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Waxing Revolutionary: Reflections orRaid on a Waxworks at the Outbreak
of the French Revolution

DAVID MCCALLAM *

Parisians from all walks of life were aldyaaccustomed to watching heads roll before the
Revolution of 1789. This is not a referencetdlic executions of the time (beheadings
were reserved for the nobility and were rarergs) but to another cultural spectacle of late
eighteenth-century Paris, oneialinwas sufficiently well-known to become the object of a
satirical print in 1787. Entitledhvis au public: Tétes a changethe print by P. D. Viviez
lampoons the unceremonious updating of itasible or celebratbwaxwork figures
displayed in the popular enteriaients district of the Boulevard du Temple [See Figure 1].
It shows wax heads being handed down froelas; heads being replaced on models; one
head about to be struck off with a chisel; another head lies discarded on the ground, being
sniffed at by a little cat. All of this takggace in front of a @wd of curious, chatty
onlookers.

The target of this satire was tBalon de cirea popular waxworks gallery, run by
Dr Philippe Guillaume Mathé Curtius. Cudid whose real name was either Creuz or
Kurtz — was a German-born entreprenetioviad formerly been a doctor in Berne,
Switzerland. He had taken to modelling inxta improve his anatomical skills and had
become extremely proficient in the art. In61 the Prince de Conthe liberal cousin of
Louis XV, was travelling incognito in Switdand and saw Curtius’s work. Conti admired

it greatly and consequently ited the modeller to ParisThrough Conti, Curtius rapidly

* The author is a Lecturer in the Department of Frebicliversity of Sheffield. He would like to thank the
staff of Madame Tussaud'’s, London, especially Sushan, for their kind assistance in preparing this
paper as well as the anonymous revieweigrefch Historyfor their insightful comments on an earlier
version of this article.



established himself in the capital, and wasdé&te his portraits of high-society figures,
such as those of Conti himself and the youramde du Barry, later mistress to Louis XV.
In 1767 Curtius in turn invited his houssdper, Mme Grosholtz, and her six-year-old
daughter Marie, to live with him in Pariddarie always called him ‘Uncle’, and was to
become his apprentice, equal and succedsal794 she inherited his collection and built
on it. A year later she married Francois Tussaud, became Madame Tussaud, took her
waxworks on tour to London in 1802 andsa@ever to return to France, founding
subsequently one of the most impressineertainments empires of the modern’era.

In comparison, Curtius’s first public exhibitiovas a discreet affair. It was held in
1770 in the Palais-Royal, ‘coté de I'’Avende I'Opéra, par la cour DesfontainésYet it
was clearly a great successpgghe end of the 1770s, CurtiuSalon de cirdhad moved
to larger premises at no. 20, Boulevard du Tlemphere it established itself as a major
attraction both with Parisians andtkvmany foreign visitors. In hise Chroniqueur
désceuvré, ou I'Espion du Boulevard du Teropler82, the satirist, Frangois-Marie
Mayeur de Saint-Paul calls Curtius ‘edemand industrieux’ whose wax figures are
indeed ‘trés ressemblans’, attractingteiss of all ranks and social ordersyet the self-
appointed critic of popular entertainment canmelp but add thadte débit des petits
grouppegyaillards et libertins qu’il vend aux cetix pour orner leurs boudoirs, est ce qui
lui rapporte le plus®.

In 1784 Curtius took advantage of the duddihartres’s (the fute duc d’Orléans)
development of the Palais-Royal for commereigbloitation. He reted a boutique there
at no.7 des Arcades. Here he exhibited a seteof his models, buhis time segregated
his audience by price, putting tiwo galleries, one at two so(the boulevard price), the
other at twelve sous allong a richer clientéle to inspt his models more closelySo by

the late 1780s, Curtius had two prime sitegapular entertainmentsiricts in Paris and,



as Louis-Sébastien Mercier notes in hidbleau de Parisles figures de cire du sieur
Curtius sont tres célébres sur les Boulevaettges visitées. Il a modelé les rois, les
grands écrivains, les jolidemmes, et les grands voleutsYet, Mercier goes on to
recount, there were two set-pieces in pardicwhich caught the eye: ‘Le grand couvert’
which showed the royal family at dinnenérsailles with Marie-Antoinette’s brother,
Joseph Il of Austria; and ‘Le caverne deargts voleurs’ (the model for Tussaud’s later
‘Chamber of Horrors’) which housed a collect of celebrated crimals, murderers and
highwaymen, such as Desrues and Cartowusdmae of their likenesses allegedly taken
directly from their cadavers.

This last point is signifigat, as it reminds us that Curtius’s popular art had its
origins in anatomical investgion, in the pursuit of medickhowledge. Indeed, there was
an established line of doctors, especiatyatomists, in France who modelled wax to
improve their skills and to ingtct students in their discipline (it was, after all, much more
humane than the contemporary anatomicattice of dissecting lev dogs nailed to
operating tables). Thus at the beginning of thegateenth century, Mademoiselle Biheron
sculpted anatomical figures from wax to higlghe study of midwifery, keeping corpses in
a glass cabinet in her garden which she matgaballed her ‘little boudoir’. There were
also the doctors Desnoues and La Croix who pioneered anatomical waxes in Genoa and
displayed them before the Académie des Segmt Paris in 1711Later in the century,
there is record of a M. Rion, a surgeon and wax-modekeho also had his figures
approved by the Académiegi8ciences in 1770, the yadrCurtius’s first public
exhibition. Pirson was to be attached torthktary hospitals ofSaint-Denis and Courvoie
as well as to the Ecole déédecine during the Revolutioim which time he also made
over five hundred wax models of funghistinguishing between the edible and the

poisonous.



More significantly, the Chevaliale Jaucourt, writing in theéncyclopédieunder
the article ‘Cire’, reveals that Curtius’sgalecessors were not exclusively drawn from
medecine but also from other disciplines, bhg further the dividdetween the sciences
and the arts by the staging of public displaf/their waxworks — of both anatomical
pieces and portraiture. Jaucourt thus accléimasarly eighteenth-century wax models of
Antoine Benoit, a painter by profession, who produced ‘ces cercles composés de
personnages dare, qui ont fait si long-tembadmiration de la cour et de la ville’.
Benoit's figures ‘revétues d’habits, confnes a la qualité des personnes qu’elles
représentoient, étoient si reggdantes, que les yeux leur gadent quelquefois de la vie’;
yet theencyclopédistadds still more admiringly, ‘mais les figures anatomiques faites en
cire par le méme Benoit, peuvent encore reaiioublier que la beauté de ses portrafts’.
Jaucourt is here attempting to rescue Benait$rom its origins irthe popular fairs and,
as a true man of the Enlightenment, claim spegagogical value from its practice. This
is, to some extent, the very opposite oftilis’s career which was based on taking this
predominantly medical practice and makingnib a popular attraction, albeit one that
might be better defined as ‘neo-popular§afar as it was aimed at a more spectacle-
oriented audience which included all social clasdéstancing itself ithis particular from
strictly ‘plebeian’ forms of show culture Nonetheless, in his passage from doctor’s
cabinet to the boulevard’s ‘cabinet of curiosities’, Curtius represents more completely than
Benoit the extreme fluidity of artistic and sdién disciplines of the time, the very porous
division of scientific enquiry and ngmepular charlatanry asell as the often
undifferentiated construction dfusion and knowledge.

Certainly, rival distractions to that of @iws in the boulevards exploited expertly
the blurring of symbolic and real orderssimuating their acts between the imaginary and

the concrete, creating there, as in the Palaig@R what Mercier callse lieu de féerie’ —



a fantastical realm seamlessly mixing illusion and re&titit.is not incidental that, like
Curtius, many of the boulevard spectacles were staged by immigrants — the German
Zaller’'s optical illusions, the Italian Torré’s mtechnics, the Englishman Astley’s circus —
representing in their own penss the novelty and exoticism weh appealed to the French
of the time and which many of the shows also tappdd.the Palais-Royal in particular in
the late 1780s, one could see ‘la belle Zulinadlegedly the perfectly preserved and half-
naked body of a two hundred-year-old Africampess, which was in reality a wax model
with fake hair. The wood-turner andlta& duo of Delomel and Gardeur similarly
produced marionettes carved and dressed tontdeavell-known figures of the time, later
developing this show into a very sessful puppet and itth theatre troupé® The vast
majority of these spectacles used, as@rtius, the basicommaodity of popular
entertainments in eighteenth-century Battie human body, bethat of farceurs,
conjurers, acrobats, contmnists or prostitutes dfoth sexes and all ages.

Only Curtius, however, combined a key numbgthese elements in his waxworks.
Firstly he drew on his own medical experté&sewell as on the growing interest in the
pseudo-science of physiognomy, which thetimgs of Johann Kaspar Lavater had done
much to popularize; he also exploited the paptascination with the famous, infamous
and powerful in an age when there was mgithass media nor photography to disseminate
their likenesses among the gethgablic. Moreover, he mixed titillatingly the public and
private spheres, putting homely royaéses on public display, not only ‘Le Grand
Couvert’ but also Marie-Antoinette prepagifor bed, while exhibiting at the same time
common criminals offered up as individuals ifmtimate inspection. Did he not, after all,
call his display &alon that notoriously slippery sociapace of the eighteenth century that
oscillated ceaselessly between the pewaid the public; a cultural ambivalence

compounded in the Palais-Royal display by itsation in the Arcadegonsidered at once



as interior and exterior social spaces? Mugeificantly still, as Mercier noted, Curtius’s
knowing juxtaposition of heroesd villains, of vaudvillians anghilosophesmost
crucially of royalty and criminals, veamade without comment or distinctibh So his
exhibition constituted the manufacture of a certain ‘celebrity’ which served as a highly
ambivalent medium for its subjects, one ttaatld easily switch from heroism to villainy
in a trice.

As the 1780s neared their end, all of thescio-cultural aspexbf Curtius’s art
carried an increasingkgxplicit political charge. Ofaurse, the Parisian boulevards had
long offered dissenting voices from authpriin addition to the explicit farces on
government officials, the very existencetloése shows represedtte flouting of the
corporate privileges of the state-protectad aponsored Comédies francaise and italienne,
as well as the Opéra. As Robert Isteod has shown, by the late 1780s, the boulevard
spectacles were also getting increalimgoral in their choice of productioris. Yet, even
more than the boulevards, it svthe Palais-Royal which coitated the real epicentre of
pre-revolutionary political radicalism. Ladrd) it there was its owner, Louis Philippe
Joseph, duc d’Orléans, Louis X¥ progressive cousin, a refaing prince, an enlightened
royal who accommodated calls for political chanmghis public gardesiand at his table.
Orléans was renowned for surrounding himsethwan army of pamphleteers and hacks,
as well as street agitators, whose missionteassociate his name with any popular calls
for reform and who received handsome rewards for their work.

Having a vested interest in both sitethe boulevards andehPalais-Royal — and
being a seasoned cultural weathercock, Curtius haddugekto seize on the political
changes being rung through late 1788 andtimécspring of 1789, narethe elections to
the Estates-General and the latter’s rapid self-reconstitution into a radical National

Assembly. The waxworks historian, Paeli@hapman claims that, by June 1789, Curtius



was profiting from his long-cultivated soc@nnections to dine regularly with leading
reformers and deputies at no. 20 Boulevard du Temple, and was updaadpinis
accordingly'® Thus visitors to his waxworks garly July 1789 could see there in wax
Mirabeau, abbé Sieyeés, Lafayette, Targatelebrated lawyer-deputy, and Bailly, first
president of the National Assembly, as welhasre enduring figures of reform, such as
Voltaire and Rousseau. The busts of thigegimg political elite also connoted something
more disturbing and subversif@ the forces of traditionFor the busts, by their very
nature, focussed the attention on the heabeif subjects and suggested implicitly, in a
way incompatible with their celebrity courtesaoldierly and criminal predecessors, that a
new ‘head’ or leadership had grown organicélym the new unified ‘body politic’ of the
National Assembly’

In similar vein, Curtius also displaggoroudly the busts of his landlord and
possibly political totem at the timthe duc d’Orléans, and thatJacques Necker, the very
popular Swiss protestant Ministef Finances. It was these twasts, and that of Necker in
particular, which were to put CurtiusZalon de cireand the first throes of the French
Revolution on a collision course. For Neckeho had endeared himself equally to the
people and reformers and who had champuidhe Estates-General process from its
inception, was summoned by the king on Saturday 11 July 1789 and summarily dismissed.
If, as Munro Price has shown, there was ndiemhi Court conspiracymounted against the
Minister of Finances, there waufficient hostility among ceitareactionaries at Court,
notably Louis XVI's youngest brother, le conttértois, shared to a lesser extent by an
exasperated Marie-Antoinette, for Necker tosbwled out as the lamb of reform whose
sacrifice was to put a halt to the radipalitics pursued by the National Assembly, newly
confident in the wake of thdng’s apparent capitulatiobefore it in late June 1788.

Cosseted in Versailles, and pdmgistill distracted by grief (the Dauphin had died in early



June), Louis XVI, thus sentd¢ker and his family into lrief but highly inflammatory
political exile.

To be fair, as Paul G. Spagnoli has prouea convincingly agued account of the
early Revolution, popular unrests already manifest in tlsacking of certain tollgates,
or barrieres around Paris on the night of 11-12 Jug;economic revolired of rumours
of price rises and food shortages in the capitafet Necker's dismissal gave this rather
cyclical, typical sort of populariolence an explicitly politicainotivation as well as a hero
in exile. Hence when news of Neckedismissal reached Paris around midday on Sunday
12 July 1789 confusion, rumour and panienadiately reigned. ‘La consternation fut
générale’, wrote Jean Dussaulx, an eye-witoésise scenes and &arly historian of the
Revolution?® The situation was made all the nse by the ominous manoeuvres of many
foreign and artillery regimesatbrought up around Paris, allegedly to prevent any criminal
elements from exploiting this difficult time of year between han/éstsseems that the
Court reactionaries had decided to breaknnes of Necker’s dismissal on Sunday to
prevent the National Assembly from debatindiit they had badly miscalculated, and had
not reckoned on the strength of popular nefist sentiment in the capital, focussed
specifically in Palais-Royal which quickly bena the seat of open resistance. The actual
order of events that followed is confused and varies from account to account, but Spagnoli
in particular locates a number of cruciatiaas which occurred, overlapped and reinforced
the general tendency toward popular insurrecti®y.about four o’clock in the afternoon,
a crowd of between 5, 000 to 6,000 people weitkng excitedly about the grounds of the
Palais-Royal. Street orators (of whichmille Desmoulins is only one among many,
despite his subsequent and successful cgmpaf self-publicity were haranguing the
crowds from table-tops outside the cafés of the Arc&d@hey called for two things in

the main: the closure of the theatres andrgblblic entertainmentas a sign of general



mourning (one which significantly was normatserved for a royal death); and the search
for arms to defend themselves and the ciyiegf what they belieeto be imminent and
certain attack.

It was the first of these — the call for sigrfsmourning at Neakr’s loss — that was
directly to affect Curtiusrad his waxworks and drag thehgwever reluctantly, into the
political limelight. Prompted by someorsgmewhere, to move towards the popular
theatrelands of the boulevards in the north-eb#te city, a section of the agitated crowds,
about one thousand-strongjga visit to Curtius’sSalon de ciren the Boulevard du
Temple® They confronted its owner, loicig up shop at the time, who somewhat
reluctantly but ‘patriotically’ handed over the wax heads of the duc d’Orléans and Necker.
These were immediately covera black crépe and, borne aloft, they were paraded
through the streets, accompanied by black barared muffled drumming. After a brief
return via the Palais-Royal, the comegccompanying the waxes was about 6,000 strong
by the time it reached the Place Vendéme. While some contemporary and subsequent
accounts situate the first violent encounter wityialist troops in the Place Venddme, it
seems clear from Spagnoli’'s painstaking reseémnat there is litd evidence of a bloody
clash here between the protesting crowdsthadll-famed Royal-Allemand guards, albeit
that a detachment from this regiment untther Prince de Lambesc was stationed in the
square earlier in the d&§.

The real site of the encounter vihe Place Louis XV (today’s Place de la
Concorde), and it was occasioned whenaugrof unspecified dgoons not only refused
to salute the wax busts that were presetdddem but opened fire and charged at the
crowds carrying them. Hence the busts haveripal role in triggering what is generally
taken to be the first bloody encounter of therieh Revolution in Parisin the turmoil of

the dragoons’s charge, the citizen carryinghthst of Orléans, a pgéar named Francois
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Pepin, who was later to testify in the Chatelevut the events of 12Ilyureceived a slight
sabre wound to the chestethwas shot in the lefh&le when fleeing over the swing-

bridge at the entry of the Tuileries gardeite was relieved of the wax bust of Orléans
and was taken back to the Palais-Roydidee his wounds treated, where his appearance
provoked further outrage, pardad redoubled calls to arrfis.The citizen carrying the

wax figure of Necker was allegedly not so Iycke was killed by onef the dragoons as

he fled. Often situating this particular action in the Place Venddéme, a number of venerable
sources claim that Necker's bust was thus sma&hég. we shall see, this was not the
case, and throws some doubt on these speciiices. Disparate reports concur, however,
that in the mélée following the dragoons’s dea Garde-Francaise who had come over to
the popular cause was killed in the Place Louis?XV.

As the large crowds fled from the squaspilling into the Tuileries gardens, they
gained the ramparts of the park and beganting and stoning the royalist forces behind
them, not least a contingent of Royal-Allemand, led by their commanding officer, the
Prince de Lambesc, which controversiatligarged’ through the park, seriously wounding
at least one ‘small, unarmeddbman and injuring many othef%. Spagnoli interprets the
subsequently exaggerated place that Lambebelsye was to take in early revolutionary
historiography as largely thresult of the prosperous and aspiring professional middle
classes seeing their own collective interests and self-perceptions threatened by the prince’s
investment of the park with troops. As it wasythwho were, initially at least, to determine
the course of the Revolution both politicallydarhetorically, so they denounced an action
which they perceived to mace them most directfy. Yet Spagnoli also makes clear that
it was not Lambesc at all but the paradingaftius’s wax busts which had really sparked
the violence and the insurtean among both lower and middle classes, and which was in

the space of that night 8pread citywide. The Relution had indeed begun.
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Let us pause here and examine the esveonnected with the wax busts more
closely, not least as theigsiificance resonated through afrtened and angry people.
The first question we need to ask igiwshould the people resort to CurtiuSalonat all?
One simple answer is the need for heroes, for popular figureheads; a need much fostered
by Curtius’s art itself on a day-to-day levépagnoli, again, remarks that the crowd
indeed sought to ‘pay homatetheir heroes’; but he alsmtes that ‘the precise purpose
of the march remains elusiv&. If not the ‘precise purposet,is the manifold significance
of the parading of these wax busts that | wdildel to investigate in some detail here.
Certainly, the real absence of Necker antt@nrs, heightened byeh symbolic, political
loss, was to be filled immediately by their wax gifis. Their busts thus served as a sort of
pis-aller solution, a makeshift replacement for gaditical leaders so brutally snatched
from the people. The nineteenth-century historian, Edgar Quinet, claims that Necker’s
symbolic importance in particular far outwbed his actual worth. Yet this was all the
more cause for the authorities to bewaeuissance d’'un indidu en qui le peuple
résume, pour un moment, ses aspirations, seeméments ou ses coléres’. For, Quinet
adds, in many people’s minds Necker hadome ‘I'image de ce bien inconnu, la
liberté’ 3 The hoisting aloft of his bust, themt only identified Necér as the champion
of popular freedom, but in its connotationirdividuality, of particularity, it also
suggested that the freedom hpresented at this time was thuditthe individual, that he
was the symbol of personal diliberties, those dearest toetvetter-off, reforming classes,
which were duly to be wrested from the stafAs for Orléans, his bust was paraded
alongside Necker’'s becausevids rumoured that he té@d been summarily exiled;

although Jules Michelet, in higeat narrative of the Revolati, is more cynical, imputing
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the parading of the duke’s bust to the worlhisf opportunistic henchmen paid to associate
their leader’s name with any refoist, popular action in the capit&l.

The bearing aloft of crépe-coveredstaiproved something else too. The
inspiration for the raid on Curtius’s waxvksrhad classical overtosieit was redolent of
an education in theollegesof the Ancien Régime in which, in the 1770s and 1780s, the
cult of Antiquity was to breed the Desmoulifbespierres, Brissot and Pétions of the
Revolution, as well as inspiring Jacquesals David’s famous neo-classical canva$es.
For, as any assiduogsllégienof the time would know, the funerary procession of every
patrician Roman was led by his covered wax Blisthere was, however, a sacred, as well
as lay, symbolism in the carrying of wax busts12 July 1789. For wax casts or figures,
often of diseased or missing limbs, were fredlyeused in religious services as votive
offerings® More significantly still, wax busts baserved in France before to unite both
secular and sacred powers iritlpublic display, specifidly the political and religious
authorities vested in the kingdrawing to a certain exteoh classical Roman tradition, the
royal authorities of France in the fifteentidasixteenth centuries used wax busts of the
deceased monarch to ensure, on the one hamdutkiival of monarchic power in a body
external to the mortal renms of the late king (the buthus representing his undying body
politic or Dignitas) and, on the other, toffestall any attempts by the heir to usurp power
before his predecessioad been duly interretf. Hence the funeral processions of
monarchs accompanied by their wax effigaesumed a dual aspect, being both funereal
and triumphant, presenting to the crowds thyls personal mortaijtin the shape of his
corpse and his immortal offidge the form of his wax effigy’ According to this model, a
politico-cultural echo of a specifically royRlenaissance practice might be located in the
parading of the busts of Necker and Oraffering a half-funereal, half-triumphant

spectacle to the crowds of Paris in July 1t88playing to them th&émmortal’ effigies of
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their own newly constituted ‘body politic’ — Necker aBdéans (metonymic of the

National Assembly) — who were thus not otdybe conjured back to wholeness, and
political health, by the wax offerings of tpeople (as missing limbs in votive offerings)
but also, should their own political ‘reign’ pr@short-lived, to bessured of the safe and
certain transfer of their full posvs to their rightful ‘heirs® In other words, if the busts
transported around Paris on 12 July 1789 werertmate some sort of power to the people
carrying them, then the power seized bydt@vds was specifically monarchical, deriving
from the people’s appropriation andleployment of the dual-body doctrine which
perpetuated thancien régimemonarchy itself.

Annie Jourdan takes the sacralizing aspeth®fevent yet further. She remarks in
her fascinating study does Monuments de la Révolutjdhat this popular parading of
busts represents an important shift intthsie at the time, one which was, in fact,
retrograde in relation to thesdibused personality cults of the enlightened elite. No longer
used as secular exemplars or ornamenksnoiving reference, the people reinvest the
individualized bust with anothetavistic, sacred significancdourdan writes: ‘Le peuple,
et ce spontanément, manipule les bustes coglihgagissait d’icones, telles celles que
I'on proméne dans les processions religieusess, dans un méme temps, il leur concede
valeur de manifeste, comme si I'image dbneas précis du 12 juillet avait valeur de
discours ou d’exorcisatiori®. She compares the people’s recourse to the bust here to the
function of the ‘double’ in supposedly ‘primitive’ societies where it constitutes an
insurance against death; even if, in moreiliced’ minds and cultures, it subsequently
comes to represent a more malevolent force at #oB0, as an instinctive gesture on the
part of the insurgent people, the takinghladse wax ‘doubles’ might have served once

more to ward off the death-like s¢nce of their political champions.
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Whether the inspiration for the visit to CurtiuSalonwas elitist or popular, royal
or ‘primitive’, classical or religious — or more likely a powerful combination of these
pairings — the wax busts, in all their hum@oportion, likeness and frailty certainly made
a striking contrast to thdomineering equestrian statuesttivere encountered in both the
Place Vendéme, where Louis XIV was mountedharble, and in the Place Louis XV,
where a statue of the eponymous king domuh#te square. This point is emphasized in
popular iconography of the time, especiallyd@an-Louis Prieur'$790 drawing (and later
popular print by Berthaut) of the violent dielsetween the reactionary troops and the
insurgent masses, which Prieur situates clearlge Place Louis XV in order to connect it
more completely with the subsequent — oPrreur’s version, comrgjuent — assault by the
Prince de Lambesc on the Tuileries gardens Fagare 2]. While, as we have seen, some
contemporary accounts, includingttaccompanying Prieur’s prints their first edition of
1792, locate the principal clash of troopsigeople in the Place Venddéme, Prieur’s
drawing explicitly seeks to associate the figh with the statue of Louis XV which had
been the site of significant popular pratasd dissent since its installation in 1763As
Warren Roberts has shown, Prieur freely ingdns version of the events of 12 July 1789
in order to emphasize the viciously repressiature of royal rule and the courageous
resistance of the people in the face 4f ilence the head of Louis XV is turned
downwards to preside disdainfully over thelent quashing of his people’s demands; and
the mounted monarch, while sanctioning ¥i@ence of the mounted troops, remains
regally aloof by virtue of the sheer expan$esky in the printpelittling the human
pantomime played out there. Clearly visilblelow the king is the bust of Orléans still
borne aloft by a fleeing citizen, who is abtwbe shot down, while the bust of Necker
already lies smashed on the ground next tdetsd bearer. Elsewhere the people armed

with cudgels and pikes are met with musket and sabres. Ehpolarization of the
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implacably opposed forces of royalist oppressand of popular resistance could not be
clearer.

In fact, in the earliest journalistic amants of the outbreak of the Revolution, hot
off the press later that July, as well as the earliest historical narratives of these events in the
early 1790s, the episode of the wax busts looms fdr@a we can talk dd certain rite of
passage for the people here. The parading of the two wax figuregseatjeneral rite of
mourning, albeit of angry mourningarried out in tandem with ¢hsearch for arms. Itis
the ritual aspect of this aofi, as with later revationary festivals, that allows popular
instinct to be raised to a symbolic level, thibws for the sacrificef their heroes to be
sanctified’® Yet, as such, it also invoked somethilse, another sangfifig act: a rite of
revenge to be crowned by the incontestablenph of the people. This was, of course,
provided two days later in themarch for arms, with the falf the Bastille. As Simon
Schama has perceptively noted, there is @ile sgmmetry set up between the two events,

of the 12 and 14 July respectively:

The Revolution in Paris had begun with headstedi aloft over the crowd. They had been
the heads of heroes, made in wax, carriggrasy commanders. It needed a symmetrical

ending: more heads, this time serving as trophies of Battle.

These heads were the roughly severed heatthe @fovernor of the Bastille, Bernard-René
Jordan, marquis de Launay, and the Pré&edtMarchands, Jacques de Flesselles, which
jogged above the crowds, impaled on piest seems to have mattered little that, as
George Rudé has shown, the compositiothefcrowd storming the Bastille and
decapitating its overwhelmed defenders was défgrent from that of the Palais-Royal

two days earlie?’ Composed largely of skilled and unskilled artisans from the
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surrounding Saint-Antoine district, this crowéems unlikely to have been guided by any
classical influences. Nonetless, the ritual of headarried above and before the
insurgent crowd is mirroret.

In fact, another contemporary image df fharading of Curtius’s wax busts appears
to confuse this scene with what happeneddaxs later in the Place de Gréve. Pierre
Etienne Lesueur’s rendering, in gouache, eféhrly insurrectionargvents of 12 July
1789 precisely portrays wax heads on pikesndthough the majority of accounts of the
time, and since, stress that the wax heads wa&rried in hand (one account claims on
pillows) and covered in black crépe [See Figuré3There is perhaps a willing conflation
of the two events here to indicate how the otee(waxes) was to lead inexorably to the
other (severed heads). Whatever reservaboesmight have abotitis interpetation of
the revolutionary dynamic (and there are a numittag) probable tht, on a politically
symbolic level at least, the people’s camgyof Necker and Orléans’s wax busts did
sanction the beheading of the people’s enenfi@s.it represented an arrogation of state
power to the people, just as on a lessditplane, the parading of wax effigies
appropriated the mourning rites of dead kiagd redeployed them in the popular cause.
(In similar vein, was not the simultaneoussihg of the theatres by the people on 12 July
an act formerly decreed exclusively by the authes of state, in the event the Lieutenant
of Police, on the occasion afroyal bereavement or for a religious holiday?) So the
carrying of the wax busts intimated that a miitezal beheading, which had hitherto been
the prerogative of condemned nobles to be enacted lpthrecauor state executioner
alone, was henceforth to be a democratic pument to be realized by the people for what
they perceived to be ‘crimes’ committed against th&rt.would, however, be going too
far to claim that these crude decapitations necessarily paved the way for the reign of the

guillotine more than two years later.
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There are other interesg links between the wax busts of 12 July and the
beheadings of 14 July. Indeed, one unsuibistiied account claims that the severed heads
of de Launay and de Flesselles were takear lan 14 July to Curtius to be modelled as
wax busts for his ‘Caverne des Grands VoletirCertainly, Philip Astley, horse
showman extraordinary, and Curtius’sgtéour on the Boulevard du Temple, displayed

the following advertisement in London on 30 Sept 1789:

Mr Astley has brought with him finely executedwax by a celebrateattist in Paris, the
heads of Monsieur de Launay, late GovernahefBastille, and M. de Flesselles, Provost

of the Merchants of Parigjith incontestable proofs dffieir being striking likenessés.

The evidence points overwhelmingly to Curtassthe ‘celebrated artist’ in question. Yet
if further proof were needed that Curthesd begun modelling directly from the severed
heads of the Revolution’s eagtdt victims, it can be fourid his original and very
successful sculpting of the head of Josephién, a reactionary official of the Ancien
Régime who had brought down the people’s wrath upon himself and who had been
lynched and decapitated (along with his uhfoate son-in-law, Bertier de Sauvigny, the
intendantof Paris) on 22 July 1789, just ovewaek after the fall of the Bastilf&.

Foulon’s bust caused a sensation when itfirsisshown because Curtius modelled it with
the effect of blood still dripping from its bases though freshly hacked off. In fact, such
was its horrible appeal that it was takenaaiour of India in late 1794 by the showman
Dominick Laurency who displayed it alongsid scale-model of the Bastille, the wax
figure of Louis XVI and a number of celebritik'em the first National Assembly, some of

whom had since met a similar fate to that of Fodfon.
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Thus, we seem to have come full circBrtius’s wax busts allegedly inspired the
beheading of a number of officials of taecien régimevhose lopped heads, in turn,
became models for wax busts. If this is #elitoo neat, we can nonetheless maintain that,
as a symbol and, later, sanction of the pespielitical will, Curtits’s waxworks neatly
dovetailed the popular spectacle of the boards with the spectacular politics of the
Revolution. This was all the more adroit, laa part, as popular idolatry, tending toward
sacralization, was needed more and more for politicians to prosfi@us a curious sort
of parallel exists between Curtius’s (re)production of popdialsion a daily basis at street
level and the moves to inaugurate a nationati®on to the heroed the Revolution at
the highest institutional levels. After all, CurtiuSalonhad long been home to
Mirabeau’s bust before the Church of Sainenéviéve was refurbished and secularized in
order to house the tribune’s n@ remains in April 1791. Mehe posterity of Mirabeau
(as of Marat later) also revealed in stnigsifashion how popular a€tion could turn to
general execration overnight, $@t Curtius, more so than most, had to be alert to the
slightest shifts in political fortunes and tayigter the changes accardly in his displays.
One very obvious marker of thegelitical shifts was Curtius’srieur or barker who
announced his exhibition to the passingwals on the Boulevard du Temple. This
character was dressed successively as a n@steremonies, in a frockcoat and holding a
cane, before July 1789; then the uniform of a National Guardsman until June 1792; then
the characteristic garb of a sans-culotte, tapgitong trousers, a liberty-cap and holding a
pike >

In such a volatile cultural and politicelimate, it becomes impossible to gauge
whether Curtius is merely following the trermlswhether he has a hand, however slight, in
setting them. His constantly evolving gallefyrevolutionary modeland monsters, saints

and sinners, certainly reflects, and prolpablsome small measure determines, the
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contemporary perceptions ofskory as recently lived happegs of mucHonger-term
significance. If nothing elsdais waxworks signified aertain ‘History’ for his
contemporaries, since they drew directlytioa predilection of may revolutionaries to

cast themselves as historical figures, framedivileen role models from an heroic past and
the expectations of the judgemeatgosterity’, as Schama has it.

But what of Curtius himself in all of tH?s Can his survival, even success, through
the vicissitudes of the Revolution be attributed to his self-effacement behind his constantly
updated wax figures? Can he be compargbabother handler of famous heads, Sanson,
the State executioner of Paris? After allthoGurtius and Sanson were loyal Jacobins and,
unlike the individuals they ‘executed’ in war in the flesh, they appear to have
successfully divested themselves of any demggeparticularity other than the excellent
exercise of their respective crafts. other words, they both executed unquestioningly
whomever was brought before them. Moreotlegre are a number ohportant symbolic
modalities shared by Curtius’s waxworks and Sanson’s guillotine. By the workings of
both, the looks of the model or victim drezen, supposedly for posterity; the bust is
displayed to the public, just as the executiones teashow the severed head to the people.
Also in both processes, the subject is indlislized, literally set apart from the crowds,
whether for admiration or execration. Thigart of an interesting dynamic common to
both the waxworks and the guillotine accordiagvhich the model/victim is reduced to
silence while the crowds discourse, commaert jmdge the subject. Even more so than
Curtius, however, Sanson’s work producedttieeultimate portrait, the final bust, after
which there could be no other likeness frifie. Curtius’s art was indeed ‘trés
ressemblant’, as we have seen, but howkfedike the figure, it cald not realize what

Daniel Arasse has called ‘I'idéde tout portrait’ executeglite literally by the guillotine
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which ‘donne a voir, fixé le giage de I'ultime moment, lmasqueou se condensent et se
résument toute I'histoire et son serfs’.

There is another interesting differermetween the wax modeller and the state
executioner. Despite an edition of apocryploghlist memoirs being attributed to him,
Sanson did not write publicly dfis unique experiences duritige Revolution; in contrast,
Curtius did publish some reflections on thes8ation, printed for his own ends. This
little-known, slim brochure entitled tHgervices du sieur Curtiug/hich appeared in 1790,
relates the waxworker’'s own part in the maortoeis events of the early Revolution from 12
July to 6 October 1789. It largely a succession of boasts and moans, designed to make
political capital out of event$or want of being able freglto make economic capital out
of them. Hence he details his recruitmenthi® National Guard aifs very inception; his
stalwart defence of the Opéra from six hwathiincendiaires’ bent on burning down the
whole district; and his presence at thersiog of the Bastille. Yet his revolutionary
fervour is tempered a little by the conclusithat so much time spent in fulfilling his
patriotic duties in the militia ‘est une perte pour un Artiste. J'y dois ajouter des dépenses
inévitables et extraordinaire¥.

Curtius’s brochure also contains an ingirey account of thevents of 12 July
1789, one which reveals the unique mix of¢hany and the ‘uncanny’ in his art, and
which sheds a subjective light on the earlotationary events in which he and his

waxworks became embroiled. Heritis worth quoting at length:

Le 12 Juillet, a la suite d’'une motion faite au Palais-Royal, a 'occasion du départ de M.
Necker, dont on venoit de recevoir la nouvelle, une foule de citoyens se rendit a mon

sallon du Boulevard du Temple. On me dad®avec instance le buste en cire de ce
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Ministre et celui de M. le dud’Orléans, pour les porter emaimphe dans la Capitale. Je
les confiai avec empressement, suppliant la multitude de n’en faire aucun mauvais usage.
[...] Je ne retracerai ici $ehorreurs auxquelles [les enms de la Patrie] se sont
livrés ce jour a jamais mémorable, je dirailsenent que le porteur du buste de M. le duc
d’Orléans fut blessé d’un coup de baionnettesda creux de I'estoach, et que celui qui
portoit M. Necker, fut tué par un Dragon & la place de Vend8rhe. buste de M. le Duc
d’Orléans me fut rapporté sans dommage: mais del M. Necker ne me fut remis que six
jours apres par un Suisse duadsRoyal; les cheveux étoientilés, et le visage portoit
I'empreinte de plusieurs coups de sabre.
Ainsi je puis me glorifieque le premier acte de la Révolution a commencé chez

moi %t

In many respects, this passage gives a goodureatits author and his preoccupations.
Written to provide pre-emptive proofs of his ‘patriotisme’ and revolutionary zeal, should
they be needed in the future, the text nomelélss focusses, almost to the exclusion of
everything else, on what ppens to his waxwork&. The insurrectionary violence of the
Place Louis XV is only recounted insofar as feafs the bearers of his busts, and insofar
as the busts themselves were seen tothedrrunt of the dragoons’s attack. The
wounding and death of their carriers in the dapuause do not subsequently give rise to
political musings on the justness of the petpluprising but lead dictly to the happy
report of the return of his waxes. Orléanust is returned unaieged while that of
Necker is brought back with its hair singaad scarred by sword blows, no doubt to be
displayed again as quickly as possible in otddake full advantage of its notoriety as a

revolutionary icon. Similarly, the conclusitwe draws, that ‘I@remier acte de la
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Révolution a commencé chez moi’, reads much more like an advertisementSaldms
than accurate political commentary.

Yet beneath the self-intested nature of the account and the glibness of its
conclusion, there may be quite another signification which contributes something else not
only to our appreciation of Cums but also to our understand of the early Revolution.

For the text also suggests that, when all glgbe socio-political realm is unprecedented
and highly ambivalent in its outcome, it iet@®erman-born waxworker who is most alive
to the possibilities and limitations of the sition. His advantage over his contemporaries
Is that for almost twenty years hedhaorked in the cultural space betwebair fact and

their fantasy, creating figures whose indetgrate state between life and death — being
merely lifelike — both thrilled and threatentéh@ spectator. So when both the social order
and the accompanying ideology of timcien régimere called so thoroughly into

question, especially by the events of Jume duly 1789, it is less surprising than it might
be that Curtius is able quiliéerally to find himself at home, ‘chez moi’, in the confusion.
On the basis of this same reading, the kethé¢oearly Revolution i perceive it as the
result of many unpredictable and unprecedeakexices and actions in which the Real is
often taken for the Symbolic (troop movenwefdr an attack, food shortages for famine
plots) and the Symbolic takdor the Real (cockades for brotherhood, wax busts for real
persons); in which psyabistates and politicakalities sometimes become
indistinguishable and interchagaple — a process that was to culminate in the aptly named
Terror. In such a socio-political climatejstincreasingly compreinsible not only that
Curtius should be at home but that his homeShisn should be chosen to represent the
birthplace of the revolutionary movement ifsgfor his wax works were raided by the
insurrectionaries of 12 July 1789 precisegcause, on the one hand, they appealed to the

self-perception and self-regardtbe emerging political elite, iall its aspiring historical
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grandeur, and on the other, thegypeared to place the peoplepresentatives within reach
of the populace. In other words, they offeat@nce a democratic reflection of the times

and the illusion of democracy at work.

L A. Leslie and P. Chapmakladame Tussaud: Waxworker Extraordingt®78); P. Chapmafhe French
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%2 ChapmanThe French Revolutigm. 11.
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complétesii. 205; and J. MicheleHlistoire de la Révolution frangaig@ vols. 1998), i. 137-8.

2" Spagnoli, ‘The Revolution Begins’, pp. 474, 484. The latter reference suggests some tasfisithe
actual place in which the Garde-Francaise fell to theodnagjs attack, extendingetpossibility that he was
killed not in the Place Louis XV but sttly afterwards in the Tuileries.

28 Spagnoli, ‘The Revolution Begins’, pp. 478-83.

29 Spagnoli, ‘The Revolution Begins’, pp. 490-7.

30 Spagnoli, ‘The Revolution Begins’, p. 471.
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it eleven years later ifhe French Revolutigseemingly without reservation. Had she uncovered new proof

in the intervening years?

%2 Cited in Leslie and Chapmaadame Tussayg. 44.

%3 Foulon’s ‘crimes’ were essentialtywofold: to have accepted a positiorthe baron de Breteuil’s ill-fated
‘Ministry of the Hundred Hours’ on the announcement of Necker’s dismissal and,ngntblei the people of

Paris were starving, allegedly to have said: ‘Let them eat hay’. Hence some of the murderous crowd stuffed
the mouth of his decapitated head with graay,and dung. See respectively, Doylee Oxford History of

the French Revolutigrpp. 112-3; and Scham@itizens pp. 405-6.

> Reported in th€alcutta Gazettef December 1794, cited in Pyk&ipgraphical Dictionary p. 35.

% The flipside of Curtius’s idolization of prominergvolutionary figures was that his own displays, which

also vilified politicians, lent themselves to anti-revolutionary parodies or satires, such as the brochure entitled
Les Bustes vivants du sieur @us distribués en appartemeritisr90) which set out groups of leading
revolutionary ‘députés’ in compromising decors andic tableaux. If theeader found this anti-

revolutionary spectacle amusing, s/he was exhortgtitathe National Assembly where the even funnier
‘originals’ could be seen. See de Baecduss, Eclats du Rirepp. 212-3.

°6 Chapmanthe French Revolutiqrp. 113.

®" Schamagitizens p. xvi.

8 D. Arassel.a Guillotine et 'imaginaire de la Terreyl987), p. 173, his italics.

*P. G. M. CurtiusServices du sieur Curtius, Vainqueur de la Bastille, depuis le 12 Juillet jusqu’au 6

Octobre 17891790), pp. 7-9, 12.
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% We have already suggested that Curtius’s rendering of Pepin’s fate is a little inaccurate; it is also
noteworthy that by 1790 Curtius was to situate the death of the a#rNexcker’s bust in the Place

Vendbme, when more immediate and corroborated evidence pointed strongly to the Place Louis XV as the
likely place of his murder.

®1 Curtius,Services du sieur Curtiugp. 6-7.

%2 The insistent references to ‘la Patrie’, ‘cette popaeiotique’ that accompaneéhe parading of his wax
busts, to ‘mon patriotisme’ and two more in conclusiomta Patrie’ signify the desire of this foreigner to

be recognized as a French national, using the politm#bn of ‘patriote’ as actively pro-revolutionary, as a

passport to this end. See CurtiBsrvices du sieur Curtiupp. 6-7, 12.



