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ABSTRACT*

This thesis sets out to evaluate the oratory 
of the Constituent Assembly and, in particular, the 
contribution of Mirabeau.

'After an introductory chapter on oratory in 
France before the Revolution, the Constituent Assembly 
is surveyed. First the circumstances are outlined and 
then the oratory reviewed. The general characteristics 
of this oratory are described, and then the work of the 
more important orators, in particular the Abbe Maury, 
Cazales and Barnave, is analysed and assessed.

The second and larger half of the thesis deals 
with Mirabeau*s contribution to this eloquence. An ac
count of his early life and that of his role in the 
Constituent Assembly covers two chapters. But, before 
one can consider Mirabeau*s oratory as literature, it is 
essential to establish the authorship of his speeches.
An account of the extensive help given to Mirabeau by 
six or seven collaborators is given. The multiplication 
of authors makes it necessary to appraise the literary 
worth of the eloquence of each collaborator separately. 
Only after this can Mirabeau*s own personal contribution 
be gauged. This contribution is relatively small, but.



even if the honour of writing most of his speeches 
does not belong to Mirabeau, he had the ’ondisputed 
power of^swaying the whole Assembly on important 
issues not only by his amazingly powerful delivery 
(the function of an actor rather than an orator), 
but by his outbursts of spontaneous eloquence. An 
attempt to characterize and evaluate this eloquence 
and to place it within the context-of French oratory 
as a whole is made in the final chapter.
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CHAPTER I ; ORATORY IN FRANCE BEFORE THE REVOLUTION.

I : A Definition of Oratory. Its Greek and Roman 
Qriuûns.

The term "oratory" derives from the Latin 
word "os, oris," meaning mouth, especially in the 
sense of the organ of speech. "Os" is at the root 
of the verb "oro", to speak, plead or argue, and this 
in turn produces the Latin "orator." The Greeks used 
the word " (= speaker), from which we get our
"rhetoric". The very origin of the v/ord at once es
tablishes the fact that oratory is primarily concerned 
with speaking - rather than with writing. This is 
corroborated by one definition of "oratory" given by 
the Oxford English Dictionary: "The art of the orator 
or of public speaking." , But there is more to it: 
the essential object of. Greek rhetoric was to persuade; 
oratory was in fact the art of oersuasion.

A brief glance at the genesis of this art may 
help us to see our field of French oratory, and in 
particular that of the Revolution of I789, in truer 
perspective. It was in Greece in the ^th Century B;C. 
that the Sophists, PROTAGORAS and GORGIAS, first made
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Greek and Roman Origins,

the intellectual world av/are that speaking could 
constitute an art - just as sculpture or painting. 
Isocrates (43^-338 B.C.), advancing.further, sought 
to communicate lofty thoughts by the finest possible 
expression of them. Such a conception implied the 
need for a set of guiding principles, v/hich ARISTOTLE 
(384-322 B.C.) formulated in his "Rhetorica”. (c. 33^ 
B.C.) In every case the available means of persuasion 
were to be discerned - both those external to the art, 
such as witnesses and documentary evidence, and those 
dependent on the speaker * s skill, and displaying his 
character: his ability to argue logically and his 
power to arouse his .audience*s emotions. The fore
most Athenian master of this art v/as DEIvIOSTHEITES 

(c. 384-322 B.C.) The desire for perfection re
quired that the utmost pains should be spent in com
position, and this resulted in speeches of remark
able lucidity, variety and harmony. - :

;
& "The Romans also held oratory in the highest: :bi&'

esteem, but tended to emphasise the public speaker as
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Greek and Roman Origine.

a citizen rather than as an artist, witness Cato * s 
definition: "vir bonus dicendi peritus". (l) CICERO 
(106-43 B.C.), who modelled his style on that of 
Isocrates, v/as the greatest Roman orator, and wrote 
several treatises on the subject. An anonymous work, 
"Rhetorica ad Herennium", distinguishes three branches 
of oratory - forensic, deliberative (in the Senate, 
etc.), and epideictic (for display). A triple 
division is also made of style - the grand, the plain 
and the middle (2), but Cicero would not accept the 
rigid separation of these different styles, and re
fused to join in the controversy over them. He sug
gested that the main qualities required in an orator 
were the sagacious choice of material, and skilful 
arrangement of it, the power of expression, memory 
and delivery. In the first century A.D., QUINTILIAN

(1) Cato*8 famous description of the orator is quoted by 
several Latin writers, one of the earliest being Seneca 
(Elder), CONTROVSRSIAE I, prol.g (published before 37 
A.D.), and a later one being Quintilian XII, 1 : "sit 
ergo nobis orator quern constituimus is qui a/M. Catone 
finitur *vir bonus dicendi peritus*."
(2) "gravis," "attenuata" and "mediocris." CICERO:
"Ad. Her." IV, 11.
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Greek and Roman Origins.

(A.D. 40 - c . 100) v/as again to set the orator on a 
pedestal, above even the philosopher, and, in 
"Instltutio Oratoria," he prescribed his education.
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II: -Oratory in France.
(l) The Middle A^es to the Fourteenth Century: 

Puluit. Forensic and Parliamentary Oratory.

Such v/as the "fons et origo" of the art of 
persuasion. Let us nov/ turn to France. In the Caul 
of Merovingian times we shall expect to see something 
rather different. The decay of the Roman Empire and 
subsequent corrosion of the Latin tongue meant that 
there would be no oratorical literature of the stand
ing of the Creek and Roman masters as yet. But that 
was to be remedied. Of far greater moment was the 
conversion of Clovis to the Christian religion in 
A.D, 496. This entailed the creation of an entirely 
new branch of oratory. The public speakers of 
classical antiquity had displayed their eloquence in 
the senate and for^om(^) and in the law courts. Now, 
in addition, the art of persuasion was to be put to 
the service of religion, and the seeds of pulpit 
oratory sown.

The earliest sermons and homilies were 
preached in Latin. In the 8th Century stagnation

(1) The" Romans held courts of law in the forum: 
hence the term forensic.
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Middle Ages to Fourteenth Century.

set in, and continued, despite Charlemagne*s efforts 
to introduce preaching in the vulgar tongue, until 
the mid-llth Century, when the dearth of preachers 
was much lamented. But the invasion of Jerusalem by 
the Turks caused Pope URBAIT II (IO42-IO99) and PETER 
the HERMIT 9L05O-III5) to stir up both nobles and 
coimon people by their outdoor preaching campaigns, 
and thus to instigate the first Crusade in IO96.
This was followed by a flowering of sacred eloquence 
in the 12th Century. Apart from sermons composed in 
verse intended for recitation, such as that of 
GUISCHART DE BEAULIU, and another beginning with the 
line, "Grand mal fist Adam," there were a number of 
good preachers, the most famous being ST. BERNARD 
(IO9O-II53). Their extant sermons are mainly re
corded in Latin or a hybrid of Latin and French, but 
it is clear that they must have delivered them to 
the populace in their own tongue, though probably in 
Latin to the clerks. They exhibited much zeal and 
their enthusiastic listeners reacted forcefully, in
terrupting either to agree or disagree. Knowledge
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Middle Ages to Fourteenth Century.

of sacred texts illuminated by the light of belief 
they held to be the keystone of their oratory; in 
addition, they attained variety and vividness by 
extensive use of allegory, dialogue form, and, oc
casionally, rhymes, St. Bernard, having prepared 
himself by prayer and meditation and having sketched 
a rough plan, relied on the inspiration of the moment. 
His preaching was spontaneous, lively and clearand, 
aided by his gestures and tone of voice, had a great 
impact on his audiences, A pathetic funeral elegy of 
his brother, Gerard, is a fine example of his eloquence

In the 13th Century the appearance of the 
Frères Mineurs and the Frères Prêcheurs gave rise to a 
spate of preaching, but from circa 1260 ecclesiastical 
eloquence degenerated. Philosophical and theological 
studies had produced subtlety and affectation, and no 
preacher of outstanding merit is discoverable in that 
period. The purpose of preaching continued to be in
struct ior^nd the interpretation of Scripture, and a 
regular form of sermon had been evolved. It was in
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Middle Ages to Fourteenth Century.

six parts -theme, exordiuy, development, examples, 
peroration, final formulae and prayer. There was no 
aim to stir the emotions and the general tone was 
cold; stylistic ornaments were not approved. Sermons 
were either improvised or prepared, some v/ith great 
care; and it was also quite common for sermons 
written by others to be recited or read. The 14th 
Century saw further deterioration. Scholasticism 
caused aridity in preaching: there was a plethora
of syllogisms, definitions, distinctions, quotations. 
No psychology was used and no practical help given 
to the weary congregations.

Before approaching the 15th Century, we 
must give some thought to another field in which 
oratory plays an important part, namely the law-court. 
Forensic oratory has a particular bearing upon our 
subject, in that a considerable number of the deputies 
of the Tiers Etat during the Revolution of I789 were 
members of the legal profession. Until the 13th 
Century there is but little to note, since disputes
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Middle üges to Fourteenth Century.

were settled in the main either by trial by combat or 
by ecclesiastical tribunals. But, in 124I, Saint 
Louis(l) (1214-1270) set up a "Parlement", or high 
judicial c o u r t , and in his "Etablissements" of 
1270 laid down the position and duties of judges and 
lawyers. In addition to the loyalty, courtesy and 
disinterestedness demanded by Saint Louis, Philippe 
de Beaumanoir (1246-I296) enjoined them to precision 
and brevity. Although there were but few lawyers at 
the beginning, by the end of the century the art of 
speaking and knowledge of the law were held in great 
esteem and had become lucrative. A number of lawyers 
and clerics combined the two professions or turned 
from one to the other. The 14th Century saw further

(1) Louis IX.
(2) What he had in fact done was to divide his "Conseil 
du Roi" into two parts, so that one dealt with ad
ministrative business and the other (the "Parlement") 
with legal matters. The power of the "Parlement" of 
Paris became very great. One of its functions was to 
register edicts, and so it assumed the right of "re
monstrance." But the King could hold a "lit de justice" 
and enforce the registering of the edict. Gradually 
other "parlements" sprang up elsewhere and by 1789 
there were thirteen in the land, but the "Parlement
of Paris always remained the most powerful.
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Middle Â ces to Fourteenth Century.

developmentB . In I303, Philippe-le-Bel^^^ (1263- , 

1314) created two annual "Parlements" in Paris, A 
new career was thus opened up for lawyers. They 
took on the title of "Chevaliers es lois" and their 
rich silk robes bore witness to their elevated 
position. They pleaded in Latin until the end of 
the l6th Century, and in Latin that was as Ciceron
ian as they could ma.ke it, but they were still 
legists rather than orators. One infers from re
commendations to brevity, avoidance of digression, 
and subdued gestures and tone, given in Guillaume 
de Breul*s Latin "Style du Parlement" .of I33O that 
14th Century lawyers fell short in these respects. 
Besides, the extraordinarily complicated forms of 
procedure and the attempted imitation of ecclesias
tical oratory were an obstacle to eloquence. ^

V These early centuries contain also the
seeds of parliamentary oratory in France - a subject 
of major importance in our context. It is apparent

(1) Philippe IV.



17.

Middle Ag;eB to ir’ourteenth Century.

that assemblies of some kind took place in Gaul even 
before the appearance of the Roman conquerors. More
over, vCato and Caesar both remarked upon the eloquence 
of the Gauls. But in the Gallo-Roman period there v/as 
little occasion for public speaking. Pepin Le Bref 
(d.768) first held assemblies in order to gain popu
larity, and then Charlemagne (742-814) instituted regu
lar six-monthly assemblies, at which the "majores" and 
"minores" deliberated, generally "al fresco'.’, and ̂ upon 
the "capitula" drawn up by the monarch. These period
ical reunions formed a link with distant parts of the 
empire and provided the monarch""with information. In 
the 9th Century, under Louis le Débonnaire (778-840) 
and Charles le Chauve (823-877)> these assemblies 
gradually disappeared and the disunity of the empire

1
became manifest. The crystallisation of the feudal 
organisation of the lüth and 11th Centuries left no 
room for national assemblies of any kind, since* 
affairs were run by individual "seigneurs". But, in

r -T
the late 11th Century, the “bourgeoisie" had begun 
to emerge as a class, and, in the 12th Century, some
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Middle A^es to Fourteenth Century.

towns gained their independence and set up assemblies 
of their own which they called "parlements". There 
is evidence that it was quite common for the entire 
population of a tov/n to be gathered together. Under 
Philippe Auguste (II65-I223) and his successors, the 
monarchy, in conjunction with the people, rose 
against feudalism, and assemblies round the king m̂ ul- 
tiplied. In the 13th Century, under Saint Louis 
(1214-1270), further assemblies were established to 
provide counsel and support for the king.

In the 14th Century, however, there was 
some innovation. Philippe-le-Bel (1268-1314) was 
struggling with Pope Boniface VIII for political 
predominance. He decided to rally all his forces, 
and 80, in 1302, summoned the States-Ceneral - in
cluding, for the first time, the Third Estate.
There was one sitting in Notre-Dame, in which PIERRE 
FLOTTE, the Chancellor, expounded the King’s com
plaints against the Pope, and roused much indignation, 
Each order of the States-General duly condemned the 
Pope, and wrote letters to the College of Cardinals.
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Middle A^es to Fourteenth Century.

?hilippe-le-Bel also used public hare.ngues in those 
troublous times, to gain popular adherence. He ar
ranged, for example, for monks to preach in his pal
ace gardens in order to persuade the people that 
his capture and condemnation of the Teraplars(l) was 
just. Mob oratory gained further import in the time 
of ETIENNE MARCEL (d. I358), provost-marshal of the 
Parisian merchants. Together with Robert Lecoq, 
Bishop of Laon, he dominated the eight hundred depu
ties of the States-General of 135 >̂ and then proceed
ed to inflame the populace against the Dauphin

i
Charles by his violent tirades. The speed of events 
and consequent lack of a regular tribune prevented 
any real development of eloquence during this dis
turbed period.

(1) Philippe coveted the treasures possessed by the 
templars, and had the grand master summoned. He 
and 140 other Templars were seized and thrown into 
prison. Many Templars were burned to death and 
their property was confiscated. The order was sup
pressed in 1312.



20,

(2) The Fifteenth Century; Puluit. Forensic and 
Parliamentary Oratory.

We now come to the 15th Century - alas, 
somewhat barren of noteworthy oratory. Pulpits had 
nov/ been introduced into churches and the "jubé", or 
rood-loft, ceased to be used as a tribune, but the 
degeneration of ecclesiastical oratory, which we have 
already noticed in the late 13th and 14th Centuries, 
continued. Burlesque, of all things, was brought in 
to retain an audience: the mockery, facetiousness
and buffoonery of those crude times intruded upon 
the sacred. Legends, fables, puns, and even songs, 
were an added attraction. Moreover, Christian 
gentleness had given way to aggressiveness.
Preachers attacked vices with great vehemence, and 
individuals were publicly chastised. Death was a 
frequent subject. Furthermore, the pulpit began 
to be used as a tool for political propaganda, the - 
clergy adhering in general to the popular parties. 
They appear to have improvised .their sermons.

The 15th Century did, however, produce
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Fifteenth Century.

the first monument of French forensic oratory in the 
defence of the Duke of Bourgogne by JEAN PETIT (136O- 
1411), a doctor of Paris University. A man in Bour
gogne *8 pay had assassinated the Duke of Orleans in 
1407. Petit's speech was delivered in the Hotel 
Saint-Pol on 8th March, 1408, and on the parvis of 
Notre-Dame to the assembled populace the following 
day. The argument imitated that of Cicero in "Pro 
Milone". Petit proved - to the majority of his con
temporaries, if not to posterity - first, that murder 
was, in some cases, virtuous; secondly, that- this 
view was justified by the crimes of the Duke of 
Orleans; he concluded from this that the Duke of 
Bourgogne was a hero. The resemblance to Cicero 
ended here. Petit's 15th Century imitation was an 
interminable and chaotic harangue, overloaded with 
confused sophisms and complicated ornament - but it 
was successful. The defects displayed by Petit 
were general. Moreover, the moral reputation of 
lasvyers grew progressively worse during the century. 
They sought financial gain and lost all respect for
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Fifteenth Century. 

right and justice.

Nor is there much of value to record in the
field of parliementary oratory in the 15th Century.
In 1412, the States-General were summoned so that the
Chancellor, de Guyenne, could request for -the King the
money required to provide soldiers against the English.
Two notable General Assemblies were held at Tours, in* >
1487 1484- On the latter occasion there was some
impassioned and quite open discussion of important

le.political questions. In particular, the principal of 
popular sovereignty was given eloquent support by 
PHILIPPE POT (1428-94) > who was nicknamed "Bouche de 
Ciceron", Indeed, the invention of printing in 143  ̂
made the Greek and Roman orators more accessible.
The fruits were soon to be gathered.
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(3)-The Sixteenth Century; Pulpit. Forensic and 
Parliamentary Oratory.

Soon, but not immediately. The earlier part 
of the l6th Century continued to be rather barren of 
eloquence. Certainly, pulpit oratory had reached a 
very low ebb. Absenteeism was a common fault among 
the higher clergy: the duty of preaching was left to 
ill-instructed monks and members of the lower clergy. 
It was no longer considered a serious matter - indeed, 
the theatre was its competitor. The Council of 
Cologne (153^) a.nd other later councils bore witness 
to this appalling degeneration in their pleas for 
priests to explain the Gospel amd omit jokes and 
legends from their sermons. The Renaissance of 
letters itself did not improve the situation, for 
abuse was made of erudition and the expression of 
questionable ideas and morals borrowed from pagan 
and profane authors. In fact Catholic preaching no 
longer had much real influence. This state of af
fairs probably facilitated the work of the Reform
ers, CALVIN (1509-I564) was their most important 
orator. He preached and wrote incessantly, in both
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sixteenth Century.

French and Latin, delivering over two thousand-ser
mons in Geneva, apart from lectures in theology,
Kis language was vigorous and forceful, revealing 
his deep conviction that he was absolutely right.
His early training for the bar had left its mark.
The main qualities of his prose were clarity and 
precision, but it lacked grace and imagination and 
only gained fire when he was attacking his enemies. 
His delivery was poor, and, although his reasoning 
and logic were appreciated, he never became a popu
lar orator carrying the masses along with him.

The spread of Lutheran and Calvinistic 
doctrines in France naturally led to Catholic re
taliation, which finally centred itself in the 
Ligue formed in 157&* Preaching began to play an 
enormous part, and during the height of the troubles 
two sermons a day were preached in the churches and 
chapels of Paris. Indeed, Henri IV went so "far as 
to say: "Tout mon mal vient d̂e la chaire.

(l) LüBITTE: "De la Démocratie chez les Préd-icateurs 
de la Ligue," p. viii. Se also "Mémoires d'Estât 
recueillis de divers mes. en suite de ceux de M. de 
Villeroy," p. 11: "... le roy même de Navarre a con
fessé plusieurs fois que tout son mal vient des 
prédicateurs et des curés."
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Sixteenth Century.

Licence in the pulpit was general; bellicose sermons 
were•delivered, and the congregations openly incited 
to rebellion, end even to murder of the Huguenots,
The massacre of St. Bartholomew*s Day, 1572, was com
mended, and when François, Duke of Guise,' was assas
sinated by Poltrot, he was eulogised as a saint and 
martyr. Preachers fulminated against both Henri III 
and Henri IV, and even dared to make personal criti
cisms in their presence. In 1587, Henri III was 
obliged to rebuke the Sorbonne doctors and preachers, 
and question subversive prelates. Some of the clergy 
carried out highly successful preaching campaigns,* 
EDMOND AUGER (b. I515), for instance, who was con
sidered a superb orator, converted forty thousand 
Protestants and instigated much bloodshed. The 
Duchess of Montpensier patronised the seditious ser- 
monists, and turbulent oratory soon caused riots in 
the churches themselves. The assassination of some 
of the Guise family, in 1588, led to vulgar and 
vicious oral attacks upon Henri III. One preacher, 
GUIOESTRE, even announced that, instead of the 
Gospel, he would relate the life and deeds of the
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Sixteenth Century.

tyrant Henri III. In I589, the King,.was, in fact, 
assassinated. This crime and many others were prs.ised 
in the pulpit, biblical texts being used in support 
of them. The few bishops who attempted to restrain 
the tumult were assailed in their turn. Popular 
frenzy in Paris had to be sustained, especially 
during the siege of 1590> when heaven itself-was 
promised to the people to prevent them capitulating 
to Henri IV. The pulpit held a similar place to that 
of the press and tribune in revolutionary times, but 
with an added-aura of sacredness. Absence from 
Church denoted disapproval, and was therefore danger
ous. This desecration was continued, even after 
Henri IV*s abjuration of Protestantism, by preachers 
whose oratory was-passionate, full of apostrophe and 
invective, and who mingled erudite quotations with 
popular expressions.

There was, necessarily, a reaction.  ̂Henri 
IV himself attempted to lead preachers back to their 
true-role of expounding the Gospel, and an improve
ment was to be seen; especially in'"PIERRE CHARRON 
(1541*^1603)} who actually preached theological ser-
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raons in a forceful and virile manner. Others, al
though they often displayed the stylistic faults of 
the age,-exaggerated erudition and far-fetched 
imagery - nevertheless fused their oratory with 
vigour and a new spirit of tolerance and moderation.

But the greatest ecclesiastical orator at 
the end of the loth Century was SAINT FRANÇOIS DE 
SALES (1567-1966), who preached indefatigably for 
thirty years, mainly in the countryside round Geneva. 
His bearing was noble, his manner gentle and good- 
natured. His knowledge of the failings of human 
nature and the warm charity that accompanied it 
were felt by his listeners, and he persuaded many 
to a better way.of life. His style, which was 
simple without pedantry, revealed a lively, fertile 
imagination.

Forensic oratory made considerable pro
gress in the l6th Century, especially after reforms 
made in the administration of justice by the Chan
cellor, MICHEL DE L*HOSPITAL (1505-I573). Two im^ 
portant lawsuits occurred before 1*Hospital*s time.
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In the first, Louise, Duchess of Savoie, was contest
ing with Charles, Duke of Bourbon, the right to a very 
large number of titles and lands. The King was also 
an interested party. But the language did not match 
the importance of the case. The speeches formed a 
labyrinth of genealogical lists and obscure details. 
They were a mass of undigested erudition, learned 
and legal quotations, scholastic subtleties - in 
fact, no improvement on the 15th Century speeches.
The trial of Baron d*Oppede^^) in 1551,^ important 
because it concerned religion and civil war, showed 
some progress from a literary point of view. JACQUES 
AUBERY spoke for the prosecution and raised the in
dignation of all against the Baron by his vivid de
piction of the sack of Chabrieres and the plight of 
the innocent victims. His lofty, sincere eloquence 
won the pràise of 1'Hospital. The integrity of a 
number of very minor legal orators at this time had

(1) Following a fresh command by François I in 1545> 
the Baron d*Oppede carried out a cruel and violent 
slaughter of men, women and children of the Baudois 
sect.
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a good influence on the following generation. After 
a decree of Villere-Cotterete in 1539> French in
creasingly gained ground over Latin in the Law Courts 
The new interest in teaching and language brought 
about by the Renaissance also bore its fruit in for
ensic oratory.

The reform of justice as a whole, under
taken by MICHEL DE L^HOSPITAL, marked an important 
step forv/ard. As Chancellor (156O-I568) and Presi
dent of the King's Council, he spoke before the 
various Parlements(^) and harangued magistrates and 
judges, preaching tolerance and showing them their 
duties. .. His own oratory falls mainly into the par
liamentary category, but his influence in the 
judicial sphere led to a general improvement. Per
haps the greatest forensic orator at the end of the 
16th Century was ETIENNE PASqUIER (1529-I615). He 
made .his name when he defended the UniversityI
against the Jesuits in an educational dispute. His 
speech-was lively and well-stocked with facts, his

(1) See supra, p, 1̂ , ^.2 .
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anecdotes and imagery pointed. Hie peroration on 
the dangers of Jesuitism was eloquent, though ag- 
gresive. His oratory had much of the dignity of 
the Ancients, though it cannot be compared with 
that of Cicero. He rejected the undigested eru
dition of the previous generation, using a firm, 
natural style, with familiar metaphors and periods. 
His clear argumentation and reasoning gave proof 
of good judgment. It is interesting that he put 
forward Quintilian's conception of an orator: "Vir 
bonus dicendi peritus".

Of political oratory there is nothing 
worthy of note before 156O, when the Conseil des 
Notables assembled at Fontainebleau. The Protest
ant admiral, COLICNY (1519-I574), requested the 
King's protection of Protestants in Normandy.
JEAN DE MONTLUC (I508-I579), bishop of Valence, 
and CHARLES DE MARILLAC (15OI-I56O), archbishop 
of Vienne, both made eloquent pleas for recon-

(1) Quintilian is quoting Cato. See Note I , p. 9.
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ciliation between Roman Catholics and Protestants. 
Marillac painted the evils rampant in both Church, 
and State and suggested the convocation of the 
States-General as a possible remedy. The States- 
General duly met together at Orleans in December, 
I56Û. The Chancellor, MICHEL DE L»HOSPITAL (I505- 
1573)> 1^ his opening speech, expounded the neces
sity of the Statee-General and the monarch's duty 
to render justice to his subjects. He criticized 
the vices of each of the three orders, and urged 
that sects should be obliterated from among Chris
tians. These elevated and patriotic sentiments , 
compared well with those expressed by JEAN QUINTIN 
at the royal sitting in January, I56I. In a dif
fuse and violent speech made on behalf of the 
Clergy, he pressed for the persecution of heretics, 
while admitting the slackness of ecclesiastical 
discipline. JEAN DE LANGE, speaking for the Third 
Estate, attacked"the vices and riches of the other 
two orders. But 1'Hospital continued to preach 
tolerance. In September, I56I; at the Colloque de
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PoiBsy, he delivered two speeches, professing liber
al tolerance and impartial justice, which infuriat
ed the cardinals Tournon and Lorraine. In I568,
1*Hospital retired from the quarrels which he was 
unable to subdue by his oratory. His style had 
been simple, dignified and clear, though overloaded 
with quotations, and it betrayed good humour and 
good sense.

The States-General were summoned to Blois 
in 1576. Henri III himself gave a moving, though 
rather diffuse, speech, depicting the ills of theV * \
kingdom, and calling all parties to reconciliation. 
The state of the exchequer was frankly confessed.
The assembly was deeply touched at the time, but 
in the ensuing debates the Third Estate persistently 
refused to grant any subsidies. They were headed by 
JEAN BODIN (1550-1596), who managed, by his powerful
oratory, to prevail even over the Clergy and No-

■* . ■bility. The pattern of the States-General in I588 
was similar. It was at this period that GUILLAUME 
DU VAIR (1556-1621) was bravely supporting the 
monarchy against the assults of the Ligue. In the
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Statee-General of 1593 proclaimed the rights"of 
Henri IV, giving firrther manifestation of his good 
sense, patriotism-and eloquence. His speech on the 
Salic Law, delivered in June, 1593, was a master
piece. His vigorous style was more correct than 
that of 1*Hospital, and its sonority and rhythm 
foreshadowed that of Bossuet. In I614 we reach the 
last occasion of parliamentary oratory in France 
before the barren years which lasted until I789.
The States-General of I6I4 was remarkable chiefly 
for the open strife between the three orders. JEAN 
SAVARON (I55O-I622) delivered several moving 
speeches in defence of the overburdened people.
He painted their afflictions and prophesied a re
volt. Richelieu was commissioned to reconcile the 
different orders. In February, I615, the presen
tation of the "cahiers" took place. RICHELIEU 
(1585-1642) alone was able to calm the tumult. He 
had alresdy been signalled out for his superior in
telligence. His speech was extremely clever - he 
hurt the susceptibilities of no-one. Having des
cribed the general disorder in France, he suggested
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that bishops, with their strong sense of justice, 
should hold the reins of government. He flattered 
Marie de kédici, and indeed, all his listeners.
His style was simple and elevated, and he made no 
abuse of imagery or sonorous periods. Despite aA
further energetic plea by ROBERT MIRON, President 
of the Third Estate, on the sufferings of the popu
lace, the King only replied by vague promises, and 
the last meeting of the States-General before the

■- W .  ... ' . ' r. -,

Revolution thus uroved rat lier sterile.
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(4) The Seventeenth Century: Puloit and Forensic 
Oratory.

' - - Now we come to the 17th Century: the high
est peaks of French oratory are in sight. Parliament
ary oratory was almost non-existent, and forensic 
eloquence, which tends to develop hand in hand with it, 
was not especially outstanding. Pulpit oratory was.
The basic reason for this was the recrudescence of 
religious zeal in the 17th Century, which was, as 
regards France, the era of the "Counter-Reformation"
- necessitated above all by the fact that the re
ligious wars in France had, on the whole, been de
termined by anything other than religious motives.

The need for reform in the pulpit had long 
been felt: Sü IITT FRANÇOIS DE SALES (I567-I622) had
reacted against the ornate rhetoric current in 
preaching: "... il ne*faut ni blanc ni vermillon
sur les joues d'une chose telle que la théologie; 
and the more biblical preaching of the Reformers 
acted as a spur for a Catholic revival. A begin
ning was made in l6l2, when Cardinal de BERULLB

(1) SAINT FRANÇOIS DE SALES: "Lettre sur la Vraie 
Manière de Prêcher."
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(1575-1629) founded a school of preaching, the Ora
toire, in which were taught high ideals of simple', 
dignified pulpit eloquence based on solid doctrine. 
SAINT VINCENT DE PAUL (1576-I66O), who helped in 
this venture, was probably the. most realistic re
former, and his own sermons exemplified the quali
ties he advocated - the utmost simplicity in preach
ing and the rejection of all profane rhetoric. 
Eloquence, he held, should flow naturally from a 
heart full of Christian charity. , The Jesuit Père 
CAUSSIN, who published a popular treatise on sacred 
eloquence in I619, also attacked the semi-pagan 
character of much preaching, and prescribed these 
necessary qualities for a preacher - charity, humil
ity and courage. To the Jansenists also art was 
suspect: natural oratorical gifts were to be 
feared, and inspiration to be sought rather from 
Cod. SAINT-CYRAN (1531-1643) of Port-Royal re
commended that "... pour écrire de la vérité il ne 
fallait pas tant regarder les moments que la '‘ 
prudence humaine pouvoit choisir, que ceux de
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l'Esprit de Dieu Qu'il falloit a t t e n d r e . Albeit, 
the eloquence of Port-Royal, and more particularly 
of Pascal, had a geometric quality, and the GRAND 
ARiTAULD (1612-94) admitted the usefulness of rhetoric: 
"Le prédicateur évangélique peut et doit se servir 
utilement de l'éloquence qui s'enseigne dans les 
écoles."(2/ But ail these reformers had one thing 
in common - a highly exalted conception of the 
preacher's role. In fact, by Bossuet's time, preach
ing was virtually considered a sacrament.^3)

Thus, much serious attention was given to 
pulpit oratory in the 17th Century, - and given in 
a very laudable spirit. Improvements were bound to 
follow. The earliest and most remarkable was the 
banishment of politics from the pulpit (except for
its réintroduction for a short time during the Fronde 
by Cardinal de RETZ: theology had once again

iv.y. . f  C ' - ____________

(1) LANCELOT, Claudf: "Mémoire touchant la vie de M. 
de Saint-Cyran," Vol. II, p. 129-130.
(2) ARl'IAULD, Antoine: "Réflexions sur 1 'éloquence
des prédicateurs." Oeuvres Complètes, Vol. XLII, p.364.
(3) See BOSSUET: "Sermon sur la Parole de Dieu," 
Preached in I663. Oeuvres Complètes, Vol. IX, p. 112

sq
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Essuned its rightful place. Closely allied to this 
reform in subject-matter v/as the gradual ousting of 
the stylistic faults of the l6th Century. A galaxy 
of eloquent preachers might be cited - some truly 
dedicated men, the keynote of whose oratory was 
sincerity. For the most part abandoning florid 
tirades and obscure erudition, they cultivated a 
simple, luminous and elegant style and addressed 
their listeners in a direct and sometimes severe 
manner. Some of them, such as Père CLAUDE DE 
LINGENDES and the blind Père LE JEUNE, gave proof 
of a deep knowledge of human nature and were pene
trating moral guides, offering helpful practical 
advice to large congregations.

The new zeal and the improvement in the 
quality of the oratory itself account mainly for 
the important place that preaching acquired in 
17th century society. But it was perhaps also be
cause it helped to replace the entertainment no 
longer provided by parliamentary oratory. And 
here is seen a less commendable side of the picture. 
Sermons became to some an agreeable pastime, and 
ecclesiastical feasts and saints' days attracted
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into the churches, as though into the theatre, an 
elegant and numerous public. Preaching had become 
the vogue, though to some for the wrong reasons - 
BO laments Lb Bruyère: "Le discours chrétien est 
devenu un spectacle ... on n*écoute plus sérieuse
ment la parole sainte: c'est une sorte d 'amusement 
entre mille autres; c'est un jeu ou il y a de 
1 'émulation et des p a r i e u r s . Preachers them
selves also complained that the interest of their 
listeners was merely literary and psychological, 
and their behaviour unseemly. ^None the less, pulpit 
oratory, more than any other literary "genre", con
formed to the tastes of the day, and many a preacher's 
fortune was made. Accordingly, there tended to be a 
cultivation of a certain type of sermon. As with 
other literary "genres" of the period, human nature 
proved to be the most fertile subject-matter, and
its weaknesses were studied with similar penetration;

>
but the depction of character-types, though of great 
interest to lyth Century listeners, v/as somewhat
r— ----------------- =-------------------------------
.(l)̂ "̂De. la Chaire." Oeuvres Complètes, Vol. II, p.86.
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abstract and often had little reference to the audi-
- ' . - L . .

ence in question. The style of this fashionable 
oratory was also impressed with the seal of the 
period. Although Guez de Balzac (1597-1654) wes un
doubtedly wrong in attributing to his own efforts 
the reform of pulpit oratory, his influence, and 
that of the Academy, was considerable: Bossuet him
self was stimulated by the general encouragement to 
improve language. But there existed also the danger 
that words would come to take precedence over matter. 
And, indeed, many preachers fell into this trap. 
Preoccupied with style, and the cult of antithesis 
and balanced periods, they produced arid "academic" 
sermons. They inevitably failed to persuade. 
Similarly, the "préciosité" of the Hotel de Ram
bouillet infiltrated into the pulpit. Many preachers 
frequented the "salons", and others bowed to their. ■ T ' ' ' V - - \ --- I i f.   " : . ̂ ̂ w* . - . • * -•*T V-' ̂  ̂ • J V ' ' • ' ' ' , ' J* 1 •• -r *1.'
literary tastes. Preaching was conceived of as a 
specific literary "genre" meticulously divided into 
categories, and, after Bossuet's time, it grew into 
a fixed mould: three main points were expounded and. X- .L:-' x:* -- , v ; X '' 4 : u/.e i .1
these were split up into confusing sub-divisions.

, ' t / '  :i r ........  B e t  I ' v
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In spite of these faults, it would be wrong to think 
that pulpit eloquence in the lyth Century was com
pletely overshadowed by them. Enormous progress had 
been made, and with men like Mascaron, Bossuet and 
Flechier v/e come to some of the greatest productions 
of French oratory.

MASCARON (1634-1703) was the first of the 
outstanding preachers of the 17th Century. His career 
opened in 1666 with the funeral oration of Queen Anne 
of Austria. He went on to preach with great success 
in large towns, and became the most frequent preacher 
at Court. His, qualities bring him close to Bossuet 
and Bourdaloue. His style had a simple grandeur, 
and his narrative was clear, revealing a powerful in
telligence. ^He possessed a brilliant and exuberant 
imagination which led him to a deal of hyperbole and 
an allegorical interpretation of Scripture which his 
contemporaries found very striking. He was occasion
ally too subtle end certainly over-quoted profane 
authors. Although hë attempted to steer a middle 
bourse, he'did not avoid hurting 'the susceptibilities 
of the nobility and courtiers. But Louis XIV ap
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proved his outspokenness, and congratulated him thus: 
"Tout vieillit ici Monsieur, il n'y n,que votre élo
quence qui ne vieillisse pes".

Ji^C'siUBS-BBNICNS BOSSUET (I627-I704) was a 
born orator. His early preparation consisted of a 
solid study of Greek snd Roman authors, the Early 
Christian Fathers, and the Bible. His rare intelli
gence and elevated vision periaitted him to make them 
a part of himself and adapt them to his own needs.
He made e close study of the art of eloquence and 
noted the beautiful passages of the works he read.
His earliest, sermons, though a little marred by youth
ful excesses, already contained the great qualities 
he was to develop to the full. He was greatly in
fluenced at one time by Saint Vincent de Paul, and
this had the effect of purging his style for good of 
useless ornament. His temperament drew him to Greek, 
and, more particularly, Roman oratory, his masters 
being Isocrates, Cicero, and Quintilian; and his 
lofty conception of the art did not permit of any ^

(l)<iuoted: HUREL, A: Les orateurs sacrés à la cour de
Louis XIV. Vol. I, p. 117.
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linguistic trivialities. In the case of pulpit ora
tory this v;as still further emphasised, for, as he 
explained in his "Sermon sur la Parole de Dieu," 
there was a close parallel to be drs.wn between 
preeching and the sacraments. Eloquence must be 
allowed to flow from the greatness of the subject :
IIT. IL*eloquence, pour etre digne d'avoir quelque place 
dans les discours chrétiens, ne doit pas être re
cherchée avec trop d ' é t u d e . By dint of much 
hard v/ork, Bossuet himself gradually attained the 
balance in this matter. His oratory is character
ised by the sublimity of its vision: everything
is envisaged from a height and lifted above the mun
dane. Truth is earnestly fathomed out and scrip- 
'tural backing given to affirmations. How did Bossuet 
seek to persuade? He was fearful of over-preparation 
and consequent lack of fire; so, several hours before 
delivering a sermon, he jotted do\ni a schema and then 
gave himself to meditation. The form of his sermons, 
which lasted about an hour, followed a general pattern,

(l) BOSSUET: Oeuvres Complètes, Vol. TX, "
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First, a scriptural text, followed by an exordium 
which explained the text on a divine level and an
nounced the subject. A second exordium related 
the text to human life, and a detailed plan of the 
sermon was set forth. The main development con
sisted of two or three points, each being introduced 
by a general truth. Doctrine was expounded before 
any moral exhortations were given, Bossuet had 
thus already set up for himself what was to be ac
cepted as Xthe classical form for a sermon, though 
later it became enveloped in rigid rules, Bossuet 
meanwhile remained free. In the very preparation 
of a sermon Bossuet had his particular audience in 
view, and was acutely sensitive to the effect of his 
words upon their ears. One has only to compare the 
more abstract sermons of Bourdaloue to see this.
The actual delivery was undoubtedly impressive.
With his noble bearing,-rich voice, and expressive 
gesture, Bossuet was an orator in the full sense of 
the word, wholly able-to subjugate his hearers. - 
There was, however, one slight hindrance to persuasion
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Bossuet'b lofty vision prevented him from having a 
very great comprehension of his fellow men, and he 
tended to lack realism in this matter, feeling it 
some sort of a condescension to speak as from one 
man to another. His maxim was rather this: 
"Procédons par principes: les hommes ne reviennent 
que par là." His appeal was most frequently to 
logic, and he purposely assumed that his audience 
were all Christians, and men of common sense end 
good reason. He cultivated the noble, the grandiose 
manner. His vocabulary was rich,, his imagery vivid. 
Bossuet ŵ as certainly the greatest French orator be
fore the Revolution of 1789. It remains to be seen 
whether any of the Revolutionary leaders rose above 
him,

LOUIS BOURDALOUE (I632-I704) comes very 
close to Bossuet - and was actually more popular 
during' his lifetime. He completed brilliant studies 
under the Jesuits, and had done eighteen years' 
work before he began preaching. His first sermons

(1) Sermon de Pâques, I68I. Oeuvres Completes,
Vol. VI, p. 87.
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won him many admirers, including La Grande Mademois
elle. In 1669 he went to Paris and preached at 
Court where his prodigious talents brought him un
heard-of success. Like Bossuet, he was an orator in 
every respect, v/ith dignified carriage and sonorous 
voice. But, unlike Bossuet, he prepared his sermons 
in their entirety beforehand, and delivered them 
from memory in a rapid, rather monotonous manner, 
accompanied by continuous gesticulations. In this 
way, it is probable that he was unable to study the 
effect of his words upon his audience and make the 
appropriate modifications. He was, nevertheless, 
nearer to his hearers than Bossuet, and he made each 
member of his congregation feel that he v/as preaching 
for them alone. His analysis of human passions and 
study of manners satisfied the taste of the period, 
though he spoke frankly against immorality, "..disant
des vérités à bride abattue...," as Madame de sévigné

(1)expressed it. He fought shy of playing upon the 
emotions, aiming to.convince primarily by solid

( 1 )  G vLoW  H U R . E L  : Op. cC t., V(rt Ï Ï^  p . ^ .
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reasoning, which he endorsed by quotations from 
Isaiah, St. Paul and St. Augustine. His procedure 
was such that, once he had expounded a truth, it 
commanded sovereign respect. His style was charac
terised by its Strength: though serious, it avoided 
heaviness; though elevated, it avoided obscurity.
It is of some interest to record the impressions of 
his contemporaries. Madame de sévigné attested: 
"Jamais on n'a entendu rien de plus beau, de plus 
noble, de plus étonnant ;"(l) Louis XIV was"likewise 
charmed: "J'aime mieux ses redites que les choses 
nouvelles des a u t r e s . A i l  things considered, we 
may draw the conclusion that, while Bossuet was the 
greatest religious orator of the 17th Century,
Bourdaloue was its greatest preacher.

ESPRIT FLECHIER (I632-I7IO), Bishop of 
NÎraes, was also held in greater esteem than Bossuet 
by his contemporaries. Among his renowned funeral 
orations, the one he made for Turenne was the most

( 1 ) QVLottcl ( , Vol. YM  ̂ p . 5 l - L f

{ 2 ) l \ r i d .
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celebrated. Fléchier did not owe his success to his 
delivery, for there was nothing majestic in either 
his voice or gest^ore. But his eloquence was gentle 
and insinuating, and left an enduring impression.
He paid too much heed to the construction of har
monious periods, and tended to sacrifice exactness 
of thought to requirements of balance and antithesis 
He took great pleasure in the Hotel de Rambouillet, 
and cultivated a somewhat mannered style, seeking to 
please rather by finer points of language than by 
rousing the emotions; but his continual control over 
the language was admirable. Unlike Bossuet, he was 
not greatly influenced by the language of the Bible, 
and inclined to dilute scriptural expressions in 
quotation. The high rank and intelligence of his 
audiences may. partly account for the energy he de
voted to polishing his style, but he went too far, 
neglecting to connect his sermons. He was a some
what slavish imitator of other orators, including 
Bossuet, but, on the other hand, he made very good 
use of his erudition, having too great a sense of 
moderation to fall into the excesses of most other
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preachers. He v/as skilled in expressing the finer
shades of meaning, and produced graceful, harmonious
diction, but, as an orator, he was perhaps at his
best when vituperating against the vices and hypocrisy

/of his age.
’ * The oratory of FEIIELOH (165I-I7IR) was far

from measuring up to that of Bossuet or Bo^dalouè - 
at least in the eyes of the lyth Century. His early 
preaching was enjoyed by young girls who had been 
newly converted from Protestantism. Later, in I685, 
he was sent by Louis XIV to stamp out Protestantism 
in the Saintonge and Aunis district. He also preach
ed quite frequently in Paris, but a good deal of his 
ministry was carried out in his diocese of Cambrai, 
whither he was sent in disgrace after the C^uietist 
affair. Not many of his sermons are extant, but we 
are able to form e reasonably detailed impression of 
him as a preacher. Generally speaking, he did not 
prepare in advance the actual text of his sermons, 
but gave himself to meditation and prayer. Then, 
when he came to the moment of delivery, he gave free 
rein to his, enthusiasm. He was of impressive stature.
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and Saint-Simon speaks of his long nose and of his 
eyes "dont le feu et l'esprit sortaient comme un 
torrent. Fen^elon's rnazim v/as that an orator
should be "un homme sérieux qui me parle pour moi 
et non pour lui". It appears that he f'nlfilled
these requirements in his own preaching. In the 
case of stubborn Protestants, he was well aware that 
harshness could not succeed: on the contrary, the
preacher must seek to insinuate himself into his 
listeners' graces: "Le grand art, dans la conduite
des âmes, est de vous faire aimer pour faire aimer 
Diea, et de gagner la confiance pour parvenir à la 
p e r s u a s i o n . T h e  form of Fenelon's extant ser
mons was simple, consisting generally of a short 
exordium, followed by a development in two or three 
parts, and ending with a prayer or exhortation. 
Quotations from Scripture and the Early Christian 
Fathers were thickly sown. Fenelon adapted himself

( 1 )  Q u o t k c t  : O p . c a . ,  Voi . I ,
(2) LOMEN \ C : Op.cCt , kSO.

(3) stov Ic So-ĉ ^̂  djL I* cU. . V̂oy
Vtri . XVM^ p. 16%.
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to the needs of the congregation addressed, speaking 
as a father to his humbler audiences. His preaching 
in Paris had been admired for the perfection of its 
style, its warmth and rich imaginative qualities.
But La Bruyère alone was sufficiently sensitive to 
appreciate fully his qualities: "....toujours maître
de l'oreille et du, coeur de ceux qui 1'écoutent, il 
ne leur permet pas d'envier ni tant d'élévation ni 
tant de facilité, .de délicatesse, de politesse. On 
est assez heureux de 1'entendre, de sentir ce qu'il 
dit, et comme il le dit.

We have stated that forensic oratory in the 
17th Century was not especially outstanding, and have 
pointed to the lack of political freedom, and there
fore of parliamentary oratory, as a possible cause 
for this. .But, although forensic oratory was thus 
restricted in its scope, and was at the same time 
eclipsed by pulpit oratory, it had.some brilliant 
representatives. The very influences which insti-

(1) LA BRUYERE: "Discours prononcé dans l'Académie.." 
Oeuvres Complètes, p. 497»
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gated the reform of preaching - the foundation of 
the Oratoire, and of the French Academy, and so on - 
also led to a rapid transformation in the language 
of the law-courts, especially in the latter half of 
the 17th Century. It was characterised by a certain 
rigidity of form - speeches were inevitably of six 
parts; the first which, paradoxically, anticipated 
the conclusion, provided the plan of the speech and 
showed the speaker's intentions; secondly came the 
exordium, followed by an account of the facts of the 
case, and then an account of the procedure; the 
speaker next established his arguments, and, finally, 
replied to any objections. Logic and reasoning were 
the basic means of persuasion, as one might expect in 
that Cartesian age; rarely was any appeal made to the 
emotions. The result was that many speeches, while 
having a correct and florid diction, lacked spontane
ity and vigour; their style was dry and "academic."

Four orators deserve special mention, mainly 
because they rose above the errors of their age. To 
OLIVIER PATRU (I604-I68I), whose early intellectual
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formation was marked by a study of Cicero, falls the
honour of having cleared much dead wood from French 

O.forensi^c oratory. V/ith him began the classical form 
of pleading - clear, orderly, and decorous. On all 
but a few occasions he failed to give much ̂ warmth or 
fire to his argument. OMSK TALON II (1595-1^52) 
earned for himself at the bar a reputation akin to 
veneration.. His oratory was almost entirely free of 
the faults of his contemporaries, and had all the 
classical qualities of clarity, simplicity, vigour, 
and penetration. An extremely upright man. Talon 
gave eloquent expression to lofty thoughts, and was . 
courageous in upholding what he believed right, 'even 
if it were unpopular. Thus it was that, during the ' 
Fronde, he took on something of the role of a politi
cal orator, attempting to reconcile Parlement and 
King. (For, in the absence of. the States-General, 
the judicial Parlement had arrogated to itself some 
political rights such as those of censuring and 
counselling the crown.) In l649> Talon pleaded the 
cause of the starving peasantry before Louis XIV and 
Anne of Austria, and incurred the displeasure of 
Cardinal Mazarin (l602-l66l). ANTOINE LEMAISTRE
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(1608-1658), a grendson of Le Grand Arnauld^^) was to 
abandon a brilliant legal career to enter Port-Royel 
at thirty years of age. As a, barrister, he surpassed 
all his predecessors, and the court-rooms were crowded 
out when he was to appear. He singled himself out by 
his animated pleading, and above all by his extreme 
fecundity and the abundance of his proofs. His 
masterpiece was his pa.ssionate and moving appeal in 
the famous case of Marie Cognot, whose mother had dis
owned her. Occasionally his fertile intelligence be
guiled him into an intemperate show of erudition. 
HENRI-FRANgOIS D'AGUESSEAU (1608-I75I) cast all other 
forensic orators into the shade. His luminous in
telligence had been nurtured with the best of ancient 
and modern culture, and his spirit soared with the 
highest. From his first appearance at the bar, he 
was acclaimed a great orator. He united in his speech
es the qualities of all the rest - ardour, clarity, 
exactness of expression, a grave dignity, and abund
ant ease. His outstanding merit-was rewarded by the 
post of Chancellor, which he held, apart from a few 
intervals, for thirty-four years.
(1) See supra, p. 37.
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(5) The Eighteenth Century; Pulpit and Forensic 
Oratory.

The l8th Century saw a reversal of the ora
torical state of affairs: a decline in the Pulpit,
but considerable progress at the bar. Nevertheless, 
before the degeneration of ecclesiastical eloquence, 
there was a number of remarkable preachers, to v/hom 
too little attention is generally paid'. There were 
almost no Protestants of note. The main problem for 
the Catholic clergy now was the prevalent disbelief 
and libertinism, and against this they fearlessly up
held the truths of Christianity, basing their sermons 
on solid doctrine. Some vexe gentle, some severe, in 
their zeal, but they were convincing because of their 
sincerity. On the whole their style was simple, al
though some clouded their sermons with rhetorical 
artifice and "bel esprit." Moral questions were also 
much"in vogue and several important preachers excelled 
in this field.

Above all others at this time soared 
IvIASSILLON (1663-1742). His attractive person, delight
ful voice, and easy diction assured him of popularity. 
He never attained to the depth of thought of Bossuet,
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nor to the amplitude of Bourdaloue. His preference 
was for moral subjects, and he sought to persuade by 
touching the emotions. His master was Fléchier - in 
fact, Massillon may be criticized for too servile an 
imitation of him. His diction was elegant, harmoni
ous and musical; his imagery was particularly beauti
ful, and there was sometimes a prophetic note in his 
sermons. He inclined to lack variety and colour.
The great pains he took in preparing the entire text 
of his sermons probably account for their slightly 
ponderous and over-symmetrical quality, and the ex
aggerated subtlety of his vocabulary.

After Massillon, the degeneration of pulpit 
oratory gradually became more manifest. Diminished 
faith in Christianity and the subsequent slackening 
of morals meant that sermons were less well attended. 
In order to attract, therefore, preachers abandoned 
doctrine and taught chiefly morals. They opposed 
rationalism and speculative curiosity by extolling 
the virtue of humility, and some sermons, especially 
on the eve of the Revolution, were merely apologies 
for Christianity, explaining its social usefulness.
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and so on. Attacks on vices became violent. At the 
same time there was some endeavour to render the style 
of preaching more popular - the "bel esprit" of the 
salons and the linguistic artifices of the Academy 
were all brought into play. Gospel scenes, for ex
ample, were ornamented with superfluous and fanciful 
detail. Sentimentalism and pompous rhetoric were common. 
Moreover, the invasion into the pulpit of the Jesuit- 
Jansenist dispute was a most unedifying sight. The 
suppression of the Jesuit Order, in 1782, ended a 
steady flow of good preachers, and suspicions of Jan
senism caused a similar stoppage in those from the 
Oratoire. Besides, the education of seminarists had 
been left unattended, very little theology being 
taught or discipline required. Missionary zeal, how
ever, had not been utterly extinguished, and there 
were still preachers of great moral quality, who 
preached zealously from Scripture and did not hesitate 
to reb^uke society for its debauched v/ays. Some, 
treating of moral issues rather than dogma, gave proof 
of rich imagination and lively sensitivity. There was
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one remarkable point of contact between all these 
preachers, good and bad, and that was an ominous 
foreboding for the future, an awareness that the 
existing situation could not but end in disaster.

Yet one more preacher remains to be men
tioned - and he stands quite apart from the rest.
LE PERE BRIDAINE (170I-I767) was a missionary of 
truly apoj^^lic character, preaching in over two 
hundred and fifty missions throughout France. Ex
traordinary oratorical gifts were his: a voice that 
could be heard by ten thousand people assembled in 
the open air, and meaningful, expressive gestures.
He thrilled his hearers - and that, not only by the 
open show of his preaching, but by his deep convic
tion and sincere emotion - one could not help but be 
captivated. There was no question of preparing a 
text, or of attending to the elegance of his language 
- Bridaine was fully absorbed by his mission and 
simply gave free rein to his natural eloquence.
Solid'doctrine lay at its foundation, and he sub
jugated both aristocracy and peasantry, adapting 
himself to the needs of particular gatherings. He
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presented his subject in a clear, methodic way, show
ing much imagination and forceful reasoning powers. 
This was oratory very different from that of Bossuet, 
and, in point of style, certainly inferior, but it may 
well have been more effective as oratory - speaking to 
convince an assembly of men.

Forensic oratory of the l8th Century is 
likely to be of great interest to us, if only because 
a remarkably large number of barristers and lawyers - 
one hundred and twenty-three in all - found themselves 
members of the Constituent Assembly in 1789. A change 
had taken place since the lyth Century - indeed, many 
already complained of deterioration in forensic ora
tory before the end of the c e n t u r y . T h e r e  had cer
tainly been a revolt against the formal rigidity of 
the classical age, and barristers were by now conceiv
ing individual plans for their speeches, whilst at 
the same time respecting the principles of the art as 
laid down by Quintilian. They took advantage of 'f'heir

(1^ See D»Aguesseau*s speech of I699, entitled: 
"Decadence de l'éloquence judiciaire.
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greater freedom to form a high-flown, fanciful style, 
and gradually turned themselves into literary men, 
frequenting the "salons" and gaining great popularity 
in high society. Forensic oratory itself came to be 
regarded as a literary genre: La Harpe (1739-1303) 
outlined rules for it, and barristers became Aca
demicians, publishing their speeches. This change of 
environment and outlook led to an emphasis upon "bel 
esprit," entailing the dismissal.of the solemn, slow 
period of the 17th Century. Quarrels between the 
lav/yers and the Parlement de Paris caused continual 
agitation and thus there was but little occasion for 
calm, classical debate. But the field of forensic 
oratory had broadened - barristers v/ere deviating 
from the particular case in question to larger issues, 
such as the reform of criminal justice, which would 
normally be debated in a parliamentary setting,, and 
thus provided themselves with occasions for lofty 
eloquence. Another transformation took place in the 
middle years of the century. "Bel esprit." gave way 
to sentiment -- the diffuse sentiment of Rousseau, 
Greuze and Chardin. Forensic oratory developed in "
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accordance with this new fashion - apostrophes were 
made to virtue, the cruelty of the laws was emphe.- 
sised, and confidence in the potential goodness of 
the condemned professed. Barristers played on this 
new sensibility, and their style sometimes betrayed 
the great efforts they made to engender artificial 
emotion. They tended to become diffuse, as Fitavel 
commented: "J*oserai dire que nos modernes orateurs 
ne sont pas assez courts et que 1'appréhension 
qu'ils ont, de ne pas assez émouvoir leurs juges, 
les rend quelquefois diffus."(l)

: 1 One of the best legal,, orators of the time
was HENRI COCHIN (1687-1747)* The predominant quality 
of his speeches ̂ v/as that of unity: nothing was super
fluous, - every sentence, every phrase was to the 
point and had a purpose in his argument. His close 
knowledge of the law gave him an authoritative tone.
He would only take on just and worth-while cases, 
but to these he devoted his entire attention. V/hen 
he v/as actually expounding the merits of the case he

(l) Pitaval, Gayot de: Causes célèbres. Vol. I, p.195-
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showed himself calm and immovable, but later, when 
his reasoning had been submitted to attack, he be
came animated and reacted with vigour, lifting his 
audience off their feet. The most brilliant ora
torical genius of all has been neglected by posterity 
- for the simple reason that he improvised all his 
speeches, and nothing remains of them. His name was 
GERBIER (1725-1788), and, despite his lack of post
humous fame, it is clear that he ranks among the 
greatest of French orators. His spontaneity was 
rare: from time immemorial speeches had been prepared 
in detail in advance, and either committed to memory, 
or read from notes. V/e shall see that this practice 
was carried into the States-General. But Gerbier 
threw all his notes away and simply relied on the 
inspiration of the moment. The crowds which pressed 
into, the law courts to hear him testify to his 
genius. Apparently his speeches were extremely 
logical and well-ordered; he hammered every point 
home with great warmth until his argument had become 
invincible. Gentle irony pervaded his style, and he 
had also remarkable powers of repartee. But in 1790
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the order of lawyers was suppressed, and so, for a 
time, the flow of forensic oratory was staunched.'

hi?-*' I I;'
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Ill: The Situation in 1789.

V/e have briefly sketched out the main lines 
of French oratory from its infancy up to the Revo
lution. V/e have glanced at its roots in Greek and 
Roman oratory, and have seen some of the influences 
which helped to mould and develop it. V/e have at
tempted to characterise it as a literary "genre." 
Against this background new figures nov/ begin to 
rise up. Their names are Maury, Cazales, Lally- 
Tollendal, Meunier, Grégoire, Barnave, - and tower
ing above all (at least, in the general estimation) 
Gabriel-Konore de Riquetti, Count Mirabeau. These 
we now proceed to consider.

The situation in 1789 was a novel one.
There is no need to retrace here the sources of the 
Revolution. We know that France had got herself 
into very deep financial waters, and that a success
ion of hard winters and bad harvests had precipitated 
her into a crisis. We know that agrarian distress 
caused serious rioting in the provinces. V/e know 
how the Assembly of Notables and then the Parlement 
of Paris revolted against the government. Demands
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that the States-General should be summoned were 
heard, and such a course of adtion began to be 
seen as the sole solution to the calamitous state 
of affairs. So, after nearly three centuiaes,
France was again to have a national assembly.

And thus did oratory come to regain its 
role in French politics. Indeed, it played a 
critical and important part in the Revolution, 
both in the Revolutionary Assemblies and clubs and 
in spontaneous gatherings of the turbulent popu
lace. Oratory was, in fact, an essential ingredi
ent of the Revolution. For the Revolution was a 
kind of religion, and, in order for it to live, the 
temperature of enthusiasm* and zeal must be kept 
high. This was effected by oratory in divers forms, 
and, in particular, by parliamentary and mob ora
tory. The rantings of that fiery demagogue, Camille 
Desmoulins, are but one instance of the latter of 
these types. The former is, naturally enough, more 
worthy of literary study, and we shall therefore 
concentrate our attention upon it.

We shall, of course, expect to find some 
modifications in the "genre" of oratory. The highly-
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charged emotional atmosphere, the vital importance 
of the issues at stake - men's lives were lost and 
saved by the tirades of mob orators - were bound to 
have their effect upon eloquence. None enjoyed the 
security that the great preachers of the 17th Cen
tury enjoyed, for example. We shall discover, on 
the other hand, that the deputies of the States- 
General were far more careful of their mode of ex
pression than might have been expected.

We propose to limit our enquiries to the 
first two years of the Revolution; or more precise
ly, to the debates of the Constituent Assembly, 
since they furnish ample material for study. And, 
since Mirabeau has ever been acclaimed the greatest 
of the orators of this Assembly, we shall give 
particular attention to his contribution.
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CHAPTER II: THE CIRCUIvISTANCES - THE FORMATION,
COivIPOSITION AND HISTORY OF THE 
CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY.

The momentous decision to summon the States- 
General was announced by Loméniefa.e Brienne, the Fin
ance Minister, on 5 July I788. Preparations were ac
cordingly made, "cahiers de doléance" were drawn up 
in every province, and, in January 1789, elections 
were organised for each of the three orders - Clergy, 
Nobility and Third Estate. The opening session took 
place on 5 May 1789, and then the three Orders went 
to separate chambers. But, on 17 June I789, the 
Third Estate declared itself the National Assembly, 
and the two privileged orders were eventually obliged 
to join this assembly and deliberate in common with 
them in a single chamber. The main task of the 
National Assembly was to draw up a Constitution for 
France, and so it gave itself the title of Constitu
ent Assembly. Its work covered a period of over two 
years - until the end of September 1791 - and then 
it was replaced on 1 October 1791 by the Legislative 
Assembly, consisting of an entirely fresh set of 
deputies.
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1: Composition and Political Groupings.

The Constituent Assembly consisted of 380 
clergy, ranging from cardinals to humble village 
priests; 285 nobles, mainly of the Nobility of the 
Sword; and 688 deputies of the Third Estate. These 
last included over 200 municipal officers, and an 
even larger contingent of barristers and lav;yers, 
about 150 judicial and administrative civil servants, 
a number of merchants and men of the professional 
classes, and some forty peasant farmers.

Louis XVI*8 reaction to this heterogeneous 
assembly is reported to have been: "Qu'aurait dit la
nation, si j'eusse ainsi composé les Notables ou mon 
c o n s e i l ? It was not an unwarranted criticism.
To begin with, doubts might be felt about the youth
fulness of the deputies of the Third Estate. Of the 
important orators, Barnave was only twenty-eight, 
most were in their thirties, and a few in their early 
forties. But more important was the fact that they

(1) BUCHEZ ET ROUX: "Histoire Parlementaire de la • 
Révolution, Vol. IV, p. 39.
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were, on the whole, small men, used only to petty 
local affairs and with no experience of public life.
No breadth of outlook could be expected from such 
men. Almost none had any administrative experience 
behind them. Malouet, who had been the Naval Ad
ministrator at Toulon, v/as one of the rare exceptions 
No outstanding genius or hero was present and such 
statesmen as there were did not receive much of a 
hearing.

Furthermore, the education of the deputies 
had not prepared them for parliamentary conflict.
Among the upper classes the desire for self-govern
ment had been fostered by literature and philosophy, 
but none had any suspicion of the practical diffi
culties involved.

The deputies were also impeded by their 
"cahiers” - the written instructions of the electorate. 
These instructions were full and precise, and the 
belief in populsir sovereignty made the deputies res
pect them. But a wider outlook than an inexperienced 
populace codld furnish should have been sought, and 
the deputies could have made better use of their know
ledge and position.
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The deputies of the Third Estate were mainly 
men of respectable character and good education. They 
were steeped in the writings of the "philosophes", 
especially of Rousseau, whose "Contrat Social" was the 
Bible of the Constituent Assembly, and they were proud 
of their intelligence and industry. But they were 
quite unrealistic and wâthout vision. Unaware of the 
situation, they were held back by the habits of the 
bar or the provincial academy. The tendency of the 
entire Assembly was to pay attention to general ideas 
and abstract principles: the famine, meanwhile re
mained ■•analleviated.

The Assembly was not divided into politic
al parties in the English sense of the word, but it 
was natural that groups should gradually form them
selves. The terms Right and Left are anachronistic, 
although they can usefully be applied, always remember
ing that what we shall call Extreme Left-wing was not 
the equivalent of what we should call by that name 
today.

A brief outline of the groupings of the major 
orators will suffice us here. On the Extreme Right
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were Viscount Mirabeau, younger brother of the notor
ious Count, and Duval d'Espremenil. They wished to 
preserve the "status quo ante" in its entirety, since 
it alone was compatible with their personal ambitions.
On the Right were the Abbé Maury and Cazalès, both 
outstanding as orators, Montlosier and the Abbe de 
Montesquieu. They opposed the revolutionary break in 
the French political system, believing, like Burke, 
that France should not be treated as a new country, 
although they were prepared to admit the corruption 
of political life under the Old Order.

On the Centre-Right was a group of about 
thirty men, referred to as "Monarchiens" or "Impartiaux!', 
since, at the end of 1789? they founded the "Club des 
Impartiaux," which later became the "Club des Amis de 
la Constitution Monarchique." They included Malouet, 
the Naval Administrator from Toulon, Clermont-Tonnerre, 
Lally-Tollendal, Mounier, Bergasse, Virieu and 
d*Antraigues. As one of their names implies, they 
supported the monarchy and the existing religion. 
Disciples of Montesquieu, they admired the English
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Parliamentary system, and insisted upon a bi-cameral 
legislature. But, at the same'time, they paid’ lip- 
service to popular doctrines, and, in fact, recognised 
the doctrine that the sovereign power resided in the 
nation.

On the Centre-Left was a large, varied group, 
which included among its members*lawyers, ecclesiastics, 
Jansenists, noblemen, the most notable being Le 
Chapelier, Thouret, Terget, Tronchet, Rabaut de Saint- 
Étienne, Cornus, the Abbé Grégoire, Dupont de Nemours, 
and Bailly, the celebrated astronomer and Mayor of 
Paris. Lafayette, that conceited disciple of Washing
ton, and the metaphysical Abbé Sieyès, author of an 
audacious pre-revolutionary pamphlet, entitled: 
”Qu*est-ce que le Tiers-Etat?” may both be counted in 
Ivith this group. Originally the group formed part of 
the Left-wing "Patriotes,” but when Lafayette founded 
the "Club de 1789'% they became knovm as the 
"Ministériels”; then, when the Jacobin Club reflected 
their views, they took on the name of "Constitution
nelles”; and finally, after the Champ de Mars massacre 
on 17 July 1791> they became identified with the
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"Feuillants”. This large body of deputies was in 
effect the Constituent Assembly, reflecting the views 
of the upper- end middle-class "bourgeoisie”. They 
differed from the Centre-Right only in emphasis - they 
were more suspicious of the King, and therefore made' 
greater claims for the Legislative power. Their doc
trine was basically rousseauistic.

On the Left itself were the famous‘"triumvir-
))ate - Barnave, Charles and Alexandre Lameth, and Du- 

port - and their followers. Finally, amongst others 
such as Petion de Villeneuve and Busot on the Extreme 
Left, was the odiously se^lf-righteous Maximilien 
Robespierre. One important personage remains un
classified - and that is Mirabeau. As we shall see(^) 
he aligned himself to no party or group.

A word may be added here about the political 
clubs, some of which exercised considerable influence 
over the Assembly. They were a training-ground for 
many of the Revolutionary orators. The Breton Club

(1) Chapter V.
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was the first to be formed, and, as far as the Con
stituent Assembly is concerned, was the most import
ant. It was originally founded by Duport and pro
gressive Breton deputies to examine their "cahiers”, 
but it established itself at Versailles from April 
1769, and attracted other radical deputies. Major 
topics were discussed and speeches formulated there 
before debate in the National Assembly. The club 
moved to Paris with the Assembly and became known as 
the Jacobin Club from its residence in the Jacobins* 
refectory. While Louis XVI remained Xing, the club 
suffered no attacks upon him, but after his flight 
to Varennes there was a split, the constitutional 
group^forming the Feuillant Club.

II: The Scene; Procedure and Atmosphere.
, . Tbm V. ■' u

The deputies acted out their drama upon a 
worthy stage. The 8alle des Menus-Plaisirs outside 
the Château"of Versailles was the only hall large 
enough to contain the three assembled orders and 
numerous spectators, as it had to for the opening
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ceremonies. The two upper orders subsequently held 
separate deliberations "in camera" in smaller halls, 
while the Third Estate continued to use the Menus- 
Plaisirs. The hall had a theatrical aspect, which 
enhanced the alreedy dramatic atmosphere. "La séance 
n*est plus une conférence d'affBoires", writes Taihe, 
"mais un opéra patriotique, où l*églogue, le mélo
drame, et parfois la mascarade, se mêlent parmi les 
claquements de mains et les b r a v o s . B u t  there 
was a material, earthy side to it: the hall obviously 
became rather stuffy, for Dr. Guillotin, himiane in
ventor of a new and swifter mode of execution, early' 
complained of the lack of air. In the autumn of 1789> 
the entire Assembly removed to Paris, and there took 
up more permanent residence in the Tuileries, in the 
Salle du Manège.
u ^ r There was much colourful ceremony, and eti
quette and protocol were strictly observed. The Court 
researched into ancient books and documents in order

(1) TAINE: "La Révolution", I, p. 148-I49.’
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to resurrect the old ceremonial customs, and a committee 
of the Countess de Polignac, intimate friend of Q,ueenIk, '
Marie-Antoinette, made decisions on the details of 
etiquette to be observed. Unfortunately, the effect 
of all this was far from beneficial, for the Third Es
tate were continually made to feel inferior. The first 
distinction was one of dress: while the upper clergy
sported the rich robes of their estate, the humbler 
clergy wore their black cassocks; the nobles were also 
elegantly attired; but the deupties of the Third Es
tate were uniformly dressed in a simple,black costume. 
Annoyance over this was very soon expressed in a letter 
by Salaville, inserted into the first issue of.Mira
beau* s "Journal des Etats-Genera u x . Pique was 
similarly felt when the King first received the depu
ties according to their order, and when, at tlie Royal 
Sitting on 23 June 1789, the deputies of the Third 
Estate were kept waiting in the rain while the upper 
orders were seated. And the Third Estate were not

(1) See Chapter V, p. ,
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long in demonstrating their contempt for the antiquated 
usages. At the Opening Session on 5 May 1789, the 
Clergy and Nobility replaced their hats when the Xizig 
put his on: defiantly the Third Estate imitated them.

Despite the magnificent scene and the revival 
of ancient customs, however, the National Assembly (as 
the States-General eventually became) in no way pre
sented the usual picture of an august senate. The 
Third Estate had no procedural rules and, in fact, did 
not deem important such banal practical matters. They 
were more concerned to put across certain general 
ideas. The sage Malouet urged upon them the necessity 
of setting up some provisional organisation and a 
simple method of debating, and they very sensibly 
elected a dean to preside over them. Deliberations 
gradually became more orderly as a committee was set 
up to aid the dean, and when Bailly became dean on 3 
June 1789 things began to move with greater dignity 
and efficiency. The situation was far from ideal, 
however. The process of voting, for instance, was
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very cumbersome - it was', eventually, effected more 
smoothly by sitting or standing according as one ap
proved or disapproved. Moreover, the deputies
haughtily refused to adopt any of the rules of the
British House of Commons, which Sir Samuel Romilly, 
a friend of Mirabeau, had drawn up for their use.
In July 1789 some rules of procedure were adopted 
and it was decided to elect a president and three 
secretaries once a fortnight. Much preliminary work 
was also done by the numerous committees that were 
set up. '

■ * But much'time was wasted - we find Sieyès 
complaining to this intent on 10 June 1789, and it is 
a complaint frequently voiced. Delays occurred be
cause no précise order of the day was prepared in ad
vance and the Assembly spent precious time deciding
which subjects should‘be debated. The habit of taking 
down verbatim''reports led to sterile debates on 
minutiae such as v/oxding when they were read the

(1) See Chapter VI, p. ^ ^ . I  ̂‘?>Y6-7.
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following day. Debo.tes such as we know them in the 
British Houses of Parliament did not take place.
Those who wished to speak inscribed their names on a 
list, and, on the theory that complete freedom of 
speech must be the rule, no-one was refused a hearing, 
though he repeat what another had already said.
Speeches were, almost without exception, prepared in 
advance; little heed was paid to previous speeches, 
or attempt made to answer them; there was but little 
retort or retaliation.

' But, in spite of all attempts to establish
an atmosphere becoming to the senate of a great 
nation, disorder most frequently prevailed. The 
situation was not ameliorated by the presence of an 
obstreperous gallery which manifested its feelings 
with a total lack of restraint. Foreign visitors, 
such as the English agricultural writer, Arthur .
Young, and the Genevan, Etienne D u m o n t , w e r e  
shocked.. In the Salle des Menus-Plaisirs at Ver-

(1) See Chapter VI, p. 361 scj.
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sallies there was room for about a thousand members of 
the public, v/hich included the worst elements of the 
populace from the Palais-Royal, and they mingled freely 
with the elected deputies. In the Manège in Paris 
about six hundred spectators found room for themselves, 
and continued as unruly-as ever. The Court were afraid 
of the publicity of the sittings, but a proposal to 
deliberate "in camera" was refused, because the spec
tators were regarded as representing the sovereign 
people. Later the'Xing did ban the public. Meanwhile 
the noise and interference were incessant, and the 
Assembly rarely maintained the dignity of a senate.
But the presence of strangers did keep the deputies 
in touch with reality - though it was a harsh reality. 
The anarchy of the populace outside and the brutal 
murders came very near to the Assembly and naturally 
intimidated partisans of the Old Order. One spec
tator actually threw himself upon Malouet in the 
Assembly, and the latter also complained^^^) of 
threats to which he had been subjected and to a

(1) 010 October 1789.
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a proscription list compiled by the spectators.
The general public also made their presence 

felt in deputations which were sent almost daily to 
the Assembly. Ranging from the fishwives of the 
Hailes to schoolchildren, from an aged Jura peasant, 
named Jacob, to that fantastic deputation from the 
human race headed up by "Anachersis" Cloots on I9 
June 1790, they were alternatively^complimentary, 
suppliant, and coercive, but almost v/ithout exception 
a waste of precious time and one of the causes of the 
sterility of the Assembly's deliberations.

But the disorder and, time-wasting cannot 
be laid entirely to the charge of outsiders. The 
deputies themselves were most unmannerly. Speakers 
were repeatedly shouted down, and not infrequently 
tumult broke out: in fact, the uproar appears to 
have been almost continuous. % a t  hope of oratory 
in such a situation?

The deputies were understandably emotional. 
Apart from the natural excitability of the French 
mind, there were all the feelings aroused by this
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historic convocation of the States-General. An exalt
ed optimism had been encouraged by the high-flown 
language of the revolutionary pamphlets, and added to 
this was the passionate sensibility made fashionable 
by Rousseau. This emotion manifested itself from the 
first. Le. Fare's inaugural sermon on A May v/as greeted 
by a kind of universal ecstasy, and tears were freely 
shed. It was this kind of rapturous emotion that led 
to the Tennis Cô urt Oath, and to that astonishing noc
turnal sitting on 4 August 1789 when most of the Old 
Order was swept away in the space of a few hours. 
Transports of joy were a common occurrence. The Third 
Estate were in raptures when the majority of the Clergy 
joined them in .the Church of Saint-Louis on 22 June
1789. Universal brotherhood was a recurrent theme,

;

and warm fraternal embraces became a much-used token 
of the oblivion of past quarrels. It was all very 
theatrical, and, to the more sober English mind, some
what overdone. A festive spirit prevailed, which had 
some pseudo-religious overtones. Despite acrimonious 
anti-clericalism "Te Deums" were ordered to be sung
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upon every important event. 'The same exaggerated 
cordiality was exhibited to the King - at the begin
ning, at any rate - but the undertones of bitter 
criticism levelled at him in the Assembly demonstrate 
the shallowness of the professed feelings of affection 
and loyalty. *

Such was the theatre of the oratory of the 
Constituent Assembly, Optimism and ecstasy were 
mingled with bitter rancour, and serious debating 
was impeded by frequent" outbreaks of uproar. There 
were, nevertheless, discussions worthy of recall, 
and oratory of some literary value. "

III : The Major Debates';

The first six weeks of deliberation in the 
States-General produced little oratory worthy of re
call. After the colourful Opening Session of 5 May, 
the Third Estate spent its time sending deputations 
to the other two Orders to try to persuade them to 
join^ it so that all the deputies* credentials might
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be checked together. Meanwhile it sat resolutely in
active, until finally, on 17 June, exasperated by the 
King * s indecision over the vital question of voting 
by head or by Order, the Third Ests.te declared itself 
to be the legal National Assembly. The temporary 
closure of the Salle des Menus-Plaisirs on 20 June 
aroused terrible suspicions and anger among the depu
ties end so they marched to the Jeu de Paume and there 
swore that they would not separate until they had pro
duced a constitution for France.
. ' At the Royal Sitting on 23 June the King re
quested that the Orders deliberate separately, but he 
was obliged to capitulate and, on 27 June, by his ex
press command, all three Estates assembled together.
On 9 July this single Assembly took the name of 
Assemblée Nationale,Constituante.

V/hile,the Parisian mob stormed the Bastille, 
the Assembly debated at great length on the Constitu- 
tion that France was to have, and whether or not it 
should be preceded by a Declaration of the Rights of 
Man. Then, during the famous all-night sitting of 4' re,id
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August, the Nobility, led by the Viscount de Noailles, 
took the initiative in renouncing their privileges.
By the end of the month a Declaration of Rights was 
finally accepted by the Assembly, and the debate on 
the Constitution itself could be resumed. Many as
pects were discussed and there was much metaphysical 
argument on whether the Constitution must receive the 
sanction of the King, and what exactly constituted 
the Legislative Body. For the next two years many 
other matters connected with the Constitution wexe 
debated - the municipalities, the new territorial 
divisions, the legal system, the right of declaring 
war_ and peace, and so on.

Meanwhile, a long and acrimonious debate, 
begun in October 1789, on who had a right to the 
enormous wealth of the Church produced some of the 
best oratory, notably by the Abbé Maury. Eventu-r 
ally, in May 1790> ecclesiastical property was de
clared to belong to the State. This was followed

*

in the next six mçnths by the drawing up of a Civil 
Constitution of the Clergy, which was to rend the
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consciences of many priests.
But the deputies did not spend their entire 

two and a half years of office discussing the Consti
tution and related problems. "As may be imagined, 
this basic debate was continually interrupted by more 
pressing needs. The Assembly was constantly informed 
of the alarming anarchy in Paris and in other parts 
of France, and there v/ere many urgent discussions on 
the course of action necessary at a particular junc
ture. The critical financial situation, which had 
been the original reason for the summoning of the 
States-General, naturally received much attention. 
There were heated and memorable debates on the wisdom 
of sinking further huge' loans and diverse and compli
cated theories on the subject of paper-money were ex
pounded.

Eventually, in August 1791, the Assembly 
accomplished its task of drawing up a Constitution 
for France and so, at the end of September, its mem
bers dispersed, giving‘way to the new Legislative 
Assembly.
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As may be imagined, the tumultuousness of 
the Assembly's deliberations made them somewhat 
difficult, indeed, almost impossible, to record with 
any degree of exactitude, David's painting, "Le 
Serment du Jeu de Paume," in which he portrays 
Barrère taking dov/n a verbatim report for his journal, 
"Le Point du Jour," is a misrepresentation of the 
facts. A more truthful picture perhaps is given by 
a journalist himself: "On y entendait des cris plutôt
que des discours; elles paraissaient devoir se ter
miner par des combats plutôt qjie par des décrets... 
vingt fois, en sortant, je me suis avoué que, si 
quelque chose pouvait arrêter et faire rétrograder 
la Révolution, c'était le tableau de ces séances, re
tracées sans précaution et sans ménagements.... Tous 
mes soins se portaient donc à représenter la vérité, 
mais sans la rendre effrayente. De ce qui n'avait 
été qu'un t^omulte je faisais un tableau... Je 
rendais tous les sentiments, mais non pas toujours 
avec les mêmes expressions. De leurs cris, je faisais 
des mots; de leurs gestes furie^ox, des attitudes;
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et lorsque je ne pouvais inspirer de l'estime, je 
tâchaiS' de donner des émotions. But the depu
ties' habit 01 preparing written speeches in advance 
counteracted this- state of affairs, for they used to 
deliver copies of their complete speeches to the 
journals. • .

For the first six months of the Assembly 
there is no really authoritative account. That in 
"Le Moniteur" was retrospective, the debates were 
amplified and put in dramatic form. But from 24 
November 1789, it provides the most complete and 
authoritative account of the activities of the Con
stituent Assembly, Another valuable account is to 
be found in Le Hodey de Saultchevreuil's journal,
"Le Logographe." There were numerous other period
icals, such as Barrère's "Le Point du,- Jour," which 
we have already mentioned; Mirabeau*s "Courrier de 
Provence," which, while giving some account of the 
debates, was mainly intended to disseminate Mirabeau's 
own views and explain his policy.

(1) Quoted TAINE: "Les Origines de la France Contem
poraine," Vol. II, p. 147.'
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A collation of the Assembly's minutes, of 
"Le Moniteur" and of these other journals has been 
made by M. Mavidal and is to be found in the first 
series of the "Archives Parlementaires." He des
cribes the process of collation: ".....  Nous avons
posé en principe de prendre pour guide permanent le 
procès-verbal de chaque séance et d'emprunter au 
'Moniteur* son compte rendu, contrôlé et augmenté 
à l'aide des journaux à la suite les plus autorisés 
et des discours et rapports imprimés à part dans 
leur i n t é g r i t é . This account we have therefore 
utilised. It is the closest we can approach to the 
debates of the French Revolution.

(l) IvIAVIDAL; Archives Parlementaires, Première 
série, Vol. VIII, p. i. Avertissement,
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I : General Characteristics.

Let us now try to enter into the minds of 
these orators of the Constituent Assembly, They 
are men. of burning passions, men of action who are 
fully aware that they are witnessing and playing a 
part in one of the most critical moments of the his
tory of their country and of the world. They are 
conscious that their words will reach far beyond 
the walls of the Assembly and v/ill be reported in 
the remotest parts of the land. They are conscious, 
too, that the eyes of Europe are upon them and that 
posterity will look back upon them with admiration 
or scorn. The subjects which they are discussing 
are vital to themselves and to France. Furthermore, 
they are individuals in their ov/n right. There are 
no party loyalties, no party whips to control voting, 
and so any individual orator may sway the balance on 
one of these important issues at stake. Thus the - 
deputies of the Constituent Assembly had every reas- 
on to bring their eloquence to perfection. Moreover, 
they had that consciousness of literary style which
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is so F r e n c h , A n d  so, indeed, they did take 
great %)ains in the preps.ration and polishing of 
their speeches. Most of them were totally inex
perienced in this particular field of oratory, 
and it took them a long time to disengage them
selves from the written word and debate in the 
true sense.

The oratorical background of these 
writers was that which we have described in Chapter 
I. But two particular cultural influences, visible 
in the moulding of their oratory, should be men-

• V. 'taVc'/'CTE; beC'.&Qe
tioned - namely their classical education and their

. Î. loK? :f :
reading of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, For most of them, 
and certainly those who had been educated by the 
Jesuits, rhetoric would have been an essential ele- 
ment of their school syllabus and they would have 
been taught to model their v/riting on that of the 
orators of Antiquity. This accounts for several

(1) Michelet refers to this own people as "... cette 
nation, sensible entre toutes, au génie de la 
parole." MICHELET: "Histoire de la Révolution
Française," Vol. I, p. 168.
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features in their speeches. One is immediately 
struck, for 'example, by the Latinate quality of 
their periods: long, complex and well-balanced.
But not everyone is a Cicero, and the imitation 
of poor classical models made some of the Revolution
ary speeches heavy and tedious. Forgetting that 
what they were writing was destined to be spoken, 
the less expert loaded their compositions with 
various stylistic devices, which must have sounded 
rather artificial when declaimed in a noisy Assembly. 
But empty rhetoric diminished as the speakers became 
more practised, and the oratory of ̂ the best of them . 
is quite powerful. Something of this power is owed
to their classical antecedents. The examples of the
Athenian and Roman senates were ever at the forefront
of their minds, as is clear from the numerous allus
ions to events of Greek and Roman antiqjiity and 
from the use of Greek and Roman terms.-

But most of these orators had also steeped 
themselves in the writings of their own time, and 
most particularly in those of Rousseau. In conse
quence, their oratory has, from a stylistic point of
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view, a strong Rousseauistic flavour. As we have 
already said,sentimentalism was rife, and this 
finds expression in gushing periods full of peri
phrases and fervent invocations to abstract concepts 
such as truth, reason, brotherhood, love, heroism, 
humanity, equality. With some of the more profound 
orators, this results in an impression of sincerity, 
but with others in a shallow and unimposing emotion
alism.

Thus it was that the orators of the Con
stituent Assembly followed in the classical traditions 
.of their fathers and imitated the literature of their 
own day, with the result that, in some ways, their 
oratory lacked the originality that one might have 
expected. For the most part, they used the language 
as it then stood and kept it pure. The revolt 
against the political and social systems did not 
seriously affect language until decades later. It 
was left to Hugo to lead the Revolution in that 
sphere: ”J*ai dit aux mots: Soyez répAubliquei

(1) Chapter II, p.
(2) HUGO: Contemplations, I:Réponse à un Acte 
à'Accusât ion.
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We shall see, however, that the orators of the Con
stituent Assembly did make some modifications to 
the prose style current in their age, and the reason 
for this was that they were men of action as well as 
orators, and, although conscious of style, were more 
concerned to carry over an opinion than win the 
praises of the literary salons.

V/hat it is interesting to note, however, 
is that the majority of speakers, in order to per
suade, used abstract arguments. Indeed, they were 
idealistic almost to a man, metaphysicians used to 
discussing matters in abstract terms. And, even in 
this situation, where the want of bread was the most 
urgent problem, the speeches of the deputies were 
concerned with idealogical rights and principles and 
were amazingly lacking in factual details and precise 
information. Taine is most scornful: "Point de faits 
probants, ni d'argijments précis... De discours en 
discours, les enfilades d'abstractions creuses se 
prolongent et se renouvellent à' 1* infini. :...

(l) TAINE: La Revolution, I, p. loi.
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But this tendency did diminish and the harsh facts 
of the situation pressed themselves upon the depu
ties’ attention. Mirabeau also helped, on several 
occasions, to bring a debate down to a practical 
level.

The manner of expounding these principles 
and theories was very emphatic and declamatory.
Indeed, on first reading, the speeches seem to be 
full of pretentious and empty rhetoric. But the 
orators can be partly excused, for in reality the 
circumstances were to a great extent responsible for 
this. An argument on some political or social prin
ciple could hardly be conveyed to such a large and 
uncontrolled Assembly in the same way in which Mon
tesquieu might have explained it. Emphatic repe
titions and enumerations would help to make some im
pact, if the orator's lungs were strong. In view 
of this state of affairs, it is surprising that this 
oratory is also pedantic - indeed, Robespierre's 
pedantry contributed greatly to his success - and 
there is much of the rather precious language and 
artificial refinement of expression of the literary
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academies, though it is necessarily less effeminate 
and there is none of the frivolity which character
izes some Eighteenth Century works.

II: The Major Orators.

These are the most obvious qualities snd 
defects of the eloquence of the Constituent Assem
bly. Each orator fits somewhere into this general 
picture, but each one is interesting in his own 
right, since he represents one of the many aspects 
of the Revolution.

Out of the thousand.,or so of the deputies 
there were, of course, only a handful who excelled 
by their eloquence. There were others who attract
ed attention by the frequency of their appearances 
in the tribune, or by their detailed knowledge of a 
subject, or by the superiority of their reasoning - 
but these did not necessarily produce the best ora
tory. The best was undoubtedly that of Mirabeau.

!
It was by his rhetorical powers, rather than by his 
actual opinions or any other kind of ascendancy,
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that he was able to influence the decisions of the 
Assembly, and his impassioned eloquence did have a 
material effect upon a number of issues. Other ora
tors there were who sv/ayed the Assembly on more than 
one occasion, but none had the powers of persuasion 
that Mirabeau possessed. During several critical 
debates, Mirabeau utterly subjugated the minds of 
the deputies to his own imperious will by the brill
iance of his repartee, by the vividness of his des
criptions and the vigour of his invective. The 
force of this eloquence could not be matched by any 
other. After one particularly successful extempore 
s p e e c h , t h e  Genevan Dumon(^^rote: "Depuis ce 
jour, Mirabeau fut considéré comme un être unique; 
il n*eut plus de rival; il y avait d*autres orateurs, 
lui seul était é l o q u e n t 3) is therefore
Mirabeau*s oratory which deserves the closest atten
tion from a literary point of view, and so we

(1) 26 September, 1789. The speech supported _ 
Necker* 8 propo^sal for a further loan. See Chapter VI,
p. 1 OvoLptir Ü, . rhsn.
(2) See Chapter vl, p. 361 ŝ .
3) DUMONT: "Souvenirs sur Mirabeau," p. II9.i
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propose to concentrate our researches upon his 
speeches. As it happens he was also one of the most 
interesting of the personalities of the Constituent 
Assembly, and, since he contributed to almost every 
debate, his speeches very nearly tell the history of 
that Assembly.

But, in order to have a more complete pic
ture of the debates of the Constituent Assembly, we 
must review the work of some of the other eloquent 
speakers. Just over a dozen deserve mention: from 
Extreme Right to Extreme Left, they are D'Espréménil, 
the Abbé Maury, Cazalës, Montlosier, Malouet, 
Clermont-Tonnerre, Lally-Tollendal, Mounier, Le

i-

Chapelier, Thouret, Rabaut de Saint-Étienne, the 
Abbé Grégoire, Barnave, Duport, Pétion de Villeneuve, 
and Robespierre. Three of these - Maury, Cazales, 
and Barnave - deserve special attention. The rest 
may be dismissed in a few words.

D*Espréménil (1746-1794) had already es
tablished a reputation for himself by his speeches 
in the Parlement of Paris, Then, in the Constituent 
Assembly, hê  made some vigorous protests against
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»judicial reform and the abolition of the Parlements, 
but his oratory was legalistic and rather too formal 
and precise.

Montlosier' (1755-1838) should be mentioned 
if only for his famous apostrophe during the debate 
on the confiscation of Church property. Referring 
to the Bishops, he said: "Vous voulez les chasser
de leurs palais; eh bien! ils se réfugieront dans 
la cabane du pauvre qu* ils ont souvent nourri et 
consolé. Vous voulez leur arracher leur croix d* or ; 
eh bien! ils prendront une croix de bois, et c*est 
une croix de bois qui a sauvé^ le monde!" This 
silenced the entire Assembly for several minutes. 
Montlosier*s was a natural eloquence, seen more in 
his brusque and frank apostrophes than in his longer 
harangues which were over-elaborate and rather con
fused.

Malouet (1740-1814), one-time Naval Admin
istrator at Toulon, was one of the few deputies with 
any practical administrative experience. This, 
coupled with his sound judgment, gave his some 
ascendancy in the Assembly. He was fearless in his
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support of the two-chamber system, the Royal Veto, 
and other unpopular concepts and continued to make 
frequent and lengthy speeches until the end of the 
Constituent Assembly. His sound, logical reasoning 
was listened to with some respect, and his probity 
and sincerity were recognised; but he rarely ma,de 
any real impact, since his speeches were colourless 
and almost entirely lacking in warmth.

Clermont-Tonnerre (l747--79 )̂ was the best 
orator of the Centre-Right and was twice elected 
President in the early months of the Assembly. But, 
although at the beginning he was a fine, polished 
speaker with an attractive warmth and ardour, his 
opinions, and particularly a speech in favour of an 
absolute Royal Veto, made him unpopular and this in 
turn made him lose all self-confidence, and thus 
his eloquence suffered a decline.

It was Lally-Tollendal (175I-I830) who 
most quickly gained a high reputation as an orator. 
He^had already had some experience, for he had spent 
his youth trying to re-establish the memory of his 
father who Had'been unjustly accused and executed
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and he had also listened to practised speakers in 
England. He had some notable success in the early 
months, particularly on ly July 1789, when his 
speech to the populace from the Hotel de Ville in 
Paris virtually made Bailly Mayor of Paris and La
fayette the Commandant-General of the National Guard. 
Indeed, his highly-coloured and abundant eloquence, 
his passionate and emphatic use of everyday ex
pressions made him popular with the Assembly and, in 
particular, v/ith the mob. He also used his handker
chief to effect, and was successful.in drawing tears 
from his audiences. His best speech in the Assembly 
was one in support of the bi-cameral system on 19 
August 1789, but this brought him out of the general 
favour and, disillusioned, he resigned his seat the 
following November.

Mounier (1758-I806) arrived at Versailles 
with a well-established reputation, since he had 
led the avant-garde Revolutionary movement in Dauphine^. 
Thus he was several times elected President of the 
Assembly and it was he who proposed the Tennis Court 
Oath, But the Revolution deviated from the peaceful
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paths v/hich Mounier had imagined for it and he came 
to regret the part he had played. He was not a 
great orator: the ardour and lucidity which he had 
shov/n in the provinces had weakened. But something 
of his vigour remained, for Biausat described him 
as "précis comme un professeur de mathématiques, et 
énergique comme un censeur qui parle par sentences."(^) 

Le Chapelier (1754-1794) was one of the 
most fluent speakers of the Constituent Assembly,
In his native Rennes he had earned a reputation as . 
a talented lawyer and as a beau.- His patriotic views 
coincided with those of many deputies in the Con
stituent Assembly, and from the beginning he was- one 
of the most-popular and powerful orators, soon being 
elected to the presidency. Frequently improvising, 
he propounded his opinions energetically and with 
great success. His eloquence reached its height in 
a speech against the Rennes Parlement : the very sin
cerity of his 'indignation gave force to his words.
Unfortunately,.his libertine life sapped his strength

- —  r; :
(1) GAULTIER-BIAUZAT: "Vie et Correspondence,"
Vol.II, p. 33.̂ - * ^
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and his oratory suffered a decline, becoming diffuse 
and languid, until it was entirely eclipsed by the 
learned speeches of Thouret.

Thouret (1748-1794) was also a lawyer -
- iindeed, he was the glory of the Rouen bar. He had a 

fine mind and considerable learning, and had the un
usual ability to expound complicated subjects not 
only methodically but interestingly and with warmth 
and f e e l i n g I t  was this that gave him success.
His most important speeches were those on the confis-
cation of Church property and the jury system,

v'u!  ̂ ' Hr"'"' - -The Protestant pastor from ITimes, Rabaut
de Saint-Étienne (1743-1793) > came to the Assembly

V  .i.

with something of a reputation as an orator. Frank 
and open in look and speech, he convinced his 
listeners by his solid arguments and calm judgment
rather than by his actual expression, which was
ILL \ 1 ■.. . r r u ' . ■ ''.-:o 1 ^ .

somewhat uninteresting. His greatest success was
that of persuading the Assembly to adopt the prin-
ciple of freedom of worship.

S... - : . %  - i': i; . r - h
The Abbe Grégoire (175Ô-I831) was a dis-

ciple of Rousseau and a republican with a great love
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for liuioanity. His oratory was rather vigorous and 
emphatic, and it won hearts by its spontaneous 
warmth and passionate sincerity.

Also on the Left was Duport (1759-1798), 
the founder of the Breton Club. He was a large- 
hearted, genial man, bright-eyed and alert - and he 
was a brilliant talker. But, although his speeches 
had much depth and originality, their style was 
prolix and rather involved, and they failed to have 
their full effect.

Pet ion de Villeneuve (1753-1793) was more 
conspicuous in the Convention than in the Constitu
ent Assembly. In the latter he fought persistently 
for the full implementation of the letter of the 
Declaration of the Rights of Man, and opposed Mira
beau on several issues. He had a good voice and the 
ability to improvise, but this did not make him a 
great orator, for he had no particular strength of 
expression or thought.

Robespierre (1759-1794) belongs also to the 
Convention, of course. The unsuspecting Constituent
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Assembly laughed at this awkv/^rd provincial and his 
schoolboy rhetoric. But his hour had not yet
come

v) ue . -
aifitre::-:. Tron zuat of the Hei" \ t «/
era "ore / - mon!;ivne:., and iü %rthy of :
(loT.allc-d 3,udy. "-..uTy solic r;;ys tr._ Lt-.:
equlp:.v;u vf ..h? Rc%^olUvionaiy Bern
at Val.'céô':' ir> oX poor , he had uade
his way to Püi'ifcj aidi by dint of Ability and
DitX ou had become a focsUio^able pre&oher^ Ei&
^Eloge bo yenelon^ of 17?1 had given nl:-:; eataance 
to tne 4cc-dcmy, eud the follow:.r.y y%ar his panegyric 
of Si%int Loui? r . > notable sucooos., being pbEtiaed 
by ta& great Tolt&lre hlmeellh In the Lent of 1781
Le vV.;iè oho^en vC ;?retwb: ou Court, gmd the Zing*s
..oiî ieu. a , i erwardu : o t Icuoage 1 a I 1  ̂abbé Maury
noua Oil peu parXi he leliy-for, 11 noua aumit
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Let us now go on to consider the three 
orators whom we have selected for closer attention.

Ill : The Abbé Maury.

The oratory of the Abbé Maury was in a 
different category from that of the Revolutionary 
orators so far mentioned, and is worthy of more 
detailed study. Maury was in some ways the best 
equipped of all the Revolutionary orators. Born 
at Valreas in Vaucluse of poor stock, he had made 
his way to Paris, and by dint of ability and am
bition had become a fashionable preacher. His 
"Eloge de Fenelon" of 1771 had given him entrance 
to the Academy, and the following year his panegyric 
of Saint Louis was a notable success, being praised 
by the great Voltaire himself. In the Lent of 178I 
he was chosen to preach at Court, and the King's 
comment afterwards: "O'est dommage! si l'abbé Maury
nous avait un peu parlé de religion, il nous aurait
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parlé de t o u t ! g i v e s  us the key to the character 
and outlook of this worldly-minded priest. He had 
fostered all the qualities likely to make him accept
able in society, and enjoyed considerable vogue in 
the "salons" even during the early years of the Revo
lution. He was possessed of a very nimble wit, which 
by no means diminished his enormous self-conceit.
When asked by Regnaut de Saint-Jean d'Angely how much 
value he set upon himself, he promptly replied: "Très 
peu quand je me considère, mais beaucoup quand je me 
compare.

But the Abbé Maury was more than a popular 
preacher and idol of the "salons." He was a man of 
letters, and in 1785 he attained one of his life's am
bitions by succeeding to Lefranc de Pompignan's seat 
in the Academy. Also to his credit was a lengthy work 
entitled: "Essai sur 1'Eloquence de la Chaire."(3) 
Although this was nominally intended for preachers, 
practically speaking the words "de la Chaire" might

(1) See: DU BLED: "Les Causeurs de la Revolution 
Française," p.76.
(2) See: DU BLED: Op. cit., p. 86.
(3) The final edition was not published until I8IO.
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have been omitted from the title, since Maury's con
cept of oratory is academic and classical rather than 
religious.

Such a background might indeed lead us to 
expect something of Maury in the Constituent Assembly, 
Oratory, and particularly good oratory, could have 
been a formidable weapon in that gathering of inex
perienced and somewhat gullible men. Maury was one 
of the few who was at all used to the skilful of that 
weapon. To what end did he use it?

It is fairly clear that he was actuated 
mainly by personal considerations - namely the reten
tion of an annual twenty thousand livres. Indeed, he 
is reported to have said: "Je périrai dans la Révo
lution ou, en la combattant, je gagnerai le Chapeau 
de c a r d i n a l . Certainly he had no prede^termined 
plan of action. His speeches do not reveal that he 
had any constructive political system to put before 
the Assembly, and the link between them is unsubstan
tial. He lived from day to day, frequently in danger 
of his life, acting as the occasion demanded. But,

(1) See: AULARD: "Les Orateurs de 1'Assemblée Con
stituante," p. 221.
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for all this lack of a positive system, it must not 
be imagined that Maury failed to make an impact upon 
the Assembly. He spoke frequently and vigorously, 
obliging the Assembly to hear his view on every major 
issue. His burthen was one of protest - protest 
against the Revolution. He set himself against any 
profound social reform, and strongly opposed the de
crees of 4 August 1789. Naturally he attacked the 
proposal that the state should take over the Church's 
wealth, and, later, the Civil Constitution of the 
Clergy. He upheld the King's power of absolute veto, 
and protested against any attempt to diminish his 
authority. He considered that the Left-wing of the 
Assembly contained a number of speculators and was 
not truly representative of the people. Such are 
the outlines of Maury's political opinions - or, to 
be more precise, the opinions to which he gave his 
allegiance. Whether he actually held these opinions 
very fervently is another matter.

There is little point in tracing Maury's 
career in the Constituent Assembly, since it would
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be merely to repeat the history of the Assembly itself. 
Furthermore, there is no perceptible development in 
Maury's thought, as there is with some of the orators.

Far more interesting, for its own sake, is 
Maury's oratory. Indeed, he was the only one of the 
Revolutionary orators for whom eloquence was an end in 
itself. "II rêva de figurer un jour dans les traités 
de rhétorique, comme le créateur du genre délibératif 
dans le royaume de France," says Aulard.^^^ We know 
how he set about this task, for he confided his meth
ods to Montlosier: he prepared his speeches carefully, 
but, unlike most of the deputies, he did not simply 
read them out to the Assembly. He tore up his manu
script, and came empty-handed to the Chamber. He then 
recreated his speech, bearing in mind the chain of 
ideas he had worked out, rather than the actual words.

(1) AULARD: "Les Orateurs de 1'Assemblée Constituente," 
p. 220.
(2) MONTLOSIER: "Mémoires," Vol. II, pp. 234-5. This 
process may remind us, somewhat anachronistically, of 
the fate of the manuscript of the first volume of 
Carlyle's history of the French Revolution (it was acci
dentally burnt by John Stuart Mill's housemaid), and 
his subsequent rewriting of it, "direct and flamingly 
from the heart."
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Maury confirms Montlosier's account, by a note insert
ed at the beginning of one of his published speeches:
"Je n'écris jamais aucune de mes opinions; et, toutes 
les fois que je monte à la tribune, je me livre à 
1'inspiration du moment

But Maury's speeches were not all thought 
out beforehand. He was almost the only ora.tor who 
dared to improvise. In this too he proved highly 
successful. More than once he entered the tribune 
quite unprepared, and gained a triumph. On 22 March 
1791, during a debate on the regency, he asked for 
six or seven minutes in which to collect some notes 
from his house, and after those few minutes he re
turned to the Assembly and took it by s t o r m . H i s  

memory was formidable. According to his own account, 
his custom was to dictate his speeches from memory a 
day or so after d e l i v e r y . ^3) But, despite his assur
ances that his published text is a faithful repro-

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," IX, p. 424, col. 1. Note.
(2) "Archives Parlementaires," XXIV, p. 266, sq; 
"Moniteur" of 23 March 1791* See AULARD: Op. Cit., 
p. 232.
(3) "Archives Parlementaires," IX, p. 424, col. 1.
Note 2.
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duction of what he said in the Assembly, there is 
much room for doubt. Many speeches were rewritten 
years later in Italy, and contain what he ought to 
have said father than what he actually said. This 
discrepancy is confirmed by the very considerable 
differences between the version of Maury's speech 
on the Civil Constitution of the Clergy given by the 
"Moniteur",(l) and that published by Maury himself.

Maury was the right build for oratory in 
the Constituent Assembly. He was tall and athletic, 
and possessed of considerable physical force, which 
he did not hesitate to put to use. Montlosier re
counts the following anecdote: "Un membre du côté
gauche veut se placer à ses côtés et parler à sa 
place; l'abbé le prend par l'épaule, lui fait faire 
deux pirouettes et rouler dans la salle; un huissier 
vient le ramasser: j'ai eu l'idée que c'était le duc 
de La Rochefoucauld. Un autre se présente, il en 
fait autant, A la fin, cependant, voilà tout le côté

(1) Vol. VI, p. 429, No. 333, 29 November 179O.
(2) "Archives Parlementaires," XXI, p. 8I-95.
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gauche qui s*émeut, et parait vouloir s'avancer vers 
lui; Maury entre en fureur, saisit la tribune comme 
pour la lancer. J'entendis la tribune craquer; elle 
se trouva retenue par deux forts tenons de fer, sans 
quoi elle allait voler en éclats. Le président 
appelle les huissiers au secours de la tribune; les 
membres se placent sur leur siège."(l) To an. impos
ing figure was added a stentorian voice, much develop
ed by frequent speaking. Indeed, Maury and Mirabeau 
were the only two speakers vocally equipped to domin
ate the Assembly when it became uproarious. Lacrâ
telle further describes his delivery: "... une
prononciation rapide, ferme et habilement accentuée.

The Abbé Maury's major characteristic as 
an orator was his tenacity. He forced the Assembly 
to listen to his views on every major topic, speaking 
as often as thirteen times in one week! His extra- 
ordina^ry facility, his erudition, and his apparent

(1) MONTLOSIER: "Mémoires," Vol. II, p. 128. See
also "Le Monteur," 6 November 1790.
(2) See LACROIX: "L'Eloquence en France depuis I789",
Vol. I, p. 117.
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familiarity with the most diverse subjects gave him 
great advantage. Technical details were generally 
considered to be unworthy of the great art of 
rhetoric, and this resulted in a tendency to vague
ness and superficiality. Only very occasionally 
was the subject-matter of a speech seriously touched 
upon. (One such example is the speech on finance of 
28 September 1790). But the flow of words continued 
to impress. For Maury's chain of thought is gener
ally clear and solid, his argument is treated imag
inatively and vigorously and, above all, is continu
ally made to progress forward to its climax. To 
ai^certain extent he retained the habits of preacher 
and academician, though his speeches were less like 
sermons than those of other orators, because he had 
developed the ability to debate. Indeed, much of 
his strength lay in his great power of repartee, and 
his use of apt quotation: his witty retorts provoked 
both mirth and indignation. One such sally must 
have infuriated his great opponent, Mirabeau. The 
latter had been claiming the right to despoil the 
Church in order to restore it to its pristine purity.
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In reply Maury calmly remarked: "Nous pourrions peut-
être observer qu'il est des hommes qui ont perdu le 
droit de louer publiquement la vertu et dé s'ériger 
en censeurs du vice.. . . Maury's attitude was, in 
fact, extremely provocative and often down-right rude.
He intentionally incited his audience to interrupt

i
him so that he could crush them with his jinsulting 
witticisms; or he stirred up tumults in the Assembly, 
so that he might appear to be victimised. His ene
mies became aware of this, and, on one important oc
casion, during his speech on the Civil Constitution 
of the Clergy, sat obstinately and unusually silent, 
much to Maury's discomfort. But, for all that, he 
remained a dangerous enemy, draping even commonplace 
notions in powerful, expressive language.

Nevertheless, despite facility and a ready 
wit, something was lacking in Maury's oratory. His 
aggressiveness, for all its vigour was somehow void. 
Lacratelle seems partly to have divined what is 
missing: "... il (Maury) semblait plus occupé du
plaisir d'humilier ses ennemis que du désir de les

(l) See bu BLED: "Les Causeurs de la Révolution 
Française," p. 88.
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vaincre. II n'avait point cet accent de persuasion 
intime qui .... remue les entrailles des auditeurs."(l) 
In a similar strain, Lamartine notes: "Une seule
chose manquait à l'abbé Maury: l'autorité morale de 
sa p a r o l e . In fact, Maury seems to have lacked 
what is essential to true oratory - conviction. He 
was a rhetor rather than an orator. And this is per
haps best demonstrated by the impact of his multiple 
speeches. They certainly troubled his enemies - but 
that is a negative aspect. As to positive result, 
they were rather ineffectual: to some extent they 
may have avenged the privileged orders and soothed 
their indignation, but they did not rally them into 
any united opposition to the revolutionaries.

A closer look at one of Maury's important 
speeches will perhaps serve to illustrate the quali
ties and defects which we have noted in his oratory 
as a whole. His speech of 30 October 1789, in which 
he rejects the proposal that the nation should take

(1) See: LACROIX: "L'Eloquence en France depuis 1789," 
Vol. I, p. 117.(2) LAMARTINE: "Histoire des Girondins," \/of. 1 , p.U-3> •
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over the wealth of the Church is characteristic.
After a pompous introduction, Maury pays most of his 
attention to Thouret*s speech of 23 October, attempt
ing to refute the latter»s very close argument, first 
with his own rather specious logic, and then with 
appeals to sentiment. He next turns to Mirabeau's 
s p e e c h , a n d  concludes with a highly insulting 
peroration.

Maury's speech begins rather pompously.
He immediately declared his purpose: "Je viens réfuter 
les objections qu'on a opposées à nos principes.
But he goes on to explain that the task is distaste
ful to him and that only a very strong sense of duty 
impels him. This intrusion of the speaker's personal 
feelings is no doubt designed to demonstrate his sin
cerity - and, in this case, to emphasise the import
ance of a question which Maury feels bound to treat 
in spite of a strong disinclination to do so. Maury 
further stresses this disinclination by envisaging 
himself as entering the lists. He protracts this

(1) See Chapter . p.2.2‘1'^0 •
(2) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 610, col. 1.



121.

CHAPTER III; Maury.

image quite effectively for a moment: "Je me vois 
environné..." But, he declares somewhat histrionic
ally, he is upheld by his vision of Europe and the 
future: ".... au delà de cette enceinte ....
j'aperçois la France, l'Europe et la postérité...," 
and here he adds with meaningful emphasis, stressed 
by the repetition: "qui jugeront vos jugements."
Next comes an admission: Maury realizes his disad
vantage in pleading a provincial cause in the capital. 
The rather curt way in which this is said and the 
sharp antithesis of "capitale" and "provinces" sug
gests perhaps a hint of irony here. Maury concludes 
this bombastic exordium by stating his intention to 
concentrate on Thouret's argument which has received 
the greatest favour.

So the argumentative section of Maury's 
speech begins. But since Thouret's was such a closely- 
reasoned piece of logic, which Maury appears unable to 
refute by the same means, there is need to hedge.
This, however, he does quite convincingly, accusing 
Thouret of being metaphysical: "Où en serait la 
société, s'il ne fallait consulter que toutes ces
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idées chimériques et gigantesques de la métaphysique?” 
The emptiness of such metaphysics is well depicted by 
the lengthy adjectives and the repetition of the suf
fixes ”ique” and "esques." A further question fol
lows, introduced by the same formula, but there is a 
progression: the substance of Thouret*s metaphysics 
is now criticised: "où en serions-nous, s'il fallait 
croire à une mort violente sans homicide, et à une 
expropriation sans envahissement?" The antitheses* 
again point in a vivid manner to the underlying irony. 
Flattering references to Thouret's legal ability only 
serve to heighten the irony. "Ce jurisconsulte ad- ' 
mirable a dû se méfier des conséquences raisonnées 
qu'il a tiréea d'un principe peu raisonnable." This 
is almost insulting, but Maury is obliged to belittle 
the orator himself, since he feels his inability to 
destroy his logic in logical terms.

Finally, however, Maury does reach his argu
ment proper.' "“Again he announces his intention - and 
this with a felicitous metaphor: "je vais esquisser 
sa généalogie" (that of word "fondations"). First of 
all, in ancient Rome, "des publicist es obligeants"
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(note the euphemism]) "voulurent soutenir que tous 
les biens des Romains appartenaient à César." A 
Sharp reply is given to this: "ce principe destructeur 
du genre humain fut rejeté avec horreur". Next comes 
the case of Chancellor Duprat: he had reproduced and 
applied this same system to the clergy and then to all 
property. This is answered by a similar categorical 
retort: "ce système fut réprouvé de toute la France." 
Then"Monsieur de Paulmy le reproduisit encore." (The 
reiteration of the verb "reprod^ù^e" stresses the 
categorical assumption that all these examples pro
ceed from the same principle. ’ The response to this 
last example varies from the preceding ones: "Louis 
XV le proscrivit et l'appela un système de Machiavel." 
Effective personification follows: "Il vint alors se 
réfugier dans 1'Encyclopédie." It was from these 
that both Thouret and Mirabeau had taken it. (The 
manner in which Maury recounts these historical anec
dotes well exemplifies his tendency to interpret 
facts as it suits his purpose or even to invent in
formation and state it as true.)

Maury draws a happy consequence from his



124-

c h a p t e r  III: Maury.

point about the Encyclopaedia: "Ainsi je puis éviter 
ici toute personnalité, et j * aime mieux répondre à 
un paragraphe de 1 'Encyclopédie qu*à M. Thouret,"
But this almost conciliatory attitude is deceptive, 
for Maury immediately proceeds to launch into an at
tack on Thouret's motion. First, he criticises 
Thouret for not having actually established who was 
the true owner of the Church's wealth. He taunts 
him for evading the issue, for cowardice: "M. Thouret 
ne se décide pas, il élude le mot; il évite une dis
cussion périlleuse." Then, in more technical terms, 
he interprets Thouret*s proposal: "c'est une prise 
de possession .... sans aucun prétexte d'investiture."

Maury's objection to this proposal takes the 
form of a categorical statement: "La loi nous autorise 
depuis quatorze cents ans à posséder et à acquérir des 
biens..." It is a favourite rhetorical device, and 
occurs more than once in this speech. The argument on 
this point is concluded by a short and peremptory 
rhetorical question. The nation wants to invade these 
possessions: "OÙ sont ses titres?"

Maury then proceeds to his second objection 
to Thouret's argument. Thouret makes a distinction
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between individuals and corporations. Maury refutes 
this sharply: "c'est une subtilité", and goes on to 
explain at greater length that property could not 
exist before the law. He is not afraid to bring 
Rousseau to his aid, and alludes to his definition of 
property: "le droit du premier occupant par le trav
ail". A vivid observation clinches his argument: 
"personne ne sème s'il n'a la certitude de recueillir."

Thirdly, Maury protests that the nation did 
not create the bodies. On the contrary: "elle a reçu 
les ministres dans son sein." To this again Maury 
adds a categorical statement: "nous possédions nos 
biens avant la conquête de Clovis." The point is a 
good one, for it throws a different light upon the 
subject, cleverly detracting from Thouret's solid 
argumentation, which Maury tries to stigma.tise as 
mere "métaphysique."

A series of leading and rhetorical questions

(l) Rousseau argues: "... accorder au besoin et au 
travail le droit de premier occupant, n'est-ce pas 
1'étendre aussi loin qu'il peut aller?" "Contrat 
Social," I, Chapter IX; "Du Domaine Reel,", p. II9.
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follows, by which Maury tries to prove that the clergy 
have been recognised by the laws, and by the nation. 
Finally he demands: "Pouvez-vous lui enlever des 
biens qu'il possédait avant que vous existassiez?
From a logical point of view this may be mere sophistry, 
but the idea of the Church existing before the state 
was valid, and constituted no mean challenge. ITo, 
declares the Abbé, the nation has no other right than 
the "droit du plus fort." And his audience, who were 
familiar with Rousseau and the English philosophers, 
knew that such a right was only exercised by primitive 
man, and that as a fact rather then a right. Maury 
was now addressing supposed civilized Frenchmen whose 
rights were ordered by law, and the question he puts 
to them, contrasting these two states of man, is load
ed with sarcasm: "les hostilités de la force seraient- 
elles donc des décrets de la loi?" It had been said 
that the nation had a right to destroy a body - but, 
retorts Maury, "pouvons-nous changer de religion?"
Had they received such power from the electorate?
Again Maury provides his own answer : "Nous sommes un

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 6lO, col. 2.
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pouvoir constituant, régénérateur, et non destructeur." 
There is no very definite logical link between these 
questions. Maury is amassing as great a variety as 
possible of objections. They reach their climax in 
an exclamation: "Malheur à une nation où les pro
priétaires n'auraient que ces patentes antérieures 
à la loi pour défendre leurs propriétés; en trois 
syllogismes on les envahirait." This final sally is 
most effective.

Maury then makes renewed reference to
Rousseau - this time as the author of "Emile" -
quoting the definition of property given to the boy.
He sums it up in a metaphor: "La propriété ... est un 
premier rempart pour le t r a v a i l . T h e  rest of this
passage has a strong Rousseauistic tinge, and in it
Maury draw^ an Idealistic and sentimental picture of 
the working man. First he exhorts the Assembly: 
"Interrogez 1'homme du peuple, lui que la philosophie 
devrait interroger plus souvent." He then imagines 
the reply: "il répondra que personne ne peut chasser

(1) See ROUSSEAU: Emile, II, p. 89-92.
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I'hornme qui est dans sa maison, et le cultivateur 
qui laboure‘son champ."

Maury then returns to the French clergy - 
if only to make another of his categorical but unsub
stantiated statements, namely that the clergy owned 
most of its wealth before Clovis - indeed, he goes a 
step further: "il serait peut-être facile de prouver 
qu'alors le clergé était beaucoup plus riche qu'il 
n'est aujourd'hui." The next phase in history brought 
law - and Church property, like other property, came 
under the safeguard of the law. It had been argued 
that Church possessions were subject to formalities. 
Maury dismisses this - it was true of all property - 
and demands: "s'ensuit-il que le corps législatif 
puisse envahir toutes les propriétés?" Throughout 
this argument Maury identifies Church property with 
property in general, in fact, he emphasizes the simi
larity: "nos propriétés ... comme les vôtres; for
malités qui portent sur nos biens comme sur les biens 
particuliers". It is perhaps surprising that he 
proffers no religious arguments - he could have said.
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for example, that endowments and the like had been 
given to God rather than to individual clergy or com
munities. Perhaps the Assembly would have jeered at 
such a suggestion. Besides, the Abbé was not very 
religious.

Maury's argument against Thouret has been 
marred by a certain amount of sophistry. Short appeals 
to sentiment have been inserted, but now there is a 
definite break. The appeal to reason ends, and Maury 
now tries to persuade by arousing the emotions of his 
audience. He begins by referring to the comparison 
that had been made between the strength of the nation 
and the enfeebled state of the clergy, and cleverly 
turns it to account: "Si vous êtes forts, c'est pour 
nous protéger..." He proceeds then to call to mind 
the great generosity of the Church in the past - it 
had paid the ransom for François I, and the debts of 
Charles IX. Has the Church been permitted to own for 
fourteen hundred years, only in order to be dis
possessed in one day? Maury comments on his own 
question in a picturesque, though scornful, way:
"Si cela était, il ne faudrait pas dire que nous
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sortons des forêts de la Germanie, mais il faudrait 
répondre aux auteurs de ces maximes anti-sociales 
qji'ils veulent nous y ramener." He adds insult 
upon insult: "La suppression des biens ecclésias
tiques ne peut être prononcée que par le despotisme 
en délire." This powerful, stinging taunt is fol
lowed up by some less ferocious, though none the 
less pointed irony: "Voudrait-on nous les prendre
comme des épaves, ou bien par droit de confiscation?"
The onslaught then moves on to its climax. Maury 
attacks the entire suggestion of taking over the 
Church's possessions as utterly immoral, and, with 
extremely powerful and telling effect quotes the 
words of Rhadamiste in Crébillon's play: "Ah! peut-on 
hériter de ceux qu'on assassine?"

After this outburst, the historical thread 
is picked up again, Maury elicits the Edict of 1749«^^^

(l) This edict was an attempt by Machault, the Contrôl- 
eur-General, to restrict donations to the Church and re
ligious foundations, and was motivated by a concern both 
for State revenues (since property passing into "mainmorte", 
i.e. into corporations that never 'died', robbed the State 
of death duties;) and for individuals (since it, was dele
terious to private persons, heirs of the donators). 
Henceforth such donations had to be sanctioned by "lettres 
patentes."
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By it, he argues the Church was not forbidden to acquire 
possessions, though it must have the King's consent. 
Before the l6th Century there had been no formalities, 
and even the edict of 1749 did not forbid the clergy 
to be property-owners. Maury then passes on to a more 
constructive side of the question. Improvements were 
being sought in agriculture, in the revenues of schools 
and hospitals. But what better cultivated land than 
that belonging to the clergy? He glances rapidly at 
the contrast - the capitalists will be the only ones 
to profit from the dispossession of the clergy. He 
immediately returns to the advantages of leaving 
things as they are, and invokes in a sentimental and 
provoking picture of the Church lands: "Comparez
les provinces où l'Eglise possède des biens, vous 
verrez qu'elles sont les plus riches; comparez celles 
où les ecclésiastiques ont peu de propriétés, vous 
verrez que la terre s'ouvre à regret pour récompenser 
les bras languissants de ceux qui la cultivent sans 
amour,"(^)

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 611, col. 1.
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Maury next produces a rather lame reason, 
with which few of his listeners were likely to sym
pathise - the increase in prices would mean that 
religious communities would not be able to subsist 
without an income. He then cites a recent attempt 
which approached the idea of the dispossession of 
the Church. In I78O Necker had proposed a bill per
mitting hospitals to sell their possessions in re
turn for annual payment in corn or in money. Even 
this bill was more favourable than that of de Talley
rand - but, retorts Maury "Malgré tout, aucun 
hôpital n'a vendu, et les bons citoyens ont applaudi 
à leur zèle."

Maury then focuses his attention upon Mira
beau' 8 S p e e c h , w h i c h ,  as regards argument, he 
rightly saw to be less^dangerous than that of Thouret. 
But, for all that, Mirabeau v/as a formidable opponent. 
Maury first interprets Mirabeau's proposal as being 
that the Assembly should "consacrer le principe, sans 
s'occuper, des conséquences." He strikes at this by 
making a personal attack upon Mirabeau that is charged

(1 ) See Chapter )L ̂
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with irony: "Je m'honore d'avoir à combattre un tel 
adversaire" (Maury flattered himself that he was 
Mirabeau'8 equal as an orator); "mais je ne lui ré
pondrai que quand l'Assemblée nationale sera devenue 
une école de métaphysiciens." This is precisely the 
same criticism as that he lodged against Thouret,

Al
though in Mirabeau's case it was nearer the txhut.
Later, he refers to "son système, rempli de para
logismes." Maury argues, quite sensibly, that if, 
as Mirabeau said, the consequences are "funestes, 
dangereuses," the principle involved must be rejected. 
Replying to Mirabeau*s portrayal of ecclesiastical 
history, he denies that the clergy was ever salaried 
and that endowments were ever anything but private 
gifts to individual corporations. He concludes with 
a far-fetched and somewhat meaningless comparison: 
"Vous ne pouvez pas plus vous en emparer que le parle
ment d'Angleterre ne peut s'emparer de 1'électorat 
de Hanovre." Further, he refutes Mirabeau*s claim 
that no law ever authorised endowments, and refers

(1) See p. i2l -
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him to Charlemagne*s "Capitula."
Maury then varies his tone. He becomes 

slightly conciliatory, agreeing that defects must 
be remedied - but he at once points out: "pour 
remédier aux abus d'un corps, il n'est pas néces
saire de 1'étouffer" - an exact, though not origin
al, point. But, from there, he goes on to make a 
much more daring protest against the despoilment 
of the richer clergy: "Pourquoi dépouiller les 
curés qui ont plus de 1200 livres?" - daring, be
cause everyone was aware that Maury was personally 
concerned, and also because the immense riches of 
the higher clergy were one of the root causes of 
the trouble. Maury even ventures to describe the 
richer clergy as the distributors of their riches, 
as the helpers of the poor, or orphans, and tillers 
of the soil, in spite of the fact that this was so 
manifestly untrue.

Finally comes the peroration. Maury re
iterates that religion has never been paid for its 
services by the nation, that all endowments had been 
made by private persons, and not by the public. And
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now he becomes most animated, thrusting his insults 
at his hearers, and very naturally rousing, as he 
wished, a good deal of noisy opposition: "Le talent
de régénérer ne sera-t-il donc que l'art malheureux 
de détruire? Vous l'avez dit vous-mêmes avec amer
tume, vous êtes environnés de ruines, et vous voulez 
augmenter les décombres qui couvrent le sol où vous 
deviez bâtir. Tout est en fermentation dans le 
royaume, nos provinces sont assemblées.... Est-ce 
en faisant sans cesse des victimes que vous voulez 
opérer le bien public? Déjà vous êtes réduits à 
empêcher les citoyens de s'assembler.... Le plus 
terrible despotisme est celui qui prend le masque 
de la liberté." The sharp contrast which Maury thus 
tauntingly high-lighted between the great hopes of 
regeneration and the destruction which was actually 
taking place, between the concept of liberty and the 
fact of repressive measures, was certainly calculated 
to be galling to his audience. Thouret, who immedi
ately gave a short reply, probably represented faith
fully the general feelings of the Assembly, when he 
described this as "sa très-antipatriotique et très- 
pompeuse péroraison."
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IV: Cazalès.'

Jacques Antoine Marie de Cazalès had a 
natural gift for public-speaking, and was the one 
revolutionary orator to whom the Constituent As
sembly listened for the pleasure of hearing his elo
quence. Born in 1757 of a recently ennobled family, 
he had received but a scant intellectual training 
before he was sent into the army at the age of fif
teen. His youth seems to have been noisy and dissi- 
pated, but he took the trouble to study for himself, 
and was aided by a particularly retentive memory. 
Lazy, and always badly dressed, he was not likely to 
command much attention in the "salons;" besides, he 
preferred the life of the clubs. When the Revolu
tion began he was a captain of the dragoons, but 
then decided to try his hand at politics. He had 
some difficulty in getting himself elected to the 
States-General by the nobility, since he was not of

> V •  ̂ .

ancient lineage, and, moreover, his frank, independ
ent ways had gained him only envy and hatred; but 
finally he became deputy of the nobility for 
Rivière-Verdun.
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His political opinions were strongly marked 
by his study of Montesquieu and English history, and 
he was an admirer of the English system of parliament
ary government. He had a strong belief in history and
was conscious that France had fourteen centuries of
J;flory behind her. He saw the monarchy as intermediary 
between royal despotism and parliamentary government, 
and opposed all moves to reduce the prerogatives of 
the crown. He considered it necessary to keep the 
three orders separate in order to prevent unwise en
thusiasm. The role of the nobility was to guide the 
people, and that of the Clergy to act as a mediator 
between the nobility and the Third Estate, counter
balancing earthly concerns.

Cazalès immediately distinguished himself 
in the early debates of the nobility by his natural 
eloquence and the vigour with which he upheld his 
opinions. He had a hand in the decree of 23 May 
1789 by which the nobles renounced their financial 
privileges, but showed himself very hostile to the 
reunion of the three orders. He was naturally 
pained by the events of June and July 1789^ and re
fused to join the Third Estate in the Salle des
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Menus-Plaisirs. After the fall of the Bastille he 
attempted to emigrate: "On vit disparaître alors
et l'ardent Cazalès et le fougueux d'Esprèmesnil," 
reports the " M o n i t e u r " . He was captured by some 
youths, but quickly released. He returned to the 
Constituent Assembly "plus aigri que corrigé par ces 
témoignages d^1'animadversion g é n é r a l e . Feeling 
himself to be ill-equipped, he did not actually 
speak until 15 September 1789, but, from then onwards, 
he attempted to impress his unpalatable political 
ideas upon the Assembly, and soon gained confidence 
in his considerable oratorical powers. At first he 
was.distressed by the hostile interruptions of his 
audience, but he quickly learned to parry them with 
great effect. He had frequent verbal duels with 
Barnave, and this led to a real duel with pistols 
after the debate of 10 August 1790. Cazalès was 
slightly wounded, but a great friendship sprang up 
between the two, though the fierceness in debate 
continued.

1) No.' 29.
2) Ibid.
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Surprisingly enough Cazalès* other great 
rival was the Abbé Maury. They were both fighting 
for the same lost cause, but there was a gulf of 
difference between their personalities and their 
oratory. Cazalès was calm and had worked out some 
precise ideas on government. He was chivalrous and 
transparently honest, and these qualities succeeded 
in winning for him the respect of an Assembly which 
did not share his views.* Maury was quite the oppo
site. Violent and impetuous, he made only enemies 
in the Assembly. Moreover, he sensed the superior
ity of Cazalès* natural eloquence over his own 
rhetoric and was extremely jealous. He therefore 
treated the captain of dragoons as though he were 
his disciple, and on several occasions went up into 
the tribunal to congratulate him publicly over some 
particularly felicitous oratory. The rivalry 
between the two, the epigrams that they thrust at 
each other, provided food for the gossip columns of 
the day.

Cazalès delivered a number of important 
speeches on such major issues as the heredity of the
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crown, finance, the judiciary order, and the right of 
declaring war and peace.

To begin with he was too lazy to prepare his 
speeches, and improvised even in technical discussion. 
But the Due de Lévis recounts how he quickly saw that 
those who prepared themselves in advance had an ad
vantage over him in the tribune. He therefore wrote 
a speech, learned it by heart and attempted to recite 
it in the Assembly as though he were speaking im
promptu. This process was not successful, as Cazalès 
hasty mind kept producing fresh arguments and his re
hearsed speech became confused, and so he abandoned 
it. Instead, he began to practise before the Baron 
de Batz: having previously meditated upon a subject, 
divided it up and organised it, he spoke extempore, 
and subjected himself to interruption. In this way 
he gained considerable facility and finally was able 
to compose his speeches alone. He bore himself well 
in the Assembly, deriving from his military training 
a confidence which could not be taught in the "salons." 
He developed considerable powers of repartee, and ex
celled in interruption.
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Cazalès* eloquence had the enormous advant
age of appearing natural. True, he had recourse to 
l8th Century rhetoric, but to a far lesser degree 
than the other orators. But in general he exhibited 
a warmth a.nd vehemence, which v/ere all the more ap
preciated by the Assembly as they sprung from honest 
and sincere conviction. "On l*estima,it d*autant 
plus à gauche qu*on savait que ce n*était pas pour 
ce qu* il croyait utile, mais pour ce qu* il croyait 
juste qu* il combattait. His speeches were easily
understood, and their tone gentle and serious. His 
best effects were those drawn from appeals to the 
noble and elevated sentiments of the human spirit.
He was especially eloquent when speaking of the King, 
and made frequent reference to the scaffold of 
Charles I. Occasionally he sounded a prophetic 
note, as, for example, during the debate on the de
cree against refractory priests. There is a tinge 
of melancholy in some of his speeches, for he sensed 
that he was fighting for a lost cause, and suffered 
from this.

(l) See DU BLED: "Les Causeurs de la Révolution 
Française," p. 12.
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Unfortunately, Cazalès did not trouble to 
revise his speeches, or see to it that the journals 
published a correct version, with the result that 
little of what he said is extant/

Most of Cazalès* admirers agree that his 
best speech was that of 7 May 1790 on the judiciary 
order. He had already spoken on the subject, but 
Barnave had subsequently delivered a successful 
speech, in which he had maintained that the judici
ary power did not emanate from the executive power.' 
Cazalès now rose to refute this.

He begins by explaining that the very im
portance of the question, and of the decision to be 
reached, obliges him to address the Assembly once 
more: "les suites influeront à jamsâs sur la nature 
du gouvernement français ... et en changeront peut- 
être la f o r m e . Without further ado, he indi
cates what his own argument is to be, stressing its 
logicality by pointing out that,the problem should

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol.XV, p. 419, col. Ij
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be an easy one to solve in an Assembly "qui a reconnu 
que le gouvernement français est monarchique; qui a 
déclaré qu*entre les mains du roi réside le pouvoir 
exécutif suprême." He refers to his previous speech 
in which he had established that only two political 
powers C8J1 really exist in any society, namely the 
executive and legislative powers, and that every kind 
of political force is only an emanation from them.

He next refers to Barnave*s speech, com
menting in a delightfully frank and personal way 
upon his citation of Montesquieu as an authority: 
"Peut-être est-il extraordinaire que M. Barnave le 
cite, et que je ne m*y rende pas." But, he explains, 
"Je me rends à la vérité et à la raison." The sin
cerity is characteristic, for Cazalès only argued 
from conviction.- And on this occasion he was con
vinced that "il n*est pas un homme raisonnable et de 
bonne foi qui puisse reconnaître plus de deux pou
voirs." He proceeds to apostrophize Barnave himself, 
and asks him directly what is left for a third power 
when the sovereign has distributed the powers, and 
fixed the law and the means of executing it?
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Returning to his preferred philosopher, he 
explains that Montesquieu had long exercised the 
magistrature and had been misled by the spirit of 
his order and the confused state of the French "par
lements." In parenthesis he explains: "on pouvait 
seulement conclure que les parlements avaient réuni 
à une portion du pouvoir exécutif une portion dû . 
pouvoir administratif, et non pas qu*ils exerçaient 
un troisième pouvoir." The position in 1789 was 
different: judgment is only the material application 
of law, the act of ordering its execution. Therefore 
"les fonctions judiciares sont évidemment une partie 
du pouvoir exécutif." The logical conclusion of this 
is that the King, in whose hands is the executive 
power, must designate the judges.

As a postscript to this explanation 
Cazalès makes an assertion of an historical nature: 
"... depuis les temps héroïques, depuis le roi Persée 
jusqu*à nos jours, il n*y a pas un seul exemple que 
les rois n*aient pas institué leurs juges." This 
emphatic type of generalisation is a typical feature 
of the Revolutionary oratory. Cazalès persists in
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invoking the authority of history, using it as a 
measure for the present: "si 1*histoire s*élève pour 
soutenir des principes incontestables, par quelle 
étrange témérité nous, législateurs d*un jour, .... 
rejetterions-nous la leçon de Inexpérience?" Sus
taining the "school" imagery, he presents an import
ant maxim in question form: "Ignorons-nous que le 
passé est 1 * école du présent comme de 1*avenir? et 
ne craignons-nous pas que notre fol ouvrage ne 
s'écroule avec nous?"

Cazalès now turns to the end of Barnave*s 
speech. With fearless candour he describes it:
".... une vaine éloquence..., une répétition, en 
phrases plus ou moins sonores, des lieux commune 
qu'on a répétés de tous temps contre les ministres 
et contre tous les valets qui entourent le trône. 
Moreover, he continues, even if Barnave has painted 
courtiers in true colours (implying that he has not 
done so), his reasoning is weak. Furthermore, even 
if the argument were stronger, the result would be

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. XV, p. 419, col. 2,
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to give the King no power, since he would always share 
it with courtiers.

There follows a digression, in v/hich Cazalès 
shows in contrast the failings of popular rule and of 
republics. Here he uses that common rhetorical device 
of preterition, repeating six times: "Si je vous 
peignais..." He then recites a list of popular fac
tions, and then of men like Socrates, Lycurgus and 
Solon, who were sacrificed by the people; he refers 
to the Roman popular assemblies: "... si je vous mont
rais la place publique changée en un champ de bataille..." 
and concludes: "vous conviendrez qu'il y a des incon
vénients dans la gouvernement populaire." Cazalès 
hopes that this picture of the disorders of a great 
republic might influence the Assembly, and declares 
that this apparent digression is not foreign to his 
subject.

At this point Cazalès is interrupted, but 
he turns the interruption to good advantage, conced
ing that his digression was foreign to the subject, 
since they have indeed not come to select a form of 
government, the nation having already given its
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orders to strengthen the monarchic government that 
already exists. He then slips easily back to his 
main subject: "... il faut voir s'il n'est pas con
traire k l'essence de la monarô^hie de décider que le 
roi n'aura aucune influence sur l'admission des 
juges." He reminds the Assembly that many have looked 
up to the King as "le premier huissier du pouvoir 
judiciaire," and proceeds to attack those who, disre
garding history, custom, and the express wishes of 
the French people, profess to wish to divide the 
branches of the executive power, but are in fact des
troying its unity and efficiency. He then describes 
with short, vigorous antitheses the reaction of the 
nation : "... tous les bons Français se rallient 
autour de 1'autorité royale et ... repoussent cette 
liberté folle qui serait licence, cette autorité 
populaire qui serait anarchie." This picture leads 
him to exhort with energy and simple metaphors those 
whom he is attacking: ".... qu'ils dissipent cette
ivresse au sein de laquelle, abusant d'un peuple 
fatigué de vos Assemblées orageuses, on voudrait 
établir le pouvoir arbitraire...."
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This speech suffers frequent interruptions 
and Cazalès is obliged to repeat himself. But he is 
alert and makes swift and effective retorts. A good 
example occurs here. One deputy shouts; "II est 
bien étonnant qu'on ne veuille pas entendre l'oraison 
jTunèbre de tant d'oppresseurs." In a flash Cazalès 
replies: "Je crois que si je voulais répondre aux 
sarcasmes par lesquels on m'interrompt, il me serait 
facile de prouver que c'est'l'oraison funèbre de la 
monarchie...." He explains at length and with some 
emphatic repetition that these enemies want to es
tablish an arbitrary power v/hich will be more des
potic than any Eastern power and which will enslave 
France more than any other nation. He concludes 
this description: "Tel est cependant le terme in
évitable où vous conduisent ces prétendus amis de 
la liberté ... qui veulent rendre étranger k ce 
gouvernement le pouvoir judiciaire," And he goes 
on to describe the judiciary power as "ce lien sacré 
qui unit les rois et les peuples;" He then sounds 
a warning note: "... ce lien brisé, l'anéantissement
de l'autorité royale est nécessaire: cette autorité
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n*aurait pas assez de pouvoir pour punir des factieux 
qui ferait trembler les juges par les mêmes crimes 
que ces juges étaient destinés à punir.” And this 
prophetic note continues as he demands what the ene
mies of the royal prerogative .want: "Espèrent-ils . 
renverser le trône sur lequel^^les descendants de 
Clovis sont assis depuis quatorze siècles?” This 
vivid imagery is sustained as Cazalès foretells ; 
calamity and ruin: "Une portion considérable de la 
nation s*ensèvelirait sous ses débris, et vingt ans 
de crimes ne finiraient pas cette révolution dés
astreuse. " ‘ - .

Cazalès. demands furthermore what is to be 
feared from the royal prerogative, since the National 
Assembly has now recovered the right to assemble its 
representatives, and so he exhorts the deputies: 
"Repoussez donc loin de vous ces terreurs.,..; re
poussez donc ces faux principes .... que prêchent- 
des hommes - .... qui caressent 1*autorité populaire, 
et qui flattaient naguère 1*autorité royale qu'ils 
calomnient aujourd'hui." Cazalès becomes more urgent, 
more insistent, The question is one of common in-
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terest, and so he pleads: "Que tous les amis de la 
patrie se rallient devant cette sauvegarde!" His 
vision becomes brighter, his tone more hopeful: 
"L'autorité royale doit être aujourd'hui la divinité 
tutélaire de tous les Français, le fdnal de rallie
ment des bons citoyens." This is a stirring call 
to arms. The idea of the protecting dij^inity, al
though not original, is especially effective, since 
Cazalès so sincerely beliares in it, and the beacon- 
light is a forceful image, creating a picture of a 
monarchy which should be looked up to for guidance 
and which is worth fighting for. Finally, Cazalès 
calls upon the Assembly: "Réunissons-nous tous pour 
défendre cette autorité sacrée, et demandons que 
le roi choisisse parmi trois sujets qui lui seront 
présentés." This speech roused great enthusiasm 
and optimism, and some deputies, including Maury, 
threw themselves into the tribune and embraced its 
author.
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V: Barnave.

Barnave was the youngest of the great orat
ors of the Constituent Assembly. Born in Dauphiné 
in 1761 of Protestant parents, he was tutored at 
home, and later read for the bar. In 1728 he was 
called to the bar at the Grenoble "parlement," and 
the following year made a great reputation for him
self in the closing speech at the end of the summer 
terra. He spoke on the necessity of the division of 
powers in the body politic, following the ideas of 
Montesquieu, though not slavishly. In 1788, he 
wrote a pamphlet against feudalism, and in 1789 was 
elected deputy of the Third Estate for Dauphiné.

His political attitude in the Constituent
Assembly was that of the majority. A keen admirer3 le.
of Montesquieu, he wanted to preserve a constitu-

'  “ ■» Æ  '■  ̂ l à  '  ;

tional monarchy in France - indeed, a strong raon- 
archy was the key to his political thought, since 
it was a guarantee against an overpowerful aris- 
tocracy. But he considered that a complete reform 
of the social edifice was necessary, the old order 
to be replaced by a state of affairs'"such as existed'
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in England. He was suspicious of pure theory. He 
had a certain number of fixed principles, but he 
was ready to be enlightened by other men's ideas 
and experience.

A man of the utmost integrity and irre
proachable morals, Barnave quickly made his mark in 
the Constituent Assembly. He himself describes his 
position thus: ".... ami de Mounier, et remarqué, 
dès les premières séances des communes par quelque 
facilité dans l'expression, je fus bientôt plus ou 
moins rapproché de tous les hommes qui paraissaient 
devoir marquer dans le parti populaire; ma position 
personnelle, dans ces premiers moments, ne ressem
blait à celle d'aucun autre: trop jeune pour con
cevoir l'idée de diriger une assemblée aussi im
posante, cette situation faisait aussi la sécurité 
de tous ceux qui prétendaient à devenir chefs; nul 
ne voyait en moi un rival, et chacun pouvait y 
apercevoir un élève, ou un sectateur utile: car, 
déjà, je commençais à exercer, dans l'assemblée, 
un ascendant que Je devais surtout à la franchise 
et à la bonté de mes opinions..."(l) Barnave's
(l) BARNAVE: "Introduction à la Révolution Française." 
"Oeuvres," Vol. I, p. 100-1.



153.
CHAPTER III: Barnave.

considerable influence in the early days of the 
Revolution is seen in the fact that he was chosen 
as one of the Commissaries of the Third Estate who 
conducted negotiations with the other two orders; 
also in that his address to the King, read to the 
Assembly on 12 June I789, v/as preferred to that of 
Malouet. It was also early in the Revolution that 
he attached himself to Duport and the Lameth 
brothers, and the resulting friendship was strong 
and enduring. Barnave repulsed Mirabeau*s advances 
and became his determined enemy.

But Barnave was hasty of temperament, 
and on several occasions suffered much loss of 
favour by a heedless remark. The most famous example 
was his comment, provoked by Lally-Tollendal*s long 
and sentimental speech announcing the murders of 
Foulon and Berthier: "Le sang qui vient de se répandre 
était-il donc si pur *"(1) He spoke for the royal 
veto; but, although he was preoccupied with the 
issue of the bicameral system, himself favouring 
one chamber, he made no speech on the subject. A

(1) BARNAVE: "Oeuvres," Vol. I, p. I07.
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notable speech was that on the judiciary organisation 
on 6 May 1790. Ü  was imbued with Revolutionary 
principles, and added to Barnave*s great popularity, 
though it did not persuade the Assembly. Earlier, 
on 10 December 1789 he had opposed Mirabeau*s propos
al for a system of graduated elections in a bitter 
and acrimonious speech. But his greatest contest 
with Mirabeau was in May 1790 when he successfully 
opposed him in the debate on the right of declaring 
war and peace. Barnave again lost popularity when 
his opposition to the liberation of slaves suscitated 
violent attacks by Brissot, and he therefore absented 
himself from the Assembly for a while, thereby for
feiting much support. He never fully regained his 
popularity, though, until June 1791, was gener
ally called upon to round off debates and make the 
concluding speech.

It was then, in June 1791,that perhaps the 
best-known event of Barnave*s life occurred. He and 
Pétion were deputed by the Assembly to usher 
Louis XVI and Marie-Antoinette back from Varennes, 
and Barnave distinguished himself by his gentlemanly
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behaviour, though stories about an alleged corres
pondence with the Queen appear to be quite unfounded. 
After this incident Barnave honestly and openly 
championed the royal family, for he believed the work 
of the Revolution to be complete. He subsequently 
allied himself to Malouet, but the attempt to build 
a Centre-Conservative party proved fruitless. In 
company with three hundred other deputies, he left 
the Jacobin Club and formed the Feuillant Club. On 
15 July 1791 delivered a speech in the Assembly 
on the inviolability of the King and this was the 
speech which ultimately caused his downfall, and led 
to his eventual death under the guillotine in 1793* 
Unlike the other deputies, Barnave did not lose his 
vigour towards the end of the Constituent Assembly, 
when the Constitution was being finally revised.

Barnave was physically well-equipped for 
public speaking. Louis Blanc speaks of "une 
physionomie pleine de c h a r m e , a n d  he had a clear, 
pleasing voice, which, though not stentorian, he

(1) BLANC;LOUIS: "Histoire de la Révolution Française,"
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managed to make heard.
Barnave surprised the Assembly considerably 

when, young as he was, he rose to deliver his maiden 
speech on 14 June 1789 without the aid of notes, and 
yet v/ith complete correctness. Indeed, this superior
ity aroused much envy, and Barnave was nicknamed Bar- 
nave-Narcisse. But the facility was deceptive. Bar
nave had taken great pains to learn the art of oratory. 
He had studied the great masters in this field, witness 
his short essay: "De 1*utilité de connaître les causes 
des grands effets o r a t o i r e s . Moreover, he had 
spared himself no trouble with his own leggl work be
fore the Revolution. He wrote down his comments on 
his pleading after each case, and gradually learned 
to think out the case in advance, practise in private, 
and then actually speak extempore, or with a few head
ings indicating what he had to say, and some fuller 
notes on points of detail. He aimed above all at 
clearness and brevity. Thus, when the Revolution 
came, he already had a method. The subject-matter

(1) BiiRNAVE:. Oeuvres, ed. Bérenger, III, p. IO5.
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v/ae prepared by the entire triumvirate; this enabled 
Barnave, v/ho was their spokesman, to speak on an un
usually wide variety of topics.

It was Barnave *s great fluency v/hich en
abled Lord Macaulay to describe him as "the best de
bater in the National Assembly"(l). Indeed, Barnave 
was the only "debater" in the English parliamentary 
sense of the word. This was all the more amazing as 
he had no models. Somehow he felt the pulse of the 
Assembly and was therefore able to convince the ma
jority. Moreover, his natural gift emboldened him 
to stand up even against the giant Mirabeau, and in
deed to vanquish him on one important occasion.
So Barnave asserted himself, and it gradually became 
the custom after the important debates for him to re
sume the entire debate and make the concluding speech, 

But v/hat were the outstanding character
istics of this apparently natural eloquence? Barnave 
did not seek to rouse the emotions of his audience.
He had an abhorrence of excess, and too much outward

(1) MACAULAY: Nvva-Wcut. L Rx̂ view , Ttcicj (^3%.
(2) 21 May 1790.
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show of emotion was distasteful to him. He there
fore curbed his ovm impulsive imagination, and 
aimed at convincing the intellect. In this he was 
successful, for he ha.d a quick and perspicacious 
mind and was able to seize upon the essential points. 
This resulted in a clear and well-ordered argumenta
tion. Its effect is thus surmised by Aulard:
"L*effet de cette éloquence devait être un sentiment 
de calme moral, un désir de justice, un apaisement 
des^assions. Nul ne poussa plus loin que Barnave 
l'art de dire facilement des choses plausibles.
Barnave*s friends went so far as to rank him with 
Mirabeau and Sainte-Beuve was similarly impressed by 
some examples of his oratory. Referring to his 
speech on the inviolability of the monarch, he says:
"II s*yélève à une hauteur de vues politiques et d*- 
éloquence à laquelle il n*avait pas encore atteint, 
et on le dirait inspiré du génie de Mirabeau.
But to consider Barnave the equal of what we must 
term the "composite" M i r a b e a u ^ )  is to overestimate

(l) AULARD: "Les Orateurs de 1'Assemblée Constituante," 
p. 506.2) SAINTE-BEUVE: "Causeries du Lundi," Vol. II, p.‘ 2g. 
3; See Chapter VI.'
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his talents. He lacks the necessary force and vigour, 
tending rather to prolixity and banality. He was un
able to rise above the situation and see it in the 
context of human history as a whole. Nor did he at
tempt to make such flights, which were beyond his 
scope. Nevertheless, Barnave did gain considerable 
power through his oratory. The strength and earnest
ness of his own convictions gave dignity and sonority 
to his language, and he impressed everything with his 
own personality. To conclude, we may perhaps quote 
what his great opponent, Mirabeau, said of him:
"C'est un jeune arbre qui deviendra un mât de 
vaisseau."(l)

Barnave*s best speech was undoubtedly that 
of 15 July 1791 on the inviolability of the King/
The whole speech is characterized by its freshness 
and vigour and by its very evident sincerity. The 
flight of the royal family to Varennes had evoked a 
debate on whether the King could be considered to 
have abdicated. Barnave approaches the whole event

(1)
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frankly. Referring to the flight to Varennes, he says:
"La nation française vient d'essuyer une violente se
cousse. Barnave considers this the moment to bring
the Revolution to a,n end and he is not afraid to say so: 
"... ce dernier événement ... ne servira qu'à presser le 
terme, qu'à assurer la solidité de la Révolution que 
nous avons faite." The reason for this, he explains^is 
that the Assembly is now obliged to consider the basis 
of the monarchic government which it has given to the 
nation. Here Barnave uses an apt metaphor (the verb 
"creuser") to convey the idea of digging to the bottom 
of these constitutional questions.

Barnave now sets out to probe these questions 
himself. His argument follows a logical plan. The 
matter of the monarchical government can be viewed from 
two different aspects - the practical and the theoret
ical. Barnave praises Buzot for an eloquent considera
tion of the factual aspect and goes on to the theoret
ical aspect of the constitution itself. His demonstra
tion is clear, lucid and simple. There is no need to 
discuss the advantages of monarchical government, since

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. XXVIII, p. 326, col. 2.
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the Assembly has shov/n its convictions on this point 
by giving France just such a government. Barnave out-' 
lines two principles on which a constitution must be 
based: Liberty and stability. And he elaborates:
"Tout gouvernement, pour rendre le peuple heureux, 
doit le rendre libre. Tout gouvernement, pour être 
bon, doit renfermer en lui les principes de sa stabilité; 
car autrement, au lieu du bonheur, il ne présenterait 
que la perspective d'une suite de chejigements. " Then 
he argues that if, for a large country like France, 
these two principles only exist in monarchical govern
ment, and the basis of monarchical government and of. 
these two advantages is in the inviolability of the 
executive power (i.e. the King), this inviolability is 
essential to the happiness and freedom of France.

Some deputies had proposed for France the kind 
of constitution that had been set up in America. Bar
nave rejects this on the grounds that the situation is 
entirely different in France. France may be governed 
in one of two ways - it may either be split into small 
states (which destroys unity), or have an immutable 
central power ruling over a homogeneous whole. The
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latter, monarchic government, has been established in 
France, declares Barnave, and the reins of the executive 
power have been placed in the hands of one family by 
right of hereditary succession.

Having established this, Barnave tackles the 
oft-discussed question of the two powers - the legis
lative and the executive - reminding the Assembly of an 
excellent speech made the previous day showing the in
dependence of the two powers. The nation, explains 
Barnave, has given its sovereignty temporarily into the 
hands of the two powers: "les deux pouvoirs réunis se 
servent mutuellement de complément et se servent aussi 
de l i m i t e . B a r n a v e 's explanation is clear and 
logical.

He goes on to argue that, since the King can 
limit the legislative pov/er, he is necessarily independ
ent, and therefore he is also inviolable. Furthermore 
the stability and liberty of a good government demand 
this inviolability. The King must be inviolable in 
order to be independent, and much more so to maintain 
stability against factions.

(1) Ibid., p. 327, col. 1.
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Having thus explained that inviolability is 
essential to monarchical government, Barnave goes on to 
describe and define it, and he shows how the King re
mains inviolable even if he commits a civil or politic
al offence. If the King commits a civil offence, there 
is only one remedy - the supposition of insanity,
Barnave supports this idea with a fitting metaphor:
"... elle (la supposition de démence) jette un voile 
sur un mal passager." At the same time the form of 
government is maintained. As for political crimes - 
the King cannot commit them in the exercise of his 
executive power, since no executive order can come from 
him alone. So the King remains inviolable - he only 
ceases to do so when he ceases to be King. The con
stitution must lay down in advance the circumstances 
in which the executive power becomes incapable of 
governing,

Buzot has cited the example of England, but 
Barnave now points out that England has no written 
constitution and the circumstances requiring abdication 
have not been laid down. He argues that this would not 
be a suitable system for so large a country as France,
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As for individuals, so for the monarch - nothing is 
left to chance: the crimes and punishments are out
lined in advance.

Barnave then describes vividly the choice 
which now lies before the Assembly in the present 
juncture: "c'est done ... entre 1 'attachement à la 
constitution et le ressentiment contre un homme, 
qu'il s'agit de prononcer." Barnave brings this 
home to the deputies by asking: "Or, je demande 
aujourd'hui à celui de vous tous qui pourrait avoir 
conçu contre le chef du pouvoir exécutif toutes les 
préventions, tous les ressentiments les plus pro
fonds et les plus animés; je lui demande de nous 
dire s'il est plus irrité contre lui, qu'attaché à 
la loi de son pays."

Barnave then addresses those who want a 
republic, and argues convincingly against such a 
government for France: ".... quand vous vous êtes 
flattés .... que l'acte qu'il (le roi) a commis 
pourrait changer notre gouvernement, comment 
n'avez-vous pas craint que cette même mobilité du 
peuple ému .... ne renversât en un jour votre
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absurde République?"(^) And Barnave goes on in this 
vein, describing the dangers of anarchy and painting 
a striking picture of the insurgent nation refusing 
to listen to the advice of great generals, great ora
tors and great philosophers. All this leads Barnave 
to conclude: "II est donc vrai que la constitution 
veut que le roi soit inviolable, et que, dans un cas 
non prévu, il ne soit pas déchu du trône."

Barnave then moves on to speak of the pres
ent Revolution, urging that fear of foreign powers 
must nob influence the decisions of the Assembly, And 
here he makes an eloquent plea for the revolutionary 
agitation to be curbed. He effectively pictures the 
whole populace declaring in unison: "Je sais être 
libre, je veux être libre, et je serai libre.
V/hat Barnave fears is not the momentary removal of 
liberty by some foreign power, but: "le prolongement 
indéfini de notre fièvre révolutionnaire.." This is 
a sound, practical argument, made convincing by

(1) Ibid., p. 329, col. 1.
(2) Ibid., p. 329, col. 2.
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Barna.ve's patent sincerity and his real concern for 
his country.

Barnave now takes a more negative view of 
the state of affairs, reminding the Assembly of the 
numerous difficulties involved in replacing the King 
by some regent or council. His list of such diffi
culties is impressive. He then puts before the 
Assembly a simple alternative: "Allons-nous terminer 
la Révolution, allons-nous-la recommencer?" And he 
pictures the dangers of a continuation of the Revo
lution, using repetition to emphasize the importance 
and urgency of the matter"On nous’ fait un grand 
mal quand on perpétue ce mouvement révolutionnaire 
qui a détruit tout ce qui était à détruire; on nous 
fait un grand mal ... quand on nous agite par des 
pensées funestes...."

After this Barnave effectively apostro
phizes the Assembly: "Songez, Messieurs, songez à 
ce qui se passera après vous ..." And he proceeds 
to argue that if royalty is annihilated, the next 
step will be an attack upon property. Referring to 
the all-night sitting of 4 August I789, when privi-
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léges v/ere abolished, he asks; "Quelle nuit du 4 
août reste-t-il à faire, si ce n'est des lois 
contre les propriétés?" The very reference to 
that unforgettable night must have produced a 
powerful impression.

Barnave*s next argument is that if the 
Revolution has taken place for the benefit of the 
nation, it must come to an end when the nation is 
free. Since the "nation" and "freedom" had been 
keyv/ords for so long in forwarding the Revolution, 
they are all the more potent when used in this argu
ment for terminating it. In conclusion, Barnave 
addressed the deputies: "Aujourd'hui, Messieurs,
tout le monde doit sentir que l'intérêt commun est 
que la Révolution s'arrête." He finally exhorts 
them (as "régénérateurs del'Empire, représentants 
de la nation française") to act in wisdom. He 
brings his speech to an end on an optimistic note, 
praising the Assembly for what has been accomp
lished already, and urging them to arrest its course 
now. He holds out to them hopes of a reward: "Vous 
obtiendrez de la part de tous, par de nouveaux
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bienfaits, des bénédictions ou du moins le silence 
de la calomnie.

This brings us to the end of our con
sideration of the oratory of the Constituent Assembly 
in general. Our attention is now to be concentrated 
on Mirabeau, considered by many to be the greatest 
orator of them all.

(1) Ibid., p. 331, col. 1.
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I: Childhood and Adolescence.

Gabriel-Honore de Riquetti, Count de Mira.- 
beau, was born at his family's ancestral home, Le 
Bignon, near Nemours, on 9 March 1749* Ironically 
enough the great orator was born tongue-tied, but 
he already had two teeth, and, despite a twisted 
ankle, was an extremely robust infant. His ugliness 
was scarcely ameliorated by the scars left by the 
small-pox which he contracted at the age of three. 
But the Friend of Mankind(l) was proud of his heir, 
since his first son had died of drinking ink and he 
had only three daughters. Another son, Boniface, 
v/as to appear later and gain preferential treatment, 
mainly because he did not share Gabriel's misfortune 
of taking after his mother's family in looks.

Alas, the Marquis de Mirabeau had not made 
a happy marriage, and Gabriel grew up amidst violent 
family quarrels. He never knew the benevolent in
fluence of feminine care in the nursery, for his

(1) Mirabeau'8 father, the Marquis de Mirabeau,.was 
the author of an economic treatise entitled: "L'Ami 
des Hommes."
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mother v/as slatternly, and his sisters away at a con
vent, and so his turbulent spirit, v/hich quickly mani
fested itself, was never calmed as it might have been.

Mirabeau*s education, however, was not neg
lected, for the Friend of Mankind was most conscious 
of his paternal duties. When Gabriel was four and a 
half he engaged a tutor, named Poisson, who provided 
an academic training greatly superior to that gener
ally received by boys of Mirabeau*s class.. At an 
early age a taste for study was inculcated, and 
Gabriel soon showed signs of his powers of rapid as
similation and of the histrionic talent which was to 
prove so invaluable.in the Constituent Assembly. ,But 
the education vouchsafed to Mirabeau v/as altogether 
too regimented and inflexible, and he grew sullenly 
resentful and developed the habit of deceit. Other 
tutors engaged for specific subjects were quite unable 
to control the boy.

In 1762 Mirabeau*s parents separated and a 
certain Madame de Pailly took over the reins of the 
household, but she never gained Gabriel's confidence. 
Throughout his boyhood he was a witness of his
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father's benevolence as lord of the manor and'saw 
his physiocratic beliefs put into practice. '

In February 1764 the Marquis sent his son 
to Versailles, ‘placing him in the care of Monsieur
de Sigrais, a captain of cavalry v/ho se v/ife was the

y,first ladjé of the bedchamber to the Dauphine. But 
the latter quickly discovered what he described to 
the Marquis as Mirabeau's "humeur 'vituperosa*,"(l) 
and soon tired of his charge. Madame de Sigrais 
found the young man entirely lacking in respect for 
anyone or anything, but observed that he had, none 
the less, a certain power of fascination: "On le 
fuit à le voir, on s'arrête à 1'écouter" - a par
ticularly interesting comment in view of Mirabeau's 
future oratorical career.

Then followed perhaps the two most peaceful 
years of Mirabeau's existence - they were spent at 
the fashionable academy of the Abbé Choquard in Paris 
The adolescent got into remarkably few scrapes, and 
was most successful on the academic side, producing
(1)* Letter froip Sigrais to the Marquis of Mirabeau, 
dated 25 May, I764; originally published by Henry de 
Jouvenel: "La Vie Orageuse de Mirabeau."
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in particular a noteworthy "Eloge du Grand Condé."
In spite of a most unprepossessing appearance, 
Mirabeau was self-sufficient and arrogant, and 
soon gained an ascendancy over the other boys, even 
those whom he had bullied. The Abbé Choquard him
self testifies to this in a letter to the Marquis 
in December, 17^5* He relates how Mirabeau was to 
be sent away, but how he had spoken to his fellov/- 
pupils and brought tears to their eyes,-with the 
result that they all signed a petition asking that 
he should be allowed to stay. But not only the 
boys had been charmed. Choquard himself had been 
listening unobserved, and although he was ill- 
disposed towards the boy whom he describes as the 
dirtiest and most insubordinate he had ever seen, 
he too fell under the spell. He writes: "Mais j*ai 
été sé*duit. Monsieur le marquis, séduit jusqu'à 
1 'émotion! Les termes dans lesquels Gabriel a 
décrit son enfance, l'espèce de douleur avec laquelle 
il s'est plaint de n'avoir encore été aimé par per
sonne, le remords qu'il a manifesté de n'avoir pas 
su être digne de vous, le regret de cette laideur
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qui - dit-il - cache son ême à tous .... tout, 
jusqu'au poing qu'il levait contre ce monde in
capable de concevoir la beauté intérieure...., 
jusqu'au cris qu'il jeta, les bras ouverts: 'Mes 
camarades, je n'ai que vous! Me laisserez-vous 
emmener? * " Such v/as the homage paid to the in
cipient powers of the youthful orator by his one
time unsympathetic tutor.

The next step was the army. In 17^7 his 
father arranged for him to be placed under the care 
of an excellent young physiocrat. Colonel Lambert, 
in the Berri-Cavalerie regiment then stationed at 
Saintes. But Mirabeau proved uncontrollable and 
spent part of his first year in the military prison.
He then became involved in gambling debts and made 
rash promises of marriage to a girl in Saintes, and 
so fled to Paris. This resulted in a not over-rigorous 
imprisonment in the Island of Ré for six months. It 
was there that he began his "Essai sur le Despotisme.

(1) Letter from the Abbe Choquard to the Marquis de 
Mirabeau, dated December, 17^5> originally published 
by Henry de JOUVEHEL in "La Vie Orageuse de Mirabeau."
(2) See p. 17  ̂.
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In April I769 Mirabeau was sent on an expedition to 
Corsica, and there discovered that he was ideally 
suited to the dangerous and exciting life of a soldier 
on active service. His valour and intelligence were 
most commendable ; and he prided himself, moreover, 
on having read all that was to be read on the subject 
of war.

In May 1770, He returned to France with the 
beginnings of a history of Corsica in his luggagel 
He went to stay with his uncle, the Bailli de Mira
beau at Aix-en-Provence, and utterly conquered him 
with his flattering charm. His father was not so 
dazzled, but sent him economic works to study.

In August of that year he rejoined his 
father in Limousin and spent two years in his confi
dence. The Marquis, though celebrated for his v/rit- 
ings on economics, completely mismanaged his own 
affairs. His only hope now was in the fortune of 
his first wife's mother, and this was the subject 
of bitter family quarrels, Gabriel was sent as em
bassador to his mother, and since the Marquis showed 
no respect for his wife, Mirabeau lost any respect
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that he might have had for either parent.
Mirabeau had varying success in his deal

ings with his father's tenants. In 1771 He success
fully instituted a "tribunal de conciliation" in 
Linousin, giving an earnest of his oratorical powers 
in his speech to the people. In the same year Mira
beau, was presented at Court at Versailles. He 
exhibited a ready wit and was e;straordinarily forward, 
to the point of buttonholing the formidable Maurepas, 
chief minister of Louis XVI, on their first meeting! 
The Marquis was unable to find an active military 
post to absorb the energies of his ebullient son, 
though he did become a captain of dragoons. He next 
returned to Provence, and here it was that he caused 
much trouble amongst his father's vassals by his 
haughty treatment of them over some common land 
rights.
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Mirabeau*s energies were next concentrated 
upon winning himself a v/ife. Mademoiselle Emilie de 
Covet, daughter of the Marquis of Marignane was the 
highest prize in the region, and, although she had 
several suitors, Mirabeau decided to besiege her and 
her family. In order to ensure success, he com
promised her reputation by ostentatiously placing 
his carriage outside her house all night and leaving 
in it himself in the morning. The marriage took 
place in June 1772, and a son v/as born in October
1773.

Unfortunately the msiterial advantages of 
the march were totally insufficient to cover the 
enormous debts incurred by Mirabeau in the first year 
of marriage. His megalomaniac extravagance resulted, 
in December 1773, In his being confined by a royal 
order to his own estate. He remained legally bank-■ 4
rupt for the rest of his life. In 1774 He was exiled 
to Manosque, and it was here that his wife fell a 
prey to the charms of a young musketeer, Gassaud by 
name. Considering the absence of any moral code
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governing Mirabeau*s own conduct, the extravagant 
reproaches he hurled at the offender seem somewhat 
ironic. In August, however, he broke from his place 
of exile to arrange a marriage for the musketeer.
All would have been well had he not gone further 
out of his way to visit his sister, Madame de Cabris, 
at Grasse.

Madame de Cabris was not unlike her brother 
in her rebellious and violent nature. She had utterly 
outraged the inhabitants of Grasse and was at present 
involved in a quarrel with the Baron de Villeneuve- 
Mouans. Much to Mirabeau*s misfortune, he happened 
to encounter the Baron on his visit to his sister, 
and v/ith his usual impetuosity threw himself upon him 
in a most violent fashion. The result was an im
prisonment by "letter de cachet" in ,the Ciiàteau d*If 
at Marseilles, on 20 September 1774- Here it was that 
Mirabeau was able to complete his first known work, 
the "Essai sur le Despotisme," in 1774. It was long- 
winded and pretentious, but shows a rare sense of 
history as the roots of present society.
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Mirabeau's wife made little attempt to have 
him released, and herself remained in Paris. He, 
meanwhile, amused himself by paying attentions to a 
canteen attendant. This led to his removal in May 
1775 to the fortress of Joux, near Pontarlier in the 
Franche-Comté, where he enjoyed far greater freedom 
and some social distractions. He struck up a friend
ship with the prison governor. Monsieur de Saint- 
Mauris, end, thus enabled to obtain books, read 
voraciously. He began a work on the salt mines of 
the Franche-Comté and was encouraged in this endeavour 
by his father.

His financial affairs, meanwhile, remained 
in the utmost disorder, for his father, though expert 
at writing on economic problems, was quite incapable 
of setting things to rights in practice. Fresh debts 
were also partly responsible for the eluding of Mira
beau* s good understanding with Saint-Mauris, More 
important was the discovery that he was arranging to 
have published in Switzerland his "Essai sur le Des
potisme." This was considered a subversive work.
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and Saint-Mauris might have to answer for the fact 
that it had been published during Mirabeau*s im
prisonment.

The quarrel came to a head over the notor
ious Sophie affair. For the convenience of her 
family*s financial situation, Sophie, Mademoiselle 
de Ruffey, had been married at the age of seventeen 
to a septuagenarian. Monsieur de Monnier, The 
marriage had proved unsatisfactory to the young lady 
and she had accordingly indulged in a few adventures. 
According to Mirabeau, Saint-Mauris was not insen
sible to her charms, and in June 1775 she and her 
husband were invited to dinner at the prison. This 
v/as Mirabeau*s first meeting with her. Nothing fur
ther happened until they met for a second time in 
October, and then the famous romance bega,n.

Rumour, of course, was not slow to spread 
in Pontarlier, though Monsieur de Monnier was ignor
ant of it for some time, and then slow to react v/hen 
it did reach his ears. Mirabeau and Sophie had mean
while made plans. He obtained permission from his
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lenient governor to absent himself for four days in 
order to attend a ball on 14 January 1776. He broke 
his promise to return to prison, escaping instead to 
Dijon. Thither Sophie had already made her way, 
having perfidiously persuaded her husband that un
pleasant rumours might best be quieted by a sojourn 
with her family in that town. Mirabeau spoiled their 
plans by a typically thoughtless act of bravado. He 
attended a ball at which Sophie and her family were 
present and had himself boldly announced under an 
ass-umed name. Sophie*s surprised and troubled looks 
immediat&y informed her mother of the identity of 
the stranger. And so Mirabeau was despatched to 
prison once more - this time to the keep at Dijon - 
and Sophie was conducted back to her husband in 
Pontarlier.

That v/as in March 1776. From January of 
that year Mirabeau had made repeated appeals to 
ministers for his release, and his mother also had 
taken up his case with Monsieur de Malesherbes, the 
secretary of State, who had attempted to curb the
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abuse of "lettres de cachet." But Malesherbes quite 
reasonably pointed out that, if Mirabeau did not 
bend to paternal authority, he would fall into the 
hands of his creditors. In March the Marquis re
quested that his son should be removed to a prison 
near Lyons, but then suggested the citadel of Doullens 
in Picardy in order to obviate the dangerous proximity 
of Madame de Cabris. These changes of plan gave Mira
beau the chance he needed - and indeed Malesherbes 
had as good as hinted to him that he might leave the 
country. He feigned illness and cleverly disguised 
one unsuccessful attempt to escape, and then finally 
absconded in May 1776.

The sequence was naturally an attempt to 
spirit Sophie away from the vigilant guardianship of 
an elder sister at Pontarlier. V/hite Mirabeau made 
his way to Switzerland, two friends made such an 
attempt - but failed. Mirabeau wrote despairing 
letters to his sister, Madame de Cabris, in Lyons.

f .-  ; ..‘ vP--. i. : .. . ■
She soon warmed to the adventure, and, in company 
with her inseparable lover, a young officer by the
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name of Briançon, she went to Switzerland and brought 
Mirabeau back to Lyons. Briançon went in quest of 
Sophie and there was some hot pursuit by police agents 
employed by the Marquis. Eventually Mirabeau regained 
the Swiss village of Les Verrières, and Sophie joined 
him there on 24 August. By dint of play-acting the 
demure and submissive wife she had rid herself of her 
sister*s encumbering presence, and beguiled her hus
band into complete confidence in herself. Nor did 
she scruple to rob him of jewellery and money with - 
which to support her lover.

From Switzerland the pair made their way
jto Amsterdam and there lived under the pseudonjim of 

Monsieur and Madame de Saint-Mathieu. Mirabeau, 
rather unwisely announcing himself as the author of 
"Essai sur le despotisme," undertook some literary 
hack-work for the publisher Rey, and also completed 
some works of his own, including an essay on the 
controversial symphonies of Ignatius Raimondi, a 
burlesque tale in verse entitled "Parapilla," and 
a work of pure rhetoric, "Avis aux Hessois.. . in
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which he vigorously condemned the German princes who 
were selling soldiers to the British to fight in the 
American War of Independence. At the same time he 
naturally incurred fresh debts, and also quarrelled 
with Madame de Cabris.

Meanwhile Sophie*s family, the Ruffeys, 
were not unnaturally snxious to pursue the eloped 
couple, Sophie should be saved from the entire loss 
of her reputation and from abandonment in a foreign 
land by her seducer; he, in his turn, should be pun
ished. But early in 1777 Madame de Monnier refused 
to comply with her husband*s request to abandon 
Mirabeau. Nor was it easy to enlist the support of 
the Marquis, who had by now washed his hands of his 
uncontrollable son. Mirabeau himself unwittingly 
stirred his father into action by publishing writ
ings which included parts of his letters, to 
Male8herbes(^) and which contained violent and abus
ive criticism of the Friend of Mankind as a husband 
and father. The Marquis accordingly despatched a

(1) See p. |!?2.'3 .
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police agent, Brugnières, to Holland, but Mirabeau, 
thinking himself secure on account of his debts, re
mained where he was, and fell into a trap. On- 14 
May Sophie was arrested, and even Mirabeau did not 
have it in him to abandon her.

Brugnières had taken pity upon Sophie and 
managed to secure for her a less arduous captivity 
than she might have had. He later found means for 
the lovers to correspond regularly and at great 
length. Fate was not so kind to Mirabeau. He was 
incarcerated in a small, crude and dimly-lit cell 
in the dungeon at Vincennes. Communication in any 
form was strictly forbidden: it was enough to daunt 
even the b^oldest spirits. But Mirabeau*s extra
ordinary energy and vital force could not be re
pressed. With his peculiar power of fascination he 
ingratiated himself v/ith the turnkey, and was soon 
having letters delivered to the lieutenant of the 
Paris police. Monsieur Le Noir. These contained 
diatribes against his father, whom Le Noir had 
reason to dislike, and Mirabeau was not long in
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gaining all the special privileges and permissions 
that could be gained. Most invaluable were the books 
he was enabled to purchase, though his unremitting 
labours, both reading and writing, caused him severe 
eyestrain. His singing through a window gained him 
a circle of feminine admirers.

After six months he was permitted to write 
to Sophie, and there resulted a voluminous corres
pondence covering an enormous variety of subjects.(l) 
Naturally there were numerous and fervid love pass
ages "à la Rousseau" and Mirabeau showed infinite 
tenderness and concern'for his beloved; but"^the 
letters also contain all the outpourings of Mirabeau*s 
turbulent brain during his imprisonment, and his medi
tations on all that he read. A strong anti-religious
and anti-clerical vein may be noted. Mirabeau*s_______
(l) There was also much correspondence from Mirabeau*s 
previous imprisonment in Vincennes, and P. Manuel edited it and published it in four volumes in 1792 under the title: "Lettres originales de Mirabeau écrites duc Donjon de Vincennes, pendant les années 1777,78,79,80: 
contenant tous les détails sur sa vie privée, ses mal
heurs, et ses amours avec Sophie Ruffei, Marquise de 
Monnier.", Mirabeau himself also composed some "Dialogues" purporting to relate the story of his love-affair with Sopnie, and these attained considerable notoriety, being 
compared to Rousseau*s "La Nouvelle-Hélolse."
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plagiaristic tendencies are also in evidence, for , 
whole passages are reproduced from works he had just 
read. In reality much of this was intended not for 
Sophie, but for the ears of Le Noir, and later his 
assistant Boucher, who were required to examine the 
correspondence.

The iniquity of the system of "lettres de 
cachet" and arbitrary imprisonment was naturally a 
subject near to Mirabeau*s heart at this time, and 
he wrote a work of strong protest under the title 
"Des Lettres de Cachet et des Prisons d*Etat." VThen 
he published it in 1782 it caused a sensation and 
eventually brought to an end the use of the dungeon 
at Vincennes as a state prison. He produced numer
ous other works on an amazing variety of subjects, 
and a pornographic novel which became very popular,
"L'Espion dévalisé."

Among his compositions figure many eloquent 
letters pleading for release including one to the 
King. In July 1778 he fell ill owing to the lack of 
physical exercise, and his father arranged various
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concessions for him. But the Marquis did not become 
interested in Mirabeau*s freedom until his infant 
grandson died the following October. The problem 
of an heir to the Riquetti estates then made the need 
for a reconciliation between Mirabeau and his wife 
more apparent. But negotiations to free Mirabes.u 
were very slow. The Marquis chose as his intermedi
ary Dupont de Nemours, one of his disciples in physi
ocracy and author of a work entitled: "Physiocratie." 
Dupont visited Mirabeau every Sunday and wrote to 
him. Mirabeau understood whence came the impetus 
of his attentions, and understood too that the con
ditions of his release were, first, an apology for 
the written attacks made upon his father, and, 
secondly, reconciliation with his wife. He therefore 
asked pardon of both the Marquis and his brother, the 
Bailli, and, at great personal cost, even wrote sup
plicating letters to his wife, Emilie. She replied 
with the utmost coolness, and then there was a lapse 
in the correspondence.

As to Sophie, she still hoped for a life
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with Mirabeau, and so persisted in her refusal to be 
reconciled with her husband. Neither did Mirabeau 
want her to return to Monnier, but when he realised 
that his own freedom was only to be gained by recon
ciliation with his ovm wife, he suggested that Sophie 
should return to her husband, though in the event she 
was not able to do so.

From March I78O Mirabeau wrote in humble 
terms to all. The death of Mirabeau*s daughter by 
Sophie in May I78O had hastened the proceedings and 
at last in July his wife requested his release - 
though nothing more. The Marquis was delighted and 
decided to have Mirabeau released. The arrangements 
for this required a further three months* correspond
ence - this time Mirabeau*s sister, Madame du Saillant, 
signed the Marquis*s letters to his son. In order to 
please his father - and entertaining financial hopes 
for himself too - Mirabeau attempted yet once again 
to effect a reconciliation between his parents.
These plans eventually failed, but meanwhile, on I3 
December 178O, Mirabeau was released from the dungeon
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at Vincennes, which had housed him for the last two 
and a half years, and was removed to the castle it-
self, from which he had free access to Paris.
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A free man at last, Mirabeau v/ent to stay 
with his friend Boucher in Paris in January 178I, but 
he abused Boucher*s hospitality and generosity quite 
outrageously and inexcusably. His first six months 
of freedom contained numerous escapades. He did not 
return to his paternal home until May, and then dis
appeared after a week owing to fresh debts. In June 
he went to visit Sophie in her convent, and virtually 
put an end to the romance, leaving Sophie heartbroken.

Mirabeau then went to the family estate of 
Le Bignon with his father, who endeavoured to re
educate his adult son. The Marquis * s letters to his 
brother describe how attentive Mirabeau was to his 
dogmatic and pedantic father, and how he most will
ingly accepted all criticism and reproof. The mani
fold contradictions in Mirabeau*s character are re
vealed by the Marq-uis* s ever-changing views on his 
son. He was certainly aware of his qualities, and, 
indeed, his tyranny over his son may well have 
stemmed from jealousy. But at the same time as he 
notes his striking energy and will-power, he complains
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of his lack of depth.
The main purpose of the Marquis * s life was 

now to reunite Mirabeau and his v/ife, in order to en
sure the Mirabeau progeny. The Marquis, his brother 
the Bailli, and Mirabeau himself, all v/rote letters 
to Emilie and her family with this intent, but made 
some rash promises which they were later to regret. 
Neither Monsieur de Marignane nor his daughter v/ere 
interested in reunion.

The first positive step was to win the case 
of 1777 which Mirabeau had been accused of the se
duction of Sophie de Monnier. '"So, in the spring of 
1782, Mirabeau defended himself, first at Pontarlier 
and then at Besançon. His behaviour was thoroughly 
arrogant and incredibly audacious, and his speeches 
insulting. The considerable notoriety gained by the 
case on this account shocked his father. But it all 
ended in an agreement that each party should return 
to its original rights and Sophie should remain in 
her convent. Thus, in August I782, Mirabeau was 
again a free man.
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Fearing re imprisonment by his fs.ther, he 
went to Neuchatel, and there published his "Des 
Lettres de Cachet et des Prisons d*Etat," and 
"L'Espion dévalisé," both written in the dungeon at 
Vincennes. The result v/as imprisonment for his 
printer, Fauche. Mirabeau was unable to publish 
his father's "L*Instruction d'un Prince" - but in 
1788 he had the temerity to publish an important 
part of it as his own.

It was in Neuchâtel, in August 1782, that 
Mirabeau first encountered the exiled heads of the 
Genevan democratic party, and in particular Clavière 
and Du Roveray, who were to prove such useful allies, 
as we shall see in a later chapter.(l) in October 
he sent a Statement to Vergennes, the Minister of 
Louis XVI, on the Genevan problem. This was his 
first writing on practical politics,

Mirabeau then returned to the Mirabeau 
estate to stay with his uncle, who, although he had 
by now formed a great aversion to his nephew, wel

7T?
(1) See Chcxpter VI.
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comed him with special festivities. As before, when 
he returned from Corsic&^'^Mirabeau succeeded in 
charming his uncle, and this caused disagreement 
between the Marquis and the Bailli - the first that 
had occurred for forty years.

In January of the following year, I783, 
MiraBeau renewed attempts to reconcile his wife, now 
living with her father at Aix, but she refused to 
receive him, and so, in February, he instituted a 
case against her for desertion. She then lodged an 
appeal for separation and published a memoir against 
her husband. In reply to this, he published a justi
ficatory memoir. This lawsuit was an important event 
in Mirabeau*s life for several reasons. It was his 
first real opportunity to exhibit his oratorical 
powers in public - for, while Emilie engaged a famous 
and able lawyer, Portalis, who had defended Paris- 
Duverney against Beaumarchais in 1770, Mirabeau de
cided to plead for himself. The case also captured 
the imagination of Provence, and Mirabeau gained

(1) See p. (76 •
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enormous popularity with the crowd, which was to be of 
greats value to him five years later in the election 
campaign for the States-General.

The case was put before the Parlement of 
Aix in May I783. The Marigngjnes made much of Mira
beau* s notorious past, and Portalis* speeches contain
ed much personal abuse of both Mirabeau and his father 
On both sides private letters were published quite un
scrupulously, and personal denigration reached fever 
pitch. But Emilie*s family had not reckoned with the 
extraordinary combative powers of their opponent. On 
23 May, Mirabeau replied most eloquently to their .ac
cusations, and to a certain extent the orator of the 
Constituent Assembly is adumbrated. Parts of his 
speech had been provided by Jean-Joachim Pellenc,- 
later a useful collaborator,(I) and also by Jaubert, 
a lawyer, but the direction was Mirabeau*s own. He 
broke every convention, making a virulent attack 
upon Portalis in his capacity as lawyer, and the un
fortunate man was so overcome that he had to leave

(1) See Chapter VI, ^41.
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the court-room. But Mirabeau notonly struck at the 
legal personnel, he dealt the most wounding blows 
to his v/ife by revealing her adultery - this v/as sup
posed to illustrate how he had protected her at the 
time. Then came Portalis*. reply on I3 June. On 17 
June Mirabeau was to speak again, and it happened 
that the Archduke and Duchess of Milan, who were 
travelling in Provence, decided to attend the sitting. 
This made Emilie -suggest a compromise only two hours 
in advance, and Mirabeau had to make some rapid al
terations to his speech. The court-room was packed 
out as court-rooms are wont to be on these sordid oc
casions. Mirabeau was in his element and succeeded 
in making the tears flow. His wife was so furious 
that she returned to her former demand for complete 
separation. Mirabeau obtained permission to deliver 
an extra speech. Somehow he had availed himself of 
the concluding speech to be made by the Advocate- 
General, Calissane, and so was able to reply in ad
vance.

Since we are to consider Mirabeau as an
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orator in the Constituent Assembly, it will be of some 
interest to see hov; his powers were shaping at this 
earlier stage of his career, and v;hat were some of the 
characteristics of his eloquence.

He begins his speech of 17 June in a grand
iloquent and sentimental manner: "Quand je bénissais 
le ciel, en 1772, de m'avoir accordé l'épouse que mon 
coeur avait choisie, et que son coeur m'avait donnée; 
lorsqu'on 1773 je baignais de larmes le fruit de sa 
tendresse, dont j'étais destiné à pleurer la mort 
prématurée, je ne m'attendais pas que, dans peu d'
années, celle que l'amour avait conduite au pied des 
autels viendrait demander aux tribunaux de nous 
désunir; et si quelque prophète sinistre m'eût annoncé 
de tels malheurs, Here Mirabeau theatrically
announces: "Le voile est levé," and he maintains 
that Madame de Mirabeau has been forced to refuse 
and reject her husband. His aim, in this early part 
of his speech, is to gain the audience's sympathy 
for himself, and so he paints a pathetic picture of 
himself as the faithful but rejected husband. He
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has done everything possible: "En vain, j*ai mis en 
usage les procédés les plus modérés, les motifs les 
plus sacrés, les supplications les plus tendres - 
on n*a même pas daigné me répondre, on n*a même pas 
daigné me voir, on n*a même pas daigné’; m*entendre." 
The pathos is stressed by the antithesis and the 
repetition. In this extremity, says Mirabeau, the 
Court must decide the issue. This, he claims, is 
very distasteful to him, though at the same time he 
defends his course of action: "Hélas, je ne m*en 
cache point, j*ai répugné longtemps à cette extrémité 
douloureuse.... mais quelle ême honnête condamnerait 
cette répugnance et n*y compatirait pas?" He con
tinues with further affected tenderness, though he 
is all the while casting as-persions on his wife.
"Ah! si j*eusse douté du coeur de Madame de Mirabeau, 
si ceux qui captivent ses désirs et gênent jusqu'à 
sa pensée n'eussent pas compromis mon bonheur par 
d'insultantes calomnies, je n'aurais,jamais soutenu 
ce triste procès! .... Il est loin de moi l'espoir 
et le désir de réchauffer un coeur par un arrêt, 
d'attendre d'un ordre des tribunaux qu'une femme
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tendre épouse, fidèle compagne, bonne mère, et que le 
doux commerce d'une amitié, d'une confiance récip
roques, nourisse de ses illusions des plaisirs em
pruntés de l'amour." Throughout this Mirabeau gives 
the impression that he is an ultra-sensitive man.
There is a pseudo-Rousseauistic flavour to his assumed 
sensibility. He skilfully accommodates to his own 
case the erotic terminology and the gushing sentiment 
of "La Houvelle-Héloise. " But,v/hereas Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau is pathetically sincere, Mirabeau only seems 
so. Broken threads of logic lie beneath his effusive
ness, but Mirabeau does not attempt to make out a 
solid case for himself. Here, for example, he throws 
in the argument that he is forced to plead, since re
fusal to do so would have seemed like an admission of 
guilt. But argument quickly submerges under senti
mentality - this time it has a mystical aura to it.
It had been thought that Mirabeau would succumb for 
lack of a defender, but, answers he: "... il est un 
orateur invisible qui plaide au fond des coeurs; 
c'est lui que les juges et les spectateurs écouteront;
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c'est lui qui parle intérieurement à celui qui parle 
au dehors, et c'est lui que doivent entendre tous 
ceux qui prêtent 1'oreille aux discours qui intér
essent la société et les moeurs..." This inner 
voice is never named: perhaps it is conscience, per
haps even Cod, for, although Mirabeau believed 
neither in Cod nor in the devil, he enthusiastically 
invokes Heaven, the sacredness of the family, the 
sacred rights of morality, and so on. Such an atti
tude might also seem incompatible with his past life, 
but Mirabeau is aware of this and takes his pre
cautions. He mentions that his accusers have used 
his youthful errors to plead their own case, and 
argues that they are foreign to the present lawsuit. 
This leads him to attack the methods of his opponents, 
and he does, this very successfully with vivid meta
phors: "Tout m'annonce qu'ils me combattront et ne 
pourront en effet me combattre, dans un procès si 
désespéré, qu'avec des calomnies publiques et secrètes 
Je vais être couvert de ce bourbier infect; j'aurais 
à exprimer l'éponge qui enlèvera cette souillure,
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pour recommencer souvent ce dégoûtant office; et si, 
lassé, affaibli par de continuels soulèvements de 
coeur, j'en laisse subsister la trace la plus légère.."

Mirabeau is nothing if not resourceful.
These very errors of his past are used to arouse sym
pathy: "... j'ai essuyé tous les malheurs que la fougue 
de l'ûge et des passions peut attirer sur un jeune 
homme" This, he argues, should make his family more 
indulgent ; but of these youthful errors none has given 
his wife cause for complaint, and therefore everyone 
except her has the right to condemn him. This con
clusion is somewhat unexpected and leads Mirabeau on 
to reverse the roles between himself and his wife.
He first implies that his wife has been unfaithful 
and then strikes a patronising note: "Je la connais 
si bien capable de tous les bons sentiments - moi 
qui semble avoir quelque droit de m'en plaindre -'A
j'ai tant d'estime pour elle - j'en jure elle-même 
et l'honneur - que je lui confie ma défense!"

Mirabeau also felt it necessary to explain 
his publication of her letters to him and at this 
point again becomes sentimental: "Vous avez pu juger.
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par ces témoignages au-dessus de tout commentaire et 
de tout soupçon, de l'union qui régnait entre nous 
au temps de mon bonheur - temps où nous habitions en
semble..." At this suitable point, he suggests that 
the court should hasten to restore them to each other. 
This seemingly legitimate request is made all the 
more poignant by an affecting appeal to Emilie her
self: "Ô toi, qui m'aimes .... He redoute point ma
victoire; elle est nécessaire à ton bonheur, sans 
quoi je ne la voudrais pas; elle sera ton ouvrage: 
les expressions de ta tendresse, le tribut de ta 
justice, voilà mes armes, voilà ma magie, voilà mes 
sortilèges." The antithesis of ideas here is ef
fective, albeit unoriginal.

Mirabeau next claims that his adversaries 
have no right to snatch his wife from him and he 
gives this argument additional strength by talking 
loftily about "... la sainteté d'un sacrement auguste, 
la sainteté non moins grande d'un contrat sous la 
foi duquel nous respirons tous!" There follows 
shortly afterwards a very sensitive passage on the
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constancy of v/omen, which seems incongruous in this 
text and issuing from the lips of Mirabeau: "II est, 
dans l'amour que nous accordent les femmes, un sacri
fice que l'orgueil ou la délicatesse met au-dessus 
de tout. Elles ne peuvent le faire qu'une fois à un 
seul homme: la rapidité même de leur jeunesse, la
fragilité de leurs attraits les obligeraient à la 
constance.. . " vThether Mirabeau was sincere is de
batable. It seems most likely that he was employing 
concepts not only acceptable but attractive to his 
audience in order to further his own ends. For he 
goes on to view the perpetuity of marriage as the 
pivot of society.

Attack is reputed to be the best method 
of defence, and so, in order to assert his rights as 
a husband, Mirabeau attacks his wife's family, who 
are guarding her. His imagery is vivid: "... On
prétend la pousser, de fausses démarches en fausses 
démarches, à jeter le fourneau du glaive que sa main 
timide tremble encore de toucher..." Mirabeau 
reaches a climax, dramatically calling upon the court:
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"Messieurs, prévenez un tel complot! Ils ne pourront 
rien tant qu'ils n'aliéneront le coeur de mon épouse: 
mon àme - j'ose le dire - plane à une trop grande 
hauteur au-dessus de leur ême!"

Mirabeau uses every resource, now flatter
ing the judges, now invoking laws, jurisprudence and 
forms. Ee further invokes religion: les minis
tres des autels serraient les noeuds indissolubles 
que'Dieu même a voulu cimenter."

Mirabeau has been attacking Emilie's family, 
but he prudently exempts his father-in-law, Monsieur 
de Marignane, whom he swears he never wishes to 
grieve: "Le ciel m'est témoin que mon voeu le plus 
cher serait d'embellir sa vie! S'il ne m'yiy avait 
forcé, j'aurais tout sacrifié au désir de lui plaire.." 
But Mirabeau stands firm on one point: "Je dis tout - 
hors ma femme! Mais si, après me l'avoir donnée, il 
veut me la ravir, je dois à lui, je dois à elle, de 
la réclamer de lui-rnême.. . "

It is reported that Monsieur de Marignane^ 
at this point burst into tears with the rest of the
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audience, saying: "II n'y manque que la vérité!"
Which odd situation could constitute quite an ironic 
comment on the art of public speaking in general.

Mirabeau*s peroration has a wider applica
tion. He passionately pleads the case against divorce 
in general: "Messieurs, c * est une chose déplorable ' 
et vraiment honteuse pour le siècle, pour la nation, 
pour les mandataires de l'autorité, pour les magis
trats, que ces sortes d'arrangements qui insultent 
aux lois, aux moeurs, à la religion, à la morale - 
et au moyen desquels une femme vit dans le monde, 
libre. Indépendante, ne tenant plus à son mari que 
par son nom...." And here Mirabeau paints a picture 
of a woman, rendered more interesting by her itis- 
fortune, and hints at the baneful effect that this 
would have on society. Again the ideas lying behind 
this dre quite Rousseauistic.

Mirabeau calls for severity on this matter 
of divorce in a typically bombastic sentence: 
"L'intérêt de la morale et des moeurs, celui même de 
ce sexe si séduisant...; les suites terribles de la
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profanation de ce lien sacré; l'ordre public... in
voquent à grande cris la rigueur des maximes en 
matière de séparation." But whilst inviting judges 
to be more rigorous, he stops to correct himself, 
and in a conversational style says: "Mais que dis-je? 
Il ne saurait être question ici de sévérité; il ne 
s'agit q^ue de bienfaisance." Thus Mirabeau has 
skilfully turned from the general back^to the par
ticular. He explains that in his own case Madsjne 
de Mirabeau has not ceased to be the wûfe of his 
heart. But, of course, his own behaviour mars his 
argument, and this he knows and admits: "Je n'ignore 
pas tout ce que m'a prêté et tout ce quÈ. me prêtera 
la malignité: je lui ai fait trop beau jeu pour ne 
pas me résigner!"

So far Mirabeau has been reasonably moder
ate, but now Portalis accuses him, and Mirabeau is 
naturally roused. The mask falls and now the out
raged husband is seen. Mirabeau demands that his 
wife be immured in a convent and bitterly complains 
of her conduct: "On I'a vue faisant les agréments
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d'une société où tous les jeunes gens de la ville 
sont admis, et dont son mari seul est exclu..."
His next weapon is sarcasm: "II est décent qu'une 
femme qui plaide en séparation soit 1 'héroïne des 
soupers et des concerts - et 1'héroïne même d'un 
théâtreI" The façade of the broken-hearted lover 
has vanished, as Mirabeau now goes to the other ex
treme. He reads a letter from Emilie to enother 
man v/ho has spent the winter in the room destined 
for Mirabeau himself.

Thus does Mirabeau utterly destroy what 
he might have made to seem a plausible case. Despite 
all his persuasive oratory and clever acting, Mira
beau could not hope to win the case. He had shown 
no consistency whatever - at one moment he tenderly 
claimed his wife, and at another repulsed her quite 
brutally. He had, in fact, made it morally imposs
ible for any judge to rule that the couple should 
live together again. Accordingly, the judges order
ed separation and the case ended on 5 July 1783.

But, if Mirabeau had not won his case, he
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had gained an incredible moral ascendency over the 
populace. The Marignane family found it necessary 
to retire to the country, and the Count de Galliffet, 
v/ho had been paying attentions to Emilie and whom 
Mirabeau had wounded in a duel after the trial, was 
cruelly mocked in ribald popular songs.

By this time the Marquis was so outraged 
by his son's behaviour that he abandoned his author
ity over him. In September Mirabeau went to Paris 
to renew his case, not because he had much hope of 
success, but because he wanted to impress public 
opinion. He printed a memoir about his appeal against 
the Court's decision, and an account of a conver
sation he had with the Keeper of the Seals on the 
subject.(l) The appeal was, in fact, dismissed. As 
a postscript we may add that Emilie did eventually 
show some desire to share her former husband's honours 
in 1789, and, though after his death she remarried, 
she took his name again after her second husband's 
death.

(1) "Mémoire du Comte de Mirabeau avec une Conversa
tion de Monsieur le Garde-des-Sceaux et du Comte de 
Mirabeau à ce sujet." Paris, I784.
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Another woman now enters Mirabeau*s life.
She was Madame de Hehra, the-illegitimate daughter 
of a Frenchwoman and a well-known Dutchman, Y/illiem 
van Haren. (As will be seen, her name is an anagram 
of her father's.) Her story is strange and yet 
rather touching. Orphaned very young, she was brought 
up in the sheltered atmosphere of a French convent 
and was there until she met Mirabeau at a friend's 
house early in 1784. She was only nineteen, beauti
ful, charming and'innocent. It is not to be wondered 
at that she was quite repulsed by Mirabeau on first 
meeting him, for he was exceedingly ugly.(^) But he, 
on his part, was charmed by her and quickly turned 
his attentions from the friend with whom she was 
staying to Madame de Nehra herself. On her own con
fession, Madame de Nehra was never actually in love 
v/ith Mirabeau, but she had that womanly desire to 
devote herself entirely to the man whom she knew she

(1 ) See p. 171 .



211.

CHAPTER IV: MIRABEAU: Madame de Nehra, England, and
Miscellaneous Publications.

could help. And help him she did. She was far more 
intelligent than his other female friends, sjid suc
ceeded in bringing some order into his life. It was 
through her that he came to adopt a little boy,
"Coco", who became Lucas de Montigny and who helped 
considerably in establishing his adoptive father's 
posthumous fame.(

In May 1784, she accompanied Mirabeau to 
Holland, and then in August they made their way to 
England. Hugh Elliot, a former pupil at the Abbé 
Choquard's academy, had heard of Mirabeau's literary 
successes, and, using Brissot de Warville, the 
future Girondin, as a go-between, had invited him to 
enter an ambassadorial career. His sudden coolness 
may in all probability be attributed to further 
knowledge of Mirabeau's shady history. But Mirabeau 
pursued his intention to visit England, and renewed 
his friendship v/ith Hugh's brother, Gilbert, now Sir 
Gilbert Minto. Mirabeau was delighted by his stay, 
though he was probably quite unaware of the tensions 
caused by his extraordinary fieriness and exasperat
ing exuberance. But he did not share the anglomania
(1) See p. •
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01 his contemporaries and v/as not over-impressed with 
England. He experienced great difficulty in meeting 
the great men of the time, though he did become ac
quainted with Sir Samuel R o m i l l y , B u r k e , and Dr. 
Richard Price, the Welsh philosopher and writer on 
economic and political subjects, but for this he had 
only his own reputation to blame.

Mirabeau had no success with his projects 
for journalism in London. He was dogged , too, by 
the French journalist, Linguet: their animosity was 
mutual. But he was by no means idle. Y/hile in Lon
don he published a work entitled "Considérations 
sur 1'Order de Cincinnatus," which he had undertaken 
at the instigation of Benjamin F r a n k l i n . I t  at
tacked the American order of Cincinnatus, recently 
founded by high-ranking army officers, for sowing 
the seeds for a new kind of aristocracy, likely to be 
detrimental to the freedom and happiness of the new

o fstates. This work consisted partly of an imitation ^

(1) See Chapter VI. p. 155“ ; CkoRtLr y> .
(2) Benjamin Franklin, the great American champion of 
liberty, then ambassador at Versailles. See Chapter
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an American pamphlet, partly of borrowings from Dr. 
Price, and a letter from Turgot to Price. But, 
even though Chemfort(^) collaborated with him, Mira
beau shaped the work to his ovm mould - indeed, it 
was the first to which he actually put his name.
Y/hile in England he also published on 28th December 
1784 "Doutes sur la liberté de l'Escaut", which 
viewed the problem of the blocking of the river 
Scheldt by the Emperor Joseph II of Austria from a 
distinctly French angle, though Romilly claims that 
it was composed by Benjamin Vaughan.

In March 1785 Madame de Nehra preceded 
Mirabeau to France. The prospects for Mirabeau were 
bad, but with quiet courage she obtained an interview 
with the Minister, the Baron de Breteuil, and so se
cured Mirabeau's safety in France. He followed her 
to Paris on 1 April. His purse being, as usual, 
empty, he courted his mother's friendship and
(1) Sébastien-Roch Nicolas, called Chamford (1740-1794)» 
was a man of letters who had been intimate with Mirabeau 
since I783 and whose collaboration Mirabeau frequently 
used. See BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 5I. Note 1.
(2) See Chapter VI, p.3>5'if.
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borrowed money. He also composed pamphlets and bro
chures on a great variety of subjects, partly to • 
raise money, but partly also to make - a name for him
self and so obtain a government post. He frequently 
used the work of others, and from 1784 no work pub
lished under his name can be regarded as exclusively 
his. Polemical v/orks he, in general, drafted him
self, and they are characterised by vigour, energy, 
v/arrath and bombast, and a negligence of style. 
Theoretical and erudite works he had little part in, 
but he had the unusual ability of making others 
labour for him without any hope of literary fame or 
financial reward. In the five years preceding the 
Revolution he built a considerable reputation for 
himself by the writings published under his name.

A number of writings v/ere on important 
financial topics, and the reason for this will 
shortly become manifest. When Mirabeau returned 
to France in April 1785, he began to frequent the



215.

CHAPTER IV; MIRABEAU; Madame de Nehra, England, and
Miscellaneous Publications.

famous school of the Swiss banker, P a n c h a u d , a n d
(2 )here allied himself to the Duke of Lauzun, the

Abbé de Périgord^3)̂  Narbonne^4) and d ‘Antraigues^^).
By this time, the bank knov/n as the Caisse d'Escompte, 
originally founded by Panchaud, but from which he had 
dissociated himself, had become very powerful. Pan
chaud and Clavière(^) were speculating against it, 
and at the beginning of I785 Galonné, the Controller-

(1) Jean-Prancois Panchaud originated from the Swiss can
ton of Vaux. Having studied banking, and in particular 
systems of credit, in England, he set up a banking house 
in Paris. In order to create public confidence in banks, 
which had fallen into discredit since the time of Law, he 
persuaded Turgot to permit the setting up of a "Caisse 
d'Escomp te." So the Caisse d'Escompte was founded in 177  ̂
and Panchaud was one of its first administrators. It was 
thus that he came to hold the semi-official post of court 
banker. His instruction on financial matters attracted
to his circle men of the highest rank. According to Madame 
de Nehra, Mirabeau did not come to know Panchaud person
ally^ until he was introduced by Clavière after his visit 
to B^rillon to publish "De la Caisse d'Escompte. " (See 
below, p. ̂ 16-)
(2) Armand Louis, Duke of Lauzun (1753-93) who later be
came Duke of Biron. He accompanied Lafayette to America 
in 1778, and was guillotined during the Reign of Terror.
(3) Talleyrand de Périgord (1754-I838), who became bishop 
of Autun in I789.
(4) Louis, Count of Narbonne-Lara (1755-1813), who became 
Minister of War in 1791-
(5) Emanuel Louis Henri de Launay, Count of Antraigues 
(1755-1812), author o f "Mémoires sur les Et at # s-Cénér aux"

_  (1788).(6) See CWctptLr Vj. ̂ p. eP pÆssîrn .
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General of Finances, had taken measures to prevent it 
draining capital away from public funds. Clavière, 
much in need of a collaborator to find expression for 
his original ideas, persuaded Mirabeau to remain in 
Paris, despite the pleas of Madame de Nehra. And so 
it was that Mirabeau came to publish^^), in May I785, 
a pamphlet of 225 pages entitled "De la Caisse d»- 
E s c o m p t e . Calonne was impressed with this and 
accorded Mirabeau an interview in the same month.
But other banks were also causing anxiety, and so 
Mirabeau»B May publication v/as followed in June by 
another pamphlet of 3OO pages, "De la Banque d'- 
Espagne, Dite de Saint-Charles, " v/ritten for Calonne, 
and producing an immediate material effect upon the 
shares in question. In a letter t o ^Mauvillon,^3) 
Mirabeau gave his opinion that this work was greatly 
superior to the last one. He regarded it as "in-

(1) Supposedly in London, but actually, according to 
Madame de Nehra, in Bouillon.
2) See CKaptLr \Ji ,
3) See ,
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finiment meilleur, plus profond, plus orthodoxe.
Then, on I5 July I783, Mirabeau published a furious 
attack on Le Couteulx de la Noraye, chief of the 
speculators against whom the pamphlets were directed.
It was a brochure of 89 pages entitled: "Lettre du 
Comte de Mirabeau à M. Le Couteulx de la Noraye, Sur 
la Banque Saint-Charles et sur la Caisse-d'Escompte."

In the autumn of 1785 Clavière again had re
course to Mirabeau*s services. The shares of the 
"Compagnie des Eaux de Paris," which was proposing to 
bring water to every house in Paris, were reaching 
extraordinary figures to the detriment of both Panchaud 
and Clavière. The latter sought from London infor
mation which v/ould show the impossibility of the pro
ject , and Mirabeau, espousing his views wrote a pam
phlet entitled "Sur les Actions de la Compagnie des 
Eaux de P a r i s . - This resulted in the estrangement 
of Calonne, who held a large number of shares in this 
company. Moreover, Mirabeau went further than Clavière

(1̂  MIRABEAU: Lettres à Mauvillon, p. 17. 27 August I786
(2) London, 1785 (late September - early October), 43 
pages.
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wished by publishing on 10 December, I785, a fiery 
reply(^) to the playwright, Beaumarchais, who had 
defended the water company, being a large shareholder 
of it. It was, in fact, mainly the work of Mirabeau, 
but Calonne pretended that it v/as by Clavière, to 
Mirabeau*s great indignation. Thus it will be seen 
that Mirabeau was not easily controlled by those for 
whom he v/orked. He was paid for his services, natur
ally enough, although he objected indignantly to any 
charges of v e n a l i t y ; b u t  he was also hoping for an 
opening into a diplomatic career. And, as he him
self expressed it, Calonne was only able to muzzle 
him by keeping him occupied, and he was accordingly 
now sent to Berlin,

(1) "Réponse du Comte de Mirabeau à 1 * écrivain des Ad
ministrateurs de la Compagnie des Eaux de Paris," 
Brussels, 1785. II6 pp.
(2) For example, in a letter to the Marquis, 4 October 
1788. LOL/IENIE: "Les Mirabeau". Vol. Ill, p. 633. 
MIRABEAU: "Mémoires", IV, p. I08-I89.
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On 25 December, 1785> Mirabeau set out for 
Berlin, arriving there on 19 January, I786. He had 
a letter of recommendation from Vergennes, the Minis
ter of Louis XVI, and v/as not long in obtaining an 
audience of Frederick the G r e a t , H e  quickly be
came a favourite of Prince Henry, the brother of 
King Frederick, but the latter soon tired of him, 
and although he wanted a better minister of France 
in Berlin than the present one, the Count of Esterno, 
he was unwilling to accept the suggestion that Mira
beau should fill his place.

In May 1786, Calonne recalled Mirabeau to
(2)Paris, in order to send him on a secret mission 

to Prussia. It was then that MiraBeau committed an 
outrageous piece of piracy - he sold to Calonne as 
his own v/ork on municipalities which Dupont de Nemours, 
the real author, had lent to him while he was im
prisoned in Vincennes. (Later Mirabeau even published

(1) Frederick II, King of Prussia (1712-I786).
(2) Mirabeau arrived on 22 May I786.
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it as a posthumous work of Turgot.) During the three 
months that he was in Paris, Mirabeau succeeded in 
impressing Calonne with a report on the state of 
Europe, and v/as therefore able to return to Berlin 
with a mission. But again it v/as in order to prevent 
Mirabeau from making a nuisance of himself in Paris 
that Calonne kept him occupied abroad; Vergennes 
certainly never considered him a useful or serious 
agent. The Duke of Lauzun(l) and the Abbé de Péri- 
gord(^) v/ere both in favour with Calonne and had 
been instrumental in securing Mirabeau*s preferment. 
Périgord and Mirabeau had one thing in common: 
ambition - but they were dissimilar in character and 
their positions were very different. The Abbé was 
not infrequently disconcerted by Mirabeau*s unthink
ing misdemeanours. Now it fell to their lot to work 
together,

Mirabeau ma,de the journey back to Berlin 
in July 1786, stopping at Brunswick for a few days 
as the guest of the Duke of Brunswick on the way.

(1) See p. 5,1̂ .
(2) See p. ^(5 .
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For the next six months he carried out hie task of 
supplying the French Government with secret infor
mation relating to Prussian affairs. He cannot be 
accused of indolence, for in that short period he 
produced over sixty-five long letters. These he 
sent for the most part to Périgord, who had been 
detailed to decipher and recopy them. But the future 
Archbishop of Autun was an astute man and took upon 
himself to censor the letters before re-despatching 
them to those in power. The latter part of the cor
respondence, in particular, contained much personal 
gossip and required careful and tactful editing,

Mirabeau* s informe.tion was of a very dif
ferent stamp from that of the Count of Esteras, for 
he was not recognised as an official envoy and had' 
not the entry into diplomatic circles, but his cor
respondence has an interest in that it records the 
decadence of the Prussian Court after the death of 
Frederick the Great, though this may be a little 
coloured by Mirabeau*s bitterness at his own false 
position. It also throws some light on the cast of 
Mirabeau*s own mind. His view of Europe is broad 
and sweeping; he provides an excellent commentary
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on current affairs and gives proof of a remarkable 
prevision of future events.

But apart from these official v/ritings, 
Mirabeau also found time for study and writing of 
his ovm. \7ith characteristic temerity, he composed 
for the new King(^) in August 1786 a "Lettre remise 
à Frédéric-Guillaume II, roi régnant de Prusse, le 
jour même de son avènement au trdne," in which he 
advocated a policy of "laisser-e.ller" for Prussia.
But his most important work on the subject of Prussia, 
was his "De la Monarchie Prussienne sous Frédéric le 
Grand", which was not published until 1788 in London. 
He himself was responsible for the idea underlying 
this and himself composed both introduction and con
clusion, but the facts and statistics which form the 
main body of the work were produced by Major Jacques 
Mauvillon, a Prussian whom Mirabeau had met during 
his brief stay in Brunswick in July 1786. The basic 
theme of the book is unbounded admiration for Freder
ick the Great, but with this reservation, that he had

(1) Frederick-William II of Prussia (1744-I797) nephew 
of Frederick the Great, whom he succeeded in I786.
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made the mistake of wanting to have authority in 
every administrative detail, thus leaving the land 
bereft of men with any experience of power, when 
he himself died. Mirabeau dedicated this work to 
his father, who was quite flattered, though he 
heartily disapproved of Mirabeau*s audacious and 
unwarranted attacks on Roman Catholicism. The pub
lication in September 1788 brought Mirabeau great 
success and gave him easier access into political 
circles.
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Meanwhile, after his return from Berlin at 
the end of January I787, Mirabeau began for Montmorin, 
the Foreign Minister, a journal analysing English 
newspapers, but this venture was short-lived. He also 
thought fit to address to the same minister his ref
lections on public events. But Mirabeau*s hopes of 
being sent on a further mission by Calonne, the Con
troller-General of Finances, were disappointed. He 
had his revenge, however, for Calonne was now making 
use of the Caisse d*Escompte for the Treasury and 
was speculating with shares in the Compagnie des 
Eaux; and although Lauzun^^^ and P é r i g o r d ^ prevented 
Mirabeau from publishing one ruinous pamphlet against 
Calonne, his "Dénonciation de 1*Agiotage" of 6 March 
1787 included a personal tirade against Calonne and 
his colleagues in the Treasury, accusing them of lin
ing their own pockets. He says, for example: "Quels 
émoluments plus généreusement fixés que les leurs!"

(1) See p. 21^, ^20 ,
(2) See p. 2.XO .
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and 1"agiotage, du moment où la Caisse d'Escompte
en est devenu l'objet, a exalté la cupidité de plus
ieurs d'entr'eux."(l) Mirabeau's father described the 
viciousnesB of the pamphlet thus: "II dit tout avec 
beaucoup de feu et d'éloquence... Il déchire et nomme 
tout le monde, et toujours avec une pompe de langage 
qui décore 1 * instinct du t i g r e . This publication 
did, in fact, help to bring about Calonne*s downfall 
in April. Mirabeau was to follow it up in July by a 
ten-page pamphlet prepared by Bourges, entitled 
"Suite de la Dénonciation."

Alas, Calonne*s likely successor,namely 
the Swiss banker Necker, did not meet with Mirabeau*s 
approval either. As Necker*s daughter, Madame de 
Sta61, observed, the contrasting characters of Mira
beau and her father were quite sufficient to cause 
mutual animosity, for Necker was as upright and hon
est as Mirabeau was immoral and dishonest. But in

"Dénonciation de 1*Agiotage," p. 57.
Letter to the Bailli de Mirabeau, 19 March I787. 

Published in "Le Correspondant," 25 March 1913, pp.256-257.
(3) In fact Calonne was succeeded as Controller-General 
of Finances by Loménie de Brienne, who held the post 
until 25 August 1788. It was only then that Necker 
was recalled to office.
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addition to this there was an opposition of financial 
beliefs: Necker was an adversary of the Physiocratic 
system which Mirabeau had imbibed with little alter
ation from his f a t h e r , M o r e o v e r ,  Necker had taken 
a very different standing on the affairs of his 
native Geneva, and had thus earned the hatred of Mira
beau* s Genevan friends. So Mirabeau conducted an at
tack upon Necker. His "Dénonciation de l'Agiotage" 
had already cast a slur upon him, and also incident
ally, upon Clavière and others. Lacretelle had in
tervened on Necker'B behalf and Mirabeau had retorted 
with a further pamphlet on 19 March I78J: "Lettre du 
Comte de Mirabeau à M, de La Cretelle," Then, on 1 
May, he published the "Seconde Lettre sur l'adminis
tration de M. Necker" as part of a retrospective de
bate on Necker'8 previous administration. A short 
extract will illustrate the kind of bitterness and 
sarcasm which Mirabeau displayed in these polemical 
writings: "II (Necker) a fait la guerre sans impôts! 
c'est un dieu! .... Voilà le cri universel. Mais 
il s'élève un impie, qui dit: .... Emprunter sans

(1) See p. '71 , ■r<- •
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imposer.,, C'est rejeter sur les générations à venir 
le poids des iniquités d'un Ministre qui ne voit que 
sa gloire personnelle et ses succès présents...
At the end of May, Mirabeau went to Brunswick, where 
he remained until the beginning of September. So, 
for a while, the quarrel with Necker subsided.

The political situation in Holland brought 
the next production from Mirabeau's pen - or, rather, 
from that of his collaborators. Since 1786 there had 
been an open struggle between the Stathouder, William 
V, and the Dutch republicans, or."patriots." In Sep
tember 1787 the King of Prussia, Frederick-Wiliiam II, 
acting under the influence of Pitt and the English 
ambassador at the Hague, Lord Malmesbury, had brought 
in troops, re-established the Stathouder's authority 
and expelled the democratic leaders. France had re
mained neutral. So, on 1 April 1788, Mirabeau pub
lished a pamphlet written in the form of an address:
"Aux Batave8 sur le Stathoudérat," exhorting the re
publicans to take up their arms for the sacred cause 
of liberty,

(1) "Seconde Lettre sur 1 'administration de Mfflecker,p.l3,-
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In December 1786, the convocation of the As
sembly of Notables had been announced, Mirabeau*s 
opinions moved with the general tide - and he adopted 
the new notion that the privileged should be asked to 
abandon their abusive privileges in order to re
establish financial order. He joined, too, in the 
general cry for the convocation of the States-General, 
and impatiently solicited Montmorin, the Foreign 
Minister, on this issue. In February 1788 he helped 
Brissot found the "Société des Amis des Noirs." In 
May he published a 50-page brochure against the 
"parlements" and upholding the powers of the States- 
General, entitled "Réponse aux alarmes des bons 
citoyens." It was a reversal of his own opinion 
and contradicted public opinion on the subject, but 
it was written for Montmorin. Mirabeau never ob
jected to being inconsistent, but expressed the 
views that it was politic to express from day to 
day. The same lack of logical sequence will be ob
servable in his speeches during the Revolution,

In the summer of I788 he met Sir Samuel 
Romilly again in Paris, and in so doing made the
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important acquaintance of the Genevan, Etienne Dumont.
A visit to the Salpétrière prison and the combined 
hospital and prison of Bicêtre at this time so horri
fied Romilly that he wrote a description of it. Mira
beau had no sooner read this than he translated it and 
published it, together with a letter by Dumont on the 
English penal code, under the title: "Observations 
d'un Voyageur Anglais sur la maison de force appelée 
Bicêtre." The anecdote provides a typical example 
of Mirabeau*8 impulsive behaviour.

(1) See Chapter VI, p.
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VII: The Electoral Campaign.

The date for the convocation of the States- 
General was fixed at last, Mirabeau was optimistic, 
and, though he far from welcomed Necker*s return to 
power in September 1788, he refrained from too much 
abuse for the present. Towards the end of the year 
he made an offer to Montmorin - which the latter did 
not take up - to enter the States-General as his 
auxiliary, and boasted of a plan to save the declin
ing authority of the King, by forming some kind of 
coalition between the crown and the populace against 
the two privileged orders.

At this juncture it is necessary to say a 
word about Mirabeau*s political opinions, in so far 
as they can be deduced from his pre-Revolutionary 
writings. Few of his works are considered worthy 
of reprinting today. Their main value is, indeed, 
in what they are able to tell us of their author 
and, in particular, of his political thought. It 
is very difficult, one might go so far as to say 
impossible, to trace in them any clear-cut political 
doctrine. For Mirabeau was above all a practical
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politician. His whole personality, his extraordinary 
ebullience and vitality, the variety of his experi
ences and the breadth of his acquaintances fitted and 
prepared him for the exigencies of practical politics. 
He was, so to speak, in his true element in the tur
bulent revolutionary assemblies, where he could hold 
sway by the sheer force of his dynamic personality 
rather than by the qualities normally expected of a 
statesman.

It is possible, however, to indicate some 
general tendencies in Mirabeau*s political thought, 
though one finds numerous modifications made to suit 
the moment, and one is constantly reminded of one of 
the Marquis*s rather acute descriptions of his son:
"Cet homme n*a à la place d*ême qu*un miroir où tout 
se peint et s*efface à 1 * i n s t a n t . Perhaps the 
most noticeable theme running through Mirabeau*s 
publications is the hatred of privilege and the re
volt against any curtailment of the individual*s 
freedom. There is an element of personal bitterness 
here, which is to a great extent understandable, if

(1)
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not excusable, but it is curiously allied to a pride 
in his own nobility, which Mirabeau constantly 
asserted.

In so far as l8th century thought is con
cerned, Mirabeau cannot justifiably be described as 
a child of his time, though in some ways he charac
terised the period in which he lived. He was not 
over-familiar with the writings of the "philosophes", 
and although he was to some extent an admirer of 
Jean-Jacques (his style has a Eousseauistic tinge), 
he refuted his concept of a state of nature and his 
theoretical social utopia. He was a libertine, a 
partisan of free-thinking, and an acrimonious op
ponent of the moral teaching of Christianity. Des
pite a rebellious nature, it was impossible that 
Mirabeau should not have imbibed some physiocratic 
ideas from the Friend of M a n k i n d . H e  did accept 
the belief in individual freedom, the sacredness of 
property, the need for the abolition of the feudal 
regime and unfair taxes, and in the necessity of 
controlling taxes. But, although there are traces

(1) See p. ^71 , -n. 1.
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of physiocratic ideas in Mirabeau*s thought, and he 
certainly believed that wealth derived from the 
soil, his attitude was far less conservative than 
that of true Physiocrats.

Mirabeau very sensibly limited what the 
forthcoming States-General should attempt to achieve, 
the main work before them being the destruction of 
privileges. His dream was essentially of a single 
national chamber presided over by the King, with an 
entirely decentralised administration. For Mirabeau 
considered that the problem of the division of the 
three orders of society had been accentuated by an 
absolute regime, and fusion could only be effected 
by local assemblies administering their own affairs. 
He firmly upheld the right of the nation*s repre
sentatives to accord taxes, and also advocated the 
periodicity of the States-General. We shall be able 
to observe, however, that Mirabeau*s views were 
modified by events. He had, moreover, to fight 
against his lack of influence which was caused by 
his profound immorality, in every sense of the word.

The problem of elections had now to be
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faced. After a preliminary and nnBuccesBful attempt 
in Alsace, Mirabeau decided to try to obtain recog
nition by his father. The Bishop of Blois, Monsieur 
de Thémines, related by marriage to the Marquis, 
helped to effect this, and the dedication of the 
"Monarchie Prussienne" to his father in September 
clinched the matter. Relations between father and 
son were resumed in October 1788, but in February 
of the following year the Marquis refused to accord 
his son a property.

In view of his eagerness to be elected, 
Mirabeau behaved in an extremely rash way in the 
first few months of 1789. He began by publishing 
anonymously in two volumes in January the series 
of letters he had sent from Prussia to the French 
Government,under the title: "Histoire Secrète 
de la Cour de Berlin." It should be mentioned in 
passing that the publisher was the redoubtable 
Madame Le Jay, who had by now taken precedence over 
Madame de Nehra. The effect of such a publication 
at such a juncture was nearly disastrous, and was

(1) See p.
(2) See p. XXo-lXX.
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not improved by the fact that Prince Henry of Prussia^ 
who had fallen foul of Mirabeau*s pen in these letters, 
was present in Paris at the time. Inevitably no-one 
believed Mirabeau*s claims that the letters had been 
falsified, but attempts by the Parlement of Paris to 
punish him came to nothing. It was also in January 
1789 that Mirabeau imprudently published his corres
pondence with Cerutti, an unfrocked Jesuit abbé/, 
which contained a systematic criticism of Necker*s 
second administration.

Provence, however, was not so shocked by the 
conduct of the Count. He had fired the imaginations 
of the populace five years previously, and the Third 
Estate now acclaimed him enthusiastically. This 
naturally turned his own order against him and there 
was an attempt to exclude him from their ranks, but 
he persisted in asserting his noble rights. Rivalry 
between the three orders in Provence was intense, 
mainly because the two upper orders, who had until 
now left the middle classes to run the local govern
ment, were demanding separate sittings and votes.

(1 ) See p. <6'̂  •
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In the Etats de Provence on 30 January Mirabeau de
livered a long speech in support of the Third Estate, 
thereby increasing his popularity with the mob. But 
it aroused much indignation among the Nobility. 
Mirabeau replied energetically in a speech in the 
Chamber of Nobles at Aix on 7 February 1789. This was 
another chance for him to exercise his oratorical 
powers and he gave an earnest of what was to come.
He claimed first that his intentions had been tra
vestied: "Qu*ai-je done fait de si coupable? J*ai 
désiré que mon ordre fût assez habile pour donner 
aujourd'hui ce qui lui sera infailliblement arraché 
demain; .... Voilà le crime de 1 * ennemi de la paix! 
ou plutôt j*ai cru que le peuple pouvait avoir 
raison..." His tone becomes increasingly sarcastic 
and he ends up with a flourish of defiance: "Ah! 
sans doute un patricien souillé d'une telle pensée 
mérite des supplices! Mais je suis bien plus coup
able qu'on ne suppose; car je crois que le peuple 
qui se plaint a toujours raison, .... Je pense 
ainsi; punissez l'ennemi de la paixl"

Later he again demands to know his fault :
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"Généreux amis de la paix! .....  je vous somme de
déclarer quelles expressions ont attenté au respect 
dû à l'autorité royale ou aux droits de la nation?"
He counsels them to weigh their reply, since Europe 
is looking to them and God is listening. He issues 
an ominous warning against the perpetual pursuance 
of friends of the people by aristocrats; a historic 
example adds to the effectiveness of this warning: 
"Ainsi périt le dernier des Graques de la main des 
patriciens..." Mirabeau then speaks of himself:
"... moi, qui dans ma carrière publique n'ai jamais 
craint que d'avoir tort; moi qui, enveloppé de ma 
conscience et armé de principes, braverais l'univers." 
Here Mirabeau's tigerlike qualities are seen: he will 
not be deterred by anything. After quite a long 
tirade, he finally declares: "Non, les outrages ne 
lasseront pas ma constance; j'ai été, je suis, je 
serai jusqu'au tombeau 1 'homme de la liberté pub
lique, l'homme de la constitution. Malheur aux 
ordres privilégiés, si c'est là plutôt être l'homme 
du peuple que celui des nobles; car les privilèges 
finiront, mais le peuple est éternel."
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It may be added here that a royal order 
endorsed the views of the upper Estates, and Mira
beau was refused permission to sit with the Nobility.

In March Mirabeau. wa,s greeted by a triumph
al reception at Aix-en-Provence on his return from 
Paris, and he had a similar welcome in Marseilles,
In order to further his candidature, he published on 
20 March a brochure extolling his own virtues:
"Lettre d'un Citoyen de Marseille." Insurrections 
were by now occurring throughout Provence, and Mira
beau showed considerable courage in quelling them. 
With the help of some young nobles he set up a 
bourgeois militia in Marseilles and on 26 March 
distributed a pamphlet, "Avis de Mirabeau au peuple 
de M a r s e i l l e , thus preventing much harm. Simi
lar disturbances occurred at Aix, the capital of 
Provence. Again Mirabeau rode through the city and 
harangued the crowds from horseback. He managed to 
quiet them with great speed, and they treated him 
as an adored father. None can deny the bravery of 
such conduct: one can only wonder at the strength

(l) Published in an appendix to the "Mémoires de 
Mirabeau," Vol. V.
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of personality required thus to control entire 
cities of rebellious and hot-blooded Provençaux.

That Mirabeau was elected deputy by the 
Third Estates of both cities is hardly surprising.
He chose to represent Aix, since there he was the 
first of four deputies selected. So the stage is 
set and the Count of Mirabeau stands ready to 
enter the Revolutionary scene.
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I. Début in the Assembly.

Mirabeau did not enter the States-General 
unnoticed. In the procession to the Church of Saint- 
Louis on 4  May I789 he was a conspicuous figure among 
the deputies of the Third Estate - indeed he was the 
only one whom Madame de Stael troubled to mentionl^^
His arrival at the opening session (in the Menus- 
Plaisirs) on 5 May was greeted with a murmur of dis
approval. He was in fact, in bad odour with the 
general public and more particularly with the govern
ment, his misspent youth and early manhood, together 
with the latest scandal of his publication of the 
Berlin correspondence, were responsible for this.
His friend, Etienne Dumont, was a witness of the 
bitterness that this galling unpopularity had brought 
out in Mirabeau, and he was able to some extent to 
calm h i m . B u t  time and much effort were required 
for Mirabeau to gain any sort of ascendency in the 
Assembly.

As it was, Mirabeau had actually planned to
STAEL: ** Considérât ions sur les Principaux Evénements 

1) de la Révolution Française," Vol. I, p.l8 6 .
DUMONT: "Souvenirs sur Mirabeau," p. 58 sqq.il!
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speak at the opening session and had prepared a pe
tition to place at the foot of the throne, in the 
hope that the question of the verification of cre
dentials in common might be settled immediately.
Mirabeau may have been deterred by the murmurs which 
greeted his entrance into the Assembly, but it was 
really the King who foiled his projects. For the 
Court had been forewarned of Mirabeau*s proposed at
tempt, and when Louis XVI saw Mirabeau rise to speak, 
he too rose from his throne: the ensuing applause pre
vented Mirabeau from being heard.

Even before the States-General were opened, 
Mirabeau began his campaign. Completely disregarding 
the strict censorship, he published a journal entitled
"Journal des Et at s-Généraux" ( with the motto "Novus
(1) LOMENIE: "Les Mirabeau," Vol. VI, p. 2 7 2 ; PASSY: 
"Frochot, Préfet de la Seine", p. 9 .
(2 ) Mirabeau*8 journal, originally "Journal des Etats- Généraux", was printed by Le Jay fils of Rue de l'Echelle 
Saint-Honoré, and was to be had for a subscription of 
nine "livres" for three months; On 10 May, 1789, its 
title was changed to "Lettres du Comte de Mirabeau, à 
ses Commettants." At the end of issue No. XIX (9 - 2 4  July, 
1789), Mirabeau announced that the journal would continue 
as the "Courier de Provence," beginning with No. XX, and 
appearing three times a week. The price was raised to 
twelve "livres" for Paris, and fifteen francs for the 
provinces. (See also Chapter VI, 3 /5 .)
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rerum nascitur ordo.” The first issue gave an account 
of the ceremony in Saint-Louis on 4 May, attacking the 
sermon preached by La Fare, Bishop of Nancy, and criti
cising the outdated etiquette and differential treat
ment of the three orders of deputies. The second 
issue contained bitter criticism of Necker's(^) speech 
of 5 May and in particular the failure to give any de
cision regarding the separation or union of the three 
orders. The journal was suppressed, but not without 
resistance by the Electors of the Parisian Third Es
tate. Mirabeau solved the problem by printing the 
journal under a new title: "Lettres du Comte de Mira
beau, à ses Commettants." No-one could object to his 
recounting the doings of the States-General to his 
constituents. This "letter", increasingly outspoken, 
was first issued on 10 May 1 7 8 9 » Necker again came 
under attack. It was essentially an act of bravado 
on Mirabeau*s part, intended to make the government 
conscious of the power he might wield.

During the Commons* debates on the separa
tion of the three orders, Mirabeau was constantly

(1) Necker was the Controller-General of Finances.
See Chapter IV, p. aaS" , vi. 3 ; p -2 Z o .
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active, though ill and unheeded. He rejected Malouet's 
motion that delegations should be sent to the two 
upper orders, and several times recommended that the 
Third Estate should remain inactive. On 18 May 1789, 
he delivered his f i r s t s p e e c h ,  in which he proposed 
that the Third Estate should approach the Clergy about 
the verification of the deputies* credentials. He 
began by rejecting the motion put forward by Le 
Chapelier, deputy for Rennes, on 14 May, that a formal 
declaration of the irregularity of their proceedings 
should be sent to the Clergy and the Nobility, because 
such a decisive act might lead to prompt resolutions - 
such as dissolution.' He also rejected the motion of 
14 May of Rabaud de Saint-Étienne,the Calvinist pastor, 
that the gentlemen of the board ("Messieurs du Bureau") 
should confer with commissioners of the other two 
orders, since this would be too deferential to them.

(1) This does seem to be Mirabeau*s first speech. It 
is the first reported in Mirabeau*s own journal ("Lettre 
du Comte de Mirabeau à ses Commettants, " No.' IV. ) Mejan 
also implies this: when speaking of the debates of 8-13 
May, 1789» he says: "Monsieur de Mirabeau ne se fit 
point entendre dans ces discussions..." (MEJAN: 
"Collection Complète des Travaux de Mirabeau à l*Assemblée 
Nationale," Vol. I, p. 1 8 (̂ '
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Justice, Mirabeau declared, was the only foundation 
for lasting peace, and with this he introduced his 
motion that no attempts at conciliation with the un
compromising nobility should be made. A plea should 
be made to the Clergy alone. He pointed out the ad
vantages of this motion and added that, if the Clergy 
and Nobility were sincere in their promises to aban
don their privileges, there could be no reason for 
separate chambers. Mirabeau*s motion was, however, 
rejected in favour of that of Rabaud, and he was 
bitter about it.

Several days later, on 25 May, Mirabeau 
tried unsuccessfully to introduce the Assembly to 
the idea of some provisional rules of procedure.'
About this time(^) he published a translation of a 
sork on British parliamentary procedure entitled 
"Réglemens observés dans la Chambre des Communes 
pour débattre les matières et pour voter.
But the French deputies, as might be expected,

(1) Sometime before 21 June, according to Dumont.’
(Op. cit., p. 107, and 277, note). Between 8 and
13 May, according to Méjan. (Op. cit.. Vol. I, p. I80)
(2) See Chapter VI, p.'5 7 6 -7 -



246;

CHAPTER V: Début in the Assembly.

scorned to imitate their neighbours. On the same 
day (25 May 1789) an incident occurred with Mounier;
He sarcastically addressed Mirabeau by his title of 
Count - but Mirabeau swiftly retorted: "J'attache si 
peu d'importance à mon titre de comte que je le donne 
à qui le voudra"

On 27 May I789, Mirabeau delivered his sec
ond speech on the verification of credentials. He 
supported the motion put forward by Populus, the dep
uty from Bourg-en-B^lfesse, that the results of the con
ferences with the commissioners of the other orders 
(which had taken place from 23 until 26 May) should 
be made known. But he considered that to accept the 
suggestion by the Clergy and Nobility that the veri
fication of the deputies' credentials should be ef
fected by the commissioners would be a usurpation of 
the powers of the sovereign people. The nobility 
had already acted as a sovereign power; The Clergy, 
on the contrary, were becoming increasingly moderate; 
The Third Estate would compromise itself by further 
delay, and so Mirabeau proposed that a large deputation

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 4 8 , col. 1,
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should be sent to the Clergy, making claims upon 
their Christian duty to act as peacemakers, and 
asking them to unite with the Third Estate against 
the Nobility.

This motion was acclaimed and passed by 
the Commons, though, in fact, the measure never came 
to anything, since the King intervened on 28 May, 
ordering the renewal of the conferences between the 
commissioners under the presidency of the Keeper of 
the Seals; Mirabeau was wary, and the next day des
cribed the royal command as "un piège ourdi de la 
main des d r u i d e s ; " He nevertheless proposed that 
it should be respected, but suggested that an address 
should be sent to the King protesting at the calumnies 
against the Commons who were in fact loyal to him; 
Mejan relates that Mirabeau did much to realise his 
motion that a deputation should be sent to the King, 
but regrets that he has forgotten Mirabeau's words 
and that no record of them exists. Meanwhile the 
conferences made no headway, for the King's commission
ers had declared that differences between the three

(l) "Archives Parlementaires, Vol. VIII, p; 58, col. 2.'
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Orders on their privileges should be settled by the 
King. Mirabeau accordingly used his journal(^) to 
abuse Necker, and, in a speech on 5 June, he attacked 
the ministers for attempting to reduce the power of 
the Assembly by sowing discord.* The Royal Council, 
he declared, had never in history intervened in ques
tions such as that relating to the validity of elec
tions. He read the declaration by the King's com
missioners, and qualified it as an attack upon the 
rights of the nation." Eventually, on 6 June, a depu
tation consisting of the Dean and 20 deputies, in
cluding Mirabeau, was sent to the King, but the short 
address merely assured his Majesty of the fidelity of 
the third Estate, and said nothing of their recent 
debates. The King's reply was evasive.*

Thus Mirabeau was still having some diffi
culty in making his presence felt. His brother, the 
Viscount, wrote at the time: "Mirabeau n'est pas en
core écouté, quoiqu'il parle b e a - ^ u c o u p . B u t  he

(1) "Neuvième Lettre du Comte de Mirabeau à ses Com
mettants." 5 June 1789.
(2 ) Viscount MIRABEAU: "Lanterne Magique Nationale,"
No. 1 , p. 1 6 ,“
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had succeeded in being elected on 1 June to a provision
al weekly committee which was discussing regulations 
for the Third Estate.

On 10 June Mirabeau introduced the Abbé 
Sieyes,^^^ who proposed that a final invitation should 
be sent to the upper Orders, and that the Commons 
should forthwith proceed with the verification of 
their own credentials. Verification was about to be
gin on 12 June, when a deputy^^) objected to the pres
ence of a foreigner in the Assembly. The foreigner 
indicated was Mirabeau*s Genevan friend, Du Roveray.^^^ 
A tumult of indignation broke forth. But Mirabeau 
rose to the occasion;having succeeded in making him
self heard, he sang the praises of Du Roveray and 
his democratic past,” Anger gave place to great en
thusiasm and applause; for Mirabeau it was a signal 
victory^

Hi See Chapter II, p.'7*f
The name of this deputy is not given in the "Ar

chives Parlementaires."
(3) See Chapter VI, p. et passim,’
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II. The Désignation of the Assembly.

On 15 June he proved the most formidable 
opponent of the Abbé Sieyès, for, although Mirabeau 
admired Sieyès as a thinker, he disagreed with him 
about the designation that the Assembly was to assume 
Sieyès suggested "Assemblée des représentants connus 
et vérifiés de la nation française." His proposal 
fired off a lively debate, in the course of which 
Mirabeau rose with difficulty to his feet. He 
averred himself to be suffering from an obstinate 
fever, and begged the indulgence of his listeners;
He then proceeded to deliver his oration. The time 
had come for the Commons to act. It was the height 
of unreason that the magic word "Orders" should be 
set up in opposition to the general interest; But 
he counselled moderation: reason must be their guide.' 
The Commons must give themselves a constitution but 
the question was how? and under what designation?
The sanction of the King was necessary, and the As
sembly must also win the confidence of the people, by 
relieving their distress, for the people were more
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concerned with bread than " m e t a p h y s i c a l d e b a t e ;  
Sieyès* suggested denomination was too "metaphysical”, 
and therefore Mirabeau rejected it. Moreover, man
dates of the deputies did not authorise such a title, 
it would be misunderstood, and the King’s refusal to 
sanction it would cause anarchy. He himself put for
ward "Représentants du peuple français,” the approp
riateness of which no-one could dispute; The Commons 
should also announce their intentions.' He concluded 
by again denouncing Sièyes* designation as too "meta
physical," and gave further reasons to support his 
own.

But Mirabeau’s motion was not very success
ful - in fact, his use of the word "peuple" was strongly 
criticized by Thouret. A major opponent, apart from 
Sieyès, was Mounier, and he v/as enthusiastically sup
ported by the young Barnave; Mirabeau was therefore 
impelled to speak again, which he did on the follow
ing day; In the exordium of his speech, he first ex
pressed surprise that his suggestion of the previous 
day should have been criticized^ Contrasting what he

(1 ) "Metaphysical" was a favourite term of the time, 
but evidently it means nothing more than "abstract" or 
"a priori". See p; .
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was accused of saying with what he had actually said, 
he launched into a defence of the word "peuple." He 
then emphasised the need for a royal veto to prevent 
the formation of a powerful aristocracy. This was 
merely introductory to his main e^rgument. He first 
attempted to conciliate his opponents by listing the 
points upon which he, Sieyès, and Mounier a,greed;
All recognised the urgent need to provide the Assembly 
with a constitution; all recognised that the Assembly 
was not, and could not be, the States-General, but 
that it must find a designation which v/ould assert 
its status as an active assembly; all agreed that 
voting by separate orders must be prevented. Mira
beau then turned to the points on which they differed; 
He attacked the designations suggested by Sieyès and 
Mounier as unintelligible to the mass of Frenchmen: 
Mirabeau’B own proposal - "Les représentants dut, 
peuple français" - would, on the contrary, be per
fectly clear. Furthermore, Sieyès* designation - 
"Les représentants connus et vérifiés de la nation" - 
was applicable to the other Orders also; it was am
biguous, theoretical rather than factual, and, in 
some circumstances, would not even be applicable to
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the Assembly. Mirabeau*s own proposal, on the other 
hand, was based upon facts, and was applicable to 
the Assembly in any situation. But two major ob
jections had been made to it, and Mirabeau proceeded 
to refute these. First, it did not tend to separate 
the three Orders: on the contrary, it was based on 
the principle that the tv/o orders wishing to estrange 
themselves from the people had no separate will or 
power. Moreover, no designation assumed by the As
sembly would prevent the other Orders from making 
their own claims. Secondly, Mirabeau defended with 
considerable talent the use of the word "peuple" in 
his designation, and proceeded on a note of the high
est optimism to his peroration. This, again, consist
ed in an eloquent defence of the word "peuple," and 
examples of the honourable use to which similar words 
had been put in other languages. This peroration was 
frequently interrupted and ended in complete uproar: 
Mirabeau calmly walked out midst loud imprecations.
He W8.S not at all perturbed by this animosity, but 
absented himself the following day, with the result 
that his name did not figure on the list of those
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ninety deputies who voted against Sieyès* motion, 
and were accordingly considered as traitors;
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Mirabeau, either from political belief or in 
hope of personal gain, was eager to preserve the execu
tive authority of the Crown. At the end of May Du 
Roveray had arranged for him an interview with Malouet, 
with the ultimate aim of a "rapprochement" between 
Mirabeau and the two ministers, Necker and Montmorin. 
The interview with Malouet was successful. Mirabeau 
was almost brutally frank: he liked neither Necker 
nor Montmorin, but a plan of some sort was necessary, 
and, if it were reasonable, Mirabeau would uphold it 
to prevent the invasion of democracy. "Je veux une 
constitution libre, mais monarchique. Je ne veux 
point ébranler la m o n a r c h i e " were his words, ac
cording to Malouet, who was most impressed by Mira
beau* s candour. It was, however, most grudgingly 
that Necker accorded an interview for the next day, 
and Montmorin, highly distrustful, declined to be 
present. Expectations were not fulfilled. Necker*s 
manner was haughty, and to his question, "Monsieur,

(1 ) MALOUET: "Collection des Opinions et Discours,"
ed. Bacourt, p. 1 9 2 .
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Monsieur Malouet in*a dit que vous aviez des proposi
tions à me faire, quelles s o n t - e l l e s ? M i r a b e a u  
scornfully replied: "Ma proposition est de vous 
souhaiter le bonjour. On his return to the
Assembly Mirabeau muttered angrily to Malouet: "Votre 
homme est un sot, il aura de mes n o u v e l l e s . ^ )
Mirabeau remained, nevertheless, a monarchist. He 
was ready to help the royal cause, and merely await
ed recognition.

Meanwhile he demonstrated his power. On 
20 June I789 he was among the first to sign the 
Tennis Court Oath. Then, on 23 June, came the dis
astrous Royal Sitting, in which the King ordered 
the deputies to deliberate separately in their res
pective Chambers. But it was too late to remedy 
the indecision of the past six weeks, and when the 
Royal party and the two upper Orders had left, the 
Commons and lower Clergy remained motionless. It 
was after this that the Marquis de Brézé*s(^) in-

(1 ) See STERN: "La Vie de Mirabeau," Vol. II, p. 9 #
(2 ) The Master of Ceremonies.
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sistence that the Third Estate should obey the King* s 
commands to adjourn was met by Mirabeau*s famous re
tort: "Oui, Monsieur, nous avons entendu les inten
tions qu*on a suggérées au Roi; et vous, qui ne 
sauriez 'être son organe auprès des Etats généraux; 
vous, qui n*avez ici ni place, ni droit de parler, 
vous n*êtes pas fait pour nous rappeler son discours. 
Cependant, pour éviter tout équivoque et tout délai, 
je déclare que si l*on vous a chargé de nous faire 
sortir d*ici, vous devez demander des ordres pour 
employer la force; car nous ne quitterons nos places
que par la puissance des b a ï o n n e t t e s . This short

(o)outburst has become legendary' ', but it is most

(1 ) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. I46. There 
are several other versions of this speech which differ 
considerably from this one, although the sentiments are 
the same. Barthe gives this alternative: "Allez dire à 
votre maître que nous sommes ici par la puissance du; 
peuple et qu*on ne nous en arrachera que par la force 
des baïonnettes." (BARTHE: "Les Orateurs Français.")
(2) The Abbé Cérutti referred to the words: "Allez
dire à votre maître..." in the oration that he pronounced 
at Mirabeau*s funeral. (See "Oeuvres Oratoires de 
Mirabeau," Vol. II, p.4 9 9 ). These words were also 
ordered to be engraved under an official bust of Mirabeau. 
(See MEJAN: "Collection Complète des Travaux de Mira
beau. 6 l'Assemblée Nationale," Vol. V., p. 533. Also 
"Le Monteur," 5 April 1 7 9 1 .)
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probable that it did not at the time produce as much 
effect as is generally thought. It is certainly an 
exhortation to resistance, and is alleged(^) that the 
Third Estate rose as one man and uttered the unanimous 
cry: "Tel est le voeu de 1 *A s s e m b l é e . T h e  Marquis 
de Brézé walked out completely nonplussed. Perhaps 
more important was Mirabeau*s proposal that the per
sons of the deputies should be declared inviolable.

On 27 June 1789 the King ordered the union 
of the three Orders, and this prevented Mirabeau from 
putting forward a projected Address from the National 
Assembly to the people. He introduced it eventually 
on 1 July. The troubled state of Paris, he said, 
had been caused by the Royal Session of 23 June. The 
King was misguided, and imminent disaster could only 
be averted by the delegates of the nation. Mirabeau 
then read an address which he suggested should be 
sent to the people. This address contained a remark
able piece of wisdom: "Notre sort est dans notre 
sagesse. La violence seule pourrait rendre douteuse

(1) For example, by Mirabeau: "Troisième Lettre du Comte 
de Mirabeau a ses Commettants." p. 1 0 .
(2 ) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. I46, col. 2 .
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ou même anéantir cette liberté que la raison nous 
a s s u r e . Although the idea was well-received, 
nothing further m a t e r i a l i s e d . Mirabeau explained 
to his constituents: "II (un membre des Communes - 
i.e. Mirabeau) était malade, sa voix était faible,
1 *adresse a été mal entendue et n*a point été mise
en discussion."^3 )

Meanwhile, the situation worsened, and 
there were fears that the Court was plotting to rid 
itself of the Assembly. On 8 July Mirabeau struck 
again. Interrupting the debate in progress, he 
pointed out that there was a great discrepancy bet
ween the reply given by the King to the deputation 
sent on 1 July, and the measures which he had subse
quently taken. The King had said: "Je trouve votre 
a-rrêté fort sage" - but he had then proceeded to 
add to the troops already stationed between the city

(1 ) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 1 6 8 , col.2 .
The speech and the address are published under 27 June
1789. ■(2 J See DUMONT: "Souvenirs sur Mirabeau," p. 94#
(3) "Quinzième Lettre du Comte de Mirabeau à ses Cont-
mettants," p. 5. Méjan testifies that Mirabeau was 
"tourmenté par la fièvre," and that he had not found it 
easy to make himself heard. (MEJAN: Op. cit., Vol; I,
p.282.)
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and Versailles. Mirabeau said that he had not had 
time to prepare his speech, but he nevertheless 
produced a steady flow of arguments against the pres
ence of the aforementioned troops. "II a fallu dé
ployer tout 1*appareil du despotisme et montrer plus 
de soldats menaçants à la nation, le jour où le Roi 
lui-même 1 * a convoquée pour lui demander des conseils 
et des secours, qu'une invasion de 1 * ennemi n'en 
rencontrerait peut-être,'.. The whole procedure
was a great insult to the Assembly; nor was it ne
cessitated by the circumstances, "Jamais le peuple 
n'a dû être plus calme, plus tranquille, plus con
fiant: tout lui annonce la fin de ses malheurs, tout 
lui promet la régénération du r o y a u m e Moreover,
the presence of soldiers could lead to envy and fear

3amor^ the people. Besides, military discipline would 
hardly remain intact amongst soldiers quelling their 
fellow countrymen. Throughout Mirabeau attacks the 
follies of the counsellors rather than Louis XVI him
self: "Ont-ils lu dans le coeur de notre bon Roi?

Hî1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p; 208, col. 2
Ibid., p. 2 0 9 , col. 1.
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Connaissent-ils avec quelle horreur il regarderait 
ceux qui auraient allumé les flammes d'une sédition, 
d'une révolte peut-être, (je le dis en frémissant, 
mais je dois le dire), ceux qui l'exposeraient à 
verser le sang de son peuple, ceux qui seraient la 
cause première des rigueurs, des violences, des sup
plices dont une foule de malheureux seraient victimes?

Having thus attempted to impress his hearers 
with the most gruesome details, much as a trades' union 
leader might do now, Mirabeau abruptly broke off - 
"Mais, Messieurs, le temps presse; je me reproche 
chaque moment que mon discours pourrait ravir à vos 
sages délibérations." He then proposed that an address 
should be sent to the King, pointing out the dangers 
of the presence of troops, showing how the liberty 
of the Assembly was affronted, and asking him to re
move them.

Mirabeau's speech was met with long and 
loud acclamations, and provoked some shorter speeches, 
all supporting his motion. A committee was charged

(l) '(Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 210, col. 1.
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with preparing the address to Louis XVI, and they 
passed the task on to Mirabeau. On the evening of 
10 July a deputation of twenty-four presented the 
address to the King, who fixed his eyes upon its 
author while it was being read by Clermont-Tonnerre, 
one of the Assembly's six secretaries. The speech 
and the address were a turning point in Mirabeau's 
career, for the vehemence of his attack upon the 
Court demonstrated that he had in truth espoused 
the cause of the Revolution,

The King's reply, read by the President 
on 11 July, was evasive, and, as one might have ex
pected, did not receive a great welcome in the Assembly. 
The Count de Crillon rose to the King's defence: "La 
parole d'un Roi honnête homme est une barrière un- 
surmontable. But Mirabeau^^) immediately took him
up on this. His Majesty's word was trustworthy, yes - 
but it was no guarantee of the conduct of his minis
ters; moreover the persistent confidence of the French

(l) "Archives Parlementaires, Vol. VIII, p. 2 2 0 , col. 1 . 
(2 ; According to Méjan, Mirabeau alone criticised the 
King's reply. (I£EJAN: "collection Complète des Travaux 
de Mirabeau à l'Assemblée Nationale," Vol. I, p. 3 1 8 /
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in their King had led them into the present crisis;
"Sans doute, mon avis n'est pas de manquer à la con
fiance et au respect qu'on doit aux vertus du Roi; 
mais mon avis n'est pas non plus que nous soyons in
conséquents, timides, incertains dans notre marche 
They must therefore persist in their demands.
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Pate now intervened; Mirabeau's father died 
on 11 July, and this necessitated Mirabeau's absence 
from Paris on the 12 and I3 J’Jly. Thus was he prevent
ed from playing any part in controlling the insurrec
tion which broke out at the news that Hecker had been 
dismissed on 11 July; so did he lose any chance of be
coming Mayor of Paris in place of Bailly, Back in
the Assembly on 14 July, he was a member of one of the 
deputations sent to the King after the announcement of 
the capture of the Bastille. But it was on 15 July 
that he made his influence really felt. An argument 
was in progress over a fresh deputation to the King; 
This was the signal for Mirabeau to denounce the Queen, 
Monsieur d'Artois (the King's youngest brother),
Madame de Polignac (an intimate friend of Marie- 
Antoinette) and others, who on the previous day, had 
visited the foreign Hussars, who had taken shelter

(1) Mirabeau himself writes to his Belgian friend. La 
Marck: "Si la dé’cence ne m'avait pas ençsêché de me 
montrer à cause de la mort de mon père, je suis sûr que 
j'aurais é t é  nommé maire au lieu de Bailly." (Corres
pondance entre le Comte de Mirabeau et le Comte de la 
Marck, Vol. I, p. 9 5 )»
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Versailles. In stentorian tones, he bellowed forth:
"Eh bien!' dites au Roi que les hordes étrangères' 
dont nous sommes investis ont reçu hl4 r la visite 
des princes, des princesses, des favoris, des, favor
ites, et leurs caresses, et leurs exhortations et 
leurs p r é s e n t s ; . It was Mirabeau's first 
really violent tirade, and contained poignant refer
ences to the massacre of St. Barthiomew; Louis XVI 
forestalled the deputation by coming to the Assembly 
in person. But Mirabeau quelled the Assembly's 
transports of joy by demanding: "Qu'un morne respect 
soit le premier accueil fait au monarque dans un 
moment de douleur. Le silence des peuples est la 
leçon des rois;"

The following day, 16 July 1789, Mirabeau 
took advantage of the general instability of affairs; 
He read to the Assembly the draft of an address to 
the King, demanding the removal of the present minis
ters, and, significantly, not requesting the recall 
of Keeker; In the ensuing debate, he claimed that

(1 ) "Archives Parlementaires, Vol. VIII, p. 2 3 6 , col; 1
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the National Assembly must be permitted to express 
the public's disapproval of a minister - it would 
be merely an opinion, not "une dénonciation sanguin
aire. He adduced the example of England which
still flourished, even though public opinion was per
mitted expression - indeed, this had rather proved 
saluta-ry. The debate, however, was cut short by the 
announcement of the dismissal of some ministers (in
cluding Broglio, Villedeuil, and Brézé) - and also of 
the recall of Necker. Mirabeau had been quite unable 
to persuade the Assembly on this issue.

Of the Parisian insurrection he made the 
most; His aim was to gain popularity with the mob 
and the district assemblies, to strike at Necker's 
ascendency, and to bring about the fall of Bailly, 
whose position as Mayor of Paris he envied. His fre
quent journeys to Paris made him a well-known figure, 
and, on visiting the Bastille, he was greeted with 
flowers by an adoring crowd. The administration of 
Paris was a bone of contention. The Assembly of

(1) "Archives Parlementaires, Vol. VIII, p. 236, col. 1.
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Electors had illegally prolonged its powers and was 
running the administration to the annoyance of the 
Parisian " d i s t r i c t s " . Mirabeau took up the cause 
of the "districts" in the Assembly. In a speech on 
23 July, he stated that the cause of the Parisian 
disorders was the lack of recognised authority. 
Municipalities should be established, and should run 
their own affairs. An objection by Mounier led him 
to explain that the various localities - and not the 
National Assembly - would organise the municipali
ties, though they would need the sanction of the 
Assembly.

Mirabeau showed his characteristic concern 
for practicalities, when, on 29 July, he urged the 
Assembly to organise its p r o c e d u r e : "Hâtons-nous 
d'adopter une police quelconque"(3)  ̂ The size of a 
majority required to pass a bill was under discussion. 
Mirabeau declared his preference for a simple major
ity - i.e. half .the total votes plus one - in all 
cases, and opposed a graduated system suggested by

(1) "Districts" were the juridical divisions of the city.
(2) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 297, col. 2.
(3) Cf. p. . This speech was based entirely on the 
June publication relating to procedure in the British 
House of Sommons, (See also Chapter VI, p. ̂ 76-7)
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Lubersac, the Bishop of Chartres, whereby some bills 
would require a larger majority and others merely a 
simple majority. Mirabeau argued that it would be 
too difficult to decide which bills fell into which 
category, and, furthermore, that absence would be an 
effective veto. He also emphasised the need to fix 
a quorum. A further speech, in which he proposed 
that a plural majority should only be required for 
important subjects such as that of the social pact, 
excited impatience by its length.

Mirabeau*s activities were causing some 
concern in the Assembly. Lally-Tollendal, opposing 
this last motion, implied that Mirabeau was a tyrant, 
and on 1 August Regnaud de Saint-Jean d'Angely pro
posed that deputies should be forbidden to attend the 
meetings of the Parisian "districts". Mirabeau was 
indignant: the deputies had not given up their citizen
ship and should not, therefore, be prevented from 
going to the meetings of their "districts" to explain 
matters. He won his point. Though frequently inter
rupted, he was gradually gaining power in the Assem
bly. In Paris his popularity with the crowd continued
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to increase. He was also on very friendly terms with 
the demagogue, Camille Desmoulins, and was much eulo
gised in the popular journals.

Mirabeau was absent from the famous sitting 
on the night of 4 August, but his comments are report
ed by Dumont: "Voilà bien nos Français; ils sont un 
mois entier à disputer des syllabes, et dans une nuit
ils renversent tout l'ancien ordre de la monarchie.
And he lost no opportunity of pointing out the dis
advantages resulting from this precipitation.

(1) DUMONT: "Souvenirs sur Mirabeau," p. 100,
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The Assembly was by now embarking upon its 
major objective - namely, the formation of a Consti
tution for France. On August 4 (in the morning sit
ting) Mirabeau had been amongst the majority who 
voted for a Declaration of the Rights of Man to pre
cede the Constitution proper. It was now that Mira
beau received a great mark of the Assembly's confi
dence. Much time had already been spent in debate 
and numerous models of Declaration rejected: Mirabeau 
was selected to be on the Committee of five deputies 
charged with drafting the Declaration of Rights. In 
the end, he produced a draft and the other four mem
bers approved it. On 17 August he presented it to 
the Assembly. He confessed that, although such a 
Declaration should be simple to formulate, the Com
mittee had found it difficult, owing to the fact that 
it had to be applied to a decadent body politic, of 
which the constitution was as yet unformed. Moreover, 
the Committee had had only three days in which to 
work upon twenty projects. Wishing to avoid too much 
abstraction, the Committee had sought to express in
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simple terms what the people themselves felt, since 
liberty was the fruit of everyday experience. The 
Committee had had the American example before it.
It had found some difficulty in differentiating bet
ween principles and legal detail, and circumstances 
had prevented it from providing an ideal Declaration 
of Rights. So it was with some apprehension that 
Mirabeau presented its draft. In spite of this, he 
painted a magnificent picture of the future which 
the Constitution would open up, and of the effect it 
would have upon the entire world.

Mirabeau*s draft was subjected to a violent 
attack which contained much personal abuse and criti
cism. Viscount Mirabeau, for example, referred to 
his elder brother as "un membre, qui a l'habitude de 
séduire par son é l o q u e n c e . B u t  Mirabeau parried 
these personal attacks wittily and energetically. He 
spoke frequently in the debate, and though it was 
often without success, his persuasive eloquence did 
result in some considerable amendments. Some criti-

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 452, col. 1 
18 August 1789.
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cism arose from Mirabeau*s inconsistency. Clezen, a 
deputy from Rennes, alluded scornfully to "cette 
supériorité de talents avec laquelle Monsieur de Mira
beau sait guider 1'Assemblée vers des buts contraires. 
The accusation was perfectly just, for Mirabeau con
cerned as always with the practical side of the matter, 
had, during the course of the debate, come to see that 
the Declaration was subject to gross misinterpretation 
by the people, and would be better incorporated in the 
Constitution.

With regard to the Constitution itself, Mira
beau' s views were midway between those of Mounier and 
Sieyès, the latter of whom he held in particular esteem. 
He was against the bi-cameral system. He maintained 
that the permanence of the Legislative Assembly, al
ready agreed upon, implied the unity of that Assembly. 
Whether there were to be one or two chambers was 
merely a question of regulations, and could be de
cided later.

Mirabeau's opinion on the problem of the 
Royal Sanction was closely connected with that on the

(1) Ibid., p. 454» col. 2.
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Constitution. He wanted to strengthen royal authority, 
and believed that the abolition of the Royal Sanction 
would affect this adversely. On 1 September he de
livered a long speech on the subject. At the end of 
a day of tedious speeches the prospect of hearing Mira
beau roused the Assembly from its torpor, and the de
puties were sufficiently impressed to order the print
ing of his speech. In it Mirabeau first outlined the 
differences between the legislative and executive 
powers, demonstrating the need for a royal veto to 
ensure that the legislative power continued to rep
resent the General Will. Touching, in a very prac
tical way, upon the enormous tasks that lay before 
the Assembly, he then explained the need for an annual 
convocation of this assembly, which would in turn be 
an effective brake upon the extravagances of the royal 
veto.

Neither Mirabeau*s popularity at the Palais- 
Royal, nor that in the popular press, suffered from 
his favouring the royal veto. Moreover, in the Ass
embly he came quite near to having the notion accepted. 
He successfully parried an attack by Le Chapelier on
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10 September, but Hecker rendered all his efforts 
unnecessary by intervening with a ministerial state
ment accepting the idea of a suspensive royal veto.

The question of a possible Spanish heir 
to the French throne, inevitably brought up during 
the Constitutional debates, caused tumults in the 
Assembly. Mirabeau considered that the problem 
should be discussed at length at a later date, but 
he took the opportunity of saying that the national 
interest - and not existent treaties - should be the 
basis for their pronouncements. The Assembly, he 
declared, must uphold the rights of the French branch 
of the royal family and cease the idolatry of Louis 
XIV whom he described as "le monarque le plus asiat
ique qui ait jamais régn^ sur la F r a n c e . He op
posed the idea of a Spanish king, and said enough to 
worry Marie-Antoinette by insisting that the French 
must have a French prince, conformable to French 
habits, and so on.

Mirabeau had produced an impression of

(l) From the Bourbon family.(2; "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. col. 2.
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strength in these debates - even more so on l8 Septem
ber, when he pressed for the immediate sanctioning of 
the decrees of 4 August. He was impatient with the 
Assembly's superfluous debate on whether or not the 
decrees should have been forwarded to the King for 
sanction, since that had already been done. Then he 
proceeded to his argument. The Assembly had been 
careful not to arouse public disorder by announcing 
obvious though new principles, but the silence had 
to be broken when the principles were contested. The 
French were an ancient nation, and the change from 
the old to the new must be made smoothly. He appeal
ed to his colleagues to be quite frank and open about 
their opinions - for then an agreement could soon be 
reached. Distrust and individual hatreds would bring 
about the dissolution of the monarchy. He suggested 
that the sudden execution of the decrees of August 4 
would have caused trouble. Moreover, the Assembly 
had since placed reservations upon them, and the 
King's observations did no more than reflect their 
own fears. The decrees of 4 August, he declared, did 
not concern individual or particular interests, but
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were general principles - and therefore the King 
could not deny them. But, since the King had been 
asked for his sanction, and the people were already 
enjoying the benefits of the decrees, let the san
ction be a straightforward one. So peace and order 
might be re-established, and other legislation could 
be carried out.
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VI: Finance.

Finance was naturally a major topic, and 
Mirabeau was a prolific speaker on it. Underlying 
his speeches and publications on the subject was the 
desire to ruin Necker.^^^ His first big opportunity 
occurred on 7 August 1789, when Necker requested the 
Assembly to decree a loan of thirty millions without 
delay. Mirabeau successfully opposed the suggestion 
of a hasty vote and himself proposed that deputies 
should offer patriotic gifts from their own pockets. 
He expanded his argument the following day: a loan 
should be floated, and the deputies should act as 
its guarantee. On 19 August Mirabeau introduced a 
motion, the purpose of which was to revitalise the 
national credit. He explained that the national in
come had been greatly diminished by anarchy in the 
realm. The sole solution was national credit. The 
loan which had been decreed on 9 August had not been 
patronised, owing to uncertainty about the status of 
property, and so on, aroused by the decrees of 4 
August. The King, Mirabeau suggested, should be

(1) See Chapter IV, p. 225-227: Chapter V, p. •
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given^powex to do anything which would stimulate in
vestment in a national loan.

Soon afterwards Necker complained to the 
Assembly that their deviation from the paths he had 
suggested had caused the failure of the loan. He 
requested a further loan, and Mirabeau supported him, 
since he was anxious to prevent a declaration of 
national bnakruptcy, which would entail the disso- 
lution of the National Assembly, originally convoked 
to solve France's economic problems. But in his 
speech, Necker had also hinted at the possible con
version of the Caisse d'Escompte into a National 
Bank. Mirabeau opposed this most strongly, and on 
16 September 1789 a pamphlet came out entitled:
"Motion de M. le Cte. de Mirabeau concernant la 
Caisse d'Escompte." Then on 19 September Mirabeau 
supported Gouy d'Arsy in a pessimistic view of the 
economic situation, and obtained that two days each 
week should be devoted to finance. He presaged 
that Necker would shortly hold the Assembly respons
ible for the national bankruptcy. Indeed, by 24 
September, the situation was so grave that Necker
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proposed that all Frenchmen should be asked to sacri
fice a quarter of their income as a patriotic gift.
It was then that Mirabeau, to all outward appearance, 
reversed his attitude to Necker. On 26 September, he 
intervened three times in the debate, and actually 
supported Necker*s proposal, exciting considerable en
thusiasm. His unwonted praise of Necker may have 
aroused suspicions, and there were objections. Lally- 
Tollendal, whose speech might be resumed in the words 
"Timeo Dahaoos"^^), insinuated that Mirabeau was try- 
ing to bring the "pilote ch^ri"(^) (Necker) to his 
ruin, and thus goaded Mirabeau launched into a fourth 
brilliant speech which electrified the Assembly and 
set the seal to his reputation as an orator. Improv
ising, he persuaded his hearers that one could not 
cavil at such a prodigious popularity as that enjoyed 
by Necker, He personally was going to forget his dif
ferences in this hour of need. Then came his famous 
and awesome evocation of the gulf of bankruptcy, and 
his poignant recollection of the situation deplored

VIRGIL: "Aeneid," II, 49.
Mirabeau had used this term in his first speech. 

"Archives Parlementaires", Vol. IX, p. 192, col. 1.
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by Cato: "Catilina est aux portes de Rome, et l'on 
délibère!"(^1 and he applied them brilliantly to 
the situation: la hideuse banqueroute est là;
.... et vous délibérez! ...."(2) Mirabeau's sug
gestion, made in this speech, that an address should 
be sent from the National Assembly to the Electorate, 
supporting the project of an extraordinary levy on 
income, was taken up by the Assembly and Mirabeau 
himself charged with preparing it. So, on 2 October 
1789, Mirabeau read his draft of an address, and 
read an improved version the next day. Meanwhile, 
on 1 October, Mirabeau had made a fresh attack on 
the Caisse d*Escompte and on paper-money, so it need 
not be thought that his support for Necker was any
thing more than skin-deep. As Lally-Tollendal sus
pected, Mirabeau'B purpose was treacherous - he in
tended to make Necker seem entirely responsible for 
France's bankruptcy, and thus to ruin him.

(1) This is not a translation of the actual words of 
Cato, merely a reference to the situation. Sallust re
lates how Cato advocated the death penalty for the 
treacherous Catiline, and upbraided the Senate for 
deliberating rather than taking action.
(2) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. I96, col. 1.
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VII; The October Days.

All the while, Mirabeau was striving to 
gain ministerial position for himself. As soon as 
29 September, he put forward a motion to make minis
ters responsible to the Assembly, And he did all he 
could to make his talents recognised. In a series 
of pen-portraits of deputies, entitled "La Galerie 
,des Etats-Généraux", and organised by Choderlos de 
Laclos and other friends, he appears under the pseudo
nym of "Iramba", an ^anagram of his own name, and is 
painted as possessing all the qualities of a leader. 
But Mirabeau was aware that one major factor was 
going to make it almost impossible for him to gain 
power in an open and honourable way. He confessed 
to his Belgian friend. Count de la Marck: "Ah! que 
l'immoralité de ma jeunesse fait de tort à la chose 
publique.

So it was that Mirabeau continued to resort 
to intrigue and double-dealing. But the very nature 
of his conduct makes it difficult to ascertain the

(1) "Correspondance entre le Comte de Mirabeau et le 
Comte de la Marck," Vol. I, p. I32.
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facts concerning it. How deeply was he involved in 
an Orleanist plot in October 1789? That there were 
projects in hand is fairly evident. There would 
appear to have been some liaison with the Duke of 
Orleans, the King's cousin, from early July, when 
Louis XVI's intransigence over the presence of troops 
may well have made Mirabeau feel that Orleans would 
prove an easier puppet. There may also have been 
financial considerations. But even before Mirabeau's 
speech requesting the removal of the troops, he had 
been in conversation with the Duke of Orleans, and 
projects were revealed by Mirabeau to Mounier,
Duport, and Bergasse. According to Mounier, Mira
beau said to him: "Je suis aussi attaché que vous à 
la royauté, mais qu'importe que nous ayons Louis 
XVII au lieu de Louis XVI, et qu'avons-nous besoin 
d'un bambin pour nous g o u v e r n e r ? According to 
Virieu, Mirabeau hoped that the Duke of Orleans 
would intervene to restore public order, and in re
turn be given the post of Lieutenant-General of the

(1) MOUNIER: "Appel au tribunal del'opinion publique 
du rapport de Monsieur Chabroud," p. 11-12.
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kingdom. Mirabeau could then hope to be his Prime 
Minister. To what extent these reports can be be
lieved, it is difficult to determine. Mirabeau was 
associated with some of the most violent agitators 
in the period preceding the October days, and in 
particular had struck up a great friendship with 
Camille Desmoulins. He was also in liaison with the 
novelist, Choderlos de Laclos, and the Duke de 
B i r o n , b o t h  intimate counsellors of Orleans/ But 
there is another side to the picture. La Marck 
noticed a distinct coldness between Mirabeau and 
Orleans just before the October rising; Mirabeau 
was pessimistic about the situation, having given 
up hope in the cowardly Duke.

On 5 October Dupont de Nemours and Petion 
de Villeneuve denounced to the Assembly the military 
banquet given by the King's Bodyguards to the 
Officers of the Flanders Regiment which the Royal 
family had attended, and at which the tricolor had 
been insulted/ The Marquis de Monspey demanded

(1) Formerly Lauzun. See Chapter IV, p. 224J
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written details, but Mirabeau intervened, saying that 
such conduct would be "souverainement impolitique.
He then proposed that the King's person alone should 
be declared inviolable - the omission of any mention 
of the Queen was pointed.

On the same day a letter came from the King 
adjourning any decision on the Declaration of Rights. 
This aroused much anger. Mirabeau claimed that, for 
the sake of public safety, the decrees should be ac
cepted by the King, and the acceptance should at 
least appear to be voluntary. He should be asked by 
the Pres-ident to clarify what he had said, for, if 
he persisted in his refusal, patriotism would be 
stifled and anarchy begin/ The executive power 
could not be independent of the legislative power/

Mirabeau then secretly warned Mounier, who 
was President of the Assembly at the time, that 
20,000 armed men were marching upon Versailles, and 
advised him to go to the Chateau at once. Mounier 
had a strong aversion to Mirabeau, but eventually 
did go. Mirabeau meanwhile disappeared from the 
Assembly, and went to join La Marck. He was later

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 345, col. 2,
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accused of having been seen with the Flanders regi
ments brandishing a naked sabre, but there is nothing 
to prove that he was inciting the troops to revolt. 
Mirabeau afterwards affirmed that he and La Marck 
would have gone to the Count of Provence if Louis 
XVI had reached the frontier, but since the King re
mained,' no such question arose. Late that night 
Mirabeau reappeared in the Assembly to find it in
vaded by the Parisian women and in complete uproar. 
With his amazing force of personality, he roared at 
them: "Ce n'est pas au milieu d'un tumulte scanda
leux que les représentants de la nation peuvent 
discuter avec sagesse; et j'espère que les amis de 
la liberté ne sont pas venus ici pour gêner la 
liberté de 1' A s s e m b l é e . Astonishingly enough 
the rebels cheered and applauded him, and order was 
gradually restored. The following morning Mirabeau 
fought against the motion that the Assembly should 
join the King in Paris. If they were to go to Paris, 
it should be spontaneously and not because forced by 
the mob.

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 348, col. 2.
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Throughout these events, Mounier considered 
Mirabeau as a perfect hypocrite - inciting the popu
lace and at the same time pretending to support law 
and order. But it should be pointed out that on many 
occasions he risked his popularity with the mob, and 
his conduct in the Assembly was not always such as 
was likely to obtain the allegiance of the democrats. 
He upheld the permanency of the civil list, and the 
need for martial law, for instance.

Without doubt, however, there were manifold 
intrigues. On 10 October Mirabeau denounced Saint- 
Priest, a Secretary of State, for derogatory remarks 
about the National Assembly, and this resulted in a 
ministerial crisis. On the same day he supported 
Talleyrand's proposal to use the Church's money to 
ease the national debt. Then there were attempts at 
a liaison with Lafayette. After the exile of Philippe 
of Orleans he met Lafayette and others interested in 
enjoying ministerial positions at P a s s y . Mira
beau* s plan was that Talleyrand should play a part in

(l) In the house of a niece of Mirabeau, Madame 
d'Arragon.
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financial matters and finally ruin the enfeebled 
Necker. Lafayette arranged an interview between 
Mirabeau and Montmorin, and then, on 17 October, 
a long, but unsuccessful one, between Mirabeau and 
Necker.

Mirabeau still heartily disliked Lafayette, 
but he needed his help, and so, on 19 October, to the 
surprise of many, he proposed a vote of thanks to 
Lafayette and also to Bailly for their brave conduct 
in the recent uprisings. But Lafayette was not al
together amenable, for when, on 20 October, Mirabeau 
took up Target's demand that the decrees of 4 August 
should receive the King's sanction, Lafayette re
mained quite unmoved. The following day the murder 
of a baker named François provided Mirabeau with the 
opportunity to demand that the government should 
give an account of its attempts to provide Paris 
with sustenance. On 24 October Necker sent a reply 
to this demand, and Mirabeau had hopes that a new 
government would be necessary. But again Lafayette 
grew cold, and abstained from aiding Mirabeau to 
ruin the old government. There were possibilities
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of an ambassadorship, but Mirabeau was not willing 
to leave the centre of activities: "C'est ici que 
je suis nécessaire," he said to Mauvillon, "si je 
suis nécessaire à quelque c h o s e . There was also 
some possibility of financial reward from the Crown 
via La Marck - an important consideration to someone 
so deeply involved in debts as was our orator. There 
was, however, understandable hesitation in elevated 
circles concerning Mirabeau*s potential usefulness.

(1) "Lettres du Comte de Mirabeau à un de ses amis 
en Allemagne."
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Mirabeau's activity in the Assembly during 
this time was extraordinary. On 14 October, he in
troduced a bill suggesting martial law on the lines 
of the English Riot Act. On 27 October, he moved 
that bankrupts should be ineligible for civil 
positions, and then the following day, put forward 
some interesting ideas for the civic enrolment of 
young citizens. On 30 October, he delivered in the 
Assembly a long speech on the right of the State to 
take over the Church's w e a l t h . H e  had adopted 
Talleyrand's suggestion that the nation should ap
propriate the Church's wealth in order to stamp out 
its own debt. He began by declaring the necessity 
of examining the principle involved - a favourite 
revolutionary maxim - and he underlined the need for 
minute debate on a major topic such as this one. 
Before proceeding to his own argument, he showed 
what had been lacking in the previous arguments.
In outlining his own point of view, he declared that 
public usefulness was the supreme law, and that en-

(1) See Chapter VII, p. .
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dowments could be destroyed for various reasons. He 
divided endowments into three categories - royal, 
political, individual. He then defined property as 
the right given by all to one man to possess exclu
sively what belonged to all in a state of nature.
Next came the application of the principle - since 
no law had ever made the Clergy a permanent body in 
the State, and consequently able to have possessions, 
its founders must have realised the possibility of 
the dissolution of the Clergy as a body and, there
fore, of their inability to possess. These principles 
underlay the decrees of 4 August. The nation, Mira
beau affirmed, had the right to declare that the 
Clergy was not a body, and that Church property be
longed to the nation. But in his conclusion he 
rather modified the main part of the speech, ex
plaining that he did not mean that the Clergy should 
be despoiled of their property; for who, he asked, 
could administer it so well? In principle, however, 
the nation was the owner of ecclesiastical property.
The Abbé Maury replied most successfully to Mira
beau* s sophistry - so successfully that Mirabeau, 
incapable of refuting his argument on the spot.
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requested a further opportunity to speak the follow
ing day. But though Mirabeau had a further speech 
prepared, he was never given this opportunity to 
deliver it.

He next gave his attention to the redivision 
of France, delivering two speeches on it. In the 
first, on 3 November, he reacted strongly against the 
abstract way in which the deputies had been tackling 
the problem. He indeed accepted the principle that 
the new division of the kingdom was necessary, in 
order to prevent an aristocratic administration, and 
so on, but he objected to the details set forth in 
the plan presented by the Constitution Committee. 
First, he would prefer more departments than they 
were suggesting, and no communes. He then attacked 
their geometrical division of France as entirely un
realistic. The establishment of equal communes with 
an equal number of villages he attacked for the same 
reason. He rejected communes and cantons as un
necessary intermediaries, and demonstrated the im
possibility of allowing a deputation from every 
village to departmental assemblies. But his major
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objection was that the proposed new system was not 
suitable for a uniform judicial or fiscal system. 
Having thus rejected the Committee's scheme, he pro
duced his own: the existing provinces - and not the 
kingdom as a whole - should be divided into a hundred 
and twenty departments in accordance with existing 
geographic and social conditions. Each province 
would organise its own division. Mirabeau then il
lustrated his ideas with examples from his native 
Provence. In a second speech on 10 November, he de
fended his scheme in great detail, against the ob
jections that had been made to it - in particular 
those of Thouret. His whole object was to apply 
the Constitution Committee's principles to the real 
divisions of France. This matter illustrates par
ticularly well Mirabeau*s concern with realities 
and practicalities. It is somewhat refreshing in 
an Assembly so predominantly "metaphysical", that 
is, given to the utterance of abstract principles.

These various speeches, even those which 
Mirabeau never delivered in the Assembly, since they

( 1 ) See page X 5 1,
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came through to the readers of the "Courier de 
Provence," had their effect in enhancing Mirabeau*s 
reputation. But November 1789 was to bring the 
catastrophe of his career. He was, as he thought, 
nearing his goal of ministerial power, but he still 
needed to bring about Necker*s dismissal. (Any 
ideas of coalition had been effectively stamped out 
by the unsuccessful interview of 17 October(^)). So 
it was Necker* B ruin that Mirabeau was seeking to 
bring about by his speech of 6 November attacking 
the Caisse d*Escompte which Necker was hoping to 
convert into a National B a n k . H e  started with a 
vivid description of the disaster resulting from 
the loss of metallic currency. His advice, he 
claimed, had been disregarded: there was now too 
much paper-money, and therefore it was of less 
value than the solid currency. French metallic cur
rency was disappearing to the colonies instead of 
grain which was no longer available to send there. 
Mirabeau also attributed the anxiety about the 
scarcity of bread to the lack of metallic currency

a;1) See p. S.'SZ.See p. a??.
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with which to pay the farmers. This was a powerful 
shaft. He then proposed the.t the money borrowed 
by America during the War of Independence should be 
claimed back in order to purchase coinage; further
more, a National Treasury should be set up - solely 
for the National Debt. Mirabeau now reached the 
crucial point of his speech. He desperately wanted 
ministers to sit in the Assembly, and to be answer- 
able to it. He had already adumbrated the idea on 
29 September. So he now suggested that the time 
had come for the misunderstanding between ministers 
and the Assembly to be brought to an end. For 
this purpose, ministers should be subject to ques
tioning by the Assembly, and Mirabeau listed all the 
advantages that would accrue from their presence.
He pleaded the case eloquently and powerfully « 
for it was, in effect, his own.
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All seemed well, but all was not well. The 
blow was struck the next day by Lanjuinais, the mouth
piece of Champion de Cice, Archbishop of Bordeaux and 
Keeper of The Seals. It was mordant. If they were 
to allow ministers to consult with the National As
sembly, he said, "nous les exposerions (les ministres) 
à être le jouet des hommes ambitieux, s*il s*en trou
vait dans cette A s s e m b l é e . Then, to make the 
issue quite plain, Blin, the deputy from Nantes, pro
posed the following amendment to Mirabeau*s own 
motion of the previous day: "Aucun membre de 1*Assem
blée Nationale ne pourra désormais passer au ministère 
pendant la durée de la session a c t u e l l e . Every
one, not least Mirabeau, knew that this proposal was 
directed against himself. But Mirabeau was nothing

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 716, col. 1, 
A more vivid version is usually cited, in which the at
tack upon Mirabeau is more direct: "Un génie éloquent 
vous entraîne et vous subjugue, que ne ferait-il pas 
s'il devenait ministre?"
(2) Ibid., col. 2.
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if not a brilliant actor, and he retained his smiling 
mask. Remaining outwardly calm he delivered a speech 
of superb irony, in which, with brazen assurance, he 
identified himself as Blin*s intended victim. But 
the amendment was adopted and the battle was lost, 

Mirabeau was disillusioned, and he became 
further immersed in intrigue. He lost faith in the 
Assembly as a means of rejuvenating France, sud grad
ually came to hate it. His hatred fell also upon 
Lafayette, who had proved useless at the critical 
moment. There was no official rupture, but rela
tions were icy. Nor was Necker any less hated than 
before. He made another speech on 14 November, and 
on 20 November Mirabeau replied, making a further 
attack upon Necker*s beloved Caisse d*Escompte 
(Necker had entertained hopes of transforming it into 
a national b a n k ) T h e  speech was a success - the 
Assembly ordered its publication and some of Mira
beau* s proposals were taken up. But for the next 
eight m o n t h s Mirabeau remained silent in the

(1) See supta, p.
(2) Until 27 August 1790. See infra, p. 3 16.



297.

CHAPTER V: Intrigues.

Assembly on the subject of finance, though polemics 
continued in the "Courier de Provence."

Then there was a conspiracy with "Monsieur," 
the Count of Provence and brother of the King; the 
Duke de Levis acting as intermediary. Mirabeau 
wanted to make a kind of Richelieu of Provence, but 
the latter was not at all eager to ally himself with 
the unreliable and untrustworthy politician. Mira
beau, however, proved a valuable associate. When 
the Marquis de Favras, Provence's political agent 
was arrested and accused of plotting to remove the 
King to the frontier, Provence himself seemed to be 
implicated, and he felt it necessary to appear be
fore the Commune of Paris to disavow any connections 
with Favras. The speech he made had been prepared 
for him by Mirabeau, as also was the letter which
Provence sent to the National Assembly on this same

(o)matter.^ ' Mirabeau had hopes that Provence might 
be pushed into the premiership, but he lacked the 
necessary self-confidence.

Meanwhile, the stream of Mirabeau*s speeches

(1) See Chapter VI, pp. .
(2) See DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. I30.
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in the Assembly had continued. Early in December he 
had introduced a bill to set the administration of 
the municipalities slowly in motion. Stating that 
equality was the basis of the Constitution, he had 
gone on to explain that the executive side of govern
ment was a highly complicated affair, and there was 
therefore every need to begin simply and slowly.
Then, on 10 December 1789, he had proposed a system 
of "gradual" elections to the National Assembly - 
deputies would not be elected directly, but by elec
toral colleges. This ladder-system would ensure the 
quality of the deputies, and would give honour to 
high-ranking officials, thus inducing a spirit of 
healthy emulation. Mirabeau had quoted Rousseau in 
support of his scheme - the original idea was 
Rousseau*s(^) - and concluded that the nation would 
have confidence in an Assembly of deputies thus 
selected.

Some of Mirabeau*s most effective orations 
at this time were those in which the Parlements^^) 
came under fire. On 9 January, 1790, he criticised
(1) Rousseau: "Contrat Social," IV, 4: "Des Cornices 
Romains."
(2) See Chapter, I , p. 15, note 2.
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the presumption of some members of the Vacation Cham
ber of Rennes, who had disobeyed decrees of the 
National Assembly. This great Assembly was the de
pository of liberty, and should not permit any re
sistance. Then, point by point, Mirabeau attacked 
the legal powers claimed by the Parlements. He moved 
that the Assembly should set up a tribunal to deal 
with the situation.

Nearer to Mirabeau*s own heart was the case 
of Marseilles. He had already - on 5 and 25 November 
and 8 December 1789 - drawn the attention of the As
sembly to the gross miscarriage of justice by the 
Provost of Marseilles, who had, among other things, 
kept prisoners from their solicitors. Then on 26 
January 179O, he delivered a further very long and 
detailed speech on the matter. Two decrees of the 
National Assembly had not been able to save the in
nocent men, he began indignantly. The accused were 
members of the popular party, and this led Mirabeau 
into a description of the uprisings in Marseilles.
The Parlement of Provence had claimed for itself 
judiciary powers over the instigators of the trouble.



3 0 0 .

CHAPTER V: Activity in the Assembly.

but there had been resistance to this claim. Although 
a peaceful militia of young men had saved Marseilles 
from brigands, troops were brought in to control it, 
and a new militia of aristocrats set up. The citi
zens naturally objected to this, and elected commission
ers, but some of those who had voiced disapproval were 
imprisoned, and the militia made an attack upon an
innocent populace. Mirabeau then denounced the Pro-
0 for selecting biased judges over the affair, for 

using evidence of too early a date, and for making a 
crime of demonstrations of patriotism - and here he 
gave examples and produced pieces of evidence. The 
Provost>had, moreover, adopted false principles - 
and to illustrate this Mirabeau read a letter from 
him, commenting upon it phrase by phrase. The Prov
ost had a bias against the accused, and permitted 
them to be ill-used. (Again, letters and reports 
were cited in evidence). He had, furthermore, im
prisoned those who had dared to accuse him, and, as 
yet another example of tyranny, he had imprisoned a 
man whose wife lay dying. The case was of national 
interest, declared Mirabeau, for it concerned the
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oppression of the popular party in one city. More 
than this was at stake, however, for the Provost 
had actually violated decrees of the National As
sembly, and Mirabeau listed them. In two cases the 
Reports Committee had produced justification for the 
Provost, but on examination Mirabeau rejected this, 
and concluded that the Provost had not acted in good 
faith. He had further violated the decrees of the 
Assembly by holding a tribunal in an inaccessible 
fortress, and then by transferring the accused to an 
island. On both heads Mirabeau produced letters in 
eivdence. This oppression, he went on, had given 
rise to an address signed by twelve hundred citizens. 
Although eighteen corporations supported them, the 
Provost had continued to resist, and had arrested 
one member of a council which had denounced him. 
Presenting the text of his motion, Mirabeau concluded 
with a demand that the friends of liberty should be 
saved. Must sufferers be silenced and despotism 
remain? Mirabeau delivered a further speech on the 
same subject on ^0 January 1790. It was merely a 
recapitulation of the facts.
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Such speeches gained Mirabeau power in the 
Assembly. Less popular were those criticising re
volutionary violence, and those disapproving of the 
Assembly's administrative reforms, which, in Mira
beau* s view, weakened the King's power. He was ex
ceedingly pessimistic about the future - he foresaw 
inevitable civil war - but was able to do little 
more than utter ominous warnings. When the King 
visited the Assembly on 4 February to sanction and 
praise the Constitution, an infectious, wild en
thusiasm took possession of the entire capital. 
Mirabeau viewed the entire procedure as a pantomime, 
Necker and Lafayette, furthermore, had formed an 
alliance against Mirabeau and his projects with the 
Count of Provence. Hopes in that direction were 
never realised, for Provence was too cowardly.
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Early in the new year, the financial
troubles which had beset Mirabeau's journal^^^ from
its earliest days came to a head. The printer. Le
Jay - or rather his wife - had pocketed the profits,
omitted to pay the bills and send out issues - and,
most serious of all, had refused to pay the col-

( o)laborators, Dumont and Du Roveray.'^
New hopes sprang up, however, with the re

turn to Paris in March 1790 of Mirabeau's Belgian 
friend. Count de la Marck, His friend, Mercy- 
Argent au, was trying to persuade Louis XVI and his 
queen of Mirabeau's virtues, and was hoping that La 
Marck might be able to aid him. He did indeed help 
with negotiations and arranged an interview between 
Mirabeau and Mercy in April. La Marck himself had 
a successful interview at the Tuileries and alsoI'
with De Fontanges, the Archbishop of Toulouse. But 
confidences were far from being full and entire.
Marie-Antoinette feared Mirabeau and felt a strong

(1) See supra, p. âL)-â,-3 -
(2) See Chapter VI, pp. .
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repulsion for him, and she had no very great trust 
in La Marck. Nor did Mirabeau make matters easy 
where Louis XVI was concerned, for to him the con
sideration due to the Church was of first importance
- and the Church was precisely Mirabeau*s "bête 
noire" in the spring of 1790.

Nevertheless, there was one point of agree
ment between the Court and Mirabeau - a common dis
like of Necker - and twice Mirabeau made major at
tacks upon him in the A s s e m b l y . B u t  although the 
financial situation went from bad to worse, and the 
Assembly refused to heed all Necker*s advice, the 
King feared to dismiss him. Moreover, the Necker- 
Lafayette alliance had by now grown very strong.
But Mirabeau decided to attempt a further reconcili
ation and on 28 April wrote requesting some collabor
ation between them. This did result in some relax
ing of tension and a certain amount of co-bperation, 
but complete sincerity was lacking, and Lafayette 
had a habit of failing Mirabeau at critical moments
- as, for example, when Mirabeau, the only deputy to

(1) On 26 February and l8 March 1790.
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resist the suggestion that two members of the munici
pality should appear before the Assembly, was accused 
of inciting the sedition in Marseilles,

In May some progress was made in relations 
with the Court. On 10 May, Mirabeau sent Louis XVI 
a statement of his political views - he declared him
self a royalist, troubled by the increasing anarchy; 
but he believed counter-revolution to be dangerous.
He offered to assist the King, by giving him advice, 
and by helping to control public opinion. This last 
offer was no mean advantage, for Mirabeau had un
doubtedly made himself influential by his reputation 
for oratorical persuasiveness. , The King was unex
pectedly pleased with.Mirabeau*s letter and agreed 
to an extremely generous remuneration, including the 
payment of Mirabeau*s debts which ran to 200,000 
livres, with 6,000 livres to be paid each month, and 
a promise of a million livres at the close of the 
Constituent Assembly, if Mirabeau remained loyal. 
Mirabeau*s own comment on his venality may be of in
terest: "On peut m*acheter mais je ne me vends pas."
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He was soon to have the opportunity to prove 
his loyalty. A dispute over colonial possessions 
between the Spanish and the English had led to pre
cautionary measures being taken by Montmorin the 
Foreign Minister, since France had a treaty with Spain, 
But the Assembly had decided not to approve his 
measures, and had subsequently asked themselves who 
had the right of declaring war or peace. . Mirabeau 
moved that this constitutional question should be 
put on the agenda for the next sitting; the King, 
meanwhile, should be thanked for taking precaution
ary measures. Mirabeau let the other deputies give 
their opinions before voicing his own. He was count
ing on Lafayette and a new club, the "Société Pat
riotique de 1789", for support.

He delivered his speech on 20 May 1790»
He began by reformulating the question - it was not 
whether either the King or the Legislative Body 
should have the exclusive right of declaring war and 
peace, but whether the right should not be con
currently attributed to the two powers, namely the
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Legislative and the Executive. Typically, Mirabeau 
viewed the problem from a practical angle. He dif
ferentiated between three kinds of war - namely, 
defensive, offensive, and of contested right. He 
then considered the matter of preparations - they 
should remain in the hands of the executive power 
in order to remain secret. But, directly war had 
arrived or was imminent, the executive power (i.e. 
the King) must inform the legislative body (i.e. 
the Assembly). The legislative body must then de
cide whether the war was right or wrong, and, if 
the latter, refuse funds to the executive. The 
executive (i.e. the King, acting as intermediary) 
must arrange for peace talks and negotiate a treaty 
at' the request of the legislative body; the latter 
must ratify the treaty and then disband the military 
once peace is assured. But the Assembly should now 
declare, once and for all, that it would never sanc
tion a treaty aimed at the subjugation of another 
nation.

The principle underlying the distinction 
of these rights and duties was, Mirabeau explained,
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that the declaration of war and peace was an act of 
will by the nation. On this Mirabeau stood firm.
But, in practice, the nation was to act through its 
delegates: to which of its delegates, the executive 
power or the legislative power, was it most useful 
to give the right of declaring war and peace? The 
disadvantages of according it to the legislative 
were the dangers of the misuse of the power of ora
tory, the impossibility of making an assembly res
ponsible, the danger of civil dissensions within 
the Assembly, the slowness of deliberations, and 
the difficulty of assembling the deputies. Thus it 
was obvious that the legislative power should not 
have the sole right. There were also dangers in 
attributing the right solely to the King (i.e. the 
executive power) and these were seen in England.
But Mirabeau affirms that he is not proposing this, 
and ostensibly argues for concurrence between the 
King and the Legislative Assembly, the right of de
claring war and peace being attributed to them con
jointly. But in reality, although Mirabeau em
phasised the power and influence of the Legislative
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Assembly over the King, he left the declaration of 
war to the King - as seen in his eleven articles, 
in which he more specifically gave the initiative 
to the King and approval or disapproval to the 
Assembly.

The deputies of the Left were quick to 
observe the drift of Mirabeau*s speech, and Barnave, 
their spokesman, made a brilliant attack on Mirabeau 
the following day. After reducing the problem to 
its simplest terms, he demonstrated that Mirabeau, 
whilst vaguely suggesting that both legislative and 
executive powers should exercise the right of de
claring war or peace concurrently, had never actually 
made a pronouncement on the question; his real in
tention, Barnave alleged, was to award this important 
right to the monarch. Barnave then listed his reas
ons for believing that the Legislative Assembly should 
exercise this right. Mirabeau, however, quickly per
ceived the weak point of his young opponent*s argu
ment, and declared: "I]^eut parler, maintenant je le 
tiens. **(̂ ) And he went outside and chatted with

(1) PASSY: "Frochot, Préfet de la Seine," p. 35. 
MIRABEAU: "Mémoires," Vol. VII, p. 264.
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Madame de Staël in the gardens.
But Mirabeau*8 views had aroused much hos

tility. He was pursued with angry shouts of "A la 
lanterne!" and a pamphlet entitled "La Grande Trahis
on du Comte de Mirabeau découverte" was circulating. 
On 22 May Le Chapelier defended Mirabeau*s thesis, 
but with some minor amendments. Volney greeted Mira
beau with taunting sarcasm: "Eh bien! Monsieur, hier 
au Capitole, aujourd*hui à la roche Tarpéienne." 
Mirabeau*s reply to all this was clever, but, above 
all, it was daring. He proudly took note of all the 
sneers and invectives: "et maintenant on crie dans 
les rues: LA GRANDE TRAHISON DU COMTE DE MIRABEAU... 
Je n*avais pas besoin de cette leçon pour savoir 
qu* il est peu de distance du Capitole à la roche 
T a r p é i e n n e . So he began by frankly recognising 
the slander, at the same time declaring his innocence 
and unconcern. He then recapitulated his argument 
which had by now undergone subtle alterations. He 
criticised Barnave*s absolute separation of the

(1) "Archives Parlementaires, Vol. XV, p. 655, col. 1.
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executive and legislative powers and his application 
of this principle to the separation of powers to the 
question of the right of declaring war and peace. 
According to Mirabeau, there was the Legislative 
Body (i.e. the Assembly) and the Legislative Power 
(i.e. the Assembly and the King). An expression of 
the General V/ill (which was the exercise of the 
Legislative Power) must result from the collabora
tion of the Assembly and the King. (This was recog
nised by the Constitution having given to the King 
the power of approval or veto of all laws). So, 
argued Mirabeau, to attribute the power of declaring 
war to the Legislative Body alone would be to in
validate the exercise of the Legislative Power, 
which was not entrusted solely to the Assembly. To 
deny the King the initiative in proposing war was 
to deprive him of powers granted him by the confer
ence of the veto; it was illogical. .He must, then, 
have the initiative, but Mirabeau carefully limited 
this to the delivery of a "notification" or message - 
practically only the King was qualified to give this, 
since.he had his finger on the pulse of foreign
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affairs. Barnave, declared Mirabeau, had shown a 
lack of statesmanship and ignorance of human affairs; 
he then proceeded to reply in detail to Barnave*s 
objections to his own articles. He concluded by re
stating his belief that the executive should have 
the right of expression in the matter of declaring 
war and peace, just as in other matters. This was, 
in fact, a modification of the text of two days be
fore. Indeed, Mirabeau*s argument for concurrence 
is an uneasy one, and in an attempt to allay the 
general French fear of a too-powerful executive, he 
had been obliged to change his tactics, and to con
cede that the Assembly must make a formal decree 
to declare war. But it was a considerable achieve
ment to have his articles eventually accepted, with 
only minor amendments by Le Chapelier. And at 
least he had managed to save something of his popu
larity, though this was on the wane now, and was 
further decreased by his defence of his brother. 
Viscount Mirabeau.

On 11 June, Mirabeau learned that Benjamin 
Franklin, the great champion of American liberty, 
was dead. Although he was suffering from a painful
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ophthalmia and had not appeared in the Assembly for 
several days, he immediately decided to address the 
Assembly. In a short brilliant speech he expressed 
France's debt to the example of the American Repub
licans, and proposed that the Assembly should wear 
mourning in Franklin*s honour. His motion was carried 
unanimously.

The problem of Indian trade also received 
Mirabeau*s attention at this time. The National As
sembly had decreed that all the French would be free 
to trade with India. Mirabeau claimed that it would 
be a contradiction of this decree to give priority 
to the Indian Company and to one port, and he reject
ed the motives for so doing. It was not in the in
terest of merchants, he explained, to have all goods 
shipped to one port, since this would increase 
freightage and create redistribution problems. It 
was not in the interest of manufacturers, nor would 
it make the collection of tariffs any easier. The 
rule in these matters, declared Mirabeau, should be 
freedom.
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Meanwhile,Mirabeau was making renewed^ 
attempts to form an association with Lafayette. He 
pleaded his case eloquently; conceding that he was 
"borgne peut-etre, mais borgne dans le royaume des 
aveugles... Vos grandes qualités ont besoin de mon 
impulsion: mon impulsion a besoin de vos grandes 
q u a l i t é s . Lafayette, however, remained unamen
able. On 1 June, Mirabeau sent the first of his 
notes to the Court. In it he declared: "Je serai 
ce que j *ai toujours été: le défenseur du pouvoir 
monarchique réglé par les lois, et 1 *apôtre de la 
liberté garantie par le pouvoir m o n a r c h i q u e .3)
He expressed his belief that Lafayette was a danger 
to the monarchy, and said that the Marquis de 
Souillé, a distant relative of Lafayette, would be 
a good replacement. Other letters, addressed 
primarily to Marie-Antoinette, and containing plans

(1) See supra, pp. 3o4-.
(2) 1 June 1790. "Correspondance entre le Comte de 
Mirabeau et le Comte de la Marck," Vol. II, p. 20.
( 3 ) IlnA.̂ pp. 2 5 ' ScYY‘
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to save the monarchy, resulted in a private interview 
with the King and Queen in the garden at Saint-Cloud, 
on 3 July. Both sides professed themselves content 
with their new alliance. Mirabeau was fertile in the 
production of plans, although he glossed over import
ant obstacles to their materialisation. One notion 
was that the King should go quite openly to stay at 
Fontainebleau; a reliable array might be secured and 
held in readiness there - for Mirabeau foresaw civil 
war. Plan succeeded plan. Mirabeau was privately 
critical of the administrative reforms instigated by 
the Assembly, and had ideas of decentralising the 
administration, and giving to provinces the charac
ter of small federal s t a t e s . B u t  the royal pair 
did not fully comprehend or enter into Mirabeau*s 
multiple projects. They had none of Mirabeau*s 
audacity, none of his defiant pluck. Moreover, his 
brutally frank manner and his complete lack of tact 
were not conducive to mutual understanding, and 
there was no second interview.

(l) See Chapter IV, p. 233 •
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Other obstacles lay in Mirabeau*s path. 
Lafayette, for example, had thwarted his attempt to 
be elected President of the Assembly during the 
Federation ceremonies of July, and had thus reserv
ed to himself the glory of being the unopposed hero 
of the day. Suspicions and rumours also were roused 
by Mirabeau*s display of unwonted wealth; and there 
were accusatory pamphlets, to which Mirabeau did not, 
in general, trouble to reply. Since the rumours 
were nebulous, not being based on any definite know
ledge, they did little real harm.

August 1790 brought a further financial 
crisis. At last Mirabeau broke his silence^^) on 
the subject in the Assembly, but it was to reveal 
an apparent change of o p i n i o n . Mirabeau, once 
such an adamant opponent ( 3) of "assignats**, now on 
27 August declared himself to be in favour of them. 
During the course of the month-long battle, Necker

(1) He had not spoken about finance since 20 November 
1789. See aupra. p.,246 -
(2) The reason for this change of opinion will be seen 
later. See Chapter VI, p. 407.
(3) For example, on 1 October 1789 (See supra, p.2S0 ) 
and on 6 November I789 (See supra, p. )
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fled to the Swiss border. Meanwhile, Mirabeau made 
elaborate and exhaustive preparations to build an 
unanswerable case for the introduction of "assignats." 
Finally, on 27 September, he delivered one of his 
longest speeches, of which the crucial point was his 
linking of "assignats" with the acceptance of the 
Constitution and the success of the Revolution. He 
carried his point. But his new-found belief in 
"assignats" was not so sincere, for to the King and 
Queen he declared that he had no faith in them. The 
reason for this double-faced conduct will shortly 
become manifest,(l)

(1) See infra, especially pp. .
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In the meantime Mirabeau had to combat the 
accusation that he was implicated in the insurrection 
of 5 October, 1789> and that he had in fact originat
ed the march of women from Paris. The Chêtelet 
had been investigating the affair for many months, 
when, on 7 August, they sent a deputation to the As
sembly to inform them that two of their number were 
implicated in the plot - they were Mirabeau and the 
Duke of Orleans, The Assembly referred the matter to 
its Reports Committee. Mirabeau urged that there 
should be no delay. On 23 August he besought the 
Assembly to hasten to make public the whole affair.
He gave many proofs of his strength. He calmly de
clared: "Au reste, tout m*est égal, car je ne suis 
pas assez modeste pour ne pas savoir que dans le 
procès fait à la révolution je devais tenir une 
place." On 11 September he prepared the way for his 
final exoneration. In a short and brilliant speech 
he denied any liaison with Riolles de Trouard, a

(1) The "Grand Châtelet," a fortress on the right 
bank of the Seine, was the seat of criminal juris
diction in Paris,
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counter-revolutionary agent, who had produced a com
promising letter said to be by Mirabeau. The Com
mittee * 6 final report was read by Chabroud, a deputy 
for Dauphiné, on 30 September and 1 October: both 
Mirabeau and Orleans were pronounced innocent. This 
news was not welcome to the Right wing of the Assem
bly, but the Abbé Maury was sufficiently gracious to 
remark: "Relativement à M. de Mirabeau, j*avoue que 
je n'y vois aucune accusation grave dans 1* infor
mation. The next day Mirabeau succeeded in res
toring his reputation to the utmost in an ingenious 
speech, in which he disposed of all the evidence 
brought against him, demonstrating that no-one had 
proved anything. His eloquence was at its most per
suasive, and his opponents hung their heads in shame, 
as he left the Assembly midst the unbounded enthusi
asm of the majority of deputies,

Mirabeau had not entirely lost hope of re
pealing the fatal law of 7 November I789, which pre- 
vented deputies from becoming ministers.' ' He

"Archives Parlementaires," Vol. XIX, p. 399» col. 2
See supra, p.'
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wanted the King to take the lead over the Assembly 
by dismissing the present government. He had hopes 
that his own financial adviser, Etienne Claviere, 
might be appointed Finance Minister, and thought 
that various members of the Jacobin Club might prove 
excellent ministers, and took care to point out that 
"Des Jacobins ministres ne sont pas des ministres 
j a c o b i n s . B u t  the King and Queen took no action. 
In fact, Mirabeau*s plans for the law of 7 November 
would probably never have materialised anyway, since 
the law was regarded by many as the safeguard of 
liberty. He was, nevertheless, irritated by the 
Crown*s indecision, and manifested this in his con
duct in the Assembly.

He caused a tumult on 21 October 1790 by 
his indignation at the objections of the Right-wing 
to the substitution of the tricolor for the former 
white flag of France, and thus came to be qualified 
in popular pamphlets as the "divin Mirabeau." On 
13 November he revealed his popular sympathies: A
duel between Charles de Lameth(2) and the Marquis

(1) See STERN: Op. cit.. Vol. II, p. 25O.
(2) See Chapter II, p. 75.
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de Castries^^^ had resulted in the latter*s house 
being sacked by the mob, and this incident had 
caused a riot in the Assembly. A fierce debate was 
in progress, and there was mud-slinging between Left 
and Right. Mirabeau scornfully compared the in
decent lawless behaviour of the Assembly with the 
honest and generous behaviour of the job. Natur
ally, this brought him added popularity with the 
people, and he was enthusiastically acclaimed by 
them whenever he made an appearance.

On the other hand, this behaviour shook 
the small amount of confidence that Marie-Antoinette 
already had in Mirabeau, Even La Marck was dis
turbed by his uncurbed impetuosity. But Mirabeau 
pleaded the necessity of dissimulation in order to 
gain power. Meanwhile he was still planning to un
throne the execrated Lafayette. He had already 
struck out at him in his speech of self-defence on 
2 October. He further tried to implicate him in 
the return to Paris of Madame de Lamotte of necklace

(1) Minister for the Navy from I78O-I787.
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fame.
Mirabeau*s fears over the government were 

realised. On 10 November a deputation from Paris 
came to demand the dismissal of the hated ministers, 
and Louis XVI was obliged to capitulate. Worse 
still, they were replaced by mediocre men chosen 
by Lafayette and totally unable to assist Mirabeau.

(1) The scandalous "Affaire du Collier" occurred bet
ween the years I784-8. Cardinal Rohan, eager to earn 
the favours of Marie-Antoinette, allowed himself to be 
duped by the intriguing Countess de La Motte. The 
latter informed him that the Queen very much desired 
a certain necklace. The Cardinal obtained it and gave 
it to the Countess to give to the Queen, but it dis
appeared. Meanwhile, the Cardinal was unable to pay 
for the necklace and so the affair was discovered.
Rohan was imprisoned in the Bastille and then exiled, 
and the Countess was branded and sent to the Salpetriere 
prison. Although the Queen had no part in this intrigue, 
her reputation was besmirched by the scandal.
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Mirabeau next succeeded in shocking the 
Court by a violent attack upon the Church. His 
speech of 26 November on the Civil Constitution of 
the Clergy was certainly extremely provocative.
Basically it was an answer to the "Exposition" com
posed by some of the bishops of the National Assem
bly in protest against the Civil Constitution of the 
Clergy. Mirabeau impugned the motives of the signa
tories of the "Exposition" as being contrary to the 
interests of "la religion publique" organised by 
the Civil Constitution, and really directed against 
the Assembly itself - so much the more permicious 
because it emanated from the Assembly. In fact, it 
was a counter-revolutionary move designed to re
instate despotism by discrediting the Assembly which 
it accused of bringing ruin to religion. This was 
followed by some anti-Papal recriminations. Next 
came the argumentative part of the speech. The sig
natories* appeal to the primitive organisation of 
the Church, when Imperial Rome, not recognising the 
Church, and often indeed persecuting it, naturally
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was not concerned with organising and incorporating 
it into the State, Mirabeau argued as being inad
missible. For then, in making their own territorial 
divisions, the Clergy had been concerned only with 
their purely apostolic work. All they had asked was 
not to be persecuted, and to draw their sustenance 
from the alms of the faithful. Hov; gladly they would 
have welcomed the status and material advantages now 
being conferred on the Church by the Civil Constitu
tion of the Clergy! Then came the question of the 
election of Bishops: the signatories contended that 
the exercise of such an election should reside in 
the Clergy. Mirabeau had an easy argument in point
ing to the irregularities, scandals, injustices and 
inequalities of the Ancien Regime system of nomina
tion to sees, abbeys and benefices. But Mirabeau 
still felt that he must come to grips with the ess
ential principle governing this question, and he 
next attempted to do so by examining the fundamental 
nature of Christ*s commission to his disciples and 
showing that it had no territorial significance. 
Mirabeau now launched a long and violent attack on
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the signatories of the "Exposition^ and their aiders 
and abettors outside the Assembly. In conclusion, 
he proposed to the Assembly some ways and means of 
forestalling the recalcitrant Clergy in their efforts 
to restore the "status quo ante." He recommended in 
particular that the number of Clergy be limited.
V/hilst acclaiming the speech, the Assembly rejected 
the proposed decree. There was one satisfactory re
sult as far as Mirabeau was concerned - on 30 Novemr- 
ber he was elected President of the Jacobin Club.
It was a triumph.

The next step forward consisted of an inter
view on 5 December with Montmorin, the only minister 
who had not been r e p l a c e d . A  minor revolution had 
occurred in the minister's opinion of Mirabeau. He 
now accepted that the orator had political talent, 
and was sincere with him. He explained that he wanted 
to regain the Queen's confidence and prepare a peace
ful end for the Constituent Assembly. Unfortunately 
the negotiations between Montmorin, Mirabeau, La 
Marck, and the Queen lacked cohesion.

(1) See supta, p. *
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At this juncture, Mirabeau produced a de
tailed plan for bringing the Constituent Assembly 
to an end. This v/as his forty-seventh note to the 
Court, The basic ideas were that the King should 
accept the Constitution and its principles, but at 
the same time reconquer his own authority, and 
check the progress of anarchy, Mirabeau had hoped 
to have a hand in the revision of the Constitution, 
but he had not been elected to the Constitution 
Committee in September 1790, nor did he think that 
the Assembly were ready to accept any revision.
So far, so good: Mirabeau*s notions were reasonably
well above board.. But there was a more sinister 
side to his proposals. His methods of controlling 
public opinion smack of intrigue. Two men. Talon 
and Semonville, were to act as secret agents in 
Paris, organising many others; Pellen^^i^as to con
trol a large number of provincial agents; and 
Clermont-Tonnerre(^) was to manage a secret press.' 
Furthermore, Mirabeau*s scheme to liquidate the

(1) See Chapter VI, pp.
(2) See Chapter II, p. 73; Chapter III, p. \oi>.
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Constituent Assembly was to consist in an attempt 
to ruin it by leading it into mistakes. As a safe
guard, the future Legislative Assembly was to be em
powered to revise the Constitution, and members of 
the present Constituent Assembly were to be inelig
ible for it. Other deputies would be called upon to 
forward Mirabeau*s plan, but he and Montmorin would 
alone know the entire workings of the complex 
machine. The question of the King*s possible flight 
was postponed. Mirabeau admitted that he could not 
guarantee the success of his plan, and, indeed. La . 
Marck objected on the score of the enormous cost of 
so many secret intrigues.

Meanwhile Mirabeau had to prevent any sus
picions being roused. Thus, in the Assembly, he de
fended the administrative reforms, and gave the lie 
to all that he professed to the King to believe in.
He wanted to visit his native Provence to calm the 
populace, and on 22 December 1790 was granted a 
month*s leave from the Assembly; but he was kept in 
the centre of affairs partly by the hope of becoming 
President of the Assembly, and partly by the requests 
of many, and in particular of the “Société' des Amis
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de la Constitution" of which he was President, that 
he should not leave the Assembly.

The January of 1791 was filled v/ith pro
jects attacking the Church and the Clergy. Mirabeau 
hoped thereby to stir reaction against a tyrannical 
Assembly, though it is hard to believe that he was 
not also giving vent to some of his own anti-clerical 
feelings. On 26 December 1790, the King had, albeit 
unwillingly, sanctioned the decree that the clergy 
must swear allegiance to the new Civil Constitution 
of the Clergy. The Abbè" G r é g o i r e ^ had been unable 
to persuade the majority of clergy-deputies to swear, 
and only two bishops, to wit, Talleyrand^and 
Gobel, had given their oath. Mirabeau insisted upon 
the full application of this decree and brought in 
other motions, touching upon such matters as the 
position of Jews in Alsace and the divorce law. His 
ideas were well received by the Left-wing. Then, on 
14 January, came his most audacious speech. It was 
an address to the nation explaining the Civil Con-

Si! See Chapter II, p. 74-
See Chapter IV, p. a'5 , aao .



329

CHAPTER V: Attack on the Church.

stxtution of the C l e r g y . I n  it Mirabeau replied
to the three main objections that had been made to
the Civil Constitution - namely, that the Roman
Catholic religion had not been declared the national
religion, that the dioceses had been carved out
afresh to conform to the civil departments, and
thereby administration disorganised, and that the
established procedure for the nomination of pastors

(o)had been abolished.’'  ̂ But the temerity of Mira
beau* s attacks on the resistant clergy went far too 
deep even for the extremists, and the end of his 
speech was drowned in an uproar. His address was 
replaced by a more conciliatory one on 21 January.
Thus Mirabeau had failed to make the Assembly appear 
too revolutionary.

(1) The full title, as given by MEJAH (Op. Cit., Vol. V, 
p. 263), was: "Projet d*adresse aux Français sur la 
constitution civile du clergé, adopté et présenté par 
le coiîÿé ecclésiastique à 1*assemblée nationale."
(2) See Chapter VII, p. 515"scp -



330.'

CHAPTER V:

XV: Foreign Affairs.

It is at this juncture that we are brought 
into contact with Mirabeau*s attitude on foreign 
affairs. His diplomatic experience before the Revo
lution had made him better acquainted with the prob
lems involved than most other deputies. He tended 
therefore to be more realistic. He clearly had some 
conception of the brotherhood of men - he believed 
in the future propaganda of revolutionary ideas, and 
cherished hopes of fraternisation with other nations. 
The conquests were thus to be moral conquests, but 
Mirabeau had insisted that France should first make 
sure of her own Constitution, and avoid irritating 
other governments by precipitation. On 1 August 
1790, Mirabeau.had been elected on to the Diplomatic 
Committee, and had shown himself far more concili
atory than the other members, which had given rise 
to the suspicion that he might be working for other 
governments. On 25 August he had delivered to the 
Assembly a report on the Spanish question on behalf 
of the Committee. (As we have seen^^) France had a

(1) See supra, p. .
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treaty with Spain, who had disputed an English colon
ial possession in California.) His attitude had been 
pacific, though he had been alive to the need for 
precautionary preparation. He had preluded his argu
ment by a description of the potential benefits that 
France could bestow on Europe, but had pointed out 
that the existing conditions must be taken into ac
count, He had explained that the committee had out
lined two basic principles, namely the honouring of 
all existing treaties, and the proclamation of peace
ful principles to other nations. He had then related 
the history of the Anglo-Spanish quarrel - the sub
ject of the treaty in question - and concluded by 
proposing to ratify the French treaty with Spain,

As far as Prussia and Austria were concerned, 
Mirabeau*s aim had been to maintain peace - since the 
alternative was bankruptcy. In the Assembly, however, 
he had paid tributes to national and patriotic feel
ing, Now secretly allied to M o n t m o r i n , t h e  Foreign 
Minister, he helped to appease reactions in the

(l) See supra, p.'SJS.
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Assembly to Montmorin*s conduct of affairs. On 28 
January 1791> be read a report on behalf of the 
Diplomatic Committee on France*s relations with 
other countries, and proposed that better diplomats 
should be chosen to represent France abroad, and 
that the armed forces should be increased as a 
precautionary measure. All criticism was drowned 
in the immense popularity that Mirabeau enjoyed 
at this stage.' .
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Indeed, Mirabeau*s ascendency had increased 
very rapidly in a short time. He remained popular 
in the Jacobin Club; a battalion of the National Guard 
chose him for their commander; and the Electors of 
Paris made him one of their administrators. At last, 
on 29 January, he achieved one of his long-cherished 
aims - he was elected the forty-fourth President of 
the National Assembly - and, from 30 January to 15 
February, he took the chair. For reasons which re- 
m ain obscure, he pronounced no speech of thanks,'

His conduct in this important position was 
masterly, and will be considered in detail in a later 
c h a p t e r F o r  the time being, the description 
given by his friend, Etienne Dumont, will suffice:
"Jamais cette place ne fut aussi bien remplie. Il y 
montra des talents tout nouveaux. Il mit un ordre 
et un netteté dans le travail dont on n*avait point 
d*idée: il écartait les accessoires; d*un mot il 
éclaircissait la question, d*un mot il apaisait un 
tumulte. Ses ménagements pour tous les partis, le
(1) Chapter VIII, pp. 661 •
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respect qu*il montrait toujours à 1*Assemblée, la 
précision de ses discours, les réponses aux dif
férentes députations qui venaient à la barre, ré
ponses, soit improvisées, soit préparées, toujours 
faites avec dignité et avec grâce, satisfaisantes 
même dans les refus, en un mot, son activité, son 
impartialité et sa présence d*esprit ajoutèrent b. 
sa réputation et à son éclat dans une place qui 
avait été 1* écueil de la plupart de ses prédéces
seurs. Il avait eu l*art de paraître le premier 
et de fixer Inattention générale sur lui, lors même 
que, ne pouvant plus parler à la tribune, il sem̂ - 
blait être déchu de sa plus belle prérogative.' 
Quelques-uns de ses ennemis et de ses jaloux,qui 
1 * avait choisi pour l’effacer, pour le réduire au 
silence, eurent le chagrin d ’avoir ajouté un 
nouveau fleuron à sa gloire.

(l) DUMONT: "Souvenirs sur Mirabeau," p. I50.
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Mirabeau*s secret intrigues with the Court 
were now under way. In February 1791 he had an in
terview with Malouet, who was so impressed that he 
declared himself willing to follow Mirabeau blindly. 
Lafayette’s distant relative, S o u i l l é , also fell 
in with Mirabeau’s plan, Lafayette himself even 
approached him, but now it was to Mirabeau to turn a 
deaf ear.

Emigration of the nobility, and latest of 
all, of the King’s aunts known as "Mesdames," was 
causing considerable concern at this time. On 14 
February, complaints were voiced in the Assembly, 
and there was much criticism in the days following/ 
The Parisian populace had extracted from the Court 
of Provence a promise not to abandon the King, The 
question of the King’s aunts was particularly com
plex, as two huntsmen from Lorraine, acting as their 
escorts, had helped them to make their escape when 
they were held up at Moret on account of some queries 
over their passports. An investigation was launched

(1) See Supra, p. 514.
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in the Assembly on 23 February, and the new Minister 
for War, Duportail, came under attack. Naturally 
Mirabeau was one of the attackers, but a strange re
versal in his conduct took place. The very next day, 
24 February 1791> when "Mesdames," again detained on 
their way to the frontier, this time at Array-1e-Duc, 
appealed to the Assembly, Mirabeau actually support
ed them, risking his popularity by upholding the 
cause of royalty. In a violent debate in which de
mands were being made that the ^ n g  should sacrifice, 
among other things, his freedom, Mirabeau spoke 
boldly against any attack on the King or the Crovm, 
and succeeded in having the subject adjourned until 
the debate on the regency. (22-25 March 179I).

On 28 February, Mirabeau, who had already 
been criticised for his part in the "Mesdames" 
affair, was now requested to give his opinion on 
emigration. In reply he read part of the letter he 
had composed in) 1786 to Frederick-Wiliiam II of 
P r u s s i a , I n  it he had already opined for free 
emigration. During the sitting, the Constitution

(1) See Chapter IV, p. 223..
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Committee put forward a motion to set up a Commiss
ion of Three, without whose permission no one could 
leave France. Mirabeau*s indignation was unbounded 
and he rushed to the tribune: "Une telle loi", he 
stormed, "Je jure de ne lui obéir jamais, si elle 
est f a i t e . This, in turn, angered the Left-wing 
deputies, and they attacked Mirabeau for his dicta
torial conduct. He retorted confidently: "J’ai toute
ma vie combattu le despotisme et je le combattrai

( 2)toute ma vie." In the ensuing uproar, he hurled 
his famous apostrophe to the group of the Extreme 
Left led by the "triumvirate"and numbering about 
thirty men: "Silence aux trente voix!"

That same day, Mirabeau came in for vio
lent and scathing criticism by Duport and then 
Lameth in the Jacobin Club. Most other men would 
have sluke off - but not Mirabeau. He parried the 
attacks with such skill, and showed such obstinacy - 
"Je resterai chez vous, jusqu’à l ’o s t r a c i s m e " , - 
that he was able to depart like a hero amidst applause.

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. XXIII, p.573) col.2.
(2) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. XXIII, p.574) col.l.
(3) See Chapter II, p. 75.
(4) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. XXIII, p.374) col.l.
(5) See VaLLENTIN: "Mirabeau dans la Révolution," p.493*
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But from now onwards Mirabeau v/as less suc
cessful in the Assembly, and popular literature v/as 
full of scandal about him. Even his activities to 
alleviate famine in Paris were much criticised. More
over, his great plan was not operating properly, and 
the Court continued to reject his advice. But many 
plans were still on hand, and several important 
speeches were delivered. There was an address on 1 
March 1791 on the restoration of law and order; two 
speeches on the rights of mine-owners followed, at 
the request of La Marck, on 21 and 22 March, and 
another deploring the lack of troops defending the 
Alsace border, and criticising Duportail, the Minis
ter for War.

Mirabeau had been quite ill and had suffer
ed for some considerable time with ophthalmia and 
also internal troubles, but he fought resolutely 
against them. He insisted upon taking part in the 
debate on the Regency (22-25 March, 1791) - in fact 
he tried in vain to adjourn it. His opinion fluctu
ated as the debate proceeded. Hesitating between an 
elective or an hereditary regency, he eventually de
cided upon an elective one - but, when he saw that
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the hereditary monarchy itself was being questioned, 
he changed his mind and supported an hereditary 
regency.

By 26 March he was very ill, but determined 
to deliver another speech on the rights of mine-owners 
the following day. That was his last appearance in 
the Assembly. After a visit to the Italian opera he 
collapsed and was confined to his bed, cared for by 
his friends. Doctor Cabanis and Frochot, a Prefect of 
the Seine, until his death on the morning of 2 April. 
His deathbed comment to Frochot is worth recording: 
"J’emporte avec moi le deuil de la monarchie; après 
ma mort, les factieux s’en disputeront les lambeaux.

Tronchet, the President of the Assembly, an
nounced his death to the Assembly, and Talleyrand^ 
read a speech that Mirabeau was to have delivered on 
testamentary s u c c e s s i o n s , T h e  funeral obsequies 
were more impressive than any ever seen before in 
Paris; the National Assembly attended as a b^ody and

(1) LOMENIE: Op. cit.. Vol. V, p. 336.
(2) See Chapter IV, p. 215'.
(3) See Chapter VI, p. .
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the Abbé CéruttL^^^ pronounced th© funeral oration 
Mirabeau’s ashes were deposited in the Pantheon.

(1) See Chapter IV, p. 235'
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I: Mirabeau*s Oratorical Reputation.

Mirabeau has been called the Demosthenes of 
the French Revolution. That he alone, of all the ora
tors of the Constituent Assembly, was eloquent is af
firmed by his close friend Etienne D u m o n t . Mira
beau managed to create for himself a longlasting repu
tation of omniscience: even in twentieth-century his
tories, one finds such descriptions of Mirabeau as 
this: "C*est une encyclopédie vivante, qui se re
nouvelle sans cesse, prête à répondre aux questions

(2 )qui surgissent chaque jour."' * Mirabeau*s contem
poraries, too, greatly wondered at his oratorical 
genius. Carat, writing in the "Journal de Paris" of 
29 September, 1789, says: "OÙ est 1*orateur lui-merae? 
où est ce geste terrible? où sont ces accents 
passionnés? où est cette voix qui parcourt avec la 
même plénitude toute 1*étendue de cette vaste en
ceinte? Je dirais volontiers comme Eschyne, à ceux 
à qui il récitait un discours de Démosthènes, et qui

(1) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. II9.
(2) LAVISSE, Ernest: "Histoire de France Contemporaine 
depuis la Révolution jusqu*à la Paix de 1919." Vol. 1. 
"La Révolution. (I789-I892)." P. Sagnac.
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se récriaient d*admiration: *Ah* qu*auriez-vous donc 
senti, qu*auriez-vous dit, si vous aviez vu, si vous 
aviez entendu le monstre.*" Etienne Méjan, who edit
ed Mirabeau*s speeches in the National Assembly, pays 
tribute to other qualities, painting Mirabeau not 
only as an orator, but as a writer and politician of 
great stature: "Orateur eloquent, écrivain sublime, 
politique profond; son génie, après avoir amené la 
Révolution, avait forcé ses ennemis à 1*admiration 
ou au silence. Eh* .quel autre que lui pouvait 
rendre plus tôt à la France la place qu*elle avait 
perdue sous un gouvernement versatile et absurde! 
Another editor of Mirabeau* s oratoriceJL v/orks,
Pierre Blanchard, calls him: "... notre plus grand 
orateur p o l i t i q u e . A n d  he refers to "... cette 
éloquence énergique à laquelle nous n ’étions pas 
accoutumés." He asserts the literary value of Mira
beau* s speeches and suggests that they will prove 
useful models to future orators: "A ne les considérer

(1) MEJAN, Etienne: "Collection Complète des Travaux 
de Mirabeau à l ’Assemblée Nationale."
(2) Oeuvres Oratoires de Mirabeau," ed. Pierre 
Blanchard, Vol. I, "Avertissement," p. 1.
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que sous le rapport de 1 * art, ces discours sont re
marquables par la vigoureuse logique qui les anime, 
par leur caractère de grandeur, et par ces mag
nifiques mouvements qui émeuvent 1 * âme et entraînent 
1 * auditeur,"

Thus it was that gradually a legend grew 
up round the man, aided by such people as Lucas de 
Montigny, Mirabeau*s adopted son and apologist, 
and by Madame de Staël and, in more modern times, by 
the historian, Louis Barthou, It was left to the 
author of "La Légende des Siècles" to give the most 
inflated panegyric of Mirabeau*s powers. This is 
how he describes him grappling with an interrupter: 
"Mirabeau fondait sur lui, le prenait au ventre,
1 * enlevait en l*air, le foulait aux pieds, il allait 
et venait sur lui, il le broyait, il le pilait 
Soit qu* il fit rugir son sarcasme aux dents acérées 
sur le front pâle de Robespierre ... soit qu* il 
mâchât avec rage les dilemmes filandreux.de 1 *Abbé 
Maury et qu* il le recrachât au côté droit, tordus, 
déchirés, disloqués... Il était grand et magnifique

(1) See Chapter IV, p. 2.11 .
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et il avait une sorte de majesté formidable...
Alas, these eulogies are not borne out by 

the facts, Mirabeau was not omniscient, he was not 
a great thinker in the accepted sense, he was not 
even a great debater. The plain truth is that Mira
beau did not write his own speeches. Most of his 
conte - mporaries were unaware of the collaboration 
which we are about to describe. The collaborators 
themselves said little, and any who did make claims 
to the authorship of Mirabeau*s speeches were greeted 
with scorn. But those in close contact were con
scious of the deception. Camille Desmoulins wrote:
"On sait bien qu* à 1 * imitation des acteurs du 
théâtre romain, qui étaient toujours deux pour un 
rôle, l*un pour la déclamation et 1*autre pour le 
geste, M. de Mirabeau ne s*est jamais réservé que
le geste et s*est toujours reposé du son sur une

/ 2 jautre personne cachée derrière la toile...."
The legends of Mirabeau*s greatness, how

ever, became so well rooted that when, in I832, Dumont

1)HUGOAtude sur Mirabeau," p.2) DESMOULINS: "Révolutions de France," April lygl.
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published his "Souvenirs," revealing for the first time 
the extent to which Mirabeau relied upon others for his 
eloquence, there was quite a stor;i of disapproval. But 
the veracity of Dumont*s account has now been proved 
beyond all doubt by Canon J. Benêtruy, who has unearth
ed, pieced together and collated the correspondence 
between Mirabeau and his collaborators, and has ex
amined the extant manuscripts and rough drafts of Mira
beau* s speeches. The results of his researches are 
set out in his edition of Dumont * s "Souvenirs," pub
lished in 1950, and in his capital work: "L*Atelier 
de Mirabeau," published in Geneva in 1962. From these 
two important works we have drawn most freely, and the 
following account of Mirabeau*s collaboration is 
based almost exclusively upon them^

In the course of relating Mirabeau*s early 
life in Chapter IV, we have already mentioned numer
ous occasions upon which he either persuaded others 
to write for him or appropriated their work without 
any apparent scruples and blatantly published it as 
his own. The tendency to plagiarism was thus already
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manifest in pre-revolutionary days; indeed, his 
father said of him: "0*est la pie des beaux es
prits et le geai des c a r r e f o u r s . We shall 
see how exact this turned out to be.

(l) Lettef of 27 June 1782. Quoted LOMENIE, Op. Git., 
Ill, p.
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We now proceed to give a brief sketch of 
the careers of the most important of Mirabeau*s 
collaborators before the Revolution. Four of them 
were Genevans, and their history is bound up in that 
of their native city.

Geneva was an independent republic and its 
sovereign power was in two parts, namely a small sen
ate called the Petit Conseil, holding the executive 
power-and enjoying the right of veto, and a larger 
legislative body, the Conseil des'Deux Cents. These 
two bodies governed well, but were jealous of their 
power, and this situation became irksome to many.
Two opposing parties emerged - the Négatifs, who up
held the power of veto of the Petit Conseil, and the 
Représentants, who considered that the more repre
sentative Conseil des Deux Cents should make the 
final decisions. As early as 1737, the city had 
been troubled by democratic unrest, and renewed up
risings occurred from 1762 onwards. Clavière and 
Du Roveray, future collaborators of Mirabeau, were 
both leaders of the democratic opposition.
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Etienne Clavière was born in Geneva on 15 
January 1735» His father, originally a bartender, 
had made enough money to buy himself bourgeois 
status, and father and son were engaged in the linen 
trade. Etienne was a talented young man. Deaf in 
his youth, he had sought pleasure in study, and re
lated politics and moral philosophy to the details 
of trade. He was quick to seize the practical side 
of a question, and enjoyed the risks of financial 
speculation. Etienne D u m o n t , a n o t h e r  of Mira
beau* s Genevan collaborators, noted of him that "il 
aWit le trouble, il se plaisait dans une situation 
i n q u i è t e . He was passionately interested in 
politics, but room was not found in Genevan affairs 
for his talent in this direction, so he attached 
himself to the enemies of the aristocracy and 
quickly became known as one of the most fiery demo
crats. His cowardice, acknowledged by both Dumont 
and Sir Samuel Romilly, led him into covert intrigue 
rather than open activity.

Jacques-Antoine Du Roveray, son of a lackey.

See infra, p. 361 so- 
DUMONT: "Souvenirs," p. 213«
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was born in Geneva in 1747* He read for the bar. 
Already, at the age of 19, he figured amon̂fel the 
leaders of the democratic party, the "Représentants," 
and his influence grew rapidly. He had a very quick 
and subtle mind, which made him a formidable opponent 
in debate, but this was marred by hot-headedness and 
mulish obstinacy. Jean Roget, brother-in-law of 
Romilly, speaks of "ea maladresse et la rusticité de 
son c a r a c t è r e . Of the two men, Clavière was 
probably the true leader, having the advantage of age 
and experience.

Etienne-Salomon Reybaz was another import
ant generator of democratic unrest; and was also 
later to become one of Mirabeau*s collaborators. He 
was born at Nyon in the canton of Vaux on 5 October 
1737; and he was probably educated at the "Collège" 
at Vevey, at which both his father and grandfather 
had been "régent." In 176I he went to the Genevan 
Academy and there distinguished himself as a student 
of philosophy and theology; in 1785 he became a Pro
testant pastor. As preceptor of a young Swedish

(1) ROGET: "Les Affaires de Genève," p. 299.
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nobleman, he travelled Europe and, among other things, 
became acquainted with Voltaire. He returned to 
Geneva and was accorded bourgeois status in May I772. 
Being no longer minded to serve the Church, he es
poused the cause of the "Représentants," and by his 
literary talent and cool audacity soon gained con
siderable influence. The apologies he penned for the 
principles of the popular party were very forceful, 
and he had a gift for satire against his enemies, 
which expressed itself in political songs.

The Genevan intrigues eventually entailed, 
in 1782, the proscription and exile of Clavière and 
Du Roveray, who had both demonstrated a complete 
lack of courage. Reybaz was not exiled, nor did he 
lose his fortune, but he voluntarily went to Parish 
with his wife early in 1783 to join other "Représent
ants." There he studied physics and mathematics and 
worked with Mallet du Pan on the "Mercure de France."
A good deal of intrigue had been taking place in 
Paris, owing to the hostility, shared by such people 
as Malouet, against Vergennes, Louis XVI*s Minister 
for Foreign Affairs. For Vergennes had been partly
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responsible for the defeat of the Genevan democrats, 
having sent some military aid to the Genevan govern
ment in July 1782, and had thus sown the seeds of 
animosity against France, and especially against the 
regime of Louis XVI,

Clavière and Du Roveray selected Heuchatel 
for their temporary place of exile, and here it was 
that Clavière and Brissot^^^ cemented their teacher- 
pupil relationship. But a far more important meet
ing took place in the August of 1782: it was that

(2)between Mirabeau and the two exiled Genevans.' '
Despite the obstacle of Mirabeau*s shocking reputa-

*
tion, it is clear that he and Clavière quickly re
cognised each other as kindred spirits, Mirabeau 
had a turbulent, superficial mind, but he had a 
great power of assimilation which would make him a 
useful colleague, especially to one like Clavière, 
who, although he had brilliant ideas, was unable to 
express them. Thus the friendship was particularly 
warm on Clavière*s side, and Brissot testifies: 
"Clavière aimait Mirabeau et 1*aimait, je croisrf.

(1) Jacques-Pierre Brissot de Warville, the future . 
Girondin.
(2) See Chapter IV, p. l̂ lf
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plus que tous ses autres amis." He writes further 
of Clavière that he had "un penchant irrésistible 
vers les révolutions et vers ceux qui pouvaient les 
o p é r e r . B u t  the friendship was also on Mirabeau*s 
side, and the pair were soon on terms of great inti
macy.

Almost immediately, the first piece of col
laboration took place. Mirabeau suggested the bold 
plan of applying to Vergennes in favour of the exiles. 
He accordingly prepared the way by writing to him in 
September, and on 8 October sent him a statement on 
Genevan affairs. Bénétruy has proved fairly conclus
ively that Clavière and Du Roveray had a hand in this 
statement, and conjectures that Mirabeau*s part amount
ed to little more than stylistic modifications.

The party broke up in October I782. Clavière 
and Du Roveray went to England, and were both natural
ised in 1783. Clavière subsequently roamed Europe, 
and it was not until the early summer of I784 that he 
and Mirabeau met again - this time in Paris, Mirabeau 
also made Brissot*s acquaintance on this occasion.

(1) BRISSOT: "Mémoires," Vol. II, p. 30.
(2) BENETRUY: «L'Atelier de Mirabeau," p. 43“44.
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It is interesting to read Clavière*s opinion of Mira
beau at this time. In August of that year he wrote to 
Monsieur de Chamfort: "Je ne puis vous taire, Monsieur, 
mon chagrin de voir cet homme de génie (Mirabeau) si 
malheureusement entraîné d*infortunes en infortunes... 
Il veut trop concilier les choses... mais son im
pétuosité et la crainte de 1*aigrir sans le persuader, 
ne laissent presque rien à faire à ses amis...
Mirabeau*s impetuosity and turbulence thus appear to 
have marked the relationship from the outset.

The next piece of collaboration was insti
gated by Clavière. He had settled in Paris, having 
failed in an attempt to create a.Genevan colony in 
Ireland. On 11 November 1784, he wrote to Mirabeau, 
who was in London, suggesting that he might apply his 
literary talent to the problem of the blocking of the 
river Scheldt (or Schelde) by the Emperor Joseph II 
of Austria and his quarrel with the Dutch United Pro
vinces. He proposed supporting the Emperor. His des
cription of Mirabeau*s style is noteworthy: "votre 
plume énergique, lumineuse et b i e n f a i s a n t e . Roused

ai Unedited letter. Quoted by BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 51-
(2) Unedited letter. Quoted by BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 55»
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by this letter and by the hope of financial reward, 
Mirabeau consulted two friends, David Chauvet and 
Benjamin Vaughan. The former, a Genevan refugee, 
almost certainly helped him to establish an opinion 
on the subject ; as to the latter. Sir Samuel Romilly 
definitely states: "... his pamphlet on the opening 
of the Scheldt was Benjamin V a u g h a n . Bénétruy 
believes this to be too categorical a statement, 
but considers that Vaughan played an important part 
in persuading Mirabeau to support the Dutch, and, 
incidentally, to serve the interests of England.
Thus, contrary to Clavière*s proposal, the resulting 
pamphlet opposed the Emperor. It was entitled:
"Doutes sur la liberté de de 1*Escaut (i.e. the 
River Scheldt or Schelde), réclamée par 1*empereur; 
sur les causes et les conséquences probables de 
cette réclamation." Notwithstanding the disagreement 
with Clavière, Mirabeau used passages of his long 
letter to put some of the arguments opposing his own * 
pro-Dutch one. Geographical details and an accom
panying of the river Schédt map were produced by a

(1) ROMILLY: "Memoirs," Vol. I, p. 111.
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Monsieur de la Roohette, according to Mirabeau’s comr- 
panion, Madame de Nehra.

The next attempt at collaboration was a fail
ure. It was Sir Samuel R o m i l l y w h o  had first con
ceived the idea of a history of Geneva, and in I783 he 
had put it to Jean Roget, his brother-in-law. Nothing 
had come of this. But it happened that another young 
exile from Geneva, Francis D*Ivernois,having al
ready, in June 1782, published his "Tableau historique 
et politique des révolutions de Genève dans le dis
huitième siècle," which went as far as 1768, was now 
continuing that work. Dumont reports how he persuaded 
Mirabeau to work for him. He continues: "Mirabeau, 
en moins de huit jours lui montra 1’extrait qu’il

(1) Sir Samuel Romilly, born in London in March 1757> 
was of French Huguenot descent. He was called to the 
bar in 1783; and later became Solicitor General, receiv
ing a Knighthood. His brother-in-law was the Genevan, 
Jean Roget, pastor of the Huguenot church in Soho in 
London.
(2) Francis d ’lvernois, born in Geneva in 1757; was one 
of the most active of the "Représentants" (See p.^h7 ), 
and was accordingly banished for life. He played a 
major part in the attempted re-settlement of the exiled 
Genevans in Southern Ireland. He returned to Geneva in 
1790 and was elected on to the "Conseil des Deux Cents." 
He was knighted by George III in 1798, in recognition
of his services as informant to several British ministers.
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avait fait du premier volume imprimé; cet extrait de 
main de maître, énergique, rapide, intéressant, fit 
changer de résolution à D ’lvernois, qui ne voulut 
plus lui donner des m a n u s c r i t s . Much coldness 
resulted between the two, and Mirabeau abandoned the 
project. D ’lvernois later explained to Chauvet his 
motive for not using Mirabeau*s collaboration: his 
bad reputation. He did, hov/ever, pay tribute to 
Mirabeau*s superior talents, and wrote this of him:
"je lui crois une facilité à entreprendre, une rapid
ité à faire et une impatience à publier qui ne lui 
auraient jamais (permis) les laborieuses recherches 
et la scrupuleuse exactitude.

In Chapter IV, we have traced the course 
of the ecjiiormiic war which Mirabeau and his associates 
waged against Meeker and the Caisse d ’Escompte.
But it need not be imagined that the numerous pamph
lets which appeared at this time under Mirabeau’s 
name actually came from his pen, for in reality he 
was quite ignorant on financial matters. He certain-

(1) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 49.
(2) Letter quoted by KARMIN: "Sir Francis D ’lvernois",
p. 161.
(3) See Chapter IV, p. -7.
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ly v/ould not have been able to produce the 200-page 
pamphlet of May 1785, entitled "La Caisse d ’Escompte."
Brissot*s testimony was to its true authorship must- * - '
be accepted; "Je Lui avais donné (à Mirabeau) le 
septième et le huitième chapitres, un autre chapitre 
avait été composé par Dupont de Nemours, le reste par 
Clavière, et les connaisseurs en style s’en apercev
raient aisément en observant la bigarrure des styles. 
Mirabeau’s contribution was limited, therefore, to the
arrangement of the subject-matter, and to what Dumont
Cl t- " ' c Inc' 1 cic:.  ̂ . ( o)calls: quelques éclairs d ’une éloquence male."' '
But, although it was generally known that Mirabeau
was not the sole author of this and other pamphlets,
his talent was recognised. Mallet du Pan, for ex-
ample, refers to him in appreciative terms: ' the

on h
financiers, too, for whom he worked valued his ser-

ju": 3.; ■  ̂ ^1: a:o bal "-usr. cizro,.':i-u
vices.

As to the June publication, "De la Banque 
d ’Espagne, dite de Saint-Charles,|[ its actual compo
sition was supposed to have taken only four days;

(1) BRISSOT: "Mémoires" (1754-I793) Vol. II, p. 3I.
(2) DUMONT: Op. cit., p. 54.
(,3) Unedited letter of 24 October 1783; quoted by 
BENETRUY: Op. cit., p. IO3.
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but in fact it was not such a brilliant "tour de 
f o r c e f o r ,  according to Brissot, he and Clavière 
had already published several leaflets on the sub
ject, which Mirabeau had persuaded them to give him, 
by producing a letter from Calonne^^) in which he 
asked them to do so. Mirabeau himself later admit
ted that Clavière was the real a u t h o r . B u t  the 
epilogue of these two financial publications, a 
furious attack on Le Couteulx de la Noraye,^^^ chief 
of the speculators against whom the pamphlets were 
directed, was an authentic production of Mirabeau.
Brissot and Mirabeau himself both testify to this.
So also was the pamphlet "Sur les Actions de la 
Compagnie des Eaux de P a r i s .

We have seen^^) how, on his return to 
Paris in May I786, Mirabeau had the effrontery to 
sell to Calonne a work on provincial administration, 
by Dupont de Nemours. This work was the cause of a

(1) MIRABEAU: "Lettres k Mauvillon, p. I7. 27 August1786.
(2) Then Controller-General of Finances.
(3) MIRABEAU: "Réponse du Comte de Mirabeau à 1’écrivain
des Administrateurs de la Compagnie des Eaux de Paris,p.10.
4) See Chapter IV, p. â\7.
5) See Chapter IV, p.
6) See Chapter IV, p.



359.

CHAPTER VI: Beginnings of Collaboration.

quarrel between Mirabeau and Clavière and Brissot.
For, while in Paris, Mirabeau happened to discover 
from Brissot that he, Brissot, was about to publish 
it. He was horrified, for it would ruin him in the 
eyes of Calonne, and he begged Brissot to hold up 
its publication. The latter refused. Mirabeau per
suaded Clavière to intervene, and he managed to ex
tract a promise from Brissot. But it was only their 
mutual advantage which prevented a complete rupture 
between Clavière and Mirabeau. Even so, in August 
1786, Clavière wrote to Mirabeau expressing his de
sire to limit their collaboration: "Quand vous 
voudrez travailler vous-même et me faire passer vos 
feuilles, je trouverai plus aisément le moyen de 
vous être utile, et vous savez que, sous ce mode-là, 
vous n ’avez pas à vous plaindre de moi; mais s*il 
faut fonder, édifier et remplir pour qu’ensuite vous 
retravailliez le tout, il nous sera impossible d ’aller 
vite et 1’humeur s’en m ê l e r a " . T h e  letter also 
contains allusions to Mirabeau’s morals, and what
would appear to be an implicit criticism of his style:

■>

(1) Quoted by LQMENIE: "Les Mirabeau," Vol. Ill, p. 591. 
10 August 1786."
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"Vous savez que je n ’aime pas les vaines déclamations 
et que je m ’accoutume toujours davantage à une logique 
s é v è r e . Moreover Clavière was availing himself of 
Brissot*s more pliable services.

The pamphlet, "Dénonciation de l’agiotage, 
which appeared on 6 March 1787; and which cast some 
slur on Clavière, was almost entirely the work of Mira
beau, although he seems to have used fragments belong
ing to Clavière which he already had in his possession. 
The resulting lack of technical argument Mirabeau 
filled up with oratorical passages. Naturally Clavière 
had no part in the July pamphlet, "Suite de la dénon
ciation de l ’agiotage" in which Mirabeau took Panchaud’s 
side in the quarrel between Panchaud and Clavière. 
Mirabeau had had recourse to a certain Monsieur de 
Bourges(3) whom he had known since 1782. He himself

(1) Unedited passage of same letter. Quoted by BENETRUY: 
Op. Cit., p. 123.
(2) See Chapter IV, p. ai6 .
(3) Bourges, described by Lucas de Montigny as an "homme 
d ’esprit et de talent" (MONTIGNY: "Mémoires de Mirabeau," 
V. p. 34. (See also p. 184; note), had accompanied'Mira
beau to Provence in 1782 and again at the beginning of 
1789 at the time of the elections to the St at e s-Gene ral. 
He was one of the founders of the "Société des Amis des 
Noirs" (See p.l74) and Brissot considered him an ener
getic writer and sincere friend of the people. (BRISSOT: 
"Mémoires", Vol. II, p. 194).
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had done little more than insert appeals for a Con
stitution which alone would settle the financial 
situation.

The main contributor to Mirabeau*s pamphlet 
of 1788, "Aux Bataves sur le Stathoudérat,"(^) was 
Paul-Henri Marron, a Dutch Protestant pastor; another 
was B o u r g e s . Brissot also claims to have had a 
share in it. To Mirabeau can be attributed but a few 
tirades on the rights of man. Clavière broke his 
silence and wrote to him on this occasion, and con
cluded: "Bref, mon cher comte, vous avez parlé a,vec 
1 * éloquence de Demosthène mais à votre place, il eut 
(sic) gourmandé la bourgeoisie Batave...

It was during this temporary break with 
Clavière that Mirabeau made the acquaintance of 
Etienne-Louis Dumont, from whose "Souvenirs" we have 
quoted, and who was to be a major adviser and col
laborator for Mirabeau during the first ten months 
of the Constituent Assembly. Dumont was born in 
Geneva on 18 July 1759. He had little part in the

1) See Chapter IV, p. ̂ ^7-
2) See supra, p. Z60
3) Unedited letter; quoted by BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p.141.
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political troubles of I78I-I782, though he belonged 
to the "Représentants,"

A brilliant scholar, he had become a Pro
testant pastor in 1783 and showed great promise as a 
preacher. His first sermons were remarkable for 
their eloquence, but caused consternation among the 
aristocracy. He therefore decided to leave Geneva 
and subsequently spent fifteen months in St. Peters
burg, in charge of a Protestant colony, and rapidly 
developed his oratorical powers. A far more congen
ial occupation was then found for him by D'lvernois; 
he became tutor to the youngest son of Lord Lansdowne 
at Bowood, and gradually also came to fill the role 
of secretary to Lord Lansdowne. In 1787 he accom
panied a young man to the Continent, but they parted 
company, and, in February of 1788, Dumont found him
self in Paris. From there he returned to England, 
but again in August he was in Paris. It was during 
this visit that his first meeting with Mirabeau ap
parently took place. Both sides were delighted with

(1) See supra, p. 355 .
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what they found. Dumont writes: "Mirabeau fut à mes 
yeux ce qu’il y avait de plus intéressant à Paris. 
Mirabeau, for his part, "was delighted with Dumont’s 
wit and extraordinary talents.

Dumont was already well acquainted with 
Clavière and Reybaz. It remained only for Du Roveray 
to leave Ireland and reach Paris early in I789 for 
the foiir Genevans, who were about to play so important 
a part in Mirabeau’s career as an orator, during the 
Revolution, to come together as a team. Although other 
collaborators, of whom we shall speak later, were to 
be called upon by Mirabeau, these four Genevans were 
to form the essential basis of his brains trust.

It was not mere chance, however, that brought 
these four talented men together to Paris; their aim 
was patriotic, namely to direct the attention of the 
future States-General to the political situation in 
Geneva, and to effect the recall of the exiles to 
their native city, and the reduction of the foreign 
garrisons there. Thus, Paris was the scene of much

DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 50. 
g) ROMILLY: "Memoirs," Vol. I, p. 97.'
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Genevan plotting and intrigue. Clavière attempted, 
unsuccessfully, to become an Elector of the Paris 
deputies in one section of the city; Dumont and Du 
Roveray sought an audience with their compatriot, 
Necker, though little came of it. But one great 
source of hope was Mirabeau, and the Genevans were 
quick to enlist his support. Their contributions 
to his speeches and journal were based upon this 
hope, as is abundantly clear from a letter of Madame 
Reybaz to her brother in December 1789: ”... ils 
(Clavière, Du Roveray, Dumont) sont infiniment puis
sants par les amis qu’ils se sont faits ici dans la 
chose publique, en lui consacrant leurs talens, 
toujours il est vrai dans l ’espoir d ’en faire profit
er leur Patrie.... Pour remplir leur but et pour 
pouvoir vivre à Paris, ils se sont dévoués au 
"Courrier de Provence"...; et le but principal et 
permanent de toutes leurs actions dont il est l ’âme, 
le retour de la liberté de la République de Genève..

(1) Published by Edmond BARDE in his article in^the 
"Revue historique vaudoise": "Un don genevois à
1 ’Assemblée Nationale en 1789", Lausanne, July 1904; 
Voll XII, p. 216-217.
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Almost as soon as the States-Ceneral had 
been opened on 5 May I789, Dumont made his way to 
find Mirabeau at Versailles. This renewed acquaint
ance had a soothing effect upon Mirabeau, who was, 
as Dumont himself expressed it, "aigri contre tout 
le m o n d e " . It is clear from Dumont’s account of 
their discussion that he (Dumont) show-ed enormous 
tact, listening sympathetically to Mirabeau’s rant
ing against the Assembly which had insulted and 
scorned him, and then gently pointing out to him that 
more moderate behaviour on his part was likely to pro
duce a more favourable impression upon the antagonis
tic deputies. Dumont was, in fact, distressed to see 
a man of Mirabeau’s talents in such disgrace. Fortu
nately, the voice of friendship prevailed, and Mira
beau consequently modified the harsh tone of one of 
his "Lettres du Comte de Mirabeau à ses Commettants 
He later showed the improved version to Dumont, who 
recalls: "Nous la lirmes ensemble, elle était moins 
amère, mais elle l ’était encore. Nous passâmes une 
heure ou deux à la refondre, et à changer entièrement

(1) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 58.
(2) See Chapter V, p. .2.451-3 *
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son ton et sa c o u l e u r . He even persuaded Mirabe&u 
to insert a few words of praise about some deputies, 
and to give the Assembly a more respectable appearance. 
Furthermore, they decided that Mirabeau should refrain 
from speaking until an important occasion arose. This 
was the first contribution that Dumont made to Mira
beau* s success: his new moderation quickly repaired 
some of the damage that his violence had done.

It was shortly after this that Dumont and Du 
Roveray failed in their attempts to interest Necker 
in their Genevan cause. It was then'that they thought 
of turning to Mirabeau for help. A letter of Dumont 
to Lord Lansdowne reveals that a plan was formed for 
Mirabeau to propose a motion that a deputation should 
be sent from the Third Estate to the King about the 
quarrels between the three Orders. The motion was to 
include a eulogy of Necker, in order to mollify him.
But the project was fruitless.

Gradually, Mirabeau’s brains trust was be-
(2 )ginning to take shape. Dumont recounts' ' how he and

(1) DMONT; op. C i t . ,  p. 6o.
(2) DUMONT: Op. C i t . ,  p. 60.
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Du Roveray bad taken lodgings at Versailles, how 
Clavière often joined them, and how they frequently 
all dined together with Mirabeau and sometimes with 
other friends of the same mind, in particular Rey
baz. Du Roveray*s detailed knowledge and wide ex
perience was invaluable to Mirabeau: "II (Mirabeau) 
le prit en quelque façon pour son Mentor, et con
sultait avec lui sur toutes les démarches de quelque 
i m p o r t a n c e . C l a v i è r e  and Mirabeau made an at
tempt to forget their past disagreements, for they 
saw mutual advantage in collaboration. Reybaz was 
not so easily brought into what Dumont refers to 
as "ce petit c o m i t é The others had tried in 
vain to foster a friendship between him and Mirabeau, 
for Reybaz "repoussait par sa froideur les avances 
les plus f l a t t e u s e s . He was later, however, to 
become one of Mirabeau*s most active helpers.
Dumont himself was, in his own words, "plus spec
tateur qu’a c t e u r . Moreover, the strong, and 
often conflicting, personalities of the others re-

ai DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 60. 
Ibid., p. 61.'
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quired a pacifying influence, which Dumont was well- 
fitted to provide: "Je servais beaucoup à empêcher 
entre eux les chocs et à les tempérer quand leurs 
différentes passions, que je ne partageais point, 
étaient opposées."(̂ ) This interplay of personali
ties is significant inasmuch as it shows the role 
of each collaborator, and, most important, Mira
beau* s own position. Du Roveray and Clavière had 
the information and the experience. But Du Roveray 
was inclined to treat Mirabeau "comme un écolier

(2)indocile".' ' Clavière, on the other hand, was im
patient to act, and would not willingly lend himself 
to Du Roveray*s plan to bring about an alliance 
between Mirabeau and Necker. But, as we have seen, 
Mirabeau proved his desire to retain Du Roveray*s 
services by his eloquent retort when a deputy pro
tested against the latter*s presence in the Assembly 
on 12 June 1789J4)

1) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 6I.
2) Ibid. p. ol.
3) Chapter V. p.lt+A .
4) See Also Chapter VIII,
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Collaboration in the actual writing of Mira
beau* s speeches did not begin immediately. It would 
seem that matters were discussed in the "petit 
comité," but that the speeches themselves were Mira
beau* s own. For that of l8 May he was "livré à sa 
propre inspiration"^^^ and the two speeches of 27 and 
28 May simply reiterated the contents. Then we come 
to the debate on the designation to be assumed by the 
Third Estate. "Ce point essentiel s*était débattu à 
fond dans notre petite société," says D u m o n t . But 
it was vâth difficulty that Mirabeau had been per
suaded to uphold their view, which ran counter to all 
previous suggestions, and to oppose Bieyes. Eventu
ally, , however, on 15 June 1789, he spoke in the 
Assembly and proposed the title: "Représentants du 
Peuple Français." Arthur Y o u n g , an eye-witness, 
relates(4) that Mirabeau improvised on this occasion,
1) MIRABEAU: "Mémoires", Vol. VI, p. 45.
2) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 70.
3) The English agricultural writer.*
4) "Travels in France during the years 1787» 1788 and 

1789", Vol. I, p. 124: "Mons. de Mirabeau spoke without 
notes, for near an hour, with a warmth, animation, and 
eloquence, that entitles him to the reputation of an 
undoubted orator."
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and there is no reason to suppose otherwise. Fur
thermore, it may be inferred from Dumont*s account 
of what followed this speech that Mirabeau himself 
was responsible for it, and that no actual written 
collaboration for speeches in the Assembly occurred 
until after it.

As we have s e e n , t h e  storm of opposition 
to Mirabeau*s proposed designation roused the indig
nation of Dumont, sitting in the gallery with Lord 
Elgin (of Elgin Marbles fame), and Dumont writes:
"... je ne pus résister au plaisir d*écrire ce que 
j * aurais dit si j * avais été membre de 1*Assemblée. 
Après quelques raisonnements sur le fond de la ques
tion, j‘écrivis au crayon une sorte d*apostrophe et 
de péroraison, addressée à tous ces prétendus amis 
de la liberté.. . He admits: "ce morceau, rapide
ment écrit, ne manquait pas de verve et d*élévation." 
The very tone of this suggests that the action was 
somewhat novel.

a;1) Chapter V, p.55'1.DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 71-2.
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Dumont next recounts how Du Roveray began 
his share in the work of -collaboration. At dinner 
he (Du Roveray) reproached Mirabeau for the weakness 
of his speech, showing him "qu*il oublie les plus 
fortes raisons, les moyens les plus convaincants,"
Dumont then produced his peroration, and Mirabeau de
termined at once to "lancer ce carreau brûlant sur 
leur tête," dismissing Dumont * s objection that Lord 
Elgin already knew of its authorship, Du Roveray im
mediately set to work on a refutation of all other 
suggested designations; Dumont himself provided the 
exordium.Meanwhile, "Mirabeau copiait de toutes
(l) The exordium presumably consists of the first two 
paragraphs of the speech, since they form a consecutive 
piece of writing, quite distinct from the argument proper 
which begins in paragraph three: "Plus je considère..." 
(Archives Parlementaires, Vol. VII, p.124, col.l.) It 
is much more difficult to establish where Du Roveray*s 
argument ends and where Dumont * s peroration begins.
Dumont says that v/hat he wrote in the gallery consisted 
of "quelques raisonnements" and then the apostrophe.
But it is not clear whether Mirabeau adopted all that he 
wrote. Dumont relates: "Je lui fit voir mon esquisse; 
et la péroraison lui parut si triomphante.." (DUMONT:
Op. G it., p. 72.) This seems to imply that Mirabeau 
only took the peroration, which would appear to consist 
of the last two paragraphs of the speech, beginning with 
the apostrophe: "Représentants du peuple Français.." 
(Archives Parlementaires, Vol. VIII, p.126, col.l.) But 
there is a possibility that the previous two paragraphs 
are also his. They, too, contain reflections on the 
word "peuple". As absolute certainty on this point is 
impossible, we have assumed in the analysis of the speech 
(Chapter VII. p.hM.̂ ) that only the last two paragraphs 
are by Dumont, sin ce they alone consist quite definitely 
of an apostrophe to the deputies.'
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ses forces" and on the following day, 16 June 1789, 
he was able to deliver this composite speech.

In a letter to Romilly on 21 June, Dumont 
announced his intention to leave Paris, but his curi
osity, and perhaps Du Roveray, retained him.

The disastrous Royal Sitting of 23 June (3) 
gave*-Mirabeau and his companions a new preoccupation. 
They were concerned to remove from the King the res
ponsibility of the opinions expressed in his speech, 
and to restore the people * s respect for law and 
order. Only an address from the National Assembly 
could effect this. Dumont accordingly prepared one, 
which he describes as "une espèce de sermon poli
tique.

Reybaz and Clavière were the instigators 
of Mirabeau*s speech on 8 July 1789, (and the subse
quent Address to the King,) demanding the withdrawal

1) DUMONT:.Op. Cit., p. 72.
2) BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. I75.
3) See.Chapter V, p. a.s'G- % -4) DUIvIONT: Op. Cit., p. 94. It was at this point that 

Dumont.said: "D*après le succès de la première, je 
regardais les addresses comme mon département." but the 
first address to which he refers was that of o July, 
and therefore posterior to this one.
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of troops from Paris and V e r s a i l l e s . D u m o n t  claims 
parentage of the actual speech: "ce discours était une 
sorte de rë'sumé de tout ce qui s»était dit dans nos 
conversations particulières: c'est moi qui l'avais 
composé, et du Roverai avait rédigé les résolutions..
We have seen^^^ how the Assembly was convinced, and 
how the committee charged with preparing the address 
to Louis XVI delegated the work to Mirabeau: he, in 
his turn, shifted the burden on to Dumont. The 
latter testifies: "Animé par le succès du discours et 
plein du sujet, encouragé aussi, car il faut tout 
dire, par les flatteries et les caresses affecteuses
de M    j'écrivis d 'abondance et avec la plus
grande facilité cette addresse au Roi dans 1'intervalle 
d'une séance à l'autre.

Mirabeau was now becoming aware of the value 
of his Genevan friends, and in particular of the ser
vices of Dumont, an orator by profession. He accord
ingly wrote to Lord Lansdowne, asking permission to 
detain Dumont in Paris: "je vous demande, sans plus

1) See Chapter V, p.
2) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 83.
3) See Chapter V, p. ̂ 61-2



374,

CHAPTER VI: Collaboration in Revolutionary Speeches.

de formules, de laisser mon conseiller privé achever 
mon éducation, et être mon auxiliaire dans le plus 
grand oeuvre qui puisse être confié aux soins des 
mortels.. . Thus, Mirabeau pays tribute to Dumont, 
not as a mere secretary, but as an adviser, even a 
teacher. The distinction is important.

It is difficult to determine exactly the 
paternity of the speech and address of 16 July on 
the dismissal of ministers. The idea was probably 
Mirabeau*8 since the return of Necker is not actually 
asked for; but one cannot exclude the possibility of 
collaboration by Dumont. The reference to England 
argues that he had a hand in it. Moreover he plainly 
states: "Je regardais les adresses comme mon départe
ment . And, despite Dumont's confusion of dates^^
at this period, we cannot disregard this.

Meanwhile, Dumont and Du Roveray did all 
they could to build up Mirabeau*s reputation. His 
periodical "Lettres du Comte de Mirabeau à ses Corn-- 
mettants", were an important contribution. As we

(1) FITZMAURICE: "Life of William, Earl of Sherburne," 
Vol. II, p. 375.
'2) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 94.
3) See supra, p.‘572., m . H-
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have seen(^) nineteen were published between 10 May 
and 24 July I789. From the tenth letter onwards 
they were entirely the work of the two Genevans, ex
cept for the nineteenth, which Mirabeau altered to 
coincide with his orà more definite views on the in
trigues of the Court. In this letter he spoke quite 
openly about his collaborators: "Pour faciliter ce 
concours d* instruction, je m'étais... associé des 
amis éclairés qui devaient vous exposer toutes les 
opérations de notre Assemblée, moins en Gazetiers 
scrupuleux et didactiques qu'en Historiens et hommes
d'Etat.''(2)

Lord Lansdowne had by this time accorded 
Dumont permission to remain in France. So, although 
the work was difficult and tedious, an agreement was 
reached that Dumont and Du Roveray should share the 
task of reporting the Assembly's debates in a journal 
appearing three times each week. Dumont had a clear 
view of the situation, realising that the old order

|l| Chapter V, p. iHfG, "h .0,.
"Lettres du Comte de Mirabeau à ses Commettants,"

9-24 July 1789, p. 60-61.
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must be replaced by something new, and he enlisted 
the support of Sir Samuel Romilly^^^ in the field of 
law. He even went so far as to describe himself to 
Lord Lansdowne as one of "les principaux coopérateurs" 

As we have seen^^j sometime before 21 June, 
Mirabeau published a brochure entitled: "Règlements 
observés dans la Chambre des Communes pour débattre 
les matières et pour voter," From the first both he 
and Dumont had been disgusted by the lack of order in 
the Assembly, and when a short essay on the procedure 
in the British House of Commons came into Mirabeau*s 
hands, he naturally passed it on to Dumont, It was 
the work of Sir Samuel Romilly, who had-been asked 
by the Earl of Sarsfield for information on the sub
ject. Corrections were made by Sir Gilbert Elliot 
and a Mr, Ley, a member of the secretariat at the 
House of Commons, and the work was finally submitted 
to Sarsfield, But he died before being able to fin
ish translating it into French. It was then that it 
passed into Mirabeau*s hands and Dumont agreed to

(1) See supra, p.3SS , . i.
2) Bowood Archives; BPU copy, ms. Dumont 78, fol. 86.
3) Chapter V, p. £67-
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complete the translation, in the uncertain hope that 
the uproarious Assembly might take note. Dumont*s 
letter to Romilly on the subject gives an idea of 
what it was like to work with Mirabeau: "J*ai revu 
la traduction mais ce fut un travail fort rapide, 
une révision avec 1 * homme dont vous connaissez la 
turbulente i m p a t i e n c e . M i r a b e a u * s  speech of 29 
July supporting a simple majority vote in the 
National A s s e m b l y w a s  entirely based on this June 
publication. The actual draft of the speech was 
written by Comps, Mirabeau*s secretary at the time. 
Mirabeau merely read the speech out in the Assembly.

On 17 August 1789, Mirabeau read to the 
Assembly a proposed draft of the Declaration of Rights, 
which was to serve as a preamble to the Constitution.
We have related^^^ how Mirabeau was elected on to the 
Committee of five appointed to produce this draft.
Dumont recounts how Mirabeau*s collaborators came to

(1) BPU, ms. Dumont I7, fol.30, v-31. Quoted by BENETRUY: 
Op. Cit., p. 171.
12) See Chapter V, p. jZ67- S3) Passy writes: "Comps était le secrétaire et 1 * homme 
de confiance de Mirabeau. Il copiait ses notes à la 
cour et dirigeait sa maison." PASSY: Frochot, Préfet 
de la Seine, p. 88.
(4) See Chapter V, p. 2.70 .
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be involved: "Mirabeau, l'un des cinq, eut la généros
ité qui lui était ordinaire de prendre sur lui ce 
travail, et de le donner à ses amis." Dumont goes 
on to describe with disdain their "modus operandi" 
and the resulting composition: "Nous voilà donc avec 
Du Roverai, Clavière et lui-même, rédigeant, disput
ant, ajoutant un mot, en effaçant quatre, nous épuis
ant sur cette tâche ridicule, et produisant enfin 
notre pièce de marqueterie, notre mosaïque de prétend- 
us droits é t e r n e l s . T h e  fact of collaboration 
is confirmed by the obvious reversal of opinion on 
Mirabeau*s part, which his enemies, and Gleizen in

(p)particular, did not fail to point out. ̂ In previous 
works, namely in the "Essai sur le Despotisme"^^^ and 
the address, "Aux Bataves sur le Stathouderat"^^^ 
Mirabeau had shora himself to be all in favour of 
announcing the inalienable rights of man. But now 
he presented the project of just such a declaration, 
not merely without enthusiasm, but "avec une extrême

1) DmiONT: Op. Cit., p. 97.
2) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 98. p.27g,.
,3) See Chapter IV, p.
(4) See supra, p.
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défiance." He went so far as to propose that the
Declaration of Rights should be postponed until the

(2)completion of the Constitution. This radical 
change of opinion cannot be explained away by the 
lapse of time since the afore-mentioned works. More
over Dumont assumes responsibility for it. He ex- 
plaihs that, whilst working on this very draft of the 
Declaration of Rights, he had reached the conclusion 
that it was nothing more than "une fiction puerile.
And this view he imposed upon the rest: "j'avais si 
bien pris mon parti contre la déclaration des droits 
de 1 * homme que pour cette fois j'entraînai l'opinion 
de notre petit c o m i t é . . M i r a b e a u  is included in 
this, for Dumont immediately asserts: "et Mirabeau 
lui-même, tout en présentant le projet, osa faire 
quelques objections à l'Assemblée...," thus tracing 
Mirabeau's change of opinion directly to his own in
fluence.

It is difficult to determine the share of

(1) "Archives Parlementaires", Vol. VIII, p. 439*
(2) Ibid., p. 454, . 18 August 1789.
(3) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 97.
(4) Ibid. p. 98.



380

CHAPTER VI: Collaboration in Revolutionary Speeches.

each collaborator in this particular compilation.
Only the preamble to the Declar8.tion of Rights was 
accepted by the Assembly. It is interesting that P. 
Sagnac notices in this what seem to him to be the 
characteristics of Mirabeau*s o r a t o r y . Bénétruy 
attributes this rather to "le ministre du Saint-
Evangile, Etienne Dumont, prédicateur de talent.....
disposé à la prose o r a t o i r e . B u t  what Bénétruy 
says appears to relate merely to the draft of the 
actual Declaration of Rights, V/hat of Mirabeau*s 
introductory speech? Did he write it himself? So 
perhaps one may infer from Dumont: "et Mirabeau lui- 
même' .. . osa faire quelques objections.. . And 
then he actually quotes (or, in fact, slightly mis
quotes) from Mirabeau*s speech, and refers to "son 
style énergique et saillant."

Article X of the Declaration of Rights 
roused the indignation of Dumont. This article de-

(1) "Histoire de France Contemporaine depuis la Ré
volution jusqu'à la Paix de Iglg." Tome premier, "La 
Révolution (1789-1792)." Par P. Sagnac, p. 76-77#
(2) BENETRUY: Op. Cit. p. 193.
(3) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 98.
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dared: "Nul homme ne doit être inquiété pour ses 
opinions religieuses, ni troublé dans l'exercice de 
sa religion." Dumont saw in this the seeds of ec
clesiastical tyranny, and,- presumably with the agree- ■' 
ment of his friends, he did his utmost to oppose the 
article.

Mirabeau was not entirely in accord with
his brains trust on the next major issue: he advocated
a single chamber for the French legislative body, but
his colleagues favoured the bicameral s y s t e m . T h e
problem was intimately related to that of the Royal
Sanction - and therefore Mirabeau secretly turned to
an outsider, the Marquis de. Casaux, author of a work
entitled "Simplicité de l'Idée d'une Constitution,"

(2)for a speech on this subject.' The plagiarism is 
partially admitted by Mirabeau in a note in the 
"Courrier de P r o v e n c e : he refers to Casaux' work,
"simplicité de l'Idée d'une Constitution," as "une

«

(1) BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 196-7. DUMONT: Op. Cit.,
pp. 103, 276, Note 2.
(2) See Chapter V, p. 373- Chapter VII, p. .
(3) "Lettre du comte de Mirabeau à ses Commettants,"
No. XXXV.
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mine inépuisable d'idées saines et profondes dont j'ai 
beaucoup profité..." and he confesses that he has made 
use of it in his speech. He continues: "Je regarde 
l'écrit de Monsieur de Casaux comme 1'ouvrage de génie 
qu'a produit la révolution."

Dumont betrays his annoyance at Mirabeau's 
independence, first in his description of de Casaux, 
as the "auteur d'un livre inintelligible sur le 
mécanisme des sociétés.. . " j then in his account of 
Mirabeau's furtive proceedings: "Je"crois que Mira
beau ne fut pas fâché, pour une fois, de marcher sans 
nous: il nous cacha donc son alliance avec son apoca
lyptique ami, et nous dit seulement qu'il était bien 
préparé et qu'il avait écrit quelques chef6 dont il 
ferait le développement à la t r i b u n e . He obviously 
derived some secret satisfaction from the great em
barrassment which he claims that Mirabeau suffered in 
delivering this supposedly unintelligible speech on 
1 September 1789: "Mirabeau, qui avait à peine lu
ce galimatias chez lui, s'apercevant de tous ses

(1) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p."IO3.
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défauts, se jeta bien vite dans toutes les digress
ions, les lieux communs contre le despotisme, et, 
par quelques traits saillants, obtenait le tribut 
ordinaire des battements de mains de la part des 
galeries; mais quand il revenait a son fatal écrit, 
le tumulte recommençait bientôt, et il eut beaucoup 
de peine à achever, malgré son courage qui ne l'ab
andonnait jamais dans un instant de crise. ... Je 
ne l'ai jamais vu déconcerté que cette fois. Il 
nous avoua qu'à mesure qu'il avançait,dans sa lecture, 
il était couvert d'une sueur froide, et qu'il en 
avait supprimé la moitié sans pouvoir y suppléer, 
parce que, dans sa confiance, il avait négligé de 
méditer le s u j e t . It seems probable that this 
is an exaggerated and biased account of what actually 
took place, for, as we have seen(^) the Assembly was 
sufficiently impressed to order the printing of this 
speech. We may, however, reasonably infer from 
Dumont's account that Mirabeau freed himself from 
the written text, and this is corroborated in a

(1) DUMONT: Op. Cit. p. IO3
(2) See Chapter V. p. 2.73*
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note added to the text of the speech as reproduced in 
the "Courrier de Provence": "Lorsque j'ai porté la 
parole sur la Sanction Royale, j'ai autant parlé que 
lu; ainsi l'on ne retrouvera pas ici tout ce que j'ai 
dit, mais on n'y lira rien que je n'aie dit(^^ But, 
according to Dumont, the text of the speech was al
tered considerably before its insertion in the 
"Courrier de Provence." He recounts: "Nous replâtrâmes 
un peu ce discours avant de l'imprimer dans le 'Courrier 
de Provence;' mais le caractère original de bizarrerie 
et d'obscurité n'a pas d i s p a r u . B é n é t r u y  inter
prets "nous" as meaning Dumont and Du Roveray.
Thus, the speech we have before us is basically the 
work of Casaux, with considerable alterations by 
Dumont and Du Roveray. It obviously does not include 
the extempore material introduced by Mirabeau,

The draft of a second unpronounced speech 
on this subject is to be found in Montigny's "Mémoires";

(1) "Courrier de Provence", XXXV, p. 3. note 1.
1 September 1789.
2) DUMONT: Op. Cit., pp. IO3-4.
3) BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 197.
4) Vol. VI, Appendix.
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also in the "Courrier de P r o v e n c e . Bénétruy 
attributes this to Reybaz, referring in evidence to 
a letter of Count de la Marck, in which he speaks 
of "un travail tout prêt, qu'un Monsieur Reibasc (sic) 
avait rédige sous sa direction

On 26 September lyS^^^irabeau intervened 
three times in the debate on Necker's latest finan
cial proposals. The ideas he put forward were those 
of Clavière. It was after this that an insinuation 
by Lally-Tollendal that he was trying to bring the 
"pilote chéri" (Necker) to his ruin goaded Mirabeau 
into a brilliant extempore harangue against bankruptcy, 
which put the seal on his reputation. This time he 
owed his success to no-one but himself. Dumont testi
fies to this: "Depuis ce jour, Mirabeau fut considéré 
comme un être unique; il n'eut plus de rival; il y 
avait d'autres orateurs, lui seul était éloquent, et 
1'impression .fut d'autant plus vive que ce discours 
était une réponse soudaine qui ne pouvait pas être

(1) No. L U ,  10 October I789, pp. 12-28.
(2) Correspondance entre le Comte de Mirabeau et le 
Comte de la Marck, Vol. I, p. 99-100. BMETRUY: Op.
Cit., pp. 198, 269.
(3) See Chapter V, p. .
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préparée, et qu'il devait tout à lui-même dans le 
moment où il se montra supérieur à tout ce qu'on avait 
fait pour lui.

Mirabeau's suggestion, in this speech, that 
an address should be sent from the National Assembly 
to the Electorate, supporting the project of an extra-

(2)ordinary levy on income, was taken up by the Assembly. 
"Mirabeau fut chargé de la rédaction," explains Dumont, 
"et il me transféra cette fonction." Bénétruy has 
established the precise dating h e r e . Mirabeau was 
charged with the work on 26 September, and immediately 
spoke to Dumont. The latter states: "Je fus trois 
jours à ce travail" - namely 27, 28, 29 September.
The address was submitted to the drafting Committee 
on 30 September or 1 October, and read to an approv
ing Assembly on 2 October. But Mirabeau asked them 
to postpone its adoption until the following day, 
reports the "Courrier de Provence," "parce qu'en la

(1) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. II9.
(2) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, pp. 194, 195,
197. See supra. Chapter V, p. hSO
(3) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 120.
(4) BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. I98.
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lisant, il venoit d'y apercevoir des taches qui s'- 
étoient dérobées à lui jusqu'à ce moment, et qui 
devoient être e f f a c é e s . O n e  understands from 
this that the address underwent some changes after 
the reading of 2 October. Ten years later, Dumont 
reports having found among his papers "1*original de 
cette adresse, telle que je la donnai à Mirabeau; il 
y a deux ou trois traits de sa plume, et le comité 
de rédaction y fit quelques légers changements."
Indeed, Bénétruy has been able to unearth some pages 
of this first draft by Dumont, and to establish in 
part the extent of Mirabeau's corrections. He des
cribes the document thus: . le texte corrigé, ou
plutôt biffé par Mirabeau à coups de plume nerveux; 
Mirabeau semble n'avoir fait qu'indiquer les passages 
à.reprendre, les marquant de larges parenthèses; par- 
ci, par-là, un mot de sa main est ajouté; c'est prob
ablement d'après ces indications que Dumont refond 
son texte qu'il’ récrit en marge consciencieusement."^^^ 
The sermonic quality of this address is a further
1) "Courrier de Provence," No. XLIX, 2-3 October, p. 2.
2) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 120.
3) BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 200.
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testimony to Dumont's authorship of it. Moreover, as 
Dumont bitterly remarked, it had the effect of a ser
mon: "à peine applaudi, il était déjà oublié.

Mirabeau was all the while seeking to obtain 
a ministerial post, and his Geneveji friends backed him 
enthusiastically, since his advance would also mean 
that of their c a u s e . M o r e o v e r ,  he was aware of the 
value of their contributions to his oratory. Writing 
to La Marck on 22 October 1789, he says: "Je garde 
trois hommes du premier ordre.,.. Si je dois être 
placé, ce sont des hommes d'or, que ces gens-là...
And 60, in order to further their coinciding purposes, 
an attempt was made to effect some kind of understand
ing with Necker, but, as we have s e e n , a  long inter
view between the two men on I7 October failed. An at
tempt was then made to associate Mirabeau and Lafayette 
And it was to this end that Dumont urged Mirabeau to 
ask for a vote of thanks to be made to Bailly and La-

(1) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 120.
{2) See supra, p. 364-.
(3) "Correspondance entre le Comte de Mirabeau et le 
Comte de la Marck", Vol. I, p. 4OO.
(4) See Chapter V, p. ■
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fayette for their courage. And he even produced the 
necessary speech. His comment on Mirabeau*s reaction 
is particularly interesting: "Comme il était très 
jaloux de leur popularité, cette proposition ne lui 
plut pas d'abord, mais je savais bien qu'il ne ré
sisterait pas au plaisir d'étre l'auteur d'une motion 
toute écrite dont il était c o n t e n t . A n  appeal to 
wisdom at the end of the speech marks it as the work 
of Dumont, But Lafayette was courted in vain.

(1) DUMCNT: Cp. Cit. p. 121
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Despite the intransigence of both Necker and
Lafayette, Mirabeau*s "brains trust" continued to do
all that it could to further his popularity. It was
responsible for the large number of motions that Mira-

f 1 ̂beau put forward in the Assembly at this time.' ' Du
Roveray, for example, was the author of the bill pro-

(2)posing martial law. He was also responsible for 
the speech concerning the ineligibility of bankrupts 
for public service. A contribution by Dumont was 
the suggestion regarding the civil enrolment of young 
people as members of the body of active citizens.' ' 

October also saw the beginning of the de
bate on ecclesiastical wealth, but Mirabeau was un
able to call upon the services of the Protestant pastor 
on this subject. Dumont had his private opinion and 
states categorically: "Je ne me mêlai point de cette
discussion;, je ne fis aucun discours pour Mirabeau."
Therefore Mirabeau had recourse to a man from Marseilles

—  ' I ■ ■ ■ ■ ■  ■  ■ ! —  -  '  -  " V "  ■  '  —  '  '  —  -  I .   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .  -

(1) See Chapter p.2)' DUMONT: Op. Git.., p. 12).
3) DUMONT: Op. Git., p. 131.̂
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named Pellenc, v/ho had already worked for him.
Pellenc (pronounced Pélin, as Dumont's spelling 
shows) was born near Marseilles in 1750. By I784 
he had gained a reputation as a lawyer, and volun
tarily gave his services to Mirabeau in his lawsuit

(3)
(2)against his wife.' Again, in 1789, he proved a

useful collaborator during the election compaign, 
and Mirabeau invited him to Paris, whither he came in 
September of that y e a r . T h i s  is how Dumont des
cribes Pellenc and Mirabeau's treatment of him: "Ce
Pélin (sic) était un homme en apparence fort doux et 
même timide: il ne parlait point trop; il était ré
servé et discret, peu brillant, mais capable; il
disparaissait presque en présence de Mirabeau qui le

(1)traitait fort en subalterne...."
) Pellenc's first speech on the ecclesiastical

(5)problem was delivered by Mirabeau on 30 October 1789. 
But, as we saw in.Chapter V, the Abbé Maury's reply 
required a further prepared speech, Dumont recalls

1) DUMONT: Op. Cit., pp. I32, I33.
2) See Chapter IV, p. M  6 .
3) See Chapter IV, p. 13d -B4) BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 213.5) See Chapter V, p. 23  ̂- ̂ 0, Chapter VII, p. M*-! •
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how Mirabeau immediately went in unavailing search
for Pellenc, and describes a stormy scene in which
Mirabeau threatened Pellenc. The latter, "ses
humeurs ainsi préparées pour l'éloquence et le tra- 

( 1 )vail," withdrew at about seven in the evening, 
and, to Dumont's astonishment, at seven the following 
morning (3I October, 1789), Mirabeau sent him "un 
énorme cahier et un billet qui me conjurait de jeter 
les yeux sur la production nocturne de pélin, (sic) 
de donner quelque soin particulier au commencement 
et à la fin, et de la lui envoyer avant midi à 1*- 
Asserablë'e. Dumont was impressed with what he
read, and returned it to Mirabeau, "en 1*assurant 
qu'il pouvait le lire sans se c o m p r o m e t t r e . He 
adds: "Je n'avais fait qu'élaguer quelques super
fluités." Although this second speech was not ac
tually delivered in the Assembly, it did appear in 
No. LÏII of the "Courrier de Provence," after the 
following note, which Bénétruy attributes to Dumont, 
had been inserted in No. LX: "Ce discours" (i.e. the

(1) DUMONT: Op. cit., p. I]].'
(2) Ibid., p. 134.
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first one on Ecclesiastical Property) "qui, selon la 
coutume du comte de Mirabeau, n'anticipe sur aucune 
objection, passa pour foible, parce qu'il étoit 
modéré. Nous donnerons comme variété^ le second dis
cours qu'il avoit préparé pour la séance du lundi 2" 
(i.e. November), "jour où passa le décret

Mirabeau turned to his more regular col
laborators for help with his speech of 6 November 
attacking the Caisse d*Escompte and designed to 
bring about Necker's downfall. The additional clause 
proposing that ministers should justify their actions
before the Assembly, and in support of which sugges-

(2)tion the English procedure had been cited, was 
probably mainly the work of Du Roveray. The fact 
that the latter had been absent from Paris for sever
al days proves that this new clause was no improvisa
tion on Mirabeau's part, but had been inspired and 
laid down by the "petit comité." The first two pro
posals in this speech and the financial argument 
were doubtless the v;ork of Clavière. But Mirabeau's

(1) "Courrier de Provence," No. LX, 30 October - 2 
November, p. 3.
(2) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 71O-7II.
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brave speech the next day, when his hopes and those 
of his collaborators were brutally crushed by the 
amendment, aimed at Mirabeau himself, that henceforth 
no deputy could become minister until the end of the 
session, was entirely spontaneous: he was sufficient
ly full of his subject to develop it without the aid 
of any collaborator whatsoever.

On 10 December, Mirabeau delivered a speech 
proposing a system of graduated e l e c t i o n s ; i t  was 
written by Dumont. Indeed, Dumont had adopted the

(p)idea from Rousseau, ' and had instigated discussion 
of it in the "brains trust," He recalls: "Mirabeau 
avait embrassé ce plan avec c h a l e u r . T h e  motion 
failed, owing to Mirabeau*s inability to follow up 
his argument in the ensuing debate.

It was while Du Roveray was in England in 
November 1789 that Reybaz took over some of his share 
of the work of the "Courrier de Provence" - and did 
it with greater t h o r o u g h n e s s . B u t  the journal

See Chapter V, p. S •
ROUSSEAU: "Contrat Social," IV^ 4: "Des Cornices 

Romains,"
DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 139.

(4) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 92.̂
ĵ omiii
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v/as a cause of tension betv/een Mirabeau and his col
laborators. Dumont was wearied by the incessant and 
thankless task, and hopes of furthering the Genevan 
cause were not being realised.

About this time also an incident occurred 
which throws light upon the relationship between Mira
beau and Dumont. The whole affair remains somewhat 
mysterious, but Dumont's account may be accepted as 
authentic, despite his inability to recall dates and 
various other details. It would appear that an in
terview with Mirabeau took place in mid-November I789. 
In the course of this Mirabeau expounded a counter
revolutionary plan - the King was to leave for some
where like Metz where generals with loyal troops were 
stationed; he was then to make a proclamation annul
ling the decrees of the National Assembly and calling 
upon the nation to come to the support of the throne. 
Dumont was appalled by this project and protested 
that it would inevitably fail through the King's ir
resolution when it came to the moment of action. He 
considered it far more prudent for the King to work 
through the National Assembly. His argument greatly 
unsettled Mirabeau, and the latter was forced to
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admit that he had only submitted the plan to the Court 
when they had sounded him to see whether they might 
count on his support. The realisation that he was 
only being used in a secondary capacity, since he had 
not been informed of the leaders of the plot, finally 
convinced him that he should withdraw his suggestion. 
This he accordingly did, and was thus saved from 
being implicated in the Favras a f f a i r . T h i s  il
lustrates well the hold that Dumont had over Mirabeau 
- his less turbulent spirit was able to see reality 
with greater objectivity and he prevailed by the 
power of his calmer reasoning.

So far we have not considered in detail 
the subject of finance, since it was the peculiar 
field of one man, namely Clavière.

The information for most of the pre-revolu
tionary pamphlets was furnished by Panchaud, but he 
was later superseded in the production of practical 
details by Clavière. The latter felt himself more 
capable than Necker, and in June 1789 published a 
plan for reforming the French economy in a pamphlet 
entitled "Opinions d'un créancier de l'Etat, sur

(1) See Chapter V, p. ■
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quelques matières de Finance importantes dans le 
moment actuel." The "Courrier de Provence" gave 
the work high praise. Mirabeau and Clavière were 
to work well together. An account of their collab
oration on financial topics v/ill entail some repe-

(1)tition of Chapter V, if we are to appreciate 
fully the part played by Clavière. The first big 
opportunity occurred on 7 August 1789, when Necker 
requested the Assembly to decree a loan of thirty 
millions without delay. Mirabeau successfully op
posed the suggestion of a hasty vote and prophesied 
the failure of the loan. But when, on 27 August, 
Necker proposed a further loan, Mirabeau supported 
him. The reason for this was basically that 
Clavière and his friends were anxious to prevent a 
declaration of national bankruptcy, which would en
tail the dissolution of the National Assembly, 
originally convoked to solve France's economic 
problems. They were also anxious to prevent the 
conversion of the Caisse d'Escompte into a National 
Bank and Clavière accordingly published on 16 Sep
tember a pamphlet under Mirabeau’s name entitled:

(1) See Chapter V, p. 177- "&0 ,
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"Motion de M, le Cte. de Mirabeau concernant la Caisse 
d*Escompte." The next move was a speech delivered by 
Mirabeau on 19 September, in which he presaged that 
Necker would shortly hold the Assembly responsible for 
the national bankruptcy. Necker did, indeed, appear 
on 26 September to demand that the Assembly vote a 
patriotic contribution, consisting of a quarter of 
the annual income of each citizen. To the astonish
ment of all, Mirabeau supported this proposal. It is 
not difficult to see why. Clavière believed that such 
a measure could have no success, and Mirabeau he.d ac
cepted this view. What Mirabeau hoped to do was to 
make Necker solely responsible for the disastrous 
financial state of France. A similar intention lay 
beneath his second intervention, in which he offered 
to draft the terms of the resolution. The third 
speech on 26 September contains his famous evocation 
of the ghost of bankruptcy which swept the Assembly 
off its feet. As we have s e e n , t h e  subsequent 
address to the electorate was composed by Dumont.

Clavière*s opinions were again the motive

(1) See supra, p. 3^6 -
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for Mirabeau*s fresh attack on the Caisse d*Escompte 
and paper-money on 1 October. The report of this 
speech in the "Courrier de Provence" was followed by 
a letter from Clavière, expounding his views on bank
notes and paper-money. The aim was still to demon
strate Necker*s incapacity, but there was an air of 
outward benevolence on Mirabeau*s part, which can 
be explained by his desire to ingratiate himself 
with Necker before their interview of 17 October. 
Clavière and the Genevans also stood to gain from 
such an alliance and so restrained themselves some
what. But the eventual failure of the interview end
ed the need for circumspection on Necker * s account.
As early as 6 November Mirabeau re-opened the attack. 
The means so far employed to mitigate the financial 
crisis had proved ineffectual. He went on to pro
pose various measures - all of which he derived from 
Clavière. Necker delivered another speech on 14' 
November, and Mirabeau replied on 20. Again the 
arguments were Claviers*s, as Lucas de Montigny

(1) See Chapter V, p. g,Sy.
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testifies: "Le discours dont nous parlons nous parait 
être 1*ouvrage de Clavière plus que de Mirabeau qui, 
à la vérité, avait beaucoup corrigé, de sa propre 
main, le m a n u s c r i t . It included a proposal to 
set up a National Treasury, and it is not inconceiv
able that Mirabeau and Clavière entertained hopes of 
organising it. The similarity of certain ideas in 
Mirabeau*8 speech and articles by Clavière in the 
"Courrier de Provence" are further indications of 
their collaboration. The debate ended in a comprom
ise - some, at least, of Clavière*s and Mirabeau*s 
ideas had won the day.

(1) MONTIGNY: "Mémoires," Vol. VII, p. 32,

'11



401
CHAPTER'VI:

V: New OollaboratorB.

But Mirabeau*s "brains trust" v;as not a per
manent institution. Dumont, it will be remembered, 
bad only been borrowed from Lord L a n s d o w n e . M o r e 
over, he had grown heartily to dislike the tedious 
and unremunerative reporting of debates in the 
"Courrier de Provence," and the notoriety which he 
gained for his share in this was most distasteful to 
him: "La réputation d*un faiseur subalterne n*avait 
rien de flatteur pour 1 * amour-propre: celle d*une
liaison influente sur un homme, dont la célébrité

/ 2 \n*était pas trop pure, alarma ma délicatesse,"' *
The political incentive to stay in Paris had been 
removed by the decree preventing Mirabeau from be
coming a m i n i s t e r . D u m o n t  * s friends, too, were 
urging him to leave. Mirabeau was well aware of the 
fact that he was soon to lose Dumont * s services, and 
his lamentations on the subject show how much he 
felt himself to be indebted to his Genevan friend.
In January 1790 he wrote to Count de La Marck com
plaining of the scarcity of good collaborators and
1) See supra, p. 373- U-> 57^-2) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. I42.
3) See Chapter V, p.
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bewailing the loss of Du Roveray and the imminent 
departure of Dumont.

Dumont was prevented from leaving as soon 
as he wanted, however, by the activities of Madame 
Le Jay. The Le Jays were the printers of the 
"Courrier de Provence", and had repeatedly avoid
ed paying Dumont and Du Roveray their fair share of 
the proceeds. Madame Le Jay now made difficulties 
over the finding of suitable successors and Dumont 
felt obliged to remain throughout February 1790, 
bringing his contributions to an end with No. CV. 
Finally, however, on 4 March, he left for London. 
Despite a quarrel which occurred over the Marseilles 
speeches, as we shall shortly see, Mirabeau was most 
distressed at Dumont * s departure, for his unremitting 
labours had helped to build Mirabeau*s reputation, 
and his calm personality had greatly assisted in 
maintaining peaceful relations within the "brains 
trust." -

G. Guibal has proved that the historical

(1) "Correspondance entre le Comte de Mirabeau et le 
Comte de La Marck," Vol. I, p. 445-446.
(2) See Chapter V, pp. ̂ 4^ 2; p.3o3.
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part of Mirabeau*B major speech on Marseilles, de
livered on 26 January 1790, was the work of 
Pellenc, who was well-informed on the subject.
Guibal quotes from a letter of a Monsieur Blanc of 
10 March 1790: "M. de Mirabeau, chez qui nous 
dînâmes hier, nous avoua que toutes les notions 
locales de son discours lui ont été par lui tracées 
(Pellenc). Nous croirions important, pour la
municipalité, qu*elle eut 1*occasion de fixer M.

(2)Pellenc auprès d*elle." It would seem that Mira
beau himself composed the actual charge contained 
in the speech. Guibal writes: "II (Mirabeau) s*était 
réservé pour le réquisitoire auquel il a imprimé 
une singulière v i g u e u r . M i r a b e a u  also appears
to have had a hand in a second speech on the same'

(3)topic delivered on 30 January 1790. In a note 
to Dumont on 27 January, Mirabeau says: "je vais 
immédiatement me mettre à retoucher le second 
(discours)Ÿ qui sera une très bonne variété." (i.e.

(1) See Chapter V, p. SL̂ -̂3>o\.
(2) GUIBAL: "Mirabeau et la Provence," Vol. II, p .I48.
(3) See Chapter V, p. 3c\ .
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for the "Courrier de P r o v e n c e . A  quarrel arose 
when Mirabeau discovered that Dumont, in agreement 
with Du Roveray, had cut parts of this second speech 
for its publication in an extra , edition of the 
"Courrier de Provence", and Mirabeau*s letter to 
Dumont on 2 February 1790 certainly gives the im
pression that his amour-propre as an author had been 
wounded. While referring to the borrowed elements 
in it ("morceaux adoptifs"), and confessing modestly, 
though not without some irony, his status as an
"écolier", he appears to claim the peroration as his

(2) own.' '
V/ho was to take Dumont's place? He him

self many months before had sought to gain for Mira
beau the services of Reybaz. For a long time, Rey- 
baz had refused to commit himself to full-time col
laboration, but it v/ould appear that from about 
September 1789 he had become more accessible.
(Mirabeau had from him at this time a complete speech 
on the Royal Veto, which he never actually delivered).

1) Publ. Jean MARTIN: "Quatorze Billets", p. I6-I7.
2) Ibid. Also BENETRUY: Op. cit., p. 264-26$. .
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In November 1789, as we have s e e n , R e y b a z  had 
taken over Du Roveray*s share in the work of the 
"Courrier de Provence," and, although he v/as not 
fully won over until May 1790, he eventually re
mained â  faithful collaborator until Mirabeau*s 
death in April 1791.

Relations between Mirabeau and Du Roveray 
were not so easy. The latter complained in letters 
to Dumont in the spring of 179O that Mirabeau was
mismanaging affairs: "Dans L*Assemblée, il se tait

(2)ou n*y parle que pour se faire huer."' ' Nor did 
Du Roveray feel that Mirabeau v/as acting in good 
faith towards his collaborators - we are not sur
prised to learn that he was behindhand in his pay-- 
ment of their services, and Du Roveray further sus
pected him of opening their letters. The precari
ous state of the "Courrier de Provence" did not
improve, and finally, in the summer of 1790, Du

an
Roveray and Reybaz brought their services to/end 
with No. 149, and Du Roveray returned to Geneva.

(1) See Supra, p. 3m  .
(2) Unedited letter. Quoted: BMETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 2J2.
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There was also at the beginning of March 
1790 a temporary rupture between Mirabeau and 
Clavière on the subject of "assignats". As v/e have 
s e e n , f o r  some months afterwards the "Courier de 
Provence" published views on finance which Mirabeau 
did not hold. More than that, Mirabeau himself, not 
daring to oppose Clavière with his superior know
ledge of economics, remained silent in the Assembly 
on financial issues until 27 August 1790.

In May 1790 the King accepted Mirabeau*s 
services, and the latter soon had the opportunity of

( 2)giving them. 'His first speech on the right of de
claring war and peace^^^ may be attributed to Pellenc 
and Reybaz. Thé former was at that time "principal 
rédacteur des écrits de Mirabeau, les deux person
nages s*accordant très bien dans leurs rapports de 
sagacité et de génie."(4) But it is also certain 
that Reybaz contributed - to the motion, at least - 
as is shown by a note of 21 May 1790 from Mirabeau 
to Reybaz: "Je prie Monsieur Reybace (sic) d*agréer
—  .6., m     ...■■■I       ■    —

1) See Chapter V, p.
2) See Chapter V, p. 5c6-
3) See Chapter V, p. 306-4.
(4) Quoted BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 285.
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et mon droit de la guerre et ma motion d*aujourd'hui 
dont le succès lui aura fait quelque plaisir. Ma 
première course aura pour objet de lui porter
1 * hommage de ma reconnoissance et de tous mes senti-

con 
(2)

mens. " This opinion is confirmed by a further
letter of 21 November 1790.

By 27 August 1790 Mirabeau had apparently 
come round to Clavière*s view of the financial situ
ation. .Correspondence between Mirabeau and Reybaz 
reveals that this successful speech in .support of 
"assignats" was entirely the work of the latter.
After delivering the speech on 27 August, Mirabeau 
writes: "Je vous renvoyé tous les compliment que 
m*a valu l 'excellent discours dont vous m'avez doté. 
Ne soyez pas fâché des deux ou trois mots que j * y

( 3)ai dissimulés...."''^' Copious correspondence in the 
ensuing month gives a clear picture of the subsequent 
speech on 2J September 1790.^^^ Mirabeau sent in
structions to Reybaz and information about the situ-

(1) Unedited letter. Quoted BENETRUY: Op. Cit., P. 28$.'
(2) Ibid., p. 287.
(3) Unedited letter. Quoted BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 2gl; 
PLAN: "Un Collaborateur de Mirabeau," p. 64.
(4) Sèé Chapter V, p. H/.
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at ion in the Assembly. One sentence in particular 
reveals the sphere of each collaborator: "Je crois 
notre succès certain, Mon cher Monsieur, pourvu que 
ni votre talent, ni ma vigilance, ni 1 * activité de 
Clavière ne s'endorment."^^ For the next fewweeks 
Mirabeau repeatedly urged Reybaz on with his compo
sition; he provided numerous suggestions, and indi
cated the points to be emphasized, and, taking stock 
of various changes of opinion, he outlined the tac
tics to be followed; he sent articles and pamphlets 
so that Reybaz might enrich his speech v;ith ideas 
expressed in them. Reybaz co-ordinated all this 
material and actually composed the speech. Details
and possible objections were discussed at regular

(2)committee meetings.
The substance of the speech, however, be

longed neither to Mirabeau nor to Reybaz. The ideas 
were those of Clavière - and this was admitted by the 
"Courrier de Provence," reporting the speech: "Comme 
nous avons déjà présenté, dans ce Journal, un extrait

(1) Unedited letter, 28 August 1790. Quoted BENETRUY: 
Op. Cit., p. 292.
(2) BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 29, 2 sq; PLAN: Op. Cit., 
p. 61 sq.
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raisonné des opinions sur cette question, et de 
différons ouvrages de M. Clavière; comme M. Mira
beau a été souvent forcé de répéter, dans sa ré
plique, la plupart des mêmes raisonnemens, nous 
nous bornerons à offrir, dans cet extrait, les 
argumens nouveaux, soit par le fonds, soit par la 
manière dont ils sont traités.

Moreover, Mirabeau had by this time put 
Clavière*s name before Louis XVI as a possible 
administrator of the "assignats" which he was pro
posing. His description of Clavière is worthy of 
note: "probité de comptable, caractère difficile, 
tête féconde, non susceptible d'une ambition in
commode, travailleur jusqu'au prodige...

The preparations made by Mirabeau and 
his collaborators for a speech on finance which 
was ne ver actually delivered illustrate well the 
way in which the little committee operated. The 
initiative came from Mirabeau. A tax on unearned 
income had been proposed in the Assembly in Oct
ober 1790. Immediately, on 22 October, Mirabeau

(1) "Courrier de Provence," No. CXCVII, p. 431»
(2) ■
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conveyed his indignation to Reybaz, and asked for 
his help: "je vous conjure de suppléer à mon temps, 
à ma foiblesse, et de me mettre le plus tôt poss
ible en l ' E t a t " . He indicates the outlines of 
the speech, suggests that he examine carefully 
Clavière's writings on the subject and sends him a 
leaflet. A further letter on the subject, dated 
23 October, is of especial interest, since it con
tains Mirabeau*s own assessment of the respective 
merits of Clavière and Reybaz. Clavière, he says, 
"est plein d'idées, mais n'est ni écrivain (quoique 
né avec de 1'imagination de style), ni organiseur 
méthodique d'un t r a v a i l . T h e  lucidity of Rey
baz' mind, on the other hand, was needed to find 
precise expression for Clavière*s ideas. The large 
number of letters exchanged on the subject of this 
proposed speech show how the three worked together 
in order to produce an unanswerable speech. The 
speech was subjected to numerous modifications, as 
Mirabeau himself watched and reported the disposi
tion of the Assembly, and Reybaz kept in touch

(1) Sic: 'en état de répondre.' Unedited letter. 
Quoted BENETRUY: %). Cit., p. 307: PLAN: Op. Cit,p.88
(2)Unedited letter. Quoted BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p.308. 
PLAN: Op. Cit., p. 90.
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with the current of opinion outside the Assembly.
This speech, however, was never heard by the Assem
bly, since the latter adopted Barnave's motion that 
there was no occasion for debate on the subject.

Numerous other subjects were put forward 
by Mirabeau for Reybaz to work on. Their exchange 
of letters throws much light upon their relation
ship. In one important letter on 5 October 1790 
Mirabeau justifies his use of collaborators: he is 
asking Reybaz for a work on education: "Vous savez 
bien que la France ne peut devoir un code d'édu
cation nationale ^u'à un penseur inoccupé aux af
faires publiques. Le recueillement et la médita
tion nous sont entièrement ravis; il nous est 
devenu presque impossible d'organiser un grand 
travail lors même que nous en aurions les matériaux 
préparés; juges si nous pouvons nous flatter de 
saisir les idées mères d'un sujet si profond, si 
vaste, dont on n'a encore observé attentivement 
pas même les superficies." The same letter also 
contains noteworthy marks of Mirabeau's admiration

(1) Unedited letter. 5 October 1790. Quoted BENETRUY: 
Op. Cit., p. 317; PLAN: Op. cit., p. 85-86.
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for the strength of Reybaz* mind: "si vous étiez 
sensible à la gloire je vous dirois que c*est une 
des plus belles couronnes qu* il reste à la philo
sophie à décerner, que le mérite d*avoir enrichi 
1 * esprit humain d*un tel ouvrage, et que j * aurois 
assez pour moi de la gloire d*avoir promulgué et 
défendu la loi qui en serait l'application et le 
résultat." But at the same time it is evident 
that Mirabeau was aware of what he wanted whilst 
entrusting the actual work to Reybaz. On one oc
casion, for example, we see him returning to his 
collaborator a speech on the legi^slative power 
with his comments and suggestions - for extra in
troductory paragraphs and the elaboration of a few 
details.

A speech on testamentary successions(^) 
was actually suggested by Reybaz. He had already 
worked on the subject, and in the autumn of 1790 
sent him the' draft of a speech. Mirabeau was taken 
with the idea and on 30 November wrote asking Rey
baz to take account of some new laws relating to

(1) Unedited letter, 21 November 1790. Quoted BENETRUY: 
Op. Cit., p. 319; PLAN: Op. cit., p. 101-102.
(2) See Chapter V, p. 33  ̂.
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successions. In so doing he gives credit to Reybaz' 
intellectual powers and to his enthusiasm: "il faut 
.... de l'analyse et de 1'éloquence, la raison des 
modernes et 1'imagination des anciens, il faut vous 
enfin; .... au reste vos mouvemens spontanés me 
servent si bien, que je me reprocherois de trop in
sister. A letter dated 13 December is full of
praise for the speech which Reybaz produced and for 
its author: "Je l'ai trouvé (ce morceau) parfait de 
conception, d'ordonnance et de style; jamais la 
magie de la clarté n'a été portée plus Mn; cette 
déduction complètement neuve est d'une telle sim
plicité... Puisse la nature vous conserver long
temps ce beau talent, et vous en tourmenter davant
age!

Much other work was undertaken for Mirabeau 
by Reybaz. Their correspondence relating to their 
various projects reveals the exact nature of their 
collaboration. There was no question of Mirabeau 
giving orders: Reybaz was no literary hack. He had

(1) Unedited letter. Quoted BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 3^1; 
PLAN: Op. cit., p. 109.
(2) Unedited letter. Quoted BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 322; 
PLAN: Op. cit., p. 109-110.
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a powerful mind - in fact, withdrawal from the world 
had given him far greater depth and clarity of 
thought than Mirabeau could attain to. On the other 
hand, there is no question of Mirabeau being the mere 
mouthpiece of a philosopher. Probably the best des
cription of their relationship is that of "compagnons 
d'armes," Mirabeau's own expression.Reybaz had 
done most of the hard thinking, which was needed to 
give substance to Mirabeau*s ceaseless activities. 
Mirabeau proidded the impetus to transform thought 
into writing, and took it upon himself to publish 
to the world ideas which Reybaz himself might never 
even have put to paper. The partnership was a good 
one. It would hardly have been humanly possible to 
combine all Reybaz*s thinking and all Mirabeau's 
activities into one life. So they supplied each 
other's deficiencies and together produced some
thing which was perhaps slightly superhuman.

-Another collaborator now enters the scene. 
He is the Abbé Antoine-Adrien Lamourette (1742-1794), 
a member of the Lazarist congregation. He was later

(1) Quoted: BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 321, n.5.
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to be elected constitutional bishop of Rhone-et- 
Loire and was a deputy in the Legislative Assembly.
It was here on 3 July 1792 that he gave the initiative 
for the famous display of collective sentimentality, 
known as the "baiser Lamourette," in which the depu
ties, who had just been insulting each other, em
braced one another.

The Abbé was Mirabeau*s collaborator in his 
speech on the new religious organisation of the King
dom on 26 November 1790, and the subsequent draft 
of a manifesto addressed to the people, which Mira-

(p)beau read to the Assembly on I4 January 1791» Re
ferring to the November speech, Bénétruy writes:
"L* ouvrage lui-Qiême avait été composé par 1 * abbé 
Lamourette, *le patriotique Lazariste*, mais le 
décret qui venait en conclusion était bel et bien 
l'oeuvre de M i r a b e a u . O n e  may infer that Mira
beau also had a hand in the manifesto: "Loin d*- 
adoucir son attitude, Mirabeau se fit plus agressif 
dans son projet d'adresse... Là encore, Lamourette

(1) See Chapter V, p. 5".
(2) See Chapter V, p. - A .
(3) BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 329.
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avait fourni une bonne part du morceau. Diomont
testifies to this collaboration in a letter to 
Romilly on 25 January 1791* "L'abbé Lamourette a 
fait quelques-uns de ses derniers discours, celui 
sur les Evêques, sur la constitution du Clergé, et . 
son adresse au peuple.. . He is critical of 
both the man and his work: "Cet abbé que j'ai trop 
peu vu pour le bien, juger me parôlt un homme plus 
accoutumé à faire des phrases qu'à peser des idées, 
plus fier de détruire son Corps que jaloux d'établir 
de bons principes, et beaucoup plus rhéteur qu'
écrivain, Il a de la magnificence dans 1'expression 
et cette pompe de stile qui en emposerait à Mir 
(abeau) sur la pauvreté du f o n d s . M i r a b e a u  also 
had plans for many months for an audacious speech 
proposing that priests should no longer be bound to 
celibacy. Reybaz made preparations for such a 
speech, but eventually the idea was abandoned at 
his suggestion, since it would deepen the distrust 
of Louis XVI, whom Mirabeau was trying to help at

(1) BENETRUY: Op. cit., p. 329.
(2) Unedited letter. Quoted BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 330*
(3) Ibid.
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that moment.
On 14 January 1791 Dumont returned to Paris 

for a short stay, and was able to assist Mirabeau 
with some information on Anglo-French relations for 
the diplomatic report on foreign affairs, with v/hich 
the Diplomatic Committee had charged Mirabeau, and 
which he delivered to the Assembly on 28 January.
He also gave some help on a dissertation on the col
onial question, which Clavière eventually drafted 
and delivered to the Assembly after Mirabeau*s death. 
The interesting point about both of these pieces of 
work, and particularly of the latter, is that Mira
beau employed several collaborators at a time, but
none was aware of the identity of the others. Even
the faithful Dumont was ignorant as to the author
ship of the other half of the diplomatic report on 
France's foreign policy. The case of the colonial 
speech was yet more curious. Dumont writes: "II 
(Mirabeau) avoit, par exemple, un mémoire sur la
traite des Nègres qui renfermoit au moins les

(1) See Chapter V, p. 332 .
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travaux de dix personnes.. Chacun pensoit qu*à 
1'exception de ce qu'il avoit fourni, Mirabeau 
étoit l'auteur de tout le r e s t e . T h e  frag
ments of manuscript which remain attest to the 
truth of this assertion. Dumont describes this 
procedure in a letter to Romilly in January 1791, 
and shows the results: "II (Mirabeau) cache ses 
faiseurs, et il en met plusieurs, s'il le peut, à 
un même ouvrage, en sorte que chacun d'eux le re
garde comme l'auteur de la partie ajoutée au 
premier tissu. Ce moyen est ingénieux, et quoique 
le public connaisse à cet égard, il ne peut jamais 
connaître toute la vérité, parce qu'elle passe les 
limites de la vraisemblance. .... Je dinois chez 
Mr. de La Rochefoucauld avec vingt personnes qui 
parlaient de ce prodige de facilité et disoient 
du "Courrier de Provence" d'autrefois, qu'il étoit 
aidé, il est vrai, mais que les beaux morceaux 
étoient de lui. Mr. du Châtelet avec qui je de
meure me fait part de bonne foi dê  son indignation 
de ce qu'il y a dans le monde quatre ou cinq

(1) Quoted BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 344.
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personnes qui ont l'impudence de s'attribuer les 
écrits de Mirab (eau) et d'autres à qui on les 
suppose gratuitement."

Dumont left Paris on 2 February 1791- 
Mirabeau*s farewell letter shows his admiration 
for his collaborator, and his sense of loss at his 
departure: "Mes voeux vous suivent, non pas comme 
ceux d*Horace accompagnèrent Virgile, mais comme 
ceux d'un enfant de la Liberté qui voit partir 
celui de ses défenseurs dont il estime davantage 
les vertus et les talents. **(̂ )

Mirabeau*s oratorical career in the As
sembly was nearing its end. The address he de
livered on 1 March was of his own composing. So 
was his. very last speech on the regency on 23 
March 179I. The two speeches by Pellenc on the 
rights of raine-owners, on 21 and 22 March 1791, 
were both by Pellenc.

(1) Quoted BENETRUY: Op. Cit., p. 339-340.
(2) MIRABEAU:' "Mémoires," Vol. VIII, p. 56I-562.
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We have given the substance of the evidence 
Bénétruy and others produce to prove the fact and ex
tent of collaboration in the preparation of Mirabeau*s 
great speeches. It will quite obviously affect our 
evaluation of thos^e speeches, for they can no longer 
be regarded as the brain-child of one man, but must 
be split into their component parts, where this is 
possible.

" ’ The major collaborators, as we have seen, 
were the Genevans Dumont, Du Roveray, Clavière and 
Reybaz. They formed Mirabeau*s "brains trust" or 
his "atelier" and were quite distinct from hack
writers, such as Pellenc, who merely did as "they 
were toldU Mirabeau and his four Genevan friends 
came to work together because they had sympathies, 
beliefs and aims in common. There was no question 
of Mirabeau dictating to them, nor, on the other 
hand, was"he merely their mouthpiece. They laboured 
for a common cause, and each helped the other to 
give of his best.

\ Each had their part to play. Dumont's
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role was that of peacemaker - surely most necessary 
with a man of Mirabeau's turbulence of spirit. 
Moreover, it was he whom Mirabeau held in greatest 
affection. Du Roveray*s influence was very great, 
especially in the first few months of the Revolu
tion. V/e have seen how Dumont describes Mirabeau*s 
relationship with h i m . Clavière*s was the mind 
behind all Mirabeau*s financial projects for the 
new France. Friendship between the two men had 
ceased, but they needed each other to forward their 
purposes, and so avoided quarrelling. Reybaz, slow 
to join the team, eventually played a mhĵ or part, 
applying his philosophical mind to the problems in 
hand. Mirabeau*s own genius consisted partly in 
drawing out and using to advantage the talents of 
others. Dumont explains: "S'il (Mirabeau) ne 
travailloit pas lui-même, il faisoit travailler; 
il excitoit les tsiens, et donnoit un appui con
sidérable au parti qu'il embrassoit. Brissot 
echoes this view: "il (Mirabeau) avoit le secret 
d*aspirer à lui les talens les plus féconds, de

(1) See supra p. 36%.
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les exprimer utilement pour sa g l o i r e . Such was 
the little committee which gave birth to the Demos
thenes of the' French Revolution.

Should, further proof be required that Mira
beau was not the great original orator that he was 
supposed to be, it can be found first in the fact 
that he experienced considerable difficulty in ex
pressing himself. Dumont has noted for us: "II 
(Mirabesn) se sentait absolument incapable d'écrire 
de suite, s*il n'était soutenu et guidé par un 
premier travail emprunté: son style, trop tendu, 
dégénérait bientôt en boursouflure, et il se dé
goûtait du vide et de 1'incohérence de ses idées... 
Secondly, Mirabeau was by no means a debater. Once 
prisoner of a text that was not his own, and which 
he might even be reading for the first time, he 
could not break off into debate, for he had neither 
the mastery of the subject, nor the necessary supple
ness of mind. His great enemy, the Abbé Maury, aware 
of this, once challenged him to an extempore oral 
contest on the subject of "assignats" in November

1) BRISSOT:
2) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 155.
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1790, and Mirabeau was only able to escape by making 
an appeal to the rules of procedure. But this is 
not to deny Mirabeau any power of repartee, for many 
were the occasions upon which he silenced his oppon
ents by an apt retort. Once again, Dumont testifies 
to this. In a letter to Romilly he writes: ”... je 
dois vous ajouter qu*il (Mirabeau) improvise k la 
tribune avec beaucoup de succës, qu*il a des coups de 
temps et des à propos d'une grande précision et d'un 
singulier bonheur, que son éloquence de conversation 
soutient sa réputation d'écrivain, et qu'il efface 
tous ses faiseurs à un point qu'il est impossible de 
ne pas lui pardonner sa c h a r l a t a n e r i e . Moreover, 
by the sheer force of his dogged personality, Mirabeau 
was well able tojtiominate the Assembly, and some 
famous apostrophes issued from his lips. There was 
the celebrated occasion of the debate on emigration 
on 28 February 1791, when Mirabeau provoked uproar 
by declaring: "Une telle loi, je jure de ne lui 
obéir jamais!" and then quelled it by thundering 
out : "Silence auz trente voix!" i.e. the small minor-

(1) Unedited letter. Quoted: BENETRUY: Op. Cit. p.340.
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ity of the Extreme Left.
It is, nevertheless, doubtful whether such 

apostrophes can be said to constitute oratory. Mira
beau was certainly a brilliant actor, and was recog
nised as such by Molé of the Théâtre Français, His 
delivery was excellent and he made his full, sonorous 
voice carry. But a true orator is one who has first 
thought deeply, and then expressed himself in noble 
and persuasive language. Mirabeau did not possess 
sufficient self-control to discipline his mind or 
subjugate his effervescent spirit. The balloon is 
thus pricked - the orator is destroyed, or at least 
his stature is very considerably diminished, though 
the man and the politician remain.

(1) "Archives Parlementaires", Vol. XXIII  ̂ p. o75"l+.
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We now proceed to our critical analysis 
of Mirabeau*s major speeches - or, rather, those 
of his collaborators. We shall obviously have to 
deal with each collaborator separately, trying to 
establish the stylistic characteristics of each and 
to note whether there is any similarity between 
them. The Genevan collaborators are clearly the 
most important, though Clavière will necessarily 
be omitted from any stylistic analysis since he 
does not appear to have had a hand in the actual 
writing of any speech. The lesser collaborators 
- Pellenc, Lamourette, and De Casaux - will also 
have our attention.

- f
a
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I: Dumont.
We begin with Dumont. Our attention falls 

mainly upon his speech on the removal of the troops, 
delivered by Mirabeau on 8 July 1789.^^^ As we have 
seen, this speech was a powerful one, and gained the 
immediate acclaim of the Assembly. Dumont starts 
off on a note of urgency. He pictures himself as 
hesitant to interrupt the proceedings of this august 
gathering, but pressed into doing so by a deep con
viction that the matter he has asked to speak about 
is more urgent than any other. His tone becomes 
more ominous. He claims that the entire kingdom is 
in danger: "le péril que j*ose vous dénoncer menace 
tout à la fois et la paix du royaume, et 1»assemblée 
nationale, et la sûreté du monarque." His appeals 
to "la paix du royaume" and to "la sûreté du mon
arque" and the frequency v/ith which such phrases 
occur serve to show what prior importance the depu
ties assigned to them. Dumont alludes to them in 
order to rouse the Assembly to action, just as some-

(1) See Chapter V, p. 25"^-6l^Ch^er VI, p.^7^ - 2>.
(2) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VTTT , p.208, col. 1
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one now might cause agitation in the House of Commons 
by suggesting that the Queen's life was in danger.
But here Dumont does not immediately say what the 
source of the danger is. His reticence effectively 
causes a moment of suspense. Indeed, he pauses to 
make an apology for his hastily composed speech (this 
again suggests urgency): "Le peu de moments que j * ai 
eu pour rassembler mes idées ne me permettra pas 
sans doute de leur donner tout le développement 
nécessaire; " and, disowning any wisdom on his part, 
he flatters the Assembly: "vos lumières suppléeront 
à mon insuffisance."

This short, vigorous preamble should have 
stirred the Assembly, who were conscious of the 
general unrest. Dumont now directs their attention 
to the breaking into of the prisons of the Abbaye 
Saint-Germain on 30 June.(^) He does it politely, 
yet imperiously: "Veuillez, Messieurs, vous replacer 
au moment-où la violation des prisons..." This 
event, he reminds them, had occasioned their decree

(1) On 30 June 1789 the Gardes Françaises, quartered 
in Paris, had broken into the Abbaye Saint-Germain, 
and released eleven of their body, who had been im
prisoned there by their Colonel, the Due du Chatelet, 
as the leaders of the popular society established in 
the Corps,
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of 1 July that the King should be requested to res
tore order. He recalls the details of this decree, 
noting in particular that the Assembly had invoked 
the clemency of the King, and that it had besought 
him to restore order by infallible means - "les 
moyens infaillibles de la clémence et de la bonté', 
si naturels k son coeur, et de la confiance que son 
peuple méritera toujours." The sentimentality here, 
the evocation of a kind-hearted, fatherly King and 
of a trusting populace is typical of the Revolution
ary period. Here Dumont makes capital out of it: 
we shall see in what way as he proceeds to narrate 
the consequences of this decree. He relates how 
his majesty had applauded the Assembly's disposition, 
and quotes these words from his reply: "Tant que 
vous me donnerez des marques de votre confiance, 
j'espère que tout ira .bien." Dumont makes no 
comment, the v/ords speak for themselves. He then 
recounts -that in the King's letter of 2 July to 
Leclerc de Juigné", the Archbishop of Paris, His 
Majesty's fatherly sentiments are again expressed,

(1) ,
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but that at the same time he announces measures for 
the re-establishment of public order. Again Dumont 
quotes the actual v/ords. The very juxtaposition of 
the two royal statements already hints at a certain 
discrepancy. How Dumont adds his own comments.
They are intended to highlight the good faith of 
the Assembly to the detriment of Louis XVI. Dumont 
explains' that the obvious reaction to the letter to 
the Archbishop was one of doubt and anxiety as to 
the nature of the measures to be taken to restore 
order. He speculates about what might have been 
the consequences of this anxiety: the Assembly
might have requested an explanation of the King; 
indeed, he himself had been on the point of doing 
so: "Aussi, dès ce moment, eussé-je proposé une 
motion tendante à ce but . He then describes 
the considerations which had held him back. By 
inference this is an accusation of double-dealing 
on the part of the King. Dumont revels in a highly 
sentimental description of the King's letter and 
what he had supposed to be the King's paternal in
tentions - but the Assembly were aware of the 
measures that the King had actually taken, and so
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this description takes on a strongly ironical charac
ter. It is certainly elaborately hyperbolic: Dumont
refers to "la bonté qu'elle (la lettre du Roi) respire 
dans toutes ses parties, .... les paroles précieuses 
qu'on nous a données comme l'expression affectueuse 
et paternelle du monarque"; and then he refers almost 
inevitably, to "cette confiance dont tout Français se 
fait gloire d'offrir des témoignages au chef de la 
nation." \Ve note in passing the ornate ne s s of the 
language, the rather precious periphrasis, and the 
incisive alliteration.

Dumont has so far only implied that a con
trast exists between the King's avowed intentions 
and his actual conduct. How he brings the contrast 
into the open in a most telling manner. He first 
demands imperiously: "Cependant quelle a été la 
suite de ces déclarations et de nos ménagements 
respectueux?" Without further ado, he narrates 
with great vividness how the Assembly has been sur
rounded, and Paris and Versailles invaded with 
troops. He describes it all in short, trenchant 
phrases: "Déjà un grand nombre de troupes nous
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environnait. Il en est arrivé davantage, il en 
arrive chaque jour; elles accourent de toutes parts; 
35,000 hommes sont déjà répartis entre Paris et 
Versailles; on en attend 20,000"; and in this vein 
he continues. The inclusion of precise figures sug
gests that he is v/ell-informed: an actual number, 
rather than a vague expression of a large quantity 
makes the danger appear much more imminent and real, 
and has power to excite more fear or horror. The 
concise sentences are like so many dagger-thrusts, 
and the repetition is an aid to this effect. He 
describes how communications have been cut, and 
works up to this total picture: "Des événements 
publics, des faits cachés, des ordres secrets, des 
contre-ordres précipités, les préparatifs de la 
guerre en un mot, frappent tous les yeux et rem
plissent d»indignation tous les coeurs," The 
rhythm of this is worthy of observation. Dumont 
skilfully-accumulates a series of four nouns with 
their epithets, moving in crescendo towards a 
fifth which is the climax; the climax is sustained 
for a few seconds in the phrase "en un mot," and
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the sentence is beautifully rounded off in two well- 
balanced and resonant phrases which complete the 
series of nouns in the first half of the sentence. 
This is but one example of hov/ Dumont, in masterly 
fashion, brings eloquence to the aid of his cause.

His sombre painting gives rise to an out
burst of indignation at the thought that the Nation
al Assembly of France should have been subjected to 
such an outrageous insult. Naturally, Dirmont makes 
the most he can out of this point. The deputies

%
were proud of their position as representatives of 
the French nation; and they realised to some extent 
that they were making a landmark in history. They 
were naively planning the overthrow of what they 
considered a despotic regime, and the regeneration 
of a great and glorious empire. Thus, the National 
Assembly was the heart of the French nation, and 
in it were concentrated all its hopes and aspira
tions. All these feelings underlie Dumont's out
burst. We have seen how, on another occasion, he 
was roused by the disparagement of the word "peuple".

(1) See Chapter VI, p. ̂ 70, See also Chapter VII, pp.
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Now he resents bitterly the affront to the Assembly 
and relates with growing anger all the insults to 
which it has been subjected since its opening session: 
"Ainsi, ce n'était pas assez que le sanctuaire de la 
liberté eût été souillé par des troupes!" he exclaims. 
Freedom, we know', v/ith equality and fraternity, was 
virtually worshipped by the Revolutionaries. It re
placed the Christian idea of heaven which they had 
lost, and it had a kind of religious aura about it. 
Hence the idea that what was supposed to be its birth
place was a sanctuary.' This sanctuary has been de
filed, declares its high priest in anger. An ex
planation follows this in a similar exclamatory form: 
"ce n'était pas assez qu'on eût donné le spectacle 
inouï d'une Assemblée nationale astreinte à des con
signes militaires et à une force armée!" But, con
tinues the outraged Dumont, not only has there been 
this affront, but it has been accompanied by every 
indignity. His tone is at first restrained as he 
speaks of "toutes les inconvenances, tous les manques 
d'égards...." but then, with just a moment's warning, 
he becomes more direct : ".... et, pour trancher le
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mot, la grossièreté de la police brutale." The 
displacement of "brutale" results in its being ef
fectively high-lighted, Dumont then portrays this 
as an act of despotism, styling the soldiers 
"1*appareil du despotisme" and underlines Louis 
XVI *s twofacedness by reminding them that all this 
occurred "le jour où le Roi lui-même l'a convoquée 
(la nation) pour lui demander des conseils et des 
secours." Bitterly scornful, he suggests that 
more troops have been called out for this purpose 
than ever had been to fulfil the most sacred en
gagements - and he gives an example, that of the 
neutrality of France in 1J8J, when, in spite of 
the appeals of the Dutch republicans, the French 
allowed Prussia to advance into Holland and expel 
the democratic l e a d e r s , A g a i n ,  his period is 
brilliantly balanced, and eloquence comes, like a 
faithful servant, to the aid of his argument "plus 
de soldats .... qu'une invasion de l'ennemi n'en 
rencontrerait peut-être, et mille fois plus du 
moins qu'on n'en a pu réunir pour secourir des

(l) See also Chapter IV, p. â̂/ ; Chapter VI, p. 361.
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amis, martyrs de leur fidélité envers nous, pour 
remplir nos engagements les plus sacrés, pour con
server notre considération politique, et cette alli
ance des Hollandais si précieuse, mais si chèrement 
conquise, et surtout si honteusement perdue!" This 
is superbly confident and appears natural and effort
less. Again we notice Dumont's characteristic trick 
of accumulation, in this instance producing a ter
tiary rhythm. We observe also the final antithesis, 
and the tendency throughout to hyperbole.

The same theme is continued in the ensuing 
paragraph, but there is a slight variation in the 
tone. It becomes more personal - and the dominant 
pronoun is "nous." The key idea is expressed in the 
phrase: "nous somraes les députés de cette même 
n a t i o n . He preludes this with two concessive 
clauses: "quand il ne s'agirait que de nous, quand
la dignité de l'Assemblée nationale serait seule 

(2)blessée..." It is interesting to see how he 
elaborates the "nous" of the first phrase in the 
second phrase. The dignity of the National Assembly

"Archives Parlementaires", Vol. YHL p.209, col. 1.
2) Ibid., p. 208,’ col. 2. p. 209. col. 1.a;
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was part of the Revolutionary creed, and was fast 
becoming one of its slogans. These concessive 
clauses merely serve to heighten the ensuing indig
nation; and this is further emphasized by the sharp

ne
succession of epithets: "il/serait pas moins con
venable, juste, nécessaire, important pour le Roi 
même, que nous fussions traités avec décence"; and 
then cornes that proud assertion: "puisqu*enfin nous 
sommes les députés de cette même nation." Dumont 
then qualifies this idea and extols the nation in 
exalted terms, claiming that it alone constituted 
the splendour of the throne. He suggests, further
more, that the King was honoured in proportion as 
he himself honoured the nation. This gives way to 
another prolonged outburst of eloquent indignation, 
in which Dumont demands that this insulting and 
despotic behaviour shall cease. This is what might 
be termed a revolutionary "purple passage," and, as 
such, merits quotation in full: "Puisque c'est à 
des hommes libres qu'il veut commander, il est 
temps de faire disparaître ces formes odieuses, ces 
procédés insultants qui persuadent trop facilement
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à ceux dont le prince est entouré que la majesté 
royale consiste dans les rapports avilissants du 
maître à 1*exclave; quUh Roi légitime et chéri 
doit partout et dans toute occasion ne se montrer 
que sous l'aspect des tyrans irrités, ou de ces 
usurpateurs tristement condamnés à méconnaître le 
sentiment si doux, si honorable de la confiance."
A few salient points may be observed. We notice 
the length of the period, and the length of its 
component phrases, which give the impression of a 
surging tide of anger which will not be held back 
any longer. 'The alliteration of 'P* in the first 
half helps to indicate the explosive nature of 
this anger. But, besides these almost physical 
qualities of the language, we may point out the 
domination of strong adjectives over colourless 
nouns: "formes odieuses," "procédés insultants", 
"rapports avilissants"; and the prolonged and com
plex antitheses, based on the master-versus-slave 
theme, and high-lighted in the following contrasted 
pairs: "majesté royale" and "rapports avilissants..;" 
"maître" and "esclave"; "Roi" and "tyrans".
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"usurpateurs"; "tyrans," "usurpateurs" and "sentiment 
de la confiance."

Having thus expressed his indignation at the 
insult of the King's conduct, Dumont now attacks it 
from a different angle. He announces his intention 
to prove that the troops were not only useless but 
dangerous. They were no aid to the restoration of 
order, he claims, and further insinuates that "loin 
de pouvoir être regardées comme le fruit d'un sin
cère attachement au bien public..,., elles ne peuvent 
servir que des passions particulières et couvrir des 
vues perfides."

After this vigorous preamble, he proceeds 
to enlarge upon the uselessness of calling in the 
troops. He states at once: "ces mesures sont inu
tiles", and further puts forth the hypotheses that, 
even if the disorders were of the kind requiring 
troops, troops were still useless since the Parisian 
populace was so amazingly submissive. Their mood of
willing obedience to commands was amply demonstrated

describes
by recent events, which Dumont now/briefly and
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vividly: "Une prison^^^ avait été forcée, les 
prisonniers en avaient été arrachés et mis en 
liberté; la fermentation la plus contentieuse 
menaçait de tout embraser..." Further details 
v/ould have been superfluous: the Assembly were 
well acq.jiainted v/ith the situation; two short 
statements sufficed to conjure up the whole scene, 
and the atmosphere is aptly suggested by the meta
phor of fire. There comes a slight dramatic pause 
and then the climax is reached: "Un mot de clémence, 
une invitation du Roi ont calmé le tumulte..."
The simplicity and peacefulness of this method of 
restoring order is brought into greater relief by 
Dumont's succinctly mentioning the "canons" and 
"armes", before proceeding to describe in further 
detail how order was immediately restored without 
bloodshed. This was an occasion to eulogize the 
populace who were governed by all-powerful reason, 
and who were prepared to do anything "lorsqu' au 
lieu de le menacer et de 1 'avilir, on lui témoigne 
de la bonté, de la confiance." The antithesis

(l) See supra p. ; Note I.
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between the two methods is thus sustained, and an 
antithesis between the reasonableness of the people 
and the violence of King and ministers implied.
Again v/e notice the felicitous balance and rhythm 
so characteristic of Dumont's style.

He goes on to assert that the people were 
still in this submissive mood: "Jamais le peuple n'a 
dû être plus calme, plus tranquille, plus confiant." 
Their confidence sprang from their optimism about 
the future, and here Dumont inserts one of those key 
phrases of which the Revolutionary orators became 
so fond: "la régénération du royaume," and he paints 
the multitude with all its hopes fixed upon the 
National Assembly, This leads him to a rhetorical 
question: "Comment ne serions-nous pas auprès du 
monarque la meilleure garantie de la confiance, de 
l'obéissance, de la fidélité du peuple?" And hav
ing elaborated this point which was so flattering to 
his listeners, he ends the passage with two anti
thetical exclamations, again nicely balanced: "Ah! 
qu'on assemble des troupes pour soumettre le peuple 
aux affreux projets du despotisme! Mais qu'on 
n'entraîne pas le meilleur des rois à commencer le
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bonheur, la liberté de la nation avec le sinistre 
appareil de la tyrannie!" The passing deference 
to Louis XVI as the best of monarchs is a common 
feature of the revolutionary oratory in these early 
stages; "affreux" and "sinistre" are almost the 
stock adjectives for despotism and tyranny.

Having thus, at considerable length, ex
patiated on the uselessness of calling in the troops 
to restore order in Paris and Versailles, Dumont now 
holds forth on the dangers entailed. His opening 
sentence is remarkable for its biting sarcasm: 
"certes, je ne connais pas encore tous les prétextes, 
tous les artifices des ennemis du peuple, puisque je 
ne saurais deviner de quelle raison plausible on a 
coloré le prétendu besoin de troupes au moment où 
non-seulement leur inutilité, mais leur danger, 
frappe tous les esprits." He then demonstrates the 
danger in the form of a rhetorical question. He 
considers the impression which the troops make upon 
the populace: "De quel ceil ce peuple, assailli de 
tant de calamités, verra-t-il cette foule de soldats 
oisifs venir lui disputer les restes de sa subsist
ance?" and then underlines the contrast between the
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poverty and oppression suffered by the former and 
the freedom and plenty enjoyed by the latter on the 
one hand, "la sécurité du soldat à qui la manne 
tombe sans qu'il ait jamais besoin de penser au 
l e n d e m a i n " a n d ,  on the other, the "angoisses du 
peuple, qui n'obtient rien qu'au prix des travaux 
pénibles et des sueurs douloureuses." The allusion 
to the Old Testament manna would certainly have been 
w^ithin the reach of his audience; but the expression 
is none the less effective for being a cliché. The 
language has a poetic quality: the plural form of 
"angoisses" and "sueurs", and the felicitous appli
cation of "douloureuses" to the latter would not 
occur in everyday speech. The sonorous rhythm is 
essentially a poetic feature. Dumont concludes this 
contrast epigraramatically: "ce contraste est fait 
pour porter le désespoir dans les coeurs."

But he has not completed his picture of 
the dangers. He has vividly described the dangers 
of envy and bitter despair, and has throughout
shown pity for the down-trodden masses. He now

• *
( 1 ) 1 lyQl ̂ p. . 3/ -
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presents the Assembly with a yet more fearful picture
.4̂; -of the effect of the presence of troops upon the 

imaginations of the multitude, and of the universal 
ferment that is likely to be stirred up. He adds a 
homely touch, making the danger appear more present 
and more real: "les citoyens paisibles sont dans 
leurs foyers en proie à des terreurs de toute 
espèce,"’ The hearth has always been the symbol of 
family life and the peace that should spring from 
it. The individual citizen enjoying the peace of 
his home and family has always been an emblem of a 
happy society. Thus Dumont conveys much in a very 
brief sketch, and renders the terror all the more 
poignant. He then relates in a graphic manner how 
quickly and easily the people would rush headlong 
into danger: "Le peuple ému, agité, attroupé, se 
livre à des mouvements impétueux, se précipite 
aveuglément dans le péril." He adds a most com
pelling observation: "et la crainte ne calcule ni 
ne raisonne." Fear personified in the hysterical 
multitude loses all power of thought and reason.

All this is corroborated by the events
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of June 1789. Dumont traces the trouble back to the 
Royal Sitting of 23 June, which he accordingly stules 
"cette triste et mémorable journée". Was it sur
prising after all that the people should become 
alarmed at seeing the threat of violence directed 
towards an Assembly on which it founded its last 
hopes? Having expressed this idea in plain language, 
he now translates it into a remarkable series of 
metaphors: "Ne sait-il pas (le peuple) que si nous 
ne brisons ses fers, nous les aurons rendus plus 
pesants, nous aurons cimenté 1'oppression, nous 
aurons livré sans défense nos concitoyens à la 
verge impitoyable de leurs ennemis, nous aurons 
ajouté à 1'insolence du triomphe de ceu«. qui les 
dépouillent et qui les insulte?" The imagery here 
is not sustained - cement has very little to do with 
irons, for example - but modern critics would have 
us refrain from pedantry on this point, and, in 
fact, the effect of the imagery is not lessened by 
the mixture of metaphors. Rather, it is as though 
several natural examples were given to illustrate 
an argument; the very accumulation of them adds to 
their power. "
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Dumont turns now to his fourth objection 
to the invasion of Paris and Versailles by soldiers, 
namely the difficulty of preserving military disci
pline. He begins effectively by invoking "les con
seillers de ces mesures désastreuses," and demands 
whether it will be possible to prevent quarrels 
between the French and the foreign soldiers, and to 
compel the former to fight their compatriots, Dumont 
effectively uses the word "automates" to express the 
idea of forcing the French soldiery to act against 
their natural instincts to side v/ith their own 
countrymen. .He points to the rashness of bringing 
them near to involvement in political debates, and 
again uses very forceful imagery (the alliteration 
no doubt helping): "les électriser par le contact 
de la capitale". This metaphor is in keeping with 
the vogue for scientific metaphor observable during 
the Revolution. Dumont now ansv/ers the indirect 
question with which he introduced the subject, and 
shows most convincingly that the French soldiers 
were not likely to strike their compatriots nor

(1) ULLMAN: "Précis de Sémantique Française," p. 
256-7. BRUNOT: Op. Cit., Vol. X, I, 64 ss.
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forget the nature of the National Assembly: "Non, 
malgré le dévouement aveugle de l ’obéissance mili
taire, ils n ’oublieront pas ce que nous sommes..."
He demonstrates how very quickly and easily quarrels 
could arise, and issues the warning: "ces soldats, 
dont le métier est de minier les armes, ne savent 
dans toutes leurs rixes que recourir au seul instru
ment dont ils connaissent la puissance." He gives 
a fearful and graphie view of the state of France: 
"le soulèvement est dans tous les coeurs, la sé
dition marche tête levée Le plus affreux
désordre menace la société." The use of personifi
cation is particularly telling in this instance.

With these terror-striking observations 
Dumont works his audience up to his final climax. 
Again he lashes out at the originators of these 
measures of calling in the troops, and goes so far 
as to suggest that the throne itself is in danger. 
This was a claim, indeed, for few at this period 
had any very real notion that not three years would 
pass before the French nation beheaded its King.
This kind of fear may have seemed a little far
fetched to them, so Dumont calls upon history, in
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an apparently vague and. general sense, to support 
his predictions about the future. He demands of the 
Xing* 8 counsellors: "Ont-ils étudié dans l 'histoire 
de tous les peuples comment les révolutions ont 
commencé, comment elles se sont o p é r é e s ? B u t  
the allusion is not as vague as it might seem. For 
the example of Charles I was fairly lively in the 
memories of the deputies, and their minds would 
naturally turn to it. But Dumont, as it were, veils 
the historic facts, alluding to them in a mysterious 
and ominous fashion, thus giving the impression that 
they are too terrible to be uttered. . Still without 
precise references, he elaborates his theory regard
ing revolutions, using the same question form and 
some vivid, though generally fossilized, .imagery: 
"Ont-ils observé ... par quelle impulsion terrible 
un peuple enivré se précipite vers des excès dont la 
première idée 1*eût fait frémir?" The final question 
is pregnant with sentimentality, - a powerful weapon 
at the time: "Ont-ils lu dans le coeur de notre bon 
Roi?" Dumontr interprets the King's feelings for the

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol.VïïT, p. 210, col. 1.
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benefit of this impressionable and excitable Assembly 
He even inserts a parenthesis in v/hich he expresses 
his own apprehensions; the use of the first person 
gives an authentic ring to his words: "Je le dis en 
frémissant, mais je dois le dire." The entire sent
ence is an example of the hyperbole which Dumont 
used to make his point clear: "Connaissent-ils avec 
quelle horreur il regarderait ceux qui auraient 
allumé les flammes d'une sédition; ... ceux qui 
seraient la cause première des rigueurs, des vio
lences, des supplices dont une foule de malheureux 
seraient victimes?" The metaphor of flames is not 
original; indeed, flames and sedition have been 
connected from time immemorial; but it is none the 
less forceful here. The characteristic rhythm and 
accumulation, observable throughout Dumont's oratory, 
persist. This virtually ends the speech. To it was 
appended a series of resolutions drawn up by Du 
Roveray.

Dumont's brilliant peroration which was
added to Du Roveray*s speech on the designation of 

(1)the Assembly, also merits our attention. He
(1) See Chapter V,'pp. 151-3 Chapter VI, pp. 570- I. 
16 June 1789.
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apostrophizes them meaningfully: "Représentants du 
peuple," and sarcastically asks of them whether they 
would return to their constituents to inform them 
that they had repulsed the name of "peuple". He 
elaborates this idea with further questions, all 
edged with irony: "... irez-vous dire à vos com
mettants... que si vous n'avez pas rougi d'eux, 
vous avez pourtant cherché à éluder cette dénomi
nation qui ne vous paraît pas assez brillante? 
qu'il vous faut un titre plus fastueux que celui 
qu'ils vous ont conféré?" The plethora of "qui"s 
and "que"s here would sound clumsy to a purist, but 
in this instance they serve to give a sharper edge 
to the sarcastic tone. Now Dumont bursts forth, 
exiaiming that the name "peuple" is necessary to 
them. He illustrates this with a felicitous apolo
gia: he describes the people as "cette masse impos
ante sans laquelle vous ne seriez que des individus, 
de faibles roseaux que l'on briserait un à un?"
This metaphor of the reed would be well-known to 
readers of La Fontaine (though the point of the

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 126,
col. 1.
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Fable is not the same), and, indeed, of the Bible. 
But familiarity with the idea does not render it 
any the less potent here.

He now puts the question on a universal 
plain and makes forceful use of foreign examples: - 
he contrasts the despisal of the word "peuple" by 
the French Assembly with the attitude of the cham
pions of the people elsewhere, who proudly accepted 
even more derogatory epithets: "ils s'appelleront 
les 'remontrants' en Amérique, les 'pâtres* en 
Suisse, les 'gueux' dans les Pays-Bas. He con
cludes with a double antithesis: "ils se pareront 
des injures de leurs ennemis; ils leux ôteront le 
pouvoir de les humilier avec des expressions dont 
ils auront su s'honorer."

This not only strikes by the force of its 
ideas, but the rhythm is s^^fully designed to 
round off the speech with emphasis.

Dumont contributed a number of less spec
tacular speeches - he composed those on civic en
rolment , and gradual e l e c t i o n s . a n d  that

(1) 28 October I789. See Chapter V. p. 2S4;
Chapter VI, p. 3̂ 0. '
(2) 10 December I789. See Chapter V, pj^qg*
Chapter VI, p. .
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proposing a vote of thanks to Bailly and Lafayette
on 19 October 178^^^ He also provided part of the
report presented by Mirabeau on behalf of the Dip-

(2)lomatic Committee on 28 January 179I. Another 
special contribution was that of several addresses, 
some to the King, some to the nation. Dumont wrote 
most of those that Mirabeau put before the Assembly, 
and actually says: "je regardais les adresses comme 
mon d é p a r t e m e n t . At the end of June 1789, for 
instance, he composed an address designed to quieten 
the lawless p o p u l a c e . Mirabeau was prevented 
from putting it to the Assembly on 2J June I789 as 
he had intended, but even when he did read it on 
1 July it attracted little attention. More import
ant was the address made to the King on 10 July

/ (T \
1789. It resulted directly from the speech of 8 
July which we have just analysed, and requested the 
removal of the troops from Paris and Versailles. 
Dumont was also responsible for the address to the

ir See Chapter V, p. • Chapter VI, p. .2j SeeChapter V, p. ; Chapter VI, p.
(3) DUMONT: Op. Cit., p. 94.
(4) See Chapter V, ; Chapter VI, p.379..
(5) See Chapter V, p. û G i ; Chapter VI, p.%73.
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nation on Necker's proposal for patriotic gifts.
As might be expected, the tone of the ad

dress read to the King on 10 July 1789 is somewhat 
different from that of the speech from which it 
sprang. Many of the same ideas naturally recur - 
the list of dangers entailed by the presence of the 
troops is almost identical to that given in the 
speech - but violent indignation has been trans
formed into quiet, though insistent, pleas. There 
is a certain amount of flattery, although the ad
dress lacks the fawning adulation that had previously 
characterized any attempt to approach the King of 
France. The attitude is deferential: "Toujours 
prêts à vous obéir, Sire, parce que vous commandez
au nom des lois, notre fidélité est sans bornes

(2)comme sans atteinte." There is, too, some senti
mentality: "Les mouvements de votre coeur. Sire, 
voilà le vrai salut des Français." And again:
"Une voix unanime répond dans la capitale et dans 
1'étendue du royaume: 'Nous chérissons notre Roi; 
nous bénissons le ciel du don qu'il nous a fait

(1) 1, 2 October 1789. See Chapter V, p. 3^0; 
Chapter VI, p. 3^6 •
(2) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 213, 
col. 2.



454.
CHAPTER VII: Dumont.

dans son amour.'" On the other hand, the address 
is frank and more outspoken than Louis XVI must 
have considered fitting, and it contained such dec
larations as: "La France ne souffrira pas qu'on 
abuse le meilleur des rois, et qu'on 1*écarte, par 
des vues sinistres, du noble plan qu'il a lui-même 
tracé."

r The address to the nation on Necker's 
system is, in a way, similar, Dui:iont is again con
cerned not to hurt the susceptibilities of his 
addressees, but at the same time to procure some
thing from them. It is necessary, therefore, to 
hedge his request round with explanations, marks 
of deference, and hopes for the future. Thus he 
explains at length the financial dilemma brought 
about by the Revolution, then describes the aims 
of the Assembly and the trials it has had to under
go, and finally holds out hopes for the future - 
all this before he mentions the actual proposition 
of a patriotic gift. At this point he employs 
sentiment to keep all eyes away from the hard 
financial facts of the sacrifice which is being 
asked of them. He\attempts to fan the flame of
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patriotic ardour: "Quand la nation s'élance du 
néant de la servitude vers la création de sa 
liberté .... 1*égoïsme 1 'arrêterait dans son essor! 
le salut de l'état pèserait moins qu'une contri
bution personnelle!" He continues in this strain 
for a while, and then evokes the sacrifices already 
made by the King and the Church. He is full of 
praise for both. He invokes Louis XVI: "0 vous si
justement aimé de vos peuples!" ' And gives meaning 
and colour to what he is saying by using pointed 
antitheses, as: "des métaux d'ostentation sont • 
devenus des ressources nationales." He realistic
ally represents the Church as saying: "Voilà les 
réserves que j'ai recueillies dans des temps pros
pères....; je les rapporte à la masse commune dans 
des temps de calamités." These examples are in
tended to stir the populace. Dumont also plays on 
their national pride by conjuring up the shameful 
image of a bankrupt nation. He concludes with the 
consideration that a patriotic gift is a small price 
to pay for liberty. Lengthy attention is given to 
each point. ‘A varied series of exclamations and 
rhetorical questions and other such oratorical
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devices helps to make the notion appear an accept
able one. How much circumspection has to be em
ployed when addressing the nation!

Nov/ that vie have had a close look at some 
of Dumont's major contributions to Mirabeau's ora
tory in the Constituent Assembly, certain character
istics begin to emerge. We have considered differ
ent types of speeches - tirades against injustice, 
appeals to the King and harangues to the people.
In all of them there is a base of logical argument 
and the reasoning has been carefully planned out. 
The speech of 8 July 1789, for example, is clearly 
and simply constructed. After a quick, urgent in
troduction, the speech falls into two main parts - 
first a description of the King's action, in which 
his professed fatherly sentiments are compared with 
his actual measures; and secondly an attack upon 
this action - here five main reasons are adduced. 
The conclusion consists of a motion that an address 
be sent to the King, and the four main parts of 
this address are listed. This speech would fall to 
pieces without this solid core of logic, but in a 
sense the argument itself is the least important
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part of the speech and provides only a framework for 
the rest. The main appeal is rather to emotion and 
to sentiment - sentiment of every kind: honour, pat
riotism, fear, anger, indignation, pity, exultation, 
and so on. This has also been observed to be the 
case in other individual speeches that we have examined.

Such are the major characteristics of the 
oratory that Dumont produced for the man who has been 
called the Demosthenes of the French Revolution: high- 
flown, turgid periods, swollen v/ith high-sounding 
phrases, and propelled along by an emphatic and 
pronounced rhythm, and charged with Revolutionary 
emotion. There is, hov/ever, a certain beauty which 
one expects to find in great oratory, and which seems 
to be missing here. Somehow this oratory does not 
give full aesthetic satisfaction. This may possibly 
be accounted for by the absence of variety, in many 
senses. The temper is constantly feverish, the choice 
of language is limited and there is endless repeti
tion of the same sentiments and the same clichés.
There is little of the calm sublimity of Bossuet, 
which expresses itself in so many varied ways.
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One of Du Roveray‘s major contributions 
to Mirabeau*s oratory was, as we have s e e n , a  
second speech on the designation to be assumed by 
the Assembly. On I5 June 1789, Mirabeau had op
posed Sieyès* motion, and proposed the title: "Rep
résentants du Peuple Français". The use of the 
word "peuple" had been contended, notably by

( 2)Mounier.^ ' In reply Du Roveray composed another 
speech, to which Dumont contributed an exordium

( 1)and the peroration, and Mirabeau read it to the 
Assembly the following day (I6 June I789). Al
though it did cause an uproar in the Assembly, the 
speech did not win the success which, as oratory.
It deserved.

Du Roveray*s a r g u m e n t i s  cogent and 
lucid, and is charged with an energy which clearly 
shows it to proceed from conviction. It falls into 
three main divisions - the points of agreement 
between Mirabeau and his opponents, the points of

1) Chapter VI, p. 371.
2) See Chapter V, p.25’1-
3) See Chapter VI, p."570-1 .
4) See Chapter V, pp.
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diBagreeraent, and a refutation of the arguments set 
up against Mirabeau*s suggested designation. By 
what means does Du Roveray seek to render this argu
ment acceptable to Mirabeau*s audience?

The first section of the argument - the 
points of agreement between Mirabeau, Sieyès end 
Mounier, - constitutes an appeal to reason rather 
than to emotion. But first the speaker's own con
viction that the various motions are in basic agree
ment is underlined: "je me pénètre de cette incon
testable vérité .

The first three points of agreement are 
set forth briefly, and categorically. The urgency 
of the situation is emphasized by the repetition 
of the keyword "nécessité," and a quotation from 
Mirabeau*6 previous speech ominously reminds the 
Assembly of "la persévérance des classes privilégi
ées, leur refus de se réunir." The actual naming 
of his opponents, and precise quotation from Sieyès* 
speech, gives an impression of candour and exacti
tude. The third point is followed by a short, but 
effective, attempt to rouse feelings of comradeship;

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol VIII, p. 124, col.l
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Mirabeau (or, rather, Du Roveray) identifies himself 
with his opponents, for they are all united in their 
hatred of the privileged orders: "toujours nous ré
unissons-nous ... , toujours cherchons-nous..." 
Immediately he passes to his fourth point. It is 
made briefly, vigorously: "... la nécessité de pré
venir toute opinion par chambre, toute scission de 
1 'Assemblée nationale, tout »véto' des ordres privi
légiés." "Scission" is particularly apt - stronger 
than "division" or "separation", it also re-echoes 
the sibilants of "nécessité". Flattery softens the 
attack: "je me plais à rendre hommage aux autres 
motions"- but then Du Roveray demands imperiously: 
"En est-il une (motion) qui ait plus fortement ex
primé que la mienne...? En est-il une qui rejette 
plus fortement que la mienne...? Both questions 
end on a note of optimism: "la régénération du 
royaume, ... le bien général de la France." Du 
Roveray.turns back to conclude his argument: he 
and his enemies are agreed on these four cardinal 
points, - and with this fact he tries to rally them.

Du Roveray now comes to the second major 
division of his speech, in which he deals with the
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points on which he, Sieyès and Mounier disagree.
Du Roveray*s attitude gradually changes. He first 
questions how Mirabeau*s motion - and here he 
launches into a parenthesis on the virtues of this 
motion - came to be criticized. The motion was 
"si clairement fondée sur les principes" (a favour
ite phrase) si explicite, si satisfaisante
pour tout homme qui déteste comme moi toute espèce 
d'aristocratie" - how did it come to be considered 
as "si étrange, si peu digne d'une Assemblée..?"
The antithesis is accentuated by the frequent repe
tition of "si", and by that of the question form: 
"Comment se fait-il,.., comment se peut-il?" The 
mode of putting this question is clever. It under
lines Mirabeau*s righteous indignation at having 
been misrepresented and consequently throv^ into 
relief the sincerity of his hatred of the aris
tocracy, and so on.

This question forms the introduction to 
this second part of Du Roveray*s speech. The con
ciliatory tones of the first part now give way to 
definite attack. To begin with, the designations 
suggested by Sieyes and Mounier are both unin
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telligible "pour cette immense portion des Français 
qui nous ont honoré de leur confiance." Both desig
nations are read in full to demonstrate that this is 
so. Then comes a magnificent exhortation: "A ces 
titres énigmatiques, à ces logogryphes, substituez: 
'les représentants du peuple français'". "Logo- 
gryphes" is a master-stroke; it sums up the whole 
of the foregoing criticism. Nothing much remains 
to be said about Mirabeau*s proposal. It is simply 
"la définition la plus claire, la plus sensible, 
la plus propre à nous concilier nos commettants 
mêmes!" From now onwards Du Roveray concentrates 
his attack upon Sieyès' motion. He calmly explains 
that it is not applicable solely to this Assembly.
To prove this, he forms an hypothesis; "Supposons 
que vous ayez à vous adresser au roi...," and then 
follows it up with a leading question: "oseriez- 
vous lui dire que vous êtes les seuls représentants 
de la nation qui soient connus de sa Majesté?
The,answer to this is obvious, but Du Roveray pre
fers to leave the Assembly in no doubt. Picking 
up the "lui" which refers to Louis XVI, he begins

(1) Ibid, p. 125, col. 1.
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"lui qui les a convoqués comme tels," and heaps up 
a whole series of reasons, each introduced by "lui 
qui", which v/ould lead to a negative answer, "Non". 
Again in contrast, a single short sentence states 
the advantage of Mirabeau*s motion. But Du Roveray 
then bursts in with an exclamation: "Quel titre 
pour des hommes qui comme vous aiment le peuple..!" 
Again the keynote has been struck. The people and 
the confidence which they v;ere alleged to have in 
their representatives is the basic theme underlying 
the whole of this speech. Constant reference to 
the people is therefore an integral ingredient and 
prepares the audience for the climactic defence 
of the word "peuple" in the final paragraphs. Du 
Roveray proceeds to the third defect of Sieyès* 
motion. This time he sugars the pill v/ith a little 
flattery: "tout en vouant mon estime, mon respect 
à celui qui 1 * a proposée," and goes on to the 
fourth. -This time the quarrel is on grounds of 
logic alone, though there is a bite of irony in 
the final sentence in connection with the privileged 
orders and "les qualifications dont il leur plaira 
de se décorer." The fifth point comprises a simple
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and striking comparison. Sieyès* designation is 
founded only upon"des arguments très-subtils, 
quoique très-solides..." In contrast: "La mienne 
porte sur un fait, un fait authentique, indéniable." 
This repetition of the keyword - in this case "un 
fait," - is a common trick with Du Roveray. He now 
reaches the last weak point of Sieyès' motion.
(For the listener's sake, he has throughout been 
taking care to indicate the introduction of a new 
point by the repetition of a phrase such as "cette 
meme motion...) This sixth point is also one of
calm statement. Sieyès' designation would not in 
all cases be suited to the Assembly. In contrast: 
"Celle que je vous propose nous convient dans tous 
les temps, dans tous les cas, et même dans celui 
où..."* Again we have the threefold accumulation 
which seems to be the prevailing rhythm of Du 
Roveray's oratorical prose.

With thé third main division of Du Rover
ay* 8 speech, the temperature rises perceptibly.
For it is here that Du Roveray throws back his op
ponents' criticisms into their face. He accuses
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them first of all of having exaggerated: "On vous
a dit, Messieurs, on l»a dit au public, on^en a 
fait une espèce de cri d'alarme contre ma motion..." 
There is a strong hint of sarcasm in "cri d 'alarme ;" 
also in the use of "on," implying perhaps that Du 
Roveray disdains to name them. The accusation 
against Mirabeau was that his motion tended to 
"chambrer les Etats-généraux" - i.e. to separate 
them into three different chambers. This special
ised use of the verb, and its brevity, give it 
considerable force in the context. So far the 
statement of the point at issue has been fairly 
sober, but now Du Roveray bursts forth dramatically: 
"Mais moi, je vous le demande, je le demande à tous 
ceux qui m'ont entendu, à tous ceux qui m'ont lu 
ou qui liront ma motion..." Ail this to introduce 
a short but imperative question: "où s'y trouve 
cette distinction des o r d r e s ? D u  Roveray then 
reiterates with great emphasis and vigour the 
principles underlying his chosen designation, and 
concludes with vehemence : "Voilà le principe sur

(1) Ibid., p. 125, col. 2.
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lequel ma motion est fondée, voilà le but où elle 
tend, voilà..." Again it is by repetition that 
Du Roveray seeks to hammer home his point. He 
strives keenly against the lack of vision of his 
opponents: "Voilà ce que, à moins de s'aveugler 
volontairement, tout homme de sens y trouvera."
The imagery is not original, but the active force 
of the verb gives it a telling effect. But Du 
Roveray has not finished with this piece of criti
cism of Mirabeau's suggested designation. He de
fends himself from another angle. He begins in a 
more tranquil manner with a common, though not in
effective metaphor: "Si je voulais employer contre 
les autres motions les armes dont on se sert pour 
attaquer la mienne..." With this he introduces a 
succession of leading questions, building them up 
into a powerful crescendo. It matters little what 
title they assume: "empêcherez-vous les classes 
privilégiées de continuer des Assemblées...?" 
"Empêcherez-vous" is hammered out five times. The 
fourth question is swelled out more than the rest; 
then comes the climax: "Enfin, empêcherez-vous la
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nation d'appeler le clergé, le clergé; la noblesse, 
la noblesse?" This final short, sharp repetition 
seems to clinch the argument.

We are now approaching the climax of this 
speech. The severest criticism that had been 
levelled at Mirabeau's proposed designation for the 
Assembly was his use of the word "peuple". Du 
Roveray launches himself gently into the attack.
As with the previous objection, he starts off by 
implying that his enemies have been thick-headed 
enough to miss his point and have therefore been 
exaggerated in their condemnation: "On a cru 
m'opposer le plus terrible dilemme..." He expounds 
the arguments against the word "peuple", and how it 
has been equated both with the Latin "populus" and 
"plebs". Du Roveray's irony becomes more marked. 
"Peuple" has even been taken tt mean "vulgus" - 
like the English "mob", he explains, adding with 
bitter effect: "ce que les aristocrates ... appellent 
insolemment canaille." Du Roveray*s immediate reply 
to this argument is cool enough, even detached at 
first: the unproductiveness of the French language 
is set in antitheses to the fertility of other
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languages: "il est infiniment heureux que notre 
langue, dans sa stérilité, nous ait fourni un mot 
(i.e: peuple) que les autres langues n'auraient 
pas donnè^ dans leur abondance." Then, at last, 
after this long introduction, Du Roveray takes up 
the cudgels. He singles out "un mot (i.e.: peuple)". 
This now becomes the personified subject of a 
succession of over-expanding relative clauses.
The v/ord swells out and takes on nev/ and unt bought- 
of meaning. Not only does it protect the all- 
important "bien public" in an indirect way, but 
it endears the deputies to their constituents, 
and will eventually raise them to great heights, 
v/hen they are forced to take upon them "la défense 
des droits nationaux, de la liberté du peuple."
The quality of the word is aptly expressed in the 
two epithets applied to it: "modeste, dans son 
exquise simplicité." The services it renders to 
the deputies are described in antitheses, empha
sising that it has all the advantages, but no 
disadvantages: the word 'peuple* ".... nous quali
fie sans nous avilir, nous désigne sans nous 
rendre terribles" (an adjective generally used of
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despots and the like), "nous rend chers à nos com
mettants sans effrayer ceux dont nous avons à corn-

%
battre la hauteur et les prétentions." (The 
"hauteur" and "prétentions" of the privileged 
classes were by now proverbial). The prophetic 
note sounded at the end of this paragraph is con
veyed effectively by the considerable protraction 
of the relative clause, and the reiteration of "à 
mesure que." The struggle against the privileged 
classes, whose obstinacy and imperfections are 
mentioned, is deliberately envisaged here by Du 
Roveray in order to spur the combative spirit of 
the deputies. The dread of tyranny also throws 
into relief the paramount "droits nationaux" and 
"la liberté du peuple." Du Roveray now appears 
to conclude his defence of Mirabeau*s motion:
"Je l'adopte, je la défends, je la proclame," he 
declares with characteristic brevity. But no, 
the climax is yet to come. Du Roveray swiftly 
launches into a diatribe against the ill-repute 
of the word "peuple" in France, a diatribe em
bellished with some vivid imagery: "il" (i.e.
the word "peuple") "est .... couvert de la
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rouille du préjugé; ... il nous présente une idée 
dout 1'orgueil s * alarme et dont la vanité se 
r é v o l t e . F o r  ail these reasons Du Roveray 
wishes to ennoble the word, and here he brings in 
the inevitable touch of l8th century sentiment - 
he wishes to render it henceforth"cher à tous les 
coeurs." Furthermore, the choice of this word 
should be viewed as the most precious opportunity 
to serve "ce peuple qui existe, ce peuple qui est 
tout, ce peuple que nous représentons." This is 
indeed the hub of the whole matter. Du Roveray 
is elated by what he foresees: "Ah* si le choix de 
ce nom rendait au peuple abattu de la fermeté, du 
courage.... mon àme s'élève en contemplant dans 
1 * avenir les heureuses suites que ce nom peut avoir!"

A  ‘

A;id the sum and substance of this future bliss is 
this: "Le peuple ne verra plus que nous, et nous 
ne verrons plus que le peuple." Du Roveray ends 
with an idyllic vision, somewhat à la Rousseau, 
which merits quotation in full. In fact, it is
really an apologue and the idea behind it is
certainly not new; but it has a dream-like, prophetic

(1) Ibid, p. 126, col. 1.
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quality all of its own: "A 1 ' abri d'un nom qui
n'effarouche point, qui n'alarme point/ nous jetons
un germe, nous le cultiverons, nous en écarterons
les ombres funestes qui voudraient 1 'étouffer;
nous le protégerons; nos derniers descendants
seront assis sous 1'ombrage bienfaisant de ses
branches immenses."

Other important speeches by Du Roveray
were those on Martial Law^^^ and on the ineligi-

(bility ojf bankrupts^ \  He also, collaborated 
with Clavière in the speech on finance of 6 Nov
ember 1789.^^^

His oratory is, in general, characterised 
by its vigour, and more especially by its consecu
tive assemblage of reasoned arguments. He employs 
rhetorical devices very similar to those of Dumont. 
He uses the same kind of key expressions and apt 
vocabulary. His rhytlim is urged on by the same
emphatic reiterations and accumulations. It is\
powerful oratory, greatly superior to the rather

1) 14 October 1789. See Chapter V, p. .
2) 27 October 1789. See Chapter V, p. a.g q .
3; See Chapter V, p. if .
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mediocre productions of Pellenc, for example. Du 
Roveray exhibits breadth of vision and a sense of 
the historicity of the situation; he charges his 
speeches with genuine feeling and lifts his 
hearers' gaze compellingly towards a blissful 
future. Backed by logical argument, it is the 
kind of oratory most likely to rouse, if not to 
convince and even to exalt.
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Reybaz came to be one of Mirabeau's most
loyal and prolific c o l l a b o r a t o r s , P e r h a p s  the
most important of his contributions were the two
speeches in favour of "assignats" on 27 August and

(2 )27 September 1 7 9 0 . We have related how he, Mira
beau and Clavière worked as a team to produce the 
second speech. The composition of the first was 
due almost entirely to Reybaz, though the ideas 
were basically those of Olaviere, as is true of 
most of Mirabeau's speeches on finance. We shall 
therefore concentrate our attention upon the first 
speech.

Since Mirabeau had been silent in the 
Assembly on the subject of finance for the last 
eight m o n t h s ^ a n d  that before then he had re
jected the idea of "assignats," Reybaz' first prob
lem is to give a satisfactory explanation for a 
complete reversal of opinion: Mirabeau is now to
speak in favour of the introduction of "assignats".

1 ) See Chapter VI, p.
2 ) Chapter VI, p. .
3) See Chapter V, p. 116,
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Reybaz* solution is to begin the speech with an ap
parently frank admission of a change of mind. He 
paints Mirabeau as an honest and patriotic citizen, 
once fearful of the ne?/-fangled "assignats," but 
anxiously following events and now persuaded by a 
fresh consideration of all the circumstances that 
the issue of further "assignats" is a wise measure.

After a word of flattery to the Assembly 
about the breadth of its views, Reybaz recalls the 
financial measures which it has taken, effectively 
reminding them of the moment when Mirabeau himself 
had made them regard the national debt as an abyss. 
He defends their action in declaring Church wealth 
to belong to the nation and relates how "assignats" 
were then created. In vigorous language he tells 
of the success of this measure: "Les mauvais effets 
pré^sagé^s par ses adversaires ont é t é  rélégués parmi 
les fictions m a l h e u r e u s e s . B u t ,  Reybaz, argues, 
this was a temporary remedy, not a complete cure, 
and he suggests that a really big operation is 
needed: "... tant que nous n'établirons pas sur la

(l) MORSE, STEPHENS: "Orators of the French Revo
lution," Vol. I, p. 199.
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base dont nous avons reconnu la solidité une opéra
tion vaste, une grande mesure géné^rale qui nous 
mette au-dessus des é^vë'nements, nous en serons les 
éternels jouets, et nous périmons de langueur, dans 
la seule crainte d'une décision hardie...” The 
image of plaything is well-worn, but none the less 
effective here.

This suggestion with its strong warning 
note serves as an introduction to Reybaz* plan.'
This is unfolded very gradually. Reybaz first de
fines "assignats" in a vivid manner by picturing 
the National Assembly talking to the bearers of 
"assignats": "Vous avez dit aux porteurs d'assignats: 
Voilà des fonds territoriaux ..." This has all been 
successful, and Reybaz praises the nation for its 
enlightened attitude. The conclusion is obvious :
"je pense que nous ne devons point changer de 
marche et de système." And the evidence of this 
conclusion is stressed by the re-iteration of the 
same idea in slightly different terras.

Reybaz now approaches his own proposal, 
which he prepared his audience to accept by empha-
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sising that he wishes to steer a middle course:
"Je veux m'écarter également ici d'un projet témér
aire par son étendue, et d'un projet insuffisant 
par sa timidité. " He then comes to the actual prob
lem of the National debt, and this he divides into 
two parts - that for which payment is due immediate
ly, and that which is on a long-term basis. He then 
makes his proposal that the former part of the debt 
should be liquidated immediately by means of a suf
ficiently large issue of "assignats,"

This bold proposal clearly requires a 
lengthy explanation. He is first at pains to remove 
any fears about the effects of this sudden flood of 
wealth. He|employs a very apt metaphor and then ap
plies it convincingly to the situation: "La masse 
d'eaux que roulent les torrents et les rivières est 
prodigieuse, mais c'est dans l'océan qu'elles se 
versent. Des longtemps notre sol est altéré, des
séché, et pendant longtemps aussi il absorbera ces 
eaux fécondantes avant qu'il les refuse, et qu'elles 
croupissent à la surface." He goes on to show that 
"assignats" will bring about the activity in busi
ness' that is necessary, and any surplus will go to
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solving the second, less urgent part of the debt. 
This proposed measure, claims Reybaz, would have 
many good effects, and he places it high above the 
numerous little expedients which might be resorted 
to, but which merely throw one from Charybdis to 
Scylla. His plan, he implies, will save everything 
at once.

Reybaz then becomes suddenly more insist
ent, rejecting impatiently any measure which does 
not bring real or imaginary money into business. 
Short phrases, enumerations and curt rhetorical 
questions convey the urgency of the matter, and 
once again Mirabeau*s audience is presented with 
the horrifying picture of the abyss: "que dis-je? 
Une mesure qui exige elle-même des remboursements 
futurs et successifs sans créer aucun moyen d'y 
satisfaire? Que se propose-t-on par là? ne voit- 
on pas le gouffre? ou si l'on veut nous y précip
iter?" This grim prospect is immediately counter
acted by a positive exhortation: "Osons, messieurs, 
fixer le mal dans son étendue; on plutêt, pénétrons- 
nous de cette espérance, tout se ranimera." And 
Reybaz describes enthusiastically this future
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renascence: "... quand l'industrie sera réveillee, 
quand les bras trouveront de l'occupation...."

It is at this point that Reybaz l^inks 
the whole question of "assignats" to the formation 
of the constitution, suggesting that if the consti
tution must be completed to restore order and pros
perity, the converse is also true.

Reybaz now describes an ideal, that of 
making friends of those who are at present enemies 
to the Revolution, and points to its possible 
realization in the issue of "assignats." He ex-* 
plains the logic of this: "Partout où se placera 
un assignat-monnaie, là sûrement reposera avec lui 
un voeu secret pour le crédit des assignats." 
Therefore he proposes a widespread diffusion of 
"assignats", to all classes of society. Another 
suggestion is that those who held titular offices 
which have been suppressed should be recompensed 
in the'form of "assignats." They will thus be 
obliged to uphold the "assignats" and offices which 
have been bought can be justly terminated by repay
ment of the original sum.

Reybaz also demonstrates how an issue of
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"assignats" would help to ensure that the Church pos
sessions to be sold would not all be held by a few 
Parisian capitalists, and would enable people of 
smaller means to buy small pieces of land. He re
sumes this plea for democracy thus: dans la
liquidation de la dette nationale, préférons les 
moyens les mieux appropriés à l'avantage du plus 
grand nombre." He then enumerates all the conditions 
required to make this proposed issue of "assignats" 
have the desired results. The repetition of "J'- 
insiste" stresses the importance of each condition. 
Reybaz describes the "assignat" as "papier précieux", 
and effectively repeats "papier" several times as he 
outlines its advantages. In a series of rhetorical 
questions he puts forth the issue of "assignats" as 
"un étai moral et infaillible de notre révolution," 
and "le seul moyen certain de nous soutenir". He 
contends that it will raise the price of public i- ’’
effects, lower the interest on borrowed money, in
crease business, and so on.

The series of rhetorical questions is 
followed by a series of exclamations, strongly 
tinged with sarcasm: "On parle de vendre, et l'on
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ne fournirait au public aucun moyen d'acheter!" 
Sentences on a similar pattern ensue, and then 
finally comes: "Certes, ce serait là vraiment le 
chef - d'oeuvre de 1 'invention, la pierre philo
sophais des finances, si, sans argent et sans
rien qui le remplace   au sein d'une inertie
qui nous tue, nous trouvions le moyen de révivi
fier tout à coup les affaires, et de ressusciter, 
comme par enchantement, travail, industrie, com
merce, abondance!" Thus scorn underlines the 
folly of inaction, but Reybaz immediately turns 
round and declares that the "assignats" could 
accomplish the sought-after miracle, and he exhorts 
the Assembly with a lively metaphor: "Jetez donc 
dans la société ce germe de vie qui lui manque."

Reybaz then reflects that, in spite of 
the Assembly's zeal, it is tardy in certain me.tters; 
he points out: "C'est par les finances que l'ancienne 
machine a péri; c'était assez dire que la nouvelle 
ne pouvait se construire et se soutenir sans les 
réparer incessamment." For ail this, no definitive 
plan had been adopted. He refers to the issue of 
"assignats" in December I789 which was redeemed by
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a sale of Church property, and seeks to discover 
"comment cet éclair de bien-être s'est évanoui."
In conclusion he makes this assertion: "Je dis 
que la société est dissoute, ou que nos assignats 
valent des ecus, et doivent être regardés comme 
des ecus."

Reybaz' next task is to remove the fear 
that there might be an excess of "assignats." He 
argues convincingly that no-one can calculate the 
limits that ought to be set, and compares the 
ancien regime, "Ou tout était gêné, étranglé par 
les privileges, les prohibitions, les vexations 
de toute espèce" to the "nouveau système de liberté" 
in which development in all fields will be bound
less. He objects to the way in which Paris is un
justly used as a measuring-rod, and declares:
"Nous sommes citoyens de la France; ne graduons 
donc pas toutes choses sur l'échelle infidèle de 
Paris." He gives an example of a false picture 
of a lack of "assignats" given by Paris, and also 
takes this opportunity to attack the stock-jobbers.

Another argument for the introduction of
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more "assignats" is that some remedy must be made 
for the temporary harm which individuals have suf
fered as a result of the Assembly's reforms. Rey
baz urges that the new order of things should be 
brought into being as quickly as possible, and he 
issues an imaginative warning: "si nous faisons 
pousser au peuple, dans son désespoir, un seul reg
ret sur l'ancien état des choses que nous ayons pu 
iLLi épargner, tout est perdu; nous n'avons qu'à 
quitter le gouvernail, et livrer le vaisseau à la 
merci des vents et de la tempête." Having sounded 
this pessimistic note, however, Reybaz affitms his 
belief that by a positive action (that of issuing 
immediately a large number of "assignats"), the 
Assembly can cure the state. He speaks optimistic
ally of the qualities shown by the deputies:
"1 'ardeur, la persévérance, le courage inébranlable" 
and of their ability, amidst the general patriot
ism, of seizing the affairs of France from their

to
morbid lethargy. He compares their action/that 
of "médecins habiles." > a
t , R e y b a z  next refutes the suggestion that 
"assignats" have resulted in the diminishing of 
the metallic currency. This he attributes rather
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to the general unrest and panic, various intrigues 
and delays in payment by the treasury.

Once more now, he links "assignats" with 
the success of the constitution itself: "... cette 
unique et salutaire ressource de nos finances com
ptera à peu prés les mêmes partisans et les mêmes 
adversaires que notre constitution." He points 
here to the universal need for "un instrument 
d'échange," and shows that this need is greatest 
among the poorest classes. So far the benefits 
of "assignats" have not reached them. The conclu
sion is obvious: "C'est que nos assignats, établis 
pour la partie spéculante de la société, ne suf
fisent pas, et qu'il en faut aussi pour la partie 
travaillante."

Having set his theory before the Assembly, 
Reybaz now adjures them to give it the most careful 
consideration. He tries to dissuade them from 
merely reconstituting the debt: such half-measures 
he describes as "une carrière épineuse, dont l'issue 
est au moins couverte de ténèbres." He sets before 
the Assembly what they should do: "nous devrions
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travailler à éclaircir cet horizon, qui se rem
brunit autour de.nous. Nous devrions au moins 
saisir quelques rayons de lumière qui nous luis
ent encore..." Yet again, he shows the Assembly 
the edge of the precipice, and his tone becomes 
gradually more urgent as he plays upon the fears 
of the deputies: "Si nous n'y pensons pas, nous 
sommes comme des aveugles qui voudraient jouer 
le role d'oculistes, et .... nous conduisons nous 
et la nation vers un abîme; car, messieurs, il 

/ n'en faut pas douter, il est ouvert, cet abîme;
il s'agrandit devant nous." He pictures the winter 
that is before them, and asks: "De quelle ressource 
nous aviserons-nous pour franchir l'hiver qui s'
avance, pour passer sans terreur ces jours nébu
leux, et ces longues nuits où nous allons nous en
foncer?" Further similar queries follow, and then 
Reybaz draws a striking contrast: "Nous avons exigé 
une contribution patriotique; .... Vaisselle, 
bijoux, tout est venu à notre secours; tout s'est 
englouti: la nation s'est appauvrie, et le Trésor 
n'en est pas plus riche."

As he nears the end of his speech, Reybaz
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becomes more emotional, more excited. He expresses 
contempt for Necker: "Je vois déjà le Ministre des 
Finances venir dolemment nous présenter un nouveau 
certificat de notre ruine..," He envisages (mal
iciously, one feels) the catastrophe that is about 
to fall upon them and urges: "... messieur, ne pas 
prévenir cette horrible catastrophe, c'est la 
vouloir." Finally, he declares with vigour: 
"j'atteste la patrie que je ne vous ai rien dis
simulé des dangers qu'elle court, si vous négligez 
le seul parti qui vous reste à prendre, le seul,
- oui! le seul qui soit prompt, facile, énergique, 
qui remplace tout, et que rien ne remplace."

This brings to an end a praiseworthy at
tempt at eloquence. Reybaz' argument has been 
carefully thought-out and planned, it is clearly 
and logically expressed, and, above all, it is 
convincing. He has used every oratorical means 
at his disposal to persuade Mirabeau's audience 
of the excellence of his views. His lucid reason
ing strikes to their intellect, but in addition he 
appeals to their various emotions - fear, hope, 
patriotism, pride are among the most frequent.
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Often a sharp and effective contrast is made between
e.

two opposite yimotions - for instance, pessimism 
yields suddenly to optimism. Reybaz' imagery is 
varied and colourful, and he makes constant use of 
both simile and metaphor. Such rhetorical devices 
as repetition, enumeration, interjection, questions, 
exclamations are employed in varying ways through
out. Thus Reybaz combines all the good qualities 
of oratory without its characteristic faults.
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Pellenc's first important contribution to 
Mirabeau*s oratory was the speech of 30 October 1789 (l) 
proposing that the nation should take over the Church's 
possessions. Considering that no previous argument

r-. -Î.

has reached the heart of the question, he himself 
treats it in relation to endowments. The crucial 
point is the denial of the .right of the Church to 
exist as an "imperium in iihperio," and hence its in
ability actually to possess such endowments. Further 
arguments are also adduced in favour of the nation's 
appropriation of ecclesiastical wealth.

In his opening remarks, Pellenc proclaims 
his refusal to treat the question from the point of 
view of expediency, and insists upon getting down to 
a bed-rock principle (- in this case, that ultimate
ly the whole nation has the wole right to dispose of 
the Church's property). He does this rather skil
fully. His opponent had regarded the discussion of 
the justice of the question as a trap to be avoided.

(1 ) See Chapter V, pp. ‘10 j chapter VI, pp. ^90-^.
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Pellenc takes up his word "piège" and uses it (not 
without effect) to state his purpose of delving 
into principles which his opponent wanted to avoid: 
"en ce cas, Messieurs, je suis un grand dresseur
de p i è g e s . S o  he announces his intention to 
defend the project on a basis of justice and legality.

He launches into a pompous and rhetorical 
preamble, in which he reminds the Assembly of their 
elevated position and responsibilities, and of the 
importance of the occasion: "Lorsqu'une grande 
nation est assemblée, et qu'elle examine une ques
tion qui intéresse une grand partie de ses membres..." 
This forms quite a substantial period, with a sonor
ous repetition of "lorsque," and a rhythmic accumu
lation of subsidiary clauses. Pellenc at any rate 
makes a profession of respect for the clergy and the 
principles of religion, referring to the former as 
"une classe infiniment respectable, and arguing for 
the need of "une religieuse lenteur" and "une scrup
uleuse sagesse" in discussion of this issue. Again, 
in the next paragraph, of which the key-word is

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 6 0 7 , col. 1
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"solennité," he reinforces this assertion of the int- 
portance of the matter. He turns to the arguments 
that have already been put forward, pointing out 
that the subject has not been exhausted.

By restating these previous favourable 
arguments, Pellenc effectively reminds his hearers 
of the advantages that the proposal to take over 
the Church's wealth could bring - an immense mort
gage upon which the State debt could be based, a 
restoration of public confidence in the solvency of 
the State, and so on. At the same time he insists 
that these advantages must be brushed aside: justice 
must take precedence over utility. If the proposal 
were to violate justice, it should be rejected. And 
here Pellenc affects some religious emotionalism: 
*tPlutôt que de sauver l'empire par un tel moyen, 
j ' aimerais mieux .... me confier uniquement à cette 
Providence éternelle qui veille sur les peuples et 
sur res rois."

Alluding to another argument, Pellenc 
hints that the State has the right to decide whether 
"corps politiques" (i.e. corporations possessing 
rights and privileges under, or independently of.
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the State) shall even exist; but he points out that 
this leaves intact the question of whether Church 
property can be regarded as private property.

He then proceeds to make a close study of 
the principles of private property, still referring 
to what other speakers have said. Admitting that 
the clergy, in holding Church property, are subject 
to limitations - they cannot alienate it, but can 
only enjoy it (the term "usufruit" is used, and 
later "usufruitiers" is to be found) - he cites the 
principle "qui met toutes LES PROPRIETES SOUS LA 
SAUVEGARDE de la foi publique", and raises the ques
tion as to whether "possession" is not a right and 
"jouissance" a form of "propriété sociale". Thus a 
distinction is made between possession and property, 
which may be traced back to Rousseau's chapter "Du 
Domaine R é e l . In fact, much of the discussion 
which follows implies a knowledge of Rousseau and 
an acceptance of his principles on the right of pro
perty: the sovereign people (by means of law, which 
is the expression of the general will) alone can con-

(1( ROUSSEAU: Contrat Social, I, IX.
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vert possession into property,
Pellenc continues with this same hint 

(still quoting what others say) that ecclesiastical 
possessions are not really property; but, he points 
out, the whole discussion of the principle must 
rest upon the question of the nature of "fondations," 
i.e. endowments. He further asks how far testators, 
legally disposing of their wealth, can prejudice 
the future. The phrase used - "faire des lois dans 
1 'a v e n i r - seems to imply already that they are 
encroaching upon the rights of others. This last 
point Pellenc declares to be the basis of his argu
ment. He starts by quoting the opinion of "un des 
plus grands hommes d'Etat qu'aient produits les 
temps modernes." This anonymous statesman, poss
ibly Montesquieu, whose opinion Pellenc professes 
neither to accept or reject entirely, asserts the 
public right (the state, or the state in conjunc
tion with the Church) to do what it wills as regards 
endowment s .*

Pellenc now urges that "L'utilité publique

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 6 0 7 , col. 2
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est la loi suprême". He appears by this to be going 
back on what he has said about the practical advant
ages that would accrue to the State from the execu
tion of the proposal; but it is more likely that he 
is intending to assert the principle of basic public 
utility as against merely temporary expediency.
From this, however, he proceeds to make a vigorous 
onslaught upon the idea that individual testators 
or donors can enchain posterity. His tone is scorn
ful; the all-important "utilité publique" must not 
be counterbalanced by "un respect superstitieux pour 
ce qu'on appelle intention des fondateurs...", and he 
proceeds to represent these generous people in a most 
unfair and ungracious manner; "comme si des particu
liers ignorants et bornés avaient eu le droit d'en
chaîner à leur volonté capricieuse les générations 
qui n'étaient point encore...." The application of 
the epithets "ignorants" and "bornés" to men of medi
eval times might well find acceptance in the so- 
called "enlightened" l8th century. Pellenc here 
makes a distinction between "corps particuliers" 
(monastic foundations or collegiate bodies, such as
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Cathedral Chapters, etc.) and individual citizens.
The latter have rights as part of the body politic: 
"Lee citoyens ont des droits, et des droits sacrés, 
pour le corps même de la société: ... ils n'y entrent 
que pour se mettre avec tous les droits sous la pro
tection de ces mêmes lois auxquelles ils sacrifient 
leur liberté." Here again is an echo of the "Contrat 
S o c i a l " . T h e  "corps particuliers," on the other 
hand, only exist on sufference by society. Pellenc 
then makes a renewed attack upon endowments. He 
begins pompously with a truism: "Concluons qu'aucun 
ouvrage des hommes n'est fait pour l'immortalité"; 
this he then applies to endowments, h^s tone still 
mocking and critical: "Puisque les fondations, tou
jours multipliées par la vanité, absorberaient à la 
longue tous les fonds..., il faut bien qu'on puisse 
à la fin les détruire." He ends this section with 
a vigorous and powerful analogy, which merits quo
tation in full: "Si tous les hommes qui ont vécu 
avaient eu un tombeau, il aurait bien fallu, pour 
trouver des terres à cultiver, renverser ces monu
ments stériles, et remuer les cendres des morts

(1) I, VI, Du Pacte Social.
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pour nourrir les vivants." The picture is a vivid 
one, and this is an excellent example of how effect
ive eloquence may be brought to the aid of an argu
ment. In this instance, the final antitheses, es
pecially, between "monuments stériles, cendres des 
morts" and "les vivants" gives point to Pellenc*s 
entire argument,

Pellenc now announces an enquiry into three 
sorts of endowments - those of Kings, those of "corps" 
and "agrégations p o l i t i q u e s " , and those of private 
persons. He first analyses royal endowments, declar
ing without further ado: "Les fondations de nos rois

(2 )n'ont pu être faites qu'au nom de la nation",^ ' for 
the kings got their funds from the nation and, with 
a tinge of acrimony, Pellenc explains how: "démembre
ment du domaine de l'Etat, ou emploi... des impôts 
payés par les peuples, voilà par quelle espèce de 
biens ils s'acquittèrent d'un grand devoir". More
over, according to Revolution theory, kings can only

(1) This use of general terms makes it difficult to 
know what real bodies he is referring to (though the 
am%;iguity is probably deliberate): town corporations? 
guilds and other associations? the estates of the realm? 
or the "parlements"?
(2 ) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 6o8, col. 1 .
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act on behalf of the nation. And so, in parenthe
sis, Pellenc elaborates upon the function of kings: 
"les rois ne sont que les organes des peuples" and 
subsequently upon the rights of the people: "les 
nations ... ne sont aucunement liées par ces 
augustes mandataires de leurs pouvoirs" (i.e. of 
kings). Then, returning to the issue in hand, he 
makes a distinction between gifts made by the king 
to the nobility, and donations to the Church. It 
is not clear why he makes this distinction in favour 
of the nobility; perhaps because he does not wish to 
call into question the property of the aristocracy. 
He then inserts a telling and ironic antithesis 
about Christian kings: "Comme Chrétiens et chefs 
de 1 ' Etat, ils doivent l'exemple de la piété; 
mais c'est comme rois, sans doute, que leur piété 
a été si libérale." Thus, in addition to his argu
ment, Pellenc is trying to discredit the good in
tentions of the founders. He then concludes his 
argument by saying that if, as he has attempted to 
prove, the nation can take back the Crown domains, 
it can assert its right of property over the wealth
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given by the Crown to the Church.
The pious gifts of corporations now come 

under Pellenc*s scrutiny. Again he leaves doubt 
as to the exact significance of "agrégations poli
tiques." His argument is that these "corps de 
l'Etat" are part of the State, and provisions they 
may have made for the Clergy can be regarded as part 
of necessary public expenses; in other words, the 
State can take over this function. In making such 
endowments, he asserts, "Elies (les agrégations 
politiques) n'ont payé que leur portion de la cette 
commune", and the State has a right to take over. 
Thus, such endowments are the property of the State. 
Several expressions here command our attention. 
Endowments are sententiously styled "monuments de 
la piété;" the corporations are described as build
ing "temples" (rather than "églises"), and this 
seems to be the normal practice during the Revolu
tion, indicating perhaps something more universal 
and less definitely Christian than "eglise" would 
imply.

Pellenc's argument as regards individual 
endowments is legalistic: the State can take over
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the pious bequests of individuals on condition of 
fulfilling the obligations involved. He is here 
touching upon what has always been regarded as an 
inviolable legal principle, namely, the respect of 
a testator's wishes. His contention depends, of 
course, upon the Rousseauistic doctrine of soversign- 
ty, the sovereign people being omnipotent.

Pellenc advances now to a bed-rock defi
nition of property: "C'est le droit que tous ont 
donné à un seul de posséder exclusivement une chose 
à laquelle, dans l'état naturel, tous avaient un 
droit égal." This is a Rousseauistic doctrine, 
and is dependent upon a distinction between "état 
naturel" and organized society. Property is
possession sanctioned by the Sovereign: "C'est un

(2)bien acquis en vertu des lois." He reaffirms 
this principle in the following paragraph: "c'est 
la loi seule qui constitue la propriété", and justi
fies this with the explanation that: "il n'y a que 
la volonté publique qui puisse opérer la renonci-

(1 ) See ROUSSEAU:"Contrat Social", I, IX: "Du Domaine 
Réel".
(2 ) "Archives Parlementaires", Vol. IX, p. 6 0 8 , col.2 .'
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Itat ion de tous. In other words, the law alone can 
allow a private citizen to occupy a piece of pro
perty, and so exclude everybody else from that pro
perty, The distinction between property and possess
ion is further demonstrated by an examination of what 
possessions can exist outside the law. They are only 
three in number, to wit, communistic possession, 
usurpation (i.e. unjust occupation of land, and so 
on), and physical and material possession, unguaran
teed by law.

Now comes the really revolutionary asser
tion: ^Telles sont. Messieurs, les fondations ec
clésiastiques.” Church endowments are merely possess
ions in this last category, because no law has recog
nized the clergy as a permanent corporation in the 
State. This is followed by a modification: no law 
has deprived the nation of the right to consider 
whether the Clergy should exist as a political body 
existing in its own right and capable of holding pro
perty. Strictly speaking, this is perhaps true; but 
throughout the ages law and custom in France assumed, 
was, in fact, built upon the existence of, the Church 
as being in an important sense a separate entity.
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Historically, the assertion is false. From the view
point of political theory, it is based upon the assump
tion of the absolute sovereignty of the nation.

From this assertion Pellenc draws the infer
ence that neither the Church nor individual "fonda
teurs” were justified in assuming that these endow
ments should be perpetual. On the one hand, "le 
cierge.... a dû s'attendre que la nation pourrait 
un jour détruire cette existence commune et politique, 
sans laquelle il ne peut rien posséder;" on the other, 
"tout fondateur a dû prévoir également qu'il ne 
pouvait nuire au droit de la nation...." Again, in 
logic, this is perhaps so; in history, however, none 
of these pious benefactors could ever have conceived 
that the day would come when such endowments could 
be upset, or the Clergy dissolved as an independent 
corporation.

Pellenc now makes a telling analogy. He 
claims that in touching the property and rights of 
the nobility, the Assembly has already acted upon 
this principle. It would therefore be illogical to 
except Church property and rights from the appli-
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cation of this principle. Pellenc's tone is admoni
tory: he begins by addressing the Assembly in the 
imperative mood: "Prenez garde. Messieurs..,"", and 
proceeds to warn them: "si vous n*admettiez pas ces 
principes, tous vous décrets.... sur l'abolition 
des privilèges ne seraient plus que de vaines lois." 
The very reference to that celebrated night of 4 
August when the Assembly had destroyed so much in 
so short a time v/as calculated to evoke an emotion
al, and therefore powerful, response.

Pellenc works skilfully towards his climax, 
Before reaching it, he states the matter negatively: 
only if the Assembly admits the power of individuals 
to create an "imperium in imperio" can it say that 
Mirabeau's bill is an infringement of the right of 
property. He is quite open about this, though some 
irony creeps in: if they believe that the founders 
- "c'est-a-dire de simples citoyens" - had the power 
to dictate to the nation, "alors, respectez la pro
priété du clergé: le décret que je vous propose y 
porterait atteinte." The imperative tone, and the 
open invitation to reject his proposal, gives an
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attractive impression of honesty.
Then comes the crux of the whole matter. 

Pellenc re-asserts that the Church has no right to 
exist as an "imperium in imperio," and that there
fore the nation has the right to assume all Church 
property to itself. He puts his argument in the 
same hypothetical form as that of the preceding 
paragraph, building up a series of protases: "si - 
la nation est restée dans ses droits.." etc., and 
then answering with a series of apodases : "il^suit 
de là que..." But Pellenc points to the funda
mental, and very reasonable, condition of this act 
of the nation in appropriating Church property to 
itself: it is that it shall itself administer the 
functions of this property. And he points to these 
functions, which were the real object.of the dona
tions, namely "la religion, les pauvres et le ser
vice des a u t e l s . He reiterates the claim that 
the founders must have foreseen that "1‘administra
tion de ces biens passerait en d‘autres mains, si 
la nation rentrait dans ses droits," thus bringing 
the issue down to a simple question of administration,

(1) Ibid, p. 6 0 9 , col. 1.
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Having thus demonstrated the fundamental principle 
upon which he bases his argument in favour of the 
proposal that the National Assembly should take over 
Church property, he proceeds to enumerate a series 
of ancillary points.* These he hammers in by the 
rhetorical process of preterition: that is to say, 
he ushers in each point with an observation such as 
"Je pourrais dire que," "Je dirais," "Je remarquerais," 
implying in each case that, although he could say 
such and such, he will not - but he does nevertheless!

, /We proceed to a consideration of these sub
sidiary comments. First, alleges Pellenc, in hold
ing wealth, the clergy is discharging a function - 
that of dispersing it to those in need.' This dis
tinction is marked by an antitheses: "1‘ecclésias
tique n'est pas même usufruitier, mais simplement 
dispensateur." His next point is that the clergy 
have been subject to the King "depuis un temps int- 
meraorial", and therefore to the'nation. He asserts, 
thirdly, that Church property is for the mainten
ance of public worship, for the care of the poor, 
and for the stipends of the clergy. These functions.
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he considers, can justly be taken over by the State. 
In each case, he makes his point with a conditional 
sentence, for example: "s'ils" (i.e. "les biens de 
l'Eglise) sont destinés aux pauvres, les pauvres et 
leurs maux appartiennent à l'Etat." He actually, 
how, goes so far as to reduce the clergy to the 
state of public functionaries: "tous les membres 
du clergé sont des officiers de l ' E t a t the natur
al consequence of this is that, like judges and 
soldiers, they should be "à la solde de la nation." 
He further draws from this same principle the con
clusion that, if the clergy had no revenue, the 
State would be obliged to maintain them - thus:
"un bien qui ne sert qu'à payer nos dettes est à 
nous," Wlàethex we regard this as sophistry or not, 
we must admit that it is neat ; such slick reason
ing is calculated to impress those who are not cap
able of scanning the depths of the more profound 
argument on basic principles. Hellene's next point 
is that the State is behind the donations, and he 
pictures the donators as merely doing what the 
nation should have done in default of them, Pellenc 
then applies the same logic to the extra property
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acquired by the clergy, using the revenues and 
profits from the endowments. He expresses it in 
this way: "le mandataire ne pouvant acquérir que 
par son mandant." The "mandant" is the "fonda
teur" (himself usurping the functions of the State 
by his gifts); the clergy are the "mandataire" of 
the "fondateur": if they violate their mandate, 
this does not give them any more real right than 
that which they have in the original gift,
Pellenc*s next argument is one of expediency: he 
describes how the Church-is dependent upon the 
safety and prosperity of the State. He begins by 
remarking that : "quoique le sacerdoce ne soit 
point uni à l'empire" (i.e. the priest is not a 
civil servant), "la religion doit cependant se 
confondre avec lui" (i.e. "l'empire"). And the 
reason for this unity is the interdependence of 
one upon the other. We may be sure, however, 
that in this instance, more is made of that, the 
dependence of the Church upon the State, than the 
other way round. In fact, Pellenc seems to take 
a morbid delight in foreseeing how the calamities
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which may overtake the State would inevitably also 
overtake the Church. He adds a sprinkling of re
ligious emotionalism and his picture: "Les grandes 
cal smites d'un peuple seraient-elles donc étrangères 
à ces ministres de paix et de charité, qui demand
ent tous les jours à l'Etre suprême de bénir un 
peuple fidèle?" And then he becomes more fearsome: 
"Respecterait-on- ses prétendus propriétés" (i.e. 
those of clergy), "si toutes les autres devaient

’ r
être violées?" Pellenc next makes further analo
gies - this time with navies, which do not approp
riate to themselves ships made for the defence of the 
entire State; and armies, which hand over their con
quests to the community. Why should the Church alone 
keep its acquisitions for it self 1 The actueil word
ing of his question seems to imply a charge of venal
ity against the clergy: "Serait-il vrai, du clergé 
seul, que des conquêtes faites par sa piété sur 
celle des fidèles doivent lui appartenir ... au 
lieu de faire partie du domaine indivisible de 
l'Etat?"

Pellenc now brings the matter into the
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domain of the new Constitution of France, moral 
principles, and the political economy. His argu
ment on the first head is somewhat obscure: by 
nominating ecclesiastical officers (bishops, and 
so on), the Government is actually handing over 
the property which at present goes with these 
offices to its nominees: and this is a potent means 
of bribery and corruption. He next pays passing 
homage to religion and public morality: "ces deux 
bienfaitrices du genre h u m a i n . This is simply 
in order to put forward the argument that the 
State, by taking over the payment of salaries to 
the Clergy, can even cut out inequalities, and so 
put an end to the luxury and licence of the higher 
clergy. His attitude to this latter class of men 
is highly sarcastic, and this is revealed in two 
very telling antitheses: he refers to the "luxe 
de ceux qui ne sont pas les dispensateurs des 
biens des pauvres". and to the "licence de ceux

/  yque la religion et la société présentent aux 
peuples comme un exemple toujours vivant de la 
pureté des moeurs." Pellenc further argues that

(1) Ibid., p. 609, col. 2.
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this is done in neighbouring countries with no detri
ment to the morality and devotion of the ministers 
of religion. It is very probable that he has 
Switzerland in mind. This argument is put in the 
form of a series of indirect questions to those who 
still persist in the opposite view, and moves in a 
crescendo to its climax in the final question: "si 
leurs moeurs" (i.e. those of clergy of neighbouring 
countries) "sont moins pures, leurs lumières moins 
étendues, leur influence sur le peuple moins active, 
je dirais presque moins bienfaisant et salutaire." 
The repetition and accumulation both aid the general 
effect.

Before concluding, Pellenc pays tribute 
to "notre religion sainte" and "nos divins pré
ceptes." His aim is to pass the entire proposal 
off as a true practical measure! Religion itself, 
he declares, is not at stake: "je ne parle que des 
hommes; je ne considère les officiers du culte que 
dans leur rapport avec la société civile"; in 
other words, the efficiency of the function of the 
clergy is not diminished by the withdrawal of
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church property. He inserts a word of flattery to 
the clergy present: "l'élite du clergé de France," 
and gives warm praise to "ces pasteurs citoyens 
qui nous ont secondés par tant d'efforts, qui 
nous ont édifiés par tant de sacrifices.." He 
also takes this opportunity of asserting the pur
ity of his own intentions: "je suis bien assuré
que nulle fausse interprétation ne pervertira mes 
intentions ni mes sentiments."

Pellenc now reaches his conclusion. He 
begins by announcing a recapitulation of what he 
has said: but, in fact, he produces a curious 
series of disavowals. He states, first, that his

-h 4object has not been either to deprive the clergy 
of its property or to set it up for purchase by 
other people. He repudiates also the idea that 
the State should pay its debts with clerical pro
perty, and asserts at the same time that the
State -should be responsible for public worship, 
and so on: "puisqu'il n'y a pas de dette plus 
sacrée que les frais du culte, 1'entretien des 
temples et les aumônes des pauvres." He further
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denies having suggested that the administration of 
Church property should be taken out of the hands 
of the clergy and civil functionaries trusted to 
administer it. Pellenc supports this point with a 
well-beLanced antithesis: "Eh! quel intérêt aurions- 
nous à substituer les agents du fisc à des économes 
fidèles, et à des mains toujours pures des mains si 
souvent suspectes?" This eulogistic attitude con
trasts strangely with the abuse that has poured 
from Pellenc's lips - or rather, pen — in the- 
course of this speech. We can only assume that 
either he is v/ishing to take back some of his more 
extreme and ,revolutionary proposals, or else - 
and this is more likely - he is attempting to 
soothe those whom he has provoked before submit
ting his proposal to the votes of the Assembly.*
He does not fail, however, to reassert his essen
tial principle: "toute nation est seule et verit
able propriétaire des biens de son clergé." v̂.: . 
He explains what his supposedly lofty.motives 
have been: "Je ne vous ai demandé que de consacrer 
ce principe, parce que ce sont les erreurs ou les
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vérités qui perdent ou qui sauvent les nations.'*
(Ibid). But to these elevated sentiments he adds 
a final sentence, which is also a sop: there is 
to be a clause in his bill assuring a minimum 
stipend for "curés*"

This speech cannot, in all honesty, be 
qualified as great oratory. It is fairly pompous, 
with emotional and rhetorical effects sprinkled 
here and there. It is, however, a fairly close 
piece of reasoning - a compound of judicial and 
political argument according to the Revolutionary 
"idées reçues." Behind it there appears to be 
the domination of Rousseau's principles: the 
nation as sovereign, expressing the "General 
Will" in the form of law. The General Will is 
supreme and infallible, and the Sovereign has the 
right to make what laws it thinks fit, including 
the laws of property. Like Rousseau, Pellenc is 
keen oh reconciling two basically incompatible 
principles: the sacredness of private property, 
and, at the same time, the dependence of property 
on the will of the sovereign. Basically, all
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property belongs to the nation, which can lay down 
the terms on which it can be held privately. Thus, 
in laying down and insisting upon the above- 
mentioned principles, Pellenc is not fundamentally 
consistent. For example, he initially repudiates 
the idea of arguing from the point of view of ex
pedience, but he nevertheless eventually leads up 
to the argument of public utility. Again, he 
makes what seem to be incomprehensible disavowals 
of much of what he has said in his last few para
graphs.

Perhaps the most important speeches in 
which Pellenc had a hand were those of May 1790 on 
the right of declaring war and p e a c e . B u t  Rey- 
baz also collaborated in the motion, and Stern 
asserts that Mirabeau, too, contributed to the 
s p e e c h . P e l l e n c  also made himself useful to 
Mirabeau by collecting material and v/riting up 
the factual parts of certain speeches, such as 
those on Marseilles and the division of the king-

(1) See Chapter V, pp. ; Chapter VI, p. 14.06-7.
(2) S T E R N :  Op. Cit., p. 193-
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dom. The speech of 3 November 1789 on the latter 
subject shows a remarkable preoccupation with 
practicalities - remarkable because all the other 
speakers were concerned with abstract geometrical 
theories. But this realistic bent is visible in 
many of Mirabeau*s speeches, and cannot be attri
buted to Pellenc, who was Mirabeau*s servant, not 
his equal. Pellenc had considerable powers of 
expression, though, as we have seen above, his 
oratory is not spectacular, but he only wrote 
what he was told to write - he expressed Mirabeau*e 
opinions, not his own. Thus he played rather a 
different role from the Genevan collaborators, 
who not only composed speeches putting forward 
their own notions, but actually helped Mirabeau 
to form an opinion on many subjects. Thus Pellenc 
was an extremely useful collaborator, but only 
a minor one.
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The Abbé Lamourette, as we have seen,
provided some of Mirabeau*s later speeches. The most
important was that on the Civil Constitution of the
Clergy, delivered by Mirabeau on 26 November 1790,
and the subsequent address to the nation on that sub-

(2)ject, read to the Assembly on 14 January, 179I.
From the start, the tone of the speech of 

November 1790 is rousing, provocative. We can well 
imagine how Mirabeau must have sounded the battle- 
cry of the opening sentence. Picturing on all sides 
the enemies of public freedom, he declares: "je me 
lève en ce moment pour vous conjurer, au nom de la 
patrie, de soutenir, de toute la force dont la 
nation vous a revêtus, cette r e l i g i o n . Al
ready he has invoked the authority of "la liberté 
publique," "la patrie", and "la nation," in his 
bid to save religion, which he vividly paints as 
"menacée par ses propres ministres", categorically 
adding; "et qui ne chancela jamais que sous les

’1) Chapter VI, p. W-11+ -6 .
,2) See Chapter V, pp.sa.3 , ?>2.« ; Chapter VI, p.3) "Archives Parlementaires", Vol. XXI, p. 10, col. 1.
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coups dont 1*orgueil et le fanatisme des prêtres 
l'ont trop souvent outrag^ée."

Without further delay, Lamourette launches 
into his attack on the bishops* "Exposition." He 
begins, most effectively, by demanding indignantly: 
"Quelle est ... cette "Exposition" qui veut... 
susciter de nouvelles interruptions à vos travaux 
et de nouvelles inquiétudes aux bons citoyens?"
The question thus thrown out, Lamourette takes up 
his pose as fearless antagonist of the hypocritical 
clergy: "Ne balançons pas à le dire. Messieurs...," 
and then produces his abusive reply to the question: 
"c*est encore ici la ruse d*une hypocrisie qui cache, 
sous le masque de la piété et de la bonne foi, le 
punissable dessein de tromper la religion publique 
et d*égarer le jugement du peuple." There is a 
certain effect in the personification here, but the 
vituperation loses some of its force in the next 
sentence which is embarrassed and intricate;
Lamourette pursues his onslaught with increasing 
ferocity, but he varies his tactics. Now it is the
turn of biting sarcasm: "Non, Messieurs, ce qu*on

/veut n*est pas que vous apportiez des temperaments
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et des modifications à ce que vous avez statué...; 
mais que vous cessiez d*être sages, que vous re
nonciez à toute justice.,.;" and the sarcasm here 
is rendered the more trenchant by the accumulation 
of phrases: "qu*après avoir réglé le dehors de la 
religion, vous en attaquiez le fond; que vous 
fouliez aux pieds la foi de vos pères, que vous 
anéantissiez un culte dont vous avez lié la des
tinée à celle de 1'Empire..." And this accumula
tion of clichés works up to the climax, in which 
Lamourette interprets assertively and maliciously 
the purpose of this desire of the clergy: "afin 
que votre chute dans 1*impiété vous imprime un 
caractère odieux, et semble intéresser la piété 
des peuples à la dispersion des législateurs de 
qui la France attendait sa régénération." Here 
again is re-echoed that note of indignation that 
the legislators of the great France of the future 
should be thus insulted. It must have been effect
ive, since it appealed to the natural pride of the 
deputies in their position.

Lamourette now actually names those whom 
he has been deriding under the veil of allegorical
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figures, but he names them collectively, and, it would 
seem, contemptuously: "le sacerdoce français." He 
attacks them now on a different score: even admitting 
that this collective body owed it to religion and 
their conscience to protest, was it necessary for such 
protests to be drafted by bishop-deputies of the 
National Assembly? A further question lifts the sub
ject on to what the deputies must have considered a 
higher, abstract plain: "Pourquoi faut-il que ce soit 
du fond de ce sanctuaire même de la loi, qu*il 
s*élève des voix pour la ruine de la loi?" The 
antithesis is effective. A fourth rhetorical ques
tion, which we quote in full on account of its 
characteristic double rhythm, completes the series:
"N*était-ce pas là une commission délicate et ter
rible, dont la prudence voulait qu*on choisit les 
instruments au dehors du Corps législatif, et dans 
une classe d*hommes libres des ménagements et des 
bienséances que la nation impose aux dépositaires 
de sa confiance et de son a u t o r i t é ? Not only

(1) Ibid, p. 10, col. 2;
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the rhythm, however, but the ideas embodied in this 
sentence, and the manner in which they are expressed, 
are typical of the eloquence of the Constituent 
Assembly. "Terrible" is about the most common ad
jective, and its antithetical juxtaposition to "déli
cate" is a conventional, and not ineffective, 
rhetorical device. The Assembly's status as de
pository of the nation's confidence and authority 
was likewise a concept never far from the surface 
of the deputies' minds. Lamourette did well to 
make capital out of this, relating the action of 
the bishops to their position as deputies.

The tone of these foregoing questions is 
one of surprised indignation. The answer is the 
most cutting accusation: "Ce ténébreux phénomène 
ne s'explique. Messieurs, que par la détermination 
prise depuis longtemps de faire hair des persé
cuteurs du Christianisme dans les fondateurs de 
la liberté et de réveiller contre vous l'ancien 
et infernal génie des fureurs sacrées." It is the 
same accusation as before with the additional ref
erence to religious wars. Lamourette quickly in
terjects a gibre at the clergy for using their
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position to hoodwink the people: "Leur caractère pub
lic donne du poids à leurs calomnies", and then re
turns to elaborate upon his interpretation of the 
bishops* motives: it was desirable that the movers
of such an intrigue should be taken from among the 
spectators and fellow-labourers of the Assembly, he 
explains, using a questionable metaphor, "pour irâ  
primer au ressort contre-révolutionnaire une teinte 
constitutionnelle et nationale." Lamourette des
cribes the consequences of all this and works up 
to a rather grotesque image at the end: "II résulte 
de là un signal solennel de scission qui ranime 
toutes les espérances, et qui, sans les vertus per
sonnelles du prince que vous avez appelé le restau
rateur de la liberté française, promettait, au des
potisme abattu, des forces pour briser son tombeau, 
et pour redresser son trône sur les cadavres des 
hommes échappés à ses fers." The qualification of 
the bishops' "Exposition" as "un signal solennel 
de scission" must have produced a forceful effect 
upon the Assembly. The mere suggestion of division 
would recall the passions roused in the early de
bates on the reunion of the three orders, and warn-
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ings against schism are not infrequent. The allitera
tion looks excessive in cold print, but the reiterated 
sibilants would have made just the right impression 
upon the ear. Despotism was commonly personified by 
the revolutionary orators, but this is a particularly 
ugly example. This fearful portrayal of imminent 
danger is alleviated by the saving clause about the 
virtuous prince. It is only a passing reference, but 
since Mirabeau was obliged to create and build up a 
picture of Louis XVI as an excellent monarch, this 
was opportune moment for adding a quick stroke.

After this preliminary attack on the bishops 
and their action in publishing this "Exposition", 
Lamourette launches into anti-Papal recrimination, 
continuing at the same time to attribute double 
motives to the Bishops signing the manifesto. He 
points to the conclusion of the "Exposition" as a 
proof of their hypocrisy - ".... ce caractère faux 
et perfide qu'on s'est vainement efforcé de couvrir 
de tous les voiles d'une raison modérée, et d'une 
religion sage et tranquille.,.." For, in this con
clusion, the bishops have stated their intention to
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await the Pope's reply to their missive. Have the 
clergy not forestalled this very reply by their 
tract? he asks mockingly. Have they not set them
selves up as "les précurseurs du conseil de Rome" 
and anticipated that it will "armer la France cath
olique contre la France libreJ" Underneath all 
this rhetoric it is easy to see that Lamourette, 
in opposing "la France catholique" (i.e. Roman) 
to "la France libre," is angry at the clergy for 
trying to preserve the independence of the Church,
He now goes on to suggest that they have in fact 
by the very publication of the "Exposition", dic
tated to the Pope the reply he is to make. Was not 
all this a proof of "la connivence établie entre le 
clergé français et le clergé romain?" Was not their 
purpose to promote schism by claiming as a motive 
the prevention of it: "combiner des manoeuvres de 
contre-révolution, et déconcerter, par la perspect
ive sinistre d'un schisme, la force qui nous a 
soutenus jusqu'ici contre tant d'orages?" To give 
substance to these accusations, Lamourette quotes 
at length from the "Exposition," Cleverly, he has 
prefaced this passage with the foregoing accumulation
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of condemnatory remarks, so that its interpretation 
is prejudiced. If viewed objectively, it is quite 
harmless, expressing the clergy's intention to use 
"tous les moyens de sagesse et de charité, pour 
prévenir les troubles..." Having cited this as a 
terrible threat to the nation, Lamourette breaks 
into appropriate exclamations of horror and indig
nation: "Et ce sont des représentants des Français 
qui tiennent à leurs commetVants ce langage menaçant 
et séditieux!" And, in similar vein: "Et ce sont 
les ministres du Dieu de la paix, les pasteurs des 
hommes qui soufflent l'esprit de discorde et de 
révolte parmi leurs troupeaux!" Again Lamourette 
is making much of the contrast between the position 
of the bishops, first as deputies, and then as 
pastors, and their supposedly seditious actions;
We may observe the empty pseudo-religious sentiment 
of the second exclamation, so very typical of the 
period.

But Lamourette is not content to end here. 
Indignant exclamations are followed by a further 
violent denunciation of the bishops. All this is
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done v/ith the same "emphase," the same prodigality 
of extravagant epithets which in fact are directed 
more against the persons involved than against the 
considerations they are putting forward: "Jamais 
1'incrédulité systématique n'ourdit de manoeuvres, 
ni si dangereuses, ni si profondément destructives 
de tous les principes du christianisme. Aucun impie 
n'a tenté la ruine, en lui incorporant les intérêts 
et les passions les plus incompatibles avec la 
durée de son règne, et en semant dans son sein tous 
les germes d'une inquiétude et d'une fermentation 
si incurable, que, pour le voir s'évanouir et se 
perdre dans les gouffres du temps, il n'y ait plus 
qu'à 1'abandonner à sa propre destinée." Such are 
the bishops of the National Assembly, concludes 
Lamourette. They are determined to ruin even re
ligion in order to avenge themselves: "Ils sont 
résolus à lui faire courir (à la religion) tous 
'les hasards de ce choc terrible, et à la voir 
s'écrouler sur ses antiques et augustes fondements, 
pourvu qu'en tombant, elle enveloppe dans ses 
ruines vos lois et la liberté!
(l) Ibid., p. 11, col. 1.
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This violent denunciation now gives way to 
a less emotional consideration of some of the argu
ments put forward in the "Exposition". First, an ob
jection had been voiced that the Civil Constitution 
of the Clergy restricted the jurisdiction and the 
power that the Church had exercised even under the
pagan emperors. Lamourette turns this to advantage.

 ̂ 1%Intentionally mi^liÿterpreting the bishops* reference 
to the persecution of the Church by the Roman em
perors as an invitation to the national Assembly to 
bring the Church back to the status she then held, 
he paints a detailed and sentimental picture of the 
Church in those times, dwelling especially on her 
lack of temporal power, and concluding that the Clergy 
under the emperors would have been only too thrilled 
by the prospects now held out to the French clergy 
by the National Assembly. Although such worldly 
logic should not have appealed to the clergy-deputles, 
who should have, and presumably did, perceive that 
the tyranny of the French revolutionary government 
was far more subtle and dangerous than that of cruel 
Roman emperors, the vision of the Church*s new and 
greater influence may well have won over any deputies
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who were uncertain about the Assembly's intrusion 
into ecclesiastical affairs. Lamourette*s tactics 
merit closer attention. Throughout this long pass
age lurks a hint of mock surprise that the Bishops 
could have preferred the persecuting regime to pres
ent advantageous conditions. The sarcasm is most 
marked at the beginning, when, as we have seen, 
Lamourette misinterprets the bishops* reference to 
the pagan rulers as a plea to the Assembly to "ramen
er la religion à 1*existence qu*elle avait sous le 
gouvernement des anciens Césars,” and this he fur
ther qualified with biting sarcasm; "et .... la de-
.'.-V t.. . . .  ,

pouiller de toute correspondance et de toute relation 
avec le regime de 1*Empire?" Lamourette then des
cribes the position of the Church in those times.
The State had no interest in incorporating the Church 
into itself, since the Church had no point of con- 
tact with the civil administration. Lamourette 
paints quite a vivid picture of the Clergy in those 
days: "Le sacerdoce entièrement détaché du ré^gime 
social, et dans son état de nullité politique, 
pouvait, du sein des cavernes où il avait construit
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les sanctuaires, dilater et rétrécir, au gré de ses 
opinions religieuses, le cercle de ses droits spirit
uels et de ses dépendances hiérarchiques." He points 
out the enormous frustrations of those times and de
clares emphatically: "Alors, Messieurs, la religion 
n'était que soufferte." And he describes the very 
limited desires of the clergy - they simply asked to 
be let alone: "Alors les pontifes bénissaient les 
puissances de laisser reposer le glaive qui avait 
immolé tant de pasteurs vénérables, et de regarder 
les modestes organes de l'Evangile avec bienveill
ance, ou même sans colère." The language is quite 
poetic, and Lamourette successfully evokes our sym
pathy and respect for the austere and frugal lives 
of the hard-working pastors. The emphatic repetition 
of "alors" prepares the audience for an impending 
contrast. Lamourette thus breaks in most effect
ively upon his description: "Concevez-vous,
Messieurs, quels eussent été les transports de ces 
hommes.,,., si la puissance romaine eût ménagé... 
à la religion, le triomphe que lui assurent 
aujourd'hui les législateurs de la France?" This
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assumption is vital to Lamourette*s next point (though, 
in fact, it is questionable whether the austere priests 
he has conjured up would have been prepared to com
promise themselves in the Revolution). We have reached 
the crux of the matter. After this view of ecclesias
tical history, it seems incredible that the bishops 
should not make use of the advantages at present 
offered to them by the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, 
Lamourette lavishly details these advantages: "c'est 
à ce moment .... où vous" (i.e. the Assembly) "con
sacrez à la perpétuité de son règne et de son culte la 
plus solide portion de la substance de l'Etat: c'est 
ce moment.... où, plantant le signe auguste du 
christianisme sur la cime de tous les départements de 
la France, vous confessez, à la face de toutes les 
nations et de tous les siècles, que Dieu est aussi 
nécessaire qu^a liberté au peuple français..." And 
having provided these proofs that the French National 
Assembly has the Christian religion so much at heart, 
he proceeds vigorously to castigate the bishops for 
having denounced them as its persecutors: "o'est ce 
moment que nos évêques ont choisi pour vous dénoncer 
comme violateurs des droits de la religion, pour vous
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prêter le caractère des anciens persécuteurs du 
christianisme, pour vous imputer, par conséquent, 
le crime d'avoir voulu tarir la dernière ressource 
de l'ordre public et éteindre le dernier espoir de 
la vertu malheureuse!" This is quite an effective 
period v;ith its syntactic accumulations, its re
sumption of the essential clause with a slight 
modification, and the rather sanctimonious peri
phrasis of the conclusion. On the surface the argu
ment appears to be not altogether specious, but it 
has no real substance, since Lamourette has mis
understood the essentially spiritual character of 
the Church. Furthermore, his religion, and indeed 
Mirabeau's is mere pretence, a "doke of malicious
ness" and this is demonstrated by the sham religious 
s^timentality that characterises much of this 
speech, and, above all, by that most revealing dec
laration that God was as necessary to the French 
nation as liberty: Liberty obviously took precedence
The sheep's clothing, however, might be expected to 
convince those wavering on the brink, for the picture 
of what might be the influence of the Church is 
powerfully drawn, and the bishops, in consequence,
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appear shortsighted and malicious.
Lamourette next proceeds to discuss another 

major objection made by the bishop-deputies to the 
Civil Constitution of the Clergy, namely the popular 
election of bishops. This objection must have been 
made with similar malevolent intentions, he declares, 
and so ushers in a long and violent denunciation of 
the venality of the French episcopacy. And this sub
ject gives him a fine opportunity for launching a 
new series of periods, built mainly upon antithesis, 
and using to good effect the device of preterition.
The whole is replete with denunciatory cliches, and 
high-sounding "mots nobles": "Je ne veux pas remuer 
ici cette source impure qui a si longtemps infecté 
l'Eglise de France de sa corruption profonde, ni re
tracer cette iniquité publique et scandaleuse, qui 
repoussait, loin des dignités du sanctuaire, la por
tion saine et laborieuse de l'ordre ecclésiastique, 
qui faisait ruisseler, dans le sein de 1'oisiveté 
et de 1'ignorance, tous les trésors de la religion 
et des pauvres, et qui couronnait de la tiare sacrée 
des fronts couverts du mépris public et flétris de 
1'empreinte de tous les vices." Lamourette ends ail
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this with a metaphor drawn from the Gospel: the Bish
ops are pictured as the wolves entering the sheepfold 
by the wrong door, Lamourette concludes by refusing 
them the power to condemn a law (namely, the Civil 
Constitution of the Clergy) which designates as their 
successors those who will be held in public esteem 
(because they have been elected by the people),

Lamourette continues to embroider this theme. 
He rejects with indignation the clergy's plea that they 
themselves should control the choice of bishops: after 
all, under the old order, they had very little say in 
the matter - on the contrary: "un Ministre, vendu aux 
volontés et aux caprices de ce qu'il y eut jamais de 
plus pervers et de plus dissolu autour du trône, dis
tribuait, en mercenaire, les honneurs et les richesses 
de l'Eglise de France, au commandement des mêmes op
presseurs qui se jouaient des larmes du peuple, et 
qui trafiquaient impunément du bonheur et du^alheur 
des hommes!" After this display of "sensiblerie," 
Lamourette demands why the clergy did not issue comr- 
plaints against this patent abuse? And this question 
he answers with a fresh onslaught on the motives of
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the protesting clergy: They do not really want justice 
and order: "On n'est irrité que de la force de la 
digue que vous avez opposée au torrent des passions 
sacerdotales," The metaphor is expressive, Lamour
ette adds further accusations, implicating the clergy 
in plots to ruin the new Constitution, and bring about 
a religious war. He queries whether this objection 
has been made in good faith, but ends on a more opti
mistic note, holding out a vision of what might result 
from co-operation by the clergy. Pointing out that 
the influence of the clergy in days of old sprang from 
"le respect et confiance du peuple" he addresses those 
present: "Vous savez, prélats qui m'entendez, vous 
savez qu'il ne tient qu'à vous de vous faire adorer 
des hommes et de devenir les oracles de tous leurs 
conseils," And, finally, he exhorts them: "Ressemblez 
à vos anciens prédécesseurs, et vous verrez bientôt 
le peuple ressembler aux anciens fidèles et ne 
vouloir.rien faire sans ses pasteurs,"

Lamourette now reverses his tactics. So far, 
he has voiced his objections to the "Exposition"

(1) Ibid,, p, 12, col, 1,
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mainly by pouring contempt and abuse upon its authors. 
He considers that he should now direct the Assembly's 
attention to "le fond de la question considérée en 
elle-même, " because some genuine religious doubts ma.y 
be entailed. Hé is obliged further to explain his 
changed attitude: "autant nous devons de sévérité à 
l'esprit de mécontentement et de murmure, autant nous 
devons de patience, de discussion et d'exhortation 
aux doutes des âmes timorées." This effectively 
gives an impression of sincere concern for the timor
ous, at the same time putting the foregoing diatribes 
in the light of righteous indignation. Lamourette 
states the clergy's argument that the Assembly could 
not alter the demarcation of ecclesiastical diocese^ 
as it had reorganized France into the new departmental 
system, without the agreement of the spiritual powers. 
It had no power to curtail or extend the jurisdiction 
of bishops, who would have to be reinstituted in order 
to continue their functions. Before replying to this 
argument, Lamourette makes, on Mirabeau's behalf, an 
interesting confession: "J'avouerai volontiers que la 
théologie n'entra jamais dans le plan de mes études."
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He thinks fit, however, to pla.ce a corrective in Mira- 
beau's mouth: "mais .... j'ai eu quelques entretiens 
avec des ecclésiastiques instruits et d'une raison 
exacte et profonde." Thus does Lamourette describe 
himselfî The necessity of making this frank avowal 
is obvious. Everyone was aware that Mirabeau had no 
religion in him, and it might well be asked by what 
right he ventured on to such dangerous ground. The 
authority of some well-informed priests was quite 
respectable, and Mirabeau*s very candour must have 
prejudiced the Assembly in his favour.

Lamourette now proceeds to his discussion 
of the demarcation of dioceses. He goes straight to 
the heart of the question, realizing that the entire 
character and function of the episcopacy is the point 
at issue. He presents episcopal jurisdiction as 
purely spiritual and hence territorially unlimited.
In order to suppbrt this view, he dares (base hypo
crite! ) to cite the Nev/ Testament account of the 
original sending forth of the Apostles to the whole 
world, at the same time quoting a garbled mixture 
of phrases from the Gospels of St. Mark and St. John.
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This, he alleges, proves that the Ministry of a bishop 
is universal; in the two subsequent paragraphs he 
demonstrates how the demarcation of diocese^was a 
later, practical institution, and infers from this 
that such demarcations can be altered with impunity. 
This is, to say the least, a far-fetched inference. 
Lamourette's line of reasoning is by no means irrefut
able. The original mission of Apostles can scarcely 
be adduced to prove that the ministry of a Bishop 
was universal - evidence suggests, on the contrary, 
that Apostles placed bishops as shepherds over certain 
parts of the Church. Moreover, even if the rule of a 
bishop were universal, and not limited to a diocese, 
this would not give the French National Assembly the 
right to interfere in ecclesiastical government. The 
biblical quotations used have an important role. Al
though, in this instance, they were unlikely to im
press the Clergy, the less well-informed deputies may 
have been glad to find a scriptural alibi for their 
questionable proceedings.

Evidently Lamourette felt it necessary to 
meet the objection that the Pope was (territorially)
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the head of all Christendom. He takes his stand on 
the term "primauté" as against "suprématie" (a 
Gallican contention), and denies any special attri
bution to the Pope on the grounds that the latter 
receives no special ordination: "la papauté n'est 
point ion ordre hiérarchique: on n'est pas ordonné 
ni sacré pape." He explains that a special ordina
tion would be needed to impose the higher kind of 
priesthood required for a wider spiritual juris
diction, and concludes that the Pope's primacy is 
merely exterior, and provides a rallying point for 
the bishops. In support of this, he adduces, al
most inevitably, the primacy of St. Peter, which 
he says gave him no power which the other Apostles 
did not.possess. He ends by describing his argument, 
implicitly contrasting it with those of the clergy:
"II n'y a là. Messieurs, ni subtilités, ni sophis
mes, et tout exp±it droit et non prévenu est juge 
compétent de l'évidence de cette théorie." The . 
argument is, of course, basically an "a priori" 
rather than an historical argument, but a footnote 
in the "Courrier de Provence" makes a determined
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effort to support the contention by textual evidence.
But this attempt to answer the "Exposition" 

by a reasoned argument is relatively short. Lamour
ette soon falls back upon the easier method of vitu
peration. And so he now launches a violent attack on 
the authors of the manifesto - so violent that one 
can legitimately feel that he is deliberately adding 
fuel to the flame and inciting the Assembly to go too 
far. He begins grandiloquently, accusing the Clergy 
of sectarian and anti-Revolutionary activities.
Then, in an inflammatory and very rhetorical period, 
with a plethora of emphatic or ironic terms and many 
alliterations, he points to them as authors of 
counter-revolutionary pamphlets: "Ce sont des prêtres 
qui rédigent et qui font circuler les feuilles les 
plus fécondes en explosions frénétiques contre vos 
travaux..." He goes on to implicate the entire body 
of the Higher Clergy in machinations against the 
Revolution, "ces prêtres," he declares, "sont 
soutenus de toute la prélature aristocratique..,."
The very use of the collective term "prélature" indi
cates the contempt in which this entire class of men
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is held, and the hatred is further accentuated by the 
epithet "aristocratique." He next describes scorn
fully, and at the same time very cleverly, the kind 
of support that is being given. In three incisive 
phrases he tells the Assembly how these rebellious 
priests are being praised for their apofetolic zeal 
and heroism, and honoured as "les réclamâteurs im
perturbables des droits de Dieu et des rois;" and 
thirdly perhaps the most damaging remark: "on les 
encense, on les canonise comme les Ambroises et les 
Athanases de leur siècle..." The climax follows, 
full of biting scorn: "il ne leur manque que de 
mourir victimes de leur fanatisme et de leurs trans
ports séditieux, pour rece^voir les couronnes de 
l'apothéose, et pour obtenir la gloire d'être in
scrits sur le tableau des martyrs de la religion."

But, having thus abused and ridiculed the 
clergy, Lamourette is sufficiently brazen to ad
dress them to their face. Greater hypocrisy it 
would be hard to find: "Pontifes ...., à Dieu ne 
plaise que j'attire sur vous ni sur vos collègues 
dispersés dans leurs églises, des reproches qui
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vous compromettraient aux yeux d'un peuple dont le 
respect et la confiance sont nécessaires au succès 
de vos augustes fonctions." This last phrase is 
as good as a threat, and the whole sentence forms 
yet another preterition, for Lamourette now accuses 
the Assembly Clergy either of attacking liberty 
directly, or of keeping silence. He first points 
out that their latest outburst, namely the "Ex-' 
position," made it impossible to believe that they 
did not support the pamphlets which painted the Re
volution as anti-Christian. This supposition is, 
of course, perfectly reasonable; but the subsequent 
observations’ manifest the seeds of that injustice 
which characterized the Reign of Terror. Consci
entious objectors were not allowed: "Et quand vous 
vous seriez bornés au silence de la neutralité et 
de 1 'insouciance, ce silence n'eût-il pas déjà^'été 
lui-même un scandale p u b l i c ? L a m o u r e t t e  quickly 
tries to put this in an acceptable light by explain
ing: "Des premiers pasteurs peuvent-ils sè taire 
dans ces grandes crises où le peuple a un si pressant

(1) Ibid., p. 13, col. 2;
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besoin djentendre la voix de ses guides et de recevoir 
de leur bouche des conseils de paiop et de sagesse?" 
But, more than this, Lamourette considers that it is 
the' Church's duty to go in for pro-Revolutionary 
propaganda and he reproaches the clergy for failing 
to preach patriotic virtues and obedience to the 
Revolution! His manner of doing this is quite skil
ful: he snatches upon the notion of a public scandal 
- what political orator does not? - and elaborates 
in a pretentious and rhetorical manner: "Oui, j'étais 
déjà profondément scandalisé de ne pas voir l'épis- 
copat français adresser à ses ouailles de fréquentes 
et fortes instructions pastorales sur les devoirs 
actuels des citoyens..." He goes so far as to sug
gest that the spirit of the Revolution found its 
sanction "dans les principes et dans les plus 
familiers éléments du christianisme." This may have 
been the sincere belief of some, but Lamourette, 
whose chief aim was to destroy his own order, and 
who had so far shown no particular love for the 
Christian religion in this speech, can scarcely have 
been putting this forward as a serious proposition.
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Several times repeating the phrase "j'étais.... 
scandalisé," Lamourette accumulates a considerable 
number of the so-called crimes of the Clergy. The 
language is unremarkable, containing such hackneyed 
metaphors as "la résurrection de l'ancien despot
isme," but the very accumulation and the reiterated 
notion of scandal gives what he is saying a certain 
force. He effectively breaks off: "Je m'arrête 
pour éviter des inductions trop fâcheuses."

Lamourette then makes a renewed and more 
urgent appeal to the clergy: "Prélats et pasteurs, 
je ne possède pas plus qu'un autre le don de pro
phétie." This is a rhetorical preface to a tyran
nical threat. He first poses a question, malicious
ly mocking: "Or, savez-vous ce qui arrivera si les 
âmes ecclésiastiques, persévérant à se former à 
l'esprit de la liberté, viennent enfin à faire 
désespérer de leur convention à la Constitution...?" 
Lamourette supplies his own prophetic answer: 
"L'indignation publique, montée à son comble, ne 
pourra plus souffrir que la conduite des hommes 
demeure confiée aux ennemis de leur prospérité^.."
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He warns of the consequences: a violent bill will come 
to appear reasonable. . That
was a necessary preparation for the menacing assertion 
to follow. Further preparation is made in a florid 
explanation of the aim of this terrible bill: "On 
proposera à l'Assemblée nationale, comme l&unique 
moyen de nettoyer le sein de la nation de tout l'ancien 
levain qui voudrait se refiltrer dans ses organes..,." 
This chaos of metaphor is perhaps indicative of Lamour
ette *s assumed hesitation in presenting such a fearful 
proposition. Eventually, he strikes the blow: "on 
proposera de décréter la vacance universelle des 
places ecclésiastiques...." The people would then 
elect pastors worthy of their confidence.

^Lamourette's next paragraph partakes of the 
character of blackmail: only those priests who resist 
the Revolution will lose their positions. His black
mail takes on a more positive quality as, character
istically foretelling the judgment of the incorrupt
ible multitude, he holds out rewards for the "patri
otic": "le peuple est juste, et son choix maintien
drait ceux de ses pasteurs qui auraient fait preuve
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de patriotisme, ou qui auraient réparé le scandale 
de leur résistance à la loi." The speaker himself 
now intervenes - and the declaration he makes must 
have had considerable force in Mirabeau*s mouth.'
He is quite blatantly hypocritical: "Le ciel et mon 
âme me sont témoins que personne ne souhaite plus 
sincèrement que moi, de voir nos évêques et nos 
curés prévenir le recours de l'Assemblée à ce moyen 
p é n i b l e . B u t  this pretended friendliness is 
the prelude to a menacing entreaty: Lamourette vir
tually says that, if they want to save themselves, 
they must give the Revolution the backing of religion. 
Furthermore, if the clergy do not co-operate, Mira
beau will be the first to fight them: "si jamais je 
perds l'espoir de voir les ministres du christianisme 
sortir du coupable silence dont ils s'enveloppent.... 
je serai aussi le plus ardent à solliciter l'appli
cation du remède sévère dont je viens de parler..." 
This can only be described as bullying. It is cer
tainly an unjust terrorization of a minority on ac
count of their opinions. So far from being liberty.

(1) Ibid., p. 14, col. 1
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it is tyranny of the worst kind: it happened under the 
Caesars, it happened in Hitler's Germany, it happens 
now behind the Iron Curtain. Some credit is due to 
the Constituent Assembly for having refused their con
sent to this outrageous speech.

In conclusion, Lamourette makes a few ob
servations relating to the articles he is about to ■ 
propose. These must have given additional provoca
tion to the Bishops. Lamourette first comments that 
the present Clergy (not elected by the people) has a 
dangerous power in being still able to recruit its 
own profession and to appoint to benefices. For the 
clergymen who conform to the Civil Constitution of 
the Clergy will lose their benefices and be replaced 
by fanatics and reactionaries. Confession, too, is 
a dangerous power in the hands of the Clergy as a 
means of anti-patriotic propaganda. There are too 
many ill-disposed confessors. The Assembly must 
look to the problem. One sentence merits quotation: 
"Tant que vous n'aurez pas trouvé dans"votre sagesse 
un moyen de faire agir ce ressort de la religion 
selon une détermination concentrique au mouvement du
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patriotisme et de la liberté, je ne saurais voir autre 
chose (sic), dans les tribunaux sacrés qu'une loi sans 
doute irréfragable et divine a érigés dans l'enceinte 
de nos temples, que les trônes d'une puissance adverse 
et cachée, qui ne croira jamais remplir sa destinée, 
qu'autant qu'elle fera servir ses invisibles res
sources à miner sourdement les fondements de la Con
stitution. To put it in brutally simple terms,
Lamourette seems to be proposing that ill-disposed 
priests should be dispossessed of their benefices; 
but he prefers to put it in more roundabout and mell
ifluous terms, with his new employment of grand peri
phrases - "tribunaux sacrés" for confessionals,
"Dans 1 'enceinte de nos temples" for "dans nos églises 
paroissiales", and "les trônes d'une puissance adverse 
et cachée" for the priest's seat behind the curtain 
of the confessional. This brings Lamourette to a 
final and more specific recommendation for the limit
ing of the number of the Clergy: the existing number 
is excessive and the Assembly should think of means 
whereby recruiting for the priesthood should be

(1) Ibid., p. 14, col. 2.
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drastically curtailed for the future.
To sum up, Laiiiourette's speech has been 

characterized by much illogical and inconsequent 
thinking. In quick succession he pours insult upon 
the clergy, and then v/oos them. The arguments he 
uses on theological points are of a very thin texture, 
and, indeed, he is not seriously attempting to oppose 
the clergy on logical grounds. He seeks rather to 
put them in bad odour, and employs any means within 
his reach - abuse, persuasion, threats. His langu
age is rhetorical and empty. Oratorical effect is 
not gained by the nobler means of striking vocabulary 
and soaring imagery, but by such common devices as 
repetition, and very frequently, accumulation. The 
speech was extravagantly violent, but it lacked the 
depth necessary to make it acceptable.

The subsequent address to the nation, 
which Mirabeau read to the Assembly on I4 January 
1791, was yet more violent. We have already stated 
its p u r p o r t a n d  the effect it had upon the As-

(1) Chapter V, p.
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sembly. Many of the arguments of the November speech 
are re-introduced and elaborated; the style is the 
same; but the vocabulary and the general tone are 
stronger. The two speeches comprise the whole of 
Lamourette*s contribution to Mirabeau*s oratory. It 
is not a particularly worthy contribution. As far 
as sentiment goes, there is a complete lack of moral 
scruple; the argument has no real value as an argu
ment; the style is notably inferior to that of the 
more regular collaborators.'
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As we have s e e n , t h e  one and only contri
bution by the Marquis de Casaux to Mirabeau*s oratory 
was a speech on the Royal Veto delivered on 1 Septem-

/ p \
ber 1789. In analysing this, we must remember 
tha^t, although the original speech was composed by 
Casaux, it was modified to a considerable extent by 
Dumont and Du Roveray, and, furthermore, that we have 
no precise account of Mirabeau*s improvisations in 
the course of delivery. We shall therefore not ex
pect to form as clear a picture of Casaux* style as
we might if the work were entirely his own, but we
should be able to perceive its basic tendencies,'
For the sake of simplicity, we shall refer through
out to Casaux as the author. The structure of the 
speech and the underlying argument are relatively 
simple. Casaux outlines the differences between 
the legislative and executive powers, and then dem
onstrates the need for an absolute royal veto, to 
ensure that the legislative power continued to rep-

1) Chapter VI, p. -4.
2) See Chapter V, p. kyS -
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resent the general will. He finally visualises the 
annual convocation of the legislative assembly as 
an effective brake upon the extravagances of the 
royal veto.

The Marquis begins his speech with a gen
eralisation about the fear that roy&l authority al
ways engenders. Somewhat extravagantly, he brings 
world history to his aid: "La marche uniforme qu*a 
suivie partout 1*autorité des rois n*a que trop en
seigné la nécessité de les s u r v e i l l e r . Inten
tionally exaggerating, he describes and sympathises 
with the fear of his audience, personifying it most 
dramatically: "Une secrète terreur nous éloigne, 
malgré nous, des moyens dont il faut armer le chef 
suprême de la nation  ___"

But this preamble is designed simply to 
put the-audience into an acquiescent mood by pander
ing to their feelings. Having done this, the Marquis 
immediately proceeds to his argument in favour of the 
royal veto. Sentiment gives place to logic. This 
change in tone is denoted by the introductory words:

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 536, col.l
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“Cependant, si l'on considère de sang-froid..."
From the outset, the monarchy is seen as based upon 
the sovereignty of the people; the monarch himself 
is presented as the protector of his people. The 
argument is now set out: it takes its rise in Rous
seau's concept of the two powers necessary to the 
body politic, the one willing - the legislative 
power; the other acting - the executive power.
Casaux adds here that, in a large nation, both of 
these powers are necessarily representative; the 
executive power, in particular, must be strong, and 
hence the need for “un chef unique et suprême." In 
order not to appear to under-value the legislative 
power, he hastens to assert that “L'une et l'autre 
de ces deux puissances sont également nécessaires, 
également chères à la nation...;" but he then dem̂ - 
onstrates how the executive power, since it acts 
directly upon the peuple, is in closer relation with 
it; and that it must therefore have the means of 
keeping the balance between people and legislature, 
and also of maintaining its position. "Ce moyen,"

(1) See ROUSSEAU: "Contrat Social", III, I: "Du 
Gouvernement en Général."



551.

CHAPTER VII: Casaux.

he declares, "existe dans le droit attribué au chef 
supreme de la nation, d'examiner les actes de la 
puissance législative, de leur donner ou de leur re
fuser le caractère sacré des lois." We may notice 
in passing this grandiose circumlocution for "roi": 
it occurs frequently.

That is De Casaux* basic argument. He ad
duces additional reasons, first making capital out 
of the idea that the legislative power, consisting 
of representatives in a large state, could become 
dangerously powerful - "une espèce d'aristocratie".
The suggestion was powerful, since an aristocracy of 
any kind was anathema to the Revolutionaries. In 
contrast, Casaux puts forward the notion of a part
nership between prince and people - "cette alliance 
naturelle et nécessaire entre le prince et le peuple 
contre 1'aristocratie." He succeeds in rendering 
this prospect quite attractive: "Si d'un côté la 
grandeur du prince depend de la prospérité du peuple, 
le bonheur du peuple repose principalement sur la 
puissance tutélaire du prince." The antithetical

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 538, col. 2
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form and the resonant alliteration seem to give sub
stance to this picture. Casaux stresses that the 
monarch does not exercise this power of veto for his 
own benefit - indeed, the royal sanction is not-the 
prerogative of the monarch, but the property of the 
people. This may sound far-fetched, but, as far as 
logic goes, it is a reasonable consequence of the 
idea of popular sovereignty. Besides, De Casaux* 
object was to mollify the Assembly's fears, and to 
make the royal veto an acceptable proposition. The 
French were accustomed to abstract logic of this ilk 
- Rousseau had used it - and were not likely to be 
antagonized by it, as an English Parliament almost 
certainly would be.

In order further to allay any fears,
Casaux here deals skilfully with the immediate issue 
of whether the royal power of veto could be applied 
to the Constitution itself. He begins pompously:
"J*ai supposé jusqu'ici un ordre de choses vers 
lequel nous marchons à grands pas..." But this 
State of affairs namely, a constituted and organized 
monarchy, had not yet been reached. Casaux makes a
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great show of frankness: !'je dois m*expliquer haute
ment", and then states clearly and ^iinply his belief 
that the people alone have the right to form their 
own Constitution.

Having stated his belief that the Royal 
Veto cannot operate over the elaboration of the Con
stitution itself, Casaux poses the question as to 
whether the Constitution, once created, should allow 
the veto in normal circumstances. He sets forth the 
one great objection that could be made, namely that 
a decision carefully taken by the National Assembly 
should prevail as an expression of the general will 
or general reason. The corollary of this is that^ 
if the executive power has the veto, it will be 
doubly dangerous, since it also commands the public 
forces, the army and the police. But Casaux refutes 
this objection, pointing out that, without the veto 
in the hands of the prince, the National Assembly 
could erect itself into an absolute power. In sup
port of this argument he quotes two prerogatives 
of the English Parliament thanks to which such an 
usurpation might be carried out - the Parliament 
could exclude all strangers, and forbid the
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publication of its debates. In this way, in the 
absence of the public, it could purge itself of 
opposing members and then do what it pleased. A 
veto, argues Casaux, would make this impossible.

He next demonstrates the similarity bet
ween the position of the Zing and that of the legis
lative power. The latter has a veto, he argues, so 
why should not the King? He explains the objection 
that is normally made to this, namely, that abuse of 
its veto by the legislative power could never have 
the disastrous effects that a King's misuse of his 
power could. Casaux replies to this, numbering his 
points. He first draws attention to the danger of 
the legislative assembly's prolonging its powers.
Thus, he suggests in parenthesis, did the Long Par
liament abolish the House of Lords and overturn 
political freedom in Great Britain. Might not the 
legislative assembly even appropriate to itself the 
executive's power to distribute honours and position? 
Secondly, Casaux points out that the veto results in 
nothing worse than inaction; thirdly, that it pre
vents bad laws; and fourthly, that the suppression 
of a good law is remedied by the annual convocation
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of the legislative assembly, and by the assembly's 
power to order the discontinuance of taxes and dis
banding of the army. Casaux demonstrates the vi
ability of these means by an hypothesis, and con
cludes: "Quel que soit le parti qu'adopte l'Assemblée, 
le prince, menacé de la paralysie du pouvoir exécu
tif,... n'a plus d'autre moyen que d'en appeler à son 
peuple en dissolvant 1 ' A s s e m b l é e . Naturally, the 
people's decision will be final.

Casaux then supposes the opposite situation, 
in which the King, deprived of the power of veto, 
would be obliged to sanction a bad law. The people 
might rise against such a law and wreak its vengeance 
on the Assembly itself. But v/orse might ensue: 
ministers might take advantage of the insurrection 
and absence of suppression by the National Assembly 
to seize despotic power. Casaux is appalled by this 
perspective, and peers forebodingly and somewhat 
eloquently into the future: "J'y vois le danger immi
nent....; j'y vois 1'incendie presque inévitable, et 
trop longtemps à craindre dans un Etat où une révo

(1) Ibid., p. 539, col. 2.
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lution si nécessaire, mais si rapide, a laissé des 
germes de division et de haine, que l'affermisse
ment de la Constitution peut seul étouffer". In 
all this Casaux is following a logical argument and 
is reasoning quite soundly, although rather unin- 
spiringly, and in such a way as not to ensure im
mediate comprehension and command immediate adherence.

Casaux now turns to consider in further 
detail the essential provisoes that he has already 
indicated, to wit the annual convocation of the 
legislative assembly, and the annual renewal of both 
taxes and the array. The permanence of the national 
Assembly is basic to his arguments in favour of the 
royal sanction, and this he aptly describes as "le 
rempart inexpregnable de la liberté politique."
Casaux then turns the issue into a practical one.'
This is typical of Mirabeau, or rather, of his col
laborators. The same insistence upon the practical 
side of the question is seen in Pellenc's speech on 
the redivision of France into "départements". Meta
physics and theory are put aside, and every problem 
is put into practical, everyday terms, and the great
ness of these composite orations lies partly in the
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fact that these practical views are given expression. 
Here, for example, Casaux adduces a practical reason 
for the annual convocation of the National Assembly, 
in addition to the theoretical one already given: it 
is simply the enormous amount of work they have to 
do. He cites an excellent example: "Les finances 
seules appellent, peut-être pour un demi-siëcle, nos 
travaux." He spends some time illustrating this 
point, throwing in some acrimonious and unusually 
vivid observations about the state of France's fin
ances, in order to rouse his audience's sympathy and 
approval. These leading questions are felicitous, 
particularly with regard to the difficulties the fisc 
finds in levying the taxes: "Savez-vous jusqu'à quel 
point 1 'inquisition, l'espionnage et la délation 
assurent le produit des uns? Etes-vous assez in
struits que le génie fiscal n'a recours qu'au fusil, 
à la potence et aux galères pour prévenir la dimi
nution des autres." He continues bitterly: "Est-il' 
impossible d'imaginer quelque chose de moins ridi
culement absurde, de moins horriblement partial, que 
ce système de finance que nos grands financiers ont
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trouvé si bien balancé jusqu'à p r é s e n t He 
anticipated similarly vast quantities of work in 
the sphere of the civil and criminal codes.

At length Casaux returns to his starting 
point - the annual convocation of the National As
sembly - submitting further pleas in its favour, 
and dismissing objections. He first rejects the 
idea of an intermediary commission, which would be
come the recruiting ground for ministers. Frequent 
elections will, furthermore, help to foster that 
public spirit which could not exist under the old 
order, and, in describing that state of affairs,
Casaux again becomes ironic and quite powerfully so: 
"Pouvait-il exister, cet esprit public, quand la 
fatale division des ordres-absorbait tout ce qu'elle 
n'avilissait pas; quand tous les citoyens grands et 
petits n'avaient d'autres ressources contre les 
humiliations et 1'insouciance, et d'autre dédommage
ment de.leur nullité que les spectacles, la chasse,
1'intrigue, la cabale, le jeu, tous les vices."
This passage, by its excited hyperbolic quality, its

(1) Ibid., p. 540, col. 1.
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rhythm, marked by the repeated"quand" and "d'autre," 
and its final vigorous accumulation of colourful 
substantives, might be expected to rouse the indig
nation of the Assembly.

The objection that the cost of annual elec
tions would be prohibitive is treated v/ith the contempt 
it deserves. Similarly, the query as to who will want 
to be a member of an annual assembly when it is so con
tinuously in session. Casaux replies to this strange 
question with dignified eloquence by appealing to the 
sense of duty of both clergy, nobility and commonalty. 
The note is optimistic. Finally, he cites the British 
Parliament: "Enfin, les Anglais, qui ont tout fait, 
dit-on, s'assemblent néanmoins tous les ans, et trou
vent toujours quelque chose à f a i r e . T h e  infer
ence is obvious: "et les Français, qui ont tout à 
faire, ne s'assembleraient pas tous les a n s He 
concludes joyfully: "Nous aurons donc une assemblée 
permanente....," and refers to it elatedly as "cette 
institution sublime". That alone will counterbalance 
the royal veto.

(1) Ibid., p. 540, col. 2.
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Casaux* next concern is to show the fallacy 
of the notion of a suspensive veto. He begins dra
matically: "Quoi! disent ceux qu'un grand pouvoir 
effraie, parce qu'ils ne savent le juger que par ses 
abus, le veto royal serait sans limites!" Such people 
had proposed a suspensive veto, which he interprets 
as meaning that if the King refuses to senction a 
law, he must call upon the nation, who will then im
part their wishes to their new representatives.
Casaux attacks this as specious: first, it falsely 
supposes that it is impossible for a"second legisla
tive not to bear the will of the people. This may 
be true; but had Casaux himself not made a very simi
lar assumption? "Si done alors le peuple renvoie les
mêmes députés à l'Assemblée, ne faudra-t-il pas que

(l)le prince obéisse? .... le peuple est éclairé/"^ '
He next proceeds to demonstrate the disadvantages of 
a suspensive veto. He recounts how the crown has 
been made hereditary to prevent fighting over it, 
and how the person of the King had been rendered in
violable and sacred. Would it be worth while, if he

(1) Ibid., p. 539, col. 2.
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refused to execute a law with v/hich he did not agree, 
to deprive him of his prerogatives? No, declares 
the Marquis, "Ce serait détruire d'une main ce que 
vous auriez élevé de l'autre, ce serait associer à 
une précaution de paix et de sûreté le moyen le plus 
propre à soulever sans cesse les plus terribles 
orages." This would seem to be a perfectly reas
onable objection. The next is equally so: the King 
was in command of twenty-five million men over an 
area of thirty thousand square leagues - "et l'on 
prétendrait," asks Casaux sardonically, "que le chef... 
pourrait être contraint de faire exécuter des lois 
qu'il n'aurait pas consenties!" In support of this, 
he gives an interesting definition of the royal 
sanction; in sanctioning a law, the King engages to 
put it into execution. In another paragraph, he 
dismisses the possibility of a parallel with the 
general of an army, and with this ends his argument 
against the suspensive,veto.

The last section of his speech is pre
monitory. Casaux sets forth the only two instances

(1) Ibid., p. 541, col. 1.
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in which the monarch might be supposed to refuse his 
sanction: first, if a proposed bill seemed contrary 
to the interests of the nation; secondly, if he were 
deceived by his ministers and resisted a bill merely 
because his ministers disliked it. In either case 
the King might, if he had no power of veto, have 
recourse to illegal and violent resistance, and so 
the Assembly v/ould have no means of overcoming this 
virtual existence of the veto. Casaux visualizes 
the possibilities of insurrection, and shows how 
easily Sv/eden returned to despotism for having wanted 
her King to be merely "1* instrument passif et aveugle 
des volontés du s é n a t . In conclusion Casaux 
exhorts the Assembly: "N'armons donc pas le roi 
contre le pouvoir législatif, en lui faisant entre
voir un instant quelconque où l'on se passerait de 
sa volonté.., " and asserts the v/isdom of upholding 
a stable hereditary monarchy.

He concludes briefly and effectively by 
resuming his entire argument: "annualité de 1'Assemblée 
nationale; annualité de l'armée; annualité de l'impôt;

(1) Ibid., p. 541, col. 2;
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responsabilité des ministres, et la saixfcion royale 
sans restriction écrite, mais parfaitement limitée 
de fait, sera le 'palladium' de la liberté nation
ale, et le plus précieux exercice de la liberté du 
peuple.

On the whole, this is not a good speech.
The argument is rather piecemeal and in some places 
not clearly expressed, and it is therefore not very 
convincing. The language itself is not as interest
ing as that of Dumont or Du Roveray undiluted, and 
Casaux tends every now and then to try to enliven 
his rather dull argument and uninspired style by at
tempting periods or flights of eloquence which are
not very striking or successful. As we have already

(2)related,^ ' when Mirabeau came to read this speech 
in the Assembly, he v/as embarrassed by the obscuri
ties of the text and so spoke extempore for the most 
part. That is all we can say of Casaux. His share 
in Mirabeau»s oratory is small, and he was by far 
the least inspiring of his collaborators.

(1) Ibid., p. 542, col. 1.
(2) See Chapter VI, p.3^3.'3 .
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VII: The General Tendencies of the Oratory of
Mirabeau's Collaborators.

Certain general tendencies emerge from an 
analysis of the speeches prepared for Mirabeau by 
individual collaborators. What is perhaps most 
striking is that, even where the sentiments ex
pressed are revolutionary, there is no correspond
ing revolution in the language: the usual, well- 
established oratorical patterns and forms of speech 
are used.

Perhaps the most revealing study is" that 
of the choice of vocabulary, for the predominance 
of sentiment over reason is borne out in the vocabu
lary, particularly in the substantives. Other ten
dencies are also brought to light in this way. We 
have, for example, analysed the nouns in four para- ' 
graphs of Dumont's compositioA^lnd-the results are 
most interesting: out of 127 nouns, only 12 are 
concrete, and these, with the doubtful exception of 
"appareil", are used figuratively - e.g. "instrument, 
proie, verge, fers." Out of the remaining abstract 
_ _  -h'- j ' r
(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 209, col.2



565.

CHAPTER VII: General Tendencies of the Oratory of
Mirabeau*8 Collaborators.

nouns, a number are connected with politics, as one 
would expect - e.g: "séance. Assemblée (2), loi, 
citoyens." Several words are special to the subject 
in question, namely the removal of troops - e.g: 
"soldats (3), légions, régiment (2), troupes (4).” 
There is one proper noun - "Français". "Capitale" 
is substituted for "Paris", by the figure known as 
antonoraasia. About ten of the abstract nouns refer 
to people - e.g: "parents, amis, homme." But the 
afore-mentioned are minority groups. A remarkably 
high proportion of the nouns (about thirty in all) 
denote abstract qualities or states - e.g: "Craintes
(2), alarmes (2), fermentation, liberté (2), espoir, 
honneur (2), puissance, désordre, angoisses," and 
80 on. Apart from this, there are about twenty words 
denoting action, thought, or feeling - e.g: "combat, 
abandon, rixes, soin, mouvement, sentiments, pensées, 
intérêts." The remaining miscellany contains such 
words as "lendemain, causes, présence."

It is, however, very difficult to make 
rigid divisions between these categories. Many v/ords
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fit into several. But the prevailing impression is 
one of a certain vagueness in the selection of vo
cabulary - abstract nouns are preferred to concrete, 
common to proper, general terms to particular. More
over, although in these paragraphs, we find few col
lective nouns as such -"multitude, famille" - people 
do appear to be viewed in a collective way (marked 
by frequent use of the plural) and are seen most 
often in their relationship to society as a whole - 
witness the following examples: "le peuple (4)> 
citoyens, concitoyens (2), ennemis, la nation, partis".

Another p a s s a g e demonstrates the preva
lence of sentiment, and the following words, some 
oft-repeated, give the key to the general tenor of 
the speech: "clémence, bonté, coeur, confiance, amis, 
martyrs, fidélité, engagements, sentiment." May we 
not note in passing the strong Rousseauistic tinge 
of this vocabulary, and of the underlying ideas - 
the belief in sentiment and the essential goodness 
of the human heart? In contrast we have important

(l) "Archives Parlementaires", Vol. VIII, p. 209, col.l
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words depicting the enemies of the people and their 
activities - e.g: "tyrans, usurpateurs, despotisme, 
prétextes, artifices." All recur frequently. There 
is still the lack of concrete detail, the vague use 
of words, such as "formes, procédés, appareil," 
which only gain meaning when an epithet is appended. 
The many polysyllabic words, especially those with 
the suffix - "tion", are also an indication of the 
rather bombastic abstract language. For example, 
in one paragraph, the following occur: "supposition, 
subordination, fermentation, invitation." Another 
produces "la pacification des esprits."

All these characteristics lend a certain 
hollowness to Dumont's prose: there is comparatively 
little variety, and seemingly much repetition. Turn 
from this to any great author, - Montaigne, Voltaire, 
Flaubert - and the poverty of vocabulary will be at 
once strikingly obvious. But perhaps the comparison 
is unfair. We must remember that we are dealing with 
the spoken rather than the written word - and a 
spoken word delivered under difficult, if not hostile, 
conditions. There was no possibility of perusal on
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the part of the listener - therefore repetition was 
essential. It would be quite useless for example 
to announce only once that aristocrats are tyrants. 
The point must be hammered home - and thus such 
nouns as "tyrans, usurpateurs," and "artifices" 
must be constantly thrown out. But the emptiness 
cannot be explained merely by dull repetition. The 
words themselves seem hollow - perhaps because we 
in the 20th century have become used to hearing 
about liberty and equality and have grown a little 
sceptical. That Wordsworth felt that to be young, 
in the early years of the Revolution was "very 
heaven^^Aoes not strike a responding chord in our 
breasts. The life has to some extent ebbed from 
those once grandiose, high-sounding words.

Furthermore, these speeches are not free 
from political cliché. One of the main underlying 
concepts of the Revolutionary orators was the dig
nity of human life, and particularly of the down
trodden masses. This dignity naturally extended

(1) WORDSWORTH: "French Revolution".
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itself to the Third Estate, as representatives of the 
people. These and other concepts found expression in 
certain stock phrases which were continually bandied 
about by the revolutionary orators and they have their 
place in the speeches of Mirabeau and his collabora
tors. The following are particularly characteristic: 
"la dignité du peuple, la dignité de l'Assemblée, 
les amis de la liberté, la paix du royaume, le ré
tablissement de 1*order, la régénération du royaume, 
la sûreté du monarque, le meilleur des rois, la splen
deur du trône, la sécurité du trône, le coeur de 
notre bon roi, la langue absurde du préjugé." The 
sentimental content of these phrases is considerable 
and must have made them emotionally powerful.

But, although there is in some senses a 
dullness about this oratory, it has many noteworthy 
features. The very abstract nature of the subject- 
matter limits the choice of vocabulary, but this 
does not prevent there being considerable variety, 
and on many occasions a very felicitous selection 
or combination of nouns, epithets and verbs. As our
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study of individual collaborators has shown, there 
is much noteworthy imagery.

We have also noticed the intricate sent
ence structure, the carefully balanced periods, 
the skilful use of antithesis, and all the other 
devices common to oratory at all times. V/ha-t 
raises the oratory of the best of Mirabeau*s col
laborators above that of the other revolutionary 
orators is its apparent logic, the comparative 
vividness of its language and its compelling vigour, 
the v/hole being rendered most convincing by Mira
beau* s histrionic delivery.
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CONCLUSION.

I: Mirabeau*B Authentic Oratory.

Finally, we come to Mirabeau himself. We 
have established, as far as can be established, the 
contributions that others made to Mirabeau* s orsir- 
tory, and we have analysed those contributions. But 
the essential question now is how great was Mirabeau*s 
own share in the speeches by which he gained his 
reputation as the Demosthenes of the French Revolu
tion? It is not a matter of his reputation as a 
politician - that he owed basically to his own en
deavour and intrigues. We axe concerned rather 
with literature: can Mirabeau*s name be justly in
scribed in the literary annals of the French Revolu
tion? The answer is not a simple negative, nor is 
it a simple affirmative. But Mirabeau certainly 
cannot justly lay claim to the high place he has so 
fax held.

A distinction, however, should first be 
made between Mirabeau*s ability to write and his 
ability to speak. We have already quoted the testi
mony of his own friends to the fact that he experi—
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enoed the greatest difficulty in c o m p o s i t i o n . T h i s  
does not accord very well with the fact that in earlier 
days he had been able to write eloquent letters to his

( p)father and, more particularly, to Sophie.' ' He was 
also capable of writing for journals, composing an 
"Essai sur le Despotisme," and preparing the reports 
which later formed the "histoire secrète de la Cour 
de B e r l i n . It is nevertheless true that most of 
his later publications consist basically of the work 
of others, as we have seen in Chapter VI, Mirabeau 
did not do all the thinking; the reasoned arguments 
have been worked out, the information gathered and 
the eloquence supplied by others. But speaking was 
quite a different matter from writing.* All those who 
came into contact with Mirabeau attest to his volu
bility and his power to charm by his speech. We have 
seen how he won over both his father and his uncle on 
several occasions, how he gained the admiration of 
the Provençal populace by his energetic discourses.
Time and time again, he succeeded in attracting and

1 ) Chapter VI, p.
2) See Chapter IV, p. S
3) See Chapter IV, pp. m ,  .
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fascinating by the sheer force and power of his words
- not merely of his personality. His friend Panchaud^^^ 
bears witness to this. Dumont relates: "Panchaud dis
ait de Mirabeau qu'il était le premier homme du monde 
pour parler de ce qu'il ne savait pas. Une conception 
très prompte et des expressions très heureuses lui 
donnaient les moyens d'en imposer à tous les esprits 
s u p e r f i c i e l s . Thus did he surround himself with 
faithful collaborators, thus did he eventually win 
even the favour of ministers of state.*

The same distinction may be applied to Mira
beau' s oratory in the Constituent Assembly. He per
sonally did not compose any of his prepared speeches
- the ideas and arguments were certainly shared by 
him, sometimes actually originated in his own brain, 
but the pen was in the hand of Dumont, Reybaz or 
Pellenc, or any other of his collaborators. We must 
therefore reject any claims of familiarity with all 
subjects and ability to discourse spontaneously on 
them. His brilliant inqprovisations and witty re
torts, on the other hand, were undeniably of his

1) See C hapter IV, p. 2,lS.
DUMONT: Op. cit., p. 118.ill
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own invention, Mirabeau made his presence continually 
felt by frequent short, extempore contributions to 
debate. His enemiei^iecognized and feared this 
facility and power of repartee - but it is volubility 
and natural eloquence, backed by an extraordinary 
strength of personality, which is at the bottom of 
the Mirabeau myth. Although we may have to water 
down the famous "baïonnettes" e p i s o d e , f o r  ex
ample, we cannot blind ourselves to the influence 
he gained in the Assembly by his eloquent admonitions
and quelling apostrophes, nor to the fact that he was

Lthe most effective President that ever rule/s over 
that turbulent Assembly.

The best manner of approach will probably 
be to consider Mirabeau*s oratorical contributions 
in the order in which they occurred.

Mirabeau*s first appearance as a speaker 
at the tribune occurred on l8 May I789, when he

(1 ) Mirabeau writes: "Dans les ordres privilégiés, on 
dit que c'est mon insidieuse et funeste éloquence qui 
acharne les communes; dans les communes, on dit que 
par trop de zèle je perdrai la chose publique." 
MIRABEAU: "Lettres à Mauvillon," p. 4 6 2 . Mirabeau*s
brother, the Viscount, also warned the Assembly of 
the dangerous power of his brother's eloquence.
(2 ) See Chapter V,
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proposed that the Third Estate should approach the 
Clergy about the verification of the deputies* cre
dentials in c o m m o n . Mirabeau*s memoirs testify 
that he was at this point "livr^ à sa propre in
spiration. The speech is a fairly short one.
Mirabeau reproduced it anonymously in his fourth 
«Lettre... à ses Commettants” describing it simply 
as **le discours d*un membre des comrïïunes. **̂ ^̂  The 
argument is clearly set out, and the means used to 
persuade admirably varied. Mirabeau begins in a 
very restrained, almost obsequious manner. This 
is in marked contrast with some of his later speech
es, in which he immediately rouses attention by a 
spectacular start; but at this early stage Mirabeau 
had as yet to gain his ascendancy in the Assembly,
and circumspection was necessary. Two motions

0
were under discussion. Le Chapelier had proposed 
that a formal declaration of their proceedings 
should be sent to the other two orders, and Rabaut

1 ) See Chapter V, p.
2} LQMENIE: «Mémoires,” Vol. VI, p. 4 5 *
,3 ; "Lettre du Comte de Mirabeau a ses Commettants," 
No. 4 , pp. 8-l8 ,'
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de Saint-Étienne had proposed that the gentlemen of 
the board should confer with the commissioners of 
the other two o r d e r s , R e f e r r i n g  at once to these 
two motions, Mirabeau speaks of "les sentiments 
très estimables, les principes en général très purs"

(p)which characterize them.'  ̂ But these character
istics have not quite persuaded him, he explains:
"Je désirerais qu*un avis mitoyen tempérât, ou 
plutôt réunît ces deux opinions.*" He proceeds to 
summarize these two motions, and then to reject 
them. But he takes pains to flatter first, des
cribing Le Chapelier*s motion as "animé de cette 
mâle énergie qui entraîne les hommes à leur insu 
même." Then he lists his objections, introducing 
each with the adverbial phrase "indépendamment de 
ce que..." leading up to the major objection that 
the proposal would necessitate an even more impera
tive declaration from the Nobility than that which 
had been received the previous day. He elaborates 
upon this possibility: the Commons were not in a

(1 ) See Chapter V, p. 11+4- -
(2 ) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p.4 1 , col.2 .'
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position to reject such a declaration should it come. 
Mirabeau counsels less precipitation: too much haste 
could simply result in "une dissolution qui livrerait 
la France aux plus terribles désordres." He empha
sizes his point by the stylistic process of accumu
lation. He speaks, for example, of "une démarche 
aussi mémorable, aussi nouvelle, aussi profondément 
décisive...

He next turns to Rabaut de Saint-Etienne's 
motion that the gentlemen of the board should confer 
with the commissioners of the other two orders."*
This time he does not mince matters: "la motion," he 
says, "dissimule entièrement la conduite arrogante 
de la noblesse. "(^1 He then contrasts the deferen
tial attitude of the Commons^"1 'attitude de la 
clientèle suppliante"^ with their position as pro
tectors of the people and expressers of the General 
Will. Finally, he condemns outright both proposals 
as "également exagérées."

Mirabeau's tone now changes. He places

(1 ) Ibid., p." 4 2 , col. 1 .
(2 ) Ibid., p. 4 2 , col.- 2 .'
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the whole problem in a new light: "qu*on ne nous 
répète pas de grands lieux communs sur la nécessité 
d*une conciliation," he says defiantly. And he 
points out how easily even honest people can be 
tricked - but practical experience is even more 
necessary in these cases: "car le voeu de tous les 
coeurs honnêtes est la concorde et la paix; mais 
les hommes éclairés savent aussi qu*une paix dur
able n*a d*autre base que la justice..." Thus early 
does Mirabeau manifest his political sagacity, his 
tendency to regard issues from the viewpoint of 
practical experience.

This serves as a preface to a virulent 
attack upon the Nobility. The irony is remorseless: 
"Mais peut-on, sans aveuglement volontaire, se 
flatter d*une conciliation avec les membres de la 
noblesse, lorsqu*ils daignent laisser entrevoir 
qu*ils pourront ne s*y prêter qu*après avoir dicté 
des lois exclusives de toute conciliation..." To 
this he adds a pointed rhetorical question: "N*est- 
ce pas là joindre la dérision au despotisme?" He 
then plays upon the fears of the Assembly. De-
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risively, he exhorts them to let the Nobility organ
ize affairs - but he breaks off suddenly: "Non, 
Messieurs, on ne transige point avec un tel orgueil, 
ou l*on est bientôt esclave."

Having thus most effectively roused the 
Assembly*8 indignation against the Nobility, Mira
beau is able to proceed to his own suggestion. It 
is that the Commons should apply to the more reason
able Clergy. There is a contrast in tone answering 
to the contrast between the two upper Orders. But 
Mirabeau is insistent and his insistence is brought 
out by a frequent repetition of the phrase"o^est au 
clergé..." to introduce each of the Clergy's vir
tues or powers. He is quick to point out, however, 
that there is no question of asking the Clergy to 
arbitrate - but simply to use their Christian in
fluence. The language here is somewhat unctuous: 
Mirabeau.speaks of the "fonctions sacrées des min
istres de la religion, des officiers de morale et 
d* instruction..." He hopes that the Clergy will 
be able to "faire revenir .... la noblesse à des 
principes plus équitables, à des sentiments plus
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fraternels, à un système moins périlleux..." He 
ends on a note that was to become very familiar - 
he makes exalted allusion to "les principes éter
nels de la justice" and to "les droits imprescript
ibles de la nation."

A list of advantages follows. Such a 
course of action would give the Commons time to de
liberate, and would furnish those members of the 
Clergy who favoured the public cause with the op
portunity to join the Third Estate. Nor would it 
in any way compromise the Third Estate. At this 
point Mirabeau launches into an energetic defence 
of the Commons* actions so far: "on aura beau se 
récrier sur ce qu*on appelle des disputes de mots", 
he declares, and provides a pointed reason for this: 
"tant que les hommes n * auront que des mots pour 
exprimer leur pensée, il faudra peser ces mots."
He elaborates this point with considerable vigour: 
"Eh! de bonne foi, est-ce bien à ceux qui courbent 
la tête devant les pointilleries des publicistes;c
est-oe bien à ceux qui nous rappellent sans cesse 
à de vieux textes, à de vieux titres, à de belles 
phrases, à des autorités de discours et d'insinua-
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tions; .... à nous reprocher de peser sur les mots?" 
The Third Estate has held the view that they had no 
proper constitution, and must be consequent,

Mirabeau sums this up by putting his pro
posal thus simply: "Envoyez au clergé. Messieurs, et 
n*envoyez point à la noblesse, car la noblesse or
donne, et le clergé n é g o c i e , This is really the 
end of the argument, but Mirabeau adds a long and 
important postscriptum. With characteristic frank
ness he exhorts the Assembly: "ne nous dissimulons 
pas que dans notre sein même on s*efforce de former 
un parti pour diviser les Etats-Généraux en trois 
chambres..." He attacks the idea that agreement 
to separate will prevent a schism - that comes to 
saying "séparons-nous de peur de nous séparer," he 
claims. It had been urged that "le ministre" 
(Necker, of course, but he remains unnamed) and 
the King desired the separation, and that the 
people were in a state of fear. To these pleas 
Mirabeau replies pungently. Sarcasm underlies his

(1) Ibid., p. 43, col. 1.
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remarks on Necker: "Si le ministre est faible, 
soutenez-le contre lui-même, prêtez-lui de vos 
forces, parce que vous avez besoin de ses forces." 
Briefly he answers the other two points: "Un aussi 
bon Roi que le nôtre ne veut pas ce qu*il n*a pas 
le droit de vouloir. Le royaume craindrait, s*il 
pouvait vous croire vacillants." A further in
centive to separate was the assurance that the 
privileged Orders were going to sacrifice their 
pecuniary exemptions. Mirabeau deals skilfully 
with this subject. He introduces it in the follow
ing, most insinuating manner: "On vous flatte 
enfin (et c*est le plus adriôt des pièges que de
puis vingt-quatre heures seulement on n*a pas 
craint de dresser, même à découvert), on vous 
flatte que les ordres privilégiés vont sacrifier 
leurs exemptions pécuniaires... " \7hat immediately 
concerns Mirabeau is the suggestion that these 
undertakings remove the need to vote by head:
"quel intérêt," it had been asked, "d*opiner 
plutôt par tête que par ordre?" At this Mirabeau 
bursts forth: "Quel intérêt 1 " Je comprendrais ce
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langage, s*il était adressé à ceux qui s*appellent 
les deux premiers ordres..." for they had none but 
pecuniary privileges. He then turns to the Third 
Estate, using the first person plural and thus 
identifying his own interests with theirs. He 
builds up a series of their feelings and beliefs - 
for example: "nous croyons.... que travailler à 
la constitution est le premier de nos devoirs et 
la plus sainte de nos missions..." and concludes 
emphatically: "la renonciation la plus complète 
et la moins ambiguë aux exemptions pécuniaires 
ne nous désintéressera nullement du seul mode de 
délibérer et d*opiner auquel nos pouvoirs nous 
autorisent et nos consciences nous contraignent." 
That the notorious Mirabeau should have consulted 
his conscience may or may not have appeared strange 
to the Assembly! He nonetheless frequently 
assumes this self-righteous and exalted tone.

Having thus stated quite categorically 
that he will not be deflected from his opinion 
that the States-General should vote by head, he 
exhorts and encourages the Assembly to remain firm 
in a series of imperatives in the first person:
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"Ne compromettons ce principe sacré, Messieurs..." 
and 80 o n . After explaining how things would 
work out in practice, Mirabeau concludes by repeat
ing his proposal, again marking the contrast between 
the Clergy and the Nobility. Of the latter he says 
disdainfully: "Laissons la noblesse continuer 
paisiblement sa marche usurpatrice autant qu*- 
orgueilleuse," and adds the comments; "plus elle 
aura fait de chemin, plus elle se sera donné de 
torts." Continuing with the same construction^ he 
paints a charming picture of the future harmony 
in France, and so ends his speech: "plus la con
corde, 1 *ensemble, 1 * harmonie s*établiront parmi 
nous; plus 1 *esprit public se formera, et de lui 
seul se composeront notre irrésistible puissance, 
nos glorieux et durables succès." This optimistic 
conclusion is a common feature of Mirabeau*s 
speeches and those of his collaborators - it is an 
attempt to persuade the audience of the excellency 
of the author*6 ideas, and the exalted tone is de
signed to evoke enthusiasm and the necessary applause.

(1) Ibid., p. 43, ool. 2.
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On 27 May 1789 Mirabeau spoke again on the 
same s u b j e c t . S i n c e  his speech follows hard upon 
that of Monsieur Populus, whose motion he takes up, 
it must be at any rate to some extent an improvisa
tion. He repeats his proposals of I8 May. He com
mends Monsieur Populus' motion as "sage" and "mesure," 
and then declares that the proposition made by the 
Clergy and Nobility that verification should be ef
fected by the commissioners is entirely unacceptable. 
Such an action would be tyranny and a usurpation of 
the people's sovereign p o w e r a n d  Mirabeau lays' 
stress on its effects by the use of superlatives:
"Ce serait une usurpation de la souveraineté, qui 
ferait sortir de cette Assemblée une véritable 
tyrannie, et qui frapperait de la plus détestable, 
si ce n'était en même temps de la plus pitoyable 
nullité, toutes nos opérations.

Mirabeau then derides the reference by 
the Nobility to the constitution which already 
existed in the principles of monarchy: this was

1 ) See Chapter V, pp
2) See Chapter V, p.aifG.
3 ) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 50, 

col. 2 - p. 51» ool. 1.
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merely, he suggests, a "ridicule cri de ralliement 
de tous ceux qui voudraient bien que la monarchie 
ne fût jamais c o n s t i t u é e . He makes a comparison 
between the Nobility and the Clergy and then attempts 
to rouse tbe Commons, demanding; "Que devons-nous à 
nous-mémes?"

His language is pompous and rhetorical, 
even pedantic: the lengthy sentences are generously 
sprinkled with subjunctives and circumlocutions:
For example: "J'ai déjà eu 1 'honneur de le dire dans 
cette Assemblée, Messieurs, je ne conçois pas qu'il 
puisse "être ni convenable ni prudent de traiter de 
même avec celui qui ordonne sans titre (i.e. No
bility), et celui qui négocie à notre gré (i.e. 
Clergy)." Arguments are reinforced by the repeti
tion of an introductory phrase, "Est^il bien cer
tain que...", this again requiring the subjunctive. 
Constant use is made of bombastic phrases, such as: 
"plus longue persévérance dans notre immobilité" 
and "1'uniformité de notre tolérance". And scme 
are aren used twice.

(1) Ibid., p. 51, col. 1.
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As is his wont, Mirabeau hacks his way through thick 
undergrowth of verbiage and bares the root of the 
enemy * s designs. He then reduces the Nobility's 
arguments to a simple defiant statement: "Nous ne 
voulons pas nous réunir pour juger des pouvoirs 
communs;" and then suggests a similarly simple reply 
from the Commons: "Nous voulons vérifier les pou
voirs en commun.

At the same time he is not averse to using 
high-sounding language for his own purposes, and 
heaps up abstract nouns to the point of confusion:
"Je ne vois pas pourquoi le noble exemple de l'ob
stination, étayé de la déraison et de 1*injustice, 
ne serait point à l'usage de la fermeté qui plaide
pour la raison et pour la justice." The sense of
this is far from clear, but it sounds impressive, 
and that is all-important in oratory. Then Mirabeau 
proposes that application should be made to the 
Clergy, to whom he alludes, somewhat circuitously, 
as "les ministres du Dieu de paix," and he urges 
that a peaceful attitude be adopted, since that is 
the surest way to success.

(1) Ibid., p. 51, col. 2.
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Mirabeau had occasion to speak further on
this matter on 29 May 1789 when a letter from the
King was r e a d . H a v i n g  graciously referred to
the King as "1*auguste auteur de cette lettre", he
has the temerity to declare that the Commons had
given no pretext for his intervention. Such audacity
will soon become an important' feature of Mirabeau*s
behaviour in the Assembly. He stoops to employ
rumour and here speaks of the alleged "conciliabules"
of the Clergy. From implication he passes on to
direct accusation: the command contained in the
King's letter is a trap - but a trap set by the
Clergy, not the King: "un piège ourdi de la main
des druides" The word "druides" effectively suggests 
superstitious prejudice.

Mirabeau dismisses the idea of accepting
the King's command, but considers in greater detail 
the probable results of refusing: "le trône sera 
assiégé de dénonciations, de calomnies, de prédi
cations sinistres.... On répétera .... que les 
communes tumultueuses, indisciplinées, avides

(1) See Chapter V, p. 2k/.
(2) "Archives Parlementaires", Vol. VIII, p.' 58, col. 2
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d'indépendance, sans système, sans principes, dé
truiront l'autorité royale". Psychologically, 
this was a clever attitude to adopt, for Mirabeau 
thus appears bold without appearing thoughtlessly 
rash. The enumeration of accusations likely to 
fsill upon the deputies, who considered themselves 
very good-hearted, was well calculated to stir up 
their indignation. The emotive vocabulaTy would 
increase this feeling. A sense of danger is 
evoked by the imagery of "piège" and "écueil."

The improvised nature of this speech is 
manifested by the rather unpolished and unliterary 
accumulations and repetitions, but this very rugged
ness might not be so obvious to a listener, and 
indeed might seem to prove the earnestness of the 
speaker. ^

Mirabeau continues boldly, proposing "une 
démarche plus éclatante qui déjoue 1'intrigue et 
démasque la calomnie." Calumny and intrigue are 
to become key—words of Mirabeau's oratory in con
nection with the enemies of the people. Further 
such key—expressions are rapped out now: "les 
préjugés tyranniques, les prétentions oppressives.
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les résistances ckl'intérêt privé."
- The course of action is clear: "Il ne faut 

que marcher unis avec le Roi." In order to render 
this palatable, Mirabeau gives a display of generous 
affection and loyalty to the King. Sentiment drips 
from this part of his speech: "Le Roi nous a adressé 
un hommage rempli de bonté; portons-lui une adresse 
pleine d'amour."

This emotional vein is continued in the 
address to the King. In it Mirabeau explains the 
dilemma in which the Third Estate finds itself, but 
his attitude remains deferential. The power of his 
words lies in the apparently passionate quality of
his loyalty, in the manner in which he lifts all on

plan eto a sublime pl̂ tUi of the noblest human sentiments.' 
In speaking of the relationship of the Commons to 
their King, for example, he talks of "des preuves 
non équivoques de leur immortel dévouement à sa 
personne royale et à tout ce qui la touche et de 
leur zèle illimité pour le bien et la prospérité * 
du royaume.

(1) Ibid., p. 59, col. 1.
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Mirabeau*8 loyal speech in defence of his 
Genevan friend, Du Roveray, on 12 June 1789 demon
strates very well the power of his spontaneous ora
tory. Du Roveray had been attacked by a member 
of the Assembly as an "étranger, proscrit de son 
pays, réfugié en Angleterre, pensionnaire du roi 
d ' A n g l e t e r r e . a n d  an objection had been made 
to his passing notes in the Chamber.’

Mirabeau*s reply is persuasive by its very 
spontaneity and his obvious sincerity. He immedi
ately concedes that non-deputies should not be pres
ent, but nonetheless objects strongly to the de
nunciation that has been made. In outlining his 
motives, Mirabeau displays a certain amount of 
sentiment and some flattery of the Assembly: "...les 
droits sacrés de l'amitié, les droits les plus 
saints (kl'humanité, le respect que je porte à 
cette Assemblée d'enfants de la patrie, d'amis de 
la paix..." As so often, the sentiment has a 
slightly religious quality to it, seen in the ad-

1 ) See Chapter V, p . .
"Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 88, col.2,
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jectives "sacré** and "saint."
After this gentle preface, Mirabeau picks 

up the accuser's words and uses them quite drama
tically: "Cet étranger, ce proscrit. ce réfugié, 
c'est Monsieur du Roveray..." and then he proceeds 
to deliver a eulogy of Du Roveray, who is so very 
far from being any of those things. The key-word 
of this eulogy is "liberté", since Du Roveray has 
been one of its foremost defenders, and, as one 
might expect, the superlative here comes into its 
own: "Jamais la liberté n'eut de défenseur plus 
éclairé, plus laborieux, plus désintéressé."
Mirabeau informs the Assembly that Du Roveray was 
one of the authors of the Genevan Constitution and 
the excellence of the laws produced naturally re
flected upon him. Mirabeau provides an illustra
tion: "Rien de plus beau, rien de plus philosophique
ment politique que la loi ... loi qui consacre 
cette grande vérité que toutes les républiques 
ont péri" - and here the sincerity (and spontnae- 
ity) of the speech is underlined by Mirabeau's 
correcting and enlarging upon what he has said —
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"disons mieux, qu'elles ont mérité de périr, pour 
avoir opprimé des sujets et ignoré que l'on ne 
conserve sa liberté qu'en respectant celle de ses 
frères."

Mirabeau then describes how, as Attorney 
General of Geneva, Du Roveray had earned the hatred 
of the aristocrats by defending the rights of the 
people. Mirabeau surrounds him with all the aura 
of a martyr suffering for a great cause. He is 
harried by the aristocrats: "ils avaient juré sa 
perte" and yet he remains an "intrépide magistrat" 
defending the independence of his country. With 
considerable passion Mirabeau describes the inno
cence of his life, giving his description great 
force by a vivid personification of calumny and by 
colourful imagery: "Mais au milieu des haines et 
des factions, la calomnie elle-même respecta les 
vertus de Monsieur du Roveray; jamais son souffle 
impur n'essaya de ternir une seule action de sa 
vie.

Mirabeau has now really warmed to his

Ibid., p. 88, col. 2.
Ibid., p. 89, col. 1.
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task, ^  Roveray progressively grows in stature, 
Mirabeau naturaJly shows his exile in England in 
a highly advantageous light - he considers it an 
honour and uses the metaphor of abdication: "... 
sans doute il n'abdiquera janisiis 1 'honneur de son 
exil, aussi longtemps que la liberté n'aura pas 
recouvré ses droits dans sa patrie." He describes 
the reception of this great man in England, and 
then interprets the event, lifting it into its 
historical and international context. It is all , 
very theatrical: "Ce fut en quelque sorte une 
couronne civique décernée par le peuple moderne 
que le génie tutélaire de l'espèce humaine paraît 
avoir préposé plus spécialement au culte de la 
liberté". The image of the crown is quite fitting 
and the entire passage is in tune with contemporary 
admiration for England and things English.

The panegyric thus reaches its flourish
ing conclusion. Abruptly, brilliantly, Mirabeau 
returns to his starting point: "Voilà l'étranger..." 
The denunciation of Du Roveray is thus burnt to 
ahhes in the heat of Mirabeau's wrath,

Mirabeau's conclusion has a pseudo-
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religious tinge. The idea of the Assembly being 
the temple of liberty was a popular one; it 
helped to satisfy the need for religious devotion 
in man, and directed it to the Revolution, which 
frequently took on the aspect of a new religion. 
Mirabeau here makes use of this idea. Referring 
to the protection afforded by the altar of a 
church, he declares, with characteristic optimism 
and enthusiasm: "Cette salle va devenir le temple 
qu'au nom des Français vous élevez à la liberté:" 
and then he asks this very pointed question, which 
brings us back to Du Roveray: "souffrirez-vous 
qu'un martyr de cette liberté y reçoive un outrage?" 
This is high-flown and extravagant, but it must 
have sounded impressive to that excited and turbu
lent Assembly. The whole speech demonstrates Mira
beau' s power - the power by which, in spite of the 
ugliness of his person and his reputation, he was 
able to gain the mastery over an assembly. Even 
at this early stage he is not afraid to assume a
didactic tone.

The speech of 15 June I789 on the desig-
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nation to be assumed by the Assembly we can only 
assume to be by M i r a b e a u , It has some note
worthy features. Mirabeau opens with an appeal 
to personal sympathy, which was no doubt proffered 
with due histrionic power: "Je n*ai jamais été 
moins capable qu'aujourd'hui de discuter une ques
tion importante et de parler devant vous. Agité 
depuis plusieurs jours d'une fièvre opiniâtre, 
elle me tourmente dans ce moment même; je sollicite
donc une grande indulgence pour ce que je vais 

(2)dire."' With still greater pathos he concludes 
briefly and pointedly: "Si mon âme parle à votre 
âme, vos forces suppléeront à mes forces." He 
then prepares to submit his resolutions to the 
Assembly with all deference to their wisdom. With 
an appropriate metaphor, he describes the inaction 
of the Third Estate over the past few weeks: ' 
"cercle ou votre sagesse s'est longtemps circon
scrite;" he produces a series of reasons to justify 
this conduct, but he then goes on to warn the 
Assembly not to be led into any cowardly or tbought-

(1) See Chapter VI, p. 36  ̂- VO .(2) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. VIII, p. 109, col. 2.
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less action.
Mirabeau then sets out to expose the in

justice and folly of the aristocratic and eccles
iastical opposition to the formation of a consti
tution, and in this light he makes a vigorous at
tack upon the separation of the three Orders. An 
extremely long and well-balanced period (about 35 
lines) gives ample and effective expression to 
these sentiments. A series of six very long noun 
clauses leads to the final climactic declaration: 
"C'est le comble sans doute de la déraison or
gueilleuse," The very accumulation of subordinate 
clauses, which all follow a similar structural 
pattern beginning with""que", and the long wait 
for the main clause serve to give this declaration 
great stress. But within the individual clauses 
Mirabeau employs many effective rhetorical de
vices. There are numerous antitheses, both verbal, 
substantival and adjectival, and these all help to 
illustrate the contrast which Mirabeau is making 
between ancient injustices and pjS^udice, and a 
new constitution which will bring justice to all.
Some of the most felicitous antitheses are:
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"on oppose à ses volontés et aux voeux de son peuple 
les vieux préjugés, les gothiques oppressions des 
siècles barbares;" "quelques personnes ... opposent 
sans pudeur la magie de ce mot vide de sens ("ordres") 
k l'intérêt général...;" "tandis que vous n'attestez 
que les principes et l'intérêt de tous..., ils in
voquent hautement le despotisme ministériel..."
Some well-chosen illustrations make the argument 
more vivid - for example, Mirabeau visualized the 
old regime being perpetuated by 15I individuals as 
against the King and 25 million persons it concerns. 
Epithets also are admirably selected - for example: 
"les gothiques oppressions des siècles barbares" 
and "cette prétention vraiment délirante de pro
priétés." And there is some lively imagery, notably: 
"river sur nous les fers de 1'aristocratie." 
Alliteration is freely used for emphasis: "une con
stitution où deux ordres qui ne sont ni le peuple, 
ni le prince, se serviront du second pour pressurer 
le premier, du premier pour effrayer le second..."
The sentence following this remarkably long one 
also contains some colourful imagery, an orthodox
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ternary construction, some effective accumulation 
and a hint of irony: **Et je n*ai pas besoin de 
colorer cette faible esquisse pour démontrer que 
la division des ordres, que le v^to des ordres, 
que l'opinion et la délibération par ordre seraient 
une invention vraiment sublime pour fixer consti
tutionnellement l*égoisme dans le sacerdoce, 
l'orgueil dans le patriciat, la bassesse dans le 
peuple, la division entre tous les intérêts, la 
corruption dans toutes les classes dont se compose 
la grande famille, la cupidité dans toutes les 
Wies, 1'insignifiance de la nation, la tutelle du 
prince, le despotisme des ministres”. From all 
this Mirabeau concludes that what is required of 
the Assembly is perseverance and moderation.

He then poses the question of the name 
to be assumed by the Assembly, and rejects the 
title ”Etats-généraux. ** He argues that both the 
sanôtion of the King and the approval of the 
electorate is requisite for the title to be 
assumed. Here Mirabeau demonstrates his realism 
by showing that the Assembly must relieve the
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practical needs of the people in order to gain their 
support. An eloquent and emphatic description of 
the people *s sorrows is given: **Le peuple veut des 
soulagements parce qu*il n*a plus de forces pour 
souffrir; le peuple secoue l'oppression parce qu'il 
ne peut plus respirer sous l'horrible faix dont on 
1*écrasé; mais il demande seulement de payer que 
ce qu'il peut, et de porter paisiblement sa misère.”

Mirabeau also rejects the designation 
proposed by the Abbé Sieyès, namely: "Assemblée 
des seuls repré^tants connus et vérifiés,” on the 
grounds that it is incomprehensible to the majority 
of citizens.

He is then able to present his own sug
gestion of "Représentants du peuple français,” and 
supports it in a series of rhetorical questions, 
beginning with: ”Qui peut vous disputer ce titre?**, 
surmising the reactions of the other two orders, 
and leading to the terse retort: ”Nous prononcerons 
contre eux, quand tout le monde peut juger entre 
nous.”

The actual resolutions put forward by
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Mirabeau are somewhat involved and more suitable for 
private perusal than declamation in public, but 
they state some important principles relevant to the 
future constitution. At the end of this series of 
proposals, Mirabeau makes a further comparison bet
ween the designation suggested by the Abbé Sieyès 
and his own. A sustained metaphor in which theory 
and reality are contrasted, although couched in 
general terms, has some picturesqueness: "Le méta
physicien, voyageant sur une mappemonde, franchit 
tout sans peine, ne s'embarrasse ni des montagnes, 
ni des déserts, ni des abîmes; mais quand on veut 
réaliser le voyage, quand on veut arriver, au but, 
il faut se rappeler sans cesse qu'on marche sur 
la terre et qu'on n'est plus dans le monde idéal," 
The peroration contains an effective suraming-up 
of the advantages he has claimed for his suggested 
designation of "Représentants du peuple français."

Mirabeau*8 speech of 26 September 1789 
supporting Necker's suggestion of a patriotic 
gift was probably his most brilliant speech, and 
we have cited Dumont's account of the effect it
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produced upon the Constituent Assembly.Necker's 
proposal had caused stormy debate. Mirabeau had 
made a first speech and had then proposed a decree. 
Later he had spoken again, using the same arguments 
(which were those of Claviere) and replying to ob
jections that had been made. This second speech 
was not the one which won over the Assembly, but it 
still has interesting qualities. He strikes a per- . 
sonal note at the beginning, and, referring back to 
a criticism by his brother. Viscount Mirabeau, that
his address was dry, he declares: "II me semble que

(2)j'ai rarement été inculpé de flagornerie". He 
recapitulates his address and defends it, claiming 
that the confidence he has expressed in Necker is 
sincere. He accuses his enemies of inconsistency: 
before he had read his address, it was said that 
he would bring back "de l'éloquence, et non un 
décret ;" now, afterwards, he was being criticised 
for the stylistic faults of his address: "sécher
esse, aridité, malveillance."

He then tries to explain away the

msSee Chapter V, p. 251; Chapter VI, p. 270 ■
Archives Parlementaires", Vol. IX, p. 194» col.l
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apparent contradiction in his present attitude to 
Necker. "Je n*ai point 1*honneur d'être l'ami du 
premier ministre des finances," he announces - and 
all must have sensed the irony, since all were 
aware of the bitter enmity that existed between 
Mirabeau and Meeker. But more important issues 
were at stake: Mirabeau continues: "Je ne crois
pas .... que le crédit de l'Assemblée Nationale 
doive être mis en balance avec celui du premier 
Ministre des finances". And Mirabeau then reitera
tes his reasons for supporting Necker at this 
juncture, reasons which contain that potent and 
much-used note of fear: "II faut .... craindre 
surtout cet égoïsme concentré, fruit de la longue 
habitude du despotisme; cet egoisme qui désire de 
grands sacrifices à la sûreté publique, pourvu 
qu'il n'y contribue pas.

Returning once more to his brother's 
criticism of the style of his address, he gives 
an interesting catalogue of the qualities he con
siders requisite in political oratory: concision

(1) Ibid., p. 194, col. 2.
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ftand clarity were essential, but there was also a 
need for "les ressources de 1'éloquence et de la 
sensibilité." Mirabeau ends, as usual, on a note 
of optimism about the glorious future of France.

But the Assembly had wandered far from the 
point and this speech was not sufficient to bring 
them back to it, for objections were still made 
to Mirabeau*s proposal. Mirabeau was enraged and 
rose to his feet yet again and spoke in a most 
dramatic manner. Requesting permission to ask a 
few simple questions, he appealed to them: "Daignez, 
Messieurs, daignez me r é p o n d r e . His first two 
questions concern the danger of the situation! "Le 
Premier Ministre des Finances ... ne vous a-t-il 
pas dit que tout délai aggravait le péril? qu*un

- r

jour, une heure, un instant pouvaient le rendre 
mortel?" The urgency is well portrayed by the punc
tuated rhythm of "un jour, une heure, un instant."
A third question concerns the Assembly's action in 
such a perilous situation: "Avons-nous un plan à 
substituer à celui qu'il nous propose?" Mirabeau 
imagines a reply to this: "Oui, a crié quelqu'un

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 195» col.l
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dans 1 * Assemblée. This provides a cue for him to 
reject out of hand any such plan. But he does not 
do this aggressively; he merely asks the author 
of such a plan to consider various practical ob
jections - for example: "que son plan n*est pas 
connu, qu*il faut du temps pour le développer, 
l'examiner, le démontrer." The accumulation of 
such reasons is impressive. Then, momentarily, 
Mirabeau supports the other side of the question:
"Moi aussi je ne crois pas les moyens de Monsieur 
Necker les meilleurs possibles." But he promptly 
rejects any thought of hindering Necker: "mais le 
ciel me preserve, dans une situation si critique, 
d'opposer les miens aux siens." Such self-restraint 
puts Mirabeau in an admirable light, for all were 
well aware of the animosity between the minister 
and the disreputable count. Even more so does his 
warm eulogy of Necker: "on ne rivalise pas en un 
instant une popularité prodigieuse, conquise par 
des services éclatants: une longue expérience;  ̂
la réputation du premier talent de financier connu; 
et, s'il faut tout dire, une destinée telle qu'elle 
n'échut en partage à aucun autre mortel." This is
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magnanimous indeed, and the sentiments are given 
weight by the language. The rhythm is full- 
blooded, moving in a powerful crescendo; at the 
same time there is a terseness, a decisiveness, 
especially in the alliterated "popularité prodigieuse."

Mirabeau comes to a brief and obvious con
clusion: "II faut donc en revenir au plan de M.
Necker." He then, in effect, takes his eulogy of 
Necker a step further. He is about to propose that 
Necker*s suggestion shall be adopted in its entire
ty and without delay. He does not state this at 
once, but prepares his audience to accept the idea. 
Compelling oratory will be necessary. He begins 
with question and answer tactics. Asking whether 
they have time to examine Necker*s plan, he in
stantly gives his own urgent reply: "Non, non,
mille fois non." He supports this with reasons: 
"D'insignifiantes questions, des conjectures hasard
ées, des tâtonnements infidèles, voilà tout ce qui, 
dans ce moment est en notre pouvoir." An even more 
pertinent question follows hard upon this:
"(Ju'allons-nous donc faire par le renvoi de la
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/délibération?" The reply is given at once:
"Manquer le moment décisif; acharner notre amour- 
propre à changer quelque chose à un ensemble que 
nous n*avons même pas conçu, et diminuer par 
notre intervention indiscrète 1'influence d'un 
ministre dont le crédit financier est et doit être 
plus grand que le nôtre..." The vocabulary here 
is powerful and expressive. "Tâtonnements," for 
example, with its unusual emotional epithet "in
fidèles," aptly portrays the situation. The use 
of "acharner" is an intentional exaggeration, for 
it emphasizes the unreasonableness of the rejec
tion of Necker's plan in its completeness. The 
rhythm is built up on groups of three phrases 
which give it considerable iijrpact and power.

Mirabeau has by now really warmed to 
his task. With considerable emotion he now pro
ceeds to the real motives of the Assembly. He 
mitigates the brutality of his search by using the 
conditional, and by prefacing his remarks with the, 
protasis: "Oh! si des déclarations moins solennelles 
ne garantissaient pas notre respect pour la foi 
publique, notre horreur pour 1'infâme mot de
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banqueroute..." Then comes the apodosis: "j'oserai 
scruter les motifs secrets, et peut-être, hélas! 
ignorés de nous-mêmes, qui nous font si imprudemment 
reculer..." Another, yet more compelling, follows: 
"Je dirais à ceux qui se familiarisent peut-être 
avec l'ideé de manquer aux engagements publiques, 
par la crainte de l'excès des sacrifices, par la 
terreur de l'impôt..." and this leads to Mirabeau's 
portentous declaration, effectively clothed in a 
rhetorical question: "Qu'est-ce done la banqueroute, 
si ce n'est le plus cruel, le plus inique, le plus 
inégal, le plus désastreux des impôts?" It is 
hammered out with all the energy of real conviction. 

There is a dramatic pause while Mirabeau 
exhorts his audience to listen. Now comes his 
famous and terrible description of bankruptcy. He 
interjects apostrophes^imperatives and questions 
in a most dramatic and passionate way. The whole 
was brilliantly calculated to strike terror into 
the hearts of his hearers: "Deux siècles de dépré
dations et de brigandages ont creusé le gouffre où 
le royaume est prés de s'engloutir. II faut le
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combler, ce gouffre effroyable. Eh bien! voiob la 
liste des propriétaires français. Choisissez parmi 
les plus riches, afin de sacrifier moins de citoy
ens. Mais choisissez..." Again he apostrophizes 
the Assembly in the most compelling terms: "Contem
plateurs stoi'ques des maux incalculables que cette 
catastrophe vomira sur la France; impassibles égo
ïstes, qui pensez que ces convulsions du désespoir 
et dé la misère passeront comme tant d'autres...., 
êtes-vous bien sûrs que tant d'hommes sans pain 
vous laisseront tranquillement savourer les mets 
dont vous n'aurez voulu diminuer ni le nombre ni 
la délicatesse? .... Non, vous périrez; et dans 
la conflagration universelle que vous ne frémissez 
pas d'allumer, la perte de votre honneur ne sauvera 
pas une seule de vos détestables jouissances."

The imagery of the gulf, though not par
ticularly original, is undoubtedly brilliant. The 
greatest possible use is made of it: first in the 
initial description of "le gouffre où le royaume..; 
then the idea is picked up again in the terrifying 
picture of the abyss, and made extraordinarily 
vivid by the telling observation, "Vous reculez
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d*horreur..." Further metaphors form an integral 
part of the vocabulary, as, for instance, "immolez, 
victimes, souillez, explosion, vomira, savourer 
les mets, conflagration, allumer." But the imagery 
alone is not responsible for the compelling quality 
of the speech. There are, too, the forceful in
junctions to the deputies. None but Mirabeau would 
have dared to employ such strong terms of abuse to . 
anyone's face. But, as we have already noted, reck
less temerity was one of Mirabeau*s outstanding 
charact eristics.

He now turns from outright abuse to posi
tive encouragement to the deputies to adopt Necker's 
proposals. He inserts a short and eloquent answer 
to objections on the score of.patdotism: "J'entends 
parler de patriotisme, d'élans de patriotisme, d'
invocations au patriotisme. Ah: ne prostituez pas 
ces mots de patrie et de patriotisme." He replies 
to doubts on the enormity of the sum required of 
each Frenchman with irony: "II est donc.bien mag
nanime, l'effort de donner une portion de son 
revenu pour sauver tout ce qu'on possède1 Eh:
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meesieurs, ce n'est là que de la simple arithmétique.." 
And then he asserts firmly and vigorously: "Oui, 
messieurs, o'est la prudence la plus ordinaire, la 
sagesse la plus triviale, c'est votre intérêt 
plus grossier que j'invoque." Again we have the 
tertiary grouping of phrases; the superlative, also 
frequently employed, gives further emphasis.

Mirabeau*s appeal is nothing ^f not varied.
He now insists upon the urgency of the matter in 
hand by reminding the Assembly of the injunctions 
he had formerly given them and contrasting them with 
his present exhortation. "Je ne vous dis plus...," 
he reiterates, and, then, with great emphasis, sounds 
his warning note: "Je vous dis: Vous serez tous en- 
trainés dans la ruine universelle; et les premiers 
intéressés au sacrifice que le gouvernement vous 
demande, c'est vous-même s. "

He pursues his point with urgent, repeti
tive commands: "Votez donc ce subside extraordinaire... 
Votez-le parce que les circonstances publiques ne 
souffrent aucun retard, et que nous serions comp
tables de tout delat." He further exhorts them: 
"Cardez-vous de demander du temps; le malheur n'en
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accorde jamais...."
The conclusion of the speech is magnifi

cent. Mirabeau recalls the minor insurrection, 
which he qualifies as "une risible insurrection", 
of the last two days of August, when Goupil de 
Préfeln had made a frenzied allusion to antiquity:

L \"Catalina est aux portes de Rome, et l'on délib^e.
Et certes," declares Mirabeau, "il n'y a autour 
de nous ni Catalina, ni périls, ni factions, ni 
Rome.... Mais aujourd'hui la banqueroute, la 
hideuse banqueroute est là: elle menace de consumer,

VOU.S
vous, vos propriétés, votre honneur.... et^délibérez!” 

This is oratory at its most potent. By 
it a confused and pointless debate suddenly gained 
direction and purpose and an immediate decision of 
importance was reached. One can well understand 
Dumont's enthusiastic judgment of this speech;
"Owétait .... un lieu commun d'éloquence, mais il 
le traita à la maâière de Oicéron ou de Bossuet."^^^ 
Mirabeau's oratorical qualities - his variety of 
appeal, his vigorous and powerful rhythm, and his

(1) DUMONT: Op. cit., p. llg.
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compelling enthusiasm - are seen at their zenith. 
Another important improvised speech was 

that of 7 November 1789 on ministerial responsi
bility. In some ways it is akin to the speech on 
the Chatelet procedure, since it is a speech which 
directly concerns Mirabeau himself. The first two 
thirds of the speech consist in a recital of ob
jections to Lanjuinais* proposal that deputies of 
the Assembly should not be able to become ministers. 
Mirabeau produces a long list of very obvious reas
ons - that the 1200 deputies had received the suf
frage of the nation, for instance - and he cites 
the English example. He concludes that he cannot 
discover the motive of Lanjuinais* motion. And 
this is the most interesting part of the speech,

Mirabeau first announces that he will try 
to guess Lanjuinais* secret motive. He then hints 
that it would be useful to prevent some deputies 
from becoming ministers, but he is not prepared to 
sacrifice a great principle for that reason, and 
so proposes an amendment that those deputies whom 
Lanjuinais would fear as ministers should be excluded
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from the ministry. He then states quite calmly:
"je me charge de vous les faire connaître." All 
this must have excited enormous curiosity in the 
Assembly, for all were v/ell aware that Mirabeau*s 
own pretentions to the ministry were the cause of 
the motion. He proceeds now to announce that only 
two deputies could be in Lanjuinais* mind. Then, 
with characteristic aplomb, he asks: "Quels sont 
ces membres?" and provides his own reply: "Vous 
l*avez déjà deviné, messieurs; c*est ou 1*auteur 
de la motion, ou moi. " Having explained that Lan
juinais might want to exclude himself on account 
of his modesty, he unhesitatingly refers to the 
rumours which have been circulating on his own ac
count. He here appears at his most self-effacing:
"il est très possible... qu*il (Lanjuinais) ait de 
moi 1* idée que j*en ai moi-même; et dès-lors je ne 
suis pas étonné qu* il me croie incapable de remplir 
une mission que je regarde comme fort au-dessus....

. ■ y:
de mes lumières et de mes talents, surtout si elle 
devait me priver des leçons et des conseils que je

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. IX, p. 717, col.2,
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n*ai cessé de recevoir dans cette Assemblée." Mira
beau then actually goes so far as to propose that he 
alone should be excluded from the ministry. In add
ition he expresses his hope that he will see other 
deputies as ministers. The thought must naturally 
occur that Mirabeau may have calculated that his 
generous act of self-abnegation would lead to a re
vocation of the entire action. What continues to 
amaze is his apparently brazen unconcern in the face 
of hostility. He remained smiling until the end, 
obstinately refusing to appear defeated.

."Indignatio facit verbum". Mirabeau was 
particularly effective as an orator when he was in
dignant. The conduct of the magistrates at Rennes 
roused his anger in January 179O. Mirabeau*s 
opening is effective. He assumes the pose of one 
who is greatly shocked: **Messieurs, lorsque, dans 
la séance d*hier, mes oreilles étaient frappées de 
ces mots que vous avez désappris aux Français,

(p)ordres privilégiés...."' ' Re measures the depth

il!1 ) See Chapter V, p. - ̂
"Archives Parlementaires," Vol. XI, p. 145» col. 2.'
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of his shock by accumulating two further subordinate 
clauses beginning with "lorsque" and each containing 
antitheses referring to the magistrates of Rennes 
who had declared themselves unable to obey the new 
laws, and finally reaches his main clause, "je me 
disais" which leads on to a rhetorical question in 
which he attacks these magistrates: "Sont-ce done 
là des souverains détrônés, qui, dans un élan de 
fierté imprudente, mais généreuse, parlent à d*heur
eux usurpateurs?" Mirabeau then replies to his own 
question - this catechetic manner of discussing a 
subject was a favourite one with Mirabeau, and an 
effective one, since it gave a directness and vivid
ness to his argument. His answer here falls into 
three sections, in which he describes the magistrates 
in unflattering, if not uncivil, terms. He alludes 
to them, for instance, as "une poignée de magistrats" 
The sections of the answer become progressively 
longer and more acrimonious, and the effect is one 
of crescendo. The first section is brief, but cut
ting: "Non, ce sont des hommes dont les prétentions 
ont insulté longtemps à toute idée d'ordre social." 
The usual key-words are in evidence "prétentions",
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"insulte", with their growing emotive force. The 
idea of this first section is elaborated in the 
second, in which magistrates in general are impli
cated: "... ces corps qui, après s'être places par 
eux-méines entre le monarque et les sujets, pour 
asservir le peuple en dominant le prince, ont joué, 
menacé, trahi tour à tour l'un et l'autre au gré 
de leurs vues ambitieuses, et retardé de plusieurs 
siècles le jour de la raison et de la liberté". We 
may note ho?/ Mirabeau skilfully moves from the de
tail of the alleged crimes (neatly and bitterly ex
pressed in "joué, menacé, trahi") to the wider im
plications of these misdeeds. One can also witness 
here the gradual process by which reason and liberty 
became gods.

The third section of this virulent answer 
is something of a personal attack: ".... une poignée 
de magistrats qui, sans caractère, sans titre, sans 
prétexte, vient dire aux représentants du souverain 
...." This leads into direct speech. It is a 
favourite device of Mirabeau and a very clever one.
To begin with, it lends a touch of reality; more 
important, Mirabeau is able in this way to put all
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that the magistrates have said and done into a nut
shell and interpret it in his own way, thus creating 
an impression of astuteness and tenacity. This 
latter quality is further emphasised here by the 
pithy kind of repetition and the vigorous rhythm: 
**Nous avons désobéi, et nous avons dû désobéir; 
nous avons désobéi, et cette désobéissance honorera 
nos noms; la postérité nous en tiendra compte; 
notre résistance sera l'objet de son attendrisse
ment et de son respect."

At this point Mirabeau voices his own 
violent objections. Shortly, but vigorously, he 
declares: "Non, Messieurs, le souvenir d'une telle 
démence ne passera pas à la postérité." Then, in 
characteristic manner, he lifts this petty matter

Ufîd.on to a universal ^laia, the key-word being "globe" 
and "espèce humaine." The imagery is particularly 
expressive and the whole situation is depicted in 
a rather striking antithesis; "Eh! que sont ces 
efforts de pygmées qui se raidissent pour faire 
avorter la plus belle, la plus grande des révolu
tions, celle qui changera infailliblement la face
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du globe, le sort de l'espèce humaine." The usual 
optimism is present and this view of the Revolution 
gives an apparent strength to Mirabeau's argument. 
Mirabeau picks out this theme of destiny and elabor
ates upon it: "Etrange présomption qui veut arrêter 
dans sa course le développement de la liberté, et 
faire reculer les destinées d'une grande nation!"

Again now, Mirabeau varies his tactics.
He enumerates some questions which he wishes the 
magistrates to put to themselves, as, for example, 
"Qui représentons-nous?" At this point the Assembly 
is pictured as a v/arrior defending the new laws;
"... cette Assemblée nationale, qui a déjà terrassé 
tant de préjugés ennemis .... pour les défendre." 
(i.e. les décrets). Another such question follows: 
"... quels auxiliaires si puissants nous inspirent 
tant de confiance?" This time Mirabeau supplies 
his own answer to his question. It is a threefold 
answer; we hear first of "les préjugés" and "les 
intérêts particuliers" and then come to the final 
crescendo: "ce sont les projets aussi criminels 
qu'insensés que forment, pour leur proprè part, les
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ennemis de la révolution." There is the continuing 
picture of the enemies of the Revolution, painted 
as utter villains, without any shade of grey. Mira
beau concludes this reply with the categorical 
statement: "Voilà, Messieurs, ce qu*on a prétendu 
par une demarche si audacieuse qu'elle en parait 
absurde." In a further series of three questions, 
Mirabeau asks what the magistrates have to complain 
about. It is all rather grandiloquent. The final 
question is full of irony and contrasts: "Viennent- 
ils, citoyens magnanimes d'une cité détruite ou 
désolée, ou généreux défenseurs de l'humanité souf
frante, réclamer des droits viûlés ou méconnus?"

* Ail this is but the preface to an answer 
which comprises a further accusation directed 
against the magistrates. The painting becomes 
blacker and is now greatly exaggerated: "Non, 
Messieurs, ceux qui se présentent à nous ne sont 
que les champions plus intéressés encore qu'-

V  N*audacieux d'un système qui valut a la France deux 
cents ans d'oppression publique et particulière, 
politique et fiscale, féodale et justiciaire... 
et leur espérance est de faire revivre ou regretter 
ce système! espoir coupable, dont le ridicule est
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1 * inévitable châtiment". The rhythm adds to the 
effect of this diatribe, particularly in the pair
ing off of a string of adjectives. Irony is also 
present here in an antitheses of ideas - the an
tithesis of hope (usually a good concept) and the 
object hoped for. The derision is expressed more 
fully in the last phrase, which is in the manner 
of an after thought.

Mirabeau claims now that the view which 
he has given of the situation is a true one. This 
paragraph is very clever, for Mirabeau points to 
the numerous deputations who have brought addresses 
praising and thanking the Assembly - and this he 
does in long, flowing rhetoric, with frequent repe
tition of the phrase "En vain..." - and then he 
points in contrast to the Breton magistrates: "Onze 
juges bretons ne peuvent pas consentir à ce que 
vous soyez les bienfaiteurs de leur patrie.
The sarcasm is trenchant. And Mirabeau adds his 
own comment, which encourages the Assembly at the 
same time as it further inveighs against the

(1) Ibid., p. 146, col. 1.
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magistrates, Mirabeau assures the Assembly: **C*est 
bien eux et leurs pareils que vous dépossédez quand 
vous affermissez 1*autorité royale sur 1*indes
tructible base de la liberté publique et de la 
volonté nationale."

Mirabeau*s invective was not always as 
bitter as it might have been. His part of the 
major speech on Marseilles on 26 January 1790 is 
far less caustic than one might have expected.
In discussing the case of Bournissac, Provost of 
Marseilles, Mirabeau concerns himself less with 
Bournissac than with the martyrs of the Revolu
tion - psychologically, a wise move, since martyrs 
tend to rouse more sympathy than evildoers indig
nation. Bournissac*s innocence or culpability 
was relatively unimportant, explained Mirabeau, 
and the antithesis is persuasive: "Ce n*est pas 
un individu de plus qu'il s'agit de poursuivre; 
ce sont les amis de la liberté qu'il faut sauver
à Marseille,

As usual^ Mirabeau livens up his argument

(1) "Archives Parlementaires, " Vol. XI, p. 348;
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by employing a variety of effects. In demonstrat
ing that Bournissac cannot judge as a magistrate 
those who have accused him, he poses a series of 
indignant rhetorical questions, such as: "Est-il 
un homme sur la terre, qui . put exercer un aussi 
dangereux pouvoir?" He then relates a short anec
dote from the trial. Brémond says to Bournissac: 
"Quoi!' C*est vous qui m* interrogez! .... vous 
m'accusez d'un patriotisme qui m'honore, et l'
Assemblée nationale vous a déclaré prévenu du crime 
de lèse-nation."

Mirabeau then supplies the answers he 
would make to any further objections in the form 
of a long series of rhetorical questions, in which 
a bitter, ironic note is struck. Much effect is 
gained here from the constant repetition of "Faut- 
il....?" to introduce each question, and from the 
rhythm that this accumulation produces. For ex
ample: "Faut-il n'obtenir les succès les plus 
mérités qu'en caressant lou toute-puissance dé
daigneuse des protecteurs..." Faut-il..; que les 
gens en place, que les favoris de la fortune soient 
regardés comme les plus vertueux, comme les plus 
éclairés des hommes?" This series of rhetorical
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questions is effectively punctuated with peremptory 
interjections, such as: "Qu'alors on cesse de 
m'écouter, et que le prévét de Marseille fasse 
dresser ses échafauds!"

Throughout Bournissac's prisoners are 
portrayed as martyrs to the Revolution and to liber
ty - and this concept is more fully developed to
wards the end in an indignant rhetorical question: 
"Faut-il que la révolution .... ne puisse être con
sommée sans que des miliers de martyrs périssent 
pour elle, sans que l'effusion de leur généreux 
s a n g . This is very skilful, because not 
only is syn^athy awakened for the martyrs, but the 
cause of the Revolution appears all the greater, 
in that men axe prepared to die for it. In this 
way, it almost gains the proportion of a religion.

Having thus, no doubt, captured the im
aginations of his hearers, Mirabeau carries his 
idea right into the future and gives them a vivid 
glimpse of it. He pictures a father talking to 
his son: "Vois-tu cet échafaud? C'est celui des

(1) Ibid., p. 349, col. 1.'
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citoyens qui osèrent parler en faveur de la liberté: 
apprends à souffrcr, mais échappe au supplice”, The 
irony is terrible. But Mirabeau is not content to 
stop there. Another similar anecdote follows so 
that the point is really hammered home. In the same 
way as he uses the device of accumulation with words 
and phrases, so he also uses it with ideas. It is 
a constant feature of his oratory. In the written 
word it would become extremely tedious, but it is 
an essential element of the spoken v/ord if it is 
to be persuasive. Having built up this horrifying 
vision of the future, and made his audience recoil 
in fear, Mirabeau destroys it in masterly fashion 
by declaring that the nation will rise up against 
such horrors.' And he flatters and encourages the 
representatives by showing them the whole of Europe 
looking to them and judging them. Thus, as usual, 
he ends upon a note of hope,

Mirabeau delivered an interesting impro- 
vised^^^ speech on public order on 23 February 1790,

(1) Mé'jan testifies to the improvised nature of this 
speech. After reproducing it, he notes: "Cet 
imnrovisé fut vivement applaudi." MEJAN: Op. Cit.,
Vol, III, p, 228.
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Several deputies, including Montlosier, had been 
arguing for amendments to a law to restore order 
and had wanted to create more stringent measures, 
giving greater powers to the King, rather than 
dispersing them to the municipalities. Mirabeau 
considered that the amendments to this proposed 
law arose from confused ideas about the executive 
power. In his view, the executive power had its 
root in the Constitution, and no agents of the 
executive power (the King and the municipalities) 
could be given any special powers. The Constitu
tion itself must first be completed,

Mirabeau put this argument forward quite 
forcibly in his speech. He ridiculed the idea of 
strengthening the King's power at the present time 
most effectively by asking derisively: "... croient- 
ils (i.e. previous speakers) que nous sommes au 
temps des Thesé^e et des Hercule, où un seul homme 
domptait les nations et les m o n s t r e s ? To ill
ustrate his argument with regard to the executive 
power's having its roots in the Constitution, he

(1) Ibid., p. 225.
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compares the formation of the Constitution and the 
executive power to the making of a watch: "Tous les 
rouages doivent être disposés, toutes les pièces 
doivent s * engréher, pour que la machine puisse être 
mise en mouvement."

After the argumentative part of the speech, 
Mirabeau makes some' caustic observations about the 
responsibility of ministers, which he declares are 
related to the subject in hand. This parenthetical 
jibe is typical of Mirabeau*s methods: "Les minis
tres, avec un peu de candeur, (si la candeur pou
vait exister dans le coeur des ministres), ...."
He concludes that the executive power has all the 
means for quelling disorder at its disposal, and 
rejects the proposed amendments.

As was to be expected, the opposing views 
of Mirabeau and the Abbé Maury(^) frequently brought 
them into contact as antagonists. Certainly, on I9 
April 1790, the Abbé succeeded in rousing Mirabeau*s 
ire. The Constitution Committee was proposing to 
extend the duration of the Assembly until the

(1) See Chapter III, p. (04 sq.
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Constitution was completed, and to annul the orig
inal mandates of the deputies, since some of these 
had almost expired. The Abbé Maury objected 
strongly, arguing that the deputies were first and 
foremost deputies of their "baillages" before being 
those of the nation. It was this distinction bet
ween the nation and the Assembly that provoked 
Mirabeau into a furious and eloquent tirade. Re
ferring to the Abbé Maury and his colleagues as 
”de malveillants rhéteurs," he criticizes their 
attempt to arouse a kind of rivalry between the 
Assembly and the Nation - adding this eloquent 
comment: "Si ce n*était pas par 1*Assemblée nation
ale que les Français, jusqu*alors aggregation 
inconstituée de peuples désunis, sont véritable
ment devenus une nation!" Two further comments 
on a similar pattern follow, composed of high- 
flown phrases, such as: "le fanatisme heureux d*une 
grande revolution" and "le spectacle de votre 
gloire"; and then comes a sprinkling of the usual 
abstract nouns, rounded off with a series of them: 

de votre fidélité, de votre patriotisme et 
de vos vertus. ii(i)
(1) Ibid., p. 269-70.
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Mirabeau then turns his attention to the 
Abbe Maury's definition of a national convention 
and to his query as to how simple deputies from 
"baillages" have transformed themsâves into a 
national convention. Once again, indignation gives 
Mirabeau power of speech. He answers Maury's de
mand with the utmost vigour, striking blow upon 
blow: "Je répondrai: le jour, où trouvant la salle 
qui devait nous rassembler, fermée, hérissée, 
souillée de baïonnettes (i.e. 20 June 1789); nous 
courûmes vers le premier lieu qui pût nous réunir, 
jurer de périr plutôt que de laisser subsister un 
tel ordre de choses; ce jour-là mé\tie, si nous 
n'étions pas convention nationale, nous le sommes 
devenus." Again Mirabeau deplores the closing of 
the assembly hall, referringto it as "un acte de 
démence vraiment sacrilège." He proceeds by impli
cation to pour scorn upon the type of argument used 
by Maury, and calls upon the Assembly to witness: 
"Vous le voyez. Messieurs, je dédaigne les arguties, 
je méprise les subtilités; ce n'est point par des 
distinctions métaphysiques que j'attaque des
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serments particuliers...."
He does, nevertheless, give a serious 

answer to Maury*s questions, whilst seeming to 
touch but lightly on each point. He argues that 
the deputies have been sent to form a constitution, 
and in that very commission they have received the 
power to do everything necessary to form it. Their 
mandates charged them to regenerate France: the King 
has used the same word. Mirabeau rejects the idea 
that the deputies should refer back to their con
stituents and thus "perdre en consultations pusi
llanimes le temps d*agir, et laisser frapper de 
mort la liberté paissante...." He reiterates the 
view that 20 June changed the nature of their 
powers, and describes with a note of exultation 
"le jour mémorable, où, blesses dans notre dignité, 
dans nos droits, dans nos devoirs, nous nous sommes 
liés au salut public par le serment de ne nous 
séparer jamais, que la la constitution ne fût 
établie et affermie." - ^

Mirabeau sums up his point succinctly 
and powerfully, affirming: "Les attentats du
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despotisme, les périls que nous avons conjurés, la 
violence que nous avons réprimée; voilà nos titres." 
The martyr-like condition of the deputies is fur
ther pictured in the phrase: "Provoqués par 1*in
vincible tocsin de la nécessité...." Mirabeau con
cludes v/ith an allusion to Cicero, who, in order 
to save his country from conspirators, was obliged 
to overstep the powers conferred upon him. Vvlien a 
tribune required him to swear that he had respected 
the powers, he declared: "Je jure.... que j*ai 
sauvé la république." At this point Mirabeau apos
trophized the Assembly, affirming solemnly: 
"Messieurs, .... je jure que vous avez sauvé la 
chose publique." The comment which was printed 
directly after this speech in the "Courier de Pro
vence" is worth recording: "C*est léu de l'éloquence; 
et l'orateur qui cite Cicéron n'a rien à lui envier. 
Ces derniers mots, adressés du geste, comme de la
voix, aux vrais libérateurs de la patrie, ont

(1)excité un tressaillement u n i v e r s e l . Indeed, 
the speech had a material effect, as the fate of

(l) "Courier de Provence," No. CXXXIII. Vol. VII,
p. 448.
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the law in question was decided at once.
Mirabeau*s speech on 11 June 1790^̂  ̂

announcing to the Assembly the death of Benjamin 
Franklin was short and to the point. The old 
maxim which tells us that brevity is the soul of 
wit is once again found to be true.

He begins with the simple announcement: 
"Franklin est mort...," and then proceeded to el
aborate v/ith dignity: "II est retourné au sein de 
la Divinité, le génie qui affranchit 1*Amérique 
et versa sur l'Europe des torrents de lumière.
Even this simple, moving statement is pregnant with 
revolutionary feeling. We are in the century of 
freedom and light. The imagery is powerful, and 
unspoiled because uncomplicated.

The idea of the two worlds - America and 
Europe - is sustained in the following paragraph, 
in which Franklin is described as "Le sage que deux 
mondes réclament." This begins a short eulogy; it 
continues: "1'homme que se disputent l'histoire 
des sciences et l'histoire des empires, tenait

\l)

See Chapter V, p. 311-3.2) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. XVI, p. 170, col.2
- p. 171, col. 1.
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sans doute un rang élevé dans l'espèce humaine." 
That is all - the rest of the speech concerns the 
wearing of mourning - but concision does not de
tract from the sincerity or value of the praise, 
and in all that follows the highest honours are 
implicitly accorded to Franklin.

The event gives Mirabeau an opportunity 
to air one of his favourite themes, to wit, the 
rottenness of courts and governments in the past. 
His complaint of their lack of sincerity is almost 
Rousseauistic. It is certainly eloquent ; "Assez 
longtemps les cabinets politiques ont notifié' la 
mort de ceux qui ne furent grand que dans leur 
éloge funèbre." He then varies the same theme: 
"Assez longtemps l'étiquette des cours a proclamé 
des deuils hypocrites." Each sentence contains 
an antithesis. Now comes a more marked contrast: 
it is a contrast between past and present, between 
the tyranny (as Mirabeau sees it) of courts and 
governments and the reign of freedom which is being 
born. Yet there is nothing to indicate this an
tithesis - the juxtaposition of the two ideas is 
thought to be enough. V/e have heard about the
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hypocrisy of state mourning in the past; we now 
hear how things should be properly conducted:
"Les nations ne doivent porter que le deuil de 
leurs bienfaiteurs. Les représentants des nations 
ne doivent recommander à leurs hommages que les 
héros de 1'humanité." The point is made simply, 
categorically, and with dignity.

Mirabeau next recounts the period of 
mourning for Franklin ordered in the United States, 
referring to it as "ce tribut de vénération pour 
l*un des pères de sa constitution." In the back 
of the minds of his listeners, must be the thought 
that France, too, owed much to Benjamin Franklin. 
Quite naturally, this leads him on to suggest:
"Ne serait-il pas digne de nous, Messieurs, de 
nous unir à l'Amérique dans cet acte religieux, 
de participer à cet hommage rendu à la face de 
l'univers, et aux droits de 1'homme, et au philo
sophe qui a le plus contribué a en propager la 
conquête sur toute la terre." In support of this 
he imagines what the Ancient World would have done 
in this instance, and makes this an opportunity 
to describe the peculiar genius of Franlclin, and
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his especial bequests to mankind, the lightning- 
conductor and his services as a political leader.* 
"L'antiquité," claims Mirabeau, "eût élevé des 
autels au vaste et puissant génie, qui, au profit 
des mortels, embrassant dans sa pensée le ciel et 
la terre, sut dompter la foudre et les tyrans." 
Antiquity is cited as a kind of measure for the 
present, and as an example to it. So, having 
alluded to it, Mirabeau concludes: "La France, 
éclairée et libre, doit au moins un témoignage 
de souvenir et de regret à l'un des plus grands 
des hommes, qui ait jamais servi la philosophie 
et la liberté." Finally, he proposes that the 
National Assembly shall wear mourning for Franklin

I

for three days.
This short speech is of interest both 

for its content and for its style. Mirabeau saw 
in Franklin's death the opportunity not only to 
declare France's debt to him, but also to assert 
the principles of freedom and brotherhood which 
the revolutionaries shared with him; hatred of 
the Ancien Regime is in sharp contrast with
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optimism for the future. Thus the speech is used 
as a vehicle for the expression of revolutionary 
ideas. It was designed to boost the morale of the 
Assembly and at the same time to increase Mirabeau*s 
own ascendency.

It is a remarkable piece of eloquence. It 
is simple and dignified. The rhythm is solemn and 
slow - there is none of the urgent repetition so 
frequently used to stir the interest or indignation 
of the Assembly. There are few conjunctions and 
the sentences are short, on the whole, but they are 
superbly balanced one against another; carefully 
placed antitheses render the effect altogether im
posing. The general tone is elevated and there is 
a strong impression of sincerity and genuine emotion 
throughout ; the gushing sentimentality so charac
teristic of much of the Revolutionary oratory happi
ly finds no place here. The speech admirably be
fitted the occasion, and the proposal was carried 
unanimously.

Another very successful speech which ap
pears to be of Mirabeau*s own composition was that
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of 2 October 1790, in. which he defended himself 
against the accusation that he was implicated in 
the insurrection of 5 nnd 6 October I789. The 
most remarkable feature of the speech is its ef
frontery. Although it is fairly certain that Mira
beau was in some way implicated in an Orleanist 
plot, he confidently assumes an innocent and self- 
righteous attitude. True, Chabroud, the spokesman 
of the Châtelet tribunal, had cleared him from 
blame, but Mirabeau was aware that suspicions had 
not been entirely quietened, and thought this extra 
speech of self-justification necessary.

The pose he assumed was masterly - his 
self-composure in the face of considerable hostility 
was almost enough in itself to persuade anyone of 
his innocence. A most complete unconcern over all 
the calumny and vilification, and a lofty, disdain
ful attitude towards the witnesses who had been 
brought against him - he actually ridiculed them - 
made his defence appear genuine. It was a brilli
ant piece of acting.

Mirabeau began by taking the attitude 
that he did not consider himself as an accused man -
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his only purpose in discussing the matter was to 
elucidate the facts. But, before proceeding with 
these facts, he notes the difficulties attending 
upon such an account - the worst being that the 
shameful secrets to be revealed are bound to cause 
trouble. Mirabeau, however, will deal purely with 
the facts that concern his part in the affair; and 
he will defend himself only on the three heads on 
which he has been accused. This he proceeds to do. 
The charge that he was seen running through the 
troops of the Flanders regiment sabre in hand he 
dismisses first by showing how comic such an atti
tude would have been in the dress of a deputy of the 
Third Estate, and then, in a more serious vein, by 
stating that he spent the afternoon, in question at 
Count de Le Marck* s house. The second charge was 
that Mirabeau had said to Mounier: "Eh* qui vous
dit que nous ne voulons pas un roi? Mais qu*importe

(1)que ce soit Louis XVI ou Louis XVII?" Although 
Mirabeau denies having made this remark, his defence 
is rather that there is nothing to condemn in such a

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. XIX, p. 401,col.1.*
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remark. He then gives his version of what took place 
on the afternoon of 5 October 1789. Mirabeau wa.s 
accused in the third instance of counselling the Duke 
of Orleans not to exile himself to England. This 
time he actually admits the charge that he offered 
this advice to the Duke, and goes on to recount how 
it all took place, putting his ov/n conduct in the 
most favourable light. It was a brilliant way of 
exonerating himself - but it required a deal of 
temerity, not to say impudence, and Mirabeau showed 
considerable skill in carrying it off. Having thus 
dismissed the accusations brought against him, he 
thinks fit to settle various other points. He scorns 
to reply to the malicious gossip being spread on his 
score, but he takes pains in a tortuous argument to 
refute the idea that he was an accomplice of the 
originator of the plot. Triumphant now, he ends with 
a virulent attack upon the Chatelet tribunal which 
had been collecting and weighing the evidence of the 
case.

Mirabeau's style is vigorous and his appeal 
varied. His first paragraph includes assertions of



641.'
CHAPTER VIIÎ: Mirabeau*8 Authentic Oratory.

his own innocence, scorn for the ridiculous charges 
brought against him, parenthetical jibes at his ene
mies, and expressions of deference to the Assembly, 
Long, sonorous sentences are followed by shorter, 
antithetical ones. For instance, Mirabeau describes 
the purpose of his speech in a complex and slow- 
moving period,' and then, in a more purposeful manner, 
declares: "Ce que j*ai dédaigné quand il ne s’agis
sait que de moi, je dois le scruter de près, quand 
on m*attaque au sein de l ’Assemblée Nationale, et 
comme en faisant partie." In listing the difficul
ties involved in revealing what he is about to re
veal, he uses a common rhetorical trick of introduc
ing each with the phrase: "Ce n ’est pas..." This 
clearly marks the introduction of each point, and 
helps to give definite shape to the speech. Mira
beau’ s vocabulejry in this section is often express
ive. He uses a series of apt metaphors to portray 
his own feelings: "Ce n ’est pas de répnmer le juste 
ressentiment, qui oppresse mon coeur depuis une 
année, et que l ’on force enfin à s’exhaler." He 
continues realistically and expressively: "Dans
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cette affaire, le mépris est à côté de la haine; il 
1'émousse, il l'amortit." One difficulty concerns 
the troublous state of affairs, and calls forth in 
passing the imagery of storm and tempest. A short, 
meaningful antithesis also occurs here; "si le 
trône a des torts k excuser, la clémence nationale 
a eu des complots à mettre en oubli." This idea is 
elaborated; there is a characteristic thrust at the 
King's "conseillers pervers" and then a sarcastic 
reference to the Chûtelet.

Mirabeau has now at length reached the 
major difficulty - it is the history of the procedure 
itself. He explains in vigorous, colourful terms; 
"Elle est profondément odieuse, cette histoire.
Les fastes du crime offrent peu d'examples d'une 
scélératesse tout à la fois si éhontée et si mal
habile." He then prophesies ominously; "Le temps 
le saura; mais ce secret hideux ne peut être révélé 
aujourd'hui sans produire de grands troubles." It 
is all a little enigmatic - and gains from being so.' 
Reference is made to those who instigat^ed the 
Ghatelet procedure, and to their victims, but a
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sense of mystery is created by the use of nouns such 
as "machinâteurs" and "offenseur" in preference to 
proper names.

Mirabeau then asserts most emphatically 
that he is only going to speak of the facts of the 
case as they concern him. He declares: "je renonce, 
à examiner les contradictions de la procédure et 
ses variantes, ses épisodes et ses obscurités, ses 
superfluités et ses réticences." And he gives a 
long and impressive list of all the other points 
upon which he proposes to remain silent. He con
cludes the list with the familiar image of the actor 
on the stage, and finally states: "je me contenterai 
de discuter les trois principales imputations qui 
me sont faites." He also alludes to an enigma that 
he will reveal, thus exciting the curiosity and im
patience of his hearers.

Before proceeding to refute the three ac
cusations made against him, Mirabeau sketches out 
the defence he would have made if he had been 
obliged to consider the procedure as a whole: the 
argument is somewhat obtuse, but the point seems to
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be that, had he been charged with complicity, it 
would have been necessary to prove that there was 
a prime mover in the affair. In his conclusion 
he returns to this notion, but for the moment he 
dismisses it peremptorily, and asserts eloquently: 
"II me suffira d’examiner les témoins tels qu* ils 
sont; les charges, telles qu’on me les oppose; et 
j’aurai tout dit, lorsque^j’aurai discuté trois 
faits principaux, puisque la triple malignité 
des accusateurs, des témoins et des juges, n ’a pu 
ni en fournir ni en recueillir davantage."

Mirabeau refutes the first accusation in 
the most brilliant mapner. He treats it all as a 
huge joke. Reminding his listeners that he has al
ways made a point of wearing the costume of the 
deputies of the Third Estate, he underlines most 
effectively the comedy of the situation: "Or, cer
tainement l ’allure d ’un député en habit noir, en 
chapeau rond, en cravate et en manteau, se prome
nant à cinq heures du soir, un sabre nu à la main, 
dans un régiment, méritait de trouver une place 
parmi les. caricatures d ’une telle procédure."
But Mirabeau does not rely merely upon burlesque.
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He quickly inserts the serious observation that such 
an act is not a crime against either the crown or 
the nation. The comic element returns at once: 
again Mirabeau pokes fun at himself - though also 
at his accusers: la déposition de M. Valfond
n ’a rien de vraiment fâcheux que pour M. Gamache, 
qui se trouve légalement et véhémentement soupçonné 
d’être fort laid, puisqu’il me ressemble." Still 
deeming it necessary to produce more weighty evi
dence, Mirabeau attests that he spent the afternoon 
in question at Count De La Marck’s house, and makes 
this seem all the more probable by describing in 
detail what they were doing. The point has been 
well carried - Mirabeau has been sufficiently sure 
of himself to make a joke of the whole affair, and 
yet at the same time has made convincing assertions 
as to his innocence.

On the question of what he is alleged to 
have said to Monsieur Mounier, Mirabeau is more 
serious. Yet he still appears self-assured, and 
treats his accusers in a supercilious manner. He 
prefaces his defence by recounting what had passed 
between himself and La Marck that evening. His
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fears of the "amazones... redoutables" who were to 
besiege Versailles, and the "conseillers pervers" 
who were to force the King to go to Metz, had led 
him to say to La Marck: "La dynastie est perdue, 
si Monsieur ne reste pas, et ne prend pas les rênes 
du gouvernement." Thus, he asserts, he became an 
accomplice. Such apparent frankness naturally pre
disposes the audience in Mirabeau*s favour. He 
then states the accusation. Immediately afterwards 
he declares the Châtelet*s reporter to have been 
unjust in overlooking this remark merely because 
Mounier had not confirmed it, Mirabeau then launch
es into an eloquent defence of this remark, though 
in parenthesis he implicitly denies having made it.
He claims that the remark was honourable and praise
worthy, and seeks to demonstrate this by describing 
the incident of 5 October I789 in hypothetical terms. 
Throughout there is a comparison between the zealous 
monarchist (i.e. Mounier) and the temperate monarch
ist (i.e. Mirabeau), He then poses the leading 
question: "trouveriez-vous étrange que l ’ami du 
trône et de la liberté, voyant l ’horizon se rembrunir, 

et voulant arracher son concitoyen trop
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conciliant à une périlleuse sécurité, lui dit: Eh* 
qui vous nie que le Français soit monarchiste?
Qui vous conteste que la France n*ait besoin d*un 
Roi, et ne veuille un Roi? Mais Louis XVII sera 
Roi comme Louis XVI; et si l*on parvient à per
suader à la nation que Louis XVI est fauteur et 
complice des excès qui ont lassé sa patience, elle 
invoquera un Louis XVII. Mirabeau has thus placed 
the entire incident in a favourable light. He in
sists upon his own integrity, describing himself 
as "Le zélateur de la liberté" and emphasizes that 
the import of the remark must depend very much upon 
the situation: "il (un discours) tire tout son 
caractère, tout sa force, de 1*avant-propos, de 
1*avant-scène, de la nature du moment, de l ’espèce 
des interlocuteurs, en un mot, d ’une foule de 
nuances fugitives qu’il faut déterminer avant que 
de l ’apprécier et d ’en conclure." The accumulation 
of possibilities is impressive, though it also sug
gests urgency, for Mirabeau is, after all, seeking 
to save himself from ruin.

Mirabeau then makes use of irony again, 
this time to demonstrate the improbability of his
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suggesting that Mounier bring the sitting to an end 
on 5 October 1789. Repetition stresses this sarcas
tic note: "J* ignorais sans doute alors que 1 * indis
position d*un président appelle son prédécesseur; 
j * ignorais qu’il n*est au pouvoir d’aucun homme 
d’arrêter à son gré le cours d ’un de vos plus sér
ieuses délibérations." To conclude his defence on 
this charge, he gives his version of the incident 
in question. The short, clipped sentences indicate 
well the urgency and secrecy of it all. He succeeds 
also in undermining any confidence in Mounier by 
his comment upon Mounier*s alleged reply to his 
(Mirabeau’s) suggestions: "Paris marche sur nous? 
.... Eh bien! tant mieux, nous en serons plutôt 
république." Mirabeau comments: "Si l ’on se rap
pelle les préventions et la bile noire qui agitaient 
Mounier; si l’on ^e rappelle qu’il voyait en moi le 
boute-feu de Paris, on trouvera que ce mot, qui a 
plus de caractère que le pauvre fugitif n ’en a 
montré depuis, lui fait honneur." He has thus, by 
a variety of means, rendered his story not only 
credible, but honourable, and made his enemies
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appear pusillanimous and small-minded.
The third accusation brings forth Mira

beau* s most majestic tones: "j * ai conseillé, dit-on, 
à M. d*Orléans, de ne point partir .pour l’Angleterre. 
Eh bien, qu* en veut-on conclure? Ĵ e tiens à 1 * hon
neur de lui avoir... fait donner ce conseil." He 
then gives his version of what took place. Lafayette 
appears in none too favourable a light. Mirabeau 
skilfully stresses the dictatorial manner in which 
he behaved: après une conversation entre M.
de Orléans et M. de Lafayette, très impérieuse, d ’une 
part, et très résigné de l’autre, le premier vient 
d ’accepter la mission, ou plutôt de recevoir l ’ordre 
de partir pour 1 *Angleterre." The neat antithesis, 
and then the corrective phrase "ou plutôt...," are 
most suggestive. Mirabeau then explains what ef
fects such a course of action could have had: the 
list is hammered out: "Inquiéter les amis de la 
liberté, répandre des p&ages sur les causes de la 
Révolution, fournir un nouveau prétexte aux mé
contents, isoler de plus en plus le Roi, semer au 
dedans et au dehors du royaume de nouveaux germes
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de defiance...” The climax comes with a further 
attack upon Lafayette. Mirabeau makes four thrusts 
at him. Each ”1 *homme qui...” and the repe
tition and the increasing length of the sentences 
produces an effect of growing horror. The final 
blow is the most invidious: ”1 * homme qui, en im
posant à M. d*Orleans la loi de partir, au lieu de 
le faire juger et condamner, s* il ë̂ tait coupable, 
éludait ouvertement par cela seul 1 * inviolabilité^ 
des membres de 1 * Assemblé'e. ”

This all acts as a preface to Mirabeau*s 
account of his own conduct. This account is noth
ing less.than brilliant. Short sentences denote 
the urgency of the situation, and the resulting 
promptness of Mirabeau*s action. ”Mon parti fut 
pris dans 1*instant,” he declares, and proceeds to 
relate what he said to Monsieur de Biron: ”M. d'
Orléans va quitter sans jugement le poste que ses 
commettants lui ont confié; s* il obéit, je dénonce 
son départ, et je m*y oppose: s*il reste,.... je 
dénonce l'autorité qui prend la place de celle 
des lois: qu'il choisisse entre cette alternative.”



651.
CHAPTER VIII; Mirabeau*s Authentic Oratory.

The pace slows down while Mirabeau records how he 
received news of the Prince * s departure in a letter 
in the Assembly, Mirabeau*s entire audience were 
aware of what he was alleged to have retorted, 
namely: "On prétend que je suis de son parti; je ne 
voudrais pas de lui pour mon v a l e t . Therefore 
there v/as no need to relate the remark. What Mira
beau does is far more subtle. He first describes 
his reaction to the letter, contrasting his position 
as a personal friend and as a citizen: "Une secousse 
d * humeur, ou plutôt de colère civique, me fit tenir 
sur-le-champ un propos que...” This, claims Mira
beau, excludes all possibility of complicity. He 
calls upon Lafayette to attest to the truth of 
this. Then he challenges anyone to criticize his 
action. The tone is imperious and the rhythm of 
the sentence admirably conveys the spirit behind 
the challenge. Mirabeau builds it up in a crescendo 
and then throws down the gauntlet: ”Qu*à présent 
celui qui osera, je ne dirai pas m*en faire un

(1) LA MARCK: Intorductory memoir. Op. Oit., I, 
pp. 126-128.
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crime, mais me refuser son approbation; celui qui 
osera soutenir que le conseil que je donnais 
n*était pas conforme à mes devoirs, utile à la 
chose publique et fait pour m*honorer; que celui- 
là se lève et m'accuse." He ends by expressing 
his scorn for anyone who does so accuse him.

Throughout his speech Mirabeau has con
tinually referred to the integrity of his patriotic 
sentiments. He now makes great play of this - he 
has been placed "au nombre des criminels les plus 
exécrables" - and then cornes the contrast - he,
"un homme qui a la conscience d'avoir toujours 
voulu être utile à son pays, et de ne lui avoir 
pas été toujours inutile," Mirabeau has thus re
futed the main charges brought against him, but _ 
he is careful not to omit the manifold others. He 
effectively,dismisses most of them as mere gossip: 
"Qu'importe à present que je discute ou que je 
dédaigne cette foule de oui-dire contra-dictoires, 
de fables absurdes, de rapprochements insidieux, 
que renferme encore la procédure." He then maligns 
Virieu, who has claimed to hold so many of Mira-
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beau*8 confidences. His irony is biting: "S*est-
il” (Virieu), "en aucun temps, montré l*ami si
sincère de la Constitution, qu*un homme" (i.e.
Mirabeau), "dont on a tout'dit excepté qu'il soit
une bête, l'ait pris ainsi pour son confident?"
Mirabeau has thus even the temerity to assure his
listeners at considerable length that his purpose
is not to stir up hatred and divisions. It is
almost incredible that anyone should have accepted,
let alone acclaimed, such palpable untruths.

Mirabeau now summarizes his defence. In
a tortuous argument he seeks to demonstrate that

Z \ A Ùthere is no accusation against him 0f the principle 
originator of the rebellion cannot be found guilty 
and if the charges against Mirabeau cannot be 
proved to relate to those against this originator.
He then points out that the charges brought against 
himself can in no way be tied up with each other or 
with any action of the originator. Indeed, he goes 
further - and shows how each of the charges against 
him would be in opposition to the originator.

Triumphantly, Mirabeau thrusts out a 
series of rhetorical questions: "Ou sont les preuves
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de la complicité que l'on me reproche?" and so on. 
Abruptly he checks himself for taking the part of 
accused rather than of accuser. This leads him 
into a long and violent tirade against the Châtelet 
tribunal. Repeatedly asking, "Quelle est cette 
procédure...?", he gives an imposing and increas
ingly virulent list of its crimes - for example: 
"Quelle est cette procédure, que les ennemis les 
plus acharnés de la Revolution n'auraient pas mieux 
dirigée, s'ils en avaient été les seuls auteurs, 
comme ils en ont été presque les seuls instruments..?" 
He reaches his climax: "Oui, le secret de cette 
infernale procédure est enfin découvert; il est là 
tout entier;... il est dans le coeur des juges, 
tel qu'il sera bientôt buriné dans l'histoire par 
la plus juste et la plus implacable vengeance."
And so he concludes this formidable speech on a 
compellingly victorious note. It has been charac
terized throughout by the enormous variety of its 
effects - every means of persuasion is made use of 
- and, above all, by its extraordinary energy and 
impelling vigour.

Patriotic sentiment was naturally a
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source of inspiration to Mirabeau. Never more so 
than when objections were made by the Right to the 
substitution of the new tricolor for the former 
old white flag of France. Mirabeau's opening words 
gave rise to mirth from the Right. They were, 
indeed, rather theatrical: "Aux premiers mots pro
férés dans cet étrange débat, j'ai ressenti les 
bouillons du patriotisme, jusqu'au plus violent 
emportement." Somewhat calmer now, he reflects 
upon the presumption of even discussing the question, 
and refers ominously to the well-remembered mili
tary banquet of October 1789;^^^ "Tout le monde 
sait quelles crises terribles ont occasionnées de 
coupables insultes aux couleurs nationales." The 
phrase "tout le monde sait..." introduces a fur
ther three sentences; the very repetition seems 
to sound a warning note.

Mirabeau's next paragraph is long and 
contains a single sentence, in which he refers to 
the fact that the King has already ordered the 
adoption of the tricolor. There is a lengthy

(1) See Chapter V, p. •
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parenthesis in which the futile objection of the 
expense involved in changing the flag is scathingly 
dismissed. There is some sentiment in the des
cription of the invocation by some sailors of the 
national colours. Sentiment gives place to indig
nation and the Right wing again comes under fire. 
Mirabeau*s words are derisive: je ne saië
quel succès d'une tactique frauduleuse dans la 
séance d'hier, a gonflé les coeurs contre-révolu
tionnaires." It is outrageous that anyone dare 
respect ancient privileges in the face of the 
people, and Mirabeau cleverly associates the old 
white flag with the counter-revolutionaries. He 
then addresses a positive threat to the Right wing: 
"Croyez-moi, ne vous endormez pas dans une si 
périlleuse sécurité, car le réveil serait prompt 
et terrible." This naturally arouses some anger 
and Mirabeau orders his enemies to calm themselves. 
He continues in a similar vein, claiming that it 
is profoundly criminal to question the colours 
that the National Assembly has adopted. He talks 
indignantly of "factieux" and "conspirateurs"
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and their "sinistres presages" and "hurlements 
blasphémateurs;" but this all gives way to a note 
of triumph, as Mirabeau visualizes the glorious 
future of the national colours: ".... elles 
vogueront sur les mers, leurs couleurs nationales, 
elles obtiendront le respect de toutes les contrées;" 
Mirabeau now becomes quite lyrical: "non comme le 
Signe des combats et de la victoire, mais comme 
celui de la sainte fraternité des amis de la 
liberté sur toute la terre...," This hopeful, 
optimistic ending is characteristic of Mirabeau*s 
speeches. How often does he begin in fury and 
end in exultation, painting a vision of France • 
and her future glory. As might be expected, this 
particular speech caused considerable enthusiasm 
in most parts of the Assembly. Some effect may 
have been lost when a Monsieur Guillermy of the 
Right uttered the words: "Mirabeau est un scélérat," 

In the course of our narrative we have 
omitted to mention some of the notable occasions 
upon which Mirabeau made his influence felt in 
the Assembly by spontaneous retorts or repartee.
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His short speech after the Royal Sitting of 23 June 
1789 is perhaps the most famous of these. There is 
little need to add to what we have already said in 
Chapter V . W e  have also related most of the 
other famous occasions during the course of our 
narrative in Chamber V. We have seen^^^how, on 
25 May 1789, Mirabeau retorted to Mounier about 
his nobility; we have re c o u nted,too, his 
daring reply, on 22 May 1790, to Volney*s taunts 
about the nearness of the Tarpeian rock.

There were, however, other occasions.
On 5 November 1790, for example, Mirabeau had pro
posed that legal proceedings against the inhabi
tants of Marseille should be suspended. When a 
deputy asked for the matter to be adjourned, 
Mirabeau retorted: "Si l*on devait vous pendre. 
Monsieur, proposeriez-vous 1 * ajôurnement d*un 
examen qui pourrait vous sauver? Eh bien* 
cinquante citoyens de Marseille peuvent être 
pendus tous les jours." Mirabeau*s great enemy.

1) See p. 357.
[2) See p. 0,1+6 . 
,3) See p. 3 io
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the Abbé Maury, was the cause of other retorts.
On 26 February 1791> Maury made an ironic comment 
on the Constitution Committee*s report relating 
to the division of the kingdom: “II faut conserver 
servilement les noms de 1*ancien esclavage; il 
faut conserver aussi, par exemple, le nom de 
royaume de France." Mirabeau*s reply to this is 
scathing: "Messieurs, il me semble que le pré
opinant ne s*est pas fait une idée nette de ce 
que le comité se propose, en donnant une nouvelle 
dénomination aux départements: Rome fut toujours 
Rome, depuis césar jusqu*à Claude; et cependant 
césar avait 1*empire du génie, et 1*autre, celui 
d*extrême imbécillité." Another spontaneous 
comment was drawn forth by several proposals 
relating to vicars-general. Mirabeau was again 
sarcastic: "Messieurs, en général nous nous occu
pons prodigieusement trop du clergé; nous ne 
devrions nous occuper d*autre chose dans ce mo
ment que de lui faire payer ses pensions et de 
le laisser dormir en paix." One of Mirabeau*s 
last spontaneous remarks contains some wisdom; 
it was about a request for funds for the treasury:
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les cordons de la bourse que tient cette 
Assemblée forment les plus importants et les 
plus délicats rapports, les rapports journaliers 
de cette Assemblée avec le peuple. Le pot aui
feu du peuple est une des bases des empires."
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Mirabeau* s spontaneous oratorica,l powers 
naturally came into their own during his term as 
President of the Assembly in the spring of 1791»
We have cited Dumont*s testimony to his masterful 
control of the d e p u t i e s . W e  have also the testi
mony of his friend and colleague, Frochot: "Mira/- 
beau se surpassa dans cette présidence célèbre.’
Ses discours aux auteurs lyriques, aux quakers, a 
la municipalité de Paris, aux docteurs agrégés, 
sa présence d'esprit, sa politesse et sa bien
veillance étonnèrent l'Assemblée et ajoutèrent 
encore à sa réputation. On avait cru nommer un 
Mirabeau l'oeil en feu, le sourire dédaigneux, 
la voix tonnante, le geste impérieux; on trouvait 
un Mirabeau la parole douce et noble, l'attitude 
pleine de grace et de d i g n i t é . He upheld his 
own position as President, insisted upon silence 
and kept strictly to the agenda. This is, in 
fact, probably the most admirable part of Mirabeau*s

(1) See Chapter V, p. .
(2) PASSY: "Frochot, Préfet de la Seine," p.53-54.'
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career. He seems to have been for the most part 
impartial (although there are exceptions) and his 
rule was effectively severe. He was sarcastic to
wards miscreants and occasionally harsh. Wit 
abounds in his presidential sayings, but there are 
also touches of humanity, which render him the more 
sympathetic.

In upholding his own position as Presi
dent, Mirabeau makes a number of interesting ob
servations about this function. In politico- 
philosophic language, he declares: "Je ne suis 
pas la volonté de l'Assemblée, mais l'organe de 
sa v o l o n t é . A n d  he continues to defend this 
view when challenged by Regnaud. The role of 
President was a dignified one, and Mirabeau would 
not allow it to be made light of. He says, some- 
v/hat picturesquely: "Vous m'avez nommé votre 
président et non votre sonneur b a n a l . Thus 
he jea^lously guarded his role and objected 
vigorously when others infringed upon his rights, 
or told him what to do. He was determined that

(1) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. XXII, p. Ig2, 
col. 1.
(2) Ibid., p. 757, col. 1.
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in his term as President he would be noted for his 
equity, and announced early on : "Tant que je serai 
dans le fauteuil, vous n'empêcherez pas qu'un 
membre ne présente sa proposition.

Mirabeau did much to enhance the dignity 
of the Assembly's activities. He was somewhat 
caustic about absentees and remarked in surprise: 
"Quand il s'agit de faire la loi et c'est-à-dire 
d'exercer la fonction la plus auguste qu'on puisse 
remplir sur la terre, il est bien étrange que des 
membres du corps législatif ne concourent point à 
la délibération." He was similarly sarcastic 
to latecomers. On January 1790, after a number 
of objections about the importance of the subject 
under discussion Mirabeau simply lectured them:
"Si les membres, qui maintenant font des observa
tions, se trouvaient à l'Assemblée au moment ou 
l'on fixe l'ordre du jour, ils n'attendraient 
pas qu'il fût fixé pour présenter leurs récla
mations. On another occasion, when less

(1) Ibid, p. 758, col. 1.
(2) Ibid, p. 166, col. 2.
(3) Ibid., p. 593, col. 1.
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than two hundred members were present, Mirabeau 
explained to a latecomer. Monsieur de Folleville, 
the logic of passing laws on minor matters when 
not even a quorum was present.

In view of the enormous amount of work 
the Assembly had to get through, Mirabeau very 
wisely refused to be held up by unimportant matters 
or anything that was not on the agenda. He elect
ed, for instance, not to waste time reading a long 
list of oaths. He insisted upon getting straight 
to work and was quite sharp to those speaking out 
of order: "C'est par tolerance que je vous ai 
é c o u t é . N o r  would he allow a speaker to wander 
from the point in the course of his speech. He 
complains to Monsieur Tessier de Marguerittes:
"Vous "êtes monté k cette tribune pour l'éclair
cissement d'un fait, et non pour proposer des 
d i s p o s i t i o n s . He was also strict over the 
cüûBure of a debate. In the following exchange 
with Ohasset, Mirabeau is again sarcastic:

(1) Ibid, p. 654, col. 1.'
(2) Ibid, p. 664, col. 1.
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Mirabeau; pendant que vous parliez à
Monsieur Regnaud, vous ne vous êtes pas aperçu 
quejla discussion était fermée". Chasset: ".... 
ni vous, Monsieur le président, ni l'Assemblée, 
ne pouvez refuser d'entendre votre comité." 
Mirabeau: "Service pour service, vous avez voulu 
m'apprendre mon métier, je vais vous apprendre 
le votre.

Exchanges also occurred over the inter
pretation of a speech. On 1 February 1790,
Malouet claimed that Mirabeau had misrepresented 
what he had said and declared: "Le président n'a 
pas le droit de faire dire è un opinant ce qu'il 
n'a pas dit." Mirabeau coins his point in the 
subsequent argument by a play on words:
Mirabeau: "vous avez dit que..."
Malouet: "J'ai dit qu'il serait fâcheux que..." 
Mirabeau: "Oserai-je demander à Monsieur Malouet 
si son amendement est qu'il est fâcheux?" Malouet 
abandoned his amendment, but one cannot.help feel
ing that Mirabeau was being childishly bumptious

(1) Ibid., p.' 788, col. 1.
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an d that his joke was unworthy of a President.
Mirabeau also felt himself free to criti

cise the manner in which a point was made. Thus 
he taunted the Bishop of Poitiers, v/ho whilst de
claring that he did not wish to reform a decree, 
at the same time made a proposal which, if passed, 
would have that very effect. Admittedly the 
Bishop was hedging in a rather cowardly manner, 
but Mirabeau*s bias was against the Church and he 
shows this in his sarcastic injunction to the 
Bishop: "Veuillez bien vous exprimer d'une manière 
plus p o s i t i v e . O n e  feels that he has over
stepped his rights as President.

Nevertheless, Mirabeau's influence was 
good in that there were fewer disturbances within 
the Assembly during his term as President. En
dowed with a stentorian voice, he was able to quell 
noisy interruptions when they did occur, and oc
casionally with a touch of humour. When Tronchet's 
voice was drowned, Mirabeau bellowed: "Je réclame 
le silence; Monsieur Tronchet n'a pas autant de
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(l)voix que de lumières." Noise during another 
sitting called forth this commonsense remark: "En 
honneur, Messieurs, puisqu'il est parmi vous 
question de 1 'honneur, vous ne pouvez pas délibérer 
avant que vous ayez fait s i l e n c e . B u t  the 
strain of these long and late sittings told on the 
emotions of the deputies. Late one evening v/e 
find Mirabeau experiencing considerable difficulty 
in quelling the tumult. Twice he had commanded 
Babey to sit down. Now, finally, he roars: "Au 
nom de 1 'Assemblée, je vous ordonne de vous 
asseoir et de vous taire:" and he adds magisteri
ally: "on doit être aussi sage le soir que le 
matin, le matin que le soir."

These instances illustrate well the 
changing moods of that unusual Assembly. The 
following day (4 February 1791) Mirabea^u found 
himself faced with the problem of quelling up
roarious laughter, which had been set off by a 
speech of Despatys de Courteilles. Mirabeau began

[1) Ibid., p. 660, col. 1.
.2) Ibid., p. 723, col. 2.:3) Ibid., p. 738, col. 2.
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by upbraiding them quite gently: "Messieurs, la 
gaieté française est extrêmement aimable, pourvu 
qufelle ne dure pas trop longtemps dans une Assem
blée délibérante." But continuing laughter 
drew from him the more stern, though slightly 
humourous remark: "Messieurs, je serais fâché de 
mettre aux voix la proposition de ne plus rire."
On another occasion, Chabroud's voice was drowned, 
and Mirabeau had to call the Assembly to order. 
Commonsense must prevail. "II n*y a pas un de 
vous qui ne pense que Monsieur Chabroud mérite 
dq'etre entendu." Sometimes it was one indi
vidual who disturbed the proceedings. One da.y 
Regnier persistently demanded to speak, Mira
beau* s remarks to him are quite amusing end ironic: 
"Monsieur Regnier, je vous demande la permission 
de vous refuser la parole; ne nous ôtez pas le 
plaisir d'avoir rendu justice à votre droiture 
sans vous avoir entendu.

1) Ibid., p. 740, col. 2.
2) Ibid., p. 757, col. 1.
3) Ibid., p. 775, col. 1.
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Sarcasm is again the weapon against dis
turbance on 12 February 1791. Monsieur de Delley 
asks: "Pouvons-nous, sans risquer de compromettre 
et d'affaiblir la majesté du corps législatif, 
porter .... un décret sur la culture du tabac." 
Mirabeau picks up Delley*s words and replies point
edly: "Messie^urs, j'observe que la majesté de 
l'Assemblée sera plutôt blessée par le bruit que 
par la discussion sur le t a b a c . Later on 
the same day another tumult arose. This time 
Mirabeau shoied: "Silence, Messieurs, silence!
La voix qui parle dans le bruit est encore plus 
faible que celle qui parle dans le désert,
The simile is apt, though it does not seem to 
have effectively impressed the Assembly, for 
later, amidst much noise, Charles de Lameth and 
Regnaud were, disputing which of them was supposed 
to be speaking. Mirabeau's reply flashed out:
"J'ai donné la parole au s i l e n c e , T w o  days 
later Lameth himself was being repeatedly inter-

(1) "Archives Parlementaires", Vol. XXIII, p. 142, 
col. 1.
(2) Ibid., p. 152, col. 1.
(3) Ibid., p. 153, col. 1.‘
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rupted. With a touch of sentiment Mirabea.u requests 
a hearing for him: "II est cruel de vouloir em
pêcher un opinant de parler;" and he further asserts 
imperiously: "je ne souffrirai de qui que ce soit 
que Monsieur de Lameth soit i n t e r r o m p u , Thus, 
in different v/ays, did Mirabeau keep the Assembly 
in order during the fortnight of his presidency. 
These are almost the ̂ l y  instances of noisy inter
ruption. Mirabeau also had to deal with technical 
points and this he did most astutely.

Another important task of the President 
was to receive the deputations which visited the 
Assembly. There were several important ones dur
ing Mirabeau*s term of office, including one from 
Paris about the financial difficulties of that 
city, where prices and taxes were higher than else
where, and one from the University of Pairs, and 
another from the Municipality. To all these, Mirar-
beau, as President, made spontaneous reply, and,

(2 )as we have seen in Frochot*s testimony,' ' these

(1) Ibid., p. 188, col. 2.
(2) See supra, p. 661.
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replies were much admired. But the most remark
able was his little address to a deputation of 
Quakers on 10 February 1791* Mirabeau makes it 
an opportunity to express the Revolutionaries* 
sympathy with the brotherly and charitable senti
ments of the Society of Friends. In fact, he 
goes so far as to draw a comparison: "et Icu France 
régénérée, la France au sein de la pai>̂ , ... peut 
devenir aussi une heureuse P e n s y l v a n i e . He 
admires their philanthropy, but refrains from 
examining their principles, in order not to vio
late their freedom of thought. He reflects in a 
somewhat unusual vein: "II est une propriété 
qu*aucun homme ne voudrait mettre en commun, les 
mouvements de son âme, l'élan de sa pensée."
Their religious doctrine will not therefore be 
discussed by the Assembly, for "les rapports de 
chaque homme avec l'Etre d*en-haut sont indé
pendants de toute institution politique: entre 
Dieu et le coeur de chaque homme, quel gouverne
ment oserait être 1'intermédiaire?" But the

(l) "Archives Parlementaires," Vol. XXIII, p. 110,
col. 1.
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Assembly will debate their social maxims.
Then Mirabeau apostrophizes the Quakers 

as "Estimables citoyens" and assures them that 
they have already sworn the civic oath. Again 
his tone is unusually exalted, designed as it is 
to flatter the deputation: "Vous n'avez pas pris 
Dieu à témoin, ni8.is vous avez attesté votre con
science, et une conscience pure n'est-elle pas 
aussi un ciel sans nuage? Cette partie de l'homme 
n'est-elle pas un rayon de la Divinité?" One of 
their principles does, however, draw forth some 
criticism - but it is a gentle,: persuasive criti
cism, most unlike the violent jibes that he often 
cast at his enemies. Their pacifism does not 
meet with his approval. He mildly exhorts them: 
"prenez garde que la defence de soi-même et de 
ses semblables ne soit aussi un devoir religieux." 
/uThen he puts several leading questions, as, for 
example: "Vous auriez donc succombé sous les 
tyrans?" and compares tyrants to the savages in 
America.

But, all in all, Mirabeau»s attitude is
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most friendly, illustrative of the fraternal senti
ments so lavishly expressed during the Revolution.
He ends by describing how he will address any 
Quaker he may meet in the future : "Mon frère, si 
tK as le droit d'être libte, tu as le droit d'
empêcher qu'on ne te fasse esclave. Puisque tu 
aimes ton semblable, ne le laisse pas égorger par 
la tyrannie; ce serait le tuer toi-même. Tu veux 
la paix; eh bien! c'est la faiblesse qui appelle 
la guerre; une résistance générale serait la paix 
universelle."

This is Mirabeau at his most sentimental. 
Apart from references to tyrants which unfailingly 
have a bitter edge, his words appear to be full of 
the milk of human kindness. How different from the 
Mirabeau who attacked the Châtelet tribunal! This 
is yet a further illustration of his ability to act. 
A knowledge of his life and character makes one 
sceptical of .any genuine feeling behind his speeches 
- he merely subscribed to whatever was expedient 
at a particular moment in time. This little 
address is skilful, as were his other speeches.
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It was likely to draw the sympathy of his hearers, for 
it is vital, and, as ususal, the style is varied. 
Mirabeau appears frank and, at the same time, 
genial - a most convincing facade!
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III: Conclusion.

That brings us to the end of our con
sideration of Mirabeau as President of the Assembly, 
and indeed almost of his career as an orator.

There is one major weakness in Mirabeau*s 
oratory, and that is his inability to debate. He 
v/as quite capable of speaking eloquently on many 
subjects - indeed, he had a propensity for doing 
this. Dumont relates Panchaud* s comment: "Panchaud 
disait de Mirabeau qu*il était le premier homme du 
monde pour parler de ce qu*il ne savait pas. Une 
conception très prompte et des expressions très 
heureuses lui donnaient les moyens d*en imposer 
à tous les esprits superficiels."^^Aut debating in 
the Assembly itself v/as not his strong point, 
simply because he had not a sufficiently deep 
knowledge of the subject-matter. We have seen^^) 
how the Abbé Maury, aware of this deficiency, 
challenged him to an extempore debate. We have 
also noted Dumont*s t e s t i m o n y . B u t  it is not

(1) DUMONT: Op. cit., p. Il8.
(2) Chapter^, p. 1+2JZ-3 .
(3) Chapter p.i+aa .
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true to say that Mirabeau was quite incapable of 
debating, and, indeed, Dumont would seem to have 
under-rated him a little. For he proved himself 
quite capable of quelling his vociferous enemies 
during the debate on emigration on 28 February 
1791, for example.

But there is, in truth, very little left 
of the omniscient genius. His ovm small contribu
tion to his oratory, however, has its qualities. 
Abundant vitality and energy are major character
istics of Mirabeau*s eloquence, as they are of his 
life, but these qualities are expended mainly in 
invective and vituperation. Fecundity of imagi
nation and variety of appeal are also important 
aspects of his oratory. He makes the most of 
each felicitous metaphor or image, and has the 
power of making his audience visualize v/hat he 
is saying. He employs every possible rhetorical 
means to persuade, and this abundance is, in 
itself, convincing. The underlying rhythm of 
his speeches is powerful. A certain amount of ■ 
repetition lends them firmness, and accumulation

(1) CKtLpttr y ,  p . Z V J  .



677.
CHiiPTER VIIIr Conclusion.

conveys a sense of urgency and importance to the 
subject in hand.

Thus, we do not entirely dismiss Mirabeau 
as an orator. He had the power to persuade by his 
words. And behind these words was all the force of 
an extraordine.ry personality. And Mirabeau had the 
ability to put this personality over to his public. 
He had the bearing of an orator. Even his ugliness 
he considered an aid - he said: "Quand je secoue ma 
terrible hure, il n*y a personne qui osût m* inter
rompre. " And again: "On ne s*imagine pas combien 
est puissante ma laideur." He used his expressive 
voice. Meridional accent and natural gesture to the 
best advantage - we have already quoted the actor 
Mole * s opinion.' /

So Mirabeau had many of the qualities of 
an orator - the ability to sv/ay an audience, even 
a hostile one, with his words. But he can never 
be truly termed a Demosthenes. We do not deny that 
he had a brilliant mind, for his powers of assimi-

1) DUMONT: 0£. cit., p. I58.
2) Chapter Vi , .
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lation were quite remarkable, but he had not the 
depth of a philosopher or of a great thinker, 
and he had no pov/er to compose speeches of any 
length on serious subjects.

He was, above all, a politician - and 
a scheming one at that. He certainly had a posi
tive belief in a strong monarchy and he fought 
for it - but he was quite unscrupulous and, as 
a result, never really gained the confidence of 
anyone. He used whatever came to his hand - 
speeches written by collaboraitors, his own 
violent eloquence when necessary ^ but he was 
utterly devoid of the integrity, the sincerity, 
which must ultimately be the fountainhead of 
oratory.
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EPILOGUE.

Ode sur la Mort de Mirabeau, 
par son éloquence puissante,
De notre liberté naissante 
Je vois les ennemis vaincus.

Couvre-toi d'un voile funèbre, 
Témoin de ses brillants succès. 
Tribune que rendit célèbre 
Le Démosthène des Français.

iPndré Chénier
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As the bibliography for all subjects 
connected with the French Revolution is very 
extensive, it has seemed best to restrict this 
bibliography to those works which have been of 
particular value and those which have been re
ferred to in the footnotes of the thesis. It has 
also seemed most useful to arrange the works 
analytically rather than alphabetically. The 
numbers in brackets refer to the shelf-number of 
the volumes in the Reading Room of the British 
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