian heritage) who ‘could easily swallow silver but not the constitution’ and loathed the people of France. A particularly juicy scandal broke over the affair of the ‘queen’s diamonds’ involving a penniless aristocratic lady acting on behalf of a cardinal anxious to curry favour with Marie-Antoinette by presenting her with a 647-jewel necklace, a Sicilian confidence trickster and a prostitute impersonating the queen by moonlight.9


Popular disaffection was compounded by a string of bad harvests in different regions between 1784 and 1788–9 which doubled the price of bread. That reduced what people had left to spend on consumer goods and plunged manufacturing and industry into crisis. A free trade agreement concluded with Britain had a terrible impact on foreign commerce; the textile industry was particularly hard hit. Salaries were cut, unemployment shot up and demand fell further. Bankruptcies multiplied.


Riots against the price of bread spread across the country in early 1789 amid bitterly cold weather. Granaries and grain transports were pillaged. Farms, merchants and officials were attacked. Châteaux were assaulted. In Paris, a mob stormed the mansion of a wallpaper manufacturer, Jean-Baptiste Réveillon, who advocated lower bread prices that would allow wages to be cut and reduce manufacturing costs to stimulate demand.


Louis and his ministers sought to bypass the parlements with an assembly of selected dignitaries. But noble delegates refused to go along with this as a threat to their powers. Instead, they proposed the convocation of the Estates General, a body that had not met for two centuries, representing the aristocracy, the church and the Third Estate of the upper bourgeoisie and professionals, a quarter of them lawyers.


Seeing that this could produce a blocking coalition against reforms, Louis and Necker rejected the idea for a year, but then gave way. Meeting at Versailles in May 1789, the Estates divided into two camps, the representatives of the 25,000 members of the aristocracy ranged with the upper clergy against the Third Estate. The latter rested its case on a manifesto by a liberal priest, the Abbé Sieyès, who argued that it represented the nation and so was entitled to take France’s destiny in hand; if the two other groups objected, they should be overruled.


The Third Estate was joined by 150 clerical delegates and 47 nobles including the king’s brother, Philippe, Duke of Orléans, swelling it to 810 members. The throne declared the Assembly’s resolutions null and void. A court official tried to get it to dissolve. ‘We will leave our places only when forced to do by bayonets,’ declared a forceful southern member, Honoré-Gabriel Rignetti Mirabeau. A crowd of Parisians converged on Versailles, where soldiers refused to fire on them.


To try to surf the growing storm, Louis ordered the nobles and clergy to join the Third Estate – only to change course once more by exiling Necker and replacing him with a favourite of the queen, the Baron de Breteuil, a vain aristocrat who, according to Madame de Staël, ‘walked with a great noise, banging his feet as if he wanted to summon up an army from the ground’.10


Concerned about the threat of anarchy in the streets, the Assembly delegates formed what amounted to a provisional government and organised a National Guard to maintain order, headed by ‘the hero of two worlds’ the Marquis de Lafayette, who had played a notable role in the American Revolution. A mob attacked the customs wall round the city where taxes were levied on goods entering the capital. An angry crowd bearing looted arms marched on the mediaeval fortress of the Bastille, a symbol of royal power. Though guards opened fire, the governor surrendered, only to be beheaded. There were just seven prisoners inside.


News of events in Paris sparked revolt in a dozen provincial cities. Peasants pressed their demands for the ending of feudal privileges. Rumours of royalist troops marching to enforce the old order set off attacks on châteaux in order to destroy records kept inside which formed the legal basis for rents, restrictions and forced labour. The National Assembly announced that it would end these aristocratic prerogatives; though peasants had to pay compensation and final abolition did not come till 1793.


In October 1789, six to seven thousand women armed with swords, pistols, muskets, lances, pitchforks and broomsticks marched on Versailles to protest at the price of bread (though it was now finally falling). They were followed by the National Guard. The king ordered increased grain supplies to the capital and approved decrees on the Rights of Man issued by the National Assembly. Wanting more, the crowd obliged Louis to return to Paris, which became the arbiter of the nation’s politics.


The royalist camp imploded. The king’s youngest brother, the Count of Artois, fled across the Alps to Savoy while the middle brother, the Count of Provence, decamped to the Austrian-ruled Netherlands. Executing yet another turn, the monarch donned the revolutionary red, white and blue cockade. The victors set up a committee to elaborate a constitution; to guard against the unbridled power of the people, martial law and a degree of press censorship were imposed. Further rebellion was punishable with death.


Though he had declared ‘war on privilege and the privileged’, Mirabeau tried to act as bridge between the king and the Assembly, taking money from court for his attempts to preserve some royal powers; his friend, the Abbé Grégoire, remarked that he had ‘splendid talents and great vices’. A popular figure, Mirabeau died of natural causes in 1791. The limits of political change were evident in a city like Lyons where the electorate was restricted to 4,000 people of whom one-third were from the nobility or the professions, one-third made up of big merchants and one-third consisting of shopkeepers and artisans; less than 1 per cent of the workforce in the city’s extensive silk industry were eligible to vote.11


France faced a slave revolt in its Carribean colony of Saint Domingue in April 1791, which would lead to the creation of the independent state of Haiti twelve years later. A good harvest helped to achieve temporary stabilisation and a degree of relaxation – the restaurateur Méot opened a luxurious Parisian establishment in a former ducal palace with more than fifty red and white wines. But the revolutionaries were running out of money to pay for government and meet debt obligations. They hit on the idea of raising funds by issuing bonds, known as assignats, to reflect the value of confiscated church properties. Intended to introduce ‘freedom of money’, there was no control of how many were printed, so they soon exceeded the real worth of the land on which they were meant to be based and lost their value as they stoked inflation.12


Then Louis made yet another ill-considered move on the night of 20 June 1791, trying to flee to lead a counter-revolutionary movement. Caught at Varennes in the Marne and returned to the Tuileries, he was pardoned on the spurious grounds that he had been abducted. Revolutionary leaders were divided over whether to keep him on the throne. Militia fired on demonstrators who were calling for his abdication, killing or wounding sixty.13


The constitutional committee had no alternative to monarchy; so it was Louis who proclaimed the new order three months after his attempted flight. This aimed to end royal despotism, eliminate aristocratic privileges and limit church power; priests became state employees. The document set out the notion of the general will, citizenship and the sovereignty of the nation. France’s 40,000 Jews were emancipated, though colonial slavery continued. There was to be an elected parliamentary assembly. Institutions ‘injurious to liberty and equality of rights’ would be abolished. ‘The revolution is over,’ the king declared.


The First Republic


Far from it. The following year, to spread the gospel of change, to defend what had been achieved and to foster national unity, France declared war against Austria, the symbol of old Europe. What the historian Simon Schama has termed ‘militarised nationalism’ became a major strand of the Revolution, with a war economy and the raising of mass conscript armies accompanying growing radicalisation and calls for a republic. Fighting for the nation became a part of citizenship. Nationalism clashed with the ideal of universal harmony. If others did not like them, the principles of the Revolution had to be imposed by force which was justified by their inherent virtues. Negotiations had no place in the messianic mission; Lazare Carnot, the ‘organiser of victory’, proclaimed only two alternatives in war – one should ‘wage it à outrance’ (to excess) or go home’.14


The opening stage of hostilities was unpromising for the new regime in Paris. Prussia allied with Austria and a royalist army under the Prince de Condé based in Coblenz. Counter-revolutionaries staged risings inside France. One of the leaders of the royalist forces, the Duke of Brunswick, declared that the invasion was on behalf of ‘the sane portion of the French nation’. The National Guard and revolutionaries stormed the Tuileries. Louis was deposed. France became a republic.15


Victories over the Prussians at Valmy and over the Austrians at Jemmapes safeguarded the young republic. A referendum with universal male suffrage approved the constitution. Yet renewed economic strains increased; a fresh rise in food prices provoked riots and looting as the assignats lost most of their value. In an outbreak of mindless violence, armed gangs massacred more than a thousand political prisoners, priests and convicts in Paris jails.


The rigorous adherents of the Jacobin Club, named after its meeting place in a convent, grew increasingly powerful under Maximilien de Robespierre, an unbending lawyer from Arras known as ‘the incorruptible’ who opposed the war. His associates in the revolutionary assembly of the Convention formed a cohesive group based on Parisian deputies, including the Duke of Orléans. Dubbed the ‘Mountain’, because of their seats in the upper tiers of the parliament, they were outnumbered by more moderate delegates of the ‘Plain’ lower down. But, better organised and more determined, they bested the more moderate main faction on the Plain, the federalist-minded Girondins or Brissotins – so named, in the first case, because leading members came from around that south-western river or, in the second, from their chief, Jacques Pierre Brissot, a lawyer and enthusiast for revolutionary war.


The fraught atmosphere and increasing radicalisation made the king’s execution inevitable. For the cartoonists, he and his family had moved from being depicted as pigs to being shown as wild animals fit to be hunted down and slaughtered. ‘Louis must die so that the nation may live,’ Robespierre declared. The Convention voted for his death by 361 to 288, with seventy-two backing delaying measures – for revolutionary purists, the institution of monarchy needed to be liquidated; ‘no one can reign innocently,’ the Jacobin Saint-Just proclaimed. Among those voting for regicide was the Duke of Orléans, who had taken the name Philippe Égalité and whose son fought in the revolutionary army at Valmy. From a crumpled piece of paper, he read a declaration of his concern to do his duty. The overall majority for execution was just one vote.16


On the morning of 21 January 1793, Louis was guillotined in the Place de la Révolution, his head held up as the crowd cheered – his wife went to the scaffold in November after a trial at which one accusation was that she had had sexual relations with her son. The heir to the throne was held in prison where he died in 1795, regarded by royalists as Louis XVII though he never reigned.


The king’s execution heightened tension with royal European powers while the Jacobins stepped up their political purge, backed by a 20,000-strong revolutionary militia. The murder of the fiery Jacobin, Jean-Paul Marat, stabbed by the Girondin Charlotte Corday in the bath where he spent much of his time because of his severe skin disease, heightened the radicalism of Robespierre and the Committee of Public Safety, the main organ of government. A new constitution enshrined popular sovereignty and expanded social rights. The tricolour, in use since 1789 and combining the royal white with the red and blue ensign, was formally adopted as the national flag.17


There were positive moves in a focus on education, the abolition of slavery and a guarantee of secret voting at elections. Price controls were introduced to fight inflation. People addressed one another as ‘tu’ in the second person singular. New terms entered the language as an instrument of linguistic politics and to reflect changing conditions*. Place names were changed to eliminate references to saints and kings. The use of French was promoted in place of the patois tongues which were held to foster reaction – a report by the Abbé Henri Grégoire propounded linguistic unification to make French the ‘universal language’ for Europe.


But the leadership perverted the thinking of the Enlightenment in the conviction that it had the right to impose one perfect fate for mankind, decided by any means it chose. Character assassination was used to bring down opponents accused of failing to live up to revolutionary requirements of virtue, selflessness and transparency. The accused were deprived of the right to defence lawyers or witnesses. The Terror can be traced, in part, to the paramount search for virtue and morality, but, more important than such high-minded reasons for mass ‘punitive violence’, was the desire of the rulers to establish a regime of fear in which nobody would dare to oppose them. The resulting paranoia, which assumed that anybody might be an enemy beneath a mask of virtue and hence deserve death, barely concealed ruthless power games.18


The main execution site in the capital moved from the Place du Carrousel in front of the Louvre to the Place de la Concorde and the Place de la Bastille before ending up at the Place du Trône-Renversé (Place of the Overthrown Throne, now Place de la Nation). Some 2,600 prisoners left the mediaeval Conciergerie prison between the beginning of 1973 and July 1794, to meet their deaths, 1,306 of them in forty days during the Terror, their bodies buried in mass graves in the garden of a nearby convent. Among those who perished at that time was Orléans, despite a desperate attempt to deny his royal birth by claiming he was the offspring of his father’s coachman – when his son urged him to flee to America, he had replied ‘Live with black men! Oh no . . . at least here one has the Opera.’


The country went on to a war footing externally and internally. The chouans* of the Army of Saints in the Vendée marched with primitive guns and pitchforks, wearing religious badges under white flags decorated with lilies and royalist slogans. After fighting twenty-one pitched battles against the revolutionaries in Paris who had ditched Catholicism for the state creed of the Cult of the Supreme Being, the rebels attacked Normandy in October 1793, their 30,000-strong army followed by hundreds of thousands of civilians. They headed for the port of Granville, where they thought a British fleet was waiting to join up with them. But there were no ships, and the ensuing retreat through the winter cold was a desperate affair with huge loss of life as the chouans were picked off by revolutionary troops under the ruthless General Westerman, and their civilian companions massacred. ‘The Vendée is no more,’ Westerman told Paris. ‘I have buried it in the woods and marshes . . . I have trampled the children beneath our horses’ feet; I have massacred their women . . . I do not have a single prisoner to reproach me. I have exterminated them all.’19


The power of the central government greatly increased. A revolutionary calendar was introduced. Robespierre and his colleagues, including Saint-Just, the ‘Angel of Death’, declared the primacy of the ‘Single Will’ interpreted by them to guide the nation. Private life was taken over by the state – children ‘belong to the Republic before they belong to their parents’, as Georges Danton put it before he lost his head, accused of having conspired against the Revolution, a man who certainly had dubious associations but who became a victim of the paranoia and blood lust driving the Incorruptible and his fellow zealots. Brissot went to the scaffold, with twenty-one colleagues from the Plain. Official records put the death toll at 16,500; many more perished before execution.


Central government emissaries known as ‘Intendants’ were sent out with draconian powers to beat the provinces into line, especially where they had shown federalist tendencies that countered the Jacobin drive for centralisation. In some departments, the agents from Paris seized grain and farm animals, provoking famines while arresting priests and melting down church bells. In the Ardèche, anybody travelling without a passport or staying with hosts without informing the authorities was subject to arrest. In Arles, the local committee wrote of the crusade against federalist foes that ‘One must be without pity for scoundrels of this type.’ Several thousand priests were starved to death on prison hulks in the harbour of Rochefort. In Nantes, the hard-drinking Jean-Baptiste Carrier had 2,000 captured rebels shot or guillotined; to speed things up, 4,000 more were put on boats sunk in the Loire to drown them. Another 3,000 died of typhus in jail.


The reaction was fierce and widespread, showing the complex strands of national life. Lyons, France’s second city, was a particular problem for Robespierre and his colleagues. Voters there gave 80 per cent backing to a Girondin mayor, but he resigned when confronted with a Jacobin majority on the municipal council. While some local priests made their peace with the regime, others organised resistance to anti-church measures decreed from Paris, leading crowds of mainly female faithful in meetings which Jacobins tried to break up. The Temple of Liberty was attacked and the bust of Rousseau removed as demonstrators chanted ‘Long live Louis XVI! Down with the council!’ In the early summer of 1793, the Girodins set up their own local administration, put Jacobins in jail and went into open opposition, declaring adherence to ‘a one and indivisible Republic, Resistance to oppression, Full and free national Representation’.


An army sent by Paris besieged the city, occupied the high ground on its outskirts and forced the surrender of the rebels in October. One of Robespierre’s most zealous associates, the former seminarist turned violent anti-clerical Joseph Fouché, supervised a reign of terror in which 2,000 people died following summary trials without any appeals. After the executions and the tearing down of ‘the buildings of the rich’, Fouché announced ‘Lyons made war on Liberty. Lyons no longer exists’. The city lost some 20,000 manufacturers and workers. The surrounding region was prey to anarchy and lawlessness. The legacy was one of alienation from the Revolution and a rejection of Parisian centralisation that flared up through the following decades.20


There were also federalist risings against the Jacobins in Bordeaux and Marseilles, where a counter-revolutionary council took charge, guillotined a dozen followers of Robespierre and established links with Nîmes, Toulouse and other rebellious centres. Troops from Marseilles captured Avignon, which changed hands four times before being brought under control by forces loyal to Paris. Aix-en-Provence also veered into insurrection. In the summer of 1793, royalists in Marseilles conducted negotiations with the British fleet. But a Jacobin army took Aix and then surrounded the port city where anti-royalist groups fought the guards in a series of clashes which observers noted were suspended at meal times. At the end of August, the defenders of Marseilles gave up and the royalists fled. Hundreds were executed.21


Along the coast in Toulon, royalists took over, proclaiming allegiance to the king’s brother, the Count of Provence. But they had little popular support and came under growing British influence; their agreement to hand over the major naval port to the English cast them as traitors. A revolutionary army marched on the city, pummelling it with cannon fire directed by the rising young officer, Napoleon Bonaparte. At the end of 1793, the attackers took Toulon and exacted revenge – the number of people shot has been put at anywhere from 600 to 1,100 while 2,500 fled.22


Some regions escaped such rigours. In the Dauphiné in the east, the jails were filled with political prisoners, but only two priests were guillotined in Grenoble and the father of the writer Stendhal, who was sought as an enemy of the regime, merely hid in his grandfather’s home for the duration. ‘In the High Alps,’ as a local historian remarked, ‘moderation turned into lukewarmness’. In Périgord, expelled priests returned to their parishes where the people welcomed them; the guillotine in the square in Périgueux executed only twenty enemies of the revolution.23


Still, Fouché declared that ‘Terror, salutary terror, is the order of the day. We are causing much impure blood to flow, but it is our duty to do so, it is for humanity’s sake.’ Mercy, declared Westerman, was ‘not a revolutionary sentiment’, a statement he might have recalled when he, too, was beheaded. The model of a modern totalitarian terrorist state had been born in a terrible perversion of the ideal of the perfectibility of mankind.24


But there was a limit. When Robespierre pleaded for another round of bloodletting to the Convention in July 1794, he was met with an ominous silence. Fouché and Carrier both turned against him. ‘The Revolution is frozen,’ said Saint-Just. ‘All its principles are grown weak. There remain only intriguers sporting the red cap of liberty.’ The following day, ‘the Incorruptible’ and his lieutenant were arrested, and executed twenty-four hours later. The most rigorous phase of the revolution was over, and France went into one of the political shifts that would mark the next two centuries as the new rulers adapted the constitution to suit them.


The date in the revolutionary calendar gave the new phase its name, 9 Thermidor. Ninety leading Jacobins were executed and others were deported to the penal colony of Guyana. Hundreds more in prisons in southern cities were massacred, their killers claiming that the justice system moved too slowly. Robespierre was vilified as a monster guilty of everything from cannibalism, orgies and torture to making shoes of his victims’ skins and feasting on expensive exotic fruits at times of shortages; his northern accent, provincial ways and excessive long speeches were mocked. After four months, a five-man Directory concluded peace agreements in the Vendée that allowed freedom of worship and guaranteed property – peasants who signed up were given back their cows.25


The new rulers installed an administration to benefit themselves and their principal supporters, notably by guaranteeing the purchase of property confiscated from nobles or the church by landowners, businessmen and professionals. The assignats, which had become virtually worthless, were replaced by mandats, a currency in the form of land warrants, and price controls were lifted, leading to a new bout of hyperinflation. Universal male suffrage was swapped for a more restricted franchise. A bicameral legislature was established with a controlling Council of Elders. The economy was liberalised; when price rises sparked a revolt in Paris, 20,000 troops imposed order and the leaders of the rebellion were bought off. The link between wealth and political rights was explicit. ‘We must be governed by the best men; those most suited to govern are men of good education and endowed with great concern for the maintenance of order,’ as François-Antoine Boissy d’Anglas, a prominent spokesman for the new order, explained. ‘You will rarely find such men outside the ranks of those who hold property.’


The Directory’s prescription was in tune with a nation exhausted by the events of the past five years. Smart salons flourished in Paris. One was hosted by the beautiful Thérésa Tallien, whose survival reflected the vicissitudes of the age. At fourteen, she had been married to an Old Regime aristocrat described as ‘old, red and ugly’, and was then saved from the guillotine by a commissioner of the Convention whose mistress she became and whom she subsequently wed – a flamboyant character of a liberal disposition, she was said to bathe in the juice of strawberries and appeared at the Opera with no underwear beneath her white silk dress. Juliette Récamier, whose marriage to a rich banker thirty years her senior as a fifteen-year-old was unconsummated, held more intellectual and literary gatherings, nurturing friendships that lasted over three decades with the Swiss woman of letters, Germaine de Staël, the political thinker Benjamin Constant and the royalist-romantic writer and politician François-René de Chateaubriand. Young followers of fashion adopted affectations to set themselves apart from the common people including dropping the use of the letter ‘r’ from their speech since they considered it vulgar.


A landing by royalists in Brittany and a royal rising in Paris got nowhere. On the other side of the spectrum, a conspiracy led by the proto-Communist Gracchus Babeuf was easily quashed – thirty plotters were summarily shot and Babeuf guillotined. A march by 12,000 Jacobins from Toulon to try to free comrades imprisoned in Marseilles was met with a wave of arrests, murders and summary trials.


Constitutional monarchists were big winners in elections in 1797. Some nobles who had fled abroad felt it safe to return. But the administration’s economic policies, its self-interest and the widespread corruption made it increasingly unpopular. Leading royalists were arrested. The Jacobins staged an electoral revival. Orléanist Bourbons plotted.


The return of empire


The army became increasingly important with victories in Italy and the Netherlands against a coalition of Russia, Britain, Turkey, Sweden and Austria. The campaign of the rising young Napoleon Bonaparte in Egypt, following his decisive intervention to regain the port of Toulon from the British and a successful campaign in Italy, added an exotic note, carefully spun by its commander for positive publicity. Abbé Sieyès, originator of the philosophy of the supremacy of the Third Estate and who had become a director in May 1799, schemed for a coup d’état fronted by the military, which would then retreat to its barracks. He was joined by Joseph Fouché, the one-time Terrorist, and Talleyrand.


After two generals rejected their scheme, the thirty-year-old Napoleon took up the role proposed by the Abbé. The epitome of a man on a white horse arriving to save his nation, he was unabashed by the relative failure of his expedition to Egypt with its inconclusive outcome on land and Britain’s naval victory in the Battle of the Nile. His brother, Lucien, got parliament to adopt a constitution creating a three-man Consulate to which the Directory transferred power. Asserting himself as the dominant figure, Bonaparte was confirmed as First Consul by a referendum in February 1800 – the official approval rate was 99.9 per cent. ‘The Revolution is established on the principles which began it,’ the consuls declared in an echo of Louis XVI nine years earlier. ‘It is ended.’


However, as he moved from consul to emperor and launched endless military campaigns to assert French hegemony, Napoleon presented himself as the heir of 1789 who would spread the universal values of the Revolution across the continent. He sought popular approval through plebiscites to assert the popular basis for rule laid down in the Rights of Man, however rigged the vote. But he was also ready to compromise to buttress his position.


He reached a Concordat with the Vatican, which recognised Catholicism as ‘the religion of the great majority of the French people’ while providing a quid pro quo in state control over bishoprics and parishes. Though a man of war, he made diplomatic accords when it suited him, such as the division of Europe with Russia at his meeting with the Tsar on a raft on the River Niemen in 1807 and his marriage three years later to Marie-Louise of Austria, after he had jettisoned the love of his life, the childless Josephine de Beauharnais, in quest of an heir born to a wife from an older empire. Their religious wedding reproduced the last royal marriage, of Louis XVI, down to the last detail, in keeping with the upstart’s desire to buttress his claims by drawing on the past.


The son of minor Corsican nobility, Bonaparte was the first modern nationalist despot. Enamoured of war, he asserted authority through the machinery of the state, run by a highly efficient staff. Teetering on the edge of megalomania at times, he became the template of ambition: ‘What a novel my life has been!’ he exclaimed. He might have used the rhetoric of national liberation, but his huge empire was always dominated by France, with some constituent parts ruled by members of his family and expected to adopt French ways. His energy was formidable and his ambition meant he was unable to accept that anything was beyond him. His unequalled heritage included the legal code, which became the core of the way France worked, the prefectorial administrative system, the central bank, the national audit office and elite administrative colleges; half the administrative rules still in force date from his era. The franc was introduced as the national currency in 1803, finally ending the revolutionary spiral of inflation set off by the assignats.


State schooling was expanded by lycées run from Paris. The départements created in 1790 to replace the old regions became more important administrative instruments under their imperial Prefects. The nation’s top decoration, the Légion d’honneur, was first awarded to 2,000 troops at a grand ceremony in the camp outside Boulogne set up for the planned invasion of Britain. His claims briefly reached as far away as Australia, where an imperial fleet named the south-east coast Napoleon’s Land with a gulf called after him and another dedicated to Josephine.26


The Corsican’s great victories were military masterpieces, and still give their names to Parisian landmarks. Fifty of his sixty battles ended in victory. His meteoric rise from the rank of captain at the age of twenty-two to emperor at thirty-five, at the head of a highly personalised regime that sought to conquer Europe, created the image of a superman and bequeathed a powerful Napoleonic cult. Only Russia, Britain, Scandinavia and the European domains of the Ottomans escaped his imprint at one time or other. His greatest victory, at Austerlitz in 1805 against a coalition of Austria, Britain, Russia and their smaller allies, led the following year to the end of the Holy Roman Empire as the humiliated Hapsburg Franz III became simply ruler of Austria, ceding territory in Italy and Bavaria to France, which reorganised wide areas of central Europe to its liking.


However, his ambition and the fear he aroused meant he faced formidable coalitions of opponents backed by British cash and naval supremacy, even if such alliances were hard to hold together. He lusted for battle – as one historian has put it, he could never see a jugular without going for it in his quest to make himself the equal of Caesar and Alexander. However, his brilliant individual victories did not translate into successful long-term campaigns – rather akin to his amorous performance, if rumour was to be believed. He had to have everything and rejected opportunities to consolidate gains with a lasting settlement because, in the words of one recent biographer, he ‘simply could not bring himself to accept what he saw as a humiliating peace’.27


Napoleon’s constant military ventures exhausted France and resulted in the deaths of the vast majority of more than a million French people killed in wars and internal violence between 1789 and 1815. The cross-Channel landing, for which more than 120,000 men were assembled in 1805, was never undertaken – the army marched south instead to win its greatest victory at Austerlitz. His protectionist measures weakened the economy and were countered by a stronger British blockade. The invasions of Spain and Portugal ended in defeat. Napoleon’s treaties were short-lived. Agreement with the Tsar at Tilsit did not prevent the invasion of Russia in 1812 with more than half-a-million men, which became a disaster in the face of the elusive enemy tactics, the terrain and the winter – just under 100,000 came back. Marriage did not stop Austria joining the sixth coalition against France and sending forces to the Battle of Leipzig in 1813, the biggest European encounter before the First World War, at which the imperial army suffered 45,000 dead or wounded.


By then, the economy was paying a big cost for two decades of hostilities. Desertions increased; when British troops marched on Toulouse in 1814 they were welcomed and the defenders had to retreat. The novelist Henri Beyle, better known as Stendhal and an admirer of the emperor, saw a nation ‘profoundly ill at ease with itself’. Still, Napoleon continued to pursue victory until his marshals turned against him as Allied forces entered France. His one-time foreign minister, Talleyrand – ‘the shit in the silk stocking’ as the emperor put it – was now Chairman of the Senate and negotiated with the enemy on his own account. Cornered, Bonaparte abdicated on 6 April 1814. In return, he kept his imperial title, was granted an annual income of 2 million francs and was given sovereignty over the Mediterranean island of Elba for which he sailed at the end of the month.28
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1


RESTORATION


Since both the republican and imperial models were discredited and unacceptable to the victorious Allies, a royal restoration was inevitable; the victor of Waterloo, the Duke of Wellington, warned that there would be no peace in Europe unless the Bourbons mounted the throne again. The Congress of Vienna, held to define European frontiers after two decades of war, reversed Napoleon’s conquests but was otherwise generous to France after Talleyrand inserted himself into the deliberations; in a sign of flexibility among recent adversaries, Britain and Austria allied with France to block a Prussian attempt to absorb Saxony.


However, the new monarch who called himself Louis XVIII in deference to his nephew who had died in prison two decades earlier, made a poor fist of it on his return from exile in Britain in May 1814. The corpulent 59-year-old king surrounded himself with appointees who had been out of government business for more than two decades. His principal minister, the Count of Blacas, was a minor noble who devoted himself to building up a fortune, arousing wide unpopularity and lacking authority. The army was alienated by the appointment of royalists for loyalty rather than ability, and the sacking of veterans who had borne the standard of Napoleonic glory. The monarch’s influence was undercut by his reactionary brother, the Count of Artois, and his circle of supporters set on revenge for the Revolution. Louis was unperturbed. As Paris amused itself with balls, he said he slept as well as in his youth.


This complacency was shattered on 26 February 1815, when Bonaparte escaped from Elba to stage an attempted comeback, reaching Paris on 20 March after getting a mixed but generally not unfriendly reception across the country. Louis fled as Napoleon raised a 125,000-strong army and attracted figures who had temporarily sided with the king. A referendum approved a constitution drawn up by the political theorist, Benjamin Constant, though the abstention rate was very high. Seeing a quick and decisive battlefield victory as the way to gain recognition from the Allies, Bonaparte launched his army across the north-eastern border to confront the British and Prussians. The resulting battle at Waterloo on 18 June 1815, was, as Wellington remarked, ‘the nearest run thing you ever saw in your life’, but defeat dethroned France as a great European power. The universe changed direction, Victor Hugo would judge. More to the point, France had had enough of its emperor. Even if he had not lost at Waterloo, Bonaparte’s days would have been numbered. His enemies were simply too strong, France too weakened and his political support too frayed.1


Escaping from the rout of his army, Napoleon regained Paris and put on as brave a face as he could. ‘All is not lost,’ he declared while taking a bath in the Élysée Palace. But the Chamber of Deputies obliged him to abdicate, and he threw himself on the mercy of the British, ending up in his second exile on the bleak South Atlantic outpost of St Helena.


The universe changes direction


The crowds cheered as Louis XVIII was driven in his carriage to the Tuileries Palace in the centre of Paris on 8 July 1815. A National Guard sergeant kissed the hand of the twice-restored monarch. Now referred to by his supporters as le Désiré (the Desired One), Louis made his Parisian palace, with its succession of halls and apartments stretching down what is now the rue de Rivoli to the Louvre, facing gardens laid out by the great designer Le Nôtre, the centre of festivities that summer. Balls were held at night outside – when the authorities tried to stop them to protect the lawns, the monarch called from the window ‘Dance on the grass!’ The surrounding buildings were illuminated at night. There were firework displays. Musicians strolled the streets and a charity kitchen fed the poor in the Saint-Antoine district. The Treaty of Paris signed with the victorious Allies assured Parisians that they would ‘continue to enjoy their rights and liberties’.


The restored monarch went to see plays at the Comédie-Française and, each morning, courtiers gathered to listen to his stories as he sat in a large armchair and gave them every opportunity to agree with his high appreciation of his wit. Rejecting Napoleon’s view that he should exercise despotic rule, he fancied himself as father of the people, refusing to be ‘king of two Frances’. A royal proclamation issued a week after Waterloo set out his intention ‘to call round our paternal throne the immense majority of Frenchmen whose fidelity, courage and devotedness have brought such pleasing consolation to our heart’.2


With a charter setting out rights for the richer sections of society, Louis sought to win over bourgeois liberals and some Bonapartists, though democracy was still far off with an electorate limited to 75,000 men. A police report told him that barely 10 per cent of the French favoured a return of the ancien régime. As the writer Charles-Louis Lesur put it in 1817, however deplorable its excesses, the Revolution would ‘leave for ever great models as well as salutary lessons’.3


Voting for the Chamber of Deputies was on a rolling basis with staggered five-yearly polls. A new upper house mixed old and new figures. Civil rights, religious toleration and press freedom were guaranteed. Conservatives were reassured that ‘abuses’ would be controlled by Article 14 of the Charter, which enabled the crown to decree ordinances for state security in times of danger. Most important for the middle class and richer peasants, the purchase of land taken from aristocrats and the church was left in their ownership.


Still, the king showed the limits of his tolerance by insisting on the white royal flag in place of the tricolour and dating his reign from the death of his nephew. Royal statues were restored. Streets and squares reverted to old names. Church building underlined the monarchy’s identification with Catholicism. The column erected by Napoleon to his glory in the Place Vendôme was torn down.


Louis insisted all power had to devolve from the throne, even if he chose to allow others to exercise it on his behalf. Citizens were to revert to being subjects. It was he who granted the constitution rather than accepting one drawn up by parliament. Ministers needed majority backing in the Chamber but, when they presented proposals to the throne, they said simply, ‘Here is our opinion’ to which the sovereign replied, ‘Here is my will’.


Property owners might be reassured but the outlook was distinctly unpromising for their fellow countrymen. The army, wounded and humiliated, was kept south of the Loire by the Allies. The demobilisation of hundreds of thousands of troops swelled the underclass. Ex-soldiers joined outlaw bands that roamed the countryside.


The restored king and his ministers were subject to the dictates of the Allies, represented in Paris by Wellington and Castlereagh for Britain, Metternich for Austria, the Tsar Alexander for Russia and the 72-year-old Prussian Marshal Blücher whose intervention had been decisive at Waterloo. They had at their command an occupation army of 150,000 men. The tents of the invaders stretched along the Champs-Élysées and frequently drunken British troops reeled through the streets mocking Louis as ‘an old bloated poltroon’ or referring to his liking for oysters by calling him ‘Louis des huîtres’.


Some foreign national treasures, which French armies had seized on their conquests, were reclaimed; a French observer recorded Wellington mounting a ladder to help take pictures down from walls. The Allied commander also annoyed farmers by importing his pack of hounds and hunting with them over fields without warning or compensation for the damage caused; eventually, when protests swelled, he gave the dogs to Louis XVIII.


The Prussians were the most set on revenge, looting at will. Occupying the Place du Carrousel at the end of the Louvre, they trained their cannons on the royal palace. Blücher proposed to blow up the Pont d’Iéna over the Seine commemorating Napoleon’s victory over Prussia in 1806, but Louis XVIII said he would go to the bridge to share its fate; hurrying to the scene, Talleyrand offered to change its name to the Pont de l’École Militaire, calculating that, once the invaders were gone, it could revert to Iéna. Most tellingly, Wellington posted a British soldier on the bridge, correctly guessing Blücher would not risk blowing him up.5




Louis XVIII: Le Désiré


Louis Stanislas Xavier Bourbon, grandson of Louis XV and brother of Louis XVI, became heir to the throne when Louis’s ten-year-old son died in prison in 1795, probably of tuberculosis. Born in 1755, he had been a frustrated figure as Count of Provence, dabbling in business but politically powerless. Fleeing Paris in 1791, he joined émigrés across the Rhine who participated in the abortive invasion of France. Then came fifteen years wandering round Europe, including two years in remote Courland in the Baltic, after which he came to rest for seven years in England.


Always interested in money, he returned to France in 1814 with a British loan arranged by the Rothschilds. After his second Restoration, he received 25 million francs a year voted by the Chamber of Deputies as well as owning six palaces and royal workshops such as the porcelain factory of Sèvres.


A heavy eater whose only exercise was whist and billiards, he grew extremely fat. His eyes were strikingly black. Though usually calm, he could fly into sudden violent rages. In his sixties, he suffered from diabetes, severe gout, varicose veins and skin ulcers.


His marriage to Marie-Joséphine of Savoy was a distant, childless affair – she suffered two miscarriages. An intelligent woman with a sharp tongue, she was ugly, washed rarely and became a heavy drinker. Her husband had a succession of close and witty women friends including the clever Madame de Balbi, whose husband was in a lunatic asylum and who shared his taste for cards, and the well-rounded, amusing and somewhat fierce Countess of Cayala. A contemporary observer quoted the queen as saying that these relationships remained chaste. When asked to give sexual instruction to a royal duchess, she commented, ‘If I tell her only what the King taught me, she will not know much.’


Louis was essentially an Old Regime moderate who wanted to avoid trouble. For the writer-politician René de Chateaubriand, his virtue lay in his patience and how he let events come to him – ‘he understood his age and was a man of his time’. But Byron wondered if Louis really wanted:




‘To rule a people who will not be ruled.


And love much rather to be scourged than schooled?’4








The economy was in a sorry state, aggravated by financial indemnities to the Allies including meeting the cost of the occupation. Parts of eastern France had been ruined by fighting; in the historic centre of Laon, 280 of 350 homes had been destroyed. National output was below that of 1789; production in Marseilles was 25 per cent lower than at the outbreak of the Revolution. Farming was stagnant. The beetroot industry, encouraged by Napoleon to ensure home-grown supplies of sugar, went bust as imports from the West Indies resumed. There were few big factories; the most advanced city, Paris, was a web of small workshops and artisans doing piecework. Annual coal output was 800,000 tons compared to 17 million tons in Britain. Metallurgy remained stuck where it had been in 1789. British entrepreneurs used their techniques to set up a thriving lace industry round Calais, and an iron foundry and gas works outside Paris.


Barter was common in rural areas. For the better-off, income from land and interest from state securities took precedence over other forms of investment. Trade was at half the level of the mid-1780s. High duties raised the price of imports and manufactured goods were generally not competitive abroad. Falling exports hit port cities hard – the population of Bordeaux had dropped by a third since pre-Revolutionary days and grass grew on the quays. Industrial production in Marseilles was 25 per cent lower than at the outbreak of the Revolution, but the port still received several thousand cargo ships a year and its energetic Greek merchant community conducted commerce with the Levant in cotton, wool, horses, wheat and dried vegetables; one trader, who had a concession from the Pasha of Egypt, made a million francs in profit in 1817.6


Banking and finance were hindered by regulation and an unadventurous spirit. Only seven shares were quoted on the Paris stock exchange. When the banker, Jacques Laffitte, proposed to create a company to take deposits to fund credit, the Conseil d’État rejected the idea. Though the state debt was low, government credit was limited and capital remained scarce. The new regime was obliged to raise funds by a forced loan and pawning royal forests, but still faced a budget deficit of 300 million francs and its ability to pay the indemnity to the Allies was in doubt, meaning that the occupation would drag on.7


The Catholic church had been the biggest loser of the Revolution in terms of property and influence; nearly all its 4–5 million hectares of land holdings had been confiscated and mainly sold off, compared to an estimated half of those of the nobility. The priesthood had been reduced by more than 20,000 during the anti-Christian crusade from 1789 to 1793 and had not recovered significantly. So it now lost no time in seeking to restore its ranks. Ordinations rose from 900 to 2,500 a year and the number of nuns doubled to 25,000.8


Some felt that the church should ally itself with the cause of liberty and progress – the prominent priest and philosopher Hugues-Félicité de Lamennais preached theocratic democracy. But most clergy were loyal to the traditional fusion of church and royal state as the priesthood played a role similar to that of the army under Napoleon in terms of jobs and career advancement for young men without wealth to support them. The importance of the family was stressed. Divorce was banned in 1816; a right-wing deputy castigated it for creating ‘a veritable domestic democracy [which] allows the wife, the weaker sex, to rise up against marital authority.’9


Despite its sufferings and exile during the Revolution, the nobility still possessed at least a fifth of all land – some aristocrats who fled abroad had used agents to secretly buy property requisitioned from their peers or from the church. On their estates, they tapped in to proroyalist sentiment among peasants and smallholders who had been alienated by taxation and conscription under the Jacobins and the Empire. In regions like the Gard, Ardèche, Aveyron and Lozère, as well as the Vendée, they drew on rural anti-capitalist, anti-bourgeois, anti-Protestant sentiment, conjuring up rose-coloured memories of paternalistic ancien régime welfare to buttress their authority while cutting themselves off from progress.


In towns and villages alike, life was harsh for most people, 60 per cent of whom were illiterate. Bad water and lack of hygiene spread disease. Despite the efforts of the Jacobins to encourage national education, most people outside the Paris area communicated in the local patois; the port city of Toulon was known as ‘the northern colony’ because it was the only southern town where the national language was spoken by a majority of inhabitants. There were great empty, silent spaces. Stepping down from a coach at a staging post only thirteen miles from the provincial capital of Bourges in central France, Stendhal was struck by the sense of ‘complete isolation’ while, a little later, the German poet, Heinrich Heine, found Brittany ‘a wretched, desolate land where mankind is stupid and dirty’. The Landes in the south-west was known as ‘our Sahara’, a great deserted region where a travelling official recorded that ‘for several hours, I saw nothing but flat country varied by thickets of briar, and now and then, by a forest of pines on the horizon . . . the only inhabitants a few rare shepherds perched on their long stilts.’10


Rural people faced the continuous threat of bad harvests and hunger. Much of the countryside, where 90 per cent of the population lived, was a backward patchwork of small farms, hamlets and country towns, isolated by poor communications, high hills and mountains, wide rivers, swamps and forests. Lack of transport and paved roads impeded the distribution of food and goods, and farmers held on to what they had for fear of famine. Meat was rare – a pig had to last a family for a year. Peasants depended on the local nobility or teachers and priests to mediate with the authorities on their behalf and lacked the concept of a world beyond their immediate surroundings. Some men escaped to become day labourers in towns or travelling pedlars, but women were confined to the most humdrum, restricted existences.


Poverty and backwardness was most marked south of a line from the border of Normandy and Brittany at St-Malo across to Grenoble in the Alps. North and east of this, people were generally taller, fitter and better educated. They also had better road communications. But even in this more evolved half of France, disparities were great and poverty widespread. Most inhabitants of big cities died without leaving any assets. Urban workers huddled in slums, prey to disease and exploitation or, in the capital, in filthy shanty towns for migrant workers outside the city walls.


Diplomatic recovery


From the British embassy on the rue du Faubourg-Saint-Honoré, Wellington acted as a pro-consul. He oversaw the choice of a government headed by Talleyrand, despite the king’s dislike for him. Given his sinuous record as servant of the Revolution and Empire and then a go-between with the Allies, nobody trusted the gout-ridden survivor, but he seemed the best pilot in uncertain times. Wellington also ordered the appointment as police minister of Joseph Fouché, who had stage-managed the king’s entry into Paris after Waterloo. Louis had to accept, even if he remarked that he was handing over his virginity. Seeing Talleyrand making his way to a royal audience leaning on Fouché’s arm, Chateaubriand described the pair as ‘vice leaning on the arm of crime’.


While these two escaped paying the price for their pasts, revenge was sought against some who had served the Republic or the Empire. Those who had committed revolutionary crimes merited ‘chains, executioners, torture,’ proclaimed François-Régis, Count of Bourdonnaye, an overbearing deputy from western France known as the ‘white Jacobin’. Fifty thousand officials lost their jobs and 12,000 officers were put on half pay. Members of the Convention who had voted for the execution of Louis XVI were banished, though a blind eye was turned to Fouché who now showed his habitual lack of scruple by drawing up a list of people to be purged – ‘he forgot none of his friends’ Talleyrand remarked.11


In the region of Lyons, where Napoleonic sentiment still ran high, a portable guillotine was moved around rural areas. When General Charles de la Bédoyère, one of the last commanders to have left the Waterloo battlefield, went to see his wife on his way to exile in Switzerland, he was recognised, arrested and shot. Marshal Ney, ‘the bravest of the brave’ in Napoleon’s phrase, who had rallied to Louis XVIII in 1814 and denounced Bonaparte as a lunatic, but then joined him at Waterloo, was sentenced to death. Following a failed escape attempt, he was executed near the Luxembourg Gardens in Paris after himself giving the order to the firing squad to shoot – one of the twelve crack marksmen aimed wide.


The widespread violence by royalists and local criminal gangs led Fouché to warn the king that ‘France is at war with itself. We are threatened by all the ills which can be born from an upsurge of passions and the clash of opinions.’ The ‘White Terror’ in the Midi region in the south, where savagery between rival factions dated back to the struggles of two decades, saw brigands murdering and pillaging at will. Violence spiralled out of control in Marseilles and turmoil spread to Nîmes, Béziers, Uzès and other towns. A Napoleonic marshal, Guillaume Marie-Anne Brune, was murdered when he passed through Avignon; his body was among dozens pitched into the Rhône. In Toulouse, ultra-royalist gangs ran amok. Western France was dominated by leaders who looked back to the ancien régime and whose peasants were described by a police report as ‘credulous, simple, ignorant’. The east of the country, which had suffered from foreign invasions, was at best lukewarm to the Restoration and contained plenty of Bonapartists.


The election of the Chamber of Deputies in August 1815, gave ‘Ultra’ loyalists to the throne 350 of the 402 seats. The new Chamber of Deputies was, the king remarked, more royalist than he was – he called it la Chambre Introuvable (the Unobtainable Chamber). The Ultras looked to his brother, the Count of Artois, as their leader and anticipated the day when he would succeed the childless and increasingly infirm monarch. Their dislike of Talleyrand and Fouché led to the pair being dropped. The former bishop was given the consolation prize of being made Grand Chamberlain, allowing him to attend court whenever he wished; he settled into the role of elder statesman waiting for a turn of events to bring his recall. The regicide was sent as ambassador to Saxony – he died in exile in Trieste in 1820.


To head the new government, Louis chose Armand de Vignerot du Plessis, fifth Duke of Richelieu, a grey haired, 48-year-old pipe-smoker with a yapping voice. He was a favourite of the Tsar after fighting in the Russian army against his fellow countrymen and serving as governor of the Crimea; he wore black boots and a black cravat in the Russian style. Having spent twenty-four years abroad, he did not know any of his ministers and was at the mercy of the Ultras who pushed through legislation favouring the old nobility and clergy, and instituting press censorship.


At the end of November 1815, a white-faced Richelieu signed the definitive peace agreement dictated by the Allies, lamenting that ‘all is finished [by] this fatal treaty’. But, despite two decades of war, the conditions were far less draconian than hoped for by the Prussians. Border modifications were minimal though France lost some colonies to Britain. French frontier fortresses were to be dismantled but were not taken over by the victors. The indemnity was set at 700 million francs plus settlement of claims from individuals who had suffered from France’s invasions. The occupation army was to remain for three to five years under Wellington’s command, its food paid for by France. The Allies reserved the right to cooperate against any revival of ‘revolutionary principles’. Russia, Prussia and Austria proclaimed a Holy Alliance and Britain joined them in the Quadruple Alliance.


Though still an outcast, France did find a friend in Russia after Louis invited the Tsar to stay at the royal Élysée Palace and served up three sumptuous banquets; the cooking was done by thirty-five chefs under the direction of the great food impresario Antoine Carême, a Bonapartist who reflected that he had ‘never done anything so beautiful; anger made me a genius’. Alexander worried that the Ultras would provoke fresh revolution by undoing the Restoration, and his lobbying ensured that France held on to Burgundy, Alsace, Lorraine and Franche-Comté in the treaty. ‘If France is still France, it is thanks to the Russians,’ wrote Count Molé, another political survivor who had been Napoleon’s justice minister but then held office under the Bourbons. Faced with Britain, Austria and Prussia, Russia ‘had every interest in our remaining a power of the first order’, as Molé noted.


Britain held off from such continental stratagems but Wellington harboured no ill will towards the French though he, too, feared that the Ultras would bring down the Bourbons. With two of the Allies taking such a view, Louis felt strong enough to call new elections, which reduced the ranks of the Ultras to ninety deputies as against 150 moderate royalists. Richelieu remained head of the government. Protests broke out in Lyons, Champagne and the Brie region east of Paris after a bad harvest sent the price of wheat up by 85 per cent, causing near famine in some parts and having the usual knock-on effect as households spent all their cash on food and stopped buying manufactured goods.


Clashes between Allied troops and local people suggested that occupation would become an increasingly onerous task. Wellington was the target of several assassination attempts. It was time for the Allies to come to the aid of the monarch. A 100-million-franc loan was raised by the pre-eminent London finance house Barings, working with a French banker, Ouvrard.


Everybody was happy. French finance and the country’s credit rating perked up. The Allies got their cash. Investors, many from Britain, received higher interest rates than at home and Barings made between £620,000 and £725,000 a year. Under the influence of the salon hostess Germaine de Staël, who appealed to him to ‘become the greatest man, not of our time but of all times, and give us back France’, Wellington softened his position when Richelieu travelled in the autumn of 1818 to Aachen (Aix-la-Chapelle) for a congress to determine his country’s fate.12


France was re-integrated into the European system with a reduced payment to the Allies who withdrew their occupying troops. The remarkably quick diplomatic recovery reflected the country’s continental importance, the need the Russians felt to have it inside the tent to balance the other great powers and Britain’s greater flexibility, though London predictably opposed a Russian idea of developing a pan-European system tying together royal, Christian nations. Instead, the conference accepted a proposal by Metternich to create a secret Concert of Five with France as a member. Three-and-a-half years after Waterloo, the country of the Revolution was back at the top table.*


Royalisation


After the settlement with the Allies and with greater stability at home, underpinned by the Barings loans, Richelieu thought it time to take a rest, and was succeeded as head of government by another noble, the Marquis Dessolles. But the dominant figure was a lawyer turned civil servant from the Gironde, Élie Decazes, who became chief minister after a year.


Having served the Empire, he turned royalist in 1814 and stayed loyal during the Hundred Days, being rewarded by his appointment as Paris police chief in 1815. Elected as a deputy, he defined his aim as being ‘to royalise France and nationalise the monarchy’. Socially adroit and elegant, he was the favourite of the childless king, who arranged for him to marry well. Louis said he would raise him ‘so high that the greatest lords will be envious’. Still, like a watchful father, he also noted that the man he called ‘my son’ suffered from ‘mental laziness’.13


Under Decazes, the liberals advanced, financed by sympathisers such as the banker Laffitte and drawing inspiration from a political grouping known as the Doctrinaires led by the deputy and salon thinker Pierre-Paul Royer-Collard, who sought to reconcile elected government and the less extreme revolutionary heritage with the restored monarchy around a juste milieu (middle path). The voting law was changed to try to prevent an Ultra revival. Fourteen prefects and thirty sub-prefects were replaced by more liberal men. To overcome the opposition of the upper house of the legislature, where the hard right held the majority, sixty new peers were created.


Censorship was eased. Competition was introduced for some military posts. State primary schools were set up to compete with Catholic establishments. Bonapartists and republicans did well at by-elections, some backed by Ultras who wanted to weaken Decazes and the king. Laffitte and another leading banker, Casimir Perier, joined the Chamber of Deputies, followed by Lafayette and the writer and liberal thinker Benjamin Constant, framer of the Hundred Days constitution and lover of Madame de Staël. Louis-Philippe, of the Orléanist branch of the royal family, considered it safe to return from England and benefitted from the financial support of the Rothschilds, who saw him as a good long-term hedge.


Growth started to pick up though it remained well below that of Britain. Reform of state finances began. Gas lighting was introduced in the capital – one of the first places to use it was the gallery built near the Palais-Royal by two charcutiers as a dry, safe place in which to eat and shop, with painted ceiling panels and triangular glass skylights. Plans were drawn up to build roads over the Alps, to develop canals and link the Rhine and Rhône rivers. The beetroot sugar industry revived. Charles Lesur, the writer who also held a post as inspector of the Paris lottery, saw France:


‘Bent like the reed by the storm, it stands up again like the oak tree in its forests.


Black and blue from its wounds, overwhelmed by its setbacks,


It nonetheless appears as a colossus in the eyes of posterity.’14


There was fresh thinking about society, with an emphasis on the importance of private life. François Guizot, a senior civil servant prominent in the Doctrinaire group, argued that power should be entrusted to an elite of paternalist organisers who, though the central figure in families, should have constant democratic discussions with their kin. The prototype socialist, Henri de Saint-Simon, combined mysticism with an attempt to map out a cooperative technocratic state in which politics would be aligned with industry and science, which would replace religion. He foresaw a new aristocracy made up of people, primarily intellectuals, who had shown their ability to organise production and who would eradicate poverty by progress. Saint-Simon’s own attempts to build an industrial career did not get far; he suffered from recurrent illness and made a suicide attempt in which he shot himself six times in the head, losing the sight of one eye but failing to kill himself. His ideas would, however, live on through the mid-century.


But the relaxation steered by Decazes had unpleasant repercussions for him and his adoring king. Elections in the autumn of 1819 for fifty-five seats returned thirty-five opposition deputies, mostly Bonapartists, including two of the emperor’s generals. Even worse, Grenoble voted for Abbé Henri Grégoire, a revolutionary who had approved of the execution of Louis XVI and was elected with the help of Ultras out to embarrass the government. Louis wrote to Decazes that Grégoire’s election was a scandal, and the new Chamber excluded him.


The hard royalist right and its main secret society, the Chevaliers de la Foi (Knights of Faith), coalesced even more than before round the handsome, physically fit Count of Artois in his headquarters at the Pavillon de Marsan in the Tuileries. Their publications depicted supporters of the Charter as two-faced opportunists pretending to be concerned for the public good while concealing their true nature as revolutionaries. ‘There is no middle ground between the kings and the executioners’ wrote one.15


Unlike Louis, Artois had two sons, the Duke of Berry and the Duke of Angoulême, offering the continuation of the senior Bourbon line. The elder, the fleshy-faced Berry, was known for his hot temper, bad manners and womanising – he had fathered two daughters while in exile in Britain and had a son by a fashionable dancer. On the night of 13 February 1820, he was stabbed in the heart outside the Paris Opera by a disgruntled Bonapartist. The family, including the dying man’s pregnant wife, her dress covered with blood, clustered around him in a chamber at the Opera as doctors tried to save his life. At 6 a.m., he died.


The Ultras blamed the deed on the liberalism of Decazes. Ready as always with an assassin’s phrase, Chateaubriand wrote that the chief minister’s foot had ‘slipped in blood’. Artois and Angoulême demanded his dismissal. Louis tried to protect his ‘dear son’, but the Ultras insisted. Units of the National Guard threatened to take action. Angoulême’s forceful wife went on her knees to beg Louis to get rid of Decazes. Against his heart, Louis agreed. He wrote that, had he been an absolute monarch, he would have kept the son he had never had. But he felt he had to give way. So the favourite was raised to the rank of duke and sent as ambassador to Britain. Louis hung his portrait in his private office and wrote him a note telling of his broken heart and ending ‘I kiss you a thousand times.’


With the backing of Artois, with whom the king was on testy terms, Richelieu returned to head the government. Detention without trial was introduced. Censorship tightened again. The richest electors were given a double ballot and voting was organised on a district basis to increase the influence of local nobles. Wealth requirements restricted the number of candidates.


As a result Ultras did well in elections in the early 1820s; by 1823 there were only nineteen liberal deputies in the Chamber. More than a hundred deputies belonged to the Chevaliers de la Foi. Richelieu was ready to go and the political equation called for a new head of government. The appointee was Count Jean-Baptiste de Villèle, who had spent the revolutionary years in the West Indies and Réunion. A meticulous conservative and mayor of Toulouse when it was a hotbed of reaction, he reflected the views of the rural nobility of Languedoc from which he sprang and which rejected both the values of the Revolution and the mechanisation of the economy – he refused to invest in industry and lobbied for compensation for land confiscated from the aristocracy and the church. Enjoying the backing of influential figures including the king’s close friend, the Countess of Cayala, he was careful with his money and was known as a good father and devoted husband. He and his wife were described as being ‘like lovebirds’; when she had to go to the countryside with the family for health reasons, he had a life-sized portrait of himself sent to her.16


Chateaubriand, who longed for a more muscular exercise of kingship, became foreign minister. The government paid off France’s foreign debts after raising a large domestic loan for which the Paris Rothschild bank was the highest bidder, despite Villèle’s desire to ‘get out of the hands of those gentlemen’.


Any direct Bonapartist threat receded when Napoleon died on St Helena from stomach cancer in May 1821; his son was held by the Austrians. However, two Bonapartists, who had got to know members of the Masonic-linked Carbonari secret society in Italy, set up a group called the Charbonnerie to bring down tyrants, starting with the Bourbons. Building up a membership estimated at 60,000, they formed branches throughout the country and infiltrated the army. In February 1822, they staged a rising in Saumur, which fizzled out. Another unsuccessful attempt at insurrection led to many arrests and a dozen executions.


Artois’s second son, the Duke of Angoulême, lacked the panache of his slain brother; he often seemed ill at ease and walked round making facetious remarks and waving his arms in the air. But Ultras could take comfort in his reliably reactionary views. His wife, the former Marie-Thérèse de France, the daughter of Louis XVI, was even more conservative, harbouring opinions to be expected from somebody who had been held as a teenager in the Temple Tower in Paris with her family for three years during the Revolution and was the only one to survive. A stickler for etiquette, she made ladies at court wear lappet flaps of lace on either side of their heads and heavy mantilla shawls. At her social gatherings, guests might find themselves obliged to watch her engaging in her favoured pursuit of embroidery.


The Angoulêmes, who rose at dawn and lit the fire in their apartment themselves, were childless. This gave considerable status to the widowed Duchess of Berry, Princess Carolina of Naples, especially when she gave birth to a son seven months after the assassination of her husband. The boy was dubbed l’Enfant du Miracle and hailed by the then-royalist Victor Hugo as ‘the tender flower that rises from a tomb’. The birth came very suddenly and caused the mother great pain, but she insisted on keeping the baby attached to her by the umbilical cord until it had been seen by several senior figures of the royal household to show that the infant was hers and had not been smuggled in to provide an heir.


Louis gave her a cluster of diamonds, saying, ‘That is for you.’ ‘And this is for me,’ he added as he took the baby on his knees, following a tradition dating back to Henri IV by rubbing a clove of garlic on the infant’s lips and pouring a few drops of Jurançon wine into his mouth. When the cannons thundered just before dawn, the crowd outside the Tuileries cheered enthusiastically at the thirteenth salvo indicating that the child was a boy.


Holding the baby up to the throng, the Duchess of Angoulême dropped her usual severe expression as she called out, ‘Look at him! At last we have drained the cup of adversity and can count on divine justice.’ Fireworks and the distribution of 10,000 packets of sweets marked the baptism in Notre-Dame. Described at the age of six as small, ugly, lively and very friendly, the Duke of Bordeaux, as he became, was brought up in strict court ritual, with religious education and a servant whose only job was to shine his shoes.


His mother was a spirited figure, a small woman with pale skin whose lack of learning and Neapolitan dialect had shocked courtiers when she arrived in Paris. She was determined, brave and had a mind of her own. She pioneered sea bathing at Dieppe; a cannon sounded and a formally dressed bathing inspector stepped forward as she was carried into the water by attendants and dropped into the waves, wearing a fur hat, woollen dress, cardigan and boots in case crabs were lurking. There were rumours that she was having an affair with her riding master, a toothless fifty-year-old who, the Duchess told a friend, ‘smelled like a dead rat’. Yet he had won her affection when he caught her in his arms as she tumbled from her horse. However, the king appears to have lost patience with her melodramatic ways when she produced a letter threatening her and her son after a barrel of gunpowder exploded on a secret staircase in the palace; her confessor confided that she admitted writing the note herself.17


Louis’s close friend, the Countess of Cayala, engineered a reconciliation between the royal brothers, which involved Louis taking a pinch of snuff from Artois and sighing, ‘I will now have peace in the royal house.’ But he had a major cause for concern in his own health; his body lost all shape, covered with varicose veins and ulcers, his legs puffed up, his sight and hearing going. He dozed at meetings. Death obsessed him.18


In addition, his vision of a united country was under growing strain. There were worker demonstrations in support of wage demands in Paris, Chartres, Marseilles, Libourne, Bordeaux and Rouen. Factory employees, masons, staff at sawmills and jewellery makers formed associations to press for improved pay and conditions. But the electoral system with 110,000 voters, 60 per cent of them landowners, was so rigged that none of this affected elite politics, and Ultras made further progress in elections in February 1824.


Civil servants suspected of not supporting extreme royalism were dismissed. A press law required official authorisation to set up a publication. Criticism of Catholicism was banned. Nineteen bishops and archbishops became peers. A senior priest from the church of Saint-Sulpice in the capital, much in vogue among the nobility, was put in charge of education. Despite the misgivings of the king, the nationalist, legitimist right pushed France into its first post-1815 foreign foray in Spain, where civil war had broken out in 1822 after the Bourbon King Ferdinand VII sought to re-establish the absolute monarchy he had been forced to renounce by a constitution ten years earlier.


Austria, Prussia and Russia backed French intervention and Louis did an about-turn saying, ‘a hundred thousand French are ready to march invoking the god of St Louis to keep the throne of Spain for a descendant of Henri IV’. Angoulême commanded the army that advanced to Madrid in May 1824, took Seville and Cadiz, and freed Ferdinand to launch a ferocious counter-revolution. In November, Angoulême returned to a hero’s welcome, leaving behind an occupying force of 45,000 men that was not fully withdrawn until 1828. Though he likened the expedition to an episode from Don Quixote, Ultras celebrated not only victory but also the restoration of absolute monarchy in Spain. For them, France had paid its dues in the counter-revolutionary alliance directed by Metternich from Vienna.


At the end of August 1824, King Louis XVIII took his last carriage drive through Paris, his body shrunken and bent, his voice so low that visitors had to move close beside him to hear. His hand was that of a skeleton. He had to be moved around in a wheelchair. When he attended mass at Notre Dame, the bandages came off his leg and liquid oozed onto the floor. But it was not until September that the Countess of Cayala dared to suggest he take the last sacraments. After some hesitation Louis agreed. The following day, he was put to bed in the Tuileries in great pain; he had difficulty breathing, toes came off his right foot as his body rotted. The Bourse closed – one of the king’s last concerns was that his death would affect government stocks. A huge crowd gathered outside the palace. Princes, princesses, officials, diplomats and politicians filled the royal apartments.


Talleyrand remained without rest by the royal bedside assailed by the stink of gangrene and performing what he called ‘the most disgusting duties’. At 4 a.m. on 16 September, the king died. After the family and courtiers had withdrawn, Decazes prostrated himself at the bedside, fainting at one point in his lamentations. Then the bed curtains were closed and cleaners moved in to sweep the room, singing and whistling. The twice restored monarch who had tried his best but not done enough was buried in the royal cathedral at St-Denis, Talleyrand propping himself up at the catafalque, grasping the white Bourbon emblem.19
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REACTION AND REVOLUTION


On 20 September 1824, Artois made his formal entry into Paris in the rain as the new monarch, Charles X. He rode a horse, the first monarch to enter the capital in that way since Louis XIV. After being greeted by municipal officials at the Étoile, he led an impressive parade to Notre-Dame for mass. The crowd cheered. As a pun put it, ‘le jour de l’entrée du Roi il a plu partout’ (The day of the King’s entry, it rained/he pleased everywhere).


In keeping with the new monarch’s views, Villèle’s government passed fresh laws favouring the nobility and the clergy. Those whose estates had been confiscated during the Revolution were promised compensation. Anti-sacrilege legislation was enacted. The National Guard set up during the Revolution was disbanded after one of its members shouted ‘Down with the Jesuits’ during a review by the king – but its members were not disarmed. Appointments to top civil service and army posts were heavily populated with old aristocratic families, frustrating middle-class aspirants. Ultras sent to run provincial administrations were often unfriendly to local business needs – in Limoges the new mayor allocated money for roads to his château and spent nothing on developing the city’s infrastructure.


As liberal criticism rose, the chief minister tried piecemeal moderation. But he ran into ferocious opposition from the right led by Chateaubriand, who had been sacked as foreign minister after repeated clashes over his interfering in matters outside his departmental remit. A European economic depression in 1825 hit the textile industry hard as cotton prices gyrated wildly and the big Paris banks had to step in to bail out manufacturers. Legislation limiting the traditional access of peasants to forests to safeguard aristocratic rights sparked revolts including the ‘war of the Demoiselles’ in the Ariège département, in which men in long shirts and bonnets attacked landlords, police and forest guards with guns and axes.


Dancing on a volcano


At the top, a complex power game set in between the king and the liberals, replaying themes inherited from the Revolution. Charles began by naming seventy-six new peers to keep control of the Upper House and dissolving the Chamber of Deputies to strengthen the Ultras. But the outcome of the voting favoured the opposition. When the victors tried to hold celebratory banquets, they were banned. Two days of protests in Paris were met with the intervention of mounted police who killed four demonstrators.


Further elections in 1828–9 gave fifty of the seventy-five seats at stake to the opposition. After Villèle spent a sleepless night trying to work out the future, the king sacked him and appointed as prime minister Jules, Prince of Polignac, who combined hard-line politics, extreme religious devotion and occasional visions. Son of an unpopular favourite of Marie-Antoinette, he spent a dozen years in exile during the Revolution and, after being allowed back to France, was imprisoned for nine years for being implicated in a plot to assassinate Napoleon. After the Restoration, he refused to vote for Louis XVIII’s Charter. Being regarded as a hate figure by liberals was a badge of honour. ‘I am made only for storms,’ he declared. ‘I have my old ideas . . . I will go ahead with them.’ The king compared him to a horse in blinkers; the Duchess of Angoulême called him ‘the most presumptuous man I know’.1


Bourdonnaye, the verbose ‘white Jacobin’ deputy who had called for the torture and execution of revolutionaries, became Minister of the Interior, insisting the throne faced an anti-royalist plot that required drastic action. The war ministry went to General de Bourmont, who had led chouan anti-revolutionary forces in the Vendée. At the opening of the parliamentary session in March 1830, Charles told deputies and peers that, if his government encountered obstacles, he would overcome them. Ultra deputies shouted ‘Vive le roi!’ There was silence from other parts of the chamber. Five days later, deputies presented a response, which insisted on the right of citizens to intervene in public policy. ‘Go back to your meeting room,’ the king told them. ‘My ministers will let you know my intentions.’




The Bourbon Who Learned Nothing


Charles X, who was sixty-seven when he ascended the throne but looked younger, had drawn a different lesson to his brother from the vicissitudes of their lives. He told the more liberal Louis-Philippe d’Orléans that those who opposed his vision of royal rule wanted a republic and the end of the monarchy, but I will not allow my neck to be cut like Louis XVI.’


He put his faith in absolutism and the Catholic church; his piety was said to have set in after the death of his mistress in 1804. The link between throne and altar was underlined by his consecration in the cathedral at Reims, the thirteenth-century church where French monarchs were traditionally crowned, but which Louis XVIII had avoided as too provocative. In Paris, he had an Expiatory Chapel built on the burial site of Louis XVI and Marie-Antoinette.


An elegant widower capable of great charm who cut a fine figure in his dress uniforms, the new monarch assumed that it was the duty of his subjects to follow his will. He surrounded himself with a court that harked back to the ancien régime and was notable for its lack of intellectual quality. For all his assumption of royal authority, he was a weak character with an empty mind bereft of the imagination or the courage to enforce his will when the test came.


He operated through trusted officials whom he left to get on with the job, remaining true to his own convictions and alienating those misled by his courtesy into imagining they had made an impression.


Unlike his brother Louis, Charles ate sparingly and preferred simple fare, dining with his family at 6 p.m. and then playing chess with the Duke of Angoulême or whist with his spectacles perched on the end of his nose, insulting other players when he was trumped and trying to stamp under the table on Talleyrand’s club foot. At cabinet meetings after mass on Wednesdays and Sundays, the king cut sheets of paper into unusual shapes. The chief minister doodled in exercise books. The finance minister, an Auvergnat count, stabbed balls of wax with an awl. If one of them fell asleep, the monarch woke the offender by pushing his snuffbox at him.





But economic and social discontent was rising further outside the self-enclosed world of the court and the Ultras. There was a credit crunch and the Bourse came under pressure. The young bourgeoisie resented the lack of official jobs open to non-nobles. Polignac was also rumoured to be planning to exclude businessmen from the franchise. The children of known liberals had a hard time from religious schoolteachers, and the prince promised further power for the priesthood. A bad harvest sent grain prices up, provoking riots. Unemployment rose. There was a further irritant in Paris when the police chief, a religious man, banned trading and soliciting by prostitutes on Sundays. The republican Lafayette received a hero’s welcome in Lyons. Polignac called fresh elections but the right did even worse as bourgeois electoral networks proved effective.


The opposition had a powerful weapon in the press so long as it could evade censorship – its newspapers sold four times as many as those backing the throne. Able journalists, such as Adolphe Thiers, knew how to build on a swell of discontent among skilled artisans and others who harked back to the tradition of 1789. Among the critical journals were those funded by the financier, Casimir Perier, who joined Laffitte in promoting reform, and by Talleyrand’s main lady friend of the time, backed by the wily old man who, as always, had his nose to the wind. Even some conservatives saw Polignac as dangerously misguided. Under Chateaubriand’s influence, the Journal des Débats wrote of ‘the Court with its old rancours, the émigrés with their prejudices, the priesthood with its hatred of liberty . . . Turn [the government] round whichever way you like; from every side, it frightens, from every side it angers . . . Squeeze it, wring it; all that drips out are humiliations, misfortunes and dangers . . . What have we done for our king to separate himself from us? Unhappy France! Unhappy king!’2


Charles’s position was badly weakened by the presence of a ready royal alternative in the person of Louis-Philippe, head of the Orléanist branch of the royal family, who was living in a château in Neuilly outside Paris and spending bucolic summers at his sixteenth-century château at Eu in Normandy. Though a Bourbon, he had been associated with the early leaders of the Revolution, fought in its army in 1791–2 and was a moderate with whom liberals were comfortable. ‘Despite the danger of freedom pushed a little far, I prefer it to absolute authority which I regard as the greatest of misfortunes, both for those who exercise it and those who are subject to it,’ he said. At the end of May 1830, he presided over a grand ball for 3,000 people in his family’s headquarters at the Palais-Royal in honour of the king and queen of Naples, appearing on the terrace to cries of ‘Vive le Duc d’Orléans!’ The festivities went on until 5 a.m. There were few cheers for the king. Strolling through the salons, a politician remarked, ‘We are dancing on a volcano.’3


Before the eruption, Charles tried a diversionary move by launching the Restoration’s second foreign adventure with an invasion of Algeria whose repercussions would live on for 130 years and end in national trauma. The casus belli dated from 1827. Under financial pressure, the ruler in Algiers, the Dey, asked for the repayment of a loan made to Paris under Napoleon. When France’s consul refused, the Dey hit him with a flywhisk, calling him ‘a wicked, faithless, idol-worshipping rascal’. Denouncing Algiers as a ‘nest of pirates’, France blockaded the coast across the Mediterranean. Despite British objections, Paris had the support of Austria, Russia and Prussia – extending royalist, Christian influence was the order of the day for the Holy Alliance. On 2 March 1830, Charles X announced an expedition to avenge the flywhisk insult and claim Algeria for Christianity.


A force of 37,000 troops left Toulon and entered Algiers two weeks later. The Dey agreed to leave after the French commander promised to respect Islam and local customs, though a mass in Notre-Dame celebrated ‘the victory of the Cross over the Crescent’. Public rejoicing in France was restrained; most people viewed the operation as the political expedient it was and the expeditionary force soon ran into difficulties in mountains south of Algiers. But France came to regard Algeria as part of itself and merchants in Marseilles saw the opportunities for trade. By 1839, 25,000 Europeans had moved across the sea; just 11,000 of them were French. As the historian Martin Evans has noted, France stumbled into Algeria with no grand design. It would still be there more than a century later fighting ‘a savage war of peace’ until Charles de Gaulle drew a line under the whole enterprise.4


Unimpressed by the government’s foreign foray, the Chamber of Deputies passed a bill to make ministerial office dependent on parliamentary support rather than that of the monarch. Charles took offence at this attack on his prerogatives and at the ‘false fears and unworthy suspicions’ aroused about him. But fresh elections in June–July brought an even larger opposition majority. ‘If I give in this time,’ the king remarked, ‘they will finish by treating me as they treated my brother.’ He proposed to reply by using Article 14 of the Charter, allowing government by decree.


Polignac drew up four ordinances to dissolve the Chamber, tighten censorship, limit the franchise to the richest citizens and call fresh elections. At a cabinet meeting at the château of Saint-Cloud outside Paris after Sunday mass on 25 July, Charles read out the decrees and asked his son what he thought. ‘When a danger has become inevitable, it must be addressed head-on,’ Angoulême replied. ‘One perishes or saves oneself.’


Ministers signalled that they agreed. Charles leaned forward to read the documents again, his head bent, his left hand shielding his eyes. When he looked up, his face was red, his breath short. ‘The more I think about it, the more I remain convinced that it is impossible for me to do anything else,’ he said – and signed. ‘The king has spoken; we are joyous,’ a duke wrote. If there was opposition, 19,000 royal troops in the Paris region would deal with any discontent.5


The July Days


Monday, 26 July 1830 was hot. Charles went to Rambouillet to hunt with Angoulême. As he left, the Duchess of Berry threw herself at his feet saying ‘You reign at last!’


In Paris, the opposition rejected the king’s right to invoke Article 14. Liberal politicians met to discuss the situation. Critical newspapers went on publishing in defiance of orders to shut down; Adolphe Thiers of Le National led forty-three journalists in a declaration of revolt with an editorial stating that the government had lost its legality and that it was for ‘France to judge how far it should extend its resistance’. In Neuilly, Louis-Philippe walked into the dressing room where his wife was doing her hair. Putting down a copy of the newspaper in which the decrees were printed, he said, ‘Well, my dear, it’s done. There’s the coup d’état.’


When police raided a printing works and seized copies of liberal newspapers, a mob outside shouted ‘À bas les Bourbons!’ (Down with the Bourbons!) and ‘Vive la Charte!’ (Long live the Charter!). Brokers at the Bourse refused to lend money. Unemployed workers gathered in the streets. A hostile crowd stoned the foreign ministry.


The royal hunt went badly. The dogs pursued a hind rather than a stag; when another stag was released, they were too tired to chase it. ‘This is an unhappy day,’ Charles said, ordering everybody back to the château of Rambouillet where he played billiards absent-mindedly and dined before returning to Saint-Cloud. The head of the Royal Guard, Auguste de Marmont, a former aide-de-camp to Napoleon, reported that there was ‘a lot of uncertainty and agitation’ in Paris. Charles asked how state bonds were doing; down 4 to 5 per cent, the marshal replied. The king went to bed.


Tuesday, 27 July was the day when the protestors took over the centre of the capital in beautiful summer weather. ‘Crowds were hurrying through the streets, many of the shops were closed, and not above three or four carriages were to be seen,’ noted the Irish writer, the Countess of Blessington, who was living in an hôtel particulier on the Left Bank. ‘Never did such a change take place in the aspect of a city in so few hours! . . . Scarcely a person of those termed fashionable is to be seen. Where are all the household of Charles the Tenth, that vast and well-paid crowd who were wont to fill the anterooms of the Tuileries on gala days, obsequiously watching to catch a nod from the monarch? . . . Can it be that they have disappeared at the first cloud that has darkened the horizon of their sovereign . . . showing that they have not the courage to meet it?’


The only backing for the throne came from Marmont’s troops who took up positions round the Tuileries, Place Vendôme and Place de la Bastille. Patrols fanned out across the city. At dusk, people pelted them with paving stones, roof tiles, flowerpots, furniture and anything else to hand. The soldiers first fired in the air but then lowered their guns – twenty-one people were killed. The crowds shouted ‘Mort aux ministres!’ (Death to ministers!) and ‘À bas les aristocrates!’ (Down with aristocrats!).


The clashes destroyed the street lamps and the soldiers marched back to barracks in the dark. Opposition leaders proposed a settlement if the king agreed to withdraw the decrees. But royalist reports reaching Saint-Cloud painted a reassuring picture for Charles and the Court. An officer brought word that troops had opened fire. ‘Willingly?’ asked the Duchess of Berry. Getting an affirmative answer, she told him, ‘I must kiss you.’


Wednesday, 28 July saw even bigger crowds out on the boulevards waving tricolour flags. There was shooting round the Louvre. A huge barricade went up on the rue de Seine on the Left Bank. State armouries were raided and weapons distributed. A Jesuit centre was pillaged. Marmont’s troops were fired on from windows.


Looking out from a window, Blessington watched fifty boys march along the street towards a detachment of mounted soldiers, waving flags, wooden swords and lances with nails for points, crying ‘Vive la Charte! Vive la liberté!’. Amused, the soldiers allowed them to get close, but then ‘the urchins, rushing among the horses, wounded several of the poor animals quite severely, and effected their retreat before the soldiers were aware of what had occurred.’


‘Sire, this is no longer a riot, it is a revolution,’ Marmont, personally liberal but deeply loyal to the throne, wrote to the king. ‘It is urgent for Your Majesty to take pacification measures. Tomorrow, perhaps, there will be no more time.’ The message reached Saint-Cloud as mass was starting. It lay on a stool for an hour before Charles read it. ‘There is no reply,’ he said. At nightfall, Marmont left the streets to the protestors, withdrawing to regroup in the Tuileries and the Louvre, where the government had taken refuge.


In Neuilly, Louis-Philippe and his family were kept informed by emissaries. Not wishing to commit himself and fearing demonstrators might come to fetch him, the ever-cautious duke moved into a small building at the end of the grounds.


At Saint-Cloud, the king declared a state of siege for Paris and said he would not deal with the rebels. Through a telescope from the second floor of the château, the Duchess of Berry watched the city and offered to ride into town to try to restore order, a suggestion not taken up. ‘What a shame to be a woman,’ she remarked.


When a visitor warned of the gravity of the situation, the king replied, ‘Polignac had visions last night promising help, demanding perseverance and assuring full victory.’ He played whist after dinner while the Duke of Angoulême concentrated on his chessboard. The gates at Saint-Cloud were locked. A cache of royal jewels was brought from the capital. The Princess of Polignac dissolved into tears.

OEBPS/images/fsc.jpg
(I 3 wix
Prcton

FSC e cozoart






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE HISTORY OF
MODERN FRANCE

FROM THE REVOLUTION TO
THE PRESENT DAY

JONATHAN FENBY

A GBS COMPANY





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE HISTORY OF
MODERN FRANCE

FROM THE REVOLUTION TO
THE PRESENT DAY

JONATHAN FENBY

F.

SIMON &
SCHUSTER
London - New York - Sydney Toronto - New Delhi

A CBS COMPANY





