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O 
ur National Holiday, the 14th of July, is very often called « Bastille Day », as 
a commemoration of the fall of this fortress in the early days of the French 
Revolution (above right). This is making a long story very short. 

Indeed, the storm of the Bastille, in the East of the city, was an important episode of 
the French Revolution, an act of the people of Paris against the Ancien Régime that 
will soon represent the triumph of the people over despotism and oppression. It also 
illustrates how brutal the French Revolution has been. 

In fact, the French Revolution had already started almost a month before, and its 
very first significant event was the « Serment du Jeu de Paume » (often translated 
as the Oath of the Tennis Court). (Read more about this in the next pages).  

In the Spring of 1790, the country had lived through a tumultuous year, and France’s 
political leaders, new and old, sitting in its Constituent Assembly, perceived the need 
to foster a sense of unity among the people. The King’s more liberal ministers in 
particular hoped to prevent attempts to roll back the changes made since the spring 
of 1789 and also to limit for farther–reaching challenges to the monarchy. To this 
end, Bailly, Mayor of Paris and first President of the new National Assembly, and the 
Marquis de La Fayette, Commander in Chief of the National Guard, organized a 
public pageant in Paris to celebrate the "federation" of the different regions and 
social groups of France. The festival was to take place on 14 July 1790, one year 
after the fall of the Bastille, on the parade ground facing the Military School : Le 
Champ-de-Mars (below right). 

It is in reference of this day of 1790, symbol of the federation of the French people,  
and of the Unity and Indivisibility of the Republic, that will be decided in 1880, to 
make the 14th July, the French National Holiday.  

Sadly, the Revolution, after living through a moderate stage, entered a much more 
radical one with the Reign of Terror, answering the need for a strong executive in 
order to save France from anarchy and military defeat. Its effect upon public opinion, 
especially foreign opinion, was extremely harmful to the Revolutionary cause. It will 
end in 1794 after 5 years. 

Last, and this is what we shall call the French paradox, fifteen years after storming 
the Bastille and after beheading thousands of its citizens, after fighting against an 
absolute monarchy, the French people were to celebrate an Emperor. 

The Bastille, a grim fortress which served as a prison 
despised as a symbol of despotism, stormed on July 14, 1789. 
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The Origins of the French Revolution 
The outbreak of the French Revolution in the summer 
of 1789 stirred the imagination of nearly all Europeans. 
The French revolutionaries - that is, those men and 
women who made conscious choices - sensed in their 
hearts and minds that they were witnessing the birth of 
a new age.  
Upon the ruins of the Ancien Régime - the old order - a 
new era appeared which seemed to realize the lofty 
ideals of the Enlightenment. The ideals were genuine 
and they were optimistic through and through. Man had 
entered a stage in human history characterized by his 
emancipation from superstition, prejudice, cruelty and 
enthusiasm. Liberty had triumphed over tyranny. New 
institutions were created on the foundations of Reason 
and justice and not authority or blind faith. The barriers 
to freedom, liberty, equality and brotherhood were torn 
down. Man had been released from other-worldly tor-
ment and was now making history !  
For the revolutionary generation, it seemed as if the 
natural, inalienable rights of man had become an in-
stant reality. The forces of oppression, tyranny and 
misery needed to be overcome and 1789 would stand 
as the pivotal year. So believed the revolutionaries. . . .  
The causes of the French Revolution are many and 
complicated. In general, the real causes of the Revolu-
tion must be located in the rigid social structure of 
French society during the ancien regime. As it had 
been for centuries, French society was divided into 
three Estates or Orders. The First Estate consisted of 
the clergy and the Second Estate the nobility. Together, 
these two Estates accounted for approximately 500,000 
individuals. At the bottom of this hierarchy was the vast 
Third Estate which basically meant everybody else, or 
about 25 million people. This social structure was 
based on custom and tradition, but more important, it 
was also based on inequalities which were sanctioned 
by the force of law. So, we must look at these three 
Estates more carefully.  

The First Estate 

The Clergy From the outset, the clergy was established 
as a privileged Estate and maintained a wide scope of 
powers and had sustained this position for more than 
800 years. The clergy was divided into the lower and 
upper clergy. While members of the lower clergy were 
usually humble and poorly-paid, the bishops and ab-
bots filled the ranks of the upper clergy and were men 
who regarded their office as a way of securing a larger 
income and the landed property that went with it. Most 
of the upper clergy sold their offices to subordinates, 
kept the revenue, and lived in Paris or at the seat of 
royal government at Versailles. They also owned 10-
15% of all the land in France. This land, of course, was 
all held tax-free.  

The Second Estate 

The Nobility like the clergy, represented another privi-
leged Estate. The nobility held the highest positions in 
the Church, the army and the government. They were 
virtually exempt from paying taxes but collected rent 
from the peasant population on their lands beside an 
extraordinary amount of customary dues from the peas-
antry. There were labor dues (the corvee), dues on salt, 
cloth, bread, wine and the use mills, granaries, presses 
and ovens. Collectively, the nobility owned about 30% 
of the land. By the 18th century, they were also becom-
ing involved in banking, finance, shipping, insurance 
and manufacturing and were the leading patrons of the 
arts. There were, like the clergy, two levels of the nobil-
ity : the Nobility of the Sword, of ancient lineage, and 
the Nobility of the Robe which had been created by the 
monarchy, when French kings needed money and 
would offer position and status to those men who were 
willing to pay enough money for it. 

The Third Estate 

This estate ostensibly consisted of every one who was 
not a member of either the First or Second Estates. 
Totalising approximately 25 million souls, the Third 
Estate was composed of the bourgeoisie, the peasantry 
and the urban artisans. As a class, the bourgeoisie - 
merchants, manufacturers, bankers, doctors, lawyers, 
intellectuals - had wealth, in some cases, enormous 
wealth. But, wealth in the Ancien Regime did not mean 

status or privilege. By 1789, the bourgeoisie controlled 
20% of all the land.  
By 1789, the bourgeoisie had numerous grievances 
they wished addressed. They wanted all Church, army 
and government positions open to men of talent and 
merit. They sought a Parliament that would make all the 
laws for the nation. They desired a constitution that 
would limit the king's powers and vast administrative 
reforms. Liberal ideas that would emerge after the sum-
mer of 1789.  
The peasantry consisted of at least twenty-one million 
individuals during the 18th century. The French peas-
antry lived in utmost poverty. Collectively, the peasantry 
owned 30-40% of the available land but most peasants 
rented it from nobility. Peasants were victimized by 
heavy taxation - taxes to pay for the costs of war, taxes 
to the king, taxes to the church, taxes and dues to the 
lord of the manor, as well as numerous indirect taxes 
on wine, salt, and bread. Taxes were increased as was 
rent while peasants continued to use antiquated meth-
ods of agriculture. To make matters worse, there was 
the poor harvest of 1788/89. 
The urban workers or artisans, as a group, consisted of 
all journeymen, factory workers and wage earners. The 
urban poor also lived in poverty, a poverty that was 
intensified by 1789. By that time, wages had increased 
by 22% while the cost of living increased 62%.  

Royal Absolutism 

French kings had nearly succeeded in wresting all 
power from the nobility. Thanks in part to the effort of 
Louis XIV, absolute monarchy was, in both theory and 
practice, a reality. France had no Parliament but an 
Estates General composed of representatives from 
each of the Three Estates. We were in 1789 and the 
last time the Estates General had been convened was 
in 1614, and the French administered the country was 
through a bloated bureaucracy of officials, overgrown, 
large, corrupt and inefficient. Furthermore, France had 
no single, unified system of law as each region deter-
mined its own.  

Law 

There were thirteen distinct regions in France before 
1789 and each was under the jurisdiction of a Parle-
ment. They were the local judges and legal elites. They 
tried cases for theft, murder, forgery, sedition and libel, 
served as public censors and sometimes were respon-
sible for fixing the price of bread. They were hated by 
almost everyone, including the king. Of course, the king 
also had his royal lackeys, the intendents. The inten-
dents were even more hated than the Parlement.  

Finances 

By 1789, France was bankrupt. One example says a 
great deal about this situation. By 1789, France was 

The Third Estate (Tiers-Etat) supporting the weight  
of the First and Second Estates, free of taxes.. 

The Marseillaise  
War Song for the Army of the Rhine 

Allons enfants de la patrie! 
Le jour de gloire est arrivé ; 
Contre nous de la tyrannie 
L'étendard sanglant est levé. 
L'étendard sanglant est levé.  
Entendez-vous dans les campa-
gnes 
Mugir ces féroces soldats ? 
Ils viennent jusque dans vos bras 
Egorger vos fils, vos compagnes ! 
 

Refrain: 
Aux armes, citoyens, formez vos 
bataillons, 
Marchez, marchez, qu'un sang 
impur 
abreuve nos sillons. 
 

Que veut cet horde d'esclaves, 
De traîtres, de rois conjurés ? 
Pour qui ces ignobles entraves, 
Ces fers dès longtemps préparés ? 
Ces fers dès longtemps préparés ? 
Francais! Pour nous, ah quel outra-
ge ! 
Quels transports il doit exciter ! 
C'est nous qu'on ose méditer 
De rendre à l'antique esclavage ? 
 

Refrain 
 

Amour sacré de la patrie, 
Conduis, soutiens nos bras ven-
geurs 
Liberté, Liberté chérie! 
Combats avec tes défenseurs 
Combats avec tes défenseurs 
Sous nos drapeaux que la Victoire 
Accourt à tes mâles accents: 
Que tes ennemis expirants 
Voient ton triomphe et notre gloire 
 

Refrain 
 

Composed by Joseph Rou-
get de Lisle when he lear-
ned that France had declared 
war on Austria, the Marseil-
laise quickly became the 
anthem of the republican 
Revolution, often heard being 
sung on the streets and in 
parks. 
It will survive two Empires, 
the Restoration and the Oc-
cupation before finally being 
officialized by the Republic 
as its National Anthem in the 
Constitution of the Fourth 
Republic in 1946 and again 
of the Fifth Republic in 1958.  



still paying off debts incurred by the wars of Louis XIV, 
that is, wars of the late 17th and early 18th century. 
Furthermore, a number of social groups and institutions 
did not pay taxes of any kind, cities like Paris, the 
Church and the clergy, the aristocracy and numerous 
members of the bourgeoisie. Only peasants were taxed, 
peasants who, having nothing to contribute were, over 
the course of the century, forced to contribute even 
more.  

The Enlightenment 

It can be said that there is no causal relationship be-
tween the philosophes of the Enlightenment and the 
outbreak of the French Revolution as few, if any, advo-
cated the Revolution and the violent overthrow of the 
existing order of things because violence was contrary 
to human reason. But because the philosophes of the 
Enlightenment attacked the established order together 
with authority of any kind, their ideas helped to produce 
what can only be called a revolutionary mentality. 

The American Revolution 

Lastly, hundreds of books, pamphlets and public lec-
tures analyzed, romanticized and criticized the American 
Revolution of the 1770s and the rebellion against Great 
Britain. Tyranny could be challenged. Man did have 
inalienable rights. New governments could be con-
structed. The American example then, shed a brilliant 
light. As one French observer remarked in 1789, "This 
vast continent which the seas surround will soon change 
Europe and the universe."  
The effects of the American Revolution, as a revolution, 
were imponderable but very great. It inspired the sense 
of a new era. It added a new content to the conception 
of progress. It gave a whole new dimension to ideas of 
liberty and equality made familiar by the Enlightenment. 
It brought written constitutions, declarations of rights, 
and constituent conventions into the realm of the possi-
ble.  
Everything is now in place for the Revolution itself. We 
have  outlined some of its basic causes, but, above all, a 
revolutionary mentality had been created and this alone, 
perhaps, is what drove the revolutionaries forward. 
There were actually two revolutions, or two distinct 
stages within the Revolution: the moderate stage of 
1789-1792, followed by the radical stage of 1792-1794. 

The French Revolution: The Moderate Stage, 1789-

1792 

Beloved and loyal supporters, we require the assistance 
of our faithful subjects to overcome the difficulties in 
which we find ourselves concerning the current state of 
our finances, and to establish, as we so wish, a constant 
and invariable order in all branches of government that 
concern the happiness of our subjects and the prosper-
ity of the realm. These great motives have induced us to 
summon the Assembly of the Estates of all Provinces 
obedient to us, as much to counsel and assist us in all 
things placed before it, as to inform us of the wishes an 
grievances of our people; so that, by means of the mu-
tual confidence and reciprocal love between the sover-
eign and his subjects, an effective remedy may be 
brought as quickly as possible to the ills of the State, 
and abuses of all sorts may be averted and corrected by 
good and solid means which insure public happiness 
and restore to us in particular the calm and tranquility of 
which we have so long been deprived. 
Louis XVI's letter regarding the convocation of the Es-
tates General at Versailles (January 24, 1789)  
For centuries, Frenchmen had met in local electoral 
assemblies in order to elect deputies for the Estates 
General. This was, in theory, a representative institution. 
However, the Estates General had not been called into 
session since 1614. In July 1788, and because of its 
unresolved and mounting financial crisis, Louis XVI 
called for a meeting of the Estates General. After elect-
ing deputies, the full body was to meet in June the fol-
lowing year. For the next twelve months following Louis’ 
request, each Estate drew up a list of grievances, the 
“Cahiers de Doléances”. Among the lists drawn up by 
the deputies of the Third Estate were expressed loyalty 
to Louis, loyalty to the Church and the sanctity of private 
property. Several lists called for a written constitution as 
well as an elected Assembly.  
As the Estates General prepared to meet, there was a 
general consensus of high hope amongst all concerned 

Frenchmen. As yet, no one was talking about revolution. 
The Estates General met at Versailles on May 5, 1789 
and there ensued an immediate stalemate over proce-

dure. The nobility argued that the three Estates meet 
separately and vote as individual bodies. Since the First 
and Second Estates were the privileged orders, they 
would stand together against the Third Estate, 2 votes to 
1. The Third Estate recognized this and instead pro-
posed to the nobility and clergy that all members of the 
Three Estates would meet as one body and vote by 
head. This is an important consideration. The First and 
Second Estates were composed of 300 delegates each. 
But the Third Estate consisted of more than 600 solidly 
middle class deputies from the ranks of government 
officials, lawyers, merchants, property owners and other 
professionals. Since the Third Estate had the support of 
liberal minded priests and members of the nobility, they 
were almost assured of a majority. 
On June 10, 1789, the Third Estate broke the stalemate. 
They invited the First and Second Estates to join them. 
Some of the more liberal-minded members did, but the 
stalemate continued. On June 17, 1789, the Third Estate 
began the French Revolution by declaring itself a Na-
tional Assembly. This was a profoundly revolutionary act 
indeed. Days later, now locked out of their meeting hall, 
the Third Estate moved to a tennis court and took the 
Oath of the Tennis Court, which stated that they would 
not disband until a constitution had been drafted. 
Louis ordered the National Assembly to disband immedi-
ately. The Third Estate, stood by their solemn oath and 
refused to yield to Louis’ demands. 
On June 27, in an effort to reach some kind of compro-
mise, and more likely to keep the assembly in one single 

entity to keep control, Louis ordered the clergy and no-
bility to join the Third Estate. While some members had 
already done so, the vast majority refused. Louis was 
losing control as the Third Estate would not compromise 
and the First and Second Estate would not conceive of 
lowering themselves to the same collective body as the 
Third Estate. Instead, the nobility joined with Louis 
against the National Assembly. Louis went on to order 
the army to station themselves near Paris and Ver-
sailles. Although not one shot had yet been fired, the 
French Revolution had begun. 
By the beginning of July, Paris had reached a high level 
of tension. After all, the convocation of the Estates Gen-
eral had aroused hope for much-needed reform. But 

The mystery of  
the Cockade  

 

The cocarde tricolore was 
the official red-white-and-

blue cockade, originating in 
the July crisis of 1789, deri-
ved from the combination of 

the colours of Paris (red & 
blue) with that of the king  

It is often thought that the 
Marquis de Lafayette was 

responsible for inventing the 
red, white and blue cockade 

at the end of July 1789, 
which soon became compul-

sory for Revolutionaries. 
Other texts relate that on July 

17, Jean Sylvain Bailly - 
Mayor of Paris - handed the 

first tricolor cockade to Louis 
XVI upon his return from 

Versailles, as an emblem of 
the alliance between the 

people and its monarch. The 
King accepted as cries of 

« Long live the Nation » sur-
rounded. Some other docu-

ments tend to prove that this 
emblem was already worn a 
few days earlier, but combi-

nations of Revolutionary and 
Royal emblems were com-

mon at that time. 

It is interesting to read that 
the three colours are the 

combination of the colours of 
the city of Paris, together 

with the white of the King as, 
in fact, the colours of Paris 

represent the red of the Ca-
rolingian dynasty and the 

blue of the Capetian dynasty. 
The royal white if Louis XVI, 
is the white of the Bourbon 

dynasty. Obviously, the sym-
bol of the French Revolution 

(which intended to abolish 
the monarchy) summarizes 
the three dynasties of kings 

who made the French history 
in  about 10 centuries.   

The flag itself with three verti-
cal stripes, was first used in 

1790, but only as a naval 
jack, and was revised in 

1794 to its modern form to be 
adopted by the Convention 

as the National flag.  

The flag went out of use with 
Napoléon I's defeat at Water-
loo, but was brought back in 
1830 (by Lafayette) and has 
remained in use ever since. 

The meeting of the Estates General in Versailles 

The Oath of the Tennis Court (Jeu de Paume) 



The Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen 
By arranging the articles on tablets, the artist clearly meant to 
associate this document with Moses’ Ten Commandments. 
Such a link could establish the revolutionaries’ handiwork as 
equivalent to that of God.  

Danton 

Camille Desmoulins 

Maximilien Robespierre 

Jean-Paul Marat 

Fabre d’Eglantine 

Fouquier Tinville 

Danton 

The representatives of the French people, or-
ganized as a National Assembly, believing that 
the ignorance, neglect, or contempt of the rights 
of man are the sole cause of public calamities 
and of the corruption of governments, have de-
termined to set forth in a solemn declaration the 
natural, unalienable, and sacred rights of man, 
in order that this declaration, being constantly 
before all the members of the Social body, shall 
remind them continually of their rights and du-
ties; in order that the acts of the legislative 
power, as well as those of the executive power, 
may be compared at any moment with the ob-
jects and purposes of all political institutions and 
may thus be more respected, and, lastly, in or-
der that the grievances of the citizens, based 
hereafter upon simple and incontestable princi-
ples, shall tend to the maintenance of the consti-
tution and redound to the happiness of all. 

DECLARATION 

OF  

RIGHTS OF MAN 

AND CITIZEN 

1. Men are born free and remain free and equal 
in rights. Social distinctions can be based only 
on public utility. 
2. The aim of every political association is the 
preservation of the natural and imprescriptible 
rights of man. These rights are liberty, property, 
security, and resistance to oppression. 
3. The sources of all sovereignty resides essen-
tially in the nation; no body, no individual can 
exercise authority that does not proceed from it 
in plain terms. 
4. Liberty consists in the power to do anything 
that does not injure others; accordingly, the exer-
cise of the rights of each man has no limits ex-
cept those that secure the enjoyment of these 
same rights to the other members of society. 
These limits can be determined only by law. 
5. The law has only the rights to forbid such 
actions as are injurious to society. Nothing can 
be forbidden that is not interdicted by the law, 
and no one can be constrained to do that which 
it does not order. 
6. Law is the expression of the general will. All 
citizens have the right to take part personally, or 
by their representatives, and its formation.  It 
must be the same for all, whether it protects or 
punishes.  All citizens, being equal in its eyes, 
art equally eligible to all public dignities, places, 
and employments, according to their capacities, 
and without other distinction than that of their 
virtues and talents. 
7. No man can be accused, arrested, or detai-
ned, except in the cases determined by the law 
and according to the forms it has prescri-
bed.  Those who procure, expedite, execute, or 
cause arbitrary orders to be executed, ought to 
be punished: but every citizen summoned were 
seized in virtue of the law ought to render instant 
obedience; he makes himself guilty by resistan-
ce. 
8. The law ought only to establish penalties that 
are strict and obviously necessary, and no one 

can be punished except in virtue of a law esta-
blished and promulgated prior to the offense and 
legally applied. 
9. Every man being presumed innocent until he 
has been pronounced guilty, if it is thought indis-
pensable to arrest him, all severity that may not 
be necessary to secure his person ought to be 
strictly suppressed by law. 
10. No one should be disturbed on account of 
his opinions, even religious, provided their mani-
festation does not upset the public order esta-
blished by law. 
11. The free communication of ideas and opi-
nions is one of the most precious of the rights of 
man; every citizen can then freely speak, write, 
and print, subject to responsibility for the abuse 
of this freedom in the cases is determined by 
law. 
12. The guarantee of the rights of man and citi-
zen requires a public force; this force then is 
instituted for the advantage of all and not for the 
personal benefit of those to whom it is entrusted. 
13. A general tax is indispensable for the mainte-
nance of the public force and for the expenses of 
administration; it ought to be equally apportioned 
among all citizens according to their means. 
14. All the citizens have a right to ascertain, by 
themselves or by their representatives, the ne-
cessity of the public tax, to consent to it freely, to 
follow the employment of it, and to determine the 
quota, the assessment, the collection, and the 
duration of it. 
15. Society has the right to call for an account of 
his administration by every public agent. 
16. Any society in which the guarantee of the 
rights is not secured, or the separation of powers 
not determined, has no constitution at all. 
17. Property being a sacred to and inviolable 
right, no one can be deprived of it, unless illegal-
ly established public necessity evidently de-
mands it, under the condition of a just and prior 
indemnity. 

Talleyrand 

Bailly 

Mirabeau 

Marquis de Lafayette 

Saint-Just 

Bonaparte 

P 
ortraits Gallery. Above are the portraits of some of the most important personnalities of the French Revolution. All kinds of different 

destinies. Jean-Paul Marat, a radical who composed the list of those to be executed during the Reign of Terror, was assassinated in his-
bathtub by Chalotte Corday, Georges Danton, major figure of the Revolution, more moderate though, was beheaded, as were Bailly, first 
Mayor of Paris and first President of the National Assembly, Camille Desmoulins and Fabre d’Eglantine, friends of Danton and thousands of 

innocents and guilty alike. Then it will be the turn of Robespierre, the leader of the radical stage, and his disciples such as Saint-Just. Fouquier-
Tinville, the Public Prosecutor who has sent so many to the guillotine will end his horrible career and be beheaded soon after, in 1995. While Mirabeau 
died in the early days of the Revolution, Talleyrand, Lafayette and of course Bonaparte will survive to it. Talleyrand and Lafayette will even survive 
another revolution, the one of 1830 ! This one will last three days, the « Trois Glorieuses » and the King at that moment, Charles X, is the brother of 
poor Louis XVI. The end of his reign will be less tragic though, and he will be exiled for the few more years of his life in Prague. 



26 
Sextidi 

On October 24, 1793 the recently formed Republic 
of France abandoned the widely used Gregorian 
Calendar in favor of an entirely new, rational model 
- The French Republican Calendar, which has been 
the official calendar of France for the next thirteen 
years. On January 1, 1806, Napoleon re-
established the Gregorian Calendar, ending a bold 
experiment in man's effort to redefine his world. If 
we still had this calendar today, the date would 
probably be very near to what is shown above, but 
the most important is to understand the importance 
of the change. Looking a this, leaving the French 
franc for the Euro seems like a bowl of cherries. 
The Republican Calendar was a radical effort - it 
carried the ideals of the new republic directly into 
the daily life of every citizen. It was an artistic ex-
pression, an effort to make calendar names relate 
to the world of Nature, an attack on Catholicism 
(and religion in general), an effort to uplift and sup-
port a growing agricultural class, an attempt at deci-
mal time and a basic functional calendar.  
Under the direction of mathematicians, painters, 
and most famously, poet Philippe-François Fabre 
d'Eglantine, the Year was restructured - the names 
of the months were poetic and related to each other 
and their season. As Fabre d'Eglantine himself 
wrote "...the effect of these names is such that by 
merely saying the name of the month one will 
clearly feel three things and how they are con-
nected: the type of season; the temperature; and 
the state of vegetation." The names of the days of 
the week were functional, in accordance to the 
adoption of the more rational decimal system. The 
names of the days of the year were designed to 
focus the common thought on basics and beauty of 
Nature and Agriculture. 
Each season was divided into three months, the 
names months grouped by a common ending are 
illustrated on both sides of this page (see box be-
low).  
The months were all 30 days long, and were divided 
into three "decades" of 10 days. Each of these days 

of the decade had a name, derived from the Latin 
roots for "first", "second", etc. The names were 
Primidi, Duodi, Tridi, Quartidi, Quintidi, Sextidi, 
Septidi (No, this was not Sunday yet, one still had 
to work on Octidi and Nonidi and finally rest on 
Decadi. To those who may be under the impression 
that French do not like to work, they had just ex-
changed a week with a day-off every seven days, 
for a decade with a day-off every ten days. Each 
day of the year also had a name, akin to the Catho-
lic calendar having each day represented by a saint. 
For example "Saint Patrick's Day, Thursday, the 
17th of March, 2005", someone using the French 
Republican Calendar would probably say "Sylve, 
Quartidi, the 27th of Ventôse, Year 213"  
The evenly-divided months created a few leftover 
days (five days usually, six on leap years). Called 
the Jours complémentaires or the Sansculottides 
("the days of the poor") they were treated as Holi-
days, or Festival days and were named: Jour de la 
Vertu (Virtue), Jour de Genie (Genius), Jour de 
Travail (Work), Jour de la Raison (Reason), Jour 
de la Recompense (Reward) and Jour de la 
Revolution (Revolution).  
The First Day of the Year was always the autumn 
equinox (the 1st of Vendémiaire). The Republican 
Calendar was signed into law in November, in the 
Gregorian year 1793 - but was dated backwards to 
1792, so when the it was adopted, they were well 
into Year II of the new calendar. 
After Napoleon dismantled the Republic, he rein-
stated the Gregorian Calendar in 1806. Many sup-
ported the switch back, including those who enjoyed 
one day off every seven instead of every ten, and 
international businessmen, who had trouble with the 
varying differences between the FRC and the rest 
of the world. There were supporters though, and the 
calendar has resurfaced in small ways many times 
in the past 200 years. Though it was not a success, 
the ambition and vision of such a calendar was and 
still is amazing. 

Image of a printed calendar from Year II (1793). The seated figure is Liberty, or Marianne, a treasured symbol of the Revolution 

The French Republican Calendar 

Left, from top 
AUTUMN (AUTOMNE) 
Vendémiaire - (Month of Vintage/Grape Harvest) 
Brumaire - (Month of Mist/Fog)  
Frimaire - (Month of Frost/Cold) 
WINTER (HIVER) 
Nivôse - (Month of Snow/Leveling) 
Pluviôse - (Month of Rain/Wet Season) 
Ventôse - (Month of Winds)  

Right, from top 
SPRING (PRINTEMPS) 

Germinal - (Month for Seeds to Sprout) 
Floréal - (Month of Blooms/Flowering) 

Prairial - (Month of Meadows)  
SUMMER (ETÉ) 

Messidor - (Month of Harvest) 
Thermidor - (Month of Heat) 
Fructidor - (Month of Fruits)  

F our Seasons would like to thank the Revolutioners, and especially the mathematicians, Mr. Romme and Monge, the Poets, Mr. Fabre 

d’Eglantine and Chénier, and the Painter, Mr. David, for their hard and excellent work. If the week, with the adoption of the decimal system, 
was now to count ten days, the day, ten hours, the hour, one hundred minutes, and the minute, one hundred seconds, the year still counts four sea-
sons. Has it changed to three or six, or ten ..., we would have had to face an embarrassing situation. 
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meanwhile, the price of bread was soaring. For exam-
ple, in August 1788, 50%of a peasant or urban worker’s 
income went toward the purchase of bread. By July 
1789, this figure had risen to 80%. There was also a 
growing fear of an aristocratic plot against the National 
Assembly. On July 14th, between eight and nine hundred 
Parisians, mostly women, gathered in front of that me-
dieval fortress, the Bastille. They were looking for weap-
ons and gunpowder. They stormed the prison – 98 were 
killed and 73 wounded. Although the Bastille contained 
no hoped-for weapons, the fall of the Bastille served, 
and has always served, as a great symbol of the Revo-
lution itself. There was now no turning back. 
As a result of this day, Louis decided to withdraw his 
troops from Paris. It is important to note that, so far,  the 

events described here, occurred in Paris alone. Some-
thing very different took place in the countryside. The 
peasants believed that the Estates General would solve 
some of their more pressing problems. After all, they 
had already sent their list of grievances to Versailles. If 
Louis only knew their plight, then he would take care of 
them. But by June 1789, the peasants had become 
restless and violent. As the price of bread continued to 
soar and its supply decreased, the peasants began to 
attack food convoys on their way to Paris. The peasants 
also refused to pay taxes to their landlords, whom they 
held responsible for their economic plight. By the end of 
July, the peasants began to burn down the houses of 
their landlords and with them, the records of their obliga-
tions to their lords. The ancien regime was being de-
stroyed by the will of the people. On August 4, 1789, the 
French aristocrats surrendered their special privileges 
by decree and on the night of the same day,  several 
members of the Assembly drew up a key document of 
the French Revolution : “the Declaration Of The Rights 
of Man and the Citizen”, that outlined man’s natural 
rights. The purpose of such a Declaration was to rally 
the country and to add support to the National Assem-
bly. 
Louis accepted neither the decrees of August 4 nor the 
Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen. How-
ever, on October 5, 1789, several hundred Parisian men 
and women marched the twelve miles to Versailles in 
order to protest the lack of bread to Louis and the Na-
tional Assembly. At the same time, 20,000 Paris Guards 
loyal to the Revolution set out to join the mob gathered 
at Versailles. Louis had no choice but to promise bread 
and return to Paris with the protesters. Louis was now 
the captive of the people. He promised bread. He ap-
proved the decrees of August 4 including the Declara-
tion of the Rights of Man and the Citizen. 
With the conclusion of the October days,  the King and 
the National Assembly left Versailles for Paris. By the 
end of 1789, Louis had made several concessions to the 
National Assembly, none of which he sincerely intended 
to keep. The people of Paris and the French countryside 
loved their king and Louis was not to blame for the mis-
fortunes of France. Instead, his evil ministers were held 
responsible. By bringing Louis to Paris, it was hoped he 
would be less influenced by them. But on June 20, 1791, 
Louis XVI did something which earned him the general 
distrust of most French subjects. He planned to raise an 
army and crush the revolution. He appealed to Leopold 
II, the brother of Marie Antoinette, who promised Louis 
Austrian troops if Louis could reach Montmédy and mo-

bilize a sizable French force. Louis did not intend to 
leave France except as a last resort.  
At ten o'clock on the night of June 20, a berline, or 
heavy coach, drawn by four horses, pulled up at the 

south end of the Tuileries. At intervals until 11:30, the 
coach picked up members of the royal family, all of 
whom were dressed in disguise -- Louis as a valet, 
Marie Antoinette as a children's governess. If he kept on 
schedule, Louis ought to arrived at Montmédy the follow-
ing day. But it was not to be. Jean-Baptiste Drouet, an 
old soldier, recognized him at Ste.-Ménéhould. 
Drouet rode ahead to the small village of Varennes and 
with the help of the locals, blocked the bridge across the 
Meuse River. At midnight, Louis' berline was stopped at 
the bridge and Louis immediately admitted who he was. 
Three days later, the royal family was back at the Tuiler-
ies. Louis was now a prisoner of the Revolution and an 
enemy of the Revolution. 
Regardless, between the October Days of 1789 and 
September 1791, the National Assembly had accom-
plished six basic reforms :  
- the abolition of special privileges of the nobility.  
- the statement of human rights with the Declaration of 
the Rights of Man and the Citizen.  
- the subordination of Church to State with confiscation 
of all Church property.  
- a constitution (something that it had been trying to do 
since June 1789) that  specified such liberal ideas as a 
limited monarchy and full equality before the law. 
- the inefficient and uncoordinated provinces replaced 
with 83 new administrative units. A standardized system 
of courts was introduced, citizen-filled juries were intro-
duced and torture was abolished  
- in terms of economic decisions, a uniform system of 
weights and measures, and customs on goods trans-
ported within the country were eliminated  
By the end of September 1791, the National Assembly 
announced that its work was done. In many ways, the 
Constitution of 1791 seemed to fulfill the promises of 
reform which had been first uttered by the men of 1789. 
All Frenchmen could now be proud that the following 
rights had been secured: equality before the law, ca-
reers open to talent, a written constitution, and parlia-
mentary government. A sizeable faction within the Na-
tional Assembly were satisfied and claimed the Revolu-
tion to be at an end, since its primary aims had been 
achieved. But, revolutionary times are unpredictable.  
By 1792, the Revolution moved in a more radical and 
violent direction. This radical direction was neither de-
sired nor anticipated by the men of 1789. Why the Revo-
lution became radical is interesting and there are basi-
cally two reasons why it did so. First, a counter-
revolution, loyal to Church and King, was led by the 
noble and the clergy and supported by staunch Catholic 
peasants. Second, the economic, social, and political 
discontent of the urban working classes also propelled 
the Revolution in the direction of radicalism. These were 
the sans-culottes, men who defined themselves not only 
by their trade but also by the clothes they wore. They 
wore trousers or pants as opposed to the knee-britches 
of their social superiors. The sans-culottes had played a 
role in revolutionary events since 1789, but they had, as 
a class, received few gains. 

The earliest representations of 
a woman wearing a Phrygian 
cap, an allegorical figure of 
Liberty and the Republic, 
made their appearance at the 
time of the French Revolution. 
The origins of the name Ma-
rianne are uncertain. Marie-
Anne was a very common first 
name in the 18th century, and 
she thus came to represent the 
people; the counter-
revolutionaries used the name 
derisively when referring to the 
Republic. 
The Phrygian cap, the symbol 
of liberty,worn by freed slaves 
in Greece and Rome. Mediter-
ranean seamen and convicts 
manning the galleys also wore 
a similar type of cap, and revo-
lutionaries from the South of 
France are believed to have 
adopted the headgear. 
Under the Third Republic, 
statues, and especially busts, 
of Marianne began to prolifer-
ate, particularly in town halls. 
She was represented in sev-
eral different manners, de-
pending on whether the aim 
was to emphasize her revolu-
tionary nature or her "wisdom." 
Occasionally, the Phrygian cap 
was felt to be too seditious, 
and was replaced by a diadem 
or a crown. 
In recent times, Marianne has 
taken on the aspect of famous 
actresses. She also features 
on everyday articles such as 
postage stamps and coins 
appearance at the time of the 
French Revolution. 

Marianne 
Allegory of iberty and the Republic 

Liberty guiding the people (detail) 
Eugene Delacroix—1830 

The people of paris storm the Bastille 

Louis XVI and his family arrested in Varennes 



«Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité»  

 

The Guillotine 
The guillotine was first  

introduced as a humane, 
efficient, and above all  

modern form of execution in 
April 1792, during the radical 
phase of the Republic, after 

being approuved by the  
Legislative Assembly. 

It would become  
the symbol of the Terror.  

 
The French Revolution: The Radical Stage, 1792-
1794 
The proof necessary to convict the enemies of the peo-
ple is every kind of evidence, either material or moral or 
verbal or written. . . . Every citizen has the right to seize 
conspirators and counter-revolutionaries and to arraign 
them before magistrates. He is required to denounce 
them when he knows of them. 
Law of 22 Prairial Year II (June 10, 1794) 
Inflamed by their poverty, the sans-culottes insisted that 
it was the duty of the government to guarantee them the 
right to existence. Such a policy ran counter to the bour-
geois aspirations of the National Assembly. The sans-
culottes demanded that the revolutionary government 
immediately increase wages, fix prices, end food short-
ages, punish hoarders and most important, deal with the 
existence of counter-revolutionaries. In terms of social 
ideals the sans-culottes wanted laws to prevent ex-
tremes of both wealth and property. 
On August 10, 1792, enraged Parisian men and women 
attacked the king’s palace and killed several hundred 
Swiss Guards. The result of this was the radicalization 
of the Revolution. Louis and Marie Antoinette were 
forced to flee the Tuileries and took refuge in the Legis-
lative Assembly itself. The royal family was placed under 
house arrest. 
Street fights broke out everywhere and barricades were 
set up in various quarters of the city. On September 21st 

and 22nd, 1792, the monarchy was officially abolished 
and a republic established. The 22nd of September, 
1792 was now known as day one of the year one. In 
December, Louis XVI was placed on trial for violating 
the liberty of his subjects and on January 21, 1793, 
Louis was executed like an ordinary criminal. 
After the execution of Louis, the National Assembly, now 
known as the National Convention, faced enormous 
problems. The value of paper currency (assignats) used 
to finance the Revolution had fallen by 50%. There was 
price inflation, continued food shortages, and various 
peasant rebellions against the Revolution. France was 
close to civil war. 
Meanwhile, the revolutionaries found themselves not 
only at war with Austria and Prussia, but with Holland, 
Spain and Great Britain. As the Revolution stumbled 
under the weight of foreign war and civil war, the revolu-
tionary leadership grew more radical. Up to June 1793, 
moderate reformers had dominated the National Con-
vention. These were the Girondins, men who favored a 
decentralized government in which the various prov-
inces or departments would determine their own affairs. 
The Girondins also opposed government interference in 
the economy. 
In June 1793, factional disputes with the Convention 
resulted in the replacement of the Girondins with the 
Jacobins, a far more radical group. The Jacobins and 
Girondins were both liberal and bourgeois, but the Jaco-
bins desired a centralized government (in which they 
would hold key positions), Paris as the national capital, 
and temporary government control of the economy. The 
Jacobin platform managed to win the support of the 
sans-culottes. The Jacobins were tightly organized, well-
disciplined and convinced that they alone were respon-
sible for saving and "managing" the Revolution from this 
point forward. On June 22, 1793, 80,000 armed sans-
culottes surrounded the meeting halls of the National 
Convention and demanded the immediate arrest of the 

Girondin faction. 29 Girondin members of the Conven-
tion were arrested. 
The Jacobins now had firm control not only of the Con-
vention, but the French nation as well. They were the 
government. And they now had even more pressing 
problems: civil war was everywhere, as was economic 
distress, they had to keep the sans-culottes satisfied, 
they suffered continued threats of foreign invasion and 
the nation’s ports had all been blockaded. They lived, 
dreading the possibility that if they failed, so too would 
the Revolution. Only strong leadership could save the 
Revolution. The Committee of Public Safety assumed 
leadership, in April 1793. As a branch of the National 
Convention itself, the Committee of Public Safety had 
broad powers which included the organization of the 
nation’s defenses, all foreign policy, and the supervision 
of ministers. The Committee also ordered arrests and 
trials of counter-revolutionaries and imposed govern-
ment authority across the nation. What is amazing is 
that only twelve men controlled the CPS, although the 
CPS was ultimately led by Maximilien Robespierre 
(1758-1794). 
In Robespierre's utopian vision, the individual has the 
duty "to detest bad faith and despotism, to punish ty-
rants and traitors, to assist the unfortunate and respect 
the weak, to defend the oppressed, to do all the good 
one can to one's neighbor, and to behave with justice 
towards all men." For Robespierre, the realization of the 
general will would make the Republic of Virtue a reality. 
Its denial would mean a return to despotism. To pre-
serve the Republic, Robespierre and the CPS instituted 
the Reign of Terror. Counter-revolutionaries, the Girond-
ins, priests, nobles, and aristocrats immediately fell 
under suspicion. Danton (1759-1794), a revolutionary 
who sought peace with Europe, was executed. 
The CPS also closed the numerous political clubs of the 
sans-culottes. The CPS feared spontaneous action, that 
is, that the revolutionary leadership might pass into 
other hands. About 17,000 people died as a result of the 
Terror. The choice instrument, was the guillotine -- it 
was quick and humane. In 1794, there were mass exe-
cutions at Lyons. Boats were fired upon and sunk at 
Nantes -- 500 were killed in one execution. About 
15,000 people perished officially and over 100,000 peo-
ple were detained as suspects. 
Robespierre and the CPS resorted to the Terror but not 
because they were blood-thirsty madmen. They did, 
however, wish to create a temporary dictatorship in 
order to save the Republic (a Roman idea). By the sum-
mer of 1794, there seem to be less need for the Terror. 
The Republic seemed a reality, an aristocratic conspir-
acy had subsided, the will to punish traitors decreased, 
and most sans-culottes went home to tend to business. 
And, as the need for the Terror decreased, so too did 
Robespierre's power and leadership. Some members of 
the Convention, fearing for their own lives, ordered the 
arrest of Robespierre. On July 27, 1794, (the ninth of 
Thermidor, Robespierre was arrested and guillotined the 
next day -- the sans-culottes made no attempt to save 
him. With the 9th of Thermidor, the machinery of the 
Jacobin republic was dismantled. Leadership passed to 
the property owning bourgeoisie, that is, those men of 
the moderate stage of the Revolution. 
By 1795, the government had passed into the hands of 
the five-man Directory. The new legislature sat in two 
chambers: the Council of 500 and the Ancients (or Sen-
ate). The Directory tried to preserve the Revolution of 
1789 and opposed the restoration of the ancien regime. 
The Directory muddled on until 1799. By this time the 
French Revolution was over. 
But France was still at war with the rest of Europe. And 
because of the war, leadership began to pass into the 
hands of generals. One of these generals would seize 
control of the government in November 1799. And on 
December 2, 1804, this general, Napoleon Bonaparte, 
would declare himself Emperor of the French -- the new 
Augustus Caesar. 
In 1789, the French had created a Republic, under the 
name of a monarchy. Ten years later, they created a 
monarchy, under the name of a Republic. (F. Furet) 

A legacy of the Age of  
Enlightenment, the motto  

Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité 
first appeared during the 

French Revolution. Often  
called into question, it finally 
established itself under the 

Third Republic and was writ-
ten into the 1958 Constitution 

to be part nowadays of the 
French national heritage. 
At the time of the French  

Revolution, "Liberty, Equality, 
Fraternity" was one of the 

many mottoes in use. From 
1793 onwards, Parisians, 
soon to be imitated by the 
inhabitants of other cities, 

painted the following words 
on the façades of their hou-
ses : "Unity, indivisibility of 

the Republic ; liberty, equality 
or death". But they were soon 

asked to erase the phrase's 
final part as it was too closely 

associated with the Terror... 

The Euro (French) coins 

People of Paris attack the Tuileries 



SHORT FACTS 
1789  
May 5 : The Estates General 
opens at Versailles  
June 17 : The Third Estate decla-
res itself the National Assembly  
June 20 : The Tennis Court Oath  
July 14 : Fall of the Bastille  
Late July: The Great Fear spreads 
in the countryside  
August 4 : The nobles surrender 
their feudal rights (meeting of the 
National Constituent Assembly)  
August 27 : Declaration of the 
Rights of Man and Citizen  
October 5-6 : Parisian women 
march to Versailles and force 
Louis XVI and his family to return 
to Paris  
1790  
July 12 : Civil Constitution of the 
Clergy adopted  
July 14 : The king accepts a new 
constitution  
1791  
June 20-24 : Louis XVI and his 
family attempt to flee France and 
are stopped at Varennes  
August 27 : The Declaration of 
Pillnitz  
October 1 : The Legislative As-
sembly meets  
1792  
April 20 : France declares war on 
Austria  
August 10 : The Tuileries palace 
is stormed, Louis XVI takes refuge 
with the Legislative Assembly  
September 2-7 : The September 
Massacres  
September 20 : France wins the 
battle of Valmy  
September 21 : The monarchy is 
abolished  
1793  
January 21 : Louis XVI is execu-
ted  
February 1 : France declares war 
on Great Britain  
March : Counterrevolution breaks 
out in the Vendee  
April : The Committee of Public 
Safety is formed  
June 22 : The Constitution of 
1793 is adopted. It is not put into 
effect.  
August 23 : Levee en masse pro-
claimed  
September 17 : Maximum prices 
set on food and other commodi-
ties  
October 16 : Queen Marie Antoi-
nette is executed  
November 10 : The Cult of Rea-
son is proclaimed. The revolutio-
nary calendar is adopted  
1794  
March 24 : Execution of the He-
bertist leaders of the sans-culottes  
April 6 : Execution of Danton  
May 7 : Cult of the Supreme 
Being proclaimed  
June 8 : Robespierre leads the 
celebration of the Festival of the 
Supreme Being.  
June 10 : The Law Of 22 Prairial 
is adopted  
July 27 : The Ninth of Thermidor 
and the fall of Robespierre  
July 28 : Robespierre is executed  
1795  
August 22 : The Constitution of 
the Year Ill is adopted, establis-
hing the Directoire. END  

Ah ça ira, ça ira, ça ira 
Les aristocrates à la lanterne 
Ah ça ira, ça ira, ça ira 
Les aristocrates on les pendra 

Paris in 1789, with the Four Seasons located near the village of Chaillot 

Popular during the early years of the Revolution, this 
song’s lively tune and repetitive chorus expressed 
revolutionaries’ hopefulness about the future.  

This paper currency was issued during the French Revolution to redeem the huge 
public debt and to counterbalance the growing deficit. The revolutionary consti-
tuent assembly issued (Dec., 1789) treasury notes, called « assignats », to the 

amount of 400 million livres at 5% interest. These were intended as short-term obligations pending the sale of 
confiscated crown and church land. They were made legal tender in Apr., 1790, and subsequent issues bore 
no interest. The currency rapidly became inflated. The strigent financial measures during the Reign of Terror 
temporarily stabilized the valued of the assignat at one-third of its face value. However by early 1796 the assi-
gnats in circulation amounted to less than 1% of their original value. 45 billions livres had been issued in assi-
gnats in six years ; their value did not even cover the cost of printing them. Mandats territoriaux [land notes], 

adopted in 1796 as a new currency also based on confiscated lands, were also 
soon depreciated. Inflation stopped only when all paper currency was demonetized 
and redeemed at the rate of 3,000 livres in assignats or 100 francs in land notes to 
one franc in gold. On May 21, 1797, all unredeemed assignats were declared void. 

The Assignats 


