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INTRODUCTION

HIS BOOK seeks to trace the origins of a faith—perhaps the
faith of our time. Modern revolutionaries are believers, no less com-
mitted and intense than were the Christians or Muslims of an earlier
era. What is new is the belief that a perfect secular order will emerge
from the forcible overthrow of traditional authority. This inherently im-
plausible idea gave dynamism to Europe in the nineteenth century,
and has become the most successful ideological export of the West to
the world in the twentieth.

This is a story not of revolutions, but of revolutionaries: the innova-
tive creators of a new tradition. The historical frame is the century and
a quarter that extends from the waning of the French Revolution in the
late eighteenth century to the beginnings of the Russian Revolution in
the early twentieth. The theater was Europe of the industrial era; the
main stage, journalistic offices within great European cities. The dia-
logue of imaginative symbols and theoretical disputes produced much
of the language of modern politics.

At center stage stood the characteristic, nineteenth-century European
revolutionary: a thinker lifted up by ideas, not a worker or peasant bent
down by toil. He was part of a small elite whose story must be told
“from above,” much as it may displease those who believe that history
in general (and revolutionary history in particular) is basically made
by socio-economic pressures “from below.” This “elite” focus does not
imply indifference to the mass, human suffering which underlay the era
of this narrative. It reflects only the special need to concentrate here on
the spiritual thirst of those who think rather than on the material
hunger of those who work. For it was passionate intellectuals who
created and developed the revolutionary faith. This work seeks to ex-
plore concretely the tradition of revolutionaries, not to explain ab-
stractly the process of revolution. My approach has been inductive
rather than deductive, explorative rather than definitive: an attempt to
open up rather than “cover” the subject.

My general conclusions can be stated simply at the outset—and, for
the sake of argument, more bluntly than they may appear in the text
that follows.

The revolutionary faith was shaped not so much by the critical ra-
tionalism of the French Enlightenment (as is generally believed) as
by the occultism and proto-romanticism of Germany. This faith was
incubated in France during the revolutionary era within a small sub-
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culture of literary intellectuals who were immersed in journalism, fas-
cinated by secret societies, and subsequently infatuated with “ideolo-
gies” as a secular surrogate for religious belief.

The professional revolutionaries who first appeared during the French
Revolution sought, above all, radical simplicity. Their deepest conflicts
revolved around the simple words of their key slogan: liberty, equality,
fraternity. Liberty had been the battle cry of earlier revolutions (in
sixteenth-century Holland, seventeenth-century England, eighteenth-cen-
tury America) which produced complex political structures to limit tyr-
anny (separating powers, constituting rights, legitimizing federation).
The French Revolution also initially invoked similar ideas, but the new
and more collectivist ideals of fraternity and equality soon arose to rival
the older concept of liberty. The words nationalism and communism
were first invented in the 1790s to define the simpler, more sublime,
seemingly less selfish ideals of fraternity and equality, respectively. The
basic struggle that subsequently emerged among committed revolution-
aries was between advocates of national revolution for a new type of
fraternity and those of social revolution for a new type of equality.

The French national example and republican ideal dominated the
revolutionary imagination throughout the first half of the nineteenth
century. Exiled Francophile intellectuals from Poland and Italy largely
fashioned the dominant concept of revolutionary nationalism—invent-
ing most modern ideas on guerrilla violence and wars of national libera-
tion, expressing their essentially emotional ideal best in mythic his-
tories, vernacular poetry, and operatic melodrama.

Rival social revolutionaries began to challenge the romantic national-
ists after the revolutions of 1830; and this socialist tradition increas-
ingly predominated after the forming of the First International in 1864
and the movement of the revolutionary cause from French to German
and Russian leadership. Social revolutionaries expressed their essen-
tially rationalistic ideal best in prose pamphlets and prosaic organiza-
tions. Their hidden model was the impersonal and dynamic machine of
factory industry rather than the personalized but static lodge of the
Masonic aristocracy.

No less fateful than the schism between national and social revolu-
tionaries was the conflict among social revolutionaries that began in
the 1840s between Marx and Proudhon. The former’s focus on destroy-
ing the capitalist economic system clashed with the latter’s war on the
centralized, bureaucratic state. This conflict continued between the heirs
of Marx (principally in Germany and Russia) and of Proudhon (among
Latin and Slavic anarchists, populists, and syndicalists).

The word intelligentsia and the thirst for ideology migrated east from
Poland to Russia (and from a national to a social revolutionary cause)
through the Russian student radicals of the 1860s, who developed a
new ascetic type of terrorism. Lenin drew both on this Russian tradition
of violence and on German concepts of organization to create the Bol-
shevism that eventually brought the revolutionary tradition out of the
wilderness and into power.

The revolutionary faith developed in nineteenth-century Europe only
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within those societies that had not previously (1) legitimized ideologi-
cal dissent by breaking with medieval forms of religious authority, and
(2) modified monarchical power by accepting some form of organized
political opposition. In northern Europe and North America, where these
conditions were met by Protestant and parliamentary traditions, the
revolutionary faith attracted almost no indigenous adherents. Thus, the
revolutionary tradition can be seen as a form of political-ideological
opposition that arose first against authoritarian Catholicism (in France,
Italy, and Poland) and then against other religiously based autocracies
(in Lutheran Prussia, Orthodox Russia). The most dedicated and pro-
fessional social revolutionaries—from Maréchal through Blanqui,
Marx, and Bakunin to Lenin—came from such societies and tended to
become that rarest of all forms of true believer: a militant atheist.
They and other pioneering revolutionaries were largely middle-class,
male intellectuals with relatively few familial attachments. Revolu-
tionary movements tended to become more internationalist and vi-
sionary whenever women played a leading role; more parochial and
pragmatic whenever workers were in command.

Before attempting to chronicle the drama, the dogmas, and the dis-
putes of this new, secular religion-in-the-making, it is important to linger
on the mystery and the majesty of faith itself.

The heart of revolutionary faith, like any faith, is fire: ordinary ma-
terial transformed into extraordinary form, quantities of warmth sud-
denly changing the quality of substance. If we do not know what fire is,
we know what it does. It burns. It destroys life; but it also supports it as
a source of heat, light, and—above all—fascination. Man, who works
with fire as homo faber, also seems foredoomed in his freedom to play
with it as homo ludens.

Our particular chapter in history unfolds at a time of physical trans-
formation in Europe that was almost as momentous as the first dis-
covery of fire must have been in the mists of antiquity. The industrial
revolution was permitting men to leash fire to machines—and to unleash
fire power on each other—with a force undreamed of in earlier ages. In
the midst of those fires appeared the more elusive flame that Dostoevsky
described in the most searching work of fiction ever written about the
revolutionary movement: The Possessed.

He depicted a stagnant (tranquil? ) provincial town that was suddenly
inspired (infected?) by new ideas. Shortly after a turbulent literary
evening, a mysterious fire broke out; and a local official shouted out
into the nocturnal confusion: “The fire is in the minds of men, not
in the roofs of buildings.” Dostoevsky was writing under the impact of
two great fires that disturbed him deeply and heralded the transfer of
revolutionary leadership from France to Russia. These fires had broken
out in imperial St. Petersburg in the spring of 1861 (where the emanci-
pation of the serfs seemed to have inflamed rather than calmed pas-
sions), and in imperial Paris ten years later (where the flaming defeat
of the Paris Commune ended forever the era of romantic illusions).

The flame of faith had begun its migrations a century earlier, when
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some European aristocrats transferred their lighted candles from
Christian altars to Masonic lodges. The flame of occult alchemists,
which had promised to turn dross into gold, reappeared at the center of
new “circles” seeking to recreate a golden age: Bavarian Illuminists
conspiring against the Jesuits, French Philadelphians against Napoleon,
Italian charcoal burners against the Hapsburgs.

When the most important anti-Napoleonic conspiracy was ridiculed
for attempting “to use as a lever something which is only a match,” its
leader replied that

With a match one has no need of a lever; one does not lift up the world,
one burns it.1

The leader in spreading the conspiracy to Italy soon noted that “the
Italian flame” had spread “the fire of freedom to the most frozen land
of Petersburg.” 2 There the first Russian revolution occurred in Decem-
ber 1825. Its slogan, “From the spark comes the flame!” was originated
by the first man to predict an egalitarian social revolution in the eigh-
teenth century (Sylvain Maréchal) and revived by the first man to real-
ize such a revolution in the twentieth (Lenin, who used it as the epigram
for his journal, The Spark).

A recurrent mythic model for revolutionaries—early romantics, the
young Marx, the Russians of Lenin’s time—was Prometheus, who stole
fire from the gods for the use of mankind. The Promethean faith of
revolutionaries resembled in many respects the general modern belief
that science would lead men out of darkness into light. But there was
also the more pointed, millennial assumption that, on the new day
that was dawning, the sun would never set. Early during the French
upheaval was born a “solar myth of the revolution,” suggesting that the
sun was rising on a new era in which darkness would vanish forever.
This image became implanted “at a level of consciousness that simulta-
neously interpreted something real and produced a new reality.” 3

The new reality they sought was radically secular and stridently sim-
ple. The ideal was not the balanced complexity of the new American
federation, but the occult simplicity of its great seal: an all-seeing eye
atop a pyramid over the words Nowvus Ordo Seclorum. In search of
primal, natural truths, revolutionaries looked back to pre-Christian
antiquity—adopting pagan names like “Anaxagoras” Chaumette and
“Anacharsis” Cloots, idealizing above all the semimythic Pythagoras as
the model intellect-turned-revolutionary and the Pythagorean belief in
prime numbers, geometric forms, and the higher harmonies of music.
Many of the same Strasbourg musicians who first played La Marseil-
laise in 1792 had introduced Mozart’s Magic Flute to French audiences
in the same city only a few months earlier; and Mozart’s illuminist mes-
sage seemed to explain the fuller meaning of the jour de gloire that
Rouget de Lisle’s anthem had proclaimed:

The rays of the sun have vanquished the night,
The powers of darkness have yielded to light.*
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The rising sun brought heat as well as light, for the fire was generally
lit not at high noon on a tabula rasa by some philosopher-king, but
rather by some unknown guest arriving at midnight amidst the excesses
of Don Giovanni’s banquet. “Communism,” the label Lenin finally adopted,
was invented not by the great Rousseau, but by a Rousseau du ruisseau
(Rousseau of the gutter): the indulgent fetishist and nocturnal street-
walker in prerevolutionary Paris, Restif de la Bretonne. Thus the revolu-
tionary label that now controls the destiny of more than one billion peo-
ple in the contemporary world sprang from the erotic imagination of an
eccentric writer. Like other key words of the revolutionary tradition it
first appeared as the rough ideograph of a language in the making: a
road sign pointing to the future.

This study attempts to identify some of these signs along the path
from Restif to Lenin. It follows sparks across national borders, carried
by small groups and idiosyncratic individuals who created an incen-
diary legacy of ideas. We will say relatively little about either the
familiar, formal organizational antecedents of contemporary Commu-
nism (the three Internationals, the Russian Social Democratic party)
or the actual revolutionary conflagrations of the period. We shall ex-
clude altogether the contemporary era in which the stage has moved
from Europe to the world, and revolutionaries from the anticipation
to the exercise of power.

We shall deal repeatedly with the linguistic creativity of revolution-
aries, who used old words (democracy, nation, revolution, and liberal)
in new ways and invented altogether new words like socialist and com-
munist. Their appealing new vocabulary was taken over for nonrev-
olutionary usage—as in the adoption of republican and democrat for
competing political parties in postrevolutionary America, or in the con-
servative cooptation of nation, liberal, and even radical in late nineteenth
century Europe. Revolutionaries also originated other key phrases used
by nonrevolutionary social theorists in our own century: cybernetics, in-
telligentsia. Even speculation about “the year 2000” began not with the
futurology of the 1960s, but with a dramatic work written in the 1780s
by the same figure who invented the word communist.?

The origins of revolutionary words and symbols is of more than anti-
quarian interest; for, in the contemporary world where constitutions and
free elections are vanishing almost as rapidly as monarchs, revolutionary
rhetoric provides the formal legitimation of most political authority.

The historian’s path back to origins leads, however, into often murky
labyrinths; and requires a willingness to follow seminal figures in leaps
of fantasy to remote times and on long marches into distant spaces.¢
Revolutionaries (no less than prophets of the Judaeo-Christian-Moslem
lineage) seek to find their “holy other” in historical time. They tend to
become more extreme in the present as they idealize an ever more dis-
tant past. Those who glorified pre-Christian druids tended to outstrip
in fanaticism those who looked only to the early Christians.”

Revolutionaries have also pursued a geographical quest for some ideal
place where the “holy other” could be wholly present. Activists have
often sought out a small, clearly encompassed area within which per-
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fection could become material. The earliest utopias of the imagination
and the starting places for many key nineteenth-century revolutionaries
were often islands. In their search for sacred space, the original revolu-
tionaries made judgments through an apotheosis of location: left vs.
right or mountain vs. plain in the French National Assembly, an inner
circle of the dedicated within a broader circumference of the affiliated
in their revolutionary organizations. What Cloots called the “world-map
of revolution” was explored and charted by a new breed of politicized
artists and writers. Flags and songs provided a semaphore of salvation.
The bourgeois Third Estate sartorially celebrated its liberation from the
aristocratic Second Estate by lowering its knee britches and becoming
sans-culottes—only to don the tight new uniforms prescribed by the
revolutionary citizen-state.

The revolutionary faith was built more by ideological innovators than
by political leaders. He who held actual power during the original
French Revolution was generally “a provisional being . . . a creature of
exceptional circumstance . . . not a professional of the Revolution.” 8
Professionalism began later with a different kind of man: an intellec-
tual who lacked political experience, but saw in revolution an object of
faith and a source of vocation, a channel for sublimated emotion and
sublime ambition. If traditional religion is to be described as “the opium
of the people,” the new revolutionary faith might well be called the am-
phetamine of the intellectuals.

But such characterizations are neither fair to the believer nor helpful
to the historian. The wellsprings of this faith are deep, and have sus-
tained men and women on the way to the scaffold of an executioner
as well as to the platform of power. The youthful intellectuals who
were the prophets and priests of this new secular religion were largely
crying in the wilderness throughout the nineteenth century, struggling
against overwhelming odds for revolutions that they saw coming mainly
with the eyes of faith. It was not self-indulgent pity that caused one
of the most militant and original early revolutionaries to compare his
wandering life of exile to an eternal purgatory of “suffering without end
and without hope”:

I no longer have a friend . . . no relatives, no old colleagues . . . no one
writes me or thinks about me any more. . . . I have become a foreigner in
my own country, and I am a foreigner among foreigners. The earth itself
refuses to adopt me.?

Revolutionaries were generally sustained in such loneliness and de-
spair—and protected from ridicule and indifference—by secularized
nineteenth-century versions of the old Judaeo-Christian belief in deliv-
erance-through-history. At a deep and often subconscious level, the
revolutionary faith was shaped by the Christian faith it attempted to
replace. Most revolutionaries viewed history prophetically as a kind of
unfolding morality play. The present was hell, and revolution a col-
lective purgatory leading to a future earthly paradise. The French Rev-
olution was the Incarnation of hope, but was betrayed by Judases
within the revolutionary camp and crucified by the Pilates in power.
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The future revolution would be a kind of Second Coming in which the
Just would be vindicated. History itself would provide the final judg-
ment; and a new community beyond all kingdoms would come on
earth as it never could in heaven.

A classical, contemporary statement of this belief lies in the found-
ing manifesto of Fidel Castro’s revolutionary movement, History Will
Absolve Me. He represented his own original revolutionary assault on
the Moncado barracks as a kind of Incarnation. The subsequent torture
and martyrdom of his virile fellow revolutionaries was the Passion and
Crucifixion; and Castro’s trial by Batista was Christ before Pilate. The
Cuban people were promised corporate Resurrection, and their revolu-
tionary apostles Pentecostal power. The coming revolution would ful-
fill all the Law (the five “revolutionary laws” of the Moncado raiders)
and the Prophets (José Marti).10

Such total belief in secular salvation is uniquely modern: the sublime
creation of the age of political religion ushered in by the American and
French Revolutions.l! Previous political upheavals—even when called
revolutions—generally sought a new leader rather than a new order.
The norm was revolt rather than revolution—either the “primitive re-
bellion” of outlawed “social bandits” 12 or the “pursuit of the millen-
nium” by religious prophets seeking to move beyond nature into a
state of grace.l® Never before was the word revolution related to the
creation of a totally new and entirely man-made order. With the mili-
tant, secular French Revolution “a new era opens, that of beginnings
without return.” 14

Particularly after the revolution turned to terror in 1793 and to retreat
in 1794, many realized that the revolutionary process would not auto-
matically bring deliverance and social harmony. A new species of man,
the professional revolutionary, emerged during the “Thermidorean re-
action” to keep the dream alive. He argued that the French Revolution
was incomplete, and that history required a second, final revolution
and a new type of man dedicated to serving it. The full-time revolu-
tionary profession began not with the ruling politicians but with the
intellectual activists in Babeuf’s “Conspiracy of the Equals,” who had
little in common with earlier revolutionaries “except in the imagination
of the police.” 15

Yet the tradition that developed from the “people of Babeuf” cannot
be divorced altogether from “the imagination of the police.” For revolu-
tionary and counter-revolutionary forces often lived in a kind of sym-
biotic relationship. The same writer who first prophesied a new revolu-
tionary society for France in the late 1760s 16 also coined in the early
1780s the prophetic phrase les extrémes se touchentl? We shall re-
peatedly have occasion to note the interaction and often unconscious
borrowing between the extremes of Right and Left.

A work of history is, of course, a product of its own time as well as
a description of another. This study originated in graduate university
teaching during the 196os, when some Western intellectuals began to
think of themselves as revolutionaries. Their voices were often shrill
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and rarely heeded. Most people in the West remained attached to either
their material possessions or their spiritual heritage. Yet within over-
developed universities even more than underdeveloped economies there
was often a kind of fascination—compounded sometimes with fear and/or
secret delight—at the perceived reappearance of a political species long
thought to be nearing extinction.

Yet the perspective of history seemed strangely missing among rev-
olutionaries, antirevolutionaries, and voyeurs alike. Activists seemed
largely uninterested in the substantial academic literature that had al-
ready accumulated by the mid-sixties; and new writing often seemed
unusually narrow or polemically preoccupied with immediate issues.
There seemed as well to be deeper ideological, cultural, and even pro-
fessional reasons for continued historical ignorance of the revolution-
ary tradition.

Ideologically, historical understanding has been muddied in the post-
war era by the rhetoric of superpower politics. The American and the
Soviet states are each the product of a revolution: the first to proclaim,
respectively, a new political and a new social order.18

The American Revolution of 1776 was a classic contest for political
liberty secured by constitutional complexity. But American sympathy for
the simpler cause of nationalism elsewhere (including within the Soviet
empire) has often blunted the ability of American leaders to distinguish
between revolutions seeking limited liberties and those seeking the more
unlimited gratifications of nationalistic fraternity.

The Russian Revolution of 1917 was the classic revolution for social
equality. But the Soviet leaders adopted as well the language of liberal
and national revolutionaries—and debased the entire revolutionary vo-
cabulary by using it to rationalize imperial despotism. Rejecting Marx-
ism as the progenitor of Stalinism, the liberal West proved, in its tech-
nocratic era, almost equally hostile to the anti-authoritarian, Proudhonist
alternative to Marxism within the social revolutionary tradition.

Culturally, historical understanding was complicated in America by
the voracious overuse of the word revolutionary in a generally non-
revolutionary society. Not only was the word abused by advertisers to
announce the most trivial innovations in taste and technology, but
also by social commentators anxious to contend that a “revolution” was
occurring in the politically conservative America of the early 1g97o0s.
The revolutionaries were variously identified as drifting flower chil-
dren,1® as the technological innovators they rejected,2° and as human-
istic capitalists who presumably had little in common with either.2! It
was only marginally more absurd for a bizarre drifter named Rasputin
to characterize his free-form sexual-religious commune of affluent youth
as “revolutionary”’—and to invent the verb “to revolute”:

. .. let the people do what they want . . . keep them revoluting. Revolu-
tion, constantly changing, going on to the next thing. . . .22

All of this preceded the cacophonous deluge of Bicentennial messages
about the enduring importance of the American Revolution variously
interpreted. The day after the two-hundredth anniversary of the signing
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of the Declaration of Independence, the leading newspaper in the Amer-
ican capital featured a proclamation of “the new American Revolution.”
But its “new American Maoism” for a “post-Copernican Age” seemed
little more than a final sprinkling of intellectual confetti left over from
the Age of Aquarius.23

Such confusion flows in part from the general modern tendency to at-
tach “a magical, binding and unique meaning to the word ‘revolu-
tion,”” 2¢ in an age when “the word ‘revolution’ is always construed in
a positive light.” 25 Yet even if the word has been “emptied of all mean-
ing by constant overuse,” it does not necessarily follow that it will
“soon cease to be current.” 28

Professionally, American academic historians may themselves have
contributed—ironically and inadvertently—to the erosion of historical
memory about the revolutionary tradition. By devoting inordinate en-
ergy to demonstrating either their political “relevance” (the sixties) or
their methodological “rigor” (the seventies), many have neglected the
enduring obligation of open-minded immersion in the legacy of the
past. Cliometricians and cliopetitioners alike may have been too con-
fident that they possessed in the present either a method or a message
for the future—and, as a result, were too willing to see the past as an
instrument to be used rather than a record to be explored.

As a university-based historian during the early years of this study,
my “method” was to ignore professorial debates and to spend my time
with old books and new students. The experience gave me an unanti-
cipated sense of “relevance.” I was repeatedly struck in the depths of
libraries with precedent for almost everything that was daily being
hailed as a novelty from the rooftops outside.

I came to know figures like Thomas (Ismail) Urbain, a Black Muslim
of the 1830s unknown to those of today. He adopted Islam and Al-
gerian nationalism a century before the same pattern was followed by
other black revolutionaries from the same West Indies. Flora Tristan,
the Franco-Peruvian founder of the first international proletarian or-
ganization, anticipated today’s radical feminism, by invading the all-
male House of Lords in London of the late 1830s and removing her
disguise as a male Turk to dramatize her cause. The struggle between
the old and the new left recapitulated much of the Marx-Proudhon con-
flict. Even the marginalia of leftism such as ideological sky-jackers
had precedents in the revolutionary high-jacking of Mediterranean
ships by Carlo Pisacane in the 1850s.

The concept of a revolution along generational lines was already fully
developed in Gerontocracy of 1828 by the future Swiss revolutionary
leader, James Fazy. Germany had produced even earlier the prototypical
“modern” student counter-culture: rakish dress, long hair, narcotic
highs, and sexual lows. Out of this subculture came violent calls for a
“propaganda of the deed” long before contemporary terrorists. The anti-
traditional musical theater of the early nineteenth century inspired real
revolution in a way that rock festivals of the recent past only avowed to do.

But these were minor discoveries of antecedents along the path di-
rected toward constructing an account of origins that might add some
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insight from fresh historical research to the substantial work that
already exists on the modern revolutionary tradition.2? This study will,
it is hoped, broaden the base of enquiry even as it arouses controversy
by considering Bonneville and Nodier as well as Babeuf among the
founding fathers; Dézamy and Barmby as well as Marx among the com-
munist pioneers; media of communication as well as means of organiza-
tion; and Radchenko as well as Lenin among the authors of Bolshevism.

This study necessarily deals with only a small part of a rich story.
It will not provide the traditional staples of either comprehensive po-
litical history or rounded individual biographies. In addition, readers
should be specifically forewarned that I am not following any of three
familiar approaches to the revolutionary tradition: the hagiographic,
the sociological, or the psychological.

Hagiography is the retroactive justification of a revolution in power:
the portrayal of precursors in the past for purposes of indoctrination
in the present. In this approach, saints and sinners, heroes and heretics
are created and catalogued to support the current political judgments
of the recognized revolutionary succession. From such an intensely
partisan tradition, of course, has come the bulk of historical writing on
revolutionaries. The critical historian can find here not only invaluable
source material, but also insights from Marxist historical analysis, par-
ticularly in the period prior to Stalin when relatively free speculation
was still permitted in the Soviet Union.

A massive new Soviet history, The International Workers’ Movement,
will provide an authoritative codification of post-Stalinist orthodoxy. The
first two volumes cover the same period as this book, predictably stress-
ing the actions of workers and the doctrines of Marx. But the new peri-
odization, the international perspective, and the assignment of specific
sections to different authors—all give this work an interest largely ab-
sent from earlier versions of the hagiographic genre.?8 A very differ-
ent line of saints and devils is traced in the philosophically rich history
of Marxism by the brilliant, exiled Polish revisionist and critic, Leszek
Kolakowski.29

The sociological approach predominates among social historians in
the West 30 as well as nonhagiographic Marxists.31 That the revolution-
ary tradition was intimately related to forces of industrial development,
class conflict, and social change in the modern world is incontestable.
But it does not follow—as many sociological historians either assert or
imply—that the revolutionary tradition is simply produced or “caused”
by these processes. Such an explanation may be argued as a hypothesis
or asserted as an act of faith. But it can hardly be called a scientific
fact—and it may actually serve to rationalize restriction on the range
of enquiry, which the open experimental method should always seek to
expand.

Microhistorians of the sociological school have been increasingly
critical of those broad histories of the revolutionary era that focus on
the diffusion of French power to local elites.32 There clearly is a need
to understand better the widely different regional and social experiences
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of a complex continent—and for that matter the human variety con-
tained within the French term “Jacobin.”

Since our subject is not the politics of the revolutionary era, but the
genesis and spread of the revolutionary tradition, it is necessarily the
story of a few ideas and of key people. So many of them have been
neglected or forgotten that it seems task enough to enlarge the inven-
tory and provide a historical framework for tracing the development of
this small, but immeasurably important subculture of nineteenth-
century Europe.

The effort here will be to maintain a kind of agnosticism on first
causes while bringing into view some relatively neglected data and ad-
vancing some new hypotheses. In those areas where intellectual history
can approach scientific precision, however, this work will attempt to
trace the origins of key words, symbols, ideas, and organizational forms.

The psychological method is currently much in favor as a means of
explaining data about men and ideas. Since revolutionaries are intense
people at war with accepted social norms, they have become favorite
subjects for this kind of analysis—particularly in America.?3 The sus-
picion remains, however, that Freudian, even more than Marxist, analy-
sis may itself be a somewhat dated technique—at times more ap-
propriate for the period of the historian than for the historical period.

Aside from the recognized difficulties of retroactive psychoanalysis,
the fact is that most of the important early revolutionaries seem sur-
prisingly free of unusual personal characteristics. One of the best stud-
ies of the emotional side of the original French revolutionaries points
out that “the future revolutionaries were almost all docile pupils of
Jesuits and Oratorians.” 3¢ Like most other French children of their
time, they were fond of their mothers, of their native regions, and of
mildly sentimental, apolitical literature.

Revolutionaries in the subsequent, romantic era were rarely as idio-
syncratic and antisocial as artists and poets, and less committed to
violence than is generally realized. The schools of thought that played
the most important roles in developing a revolutionary tradition all
saw themselves providing the rationality that would end violence. Po-
liticized Illuminists promised inner moral renewal; messianic Saint-
Simonians, an organic order to end revolutionary unrest; Young Hegeli-
ans, the peaceful completion of Prussian reforms.

The fascinating fact is that most revolutionaries sought the simple,
almost banal aims of modern secular man generally. What was unique
was their intensity and commitment to realizing them. This faith and
dedication made the revolutionary trailblazers bigger than life—and
deeply controversial. Their progress represented, for some, humanity
emerging on wings from its cocoon; for others, a malignancy attacking
civilization itself.

Most Communists and many Third World leaders still profess to be-
lieve in salvation-through-revolution; others fear that this belief still
retains the power to immobilize intellectuals in the West who lack
“the experience of living in a society where that myth has been politi-
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cally elevated to the status of official doctrine.” 35 Others see this sec-
ular faith fading away as a “post-industrial society” moves “beyond
ideology” into a “technetronic” era.’¢ Others may suggest that belief
in revolution was only a political flash fire in the age of energy—now
burning itself out on the periphery as the metropole enters the twilight
of entropy.37

The present author is inclined to believe that the end may be ap-
proaching of the political religion which saw in revolution the sunrise
of a perfect society. I am further disposed to wonder if this secular
creed, which arose in Judaeo-Christian culture, might not ultimately
prove to be only a stage in the continuing metamorphosis of older
forms of faith 38 and to speculate that the belief in secular revolution,
which has legitimized so much authoritarianism in the twentieth cen-
tury, might dialectically prefigure some rediscovery of religious evolu-
tion to revalidate democracy in the twenty-first.

But the story of revolutionaries in the nineteenth century is worth
telling for its own sake—quite apart from any concerns of today or
speculations about tomorrow. This heroic and innovative record of rev-
olutionaries without power is an awesome chapter in the history of
human aspiration. This study will attempt to let the dead speak for
themselves without overlooking the continuing concerns of the living.
It is a work of humanistic history: the record of what one man who is
not a revolutionary found interesting and important about a number of
his fellow humans who were.



BOOK

FOUNDATIONS OF
THE REVOLUTIONARY
FAITH: THE LATE
EIGHTEENTH AND
EARLY NINETEENTH
CENTURIES

HE CITY is the crucible of modern revolution. The revolutionary
tradition, seen from below, is a narrative of urban unrest successively
dominated by Paris and St. Petersburg.

Paris overthrew the mightiest monarchy in Christendom in 1789-92,
triggered new waves of revolution in 1830 and 1848, and forged a new
model for social revolution in the Paris Commune of 1871. By then, there
had arisen in St. Petersburg a new type of revolutionary who was to
convulse the largest land empire in the world with terror in the late
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nineteenth century and insurrection in the early twentieth. Three Rus-
sian revolutions—in 1905, March 1917, and November 1g917—brought
the revolutionary tradition out of the wilderness and into power.

Other cities also played decisive roles: Strasbourg, where German
ideas entered France and the national revolutionary ideal burst into
song in the 1790s; Lyon, where class warfare first fueled the rival
social revolutionary tradition in the 1830s; and Berlin, where Marx was
first radicalized and where a Marxist revolution failed in 1918-19—
dooming the communist cause to confinement in Russia for the next
thirty years. The site of legitimacy was not revolutionary St. Peters-
burg, which took the new name “Leningrad” from the victorious leader;
it was the medieval Kremlin within conservative Moscow.

Seen from above the revolutionary tradition is a story of elite, intel-
lectual leaders: a thin line of apostolic succession from Buonarroti to
Lenin. The former was the leading survivor and historian of the first
organization for secular, social revolution: the Babeuf conspiracy of
1796—-97. Like St. Peter among the Romans, Filippo Buonarroti was the
rock on which subsequent revolutionaries.built. By the time of his death
in 1837, social revolutionary leadership had passed to his admirer, Louis
Auguste Blanqui, who retained special authority throughout the Paris-
dominated era.

Leadership moved from Paris to St. Petersburg through Blanqui’s Rus-
sian collaborator, Peter Tkachev; his compatriots assassinated the Rus-
sian tsar in St. Petersburg in 1881, the year Blanqui died in Paris. When
Lenin’s older brother was hanged six years later for plotting to kill the
next tsar, young Lenin became the vehicle for vengeance and vindication.

Lenin’s path from an underground cell to the podium of power began
at a particular place in St. Petersburg: the student-run dining hall and
library of the St. Petersburg Technological Institute. The revolutionary
seed first took root in the early 18gos in this spot, where the young
Lenin had his first contact both with the main Marxist classics and with
real industrial workers. Within this small area of freedom students not
only dreamed of a technologically abundant alternative to tsarism, but
also used their technical talents to form the first Russian organization
of revolutionary Marxists.

The road that was to lead from the Technological Institute to the
Finland Station originated, however, earlier and elsewhere. The first
green zone that fertilized the revolutionary seed by turning intellectuals
into revolutionaries was the Palais-Royal in the late 1780s. This priv-
ileged Parisian sanctuary of the reformist House of Orléans incubated
those who wrested power from the ruling royal palace of Versailles in
1789 and from the Tuileries in 1792, long before the Leninists occupied
the Winter Palace in 1917. Thus our story begins with the “anti-Versailles”
in the heart of Paris, the scene of the first modern revolution. It leads us
to Buonarroti, the anti-Napoleon who conceived of the first modern rev-
olutionary organization.



CHAPTER 1

Incarnation

THE MODERN revolutionary tradition begins with both word and deed:
prophecy and incarnation. First came the slow growth of the idea of
secular revolution in early modern Europe. Then came the fact of a
totally new kind of upheaval within the largest city of the mightiest
power in Europe.

The Idea of Revolution

Long before the Second Coming of 1g17—and even before the Incar-
nation of 178g—men brooded about the nature and meaning of the
word revolution. The term derives from the Latin substantive revolutio,
which was unknown in classical Latin but was used in the early Middle
Ages by St. Augustine and other Christian writers.! Translated into
Italian as rivoluzione in the early Renaissance and then into French
and English as revolution, the term initially meant the return of a
moving object to its place of origin—particularly the movement of
celestial bodies around the earth. Copernicans used it increasingly in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to describe their unsettling new
concept of the earth revolving—axially and orbitally—around the sun.
The French savant Jacques Amyot suggested that in sixteenth-century
France an understanding of these awesome movements in nature was
also necessary for a successful politician:

I1 y a une certaine révolution et préfixion de temps oultre lequel ’homme
sage ne se doibt plus entremettre des affaires de la chose politique.2

But “revolutionary” change was still generally seen as a return to an
earlier, temporarily violated norm: a re-volution back to a more natural
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order.? Even the extremists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
who helped prepare revolutions tended to think of restoring preexisting
rights and traditions. Judaeo-Christian ideas inspired what many con-
sider the first modern revolution: the Puritan rebellion in seventeenth-
century England; and nonconformist religious ideas played a major role
in preparing the American revolution.* Fanatical religious ideologies
dominated the sixteenth-century civil wars that raged within the two
great continental powers, the Hapsburg Empire and the French King-
dom. Both sides in both of these conflicts have recently been hailed
as revolutionary pioneers. The Dutch revolt against authoritarian Spain
has been called the first modern revolution and “the earliest modern
expression of democratic ideas.” ®* Similar claims have also been made
for an earlier revolt in which the roles were reversed, when urban
Spaniards rebelled against the predominantly Dutch entourage of
Charles V.¢ A leading Calvinist in sixteenth-century France was “one
of the first modern revolutionaries,” 7 as was his béte noire, the Catholic
League, which installed “the first revolutionary reign of terror that
Paris was to experience.” 8 These Parisian Catholics were probably the
most authentic anticipation of the modern revolutionaries. They intro-
duced the term “Committee of Public Safety,” the use of barricades, and
a program that was “truly revolutionary in the sense that it embodied
conscious social antagonisms.” ?

But such revolutionary means still served reactionary ends. Innovative
political practices continued to require aggressively Christian ideolo-
gies. The grounds for a new approach were prepared by the exhaustion
with religious conflict and by the enthusiasm over the scientific method
that produced a “crisis of the European consciousness” at the end of
the seventeenth century.!® In the ensuing Enlightenment of the eigh-
teenth century, a critical spirit began to regard Greco-Roman antiquity
as a kind of secular alternative to Christianity.11

Much of the growing volume of secular political writing in the age
of the Enlightenment dealt with the problem of revolution. A pioneering
Italian work of 1629 on the causes and prevention of revolution found
kingdoms particularly vulnerable to revolution because of their mon-
archs’ misconduct.l?2 An anti-Spanish treatise, The Revolutions in Na-
ples, appeared in 1647 on the eve of an uprising in Naples led by the
fisherman Masaniello against the Hapsburgs.1® This event stimulated the
already well-developed Italian discussion of political revolution.'¢ Po-
lemic writers in England during the Puritan Revolution drew in turn
on Italian writings. One English work on the Neapolitan uprising coined
the classic revolutionary metaphor of a “fire” coming from a small
“spark.” 15

The poet Robert Heath appears to have been the first to link political
revolution with social change,'¢ speaking of a “strange Vertigo or De-
lirium o’ the Brain” drawing England into a revolution that went beyond
politics:

Nor doth the State alone on fortune’s Wheeles
Run round; Alas, our Rock Religion reeles.
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He then suggests that the hope of heaven on earth might replace that
of heaven above:

Amidst these turnings, 'tis some comfort yet,
Heaven doth not fly from us, though we from it.

And finally comes the full new fantasy:

Nothing but fine Utopian Worlds i’ the Moon
Must be new form’d by Revolution.17

Interest in the upheaval which restored moderate monarchy to England
in 1688 led to a proliferation of anonymous historical studies in which
the term “glorious revolution” was introduced to the continent.18 In the
New World as in the Old, revolution became for the first time a posi-
tive political ideal.

The most dynamic of the “enlightened despots,” Frederick the Great,
saw revolutions as part of the destiny of nations, particularly new
ones. In 1751 he wrote that

. . . fragility and instability are inseparable from the works of men; the
revolutions that monarchies and republics experience have their causes in
the immutable laws of Nature.19

Frederick generally used the word “revolution” in the old sense of re-
volving back to where nations had been before. But he also began the
trend among German thinkers of applying the word to spiritual as well
as political change. He said of the Lutheran Reformation:

A revolution so great and so singular, which changed almost the entire
System of Europe, deserves to be examined with Philosophical eyes.20

Later Germans, such as Hegel and Marx were, of course, to use just
such “philosophical eyes” to see in the liberating reforms of both Luther
and Frederick antecedents of the modern, ideologically based revolu-
tionary tradition.

Frederick the Great’s interest in revolution as a spiritual and political
event subtly influenced many Germans of his time. He created in Prus-
sia a sense of new Promethean possibilities. His impatience with tra-
dition in affairs of state was echoed in the republic of letters by the
rebellious poets of the Sturm und Drang. Radical Bavarian Illuminists
urged in the early 1780s that his secularizing reforms be carried even
further through an “imminent revolution of the human mind.” 2t Their
opponents, in turn, already saw in such a program in 1786 the threat
of an “imminent universal revolution.” 22

Thus Germany—not France—gave birth to the sweeping, modern idea
of revolution as a secular upheaval more universal in reach and more
transforming in scope than any purely political change. This concept
was transported to Paris by Count Mirabeau, a former French ambas-
sador in Berlin; it helped him to become the leading figure in the early
events of the French Revolution in 1789. His study of Frederick the
Great in 1788 had proclaimed Prussia the likely site of a coming revo-
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lution, and the German Illuminists its probable leaders.2?8 Mirabeau’s
speeches and writings the following year transferred these expectations
of a deep transformation from Germany to France. He became both
the leader in turning the Third Estate of the Estates-General into a
new National Assembly and “the first to succeed in launching a journal
without the authorization of the government.” 2¢ His reputation as the
outstanding orator of the Assembly is closely related to his pioneering
role in convincing the French that their revolution, though political in
form, was redemptive in content. Mirabeau popularized the Illuminist
term “revolution of the mind,” introduced the phrase “great revolu-
tion,” 25 and apparently invented the words “revolutionary,” 26 “counter-
revolution,” and “counter-revolutionary.” 27 Mirabeau pioneered in ap-
plying the evocative language of traditional religion to the new political
institutions of revolutionary France. As early as May 10, 1789, he wrote
to the constituents who had elected him to the Third Estate that the
purpose of the Estates-General was not to reform but “to regenerate”
the nation.28 He subsequently called the National Assembly “the in-
violable priesthood of national policy,” the Declaration of the Rights of
Man “a political gospel,” and the Constitution of 1791 a new religion “for
which the people are ready to die.” 2°

The introduction of the hitherto little-used word revolution into the
German language sealed the new and quasi-religious usage of the word.
Writers and lexicographers initially either bragged or complained, ac-
cording to their politics, that “we Germans wish so hard to keep [rev-
olution] distant that we do not have even one word for it in our vocab-
ulary”; and the French word was introduced into German precisely “to
convey in its nature an impossible movement with speed and quick-
ness”—to inspire awe and suggest a novelty beyond the traditional
word for political upheaval, Umwdlzung .30

We shall return to this faith in revolution as something totally new,
secular, and regenerative—and to the occult, Germanic sources of this
idea. But first, we must briefly consider the events of the French Rev-
olution themselves. For the convulsions that began in Paris in 1789
represented an unprecedented succession of novelties that made Mira-
beau’s new conception of revolution believable. With mounting intensity
and without any clear plan or continuous leadership, France proceeded
to create a new political lexicon centered on the word “democracy” 31
and on a new understanding of revolution as a superhuman source of
fresh dynamism for human history.32

The Fact of Revolution

In the summer of 1789, absolute monarchy and aristocratic authority
were overthrown forever in the most powerful kingdom in Christendom.
This was the essential French Revolution: the hard fact that gave birth
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to the modern belief that secular revolution is historically possible. This
unplanned political transformation occurred within a period of exactly
five months—between May 5, when King Louis XVI opened in Ver-
sailles the first Estates-General to meet in 175 years, and October 5,
when the king was brought back to Paris as a virtual prisoner of the
mob.

The decisive event of these five months was the Third Estate (which
represented everyone except the clergy and nobility and was dominated
by articulate middle-class lawyers) declaring itself to be the National
Assembly. Members of the other two estates went over to join the
Third Estate; it resolved in the “tennis-court oath” of June 20 to remain
in being “until the constitution of the realm is set up and consolidated
on firm foundations.” Following the violence in Paris that led to the
storming of the Bastille on July 14, a “great fear” spread through the
countryside. Fires destroyed many records and symbols of the manorial
system. In the course of August the Assembly abolished serfdom and
aristocratic privilege and proclaimed the “natural and imprescribable”
right of every citizen to liberty, equality, property, and security.

News of a political act—the king’s dismissal of his reformist Finance
Minister Necker—had fired the original unrest in Paris. Nine days after
the Bastille fell the Paris mob hung Necker’s successor, and political
authority was restored by the Marquis de Lafayette. He arrived on a
white horse—Iliterally as well as symbolically—and took military com-
mand of Paris on July 15, lending legitimacy to upheaval, and serving
with Mirabeau as a founding father of the revolutionary tradition.

Wounded at age nineteen while fighting for American independence
in the Battle of Brandywine, Lafayette had returned to France hoping
that the American Revolution “might serve as a lesson to the oppres-
sors and an example to the oppressed” in the Old World.?3 He pre-
sented a key to the Bastille to Washington, used American rhetoric to
help draft the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen,3¢ and lent
dignity as head of the new national guard to the fateful march on Ver-
sailles on October 5.

Yet this seeming guarantor of continuing order amidst revolutionary
change was soon denounced not just by the Right, but by the Left as
well. Burke’s conservative attack on the French Revolution listed “Fayet-
tism” first among the “rabble of systems.” 35 On the revolutionary side,
“Gracchus” Babeuf, just a year after the fall of the Bastille, excoriated
Lafayette as a conceited and antidemocratic brake on the revolutionary
process.36 Later revolutionaries, as we shall see, repeatedly raged against
him.

Mirabeau, also a marquis but less elegant than Lafayette, was more
central to the early revolutionary events. Rejected by his fellow aristo-
crats for election to the Estates-General, the pock-marked Mirabeau ac-
cepted election by the Third Estate; he infused it with la passion politique.

The constitutional monarchy favored by Lafayette and Mirabeau could
not survive the attempt of the king to flee Paris in the summer of 1791
and the outbreak of foreign war in the spring of 1792. Revolutionary
France formally proclaimed a republic in August 1792; massacred 1,100
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alleged domestic foes in Paris in September, and publicly guillotined
King Louis XVI in January 1793. External and internal violence in-
creasingly polarized politics and split the National Assembly into the
original “right” and “left.” 37 The subsequent equation of the left with
virtue dramatized revolutionary defiance of Christian tradition, which
had always represented those on the right hand of God as saved and
those on the left as damned.38

During this time the armed masses in Paris tended increasingly to
reject the politics of the Assembly, arguing that

Le Cété Droit est toujours gauche
Et le gauche n’est jamais droit.39

The crowd that had invaded the Tuileries Palace to imprison the king
on August 10, 1792, broke into the Assembly on May 31, 1793, and in
the summer mobilized in the levée en masse to resist counter-revolution-
ary foes in the countryside and on the borders.

The subsequent history of the armed revolution reveals a seemingly
irresistible drive toward a strong, central executive. Robespierre’s twelve-
man Committee of Public Safety (1793—-94) gave way to a five-man Di-
rectorate (1795—99), to a three-man Consulate, to the designation of
Napoleon as First Consul in 1799, and finally to Napoleon’s coronation
as emperor in 1804.

After 1792 a growing split developed between the stated ideals of
the revolutionary republic and their practical implementation. Marxists
have represented this conflict as the inevitable clash of the “proletar-
ian” quest for a social revolution and the “bourgeois” desire to consol-
idate newly acquired property rights and political power. But social
consciousness at the time was focused on the shared hatred of foreign-
ers and aristocrats; and in pre-industrial Paris the distinction between
the working and middle classes was not yet clear. The more significant
split was between the political consciousness of the articulate lawyers
and leaders of revolutionary France and the mundane, apolitical demands
of the urban masses for food, security, and something to believe in.

The leaders repeatedly failed to satisfy the Parisian populace. La-
fayette, who in April 1792 had favored war in order to rally France be-
hind the constitutional monarchy, was soon drowned out by the more
bellicose and radical Brissot. The Brissotists, or Girondists, were in turn
swept aside by the more extreme Jacobins in the late spring of 1793.
The relatively moderate Jacobinism of Danton was then supplanted by
Robespierre; his reign of terror claimed some forty thousand domestic
victims in 1793—94. Yet none of these figures was able to bring stability.

Robespierre, the most radical political leader of the revolutionary era,
was also the first to turn decisively against the Paris mob. He broke
up its sectional assemblies in the fall of 1793 and executed the extreme
enragés or Hébertists in the spring of 1794—shortly before he too was
guillotined in July. The retrenchment that followed, the so-called Ther-
midorean reaction, checked a seemingly inexorable drift to the left.
The new republican Constitution of 1795 was far less radical than that
written in 1793 (but never put in effect). Two years later the attempt



Incarnation 23

of the Babeuf conspiracy to organize a new revolutionary uprising was
crushed by the five-man Directory with no difficulty. Though Napoleon
rose to power through the revolutionary army and used revolutionary
ideas to expand French power, he (like the constitutional monarchs
who were restored to power after him) was generally seen not as an
heir to the revolution but as its repudiator.

The revolutionary tradition reached maturity when fighting broke out
again on the streets of Paris against the restored Bourbons in July 1830.
Lafayette, by then an old man, emerged to legitimize a return to con-
stitutional monarchy, and helped establish in power Louis Philippe of
the House of Orléans. The linkage was deeply appropriate. For the
original revolution of 1789 that had been led by Lafayette can in a sense
be said to have begun in the Parisian pleasure dome of Louis Philippe’s
father, Philip of Orléans: the Palais-Royal. There in the shadow of the
Tuileries Palace, Philip had decided to accept the revolution and rename
himself Egalité rather than remain loyal to his cousin, King Louis XVL
It was this Philip who renamed the great public gardens of the Palais-
Royal—in which the mob that stormed the Bastille first formed—*“the
garden of equality.” And it is in this revolutionary garden of Eden,
this unlikely Bethlehem, that the story of the revolutionary faith prop-
erly begins.



CHAPTER 2

A Locus of Legitimacy

AS PARIS overthrew the old regime, its citizens felt an almost desperate
need for some new source of authority. The story of this need is usually
told in terms of political or social forces, but it can also be told in
terms of an ideological and geographical search for legitimacy.

If one were to use a single word to describe what the original French
revolutionaries were really seeking, it might well be a key term later
used by the Russians: oprostit’sia, to simplify. The desire for radical
simplification (even of oneself as the reflexive verb suggests in Rus-
sian) impelled intellectuals following Rousseau to reject personal pre-
tention as well as social convention. A similar striving toward simplicity
compelled politicians leading up to Robespierre to rely increasingly on
liquidation as well as inspiration. At the root of everything lay the pas-
sionate desire of thinking people to find a simple, unifying norm for
society like the law of gravity that Newton had found for nature.

In their drive toward revolutionary simplicity Frenchmen melded
many estates into one state; discarded innumerable titles for the uni-
form “citizen,” “brother,” and “tu”; supplanted elaborate rococo art with a
severe neo-classicism; discarded complex Catholic traditions in the name
of Dame Nature or a Supreme Being; and replaced reasoned argument
with incantational slogan. The early revolutionary call for “one king,
one law, one weight, one measure” prefigured later French evangelism
in spreading the use of the metric and decimal systems.! Throughout
the inventive revolutionary era, new symbols and societies seemed to
be searching for le point parfait: “the perfect point” within a “circle of
friends.” These were the strangely appropriate names of two leading
Masonic lodges that flourished in Paris during the Reign of Terror.2

But where was the “perfect point” on which to base a new secular
faith? For many, the progressive simplification of the political process
provided a kind of answer by reducing the locus of popular sovereignty
from a National Assembly to an executive of twelve, five, three, and
finally one man. Precisely under Napoleon, however, the professional
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revolutionary tradition began. The appearance of conspiracies within
Napoleon’s armies at the height of his power revealed an unsatisfied
revolutionary thirst for something more than pure power.

Violence was part of what revolutionaries sought—and was in many
ways their ultimate form of radical simplification. A thousand hopes
and hatreds could be compressed into a single act of blood ritual, trans-
forming philosophes into révolutionnaires. As the darkest mystery of
the revolutionary faith, violence was at first mainly discussed by reac-
tionary opponents, who saw the revolutionaries preempting the promise
of ancient religions to provide salut par le sang.3 Revolutionary violence
has been best described metaphorically as a volcanic eruption or the
birth pain of a new order. Because revolutionaries always believe their
violence will end all violence, it might also be described as the sonic
boom at which controls must be reversed, the vortex of a whirlpool
in which a helplessly descending object may suddenly be hurled up to
freedom.

The mark of blood distinguishes real revolution from mythic melo-
drama about the storming of a Bastille or a Winter Palace. The drama
resembles rather that of a medieval passion play—in which, however,
the act of crucifixion rather than the fact of resurrection provides le
point parfait for a new beginning. Belief in a purely secular salvation
leads the modern revolutionary to seek deliverance through human
destruction rather than divine redemption. We shall trace the course
of revolutionary violence from a romantic, Italo-Polish phase in the
early nineteenth century to an ascetic Russian form in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries.

Yet the same lava that was to destroy a decadent Pompeii was also to
fertilize a new Eden. The original search for revolutionary legitimacy
involved not just the razing of a Bastille and beheading of a king, but
also the quest for sacred space in which perfection might appear and
oracles might speak. The story can be traced through both places and
people. It begins in the cafés of the Palais-Royal and leads on to the
neglected figure of Nicholas Bonneville.

The Cafés of the Palais-Royal

Nowhere—the literal meaning of Utopia—first became somewhere in
the Palais-Royal. In the cafés that ringed the gardens of this great
royal enclosure in central Paris, the “heavenly city of the eighteenth-
century philosophers” found earthly roots; high ideals were translated
into coarse conversation; salon sophistication became bourgeois bra-
vado; reform moved through revolt to revolution.

The Palais-Royal had political origins as the creation of Cardinal Ar-
mand de Richelieu, the father of raison d’état in modern France. The
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palace was transformed into an enclosed complex of galleries, exhibi-
tion halls, and entertainment centers in the early 178os—and was
opened to the public by the reform-minded Philip of Orléans. His avarice
rapidly converted it into a profitable center of pleasure where “all
desires can be gratified as soon as conceived.”* In the late spring of
1787, Philip built Le Cirque—a large oval enclosure more than one
hundred meters long in the middle of the garden—for large meetings
and sporting events.

The cafés in the arcades and the “circus” in the center of the Palais-
Royal incubated an intellectual opposition that went beyond the mild,
Whiggish reformism of the London coffeehouses that the House of Or-
léans had originally sought to imitate. The Palais-Royal became “a sort
of Hyde Park of the French Capital,” “the place where public opinion
is formed,” “the agora of the city in ferment,” “the forum of the French
Revolution.” 5

If the French Revolution can be said to have begun in any single
spot at any single moment, it may have been in the gardens of the
Palais-Royal at about 3:30 in the afternoon of Sunday, July 12, 1789,
when Camille Desmoulins climbed up on a table and cried Aux armes!
to the milling crowd. He was suggesting a collective Parisian response to
the news that had just come from Versailles about the king’s dismissal
of Necker. Within half an hour of his speech, the crowd began coursing
out onto the streets carrying busts of Necker and the Duke of Orléans.®

The moment was dramatic—in the most intense and literal sense of
the word. The Palais-Royal had attracted an expectant audience. A minor
operatic composer had set the stage, helping Desmoulins to mount what
he called la table magique taken from the Café Foy. A green ribbon
attached to Desmoulins’s hat (by some accounts a green leaf plucked
from a tree) provided the new costume: a badge of nature and of hope
to brandish against the unnatural emblems of a hopeless aristocracy.
The urban hero was (like Saint-Just and Babeuf to come) an intellectual
journalist from rural Picardy. In response to his harangue, the sup-
porting cast of hundreds spilled out into the streets. Their immediate
purpose was the demonically appropriate one of forcing all the theaters
in Paris to cancel their evening performances—as if to remove from the
city any drama that might rival their own. Having shut the theaters,
they converged on the greatest open square in Europe, the Place Louis
XV, which they helped transform into a theater of revolution.

Under the equestrian statue of the king’s father, the crowd bran-
dished the busts of the king’s dismissed minister and of his suspect
cousin. The first act of the revolution/drama began at 8 p.m. in the
square when stray fire from royal troops created the first martyrs of
the revolution and the mob responded by sacking nearby armories. The
drama was to return repeatedly to this great, open-air theater for its
climactic scenes: the execution of the king in January 1793 (with the
setting renamed Place de la Révolution), and the Easter liturgy cele-
brated by Tsar Alexander for the entire Russian army after the final
defeat of Napoleon in 1815 (renamed again as Place de la Concorde).

In July 1789, however, the great square was only a point of transit
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for the Paris mob as it drove on to express in the center of Paris the
destruction that had previously begun in the periphery with the razing
of forty royal customhouses. The ultimate destination of the crowd that
first acquired an identity on July 12 was, of course, the sparsely popu-
lated prison and armory known as the Bastille; but their original as-
sembly point had been the Palais-Royal. Located about halfway between
the Place Louis XV and the Place de la Bastille, the Palais continued
to play a central role in the choreography of conflict during the early
years of the revolution.

The habitués of the Palais were, in a way, the original “people” of
revolutionary rhetoric; and the mob that assembled there periodically,
the model for revolutionary mobilization. By early August, police were
coming from other sections of the city to deal with the disorders
reigning in the Palais-Royal and the dangers that could result from
them.? If the Palais-Royal was not yet unified behind the republicanism
of Desmoulins, it echoed the Anglophilia of the Duke of Orléans in hail-
ing the events in France as “cette glorieuse Révolution.” 8 Petitions against
a royal veto were carried to the assembly in Versailles from the “citizens
assembled in the Palais-Royal,” ® who constituted themselves as a kind
of informal voice of revolutionary authority in the city. Songs in praise
of the soldiers said to have refused orders to fire on the people were im-
provised “in the name of the citizens of the Palais-Royal.” 10 “Lacking a
King, Paris found a chief in the Palais-Royal.” 11

The locus of legitimacy was the critical issue, and the ultimate pro-
tagonists were the king’s court at Versailles on the one hand and the
headless “forum of the people” in the Palais-Royal at Paris on the other.
Standing between them, however, in the summer of 1789 were the
newly constituted National Assembly, still under the king’s shadow at
Versailles, and the formal government of Paris, still at the Hotel de Ville,
on the Rue de Rivoli, halfway between the Palais-Royal and the Bas-
tille. On August 30 a crowd of fifteen hundred set off from the Palais-
Royal to the Hotel de Ville for the first of two unsuccessful petitions
to gain official backing for a march on Versailles.12 Finally, on Sunday,
October 4, 1789, a large group formed in the Palais-Royal; it was joined
by other Parisians to march on Versailles the following day, and brought
both the king and the National Assembly back to Paris.

Paris itself thereafter became the battlefield. The king resided in the
Tuileries Palace; popular authority, in the Palais-Royal just across the
Rue Saint-Honoré. The National Assembly was relocated close to both
in the drafty building of the former royal riding academy overlooking
the Tuileries gardens.

The terminology used to characterize factions within the assembly
revealed a thirst for the spatial sanctification of immaterial ideals. Le-
gitimacy was identified with a physical location: “left” or “right,” “moun-
tain” or “plain.” The middle position in the assembly between the two
extremes became known as “the swamp” (le marais): the morass oc-
cupied by those unfit for either land or sea. One of the earliest histor-
ians of the revolution characterized le marais in polarized terms that
anticipated later revolutionaries’ denunciation of the “center” as “un-
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principled,” “opportunistic,” and lacking the conviction of either right
or left:

Between these two extremes, men of secret votes and silent cowardice
stagnate, always devoted to the strongest party and serving the powers that
be. The place occupied by these eunuchs in the Convention was called the
Swamp; it is called the Center in modern assemblies.13

Then, with the division of Paris into forty-eight sections on June 22,
1790, the Hotel de Ville was effectively superseded by a new form of
popular government: the Commune of the Paris sections; and the Section
of the Palais-Royal (later called the Section de la Montagne) became
the largest sectional government in the center of the city.'* News of
divisions and debates in the National Assembly often came first from
participants relating their accounts at the nearby cafés in the Palais-
Royal. Rumors were manufactured there that the king was planning to
flee France by assuming masked disguises or by digging a secret canal
to Saint Cloud.1®

The Palais-Royal played a central role in revolutionary Paris for three
reasons. It offered, first of all, a privileged sanctuary for intellectuals
where they could turn from speculation to organization. Second, its
owner and patron, the Duke of Orléans, represented the point through
which new ideas broke into the power elite of the old regime. Finally,
the Palais provided a living link with the underworld of Paris and with
the new social forces that had to be mobilized for any revolutionary
victory.

Royal ownership assured immunity from arrest within the Palais-
Royal; and from 1788 to 1792 a host of new organizations were formed
and key meetings held there. Amidst the ferment of 1789 literary and
artistic talent was rallied to the revolution by pioneering, if often short-
lived, clubs: the Lycée de Paris, Lycée des Arts, Musée Francais, Athé-
naum, and Club de 1789.16 The revolutionary theater found a home
there first in the Théatre des Variétés, which had opened in 1785, and
then in the new Théatre de la République to which many outstanding
actors of the national theater, including the legendary Talma, moved
in 1792.

The mob that burst forth from the Palais-Royal in July 1789, carried
a bust of Philip of Orléans along with one of Necker, and the mob
that went to Versailles in October also acclaimed the king’s cousin. As
the owner of the Palais-Royal, Philip was seen as a patron of the revolu-
tionary cause within the royal elite. His journey to London later in
1789 was seen by some as part of an Anglophile’s maneuvering to move
France closer to constitutional monarchy. Philip had written his own
Regulation of Life for the Palais-Royal in February 1789; among other
things it called for formal Wednesday evening soirées of twenty-five
thinkers.17

His personal sponsorship of the Musée Francais in his apartment
and of various publications as well as open-air dramas in the gardens
of the Palais led many conservatives to assume that the revolutionary
tumult was in some sense the result of an Orléanist conspiracy.
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Shortly after the proclamation of a republic on September 15, 1792,
Philip of Orléans presented himself to the new communal government
of Paris with a request to be renamed Egalité, and to have the garden
of the Palais called the “garden of equality.” 18 He paid tribute to his
experience as a Freemason for providing him with a “sort of image of
equality,” but gave thanks that he had now “left behind the phantom
for the reality.” 19

The rebaptized head of the House of Orléans was then elected a mem-
ber of the Convention—over Robespierre’s opposition. Two months later
a decree of the Convention challenged the sincerity of Philip’s con-
version, suggesting that he “speculated on the revolution as on his
jockies” and had simply acted in a way “most convenient to his inter-
ests.” 20 Jean Paul Marat cast further doubt on Philip’s “civic dedication”
(civisme). When a revolutionary leader was assassinated in the Palais-
Royal on January 20, suspicion of Philip deepened, and the Conven-
tion unleashed a kind of storm-trooper organization, the so-called de-
fenders of the republic, for raids on the Orléanist redoubt.2? When
Philip’s son, the future King Louis Philippe, defected to the counter-
revolutionary camp together with General Charles Francois Dumouriez
in the early spring, Philippe-Egalité was arrested—and eventually guil-
lotined on November 6, 1793.

The Palais-Royal was the center in Paris not just of high politics and
high ideals, but also of low pleasure. Along with the “political effer-
vescence” fostered by “agitators whose mysterious existence seems
more appropriate for a novel than for reality” appeared raucous pub-
lications that mixed politics and pornography, such as The National
Bordello under the sponsorship of the Queen, for the use of Provincial
confederates.2? Philippe-Egalité once again showed the way. His long-
time mistress, Mme. de Genlis (later Citoyenne Bralart), was a kind of
princess among the prostitutes of the Palais as well as a “governess of
the princes.” The new personal secretary he brought to the Palais in
1788, Choderlos de Laclos, was the author of Les Liaisons Dangereuses
and a pioneer of the liberated pornography that flourished during the
revolutionary era.23 Laclos’s friend, the Marquis de Sade, opened a book-
store in the Palais during the turmoil to sell his dark masterpieces;
every form of sexual gratification that he described was available in
the cafés and apartments of the Palais complex. The gardens were the
gathering place for prostitutes, and respectable women did not appear
in the Palais-Royal after 11:00 A.M.2¢ Even before the revolution, the
Palais-Royal had generated a counter-morality of its own. A defiant pros-
titute who refused to give herself to the Comte d’Artois became a folk
heroine, and a café, La Vénus, was named in her honor.2’> The prome-
nade of boutiques and galleries in the center of the Palais where con-
tacts and assignations were usually made (the so-called Gallerie de Bois
or Camp des Tartares) had as its central sculpture “la belle Zulima,” 26
a wax statue of a naked woman done in realistic flesh color.

Cafés were the heart and soul of the Palais-Royal. About two dozen
ringed the Palais-Royal and beckoned strollers from the gardens into
the arcaded pleasure spots which were—literally as well as figura-
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tively—the underground of Paris. Like the Cirque in the middle of the
gardens (five-eighths of which was dug out below ground level), the
cafés were mostly underground. Some of the most important names—
Café du Caveau, Café des Aveugles, and Café du Sauvage—suggest the
fetid air, mysterious darkness, and indulgent abandon that character-
ized these subterranean retreats. The Café des Aveugles offered twenty
separate “caves” for the sexual and narcotic delectations of its custom-
ers, who usually descended there after lighter, alcoholic preliminaries
at the Café Italien directly above.2” For those who remained in, or re-
turned to, the Café Italien (also known as the Corazza) passions turned
political, and politics became international because of its large Italian
clientele.

The verb “to politic” (politiquer) may even have originated in the
café language of the Palais.28 A special kind of politics emerged in this
ambience. Playful irreverance and utopian speculation were preferred
to pedestrian practicality. It was not the politics of those responsible
for exercising power in the National Assembly or within the Paris Sec-
tions. It was a politics of desire fashioned over drinks that induced
blissful oblivion, such as the non-lo-sapraye (fractured Italian for “You
will never know it”), and after sweets designed for gluttons (such as the
ice-cream confections of the Café Tortoni).29

The cafés of the Palais-Royal were also filled with votive objects of the
emerging new faith in the applied sciences. In the Café Mécanique, “the
ancestor of our automatic bars,” 3° drinks appeared from trap doors,
which were part of an elaborate set of levers and other devices illus-
trating various principles of Newtonian physics. Illusion became real-
ity in the Café des Milles Colonnes, where mirrors magnified a few
columns into a thousand. The stove that warmed the Café Italien was
shaped like the pioneering balloon flown by Joseph Montgolfier, who
himself frequented the café.’!

This complex of cafés made the Palais-Royal seem, to the most acute
observer of Paris on the eve of revolution,

the capital of Paris, a sumptuous little city within a large one; the temple
of voluptuousness.32

The sanctuary within this temple was the Café Foy, before which Des-
moulins issued his famous call to arms on July 12, 178g. The Foy was
the only café that had both the privilege of serving tables within the
garden and control of a passageway out of it onto the Rue de Richelieu.
Thus, it became the “portico of the Revolution,” 33 the precise point at
which Desmoulins’s followers first moved from talk to action on the
streets:

During these months of excitement, the Café Foy was to the Palais-Royal,
what the Palais-Royal was to Paris: a little capital of agitation within the
kingdom of agitation.34

The Foy earned a mantle of martyrdom when it was shut down briefly
by the king later in 1789, and the cafés of the Palais-Royal continued
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to politicize the populace of Paris in emotionally satisfying ways that
neither the National Assembly nor the sectional governments could al-
together duplicate. As one relatively neutral observer wrote in 1791:

When a posterity more reflective and enlightened than the present gen-
eration studies the history of the French Revolution dispassionately, it will
not be able to believe that cafés became the supreme tribunals within a
city at the center of a free state. The Café de Foy and the Café du Caveau
. .. are today two republics in which the most pronounced intolerance takes
the name of patriotism.35

In this period “cafés grew and formed clubs; their tables became tri-
bunals; their habitués, orators; their noises, motions.” 3¢

As the quarreling among revolutionaries became more intense, each
faction tended to have its own café within the Palais—serving as both
outpost and headquarters. The Café du Caveau was a gathering place for
the Girondists who prepared the demonstrations of August 10, 1792,
that overthrew the monarchy and established the First Republic. The
Café Italien was an assembly point for the more radical Jacobins who
eventually occupied the National Assembly and established the revolu-
tionary dictatorship in the early summer of 1793.37

But the Jacobins operated mainly outside the Palais, deriving the name
for their nationwide organization from the Jacobin monastery where
the Parisian leaders first met. The Jacobin politicians were deeply sus-
picious of the Palais-Royal because of its obvious lack of discipline
and at the same time out of contrary fear that it might ultimately fall
subject to the discipline of a potential claimant to the throne: Philip
of Orléans. They feared not only the royalists, who also controlled
cafés within the Palais, but also the foreign friends of the Revolution
who enjoyed the hospitality of the Palais-Royal. Thus, during the na-
tionalistic mobilization of 1793, when all Paris became a theater of
political conflict, the Jacobin dictatorship of Robespierre curtailed the
freedom of the Palais-Royal. The café headquarters for the Jacobins and
Babeuvists were some distance away on the left bank. Thus, long before
the Cirque was burned down in 1798, and the cafés cleaned out by
Napoleon in 1802, the Palais-Royal lost its centrality.

But why was the Palais-Royal able to mobilize mass emotions so suc-
cessfully during the early years before full state power and military
emergency could be invoked against it? The truth seems to be that the
cafés provided not just a protected place for political meetings, but also
the intoxicating ambiance of an earthly utopia. Distinctions of rank
were obliterated, and men were free to exercise sexual as well as politi-
cal freedom. In the course of a single visit, one might sip such libations
of liberation as a new tricolored liquor, savor foreign foods in perfumed
boites, see the laterna magica trace the history of the world in the apart-
ment of Philippe-Egalité, visit a quasi-pornographic wax museum in the
arcades, attend a melodrama which included music and acrobatics in
the Cirque, and then go underground for entertainment that ranged
from ventriloquism by a dwarf to sex with the seven-foot two-inch Prus-
sian prostitute, Mlle. Lapierre.38
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In such an atmosphere, illusion and fantasy mixed with material grat-
ification and made the ideal of total secular happiness seem credible
as well as desirable. Hedonistic awakening was combined with politi-
cal and intellectual discussion in an atmosphere of social equality and
directness of communication that had been unknown among the aris-
tocratic conventions of the old regime. All races were represented
among the servants, entertainers, and shopkeepers of the Palais. Two
blacks (known as Aladin and Scipio) were revered rather in the manner
of court “fools” during the Renaissance, and were even called upon to
resolve conflicts.?® The form of communication was egalitarian. The
often scatological language of the cafés was incorporated into plays
produced by the Duke of Orléans in his “garden of equality.” His so-
called genre Poissard introduced irreverent forms of speech that soon
found their way into revolutionary journalism.

The Palais-Royal was an intensely verbal place, infecting Paris and all
of France with its revolutionary rhetoric and iconoclastic speech. As
one pamphlet noted already in 1790:

The Palais-Royal is a theater, which imprints a great movement on the
capital and on all the provinces of the French kingdom! 40

The anonymous writer was describing an incident in which Mirabeau
had been challenged by a mob in the Palais; and the implication was
that legitimacy lay no longer with the orator of the Assembly, who hides
“under the mask of national interest,” but with the spontaneous people
in the Palais.#! The Palais had become not just “the temple of patriotism
and wisdom,” but also the point of combustion for la révolution senti-
mentale: that “immense and quasi-universal explosion of sensibility”
that began with Rousseau and helped transform a political crisis into
an emotion-charged upheaval. “From May to October 1789, there is no
scene . . . which did not end in tears and embraces.” And many of those
scenes began in the Palais-Royal:

. a sacred temple where the sublime sounds resound in celebration of
this revolution that is so happy for the French nation and of such good
augury for the entire universe.42

Within the café a small group of trusted friends often met at a table
and gradually formed a basic new unit for revolutionary activity: the
“circle.” Mercier noted that even before the outbreak of revolution in
1789

. . . the taste for circles, unknown to our fathers and copied from the En-
glish, has begun to become naturalized.43

Unlike the English, the French in the Palais-Royal became “grave and
serious once gathered in a circle.” ¢ A small group could move beyond
the surface conviviality of the café to deeper dedication in a circle:
unified by the pursuit of truth, a sharing of inner thoughts, and the
“strength of a uniform equality.” 45
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The most important such body to appear in the Palais-Royal during
the turbulent and creative early years of the revolution was the Social
Circle (Cercle Social), which was in some ways the prototype for the
revolutionary organizations of the future. Its founder, Nicholas Bonne-
ville, was as important and innovative in his day as he has been ne-
glected since. It is to this remarkable figure that attention must now
be turned.

Nicholas Bonneville and Oracular Journalism

Editorial offices no less than cafés were breeding grounds of the new
revolutionary faith. Indeed, at almost every crucial point of the French
Revolution, journalists stood at center stage—or perhaps left-center,
with active political leaders slightly to their right.

The Abbé Sieyés, a denizen of the Palais-Royal 6 and a leading voice
of the Third Estate in 1789, suggested that the Fourth Estate of jour-
nalism may have been even more important than the Third:

The printing press has changed the fate of Europe; it will change the
fate of the world. . . .

The press is for the immense spaces of today what the voice of the orator
was on the public square in Athens and Rome.47?

The Fourth Estate in many ways replaced the First, the Church. In
revolutionary France journalism rapidly arrogated to itself the Church’s
former role as the propagator of values, models, and symbols for society
at large. Indeed, the emergence of dedicated, ideological revolutionaries
in a traditional society (in Russia of the 1860s no less than in France
of the 1790s) depended heavily on literate priests and seminarians be-
coming revolutionary journalists. Like church-state relations in an ear-
lier era, the relations between the journalists and the politicians of
revolution involved both deep interdependence and periodic conflict.

The new breed of intellectual journalist during the French Revolution
created both the basic sense of legitimacy and the forms of expression
for the modern revolutionary tradition. Journalism was the only income-
producing profession practiced by Marx, Lenin, and many other leading
revolutionaries during their long years of powerlessness and exile.

The story of the link between journalism and revolution—one to which
we shall repeatedly return—began with the sudden imposition at the on-
set of the revolution of two new conditions on journalists: the granting
of unprecedented civil liberties and the assignment of broad new tasks
of civic mobilization.

The idea that events in France were part of a process greater than
the sum of its parts was popularized by the new journals which sprang
up in 1789 like Révolutions de France et de Brabant and Révolutions
de Paris. When the latter ceased publication in February 1794, it pro-
claimed that the people were now in power and that la révolution est
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faite.48 But by then the Reign of Terror was at its height, and a new
species of journalist-agitator had educated the masses to believe that
the revolution was not at all completed: they were men like the Swiss-
Sardinian doctor Jean Paul Marat and the Norman libertine Jacques-
René Hébert, who had begun his journalistic career while serving as a
ticket seller at the Théatre des Variétés in the Palais-Royal.

Marat broke the unspoken taboo against using the press to call openly
for violence against fellow Frenchmen.¢® He institutionalized the per-
petual denunciation of traitors—often writing from hiding or exile in
his L’Ami du Peuple. He in many ways anticipated and validated the
main ideas of the Jacobin dictatorship—attacking both the Girondists
and the Palais-Royal. When murdered in his bath on the eve of Bastille
Day, 1793, he became a martyr of the uncompleted revolution and was
transfigured immediately into an icon by David’s famous painting. Five
other journals appeared to perpetuate Marat’s title; two others called
themselves Véritables Amis du Peuple.3°

The more earthy Hébert provided the people not with a friend, but
with a spokesman: the coarse but candid “Father Duchéne,” a figure
of folklore well-known in the vaudevilles of Paris and in the cafés of the
Palais-Royal. Hébert delivered his own editorials in the rough language
of this mythical personality, who became a kind of Everyman for the
Parisian mob and lent his name to Hébert’s newspaper, Pére Duchéne;
he inspired even more imitators than Marat.5? Hébert popularized the
revolutionary technique of anathematizing people not as individuals but
rather for the sins they allegedly personified: Brissotisme, Buzotisme,
and so forth.52

Pére Duchéne reached beyond the realm of commentary and even of
agitation to exercise for brief moments direct revolutionary leader-
ship. Hébert had found the secret of arousing the animal instincts of
the mob through the power of the printed page. The appeal of Pere
Duchéne 5 was so great that he reappeared in every revolution of
nineteenth-century France along with Mére Duchéne, Les Fils du Peére
Duchéne, and so forth.

This rough-hewn personification of the revolution was more than
merely the hero of a popular morality play or the mouthpiece for the
left wing of the revolution. He represented a ritual desecration of au-
thority, something that was as important to the cultural revolution as
was the legal change in authority to the political revolution. The cele-
brated profanity in Hébert’s journal not only appealed to the masses,
but also encouraged them to overthrow the secret tyranny of language
exercised by aristocratic French and its elaborate conventions of clas-
sical restraint. The forbidden words of Hébert both heralded and legiti-
mized formerly forbidden acts carried out during the Reign of Terror.
Many early, aristocratic supporters of the revolution had their tongues
silenced by Hébert before their heads were removed by Hébert’s readers.

Along with the seizure of power, there came a “seizure of speech,” a
prise de parole. Indeed, the four-letter outbursts of the youthful demon-
strators in the late 1960s echoed the political shock tactics of Hébert,
who
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. . never began a number of the Pére Duchéne without putting in a foutre
or bougre. This gross vulgarity signified nothing but signaled . . . a total
revolutionary situation [by using language] . . . to impose something be-
yond language which is both history and the part one is to play in it.5¢

In a highly verbal culture linguistic shock was essential to the
sustaining of the revolutionary spirit. The intimidating effect of aristo-
cratic or academic speech had to be shattered by

. . the seizure of the forbidden word, that which the established order
proscribes because it destroys its legitimacy. The word which is both hid-
den and forbidden; the word which has been buried under accumulated
generations of alluvial respectability.55

Hébert cut through these layers with a vulgarity that fed the rage of
the Parisian populace when food supplies ran low late in the winter
of 1793—94. In demanding social controls and economic redistribution,
the journalist exceeded the limits that politicians could tolerate.
Martyred by Robespierre, Hébert was rediscovered in the 1840s as a for-
gotten hero of the revolution and a fresh model for militant revolu-
tionary journalists frustrated by bourgeois culture and anxious for
social rather than political change.

But among all the pioneers of revolutionary journalism, Nicholas
Bonneville was perhaps the most original. He was the first to issue the
famous cry of La Marseillaise: “Aux armes, citoyens!” even before it was
used to summon the mob to the Bastille.5¢ From May to July 1789, Bon-
neville’s new journal Le Tribun du Peuple directed attention beyond the
revolution then taking place to “the revolution that is being prepared.” 57
He looked for deliverance not to any political republic, but to “the re-
public of letters”: 58 a rallying of intellectuals to lead mankind.

Bonneville saw his new journal as a “circle of light,” whose writers
were to transform the world by constituting themselves as “simul-
taneously a centre of light and a body of resistance.” 59 They were to
be “legislators of the universe,” 60 preparing a “vast plan of universal
regeneration,” 8 and opposing “those pusillanimous beings whom the
indifferent crowd call moderate people.” 62 The supreme authority was
not to be any elected official, but a “tribune”: a modern version of the
idealized tribal commander of the uncorrupted early Romans. The revo-
lution to come must be led by a “tribune of the people,” a reincarnation
of the special leaders first chosen by the plebeian legions in 494 B.C. to
defend them against the Roman patricians.

On the eve of the first anniversary of the seizure of the Bastille, Bon-
neville became the first to use the most basic weapon in the revolution-
ary seizure of speech. He substituted the familiar, plebeian form of
address, tu, for the formal, aristocratic vous in addressing the king of
France.5®

Though Bonneville was elected secretary of the assembly of repre-
sentatives of the Paris Commune that met in June 1790, it was basically
through his new journal that he worked to exercise his “tribunat dans
la République des lettres.” 8¢ In the seventeenth and last issue of his
Tribun, he proclaimed his intention to provide the revolution with “a
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mouth of iron . . . a kind of tribune that will always be open.” 65 He pub-
lished a Bulletin de la Bouche de Fer in the summer,8¢ and in October
put out the first issue of La Bouche de Fer, which he saw as a kind of
public oracle:

C’est la force magique
Et sa Bouche de fer sauve la République.67

The first issue called La Bouche “a different, superior power,” a
“fourth power” 68—a power outside and above the three branches of
government that the American Revolution had taught European re-
formers to admire. This “superior power” had a right and obligation
to conduct censorship and denunciation in defense of the revolution. Its
mission was “universal surveillance” on behalf of that “multitude of
good citizens who are not yet enlightened enough to know what they
desire.” 69

Reporters for Bonneville’s journal were “tribunes of the people,” coun-
tering the despotic tendencies not only of monarchs, but also of patrician
assemblies. These tribunes were not just to represent their region, but
were also to know and report “the heart of their people.” 70

All nations and languages were to send messages to Bonneville’s let-
ter box, which was shaped like an iron mouth. This “mouth” was to
swallow and digest the words it was fed and then to announce its coun-
sel to “friends of truth” everywhere. Just as “mouths of gold” spoke of
war, so the “mouth of iron” announced the coming of universal peace.
Indeed, its distribution on the streets was to be announced by trum-
peters.’2 Although Bonneville’s journal ceased publication on July 28,
1791, the echoes of its trumpets did not die out.

In the early years of the revolution, Bonneville and other literary jour-
nalists in effect invented a new, post-aristocratic form of French that
was rich in neologisms and hailed as la langue universelle de la
République.”™ This language was forced on the dialect-rich provinces
as a means of destroying local loyalties in a time of national danger.
After 1792 the documents of the central government were no longer
even translated into provincial dialects; in some ways a “body of lan-
guage” replaced the body of the king as the symbol of French unity.7¢

This new language was derived from the living speech of the revolu-
tion itself. Revolutionary French destroyed many oral traditions of the
provinces and countryside in the course of radiating its own song and
speech out from Paris. In the hands of Bonneville’s associates, men like
Anacharsis Cloots, the “orator of the human race,” the spoken language
tended to recapture its primitive function of communal incantation.
Bonneville’s closest friend, Claude Fauchet, was a curate who helped
storm the Bastille and then stormed the pulpit with a new genre of revo-
lutionary sermon. In the very citadel of Catholic France, Notre Dame
Cathedral, Fauchet used words that anticipated Lincoln to call for a new
kind of government:

pour le peuple, par le peuple, au peuple.75
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Many revolutionary leaders had been trained in rhetoric by the Jesuits
and in oratory as prosecuting lawyers or preaching curates. Philosophers
in the prerevolutionary period had increasingly sought “less to prove
than to move, less to demonstrate than to touch.”?’® As a young advo-
cate, Robespierre had dreamed of stimulating

. within hearts this sweet shudder by which sensitive souls respond to
the voice of the defender of humanity.77

“Vous frémissez, messieurs!” Danton said to the National Assembly as
it prepared to found the first French Republic in 1792. This “voluptuous
shudder” seemed to be a “symbol of the contagion of the word.” 78 It re-
flected as well the decisive transformation made by Danton himself (“the
Mirabeau of the populace”) in revolutionary rhetoric: the discarding of
classical metaphors and aristocratic forms for earthy speech directed at
the masses.” Oratory in this new idiom fed the fever of 1792-94 and
dominated the new civic rituals.

Revolutionary journalists often seemed to echo, if not actually to re-
produce, the spoken word. Spontaneous speech was thought to approx-
imate the language of nature itself. There was a revulsion that was al-
most physical against any writing not directly inspired by revolutionary
ideas. Saint-Just denounced “the demon of writing,” which led to the
“tyranny of bureaus.” #0 Cloots warned against “men of letters who were
not men of ideas.” 81 Bonneville cried out almost audibly against “the
mania of decrees”:

Point de décrétomanie ou nous perdons les moeurs et la liberté! 82

Bonneville insisted that the authority of revolutionary intellectuals
should supplant once and for all that of authoritarian politicians. He
had been one of the first to revile Necker before the revolution; to de-
nounce Lafayette as a potential “Caesar,” and to warn against Jacobin
ambitions with the slogan point de société dominatrice.s?

The appearance of revolutionary intellectuals in the modern world is
inseparable from their reverence for le peuple-Dieu. For Bonneville the
only antidote to the aristocratic indulgence of “talking societies” was
immersion in the language of “the people.” Bonneville had in mind, of
course, not the words actually spoken by ordinary people but what he
thought of as the hidden language of their true desires, the expression
of the goodness they preserve when living naturally as “brothers and
friends.” 8¢ Well before the revolution, Bonneville had urged the aristo-
cratic Condorcet to speak more simply. If writers do not inspire the
people, who “always have a rapturous feeling for nature,” the fault lies
with the aristocratic philosophe’s own loss of touch with the “language
of fire,” the “universal language: sighs and tears.” 85

In his proto-romantic search for pure origins and radical simplicity,
Bonneville suggested that both speech and worship began when man
first placed fire in water and heard the whistling sound is-is. He con-
tended that the Cathedral of Notre Dame had been superimposed on
an earlier, more universal cult of Notre-Isis.8¢
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The legitimizing myths of the revolution became inextricably con-
nected with key words drawn from the language of “sighs and tears”
and used for incantation more than explanation. The rational discourse
of the philosophes was engulfed by a torrent of terminology created by
intellectuals for plebeians, repeated in staccato shouts, and italicized
or capitalized on fly-sheets and wall posters. Literate reformers of an
earlier generation bitterly denounced the new “disposition to dominate
conversation” with idées forces, to profit from “the power of badly de-
fined words,” and to camouflage denunciations by using “on dit que . . .”
rather than “a precise and human nominative.” 87 But they recognized
that the new journalists had found the secret of arousing the masses:

The people, burdened with their daily work, have neither the ability,
time, nor desire to read. This enormous mass of people could never have
been led into the terrible movement of these past three years by metaphysi-
cal, philosophical, or eloquent works. Other levels were needed. . . . not
books, but words: liberty, tyranny, despotism. . . .88

In revolutionary Paris at the height of the terror in 1794, words had
become weapons. Robespierre silenced Hébert in March, and justified
further censorship by a special study of language in May, which de-
scribed words as “the bonds of society and guardians of all our
knowledge.”8?

From the still undisciplined Palais-Royal, however, came a call for
the direct translation of words into deeds, in a pamphlet appropriately en-
titled L’Explosion by Jean-Frangois Varlet, a protégé of Hébert and Bon-
neville, warning that “despotism has passed from kings to committees.” %0

If words ruled the world, ultimate power could be thought to inhere
in the compilation of the ultimate dictionary. Efforts to do so were in
fact made by two literary friends of Bonneville, and of each other, Restif
de la Bretonne and Louis-Sébastien Mercier. Each of them wrote de-
tailed descriptions both of ordinary Parisian life and of the Palais-Royal
at the beginning of the upheaval®t The “universal” language each
sought to create was the language of aspiration in the city both loved,
and of imagination in the section they knew best.

Restif attempted to compile a Glossographe for a new universal lan-
guage that would free French from being merely “a dialect of Latin.” 92
Mercier devoted most of his energies in the revolutionary era to a mag-
num opus that appeared only in 1801: Neology or Vocabulary of Words
That Are New or to Be Renewed. Mercier compared his own accom-
plishment to Bonaparte’s conquest of territory for the republic, describ-
ing himself as le premier livrier de la France—a position apparently
comparable in the republic of letters to Napoleon’s first consulship in the
republic of politics.93 After falling out with Napoleon, Mercier continued
to work on his partially suppressed and never completed Universal Dic-
tionary of Language.®*

Like Restif and Bonneville, Mercier died forgotten and has continued
to be largely neglected by historians of the revolution. But unlike the
other two, his importance for the subsequent development of the revo-
lutionary tradition does not require special attention; Mercier is prop-
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erly remembered primarily for anticipating the French Revolution. His
remarkable utopian work of 1768-81, The Year 2440, predicted the
destruction of the Bastille 95 and a future republican form of govern-
ment for France. The republic was to be based not on institutional
mechanisms, but on a democratized language that would have “rein-
stated equal dignity for words as well as men. No single word will be
vile,” 96 and people throughout the world will be nourished by words
from journals “twice as long as English gazettes.” 7 When the revolu-
tionary conflagration finally came, Mercier traced its origins to Rous-
seau,?® and saw it spreading through words that “crackled” in contem-
porary usage. The introduction to the German edition of his Year 2440
found his picture “full of fire,” *® and Mercier used the same metaphor

four years later to suggest prophetically the link between ideas and
revolution:

. . the flame of philosophy . . . has been lit and dominates Europe: the
wind of despotism in curbing the flame can only stir it up and billow it into
larger and brighter bursts.100

The ultimate keeper of this flame was the most secret inner group
within the Palais-Royal: Bonneville’s “Social Circle.” This organization
combined the Masonic ideal of a purified inner circle with the Rous-
seauian ideal of a social, and not merely a political, contract. There may
have been some continuity with a prerevolutionary Club of the Social
Contract or Social Club under Philip of Orléans, to which Bonneville
had belonged.1°1 He appears first to have conceived of this new organi-
zation in October or November of 1789, and first to have formed it in
the summer of 1790 out of the Thursday editorial meetings of his
Tribune of the People—initially as an organ of surveillance and censor-
ship for La Bouche de Fer.102

Bonneville distinguished his new organization from all other revolu-
tionary clubs. “The Social Circle, which seeks neither masters nor disci-
ples, is not at all a club,” he insisted in the first issue of La Bouche.19?
Members had secret cards and assumed names. They comprised an in-
ner group within a broader “patriotic circle of the friends of truth,” 104
and La Bouche was their “hierophantic” interpreter of truth to those
outside.

Bonneville sought to organize in the Cirque of the Palais-Royal a
“Universal Confederation of the Friends of Truth,” and attracted some
six thousand members to its opening session in October 1790.195 Bonne-
ville appears to have viewed it as a kind of rival ideological parliament
to the National Assembly, organized by “old friends united in principle
and in heart long before the birth of the National Assembly.” 106

The constitution of the confederation, published in November 1790,
described it as the servant of the Social Circle “and of all the circles
of free brothers (francs-fréres) affiliated with it.” 107 “Circles of free
brothers” may have existed in Utrecht, Geneva, Genoa, and Philadelphia
—all had correspondence centers for the Social Circle.1°® Another main
outlet appears to have been London, where Bonneville had lived and
written just prior to the revolution and where a printing press and for-
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mal branch of the Social Circle were founded under “one of our English
franc-brothers”—John Oswald.109

Oswald was an uprooted Scottish soldier-of-fortune who had fought
in both America and India, worked as a jeweler and veterinarian, and
become proficient in an astonishing range of languages including Arabic,
Greek, and Portuguese.l1? One of the first foreigners to hail the French
Revolution, Oswald became, in effect, Bonneville’s London correspon-
dent. He translated from and contributed to Bonneville’s publications,
and transmitted them to “franc-Scottish” and “franc-Irish” as well as to
“Anglo-franc” brothers.

Bonneville’s English friends denounced the English constitution, long
admired by French reformers, as a parliamentary despotism. It repre-
sents poor people in the way “wolves represent sheep.” '11 Oswald
personally joined the military struggle of the French Republic against
the British-led coalition. In Paris in 1793, just before going off along
with his two sons to die in battle in the Vendée, he published The Gov-
ernment of the People; or a Sketch of a Constitution for the Universal
Common-wealth. By John Oswald Anglo-franc, Commandant of the First
Battalion of Pikes, in service of the Republic of France.l12 “A Constitu-
tion for the Universal Common-wealth” was the only one worthy of the
“Universal Confederation of the Friends of Truth.”

In his major work for the Universal Confederation of the Friends of
Truth, Bonneville saw social justice radiating out from “the center of
the social circle,” and truth generating the “electricity” of virtuous con-
duct.113 He provides one of the first rationalizations for the rule of an
intellectual elite: “In intellectual organization, truth is the center to
which all should gravitate.” 114 The very dedication to Truth, however,
may require the tactical concealment of some truths

. not out of gratuitous cruelty, but in order to secure little by little, uni-
versally, the innumerable steps that must be taken on our ladder.115

“All the parties” should respect La Bouche de Fer, since it “serves none
of them,” 116 but only Truth.

Bonneville’s Friends of Truth envisaged the universal rule of “the re-
public of letters,” not the parochial control of any political republic. Au-
thority was to come not from below by assembling the états généraux,
but from above by the confédération des écrivains généraux.11?

Bonneville’s group was a self-conscious, self-proclaimed intellectual
elite. They were les intelligences supérieures capable of finding une
lumiére vive . . . dans les sphéres trés-élevées de la magonnerie.l18 The
hope of humanity lay, therefore, in purifying the intellectual elite,
not in imposing any checks upon its power. The main reason for fear
was external: the persistence of irrational violence par les imaginations
mal reglées. 119

Bonneville’s concept of rule by “superior intelligences” represents the
first revolutionary equation of abstract intelligence with concrete people
claiming political authority. Thus, Bonneville launched the idea of an
inner intellectual “circle” as the controlling unit of a secret interna-
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tional movement. He seems even to have anticipated the future east-
ward migration of this idea through the German Kreis and the Polish
kota to the Russian kruzhok, when he wrote even before the revolution:

In France, in Italy, in Germany, and above all in Russia, they are cher-
ishing the hope of one day being admitted into the miraculous secrets by
the beneficent superiors who watch over all the members of the society.120

Bonneville anticipated both the idea of an elite intelligentsia and the
special receptivity of Russians to this concept. It seems appropriate
that the key founder (Count Dmitriev-Mamonov) of the pioneering
group (the Order of Russian Knights) within the first Russian revolu-

tionary movement (the Decembrists of the 1820s) had not only read
Bonneville, but insisted:

For the basic design of a plan I know of no more suitable book than La
bouche de fer de Bonneville.121

In a chapter of his work for the Friends of Truth entitled “On the
Theory of Insurrections,” Bonneville described how “a beloved magis-

trate” would appear before his people in the new order to conduct a
naturalistic version of Holy Communion:

Friends, this is the body of the sun which ripens the harvest. This is the
body OF THE BREAD which the rich owe to the poor! 122

He addressed his readers not as Freemasons (franc-magons) but as
Francs-cosmopolites—an altogether new breed combining the natural
order of the early Franks and the “universal fraternity” of the modern

Enlightenment. After a Hymn to Truth invoking the need “to conquer
the light,” 123 Bonneville intoned:

CERCLE du PEUPLE FRANC, pour forth with a sure hand thy luminous
rays into the dark climates.12¢

A remarkable appendix spoke of “magic circles” and reduced major
political systems to graphic circular representations of how the parts
relate to the center of power. The impression created by his cercles con-
stitutionels was that both the original constitution of England under
Alfred and the constitution of revolutionary France represented simple,
symmetrical systems compared with the constitution of England during
or since the Puritan Revolution.’?> Yet even the purest of political cir-
cles seemed implicitly inferior to the social circle, which would realize
“the perfectibility of all governments” 126 by creating an egalitarian so-
ciety: the perfect circle in which all points are equidistant from the
center, Truth.

The Universal Confederation of the Friends of Truth represented one
of the first efforts of a small circle of intellectuals systematically to
propagate radical social ideas to a mass audience. The Confederation
advocated a grande communion sociale that would provide social bene-
fits, universal, progressive taxation, and the extension of civic equality
to women and blacks.
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“Of the Paris political clubs the Cercle Social was the first to advocate
feminism.” 127 It called for circles of women to accompany those of
“free brothers,” 128 and formed on February 15, 1791, in the Cirque of
the Palais-Royal a feminine Society of the Friends of Truth with the
Dutch Etta Palm (née D’Aelders) as president.12®

The Social Circle was also relatively sympathetic to the cause of the
blacks. Among the many engravings and medallions that Bonneville’s
artistic brother Frangois designed for the Social Circle, two of the best
depicted in classical style a black man and a black woman bearing
respectively the legends:

I am thy equal. Color is nothing, the heart is all, is it not, my brother?

In freedom as thou art: The French Republic in accord with nature has
willed it: am I not thy sister? 130

From the beginning Bonneville’s stress on social equality rather than
political discipline and the determination to be “universal” and hos-
pitable to foreigners rendered his organization suspect to the Jacobins.
They accused Bonneville of building an explosive “new volcano” in
the underground cafés whose crater was “the mouth of hell.” (La bouche
d’enfer was a play on words with the title of Bonneville’s journal.) 13!

In February 1791, Bonneville answered the Jacobin accusation that his
program was “incendiary” by agreeing that he was in truth attempting
to generate “the warmth of universal fraternity.” 132 His combustible
material was often foreign. Thomas Paine moved in 1791 from his Lon-
don association with Mirabeau’s former secretary to take up residence
with Bonneville and his wife and to become their closest friend. Fresh
from completing his famous defense of the French Revolution, The
Rights of Man, Paine together with another American in Paris, Joel
Barlow, helped impart a sense of apostolic linkage between republican
America and revolutionary France.133

Bonneville argued against Marat’s call for a revolutionary dictatorship
after the king tried to flee abroad in 1791:

No more king! No dictator! Assemble the people and face the sun. Pro-
claim that the law alone will be sovereign.134

Their belief in a totally legal order led Bonneville and Paine to oppose
the two key political decisions of the First French Republic: the exe-
cution of the king and the establishment of Robespierre’s dictatorship.
The Jacobins rejected Paine’s argument that revolutionaries should rise
above the death penalty, and Marat denounced Bonneville as a “base
flatterer” in the pay of Lafayette.135

The murder of Marat intensified the fear of foreign subversion—and
the suspicion that the cosmopolitan Palais-Royal was its breeding
ground. Bonneville’s principal collaborators on Chronique du Mois (the
journal he founded after the Bouche de Fer)—Brissot and Condorcet
—were killed, and Paine and Bonneville’s other foreign friends were
imprisoned. The weapon that Charlotte Corday had used to kill Marat
had been purchased in the Palais-Royal.’3¢ Suspicion focused on for-
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eigners: the Belgian Proli (who had edited since 1791 the journal Le
Cosmopolite in sumptuous offices above the Café Corazza); the Spaniard
Guzman (whose gambling center was thought to smuggle money); the
English, Irish, and Americans in a nearby hotel, who were thought to
be Orléanists; and Dutch, Germans, and Italians involved in the short-
lived foreign legions.137

Bonneville himself escaped arrest, and continued to publish works
identified as coming from “the press,” the “press and library,” or “the
directors” of “the Social Circle” even though the organization itself os-
tensibly ceased functioning in 1791. In fact the press had always been
the heart and soul of the Social Circle. So long as it continued to op-
erate, the concept of an international, egalitarian transformation of
society continued to grow and deepen. While on a revolutionary mis-
sion for the new republic in September 1792, Bonneville sent back an
independent report addressed to “Free Citizens, directors of the press
of the Social Circle, Paris.” 138 Thereafter Varlet, the leading opponent
on the left to Robespierre’s dictatorship, wrote pamphlets for the press
of the Social Circle. As president of the Central Revolutionary Com-
mittee of the Paris sections, he preached “permanent insurrection” as
the logical means of supporting “direct” democracy.139

Varlet later joined Babeuf’s proto-Communist Conspiracy of Equals,
and continued—along with Sylvain Maréchal, author of the conspiracy’s
Manifesto—to publish with Bonneville’s press. The novel of Restif that
first introduced the word communist to a general audience and many
of the plays of Bonneville’s friend Mercier also appeared under Bonne-
ville’s imprimatur. Even Babeuf, who was connected at an early date
with Bonneville’s confederation, built his conspiracy of 1796 around
an oracular journal that used the original title Bonneville had intro-
duced six years earlier: The Tribune of the People.

But the republic was at war in 1792, and so it was inevitable that
the locus of legitimacy was to shift away from the Palais-Royal. A
nation at arms in the name of “the people” could no longer tolerate
elite prophets of cosmopolitan confederations and universal Truth.

Para-military “defenders of the republic” began systematic forays early
in 1793 into the Palais-Royal to apprehend alleged foreign and aristo-
cratic sympathizers. By midyear France was in the middle of a civil as
well as a foreign war. Paris was suffering a shortage of bread and fuel
on the one hand and an excess of inflammatory patriotic journals on
the other. The center of power had moved from the Girondist assembly
to the Jacobin dictatorship. The locus of legitimacy was moving from
closed to open space, from the editorial office to the public festival,
from the Café de Vénus to the Champs de Mars, the great military
parade ground of Paris on the left bank of the Seine.
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The Fields of Festival

There was almost certainly no serious conspiracy within the Palais-
Royal. Philip of Orléans was too weak to constitute a political threat,
and no café-based organization had the structure of support to rival
either the national network of Jacobin clubs or the sectional governments
within Paris.

Yet what Nicholas Bonneville created within the permissive ambiance
of the Palais-Royal was nothing less than the prototype of a modern
revolutionary organization. It had global political pretensions (“a uni-
versal confederation”) based on ideological convictions (“friends of
truth”) under the discipline of a secret inner group (the Social Circle)
who pretended to translate Rousseau’s general will into revolutionary
strategy through an oracular journal (“the mouth of iron”).

Physically, Bonneville’s organization may be thought of as a series
of concentric circles. The outer circumference was the high colonnaded
quadrangle of the Palais-Royal; the second circle, the enclosed Cirque
where the Universal Confederation of the Friends of Truth met in 1790-
91; and the inner circle was where Bonneville’s own group met in a
café even further underground than the subterranean Cirque.

Bonneville sought legitimacy, not power, and he is thus overlooked
by modern historians for whom struggle among political factions is
somehow more real than the contention of political symbols. Yet the
quest for legitimacy is no less important to trace than is the politics
of power if we are to penetrate the minds of revolutionaries and not
merely describe the externals of the revolutionary process. Bonneville
made the most thorough effort to replace the circle of the court at
Versailles with a new circle of authority in Paris. But “the people” still
needed something to rally around, a common point of reference if not
of reverence, new rituals to replace the rituals of Versailles and Notre
Dame.

The search for authority in a landscape newly stripped of familiar
landmarks led many to look beyond language for direct certainty. Dis-
oriented men and women unconsciously discarded the familiar “refer-
ence” symbols used in conventional communication and reached out
for “condensation” symbols that might directly represent truth itself.140
If the inner circle was a condensed symbol of perfection and equality
(opposing the linear, hierarchical symbols of the old regime), the circle
required a center: some common point of reference to unify and equal-
ize all the points on the circumference.

The unifying point of authority within Bonneville’s circle was the
press. It was the totem within the Social Circle, the larynx behind the
mouth of iron. The press became and has remained the core of revolu-
tionary counter-authority to modern political tyranny. The smell of
printer’s ink is the incense of modern revolutionary organization.

But for all its importance, the printing press could not provide the
unifying authority for society, or even a condensation symbol for the
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revolutionary faith. In the first place, the printing press was a complex
machine rather than a simple expression of nature. Revolutionary au-
thority juxtaposed the simple and natural to the complex and tradi-
tional. If the circle was the microcosm of a purified nature, any central
symbol within it would have to be a distillation of Nature. In the second
place, the function of the printing press was to produce written ref-
erence symbols, not direct condensations or representations of things.
Revolutionary Paris was not prepared to follow any linear parade of
words or train of thought. Such products of aristocratic complication
would lead to dispute and division rather than to unity of feeling and
purpose.

Insofar as words played a unifying role in the early years of the
revolution, it was through the slogans of orators like Mirabeau and
Danton rather than through the structure of arguments. A painting of
the murdered Marat and an etched image of Pére Duchéne were better
known than was any article of Marat or Hébert. Slogans and images
changed with the passions that inspired them; they were fleeting points
of reference for a fickle populace.

But there were also solid symbols that commanded broad allegiance;
they provided rallying points for popular rituals of unity during the
early years of the French Revolution. First, of course, was the Bastille
itself. This architectural embodiment of unyielding authority provided a
condensation symbol for the old regime and in late June and early July,
a target for the hitherto diffuse unrest of Paris. France first found its rev-
olutionary identity not only by storming the Bastille but also by razing it
utterly, creating in the heart of Paris a field of nature where the towers
of tradition once stood. From the stones of the leveled fortress eighty-
three small models of the Bastille were built and sent to every department
of France “to perpetuate there the horror of despotism.” 141 The site of
the Bastille itself became a cleared space: a tabula rasa. Many proposals
were made to fill it with symbols of a new order, but the first to be
realized was the enormous, sphynx-like statue of Nature erected there
for the Feast of Unity and Indivisibility in 1793 on the first anniversary
of the overthrow of the monarchy. Designed by the brother-in-law of
David, the statue was to be the rallying point for a predawn gathering
to sing a “Hymn to Nature” by Gossec, to hear the poet Herault de
Sechelles read an invocation to nature, and then to join in a ritual that
was nothing less than a secular fusion of baptism and communion
rites beneath a “fountain of regeneration representing Nature”:

From her fertile breasts (which she will press with her hands) will spurt
an abundance of pure and healthful water. From it shall drink, each in his
turn, the eighty-six commissioners sent from the primary assemblies . . . a
single cup shall serve for all.142

The equivalent of the consecration of the host came from the act of
the president of the Convention in filling the first cup and pouring it
on the ground as he walked in a circle around the statue of Nature,
“watering the soil of liberty” and tracing the circle within which be-
lievers must come to share the common cup.143
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Dame Nature was a rival authority not just to the king, but to the
church. On the eve of the first anniversary of the seizure of the Bastille
the Cathedral of Notre Dame celebrated not a Christian mass, but a mu-
sical “hiérodrame” of the revolution called La Prise de la Bastille.144 By
the time of the Feast of Unity and Indivisibility three years later, the
high altar in Notre Dame had been replaced by a “mountain” of earth
from which an actress dressed in white intoned Gossec’s “Hymn to
Liberty” like a Druid priestess. She invoked a kind of secular counter-
trinity: Mother (nature), Daughter (liberty), and Holy Spirit (popular
sovereignty):

Descend, o Liberty,
daughter of Nature. . . 145

From its negative focus on sending miniature Bastilles to every de-
partment of France, the revolutionary imagination soon progressed to
positive symbols like planting a tree of liberty. A tree had the incal-
culable advantage of being an organic product of nature: a symbol of
regeneration rooted in the earth but reaching up to heaven. Popular
festivals soon took place in local communities around the ritual of
planting such a tree. There was a natural equality in the circle of
those who gathered for this open-air, communal event, and there was
continuity with the apolitical tradition of planting and decorating a
maypole. But the tree of liberty was a living totem: an acceptable new
form of verticality amidst the leveling impulses of the revolutionary
era. The tree was preferably a young oak, which symbolized strength and
youth and did not cast shadows. Communal activities were to be con-
ducted openly in the sunshine nearby in defiance of secretive tyrants,
who, in the words of one orator, never felt

. . . obligated to expose all their acts of governing to the light of day. They
abandoned the trees for the interior of their houses where they forged the
chains that subjugated posterity.146

Trees of liberty were often fertilized with the ashes of patriots killed
in battle, and were used to replace crosses in public places; they were
venerated for their mute pedagogy as “silent teachers of the com-
munity.” 147 In the feast commemorating the execution of King Louis
XVI, the planting of a tree of liberty was the central, obligatory ritual.1+8

The tree of liberty was now said to be fertilized by the blood of
kings—blood that came from the third and most famous focus of
revolutionary ritual: the guillotine. The guillotine was first employed
in Paris on April 25, 1792, to execute an assassin who had been ap-
prehended three months earlier in the Palais-Royal. Viewed from the
open air around liberty trees, the subterranean recesses of the Palais
seemed particularly suspect. Already in 1790, the police had referred
to “this shadowy cloaca,” and the extraordinary device that was un-
veiled to avenge the murder there was a mechanical device for decap-
itation championed by an “enlightened” member of the National As-
sembly, Dr. Guillotin, in order to democratize and humanize capital
punishment. The execution did not take place until the new machine
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had been tested on both animals and human corpses; and it occurred
publicly with electric effect—inspiring both revulsion and fascination.

If the rituals around trees of liberty were essentially dances, those
around the guillotine were dramas of the highest order. The guillotine
was a hypnotic attraction in the great squares of Paris; it became the
leading actor in these open-air theaters. After its debut in the Place
des Greves, the guillotine moved in August 1792 into the Place du
Carousel, directly in front of the royal palace. In April 1793, it was
left out on permanent public display, and transferred in May to the
most prominent public place in Paris, the Place Louis XV, where it
remained until the end of the Reign of Terror. Each gesture of each
prominent figure on the way to the scaffold was invested with mean-
ing, and legends were spun out of the alleged final words of many who
perished on this sacrificial altar.

The guillotine turned the revolution into a drama that all could under-
stand. It was the Enlightenment on display, punishing all equally with-
out causing unnecessary suffering. La sainte guillotine was the awe-
some heroine of a morality play; the ending was known, but there was
the perpetual possibility of minor variation in individual performances.
This mass for the masses offered the certainty of blood sacrifice and
the promise of collective redemption. By the end of the Terror, children
were being given toy guillotines and sparrows for practice executions.1?

This collective ritual in the public places of Paris made anything tak-
ing place on an indoor stage seem pale by comparison. The event was
free and (to cite the slogan that the theaters had adopted from the Bon-
neville-Fauchet circle) par et pour le peuple. Talma and his colleagues
at the pro-revolutionary Théatre de la République in the Palais-Royal
were frequent spectators at the greater drama taking place outdoors.
Evreinov, the man who directed the greatest open-air revolutionary pag-
eant of the twentieth century—the recreation by the city of St. Peters-
burg of the Bolshevik seizure of power—has perhaps best characterized
the revolutionary play that unfolded in Paris:

In eighteenth century France, the competition between life in actuality
and life on the stage had reached the point where no one could say which
was more theatrical. In both there were pompous, overstudied phrases, a
mannered refinement of bows, smiles and gestures; in both, showy cos-

tumes . . . courtyards . . . powder, rouge, beauty spots, monocles and very
little of one’s “natural” face. . . .
And then a reaction began. . . . The first to “come to his senses” on life’s

stage was Jean-Jacques Rousseau; the first on the theatrical stage was
Talma. Both of them, lackeys in their youth, wanted to return the conceited
lords of life back to naturalness.

More than a political revolution was needed to expose “the theatrical
pomposity of the hierarchical system of its life.”

The first revolution changed only the mise-en-scéne and changed the
roles. . . . Having established a purely theatrical equality, the first thing to
be concerned with was costume: the painter David sketched the costume
of the “free citizen,” the actor Talma tried it on in the theatre, and the
people approved it and adopted it. The wigs were burned, the back of the
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neck was cut short, and people began to greet one another with a spasmodic
nod of the head, imitating those who were guillotined.150

"The revolution’s “passion for theatricality” extended even to the bodies
of the decapitated victims, as “people played with them, sang to them,
danced, laughed, and greatly amused themselves with the awkward
appearance of these actors who so poorly played their ‘funny’ roles.”

In a word, the Great Revolution was as much theatrical as political. Only
those succeeded who had an artistic temperament and sense of timing. In-
corrigible actors, utterly unhappy to be without a director, the people soon
discovered one in the person of Napoleon: an actor who dared to teach the
great Talma himself.151

But the search for legitimacy involved more than the dance around
the liberty tree and the drama of the guillotine. It involved a festive
attempt to realize utopia, not in the enclosed Palais-Royal but in the
open air: to transform old Paris into a new Jerusalem; to move from
the guillotine’s kingdom of fear to a republic of rejoicing in which
Dame Nature was Queen. One revolutionary proposing changes in Pari-
sian street names asked:

Is it not natural that from the Place of the Revolution one should follow
the Street of the Constitution to that of Happiness? 172

The very geography of Paris was invested with moral meaning, and the
only question for the believing revolutionary was where in Paris is
that Place of Happiness and how does one get there.

Revolutionary Paris declared, in practice, that happiness lay in an
open field to be reached by festive procession. The destination for the
first and the last of the great revolutionary festivals was the largest open
space in central Paris, its ultimate amphitheater for the drama of revolu-
tionary redemption: the Champs de Mars.

Some one hundred thousand Parisians dug up this large military re-
view ground and created a natural earthen arena for the Feast of Fed-
eration on July 14, 1790, the first Bastille Day. More than three hundred
thousand Frenchmen from all over the country marched in procession
through driving rain to hear a vast chorus commend the unified French
nation to the Sun: “pure fire, eternal eye, soul and source of all the
world.” 158 The Champs de Mars became the “metaphysical center of
Paris”; 154 and the revolutionary choreographers decided that henceforth

National feasts can have no enclosure except the vault of the sky, be-
cause the sovereign, that is to say the people, can never be shut into a
circumscribed place.155

The constitution was delivered to the people from that open sky to an
open field by balloon on September 10, 1791. As the venerated dead
were being moved from open Christian graveyards into closed pagan
pantheons, living revolutionaries moved from Christian cathedrals into
pagan parks—driven by a kind of cosmic claustrophobia.158

A procession from the ruins of the Bastille was combined with the
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popular assembly in the Champs de Mars on the second Bastille Day in
1791. By the time of the Feast of Indivisibility in August 1793, the
procession was in fact organized into a kind of five-act drama of rev-
olutionary redemption. Stops along the way resembled stations of the
cross. The predawn gathering watched the sun rise over the statue of
Nature at the Place de la Bastille. The group picked up strength as it
surged through Paris, which was “drowned in a sea of flowers.” 157 The
cortege flowed into the Tuileries (le Jardin National), where the twenty-
four hundred delegates of the forty-eight sections of Paris were joined
by the entire National Convention and fifty members of the Jacobin Club
(la société mere), who melded into the procession to the Champs de
Mars. So many flowers, fruits, and even vegetables were carried that
the festival has been called a “vegetable metamorphosis of Paris.” 158
A float at the center of the procession was drawn by eight bulls with
gilded horns carrying a printing press and a plow—each under a tree
of liberty. The Champs de Mars was newly planted with trees, and the
spectators from previous festivals now became participants on the
giant “mountain” raised up as an altar to Nature with one hundred
thousand people on it singing antiphonal responses to cues from trum-
pets and cannon.

Paralleling the development in festivals from assembly to procession
was the shift in the locus of legitimacy from space to time: from
nature to history. With the formal adoption of a new revolutionary
calendar by the Convention in the fall of 1793, utopia became temporal.
Nowhere became sometime—and time was just beginning a new march
that would be “novel, majestic and simple like equality.” 1»® Nature
itself sanctified the founding of the new era on the day of the sun’s
autumnal equinox: September 22, 1792. At the very moment when
“equality was marked in the skies between days and nights” and “the
sun passed from one hemisphere to another,” authority on earth
“passed from monarchical to republican government.” 160

The new calendar reflected “the rationality and simplicity of nature,”
and provided an “eloquent nomenclature” of neologisms suggesting “a
vague ‘rural and agricultural’ ideology.” 161 The calendar was divided into
the four seasons with new names of months designed to suggest the mood
of each: mournful ése endings for winter months (Pluviose, Ventose),
spring names in al suggesting new growth (Germinal, Floréal). The
week—based on the religious idea of seven days of creation—was elim-
inated altogether. Sundays and saints’ days were replaced by feasts
consecrating natural (largely agricultural) objects: trees, fruits, domes-
tic animals. The latter, wrote one of the authors of the calendar, should
be “far more precious in the sight of Reason than beatified skeletons
dragged from the catacombs of Rome.” 162

He rejoiced that cultivation had replaced cult in France, invoking na-
ture in both its senses—as higher law and as simple countryside—as
the supreme authority of the new order. In announcing the need to com-
plete the “physical” revolution with a revolution in the moral order,
Robespierre had proclaimed “the universal religion of Nature.” 183 Var-
let labeled 1793 “the first year of truth” and addressed a new Declara-
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tion of the Rights of Man “in the social state” to the “people of na-
ture.” 16 A new version of La Marseillaise began

Voici le jour ol la Nature
Reprend ses droits sur 'univers. . . .165

The last great festival on the Champs de Mars (the Feast of the Su-
preme Being on June 8, 1794) was the largest (five hundred thousand
participants), the simplest, and the most profoundly pastoral. Animals
of warfare were excluded, with only peaceful cows and doves permitted
in the cortege. The couplet for sunrise urged participants to begin the
day “in the fields” téte-a-téte avec une fleur; and the “vegetable exuber-
ance” under sunlit skies caused many to believe in a kind of greening
over of the guillotine.166 “The instrument of death had disappeared un-
der the trappings and flowers.” 167 The revolutionary calendar seemed
to be heralding a new “life of fétes.” 168 But within a few weeks, Robes-
pierre himself had been guillotined, utopian expectation had receded,
and the Champs de Mars had become once again a place for military
drill. The only innovative festival to be held there in the later revolu-
tionary period was a national industrial exposition for workers in 1798,
the first exhibit of this kind in modern France.l®® The Champs de
Mars had become a field for displaying iron, and the great iron totem,
the Eiffel Tower, eventually rose to dominate the very fields on which
the festivals of Nature had once unfolded.

One speaker later looked back on the great festivals as representing
“in the navigation of life what islands are in the midst of the sea:
places for refreshment and rest.” 170 It was a more powerful image
than the former participant may have intended, for many of the most
dedicated revolutionaries felt the need to retreat at some point in the
turmoil to real or imagined islands.

The first major festival after the fall of Robespierre was his apotheo-
sis on October 11, 1794, when a special island was created for his
remains in a pond in the Tuileries. The service was a kind of rural
repudiation of indoor entombment in the Pantheon, a tradition that pre-
vailed from the reburial of Voltaire in 1791 to that of Marat as recently
as September 21, 1794. Behind musicians in rustic dress, botanists fol-
lowed in Robespierre’s cortege bearing the inscription: “The study of
Nature consoled him for the injustice of men.” 171

The event was a throwback to the past—an imitation of Rousseau’s
burial on an island within a lake at Ermenonville—and, at the same
time, a symbolic anticipation of things to come. Just as Rousseau had
sought political “relevance” by writing a constitutional proposal for the
island of Corsica, so later revolutionary pioneers tended to find either
hope or solace in the miniaturized isolation of a “natural” island—
from the pioneering popularizer of communism in the 1840s, Goodwyn
Barmby, who successively sought out the islands of Sark, Man, and Wight
for his first “Communistery,” to the leader of the rival tradition of
revolutionary nationalism, Giuseppi Garibaldi, who repeatedly returned
like Antaeus to renew his strength on the small island of Caprera.



A Locus of Legitimacy 51

Those who were to lead the Babeuf conspiracy under the Directorate
all retreated for a time under Robespierre to islands of one kind or
another. Buonarroti, one of the conspirators of whom we shall hear a
good deal later, tried to put egalitarian ideals in practice first in Corsica
and then on a small island off Sardinia. Babeuf retreated even within
Paris to the relative tranquility of the Ile de la Cité to define his agrarian
ideal in the relative obscurity of the food administration. Restif re-
peatedly returned to the even quieter Ile Saint-Louis, on which he wrote
endearing graffiti and to which he addressed his own epitaph.172

More’s original Utopia had been located on an island; 173 and the
first modern communist utopia, Morelly’s Code of Nature, arose out of
his earlier utopian fantasy about “floating islands” and provided the
inspiration for Buonarroti’s own island experiment.1’¢ Morelly’s radi-
cally utopian ideas about material equality and the redistribution of
property helped draw Babeuf and Buonarroti together into the Conspir-
acy of Equals. They turned for ultimate ideological guidance to a pop-
ularizer of Morelly and a choreographer of revolutionary festivals:
Sylvain Maréchal.

Maréchal was impelled to revolutionary utopianism—which came to
include extreme atheism and anarchism—both by Rousseau and by the
German preromantic poets. He used the pastoral forms of the latter
to write in 1779 a long elegy, The Tomb of ].-]. Rousseau, returning
regularly to his island burial place and publishing a second edition at
Ermenonville itself upon the outbreak of the revolution. Calling himself
the Shepherd Sylvain, he drew a picture of pastoral perfection in The
Golden Age in 1782 and already in 1785 used the term “community of
goods” to describe his egalitarian ideal.175

In the early years of the revolution he wrote Dame Nature at the Bar
of the National Assembly and a Code of Nature of his own.17¢ In 1793
he published at Bonneville’s press a blueprint for a new golden age
which called for reorganizing society into small “families” modeled on
the communal peasant units of the Auvergne and Franche Comté.1?"
Well before his Manifesto of Equals, Maréchal warned that “the revolu-
tion is not completed,” and that there will be “a new and more equal
distribution of goods.” 178

Under the Directorate, Maréchal retreated from the Champs de Mars
to the private islands of his imagination. He and his friends returned to
underground cafés—but no longer to the arcaded splendor of the Palais-
Royal, which had been largely transformed into fashionable restaurants
for the jeunesse dorée (whence lobster thermidore and “Tortoni” ice
cream ).l The hard core of committed revolutionaries now met in the
more plebeian cafés: the Café Manoury on the left bank and the Café
des Bains-Chinois on Montmartre, where Maréchal composed songs for
his red-haired mistress:

Tu nous créas pour étre égaux.
Nature, 6 bienfaisante mere.180

Thou created us to be equal
O beneficent mother nature.
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The repeated return of the revolutionaries to the cafés suggests that
Dame Nature was not just a chaste classical statue representing ra-
tional order and pastoral simplicity. She was also a seductive sorcer-
ess offering the emotional gratification of both mother and mistress.
Dame Nature was a Goddess with two faces: a Janus who looked back
to the “rationalism” of the eighteenth century and forward to the “ro-
manticism” of the early nineteenth. The modern revolutionary, born
at the juncture of these two eras, worshipped both images. He drew in-
tellectually on the belief that Nature represents some higher order of
perfection, and emotionally on the belief that Nature provides earthier
forms of satisfaction. We shall turn to the former, philosophical con-
cept of Nature when we examine the surprising sources of revolutionary
ideas about organization. Here we must linger for a moment on the
psycho-sexual element in the revolutionary understanding of nature.

One must note in passing the importance of Laclos and De Sade in the
ambiance of the Palais-Royal, the fact that many innovative revolution-
ary thinkers from Mirabeau to Maréchal were major collectors and
authors of literary pornography, and the not-untypical ménage a trois
of Bonneville’s wife with Bonneville and Paine (the former naming his
second son after the latter and permitting his wife to move back to
America permanently as Paine’s companion).

Paine’s closest American friend in Paris, Joel Barlow, imagined that
there were “natural” sexual origins for festive revolutionary symbols.
He traced trees of liberty to the phallic symbol of the Egyptian cult
of Osiris—carried thence to Greece and Rome, where “Bacchus was
known by the epithet Liber, so that the Phallus became the emblem
of Libertas.” 181 Barlow derived the “Phrygian” red cap of liberty from
a Roman symbol for the head of the phallus,'® and he decried with
solemnity the substitution of a maypole and the celebration of May 1
for the older and richer phallic festival of the Liber Deus on the vernal
equinox:

Men have forgot the original object of the institution, the phallus has
lost its testicles, and has been for many centuries reduced to a simple
pole.183

Restif, who introduced the word “communist,” first burst on the Eu-
ropean literary scene with a vivid depiction of a foot fetish in his novel
of 1769, Le Pied de Fanchette, ou Uorphéline francaise; he proceeded
to produce a virtual encyclopedia of sexual fact and fantasy climaxing
in his defense of prostitutes, Le Pornographe, of 1779 and his endless
accounts of Paris by night.18 The very act of writing his communist
work, Monsieur Nicolas, has been described as “a shockingly direct
sublimation of Restif’s erotic drives.” 185 As Restif himself explained:

Failing the physical satisfaction so ardently desired, my imagination
gorged itself on ideas. . . .186

But revolutionary communism was not the main destination of the
awakened romantic imagination, which gorged itself rather on the rival
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tradition of revolutionary nationalism, which swept through France in
1793 and overwhelmed all ideological competition.

To understand this powerful, visceral force, we must turn to new
media of expression, new psycho-sexual drives, new physical locations.
One must look to the second city of the French Revolution, Strasbourg;
to the dark genius who came to rule it, Saint-Just; and to the seemingly
improbable fact of German influences on French nationalism. One must
consider as well that most immaterial yet emotional form of cultural
expression: music.



CHAPTER 3

The Objects of Belief

WHILE SEEKING to legitimize their revolution by sanctifying a place,
a process, or even a picture, Frenchmen still sought to define their
beliefs in words. There was a trend toward radical simplification, how-
ever, as they increasingly tended to substitute labels for arguments. In
attempting to state simply the purpose of secular society under popular
sovereignty, they found three basic answers. Each was expressed by one
of the words of the most important slogan of the era: liberty, fraternity,
and equality.

Each of these three ideals had ancient origins, but each acquired a
new mystical aura during this period. At the beginning of the revolu-
tion they had blended into a trinitarian unity. But there were deep,
inherent differences between the three concepts, and much of the sub-
sequent history of the revolutionary tradition involved recurring and
widening conflict between these rival ideals.

First came the political ideal of securing freedom through a consti-
tutional republic. This was the original revolutionary cause of liberty
—defined in terms of constitutional rights and popular legislatures.
Property no less than people was to be freed from traditional bondage
to nonproductive authority—an idea that made the republican ideal
attractive to entrepreneurs of all sorts.

Second came the emotional ideal of experiencing brotherhood in a
new kind of nation. This was the romantic vision of fraternity: the
discovery amidst a struggle against others that one’s immediate neigh-
bors are one’s brothers—linguistically, culturally, geographically—fel-
low sons of a common fatherland.

Finally came the intellectual ideal of creating a nonhierarchical socio-
economic community. This was the rationalistic concept of equality: the
collective sharing of goods within a community free of all social and
economic distinctions.

In general terms, the first ideal may be identified with the Enlighten-
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ment reformism of the eighteenth century; the second with the roman-
tic nationalism of the nineteenth; the third with the authoritarian com-
munism of the twentieth. The post-1789 history of the revolutionary
tradition was to show the gradual, near-universal spread of the first
ideal—followed by growing conflict between the other two. Though po-
litical “liberation” spread from France in the eighteenth century through
Europe in the nineteenth to the wide world in the twentieth, the split
between the rival ideals of national and social revolution grew and
deepened.

In considering these ideals, then, we shall concentrate attention not
so much on the first ideal, which arose in the relatively familiar debates
culminating in the creation of the First French Republic in 1792. We
shall focus more on the less understood rival ideals of national and
social revolution which arose to serve the more elusive goals of brother-
hood and equality. Fraternal nationalism dominated the period of war
and terror from 1792 through 1794; egalitarian communism appeared
during the subsequent period of seeming stagnation under the Directory.

Liberty: The Republican Ideal

The replacement of a monarchy by a republic was the major accom-
plishment of the initial period of the revolution. In the course of 1793,
the republican ideal was sealed in blood by the execution of the king,
in ink by the drafting of a radical constitution, and in time by the
adoption of a revolutionary calendar.

La république represented the Enlightenment ideal of a rational po-
litical order; it replaced old privileged distinctions with the single cate-
gory of “citizen,” the rule of kings with the rule of law: royaume by
loyaume.! Humanity was thereby freed from the arbitrary authority
of the past in favor of rational perfectibility in the future—through
laws established by popular assemblies and through virtue inculcated
in secular schools.

“Republican” and “republicanism” had been transformed from terms
of opprobrium to labels of pride by the American Revolution—partic-
ularly during the six months of intense debate prior to the Declaration
of Independence on July 4, 1776.2 Thomas Paine’s Common Sense,
published in January 1776, played a decisive role through its secular,
millenarian insistence that “we have it in our power to begin the world
over again” by establishing a new constitutional union.?

Yet “republican” was not a major rallying cry in America during the
debates leading up to the Constitution of 1787, and the American ex-
perience with republican rule did not prove very appealing to Euro-
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peans in the 1780s.* In the debates over the first revolutionary con-
stitution for France during the summer of 1789, the Abbé Sieyés’s call
for direct popular rule by a single legislative chamber prevailed over
the rival idea of an American-style balanced government with a bi-
cameral legislature and an executive (that is, a royal) veto.5

The movement toward republican government in France and the dis-
cussion of its proper constitution did, however, generate genuine excite-
ment—not least in Paine’s own defense of the French Revolution against
Burke in 1791:

What were formerly called revolutions were little more than a change of

persons or an alteration of local circumstances . . . what we now see in
the world . . . is a renovation of the natural order of things, a system of
principles as universal as truth. . . .6

When the First Republic was formally established, Paine moved to Paris,
accepted French citizenship, founded the first “republican” society in
Paris, edited a short-lived journal, The Republican, and attracted the ire
even of Jacobins by his quasi-devotional use of the word “republican.” 7

Paine was only one of many foreigners to find a new identity as a
citizen of the revolutionary republic; Babeuf only one of many French-
men to refer to “republican” as “this sublime word.” 8 The continuing
debate about a constitution (even after the adoption of one in 1791)
lent an added aura to that word as well. In the first issue of a new
revolutionary journal in 1792, Bonneville insisted that

. this health-giving word, this sacred word CONSTITUTION! . . .
must exercise a prodigious influence on the destinies of the human race.?

Fascination grew in late 1792 and early 1793 as the Convention pre-
pared the more radical republican Constitution of 1793. Though never
put into effect, its text was carried like a holy object from the Bastille
to the Champs de Mars in the great feast of August 10, 1793; 10 it re-
mained a venerated model for many political revolutionaries well into
the nineteenth century.

One of the few demonstrable results of the two greatest upheavals
within France in that century—the Revolution of 1848 and the Paris
Commune of 1871—was the reestablishment of constitutional, republi-
can governments: the Second and Third Republics respectively. The
major (though more short-lived) expression abroad of the revolutionary
French ideal was the founding of satellite republics: Batavian, Cisalpine,
Helvetian, and so forth. As we shall see, the Europeanwide revolu-
tionary tradition began as a series of republican, constitutional con-
spiracies against an imperial Napoleon and the monarchical restoration
that followed him.

But, in 1793 revolutionary France was ready to reject many repub-
licans including Paine and other foreigners gathered in Paris around
journals like Le Cosmopolite and talking ecumenically about “the great
human republic.” 12 By then, Frenchmen were inventing modern na-
tionalism—and the worship of its exclusive and elusive ideal, la grande
nation.
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Fraternity: The Rise of Nationalism

The second new ideal to emerge in the French Revolution was that of
la nation: a new fraternity in which lesser loyalties as well as petty
enmities were swept aside by the exultation of being born again as
enfants de la patrie: children of a common fatherland. The nation was
a militant ideal that was largely discovered on the jour de gloire of
battle and best expressed in the levée en masse of 1793: the prototype
of modern mass conscription on a “national” scale.

The American Revolution had originated the concept of independence
as a political rather than a philosophical ideal—creating in effect a
new nation through a revolution. But the United States did not call
itself a “nation” in the Declaration of Independence, or constitute itself
as a nation in the modern sense. There was no new language to be
asserted, no mythologized antiquity to be created, no continuing foreign
threat bordering on the new territorial entity. The official designation
“United States” was the only formal name of a major country prior to
the creation of the Soviet Union that contained no ethnic or national
designation. In America, a “sense of nationhood was the child, not the
parent of the Revolution.” 13

In the French Revolution, on the contrary, the concept of a “nation”
was central even though no new country was created. The word nation
soon predominated over the older and more paternalistic term patrie.'*
Flags, feasts, and songs were all said to be “national,” and Bonneville,
while organizing the Paris militia in the summer of 1789, warned
against ennemis de la nation.15 Citizens of the old regime were forced
to communicate in the French language, which until then had not been
the basic tongue of many living under the French crown.

The word nation had been used in Roman times to describe a native
community smaller than a people but larger than a family—and in the
late Middle Ages to describe regional student groups within universities
and differing groups within church councils. Prerevolutionary France
used the term for a representative group of aristocrats. In choosing the
name assemblée nationale (instead of représentants du peuple francais),
the revolutionary Third Estate sought to give itself, in effect, aristo-
cratic status.1®

The term mation was not widely understood at first. Peasants forced
a well-dressed man to cry “Vive la nation!” early in the revolution,
then begged him: “Explain to us just what is the Nation.” 17 But the
label was soon understood to define a new type of popular sovereignty
that was territorially and linguistically unified and often more absolute
than monarchical authority. God Himself was reborn in early revolu-
tionary tracts as the “Savior of the Nations,” 18 “the august and sublime
national Areopagus”; 1° and prayers were addressed to “the body of the
Nation.” 20

The concept of la nation gave tangible definition as well as higher
legitimacy to the revolution.2? The revolution acquired spatial dimen-
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sions and was henceforth embodied not in complex republican insti-
tutions but in simple concentric circles. The borders of France were an
outer, ideological mote; Paris the inner citadel; the National Assembly
the “perfect point” of authority within Paris itself. The revolutionary
nation was proclaimed “indivisible,” and its borders expandable. The
archenemy of the French Revolution, the Abbé Barruel, introduced the
term “nationalism” to denigrate the new form of parochial, secular
selfishness that he felt was replacing universal Christian love as the
human ideal.2?

Militant nationalism reached the European masses largely through
Napoleon: “the first ruler to base a political regime exclusively upon
the nation . . . the most powerful purely national symbol that any
nation has had.” 22 Some were positively inspired by his example of
nationalism (the Poles and Italians); others were negatively stimulated
to form national movements against him (the Spaniards and Prussians).
By the end of his career Napoleon’s grande armée had in effect sup-
planted the revolutionary grande nation. That army was two-thirds
foreign by the time of its decisive defeat in the “Battle of the Nations”
in 1813 by a coalition of the nationalisms he had awakened throughout
Europe.

Nationalism remained the major revolutionary ideal until the final
quarter of the nineteenth century. Its mysterious power and continuing
mutations make essential a closer look at its origins. The birth of this
new ideal was both sublime and bloody, involving the heights of music
and the depth of terror. The birth of a nation takes us beyond the
Paris of Robespierre to the Strasbourg of Saint-Just.

The Song from Strasbourg

Strasbourg, the largest city of the lower Rhine, was France’s major
link with Europe—with a Catholicism that was more than Gallican (the
bishop retained political allegiance to the Holy Roman Emperor); with
a religion that was more than Catholic (a third of Strasbourg was Prot-
estant); and with a culture that was more than French (most of the city
spoke German). Strasbourg had been France’s most important conti-
nental conquest during the century and a half prior to the revolution.
When the upheaval came, this exposed outpost felt particularly vul-
nerable. The bishop’s patrimony was confiscated, the German-speaking
university was shut, and the great pentagonal fortress built by Vauban
was reinforced by an elite “army of the Rhine.”

Strasbourg did not just accept, but amplified and transformed, the
rising new French nationalism—internalizing German ideas even as it
combated the external threat of German arms. Unlike Paris, Strasbourg
was not distracted by competing factions and multiple political insti-
tutions. Its quasi-medieval municipal structure gave Strasbourg relative
unity within itself and solidarity with the surrounding Alsatian country-
side. Even its café culture was an establishment activity devoid of
Parisian license and radiating Gemiitlichkeit.2* The twice-elected Protes-
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tant mayor of revolutionary Strasbourg, Frédéric Dietrich, unified the
city with a family having both French and German branches (Didier
and Dietrich), a multilingual Swiss wife, and a bilingual salon where
old antagonisms tended to melt away.

In the early beleagured months of 1792, a national consciousness
was intensified by the growing sense that an enemy was near and war
was likely. The normal population of fifty thousand had been swollen
by friends of the revolution fleeing from Austria and Prussia, and by
volunteers from all over France coming to reinforce the garrison city
on the Rhine. The news that both Germanic monarchs had declared
war on revolutionary France reached Strasbourg before Paris; and, on
the night of April 24, 1792, Dietrich commissioned a young engineering
captain from his salon, Claude-Joseph Rouget de Lisle, to write a song
that would arouse the polyglot army to resist the anticipated Hapsburg
attack. In the feverish inspiration of one night, he wrote a song that
rallied a people as had no other song since Luther’s Ein feste Burg.?’
Originally called Chant de guerre de Uarmée du Rhin, its surprisingly
bloodthirsty lines were sung with special zest by newly arrived volun-
teers from afar. The contingent from Marseilles gave the song from
Strasbourg its permanent name: La Marseillaise.

The origin of La Marseillaise in Strasbourg was not accidental, for
this was the city in which the rich musical culture of Germany flowed
into France. It had both French and German cathedral choirs, French
and German opera houses, and the finest orchestras in prerevolutionary
France outside of Paris and Versailles. Strasbourg manufactured instru-
ments as well as melodies. The great piano manufacturer Ignace Pleyel
became Kapelmeister in the Strasbourg Cathedral in 1789. Drawing on
both Catholic pageantry and Protestant hymnography, Strasbourg pro-
duced an original revolutionary repertoire, introducing elaborate musi-
cal compositions into open-air revolutionary festivals via the Pleyel-
Rouget de Lisle Hymn of Liberty.26 First performed on September 25,
1791, it used the entire audience as a chorus for the first time, a tech-
nique that was only later transported to Paris. The austere words of
Rouget renouncing “the vain delirium of profane gaiety” and “soft vo-
luptuousness” suggested the revolutionary puritanism that lay ahead.??
La Marseillaise was from the beginning a kind of corporate production.
When Rouget first presented the rough melody to the mayor in his
salon, Dietrich, who was a tenor, became the first to sing it, and his
violinist wife, the first to orchestrate it. La Marseillaise electrified the
nation going to war. The two leading composers of the Opéra Comique,
Dalayrac and Gossec, composed Offering to Liberty, Religious scene on
the Marseillaise.?8 This “religious scene” was taken out of the theaters
into army camps. Choruses of women knelt before statues of liberty
singing the verse, “Amour sacre de la patrie . . .” as a hushed prayer,
then rising to sing the final verse with a percussion accompaniment that
“would make the pavement leave the street for the frontier.” 2® The
leading composer of the era, André Gretry, congratulated Rouget for
creating “musique da coups de canon,” 30 and in his Guillaume Tell 3!
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perhaps the most popular new opera of the revolutionary era, began
the popular practice of inserting the anthem directly into operatic scores.

The tide of passion aroused by music soon engulfed its early patrons.
In 1792, Dietrich was swept out of office as a moderate accused of
affinities with Lafayette. Musical militance intensified at the Strasbourg
celebration of the first anniversary of the founding of the republic on
August 10, 1793, when Pleyel and Rouget de Lisle staged their remark-
able The Allegorical Alarm Bell.

Described as “a battle in music,” the pageant took place in the newly
transformed cathedral underneath seven bells suspended from the cu-
pola. The bells (like the enormous chorus and cast) had been gathered
in from all over Alsace; they were to be melted down for cannon im-
mediately after the production. The first part was purely orchestral
(“the arousal of the people”). When alarm bells rang, the second move-
ment (“the battle”) began. Only when all combat was finished did hu-
man voices burst forth for the first time—in a triumphant chorus end-
ing with la victoire est a nous.32

So great was the Strasbourgeois belief in the unifying power of music
that its craftsmen invented a new system for printing the notes of the
new national music. So great was the fear of evocative melody that
the priests, who later restored Catholic authority to the cathedral, de-
creed that only bleak plainsong and organ drone would henceforth be
permitted in ordinary worship.33

Music reached a special crescendo in Strasbourg precisely during the
Terror. It seems appropriate that the first guillotine was made by a
piano maker in Strasbourg named Schmidt and was first brought to
Paris to be used on a living person on April 25, 1792, at almost exactly
the moment that Rouget de Lisle was finishing La Marseillaise.3+

Strasbourg brought France the excitement not just of the German
musical tradition, but also of the German theater. The antitraditional,
anti-Hapsburg dramas of Friedrich Schiller were usually introduced into
France by performances in Strasbourg, and the principal translations
of Schiller into French were made by Nicholas Bonneville when he was
studying in Strasbourg during the 1780s. The early German romantics
inspired the altogether new type of play that Bonneville wrote in 1789
to commemorate the fall of the Bastille. It was a Tragédie Nationale
designed for the peuples-germains . . . peuples-fréres worthy of entering
a new société fraternelle.35 Bonneville appealed to Camille Desmoulins
to institutionalize this “national” genre as a kind of rebuke to “the lack-
eys of the Court” who favored light entertainment devoid of moral
purpose.3¢

Strasbourg became the major continental correspondence center for
Bonneville’s Social Circle, and the place for translating and publishing
its works for distribution in the German world.37 Charles Nodier, a
later pioneer in secret revolutionary organization and the inventor of
the antitraditional, partly musical genre of melodrama, discovered Ger-
man literature through Bonneville’s translations, and dedicated his Es-
says of a Young Bard to Bonneville. Inspired by Schiller/Bonneville and
by “romanticism” (a word first used in Bonneville’s circle),?® Nodier
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passed on his implausible plots and iconoclastic heroes to his famous
literary protégé, Victor Hugo.

The principal teacher of Nodier in Strasbourg was Eulogius Schnei-
der, the most original, imaginative—and violent—of the many Ger-
mans who emigrated to revolutionary Strasbourg. Schneider, a former
Capuchin monk, became an Illuminist in Neuwied and a popular pro-
fessor at Bonn until he was dismissed for heresy in June 1791.3? He led
the radical republican overthrow of Mayor Dietrich, composed the first
German translation of La Marseillaise, edited two extremist journals,
founded a special unit for popular revolutionary indoctrination through-
out Alsace called la Propagande, and served as chief prosecutor of the
revolutionary tribunal in Strasbourg.4¢

Nodier later recalled with aesthetic fascination an execution where
Schneider’s “propagandists” wearing red hats and tricolor sashes and
with large hunting knives, lectured the spectators. After genuflecting
before the scaffold, the principal orator

. . . delivered a panegyric to the guillotine in the name of liberty . . . I
felt a cold sweat appear on my forehead and wash down over my eyelids.4!

The Reign of Terror came early to Strasbourg, during the long seige that
began in August 1793. Schneider took over the German theater in
Strasbourg as his headquarters and popularized the word “denunciation”
in the revolutionary vocabulary.*? The mayor of Strasbourg insisted that
the word “inn” be substituted for the feudal term “hotel” throughout
the city,#® and the Germans writing in Schneider’s journal brought a
new flood of rustic metaphors into French revolutionary nationalism.
The Prussian Anacharsis Cloots in his Patriotic Crusade spoke of the
French nation’s historic right to control the Rhine:

The mouths of the Rhine, the ancient frontier of Gaul will sing the hymn
of liberty in the shadow of our victorious banner . . . let us rush en masse
to the banks of the great river, and never again will a German crowd in on
the soil of the newborn France.44

Cloots had seen the first festival on the Champs de Mars as a return
of the French people to being “all Germans and all brothers.” Another
German witness compared it to the ancient barbarian ritual in which
“the Franks, a free union of Germans, gathered yearly in order to declare
to the king the sovereign will of the people.” 45

The ancient German tribes became a mythic prototype for the sov-
ereign “people” within a revolutionary “nation.” Bonneville’s alternative
to the indulgence and selfishness of modern civilization was a virile,
pre-Christian communalism of “the free man” (homme franc) such as
Tacitus had described among the early Germans. Bonneville praised
Frankish tribalism in his Manifesto of the Friends of Truth in 1789, 6
later he praised the barbarians over their “civilized” oppressors in his
“Prophecy of an Old Druid against the Romans.” 47 Bonneville saw the
nation learning from “the university of nature,” with a modern “Druid”
like himself helping it rediscover the lost language of truth:



62 FounpaTIiONS OF THE REVOLUTIONARY FAlTH

La nature est un livre immense a dévorer,
La langue en est perdue, il faut la recouvrer.+8

Nature is an immense book to be devoured,
Its language is lost and must be recovered.

That language was largely German—not just the “sighs and tears”
of the early romantics so well known to Bonneville, but also the com-
pound words with abstract appositions, like Peuple-Dieu, which he im-
ported wholesale into the French language. There were many other con-
tributors to this process in addition to Bonneville, Cloots, and their
friends: J.-G. Saiffert, the doctor of Philip of Orléans who led the short-
lived German legion in Paris and was called “the vandal”; 4 A. G. F.
Rebmann, the leading publisher of German journals in Paris; 50 and the
Frey brothers, German-speaking Jews from Strasbourg, one of whom
wrote a defense of terror by a minority: Philosophie Sociale.51

In trying to weed out “the verbiage of the defunct French Academy” 32
and “create a language, make a religion” 53 for la mation, Bonneville
drew heavily on Germanisms and followed the Strasbourg custom of
publishing tracts bilingually.5¢ “People” (like “Nation” and other sym-
bolic substantives) acquired a capital letter in the Germanic fashion
in new French phrases like Peuple-Roi, Peuple-Dieu, and Peuple-Sau-
veur. Cloots’s pledge of allegiance to la mation required capital letters
throughout:

My profession of faith is as reassuring for the patriot as it is terrible for
the treasonous: I BELIEVE IN THE INFALLIBILITY OF THE PEOPLE.55

Partly created by German influences in France, nationalism was first
so named by a French exile in Germany, the Abbé Barruel. Herder,
the original romantic lover of organic variety, had in fact previously
used the words Nationalismus and Nationalism in a cultural sense as
early as 1774.5¢ Herder’s image of a rustic, virtuous, and musical Ger-
man nationality was admired by radical French thinkers as they sought
to define their own “national” identity. Long before Madame de Staél’s
Germany of 1810, Schneider’s pupil, Charles Nodier, spoke rapturously of

. . that marvellous Germany, the last country of poesy and belief in the
West, the future cradle of a strong society to come—if there is any society
left to be created in Europe.57

For the romantic political imagination, the locus of legitimacy no longer
lay in a city, but in a nation; that “nation” sometimes seemed to speak
with a rustic German accent.

The Saint from Picardy

By the early fall of 1793, Strasbourg was dispirited by terror from
within and the threat of German occupation from without. The Alsatian
city was the exposed outpost of the revolutionary nation—the point
toward which advancing Prussian and Austrian troops appeared to be
converging—at a time when Lyon, the second city of France, had al-
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ready fallen to counter-revolutionaries and a peasant revolt raged in
the Vendée. On October 17, Paris sent a special proconsul of la nation
to rally people and collect provisions for the army of the Rhine. In a
little over two months in Strasbourg, he curbed the excesses of the
extremists, energized the indifferent masses, and headed the soldiers,
who turned back the invaders in a stunning series of victories. The
man who led this salvation of the revolutionary nation was the quin-
tessential youthful revolutionary, Louis-Antoine de Saint-Just.

Saint-Just gave living legitimacy to the revolutionary ideal. He was by
far the youngest member of the twelve-man Committee of Public Safety
which exercised executive authority in Paris. But because the commit-
tee met largely in secret in the Tuileries Palace and did not communicate
in regular ways with the people, its authority depended heavily on the
deeds and examples of those it sent out in the name of the nation.58
Unlike other members of the committee, Saint-Just had no prior, practi-
cal experience as a lawyer, engineer, priest, journalist, or even actor.
Too young to be anything but a child of the revolution, he became in
1793—94 its embodiment.

Legitimacy no longer lay in a place, a symbol, or a song; it lay in a
revolutionary apostolate of twelve. The center of ascetic coolness within
this heated group was the young man from Picardy whose very name
summoned up images of sanctity. The locus of legitimacy was nar-
rowing to a point: “that ideal location where the creative and divine
forces have their greatest and most potent concentration.” 5 The secu-
lar, revolutionary drama was converging, like Dante’s Divine Comedy,
toward “the point in which all time is present.” 60 And that point was
not simply Saint-Just himself, but the nerve center within his head. His
friend Camille Desmoulins wrote that Saint-Just

. . regards his head as the keystone of the republic and carries it on his
shoulders with respect like a holy sacrament.61

Another fascinated contemporary felt sure that some “secret” was hid-
den behind the “shade of general anxiety, the somber accent of preoccu-
pation and defiance, an extreme coolness in tone and manners” of his
large head. Saint-Just’s leadership role cannot be explained as resulting
from the characteristics now often ascribed to revolutionary leaders.
He was not “charismatic”’—lacking Robespierre’s flair for the inspira-
tional and the theatrical. Nor was he particularly “violent”—he purged
Schneider and ended public executions in Strasbourg. He developed
neither the bloodthirsty rhetoric of a Marat nor the theory of violence of
an Oswald. Saint-Just was not a moralist, and he was not essentially
interested in power in the purely political sense. He ceded formal posi-
tions of authority to others and never partook in the practical play of
peacetime political deliberation.

Saint-Just has been described as “an idea energized by passion”; 62 he
might also be characterized as passion disciplined by an idea. His pas-
sion was the raw, sensual energy of an emancipated romantic sensi-
bility. As a sixteen-year-old provincial youth, he began writing a book
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about a nearby medieval castle and seduced the daughter of a local
aristocrat in one of its rooms. Forced to run away to Paris, he haunted
the Palais-Royal on the eve of the revolution, and composed in a “spirit
of vertigo” a vast pornographic poem designed to show “the general
analogy of customary behavior with madness.” 63 His tableaux, which
included a transformed representation of the Palais-Royal, made no
clear distinction between heaven and hell, good and bad, humans and
animals.6¢ With the outbreak of the revolution, he wrote a play in which
illusion and confusion once again gave way to desire. The main char-
acter seeks to experience anything and everything in order to be

.. . original, original . . .

Je veux vivre a mon sens désormais
Narguer, flatter, parler, me taire, rire
Aimer, hair! 65

. . . original, original . ..

I want to live henceforth in my own way
To defy, flatter, speak, be silent, laugh

To love, to hate!

But the passions are rarely satisfied in Saint-Just’s early writings; they
are indeed increasingly sublimated into a vague longing for some new
kind of earthly greatness:

L’amour n’est rien qu’un frivole besoin
Et d’'un grand coeur il doit étre loin.6¢

Love is nothing but a frivolous need
To be kept far away from a great heart.

The challenge to a “great heart” in 1789—9go was to beat with the
revolution; his passions soon became absorbed in the two sides of it
—the organizational and the ideological—that political leaders tended
to neglect.

Organizationally, he formed a national guard in the small town of
Blérancourt and led the guardsmen in such rituals as the public burn-
ing of counter-revolutionary books. Ideologically, he turned to writing
(on three tables in the open air) his Spirit of the Revolution and his
uncompleted and unpublished Nature.$? Saint-Just in effect withdrew
from the pettiness and divisions of the old dying order to develop the
central beliefs of the new one.

He was suspicious of mass movements, and considered the storming
of the Bastille simply “the drunkenness of slaves” and the great festivals
the staging grounds for demagogues.t8 Nor was he interested in the
rights of man or the formulas of constitutions. These were the work
of “petty thieves in the holy sanctuary.” ¢ He went beyond Rousseau’s
social contract (contrat social) in his call for a new social order (état
social) “founded solidly only on nature.” 70

With no vision of the future, almost no knowledge of the past, and
surprisingly little concern with the present, Saint-Just became the first
ascetic of the revolution, cutting himself off from people in order to
serve “the people” totally:
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I shall speak of all peoples, of all religions, of all laws as if I myself
did not adhere to any . . . I detach myself from everything in order to
attach myself to everything.™

Rousseau had pointed the way from total loneliness to totalistic at-
tachments. His removal from the society of his day was the indis-

pensable psychological prerequisite to his revolutionary conception of
nature as

. a totality saturated with moral content . . . at one and the same time

“paradise lost” and the permanent possibility of beginning everything
anew.72

Saint-Just, however, provides the first suggestion of the total re-
moval from normal attachments later called for in the Revolutionary
Catechism of Nechaev, who enjoined revolutionaries to cut “every tie
with the civil order, with the educated world, and with all laws.” 73

Arguing that “all is relative in the world” and “truth alone is ab-
solute,” Saint-Just saw the only hope for ending “the circle of corruption”
in a return to “original virtue”— a secularized inversion of original sin.7*
“Original virtue” implied renewed communion with the primitive sim-
plicity of nature.

Elected as a representative to the Convention in September 1792,
Saint-Just returned to Paris just after the founding of the Republic and
proclaimed the Convention to be “the point toward which everything is
compressed.” 75 The legislator converging on such a sacred spot is not
to be a sophist dealing with words, but an “oracle” or a pomntifex in
the original Roman sense of a human bridge between higher truth and
a confused humanity.”¢ Assigning himself this larger-than-human role
at the center of power, Saint-Just quietly became in October secretary
to the main office of the Convention and the most powerful advocate of
regicide on the floor of the Assembly. His argument for killing the king
was totally impersonal and dispassionate. The monarch was not con-
sidered a human being at all, but a universal abstraction, “the King of
Kingdoms.” He was the counterpoint to the new point of sovereign
power in the Convention; and Saint-Just impelled that body forward to
the revolutionary point of no return, arguing against “a compassion
which involuntarily corrupts one’s energy.” 77

His radical simplification provided at last a compelling metaphor for
the French nation to replace that of the king’s body just as it was
being severed. He revived the old image of the human body itself, which
personalized the agony and affections of the nation in a way that the
mechanistic metaphors of the eighteenth century never could. “The
enemies of the republic are in its intestines.” Its leaders are largely
“worms.” The best hope lies in a “great heart” and “great nerves” as
well as in “the audacity of magnanimous virtue.” 78 Saint-Just ex-
pressed model revolutionary contempt for individual good deeds in a
“sick” society:

The particular good one does is a palliative. One must wait for a general
sickness great enough for general opinion to feel the need for measures
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capable of doing good. That which produces the general good is always
terrible.7®

His image of the nation as a single body made any loss of territory
as painful as an amputation. In the early spring of 1793 he saw the
nation threatened with death “if division is attached to territory,” 8¢ and
set off on the first of three special missions to rally the resistance in
exposed provinces. Working on the Constitutional Committee of the
Convention, he failed in his campaign to create an eighty-four member
executive formed from a nerve center in each department; but he suc-
ceeded in inserting into the Constitution of 1793 an unprecedented
constitutional provision against ever making peace with a foreign power
occupying any French territory.8?

In his great speech on October 10, 1793, calling for a revolutionary
dictatorship, Saint-Just denounced all traditional government as “a world
of paper”:

The prolixity of governmental correspondence and orders is a mark of
inertia; it is impossible to govern without laconicism. . . .

The bureaus have replaced the monarchy; the demon of writing makes
war upon us and we cannot govern.82

With the Committee of Public Safety now “placed in the center,” the
cause of all misfortune in the nation had been determined to be “the
vicissitude of passions.” 8 The only passion that could give constancy
to the nation prior to the inculcation of virtue was terror, which he
saw as a means not of punishing crime, but of fanning popular energy
and audacity.

Although Saint-Just’s argument for terror was reluctant and his use of
it in Alsace limited, his legitimation of it encouraged the fresh wave
of pedagogic violence that began with the public execution of Marie
Antoinette on October 16. Saint-Just left for Strasbourg the next day;
on the day following a new play opened in Paris that introduced the
metaphor of a volcano into the previously tranquil image of an island
utopia. Despite the urgent need for explosives at the front, the Com-
mittee of Public Safety authorized the delivery of twenty pounds of
saltpeter and powder to the Theater of the Republic to produce the on-
stage volcanic eruption that pitched rocks and smoldering charcoal into
the audience at the end of Sylvain Maréchal’s Last Judgment of Kings.5¢

This was precisely the image that Saint-Just had used long before the
revolution in connection with his first discussion of “terror”; 85 and
Maréchal’s enormously successful play in a way substituted a new “nat-
ural” image as a focus of awe and terror in place of the guillotine,
which Saint-Just had avoided using for public executions in Strasbourg.
There was a suggestion of orgasm in the Saint-Just—-Maréchal image of
eruption—just as there was a suggestion of nudity in Maréchal’s subse-
quent opera depicting a priest shedding his robes “to renounce my
imposture . . . in the eyes of nature.” 86

Saint-Just, too, turned to the emotive power of music. On the way to
Strasbourg, he sang Italian songs,’” and left behind in Paris a lost opera
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which he had worked on with an Italian composer for an opening just
a few nights after Maréchal's Last Judgment. His Sélico ou les négres
was apparently built around the intense friendship of two brothers
involved in slaying a tyrant; this sense of masculine comradeship-in-
arms enabled Saint-Just to identify the nation with brotherhood in an
almost physiological way.8

Brought up entirely by his mother and sisters, Saint-Just discovered
la fraternité along with la nation. On his first mission of mobilization
to the provinces in the spring of 1793, he wrote that the nation “is not
at all the sun, it is the community of affections.” 8 His posthumously
published vision of an ideal society promotes his concept of brothers-
in-arms into quasi-erotic attachment. He proposes that every twenty-
one-year-old declare his friendships publicly in the temple and repeat
the ritual at the end of every winter. If a man leaves a friend, he is
required to explain the motives behind it before the people; and “is
banished if he refuses . . . [or] says he has no friends, or renounces his
beliefs in friendship.” Friends are to fight in battle together; are held
responsible for each other’s crimes; and “those who remain united all
their life are to be buried in the same tomb.” 9

Saint-Just’s worshipful companion on the mission to Strasbourg, Le
Bas, felt the same kind of fraternal loyalty that Saint-Just in turn
showed to Robespierre. Saint-Just never distanced himself from
Robespierre at the end, as he might easily have done. He never mar-
ried, and his engagement to Le Bas’s sister seems to have been mainly a
token of friendship for his companion in Alsace.

Militant fraternity in the service of the nation allowed no room for
sorority—or indeed for fraternization with women. Saint-Just and
Le Bas destroyed Schneider in Strasbourg for indulging not just in dis-
tractive sex and excessive violence, but also for taking a German wife,
Sarah Stamm, at the height of the battles with foreign invaders in
December. Schneider had threatened both the ethnic and the sexual
homogeniety of the French legions; his wife was executed along with
him in April, 1794.91 A foreign threat was once again coupled with
feminine temptation in the case of Etta Palm d’'Aelders, the radical
feminist within Bonneville’s Confederation, who was denounced for
foreign links.?? In late 1793, the nation was applying standards of
loyalty that were more exclusive, Spartan, and homophile than anyone
educated in the cosmopolitanism of the Enlightenment could have
imagined.

At the popular level, too, a sudden surge of feminine participation in
revolutionary activity was permanently repressed during the nationalist
mobilization of late 1793. An “Amazon corps” of four thousand young
women had appeared briefly in Bordeaux and a feminine “Friends of
Liberty and Equality” in Lyon.?® Within Paris, women “took the most
violent initiative and surpassed by a good deal the fury of men” ¢ in
the debates of May 31, 1793, which moved power out of the Assembly
and into the streets. All of this feminine activity vanished along with
the Revolutionary Republican Society, a Parisian society of female sans-
culottes, which became “the first target of the Jacobin assault upon the
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popular movement” % in the fall of 1793. Its demand for women to
wear the red cap of male revolutionaries outraged the central revolu-
tionary leaders. On October 31, the Convention outlawed all female
clubs and societies.

The antifeminine sentiment that swept through Paris was almost
certainly related to the parallel process of mobilizing men for military
service. The unprecedented levée en masse involved tearing thousands
of young men away from their mothers and linking them together by
the masculine mystique of militant nationalism. Female and foreign
identities were already blended together. The word for “Austrian” was
spelled in the feminine form even when French grammar called for a
masculine ending.?¢ Whether or not the red hat was a phallic symbol
as Joel Barlow contended, the wearing of it by women in Paris clearly
seemed to threaten the male leadership. Fabre d’Eglantine, one of the
principal choreographers of the revolutionary festivals, invoked a kind
of domino theory of prospective feminine annexations of male
weaponry/sexuality. After the bonnet rouge, women would take the gun
belt and then the gun itself, he warned.” The official report to the
Convention on the role of women urged against any participation in
politics by a sex that is congenitally “exposed to error and seduction”:

. women, by their constitution, are open to an exaltation which could
be ominous in public life. The interests of the state would soon be sacrificed
to all the kinds of disruption and disorder that hysteria can produce.98

The hysteria was largely in the minds of the men who voted—with
only one dissenting vote in the entire Convention—to outlaw all
women’s associations. In this atmosphere, Marie Antoinette, who had
been relatively neglected as a target of abuse in the early years of the
revolution,? became a target for a savage hatred that bordered at times
on sadism. Her execution on October 16 began a series of public guillo-
tinings of the great symbolic women of the era in a short space of time.
Charlotte Corday, the killer of Marat, Olympe de Gouges, author of a
Declaration of the Rights of Women, and finally the Girondist leader
Madame Roland on November 8—all provided spectacular executions
for the Parisian masses. The popular imagination, which had already
substituted inexpensive etchings for aristocratic engravings,'®® re-
ceived its gynephobic icon in the form of David’s pencil sketch of an
ugly, but still arrogant, Marie Antoinette on the way to her humiliating
end. The contrast is striking in both medium and message with the
idealized neo-classical male nude warriors that were to dominate
David’'s vast oil canvases in glorification of la grande nation. Subcon-
scious fear of revenge might well explain the strange apprehension that
later haunted both Robespierre and Saint-Just of being assassinated by
women.101

As the very embodiment of militant, male fraternité, Saint-Just wrote
to Robespierre from Alsace that there were “too many laws—too few
examples.” 102 In the last months of his life, Saint-Just observed the
“strictest austerity of habit,” avoided all contact with women,% and
led the struggle against indifference and factionalism.10¢ Late in April
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of 1794, he journeyed to the front with Le Bas one final time to share
in the great victory at Fleurus late in June. When the vanquished Aus-
trians before Charleroi brought him an envelope with terms of sur-
render on June 25 and began speaking to him of honorable arrange-
ments, Saint-Just interrupted them to say that he would not open it,
and demanded unconditional surrender:

We cannot either honor or dishonor you here, just as it is not in your
power to either dishonor or to honor the French nation. There is nothing in
common between you and me.105

Ironically, the victory that assured the survival of the nation removed
the need for terror and for the emergency that had justified the first
governmental body ever to describe itself officially as “revolutionary.”
Robespierre and Saint-Just were both executed and the Committee of
Public Safety dissolved a month after the victory.

As befits the chiarascuro politics of apocalypse, there was one final
fabulous feast of fraternity just before the fall of Robespierre. If the
Feast of Federation in 1790 had represented “the first day of the sublime
dream of fraternity,” 196 Robespierre’s spectacular Feast of the Supreme
Being on June 8, 1794, suggested the beginning of its unending sum-
mer. The winter, the foreign armies, and the guillotine all seemed to
have passed; and the last stage in revolutionary simplification had oc-
curred with Robespierre’s election as president of the Convention and
proclamation of a new religion of maximum simplicity: “the Cult of
the Supreme Being.”

Designed to be the first in a series of regular national festivals, the
Feast of the Supreme Being turned the volcano into a peaceful moun-
tain of floral beauty and choral unison on the Field of Mars. Women
were admitted and given a separate but equal place in the hitherto
homophilic rituals. Even the ascetic Saint-Just saw in the proceedings
the beginnings of a pedagogic program that might truly inculcate
virtue in a corrupt world. Here at last was Sparta plus song. Paris
had been transformed not into a city based on some preexisting con-
ception, but into “an eternal model of assembly, simplicity and joy.”107

In hailing the Supreme Being, Robespierre proclaimed that its “true
priest” was “nature”:

. its temple, the universe; its cult, virtue; its festivals the joy of a great
people . . . renewing the sweet bonds of universal fraternity.108

The euphoria was short-lived, though much of the new secular sim-
plicity survived together with many of the national festivals in the
Cult of Theophilanthropy under the Directory. The “fraternal meals” of
the last weeks of Robespierre’s rule 19° and the “fraternal embrace”
which ended the festival were followed by a final, fratricidal burst of
terror and factionalism which brought down the emergency government.

Saint-Just illustrated within the leadership the mass phenomenon
within the populace of dedicated young soldiers harnessing their pas-
sion to a national cause. He was a prototype for the ascetic revolu-
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tionary of the future. Through him the locus of legitimacy moved away
from physical place and political formula to living example. That
example was made awesome by the icy calm, the sang-froid1° he
maintained throughout the quarreling and violence of his last days.
Saint-Just had the serenity of one who had surrendered himself long
before death to a transcendent ideal, to “the spirit of the revolution,”
and realized the goal of human “regeneration.”

The passion of Saint-Just was cold rather than hot. It imploded into
intelligence rather than exploding into indulgence. That intelligence
charted a course of constancy and toughness in the turbulent final
weeks of rule by the Committee of Public Safety. He resisted both
Robespierre’s apparent moves to make peace with foreign enemies and
his tendency to personalize his struggles with moderates. At the same
time, Saint-Just seems to have been far bolder than Robespierre in at-
tempting to appeal over the heads of the Convention to the revolu-
tionary army in a final effort to forestall the conservative drift.

Whatever his exact role, Saint-Just retained till the end a cool con-
tempt for the “dust” of ordinary life, the “softness” and idleness of those
who gave themselves over to the process of corruption rather than to
that of regeneration.111 The “spirit of the revolution” was resisted not
just by “the force of things’—about which he often impatiently com-
plained; there was also the lack of force among revolutionaries them-
selves—the backsliding from lesprit de la révolution into le bon esprit
of aristocratic salons:

... Uesprit is a sophist which leads all virtues to the scaffold. . . .112

Within the proud head of Saint-Just as he went to la sainte guillotine
may have lain that most sublime of all contradictions in revolutionary
thought: the need for a tyranny of virtue to prevent the recurrence of
tyranny surrounded by vice. His apparent attempt to by-pass the Con-
vention with the army, his revelation that Augustus Caesar was his
greatest hero of antiquity, his mysterious references to Oliver Cromwell,
and Robespierre’s final likening of him to Charles IX, author of the St.
Bartholomew’s Day massacre 113—all indicate that this just saint who
sought no personal power may have felt impelled to justify absolute
power.

The national ideal of fraternity reached its apogee in the execution of
Saint-Just following the Roman suicide of his younger revolutionary
“brother,” Le Bas. The rival ideal of communitarian equality appeared
during the Thermidorean reaction that followed. Its leader, Babeuf,
was, like Saint-Just, a native of Picardy with a similar nostalgia for
agrarian simplicity and antique virtue in a corrupted world.!¢ Its
supreme cultural expression was not Robespierre’s singing festival of
fraternity, but Sylvain Maréchal's prosaic Manifesto of Equals. If
Maréchal took his image of revolution-as-volcano from Saint-Just, he
derived the more important idea of a revolutionary Second Coming
from Robespierre. Maréchal’s concept of the political upheaval of
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1789—94 as the harbinger of a second, social revolution arises directly
from Robespierre’s valedictory at the Feast of the Supreme Being:

A new world has appeared beyond the limits of the world. Everything
has changed in the physical order; everything must change in the moral
and political order. Half of the world revolution is already done, the other
half must be completed. . . 115

Equality: The Vision of Community

The third new ideal to arise out of the French Revolution was that of
communauté: a new type of social and economic community based on
equality. Though this ideal was the least articulated at the time (and
the least important politically throughout the nineteenth century), it
has important roots in the revolutionary era. The revolutionary egali-
tarianism of Babeuf, Maréchal, and Restif de la Bretonne is the progeni-
tor of modern Communism—and of revolutionary socialism, the rival
ideal of revolutionary nationalism.

The new egalitarian communalism was rooted in Rousseau’s call for a
social contract that would repudiate inequality among men and legiti-
mize authority by permitting the “general will” to unify the community
on a new basis. Rousseau’s contract was generally interpreted in purely
political terms during the French Revolution, but the germs of a socio-
economic interpretation also emerged from two sources: the rhetoric of
the American Revolution and the reality of the French countryside.

The American Declaration of Independence offered as its first philo-
sophical justification of separation from England the ideological as-
sertion “that all men are created equal.” By pronouncing this to be
“self-evident,” the Declaration also initiated the tendency of revolu-
tionary publicists to proclaim the obviousness of truths that had never
before even been thought about by more than a handful. The more
secular French Declaration of Rights in 1789 proclaimed men to be
equal only “in respect of their rights”; but later revolutionaries thought
also of the “pursuit of happiness” proclaimed by the Americans—and
the radical Constitution of 1793 affirmed (as the Americans never did)
that “common happiness” (le bonheur commun) was the aim of society
and “oppression against the body of society” (corps social) a justifica-
tion for insurrection.116

The proto-communist idea that “common happiness” might be realized
at the expense of private property ownership began to appear relatively
early in the cosmopolitan Parisian circles that ultimately proved
anathema to the nationalistic Jacobin leaders. A petition on “the
agrarian laws” by an Anglo-Irishman James Rutledge, who called him-
self a “citizen of the universe,” urged in 1790 the establishment of a
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social order (état social) with “no ownership of property.” 117 This idea
of a lex agraria, a modified land distribution in the manner of Tiberius
and Caius Gracchus during the Roman Republic, was systematically
propagated at the same time by Bonneville’s principal collaborator in
the Social Circle, the Abbé Fauchet.!’® The idea became a special fa-
vorite of the provincial clergy who identified with their rural parishes.
The Abbé Cournand went even further, declaring that “in the state of
nature, the domain of man is the entire earth” and arguing that all land-
owners should have plots equal in size, non-hereditary, and non-trans-
ferrable.119 Other “red curates” found an almost religious exaltation in
identifying with the masses and articulating a social ideal that went be-
yond Parisian politics to suggest secular salvation. Thus, Pierre Dolivier
was almost saintly in self-denigration as he petitioned for acceptance
into the Bonneville-Fauchet Universal Confederation. I am, he said, the
lowliest of men:

. simple and even too simple, without knee britches and without a
hearth (sans culottes et sans feu), but not without passion for the work of
bringing into being the kingdom of universal justice.120

This universal ideal found local roots in the grievances of the French
countryside. These were brought to Paris in May 1790 by Frangois-
Noé€l Babeuf, a young prisoner from Picardy who had led a local tax
revolt against the continued levying of indirect taxes by the National
Assembly. Babeuf had been brought up in the country, trained as a com-
missioner of land deeds, and studied land utilization but with rela-
tively little interest in politics. In Paris, he discovered the concept of
the agrarian law by establishing links first with Rutledge and then with
the Universal Confederation,’?! which gave an ideological cast to his
earlier primitive ideas about a “collective lease” (ferme collective) and
the redistribution to the poor of confiscated church lands.12? His opposi-
tion to the moderate political revolution was dramatically signaled by
an attack on Lafayette in the summer of 1790. This Letter of a Deputy
from Picardy was distributed in the Palais-Royal,128 where Babeuf drew
up plans to publicize a radical feminist Confédération des Dames, per-
haps in connection with the Universal Confederation.12¢

He identified the communal government in Paris with local rural au-
thority in common opposition to the parasitic national government.
Elected as administrator of the department of the Somme in September,
1792, he returned to Paris to adopt in the spring of 1793 the name
“Gracchus” in his quest for “real economic equality” (égalité de fait)
and some new kind of “general happiness unknown throughout the
ages.” 125 It is to that revolutionary search that we must now turn.

The Conspiracy of Babeuf

The origins of the social revolutionary tradition—no less than those
of the national revolutionary—Ilie in the military mobilization of 1793.
Social revolutionaries like Babeuf—unlike the nationalist majority typi-
fied by another native of Picardy, Saint-Just—had a special affinity for
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the international military units that formed briefly in 1793. Babeuf had
known Rutledge even before the revolution, and late in 1789 he signed
on as a regular correspondent from provincial Roye for the interna-
tional Courrier de U'Europe published in London.!26 Arriving in Paris
in February, 1793, Babeuf joined the agitational “legion of people’s lib-
erators,” serving as secretary to the Franco-Haitian Claude Fournier,
who had led the storming of the Bastille from the Palais-Royal and kept
the name “the American.” 127 He then briefly became secretary to a
Dutch officer in charge of the Batavian legion 128 before retreating to
the food administration of the Paris Commune.

When Fournier was not chosen to lead the revolutionary assault
against the conservative uprising in the Vendée, Babeuf appears to have
despaired of finding a meaningful role in the exciting events of 1793.
During a period when nationalist armies were singing La Marseillaise
rather than reading proto-socialist tracts, Babeuf wrote to his protector
Sylvain Maréchal that he envied Rousseau’s capacity to sustain himself
by writing music:

I have no such talent, and am therefore more unhappy. But I shall learn
to compose with typography.129

He became a master composer in his chosen medium. In and out of
prison during the Reign of Terror, Babeuf repeatedly turned to typog-
raphy and journalism. His perennial protector Maréchal directed him
first to Bonneville’s press of the Social Circle in April and then to
his own Révolutions de Paris in December of 1793.130 After the over-
throw of Robespierre, newspapers became “more of an arm of struggle
than a source of information”; 131 and Babeuf founded in September,
1794, his own arm, Journal of the Freedom of the Press, hailing jour-
nalism as the means of keeping alive the revolutionary spirit and
struggling to implement the Constitution of 1793. His ideas soon went
beyond radical republicanism and the denunciation of Robespierre’s
tyranny. He began to discover posthumously in Robespierre “the genius
in whom resided true ideas of regeneration”; 32 and, in 1795, he
founded his Tribune of the People: the first journal in history to be the
legal arm of an extralegal revolutionary conspiracy.

Babeuf’s Tribune was an organ of strategy, not just an outlet for rhet-
oric. Its criticism of other revolutionary journals and its effort to define
a coherent line make it a distant ancestor of Lenin’s Iskra and Pravda;
and its prospectus defined a social goal as well as a moral mission. At
the head of each issue stood the italicized phrase, “The aim of society is
the happiness of the community.” 133 Babeuf rejected the “right of
property” guaranteed in the Declaration of Rights of Man in favor of
the “state of community”,13¢ arguing that society should provide “com-
mon happiness” through “perfect equality.” 135

Alongside the journalistic proclamation of a new social ideal came a
new type of revolutionary organization. The national network of Jaco-
bin clubs, which had been largely destroyed by the overthrow of Robes-
pierre, was no longer taken as the model. In a long manifesto of No-
vember 1794, “On the need and means of organizing a true popular
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society,” he likened the relationship between earlier “clubists” and the
masses to that of “the Christian sermonizer vis-a-vis the benevolent
congregation.” He called for a militant society to end all subservience
to the “aristocracy of riches” and to begin “the reign of republican
virtues.” 136

Arrested in March 1795, Babeuf used his six-month imprisonment in
Arras to perfect his ideas of a true “popular society.” All were to be
equal and dedicated to developing collectively commerce, agriculture,
and (in a striking addition for this period) industry. Such a society was
to come about through a new geographical base and a new militant
organization. In an important letter of July 28, Babeuf provided per-
haps the first outline of a program for completing the revolution, and
anticipated the later idea of a secure base area for militant revolu-
tionaries.137 He speaks variously of “our Vendée,” 138 the “Sacred Moun-
tain,” or “the plebeian Vendée.” 139

“Advancing by degree, consolidating to the extent that we gain terri-
tory, we should be able to organize.” 140 “Enemies of the human race”
fear the militance of “numerous phalanxes” 141 by revolutionaries who
will give up their traditional occupations to advance the struggle.

Babeuf fled backward in time and forward in revolutionary conscious-
ness when he moved from the ideal of a Roman legion to that of a
Greek phalanx as the model for the revolutionary struggle. His effort
to form a “phalanx of sans-culottes” in the spring of 1793 failed, but
the image reappeared in Saint-Just’s call for new forms of socio-military
support for the revolutionary government in October. Anacharsis
Cloots, the deracinated “orator of the human race,” saw the revolu-
tionary army of France not as a national body at all, but as the new
Greeks fighting for all civilization as

. . . phalanxes of interpreters, of translators of the universal law.142

Babeuf used the term phalange for the formations needed to realize
the social as well as the military discipline of his new communauté;
and the term was to have a venerable history in subsequent revolu-
tionary usage.43

The original phalanx in search of a new society arose directly out of
revolutionary journalism. Late in 1795, the Club of the Pantheon began
meeting by torchlight in the crypt of the Convent of Sainte Géneviéve
(“the Cave of Brigands”) to discuss the program of Babeuf’s Tribune.
Babeuf, who had returned to Paris in September 1795, assumed leader-
ship of the club, which claimed two thousand members. Accused of
fomenting civil war, Babeuf invented the classical revolutionary riposte
that such a war already existed: the war of the rich against the poor.144
He accepted with pride the accusations of his foes that his friends were
“anarchists . . . men who want to be always making revolution.” 145

In November, Babeuf published the first in the new genre of social
revolutionary manifestos which would culminate in Marx’s Communist
Manifesto of 1848. Babeuf’s Plebeian Manifesto was both a philosophical
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inventory (a manifest of what was needed to bring about “equality
in fact” and “the common good”) and a call for a popular uprising
(a manifestation, “greater, more solemn, more general than has ever
been done before”).146

When a police raid led by the young Napoleon Bonaparte shut down
the Club of the Pantheon on February 28, 1796, Babeuf and his associates
turned their attention inward on their “Conspiracy of the Equals.” Seek-
ing now to revive rather than revile the dictatorial methods of Robes-
pierre, they constituted themselves on March 30 as the Secret Directory
of Public Safety.

Decisions of the directory were reached collectively and announced
anonymously.147 In place of individual signatures on leaflets and let-
ters, there was the designation “public safety” or the words of the
revolutionary trinity in triangular form—with “common happiness”
substituted for “fraternity.” 148 Each member of the central insurrection-
ary committee was to be concurrently active in other areas from which
he could report back to the inner circle. The secret center was to
communicate outward through a network of twelve trusted “instruc-
tors,” with each responsible for mobilizing a broader insurrectionary
force in one of the twelve arrondissements of Paris. The secret direc-
tory met almost every evening. It published in printings of at least
two thousand not only the theoretical Tribun du Peuple, but also a fly
sheet, L’Eclaireur du Peuple for the ordinary worker.14® Methods of
mobilization included the active enlistment of affiliates by small groups
of activists or groupistes, who gathered around newly and prominently
displayed revolutionary posters. The number of those loosely recruited
grew to seventeen thousand,!5° and the conspiracy increasingly focused
on the army as the crucial recruiting ground for insurrection. The de-
cision to put a military committee of the conspiracy directly in touch
with the secret directory enabled an informer to discover the inner
circle and expose it to police arrest.51

The conspirators were guardians not only of the revolutionary hope
for social equality, but also of the vision of Saint-Just that true revolu-
tion would take men beyond politics. All government—and not just
some governments—would somehow be destroyed by a true revolution.
“To politic” (politiquer) was a verb invoked with contempt by Babeuf,
whose Plebeian Manifesto ended with a call for “total upheaval” (boul-
eversement total). “May everything return to chaos, and out of chaos
may there emerge a new and regenerated world.” 52 The conspiracy
envisaged the establishment of a “great national community” in which
all goods were owned in common and shared equally. This “commu-
nity” was eventually to supplant—by either attractive example or co-
ercive force—all other systems of political and economic authority.

Imperceptibly within Babeuf’s conspiracy arose the myth of the un-
finished revolution: the idea that the political upheaval in France was
only the forerunner of a second, more portentous social revolution.
Babeuf’s journal called in 1795 for the reality rather than the appear-
ance of revolution:
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Ce n’est plus dans les esprits qui’il faut
faire la révolution . . . c’est dans les choses. . . .153

A few months later in 1796 Babeuf explained that “the epoch of these
great revolutions” had created a situation

. . . where a general upheaval in the system of property ownership is in-
evitable; where a revolt of the poor against the rich is a necessity that noth-
ing can prevent.15¢

Already in his Plebeian Manifesto, Babeuf had begun to develop a
sense of messianic mission, invoking the names of Moses, Joshua, and
Jesus, as well as Rousseau, Robespierre, and Saint-Just. He had claimed
Christ as a “co-athlete” and had written in prison A New History of the
Life of Jesus Christ.155 Most of the conspirators shared this belief in
Christ as a sans-culotte at heart if not a prophet of revolution. The
strength of the red curates within the social revolutionary camp in-
tensified the need to keep Christian ideas from weakening revolutionary
dedication. Anacharsis Cloots helped break up Bonneville’s Social Cir-
cle by attacking the Abbé Fauchet for extolling the levelers of the
Puritan Revolution. Cloots juxtaposed the certainty of Nature (“always
living, always young, always the same”) to the ambiguities and contra-
dictions of the Gospels.156 The antique ideal that the Babeuvists adopted
as an alternative to Christianity was that of the Spartans—militant,
ascetic, rooted in the land, and deeply hostile to the artificially cerebral
and crassly commercial life of the new “Athens”: bourgeois Paris under
the Directorate.157

But the only sure antidote to the vestigial appeal of Christian ideas
lay in atheism, which was the special contribution to the Babeuf
conspiracy of Sylvain Maréchal, the man who called himself I'HSD,
lhomme sans dieu, and produced for the revolutionary movement a
totally secular version of the messianic idea of a Second Coming.
Maréchal had repeatedly declared that “the revolution will not be com-
plete until men share the fruits of the earth as they share the rays of
the sun.” 158 His neglected Corrective to the Revolution, written at the
height of revolutionary exaltation in 1793, insisted that

The Revolution is not complete. . . . The revolution is still only in words
and all in theory. It does not yet exist in fact.159

Maréchal said the revolution was not yet real, because men were not
happier; they would never find happiness without higher principles; and
they could never discover such principles under conditions of social
inequality:

Tant quiil y aura des valets et des maitres, des pauvres et des riches. . . .
La Révolution n’est point faite.160

In another study of 1795, Maréchal added an element of urgency, sug-
gesting that the preceding, purely political revolution may have made
life even worse. “Merchants have become aristocrats, a thousand times
more dreadful than the feudal nobility.” 161
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It was only a short step to the prophecy of the Manifesto of Equals
which Maréchal wrote for Babeuf’s group:

The French Revolution is but the precursor of another revolution, far
greater, far more solemn, which will be the last.162

Babeuf was arrested and the conspiracy destroyed on May 10, 1796. In
his court defense and final letters, he appeared surer of his role than
of his ideas—dealing with the government often as if he were another
government. He viewed himself as the precursor of something new,
and bade farewell in a moving last letter to his family as he prepared
for a “perfectly virtuous sleep.” 163

The conspiracy sounded a reprise on many themes of the revolu-
tionary faith. The solar myth of the revolution blended with the café
breeding ground of activism in the Chant des Egaux sung at the Café
des Bains-Chinois:

Sortez de la nuit profonde.
.. . Le Soleil luit pour tout le monde! 164

This song was itself the revolutionary counter to the Reveil du peuple,
introduced after Thermidore as the reactionaries’ rival to La Marseillaise.

Just as the greatest Christian theologians had defined God as “the
coincidence of opposites,” so Babeuf took the new faith in revolution
to the level of sublime paradox. The justification for launching a new
revolution was to “terminate the revolution”; 165 the means of ending
“the spirit of domination” was to obey an elite hierarchy; and the way
to avoid the tyranny of “factions” was to accept a single leader. The
miraculous move to true popular sovereignty was to take place on a
springtime “Day of the People” in which some seventeen thousand
direct supporters 16 were to rise up in Paris at signals from bells and
trumpets. This apocalyptical political act would bring an end to poli-
tics.167 Born out of the vision of island utopias, this realization of
instant equality planned to banish opponents immediately to preselected
islands in the Atlantic and Mediterranean.16s

Few accepted Babeuf’s egalitarian ideal; but many were haunted by
his example. There were, moreover, some grounds for fearing that the
conspiracy had foreign links. Representatives of the radical Batavian
Republic (the revolutionary regime proclaimed amidst continuing chaos
in the Netherlands in 1795—and the first anywhere to adopt officially
the revolutionary slogan liberty, equality, fraternity) had some contacts
with the French conspirators. Babeuf had once served in the Batavian
Legion, and a major uprising by cannoneers of the national guard oc-
curred in Amsterdam on the same day that Babeuf was arrested in
Paris.169 There were echoes of the Babeuf conspiracy in the two coun-
tries that in many ways dominated the revolutionary tradition during
the early nineteenth century: Italy and Poland.

Babeuf’s Italian collaborators sought early in 1796 to persuade the rul-
ing Directory in Paris to support an uprising of “popular movements”
in Italy that would lead to a “general revolution” and a unitary state
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aligned with France. Guglielmo Cerise, Babeuf’s former secretary, and
Buonarroti, his future historian, sought to organize and promote a rev-
olution in Piedmont that would confront the French authorities with
a fait accompli—and push the Directorate closer to the Babeuvist posi-
tion. Buonarroti argued eloquently against French military rule in Italy,
urging instead “the prompt formation of popular authorities” by the
local populace.l’ But his revolutionary vision was derided by French
military leaders,'” who launched under Napoleon a conventional mili-
tary invasion in April. The entry of French troops into Italian villages
was celebrated, however, not with local uprisings, but with Catholic
masses—prompting a friend of Buonarroti’s to complain bitterly:

One does not found a democracy with a magnificat. Instead of illuminat-
ing churches, it would be better to light up (that is, to burn) feudal
castles.172

Frustrated in Piedmont, Babeuvist activists moved on to Milan, where
they briefly helped organize a local militia and introduced the Italian
tricolor prior to the arrival of Napoleon. The Babeuvists helped form
the hierarchical revolutionary organization the Society of Lights (or
Black League), founded by Cerise and others in Bologna late in 1798.
Though this organization failed to realize what Godechot has called
the best opportunity to unify Italy prior to 1860, it did leave a legacy
of experience with secret, nationwide revolutionary organization which
was later to benefit the Carbonari.173

The echo of Babeuvism from occupied Poland was more distant and
muffled. A conspiratorial peasant organization of 1796—9g7 led by a vet-
eran of both the American and French wars of revolution proclaimed
the slogan “Equality or Death,” and may have been influenced by the
Babeuf conspiracy.174

Within France, there were flickers of revival among the surviving
Babeuvists—notably in July 1799, when they gathered to form a Society
of the Friends of Equality and Freedom. Such activity was snuffed out
with the arrival of Napoleon later that year.175

Yet the hope did not die that the revolution was not yet complete
and might still produce a new morality, if not a new type of man.
The coming revolution was to be Babeuf’s bouleversement total. Such
expectations were intensified by conservative critics like Burke’s Ger-
man translator (and the future secretary of Metternich), who popular-
ized the phrase “total revolution.” 176

What was the nature of the revolution yet to come? There was a
difference—and at times open conflict—between the Saint-Just—Robes-
pierre ideal of a moral revolution within a nation and the Babeuvist
belief in a “universal” social revolution. But there were human links
between the two ideas through the two most important surviving mem-
bers of the conspiracy: Buonarroti and Maréchal. For both of them social
and moral revolution were one and the same thing. Their shadowy
careers point, as we shall see, to some surprising philosophical and
organizational roots common to both ideals.
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The Communism of Restif

The revolutionary concept of communauté may have come less from
the high culture of the Enlightenment than from the low culture of
popular journalism. Babeuf had been influenced by The Year 2440, the
prophetic utopian work of one great chronicler of Parisian life, Se-
bastien Mercier.l”” The word “communism” was introduced to the
world by Mercier’s friend and fellow journalistic chronicler of Paris,
Restif de la Bretonne: the “Rousseau of the gutter,” the “Jean-Jacques
des Halles.” 178

Restif’s verbal invention came out of a life that was—literally—fan-
tastic. His literary production filled nearly 250 volumes with cosmic,
social, and sexual fantasies that no one has yet fully catalogued. His
writings anticipated everything from interplanetary travel to atomic
energy, and encompassed almost every imaginable sexual fetish and
perversion.1?®

Inexhaustible, erotic energy made him as compulsive as he was cre-
ative. He was possessed with the mystique of the new journalistic me-
dium—inventing hundreds of new words and a bewildering variety of
typographical formats. His attachment to printing was almost physio-
logical. He worked for many years as a type-setter and often composed
his works directly on his home type-setting equipment without a manu-
script.18 Every aspect of the formal production of a literary work
contributed to his total message. His choice of typography, use of ital-
ics, overuse of capitalization (often in the middle of words), misuse
of accents, and endless invention of pseudonyms and neologisms 181
—reflected an almost religious fascination with the production of the
printed word.

Legitimacy for the partisans of egalitarian community flowed from
the printing press. Restif’s only political activity during the revolution-
ary era was his attempt beginning in 1789 to organize a productive
association for printers and typographers.182 His works provided an
unparalleled descriptive panorama of lower-class life. Distinctions be-
tween fact, fiction, and fantasy were swept away by his gushing
stream of consciousness. Restif remained the purest form of self-
centered intellectual from his youthful days in rural Burgundy to his
later years as a nocturnal street-walker in Paris. Wherever he was,
Restif lived only in his own self-created world of words, his maze of
monologue.

In 1785, Restif published a review of a book describing a communal
experiment in Marseilles. He cited a letter of 1782 from the book’s au-
thor, who described himself as an auteur communiste—the first known
appearance in print of this word.188 The author, the educational theo-
rist Joseph-Alexandre-Victor Hupay de Fuvea, later submitted a vast,
utopian educational plan to his friend in Aix, Mirabeau, when he set
off for the Estates-General in 1789. He lived on to write a Republican
Koran during the revolution,!8¢ and to propose that all citizens wear
green uniforms with pink trimming as they marched to work daily in
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a grande promenade de la communauté.l8% But his most remarkable
work was The Project for a Philosophical Community of 1779, which
may be considered the first full blueprint for a secular, communist
society in the modern world.186

Hupay made a “moral and literary announcement” in 1778 that he
was taking up a subscription to set up his ideal “plan for social and
political life” near Marseilles.18” His plan was a potpourri of utopian
ideas: the communal ideal of the Moravian Brethren combined with
the legislative ideas of Mably; the social theories of “the new world
and the new Eloise” (that is, the unspoiled Indians and the natural
man of Rousseau’s Nouvelle-Héloise).188 All would speak French, “the
language of reason and truth,” and children would be educated com-
munally up to the age of five to insure freedom from past prejudices.18?
Rigid “tables of exercises and studies” were prescribed for subsequent
education, and a Plan Géométral drawn up for the community fea-
turing two large statues: “the divine PLATO, Prince of Legislators, In-
ventor of the Communal Life (Communauté de vie)” and “J.J. ROUS-
SEAU, Citizen of Geneva, Investigator of the principles of Human Ed-
ucation.” 190 A privileged exit from this “house of meeting” of the
community was shown leading to a special place for “communities
formed by Children married within the Philosophical Community.” 19
This was presumably a kind of philosophical master race living in
“equality and union” and “the most perfect sociability.” 192

. . . a Spartan people, the true nursery of a better race of men than
ours.193

But where was the new Spartan race to come from? Was there anyone
who might really aspire to set up the “community of moral-economic
rule” based on an egalitarian “community of goods”? 194 There is no
record of any serious attempt being made in the vicinity of Marseilles;
but there is in the text ample and altogether prophetic indication that
he thought it might most easily be realized in Russia.

Hupay—like many philosophes—was inspired by the ambitious re-
form plans of Catherine the Great, the prototypical “enlightened despot.”
Her pretentious early writings led him to believe it might be possible
“to put into practice the beautiful laws of the Republic of Plato,” to
create “an entire city of philosophers” which would “be called Plato-
nopolis.” 195 Such an ideal community would be easier to establish in
Russia than in the West precisely because it was an authoritarian so-
ciety with coercive power “where each lord could more easily become
the father and benefactor of his serfs.” 196

Hupay, however, was an unnoticed minor figure. His letter to Restif
in 1782 had been prompted by reading the latter’s seminal Le Paysan
perverti, ou les dangers de la ville. In the fourth volume of this work,
Restif announced his intention to provide a “new Emile” that would
enrich the pedagogic ideas of Rousseau’s original Emile with a social
program inspired by Rousseau’s Discourse on Inequality. This section
of Restif’s work concluded with a model statute for a bourg commun
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in which private property was limited to immediate needs for clothing
and furniture.29? For Restif, the noble peasant had been “perverted”
by advancing civilization. He could be restored to wholeness only by
the establishment of a new “philosophical community” based on “the
sentiments of the best authors and the principles . . . of the New
World.” 198

In 1781, Restif wrote a literary fantasy describing an egalitarian so-
ciety, where there was only one law.

All must be common among equals. Each must work for the common
good. All must take an identical part in work.199

This was in many ways the most sophisticated of all the utopian
islands to appear in prerevolutionary literature. It depicted not only
the innate goodness of the inhabitants of the Island of Christina, but
also the compatibility of their unspoiled egalitarianism with advanced
ideas brought back to the island from “Megapatagonia” (an idealized
version of France). Thus the “French Daedelus” sought not just to fly
away from a decadent France to an island paradise, but rather to res-
cue an egalitarian society from “the people of the night,” ruling over it
by providing an eighteen-article “Codex of the Megapatagonians” which
decreed the common ownership of all property and the uniform work
obligations that the oppressed islanders secretly wanted.200

An even more ambitious work in the following year introduced the
term “community of goods” and suggested the “manner of establishing
equality” in “all nations of Europe.” 201 Thus, Restif was able to refer
his correspondent, the self-proclaimed “communist author,” to works
of his own that had already taken his communist ideas beyond the out-
line in Le Paysan perverti.

Communism may in part be one of the new ideas blown back across
the Atlantic by the original revolutionary “wind from America.” 202
Both Hupay’s “project” and Restif’s Le Paysan were conceived in 1776.
In his commentary on Hupay’s letter, Restif argued that “the people of
brothers of Philadelphia” have opened the possibility for “that union
and that community of moral and economic rule . . . that excludes all
vain and external distinction.” Restif spoke of the coming of a supra-
national community that would end “the puerile rivalry which con-
founds states and drags all of them together into ruin and crime.” 203

Even more crucial to the communism of Restif was its close identi-
fication with the peasantry; the peasants had been perverted by the
cities, but retained the moral force to build communism. On the eve
of the revolution, Restif wrote a pamphlet urging that peasants be ad-
mitted as a fourth estate to the Estates-General; 204 and on the first an-
niversary of the fall of the Bastille, Restif wrote another pamphlet warn-
ing rural Frenchmen coming to Paris for the Feast of Federation against
the evils of the city.205

Although Restif prided himself on belonging to no club or party, his
writings of the early revolutionary period seem to envisage a further
uprising (soulévement général) to support his broad plan for social justice:
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Mettez toute la nation en communautés . . . faites une insurrection
générale, partagez.206

From his appeal for agrarian communalism submitted to the Estates-
General in 1789, he turned in late 1792 and early 1793 to the Con-
vention with an appeal for what he now called his plan de commu-
nauté générale.207

In February 1793, Restif used the term communism as his own for
the first time to describe the fundamental change in ownership that
would obviate the need for any further redistribution of goods and
property.20® His detailed exposition of communism (and regular use
of the word) began the following year with a “Regulation . . . for the
establishment of a general Community of the Human Race” in his
Momnsieur Nicolas or the human heart unveiled.2°® In this work, Restif
insisted that the absolute elimination of private property would end
human need but not individual initiative. He saw communism as a
more effective cause for rallying the French army than the “uncom-
pleted republic” of the Directory. The republicanism of the post-
revolutionary United States was also attacked for providing only “nom-
inal” equality.210 In a communist society, all citizens would accept the
obligation to work—and to declare publicly their annual production
goals at the beginning of each year. Neither possessions nor professions
could be passed on from father to son.211

Communism was the best of eight possible forms of government 212
and would give birth to a new political system: “the only one worthy of
reasonable men.” 2183 Only a communist order could bring to an end
seduction by money and the attendant corruption and vice.21* Restif’s
proposed regulations for the human race proposed communal owner-
ship, communal eating, and a new monnaie communismale to replace
traditional forms of exchange.215

As the revolution progressed, Restif intensified his commitment to
his communist ideal, which he traced back to his Andrographe of 1782.
But it was a lonely vision; and Restif had to print many of his own
books in his basement in such small editions that many have been
lost. He printed Momnsieur Nicolas in an edition of two hundred on pa-
per of such low quality that the book remained largely unknown for
nearly a century.2® His Posthumous Letters, also written in 1796,
could not be published until 1802; then they were immediately con-
fiscated by the Napoleonic censorship. He compared the ideal communist
society of the future with other societies by describing a series of inter-
planetary visits. Appropriately, in view of his erotic interests and pre-
occupations, Venus was the site for his communist society of the fu-
ture. The manuscript of his final communist fantasy, The Cage and the
Birds, has been altogether lost. All we know is the one line Restif
devoted to “the birds” in his Posthumous Letters:

Mais le Communisme les retenait dans 1’égalité.217

Others besides Restif disprove the suggestion that there was no “com-
munism” in the French Revolution and that the revolutionaries all ac-
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cepted the sanctity of private property.2'® Jean-Claude Chappuis, who
lived in the same building as Restif during the late 1790s, attacked
the Declaration of the Rights of Man for its defense of property rights,
anticipating Proudhon by nearly a half a century in labeling property
as “theft.” 219 Another proposal of 1795 argued for la communauté des
biens-fonds, communauté dindustrie and urged the formation of small
territorial communes.220

Restif’s three-volume Philosophie de Monsieur Nicolas of 1796 called
for a communauté universelle, and talked about “the Communists” as
if they were active and numerous in the real world.22! The question of
whether Restif was alluding to, or in some way connected with, Ba-
beuf’s concurrent conspiracy takes us deeper into the occult labyrinths
of Paris where modern revolutionary organization began. But it is worth
glancing first across the continent to the open spaces of St. Petersburg,
where real Communists eventually were to come to power. The first
of many Russians to comment substantively on Restif was the founder
of a distinctively Russian tradition of revolutionary intelligentsia: Alex-
ander Radishchev. Writing in his famous Journey from Petersburg to
Moscow in the first year of the French Revolution, Radishchev blasted
the libertarian excess and sexual permissiveness of Restif’'s commu-

nism 222—providing a hint of the more ascetic and puritanical version
that was to come.

The Bonneville Connection

The possibility of links between Restif’s verbal communism and Ba-
beuf’s active conspiracy has never been seriously considered—partly
because historians of the revolution have been slow to acknowledge the
importance of Restif, but perhaps even more because the paths of
investigation lead into dark corridors of the human imagination that
Western positivists no less than Eastern Marxists prefer to ignore. But
before plunging in to explore in all seriousness the occult origins of
revolutionary organization, it might be well to summarize such evidence
as exists for the possibility of actual links between those seminal figures
whom we have found to share so many ideological affinities.

While no public suggestion of a link between Babeuf and Restif was
raised at the former’s public trial, the authorities, as they prepared
their case, apparently believed that such a link existed.223 Historians
now can hardly hope to find more conclusive evidence than the prose-
cutors were able to amass at the time before deciding not to press the
connection in court. But Babeuf repeatedly used the word communauté
(and inventions like communautistes) in the revolutionary manner of
Restif; 22¢ and Restif tantalizingly ends Monsieur Nicolas, the magnum
opus in which he first set forth his full-blown communist ideal,225 with
a reference to Babeuf followed by three dots. He may have been sug-
gesting that the imperatives he provided were flowing into the Babeuvist
movement that was just beginning.

A more serious link almost certainly lies in Maréchal, the journalistic
protector and sponsor of Babeuf’s early career who knew Restif well
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before the revolution and before meeting Babeuf. Maréchal’s still ob-
scure role in the conspiracy—Ilike Restif, he escaped prosecution al-
together despite his direct involvement—Ileads back in turn to the links
that Babeuf, Restif, and Maréchal all had with Bonneville’s Social Circle.

Bonneville was perhaps Restif’s closest friend, seeing him “almost
daily” in the mid and late 1790s.226 Bonneville’s most extreme revolu-
tionary associate, Jean-Francgois Varlet, lived in the same building as Res-
tif at the time he was beginning his collaboration with Babeuf.227 Bonne-
ville secretly printed Restif’s basic communist treatise, Monsieur Nicolas,
in his own home along with the follow-up treatise, Le Philosophie de
Momnsieur Nicolas, and Varlet’s Explosion 228

Babeuf had close knowledge of (if not direct contact with) the Social
Circle in 1790, placing the Bouche de Fer at the head of his own list
of journals; 229 and in December 1790, signing his name “Babeuf de la
société de la confédération universelles des amis de la vérité.” 230 He
may have had continuing contact with the Confederation in Picardy,
where there was special provincial enthusiasm for the Confedera-
tion.231 He could have had personal contact with Bonneville in Paris in
December 1790, or again in April 1793, when Maréchal suggested that
Babeuf take a job as typographer for the press of the Social Circle.

At that exact time, Maréchal was engaged in an intensive program of
publication at Bonneville’s press; and both of his major works of 1793,
Correctif a la révolution and Almanach des républicains, bore the mys-
terious new designation “a Paris chez les Directeurs de U'Imprimerie du
Cercle Social” It would appear that Maréchal himself was one of the
“directors” of this press; and that this press, which continued to publish
works by Maréchal and other Babeuvists, linked in some way Bonne-
ville’s circle with Babeuf’s conspiracy.232

Important further evidence for suggesting such a link can be found
in the neglected pamphlet of Varlet, which appeared in 1792 as the
first document to bear the imprimatur of “the directors of the press
of the Social Circle.” His Project for a Special and Imperative Man-
date to Those Mandated by the People to the National Convention pur-
ported to be “printed at the expense of sans-culotes [sic]” and seemed
to call for little less than a social revolution. It was a warning of the
dangers of “legislative tyranny” in any central assembly within the
new republic where “careerists” may claim to “represent” the people
while failing to satisfy their concrete social and economic needs. In
order not to betray what Varlet was the first to call “the second revolu-
tion,” he bluntly instructed “those mandated by the People”:

You will cement the social pact. . . . You will lay the foundation that
has so far been neglected of social happiness.233

Thus Maréchal appears to have derived his concept of a needed sec-
ond, social revolution from his fellow “director” of Bonneville’s press.
Maréchal’s subsequent participation in the Babeuf conspiracy was kept
secret until revealed in Buonarroti’s History in 1828, which explained
that materials on Maréchal’s “definitive legislation of equality” were hid-
den in a place inaccessible to the police. Any such materials have
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remained hidden from scholars as well, so the precise nature of Ba-
beuf’s links with Maréchal and the surviving “directors” of the Social
Circle cannot be determined.

There is strong reason to believe, however, that Babeuf borrowed heav-
ily from the Bonneville he had admired in 1789—go in shaping his own
conspiracy in 1795-96.23¢ Babeuf took both the title and function of his
key journal from Bonneville’s earlier Tribune of the People. He adopted
this new name at precisely the point when his journalism assumed the
oracular and mobilizing functions Bonneville’s journal had claimed for
itself during the Parisian insurrection of 1789. Posters to be distributed
by the Babeuvists alluded to the precedents of 1789 (rather than 1792)
not only to attract a broader base of support but also to suggest an
uprising beyond politics of the kind first envisaged in Paris by Bonne-
ville. Babeuf revived Bonneville’s favorite fantasy of using trumpets in
the streets to make announcements, his stress on social goals and bonheur
commun, and his assignment of leadership roles to women.235 Babeuf
may also have adopted from Bonneville the more general idea of a net-
work of reporters-supporters and of a secret inner circle directing a
broader public confederation.

Bonneville’s Social Circle had a far more extensive program than is
generally realized during the two years prior to Robespierre’s dictator-
ship in the summer of 1793.236 The Social Circle was, moreover, more
radical in social policy then than were the rival Jacobins—setting up an
agitational organization for wage earners and artisans in 1791, the Point
central des arts et métiers,237 writing pioneering treatises on insurrec-
tion,238 and calling for

equality above all, equality between men, equality between the departments,
between Paris and the rest of France.239

These militant egalitarian ideals attracted new interest after the fall of
the Jacobin dictatorship and the parallel deepening of the economic
crisis in Paris. Although the nature and the extent of Bonneville’s activ-
ity after Thermidore is still obscure, he became even more closely linked
with Restif and Mercier—and remained active and influential until 1800,
when Napoleon shut thelast journal of the Social Circle, Le Bien-Informé
after Bonneville compared Napoleon to Cromwell.240

Whatever the precise links of Babeuf to Bonneville, of both with
Maréchal, and of all with Buonarroti, a common force shaped them all:
romantic occultism. It is to this unfamiliar, but unavoidable world that
one now turns in an effort to map the mysterious and to approximate
answers to the question of origins.



CHAPTER 1

The Occult Origins

of Organization

AFTER the fall of Robespierre, and especially after the trial of Babeuf,
the French Revolution in some sense ended. Those who sought to keep
alive the high hopes of the early revolutionary era no longer focused
their faith on the ongoing process of innovation in society as a whole,
but instead retreated to the secure nucleus of a secret society where
intense conviction need not be compromised by the diffuse demands
of practical politics.

Their myth of the unfinished revolution lent to such secret societies
the special aura of an elect anticipating the Second Coming. The mantle
of revolutionary legitimacy passed from the rulers of France to small
conspiratorial groups throughout Europe. These groups echoed the se-
crecy and utopianism of Bonneville’s circle and Babeuf’s conspiracy
more than the open political activity of the Jacobin clubs and the par-
liamentary assemblies.

Moreover, because of the increasing effectiveness of the political po-
lice, secret societies tended to move even further underground. Thus
under Napoleon, conspiratorial societies with hierarchical discipline
became the dominant form of revolutionary organization, and in the
1820s under the conservative restoration they produced a wave of rev-
olutions throughout Europe.

Historians have never been able to unravel the tangled threads of this
tapestry—and in recent times have largely given up trying. The most
important recent study confines itself to tracing the history of what
people thought about the secret societies rather than what the societies
in fact were.l But the problem will not go away simply because we lack
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documentation on the numbers and the nature—and at times even the
very existence—of these organizations.

The plain fact is that by the mid-1810s there were not just one or
two but scores of secret revolutionary organizations throughout Eu-
rope—extending even into Latin America and the Middle East. These
groups, although largely unconnected, internationalized the modern rev-
olutionary tradition and provided the original forum for the general de-
bate in the modern world about the purposes of political power in a
post-traditional society. And it was they who in the process of moderni-
zation pioneered a phenomenon by now familiar: impatient youth form-
ing their own organizations to combat monarchical-religious authority.

The story of the secret societies can never be fully reconstructed, but
it has been badly neglected—even avoided, one suspects—because the
evidence that is available repeatedly leads us into territory equally
uncongenial to modern historians in the East and in the West.

In what follows I shall attempt to show that the modern revolution-
ary tradition as it came to be internationalized under Napoleon and
the Restoration grew out of occult Freemasonry; that early organiza-
tional ideas originated more from Pythagorean mysticism than from
practical experience; and that the real innovators were not so much po-
litical activists as literary intellectuals, on whom German romantic
thought in general—and Bavarian Illuminism in particular—exerted
great influence.

Buonarroti: The First Apostle

The continuous history of international revolutionary organization be-
gins with a lonely individual in exile, Filippo Giuseppe Maria Lodovico
Buonarroti. Largely unknown until in 1828 at the age of sixty-seven
he published his History of the Babeuf Conspiracy, thereafter he was
the patriarch to a new generation of revolutionaries until his death in
1837. He is largely remembered today as a kind of Plato to Babeuf’s
Socrates—recording the teachings and martyrdom of the master for
posterity. But he was also the first apostle 2 of a new religion: the first
truly to become a full-time revolutionary in the modern sense of having
total dedication to the creation by force of a new secular order.

Buonarroti, the oldest of five sons of a noble Florentine family, was
a direct descendant of Michelangelo. He showed an early aptitude for
French and for music: the two languages used by Italians to express
hopes higher than those they found in their own vernacular. French
was the language of philosophy and progress for the aristocratic En-
lightenment in Tuscany as elsewhere, and music, of course, was the
language of longing.
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These languages of rational reform and of lyric hope were important
to the young Buonarroti. His family was largely impoverished; by the
time he was elected to the noble order of Saint Stephen in 1778, the
handsome, seventeen-year-old Florentine had acquired a sense of self-
importance he had no way of sustaining. A poor aristocrat in an eco-
nomically stagnant city, he sought satisfaction in the life of the mind.
Thus he became the prototypical radical intellectual: gifted, self-indul-
gent, and restless—with a penchant for politics.

Buonarroti was directed by his father to the study of law at Pisa,?
and his earliest thoughts about radical social change may have oc-
curred during his first voyage out of Tuscany to Marseilles in the sum-
mer of 1780. He was shocked by his discovery of urban poverty ¢+—
and perhaps also stimulated by the cosmopolitan atmosphere of the
French Mediterranean port. Returning to study at Pisa, he fell under
the spell of the Italian followers of Rousseau and Morelly who dom-
inated the faculty.5

By late 1786, Buonarroti had chosen the public career characteristic
of almost all revolutionaries: journalism. He founded a short-lived
weekly journal in Florence which sought simultaneously to combat
religious superstition in Tuscany and to awaken political consciousness.
Published in French, the language of the Enlightenment, his Journal
Politique was conceived “dans le goat des Gazettes Angloises,” and ap-
peared at the beginning of 1787 as

. a collection of the deeds transpiring in the four corners of the World,
and above all in Europe, seeking to inspire interest and to make one take
note of the march of Nations to their greatness or decadence.é

By seeking “to talk politics (politiquer) with those who shall wish to
listen to us,” 7 Italy would find the path to greatness. Buonarroti’s
journal praised both the new American constitution for its guarantees
of religious and journalistic liberty, and the religious battles of the
Jansenists and the Dutch republicans against the forces of tradition.®
During the first days of the French Revolution, Buonarroti enthusias-
tically propagated the new ideas as an editor and bookseller in Leg-
horn, and he was exiled to Corsica early in 1790.

In the decade that followed, he refined into modern form the two
central myths of the revolutionary tradition: belief in an uncompleted
revolution and faith in a perfect alternative rooted in nature. The first
myth he established through cultivating the memory of Babeuf and by
pioneering a new approach to revolutionary organization. And he re-
fined the myth of nature by carrying it beyond sentimentality into
revolutionary practicality. This latter contribution, unrecognized even
among Buonarrotian scholars, began with his stay in Corsica from
1790 to 1792. In these years, the very ones when Babeuf was first
formulating his radical “agrarian law” in Picardy, Buonarroti discov-
ered an idealized state of nature in rural Corsica (with occasional visits
to Sardinia and other neighboring islands).® His Patriotic Journal of
Corsica in 1790 10 defended the French Revolution in Rousseauian terms,
arguing that “general happiness” can be found only “in the state of
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nature” where alone we realize “the faculty of acting according to the
determination of our will.” 11

His baptism by fire occurred during the Corsican years when he
joined the campaign of revolutionary France against Sardinia in 1792.
He became a propagandist-legislator for the only successful part of the
expedition: the occupation of the small Island of San Pietro. Describing
his function in that idyllic spot as “teaching the sweet doctrine of
nature,” 12 he drafted for it a model republican constitution, which he
called The Code of Nature.

Faced with the general failure of the Sardinian expedition, Buonarroti
left for Paris late in 1792. He had been one of the foreigners designated
as citizens of the First French Republic. On April 29, 1793, Buonarroti
argued successfully before the Convention in Paris for the incorporation
of his island utopia into the French Republic under the new name of
Isola della Liberta, the Island of Liberty.l® Buonarroti’s first arrival in
Paris began a life-long infatuation. The revolutionary city seemed to

him magically able to lift people out of their private pettiness into
shared enthusiasm:

I admired that metamorphosis by which long dominant personal interests
were fused into a common interest that became the passion of all.14

He saw the main thing to fear as betrayal from within. In the only
treatise that Buonarroti wrote during his first stay in Paris, The Corsican
Conspiracy Entirely Unmasked, he warned the French people against
creeping counter-revolution by “rich egoists” who were in fact “enemies
of equality.” 15 “Great treasons” arise from those who lacked “holy en-
thusiasm” for creating a new type of community. This pamphlet of
1794 was a savage denunciation of the alleged betrayal of the Corsican
revolution by its supposed leader and hero General Paoli. Having led
the original rebellion against Genoese tyranny, Paoli had returned to
Corsica after a long exile and allied himself with the English in oppos-
ing the French-supported republicans. Paoli symbolized the revolutionary-
turned-opportunist. Buonarroti denounced him as a type, and called for
a new sort of man to complete the revolution. To prevent future Paoli’s
in France, he suggested—in a passage prophetic of future revolutionary
history—that there was a “great need for a great purge.” 16

As the Reign of Terror descended on Paris, Buonarroti moved back
onto the front lines of revolutionary advance into Italy. He joined
Robespierre’s younger brother Augustine and the young Napoleon Bon-
aparte with the French armies on the Italian Riviera early in 1794.
On April 9, Buonarroti took charge of revolutionary rule in the Ligurian
city of Oneglia. He began the “organization of the peace” by setting
up a centralized system of “revolutionary agents” designed to mobilize

the population against “agents of tyranny” still serving the Italian
aristocracy and priesthood.1?

Buonarroti’s proclamation of May g to the people of Oneglia may be
considered the first statement of his apocalyptical egalitarianism. He in-
sisted that all men are created “equal, free, and to be happy” and that
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any distinction whatsoever is an open violation of the law of nature.18
In Oneglia, the young aristocrat felt an exhilarating identity with the
simple people. He incessantly used the term sans culottes, and affected
penury by insisting when he was arrested that he possessed only one
suit of clothes:

I have never attached myself to any powerful person. I have always lived
modestly, sometimes in poverty. . . . No one would dare say that I have ever
loved money . . .19

Until the end of his days, he kept with him as a kind of talisman the
certificate indicating that he had been admitted to La Societa Popolare
“after having undergone a purifying scrutiny.” 20

After helping to set up a new system of public instruction and a local
Festival of the Supreme Being and of Nature, Buonarroti was arrested
on March 5, 1795. In the Paris courtroom he defended his use of terror
in Oneglia against “the enemies and émigrés that infested us,” but
stressed the pedagogic nature of his rule:

. . . my manner of terrifying consisted in preaching our principles and
interests to the inhabitants; in placing in their hands proclamations and
books in their language in a familiar and intelligible style . . .21

In his successful defense he insisted that he “never belonged to any
party.” 22 He anticipated the authentic revolutionary posture of pur-
porting to serve a universal cause beyond the petty, quarreling factions
of the moment.

By 1796, Buonarroti had moved away entirely from his sentimental
understanding of nature to a revolutionary concept of law and obligation.

The law of nature differs essentially from what is called the state of
nature. The first is the result of experience and reflection; the second, of
first impressions and ignorance.23

He henceforth sought “to lead men back to nature” 2¢ not by following
the mossy path “of the native living alone in the forests,” 25 but by
creating an egalitarian community in Paris itself. After his acquittal in
1795, Buonarroti joined the Babeuf conspiracy in an effort to realize
“this sweet community.” 26 He was rearrested with Babeuf and the other
conspirators in 1797, imprisoned in Cherbourg, then sent to the Island
of Re under close scrutiny before being permitted by Napoleon to move
to Geneva in July 1806.27

Buonarroti remained in Geneva for the next seventeen years except
for fourteen months he spent in Grenoble during 1813-14. He became
the first in a long line of revolutionaries—culminating in Lenin—to use
Switzerland, “the land of Jean-Jacques” as he called it,2® as a secure
mounting base for revolutionary activity.

The precise history of Buonarroti’s activities during this period will
probably never be known. He conceived of two successive secret or-
ganizations to command the international revolutionary movement: the
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Sublime Perfect Masters and Monde. Neither organization appears to
have had much substance, but Buonarroti’s unremitting efforts in-
spired and at times guided the resistance to Napoleon. Some of his fel-
low Babeuvists were active in the intrigues of the Philadelphians, which
culminated in the first serious republican attempt to overthrow Na-
poleon, led by General Claude-Frangois Malet in 1808, and Buonarroti
had direct contacts with the second, more formidable conspiracy of
Malet in 1812.2% Buonarroti’s role was even greater in the revolutionary
conspiracies that proliferated during the Restoration following the final
defeat of Bonaparte.

Though Buonarroti never succeeded in formally enlisting many fol-
lowers, his ideas influenced many young soldiers and students who had
been politically awakened by the Napoleonic wars. Indeed, Buonarroti
brought a certain Napoleonic quality to his own plans for revolution.
Like Bonaparte, he had begun his political career as an obscure Franco-
Italian on the Island of Corsica; and had been an early agent of French
revolutionary expansion into Italy. At the end, on St. Helena, Napoleon
paid grudging tribute to his revolutionary nemesis:

He could have been very useful to me in organizing the Kingdom of
Italy. He could have been a very good professor. He was a man of extra-
ordinary talent: a descendant of Michelangelo, an Italian poet like Ariosto,
writing French better than I, designing like David, playing the piano like
Paesiello.30

Buonarroti did not, however, return the compliment. He wrote Ba-
beuf’s son that Bonaparte “delivered the coup de grdce to the revolu-
tion.” 31 As he and his contemporaries struggled to keep revolutionary
dedication alive under Napoleon, Buonarroti became ever more deeply
imbued with romantic occultism. This very tendency to the occult
owed, paradoxically, a good deal to Napoleon. Since Napoleon claimed to
embody the Enlightenment, his revolutionary opposition cultivated anti-
Enlightenment ideas. Since Napoleon posed as the bearer of universal
rationalism—openly imposing the Code Napoléon, the metric system,
and French administrative methods wherever he went—his opponents
secretly fled to exotic fraternal organizations to nurse their protest.
Since, moreover, Napoleon’s opposition included extreme monarchists
as well as extreme republicans, concepts of the Right often filtered into
the programs of the Left.

The Masonic lodges of Geneva provided the ambiance in which Buon-
arroti formulated in 1811 his first full blueprint for a new society of
revolutionary republicans: the Sublime Perfect Masters.32 Both the so-
ciety’s name and the three levels of membership proposed for it had
been adopted from Masonry. Indeed, Buonarroti sought to work through
existing Masonic lodges: to recruit through them, influence them, use
them as a cover, and (if necessary) even undermine them.

His final aim was the original Babeuvist one of putting into effect on a
continental scale the revolutionary republican Constitution of 1793.33
His colorful blueprint for doing so—rich in Masonic symbolism—pro-
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vided the prototype for modern revolutionary organization. The society
was secret and hierarchical. Only those in the inner circle were told
that the organization sought radical social change as well as a republi-
can constitution. Elaborate precautions of secrecy were increasingly
taken. Printed forms signifying the grade of membership were to be
burned—or if necessary swallowed—in case of detainment or danger.

Buonarroti’s organization called for a morality of its own; a kind of
moral Manicheanism within the revolutionary elect. They were the
agents of good against evil, freedom against tyranny, equality versus
egoism. His inner circle, the “great firmament” of Nature, was a political
authority clearly superior to Napoleon, let alone other petty princelings.

The Milieu of Freemasonry

Although Buonarroti’s revolutionary organization went far beyond any
Masonic models, it was clearly influenced by his five-year immersion in
Masonic meetings in Geneva. So great, indeed, was the general impact
of Freemasonry in the revolutionary era that some understanding of
the Masonic milieu seems the essential starting point for any serious
inquiry into the occult roots of the revolutionary tradition.

Masonry imparted to the revolutionary tradition at birth the essential
metaphor that revolutionaries used to understand their own mission
down to the mid-nineteenth century: that of an architect building a
new and better structure for human society. Masons believed they were
recreating in their fraternal societies the “natural” condition of cooper-
ation that prevailed among those earlier, artisan masons who shaped
stones for a common building.

The progression of each “brother” from the stage of apprentice
through journeyman to master required philosophical and philan-
thropic accomplishment rather than social status. “Free” masonry was,
thus, a moral meritocracy—implicitly subversive within any static so-
ciety based on a traditional hierarchy. Men of intelligence and ambition
in the eighteenth century often experienced within Masonic lodges a kind
of brotherhood among equals not to be found in the aristocratic society
outside.

The rituals leading to each new level of membership were not, as is
sometimes suggested, childish initiations. They were awesome rites of
passage into new types of association, promising access to higher truths
of Nature once the blindfold was removed in the inner room of the
lodge. Each novice sought to become a “free” and “perfected” Mason
capable of reading the plans of the “Divine Architect” for “rebuilding
the temple of Solomon,” and reshaping the secular order with moral
force.

Masonry ritualized fraternity and provided upward mobility more eas-
ily than outside society. The Masonic title of “brother” fulfilled on the
continent some of the function of blending bourgeoisie and aristocracy
that was assumed in England by the envied term “gentleman.” 3¢ In the
Masonic milieu, normally conservative people could seriously enter-
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tain the possibility of Utopia 35—or at least of a social alternative to the
ancien régime. Philip of Orléans was the titular head of French Ma-
sonry (the Grand Orient); and most of the pro-revolutionary denizens
of the cafés of the Palais-Royal were his Masonic “brothers.”

In the early days of the revolution, Masonry provided much of the
key symbolism and ritual—beginning with the Masonic welcome under
a “vault of swords” of the king at the Hotel de Ville three days after
the fall of the Bastille.3¢ To be sure, most French Masons prior to the
revolution had been “not revolutionaries, not even reformers, nor even
discontent”; 37 and, even during the revolution, Masonry as such re-
mained politically polymorphous: “Each social element and each politi-
cal tendency could ‘go masonic’ as it wished.” 38 But Masonry pro-
vided a rich and relatively nontraditional foraging ground for new
national symbols (coins, songs, banners, seals), new forms of address
(tu, frére, vivat!)), and new models for civic organizations, particularly
outside Paris.3?

Most important for our story, Masonry was deliberately used by revolu-
tionaries in the early nineteenth century as a model and a recruiting
ground for their first conspiratorial experiments in political organiza-
tion. Buonarroti was entirely typical in adopting the names of two
Masonic lodges, “perfect equality” and “perfect union,” for his first
two revolutionary clusters in Geneva. These lodges had originated in
the 1760s in opposition to absolute monarchy and aristocratic priv-
ilege respectively.4®© Buonarroti drew up his first blueprint for “the
sublime perfect masters” during his active membership of 1806—13 in
a lodge of “perfect equality” in Geneva,*! and defined “perfect equal-
ity” as its goal. The lodges of “perfect union” left their impact on the
revolutionary organization Union founded in 1813-14 in Grenoble dur-
ing Buonarroti’s visit there by his future collaborator Joseph Rey.

The Illuminist Model

If Freemasonry provided a general milieu and symbolic vocabulary
for revolutionary organization, it was Illuminism that provided its basic
structural model. The organizational plan that Buonarroti distilled from
two decades of revolutionary experience in Geneva (and basically re-
mained faithful to for the rest of his life) was simply lifted from the
Bavarian Order of Illuminists. This radical and secular occultist move-
ment was organized on three levels in a secret hierarchy: church, sy-
nod, and areopagite. Buonarroti’s revolutionary version of this struc-
ture defined the “church” as the local cell headed by a “sage,” who
was alone linked with the regional “synod.” The members of each synod
(“the sublime elect”) were headed by a “territorial deacon,” who super-
vised the activities of all “churches” in the region. The highest “areo-
pagite” grade (also called “the Great Firmament”) sent out its own “mo-
bile deacons” to control the synods and supervise propaganda and
agitation.*2

It may be well to trace in some detail the nature and impact of this
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baffling movement, because its influence was far from negligible and
has been as neglected in recent times as it was exaggerated in an
earlier era.

The Order of Illuminists was founded on May 1, 1776, by a professor
of canon law at the University of Ingolstadt in Bavaria, Adam Weis-
haupt, and four associates. The order was secret and hierarchical,
modeled on the Jesuits (whose long domination of Bavarian education
ended with their abolition by the Papacy in 1773) and dedicated to
Weishaupt’s Rousseauian vision of leading all humanity to a new moral
perfection freed from all established religious and political authority.

Weishaupt did not so much invite intellectuals to join his new peda-
gogic elite as taunt them to do so. He radiated contempt for men of
the Enlightenment who “go into ecstacies over antiquity, but are them-
selves unable to do anything,” 3 and insisted that “what is missing
is the force to put into practice what has long been affirmed by our
minds.” 4

That force was to come from an altogether new type of secret so-
ciety, which would have “much more the characteristics of a militia
in action than an order with initiations.” 5 The purpose of ascending
the Illuminist hierarchy was not so much to attain wisdom as to be
remade into a totally loyal servant of a universal mission. “We can-
not use people as they are, but begin by making them over.” ¥ Weis-
haupt’s elaborate process of recruitment involved creating in the nov-
ices a psychological dependence on the process that was transforming
them. “Insinuators” (those who brought in new members) were to pro-
ceed “little by little following detours”:

. . . giving birth first to imprecise and vague desires, then, when the can-
didate himself experiences them, show him the object that he will then
seize upon with his own two hands.47

The “object” was the card pledging the new member’s desire for
admission to the next higher level of the order. At this point of eager-
ness, the “insinuator” became the “superior,” and made it difficult for
the newcomer to enter into the next circle. The “postulant” might in-
deed have to face intense scrutiny during a two-year “novitiate” and a
thirty-page questionnaire asking him about everything from his taste
in clothes to his position of sleeping in bed. This nerve-wracking pro-
cess sought to mobilize a new elite whose purpose was

. neither to conquer territories nor to impose authority, nor to gather
riches . . . [but] the more difficult conquest of individuals. Their indiffer-
ence, passive or obedient submission is not enough. Their total confidence
without reservation, their enthusiasm, must be gained.4#

The revolutionaries’ primitive vision of the world as a dualistic strug-
gle between the forces of darkness and of light may originate in the
neo-Manichaean view of Weishaupt’s followers that their elect group of
“illuminated ones” was engaged in struggle with “the sons of darkness,”
their categorical name for all outside the order. The name for the order
was initially uncertain (Perfectibilists was used and Bees consid-
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ered); 4 but the name Illuminist was apparently chosen from the im-
age of a sun radiating illumination to outer circles. At the very center
within the inner circle of Areopagites burned a candle symbolizing the
solar source of all illumination. The Zoroastrian-Manichaean cult of
fire was central to the otherwise eclectic symbolism of the Illuminists;
their calendar was based on Persian rather than classical or Christian
models.50

Pseudonyms and symbols, which had precise esoteric significance in
Masonic lodges, became deliberate instruments of camouflage for the
Illuminists. Ingolstadt was both Eleusis and Ephesus; Munich was Ath-
ens; Vienna, Rome. Weishaupt’s own Illuminist name of Spartacus, the
leader of a slave revolt in ancient Rome, provided a hint of revolu-
tionary commitment; but his original key collaborators took the names
of the Greek Ajax and the Egyptian Danaus respectively, and other
names ranged from Tamerlane to Confucius.5!

The Illuminists attempted to use the ferment and confusion in Free-
masonry for their own ends. Weishaupt joined a Masonic lodge in
Munich in 1777; and attempted to recruit “commandos” (groups of
followers) from within the lodges of the Bavarian capital. Late in 1780,
Weishaupt’s campaign spread to all of Germany and to the pseudo-
knightly higher orders of Masonry with the entrance into Weishaupt’s
inner circle of Baron Adolph Knigge. He was a native of Hanover and a
leader of occultism in Frankfurt, which soon replaced Munich as the
leading “colony” of the movement. For five intensive years (until Knigge
left the order in July 1785), the Illuminists recruited largely among
those who had belonged to the most popular of the German higher
Masonic orders, the Strict Observance. The Illuminist technique was,
first of all, to discredit the more conservative rival order by fair means
(helping the conference of occult orders at Wilhelmsbad in 1782 to
determine that the Strict Observance Lodges were not in fact descended
from the Knights-Templars) and foul (arguing that the Strict Obser-
vance Lodges were secretly controlled by “unknown superiors” who
were in fact Jesuits in disguise).52

The Illuminists codpted the organizational structure of their conser-
vative Masonic rival; in the process, they acquired some of the myster-
ious allure that they had not possessed as an arid cult of rationalistic
intellectuals. Illuminism also became much more political.

Weishaupt appears to have initially seen Masonry as a kind of inter-
mediate training ground for Illuminists—after they had entered the order
but before they joined the secret inner circles.’® Then, under Knigge’s
guidance, he developed a system of three successive “classes” that in-
corporated all existing “grades” of Masonry as preliminary to a higher
class of Illuminist grades. The first two classes (the preparatory and the
middle) incorporated the three traditional grades and the higher sym-
bolic grades of Masonry respectively.

The third or “administrative” class was the most original—and indi-
cated by its very name the political implications of Weishaupt’s plan
for the moral renovation of humanity. Its first two grades, those of
“small secrets” and “great secrets” respectively, led up to the third and
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highest grade: the Areopagites, where all the ultimately irrelevant sym-
bols were discarded for the pure reign of natural liberty and equality.
Within this final grade—totally secret from all others—the “ennobling
of motives” 5¢ was complete, the social contract was restored, and a
new “inner politics” would provide both the nucleus and the model for
a transformed world. These divisions within the Illuminist hierarchy
were popularly described in ecclesiastical terms. The first two classes
encompassing all past Masonic stages were the “Church”; the first two
grades of the administrative class, the “Synod”; and the final, Areopa-
gite stage represented man freed from all authority to live in egalitar-
ian harmony.

This promise of total liberation terrified the German-speaking world,
and the order was subjected to ridicule, persecution, and formal dis-
solution during 1785-87. Weishaupt was banished to Gotha and kept
under surveillance. But the diaspora of an order that had reached a
membership of perhaps two thousand five hundred 55 at its height in
the early 1780s led to a posthumous impact that was far greater
throughout Europe than anything the order had been able to accom-
plish during its brief life as a movement of German intellectuals. In
France, the publication by the Bavarian police of Weishaupt’s corres-
pondence and other documents in 1787 created more fascination than
fear. The Essay on the Sect of Illuminists, published the following year
by the brother of a former functionary of the Prussian court, intrigued
rather than horrified. Even the erotic imagination of the Palais-Royal
could not have improved on the description of an alleged Illuminist
initiation: Marks were made with blood on the prostrate nude body
of the candidate. His testicles were bound by a pink and poppy-colored
cordon; and he renounced all other human allegiances before five white-
hooded phantoms with bloody banners after a “colossal figure” ap-
peared through a fire. Finally, the bands and marks were removed,
and he was accepted into the higher order by drinking blood before
seven black candles.56

The decisive book in popularizing the Illuminist ideal was Count
Mirabeau’s The Prussian Monarchy under Frederick the Great, which
also appeared in 1788. Written in large part by a former Illuminist,
Jakob Mauvillon, Mirabeau’s work distinguished rationalistic Illumi-
nists from “mystical” occultists, hailing the former as leaders of a move-
ment the “great aim” of which was “the improvement of the present
system of governments and legislations.” 57 Mirabeau took much of his
new, totalistic concept of “the revolution” directly from Illuminist mod-
els; he almost certainly transmitted something of this ideal to his in-
fluential protégés, Camille Desmoulins and Etienne Dumont (the friend
and protector of Thomas Paine in London), who served successively
as his personal secretary.

Nicholas Bonneville was, however, the decisive channel of Illuminist
influence. He was converted to Illuminist ideas during the first of two
visits to Paris (in June 1787) by Weishaupt’s leading associate in the
final political stage of Illuminism, Christian Bode. A friend of Lessing
who had come to win Frenchmen away from their own drift into con-
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servative occultism, Bode apparently converted the German-speaking
Bonneville (then working as a lawyer for the Parlement) to a faith
that combined Illuminist symbols and radical ideas of popular sover-
eignty.’® Bonneville immediately began his unsuccessful attempt to
convert Condorcet to the more active faith, hailing the imminent com-
ing of “the People-King,” the liberating “flame of the world” foreseen by
the “sage” Rousseau.?®

Bonneville saw popular liberation as a kind of blindfolded mass entry
into an Illuminist sanctuary:

Take away from the people the bandage that covers their eyes. . . . Place
the hand of the People on the veil . . . it will soon be torn aside.¢0

Accused by contemporaries of making “the title of Citizen a grade of
INluminism,” 62 Bonneville argued in Illuminist terms that “the integral
man is God,” and that from the center of the social circle there will

. . emanate a circle of light which will uncover for us that which is hidden
in the symbolic chaos of masonic innovations.62

In his massive study of 1788, The Jesuits Driven from Free Masonry,
Bonneville developed the basic idea of Weishaupt and Bode that Ma-
sonry had been infiltrated by Jesuits, who had to be driven out by
some new order opposed to tyrants and priests. Bonneville’s version of
the Illuminist ideal interested figures as widely removed as Saint-Just
and Desmoulins in Picardy and Dietrich and Schneider in Strasbourg.$?
The substantial German influx into Paris itself included former Illumi-
nists like the Saxon physician of Philip of Orléans, Jean-Geoffrey Saif-
fert, the Frey brothers, and the journalist Rebmann.é* Occult—possibly
INluminist—influence is detectable in Babeuf’s first clear statement of
his communist objectives early in 1795—inviting a friend to “enter
into the sacred mysteries of agrarianism” and accepting fidelity from a
chevalier de l'ordre des égaux.5® Babeuf’s subsequent first outline for
his conspiracy spoke of a “circle of adherents” “advancing by degree”
from les pays limotrophes to transform the world.s¢ Babeuf’s secret,
hierarchical organization resembled that of the Illuminists and of Bon-
neville. The strange absence of references by Babeuf and the others
to the man who formulated their ultimate objectives, Sylvain Maréchal,
could be explained by the existence of an Illuminist-type secrecy about
the workings of the inner group.6?” The conspirators may have viewed
Maréchal as the “flame” at the center of the “circle.” As such, he would
have had to be protected by the outer circle against disclosure to pro-
fane outsiders. His mysterious designation of Paris as “Atheopolis” and
himself as ’HSD ('homme sans dieu) represented precisely the ideal of
Weishaupt’s inner Areopagites: man made perfect as a god-without-God.

As for Buonarroti (who codified the legend of Babeuf and first revealed
Maréchal’s role), he had been fascinated with Illuminism even before
the revolution. Already in 1787, he drew ideas from Mirabeau and noted
the struggle of Illuminism with Catholicism in Bavaria.68 A hint that
Buonarroti may even have been committed to Illuminism is provided in
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a forgotten journal of 1789 by a group of young Italians who had been
influenced by Illuminism while studying in Bavaria. Excited by the
political news from France, these students drew up plans in Innsbruck
(“Samos”) to set up a journal capable of promoting the total transfor-
mation of humanity set forth in the Illuminist ideal. Late in 1789, they
published in Sondrio, on the Italian side of the Alps, a journal that may
well have been the first ideological revolutionary organ of modern
times: Political Appendix to all the gazettes and other news sheets. . . .

The journal purported to move beyond politics, by providing a kind of
pedagogic guide for the revolutionary reading of all other publications.
The editors insisted:

The Appendix is not a gazette, but rather a reasoned course of Legisla-
tion, of Government, of Political Economy, applied to the present revolu-
tions of Europe.69

Its ideal was “happy equality” 70 as “preached by the citizen of Ge-
neva” 7! and embodied in a “social constitution.” 72 This ideal clearly
went beyond the purely political reading of Rousseau favored among
French politicians of the revolutionary era. The more radical social
ideal had released on Europe “the energy of the winds, which are
bursting forth violently against oppression.” 73

The first issue praised the Weishaupt-Mirabeau concept of a “revolu-
tion of the mind” as the proper objective of the “century of the illumi-
nated.” 7¢ It identified this type of revolution with the Bavarian Illumi-
nists (“the company which Count Mirabeau has compared to the Priests
of Eleusis”),” and distinguished their ideal from spiritualist distor-
tions. The editor followed the Illuminist practice of adopting a preten-
tious pseudonym, “Lazzaro Jona” (suggesting perhaps Lazarus, Jonah,
and the return of truth from death), and hailed as a friend “Abraham
Levi Salomon,” the “recorder” (estensore) of the Patriotic Journal of
Corsica.’® A footnote identified this figure as “the cavalier Buonarroti,”
a “man of spirit.” 77 Since Buonarroti is the only contemporary Italian
mentioned by name in the journal, Buonarroti would seem to have had
some special connection with the Appendix as well as with the Patriotic
Journal, “the first revolutionary journal in Italian,”78 which he
launched soon after being banished to Corsica in October 178g. Cer-
tainly there is stylistic and substantive continuity between Buonarroti’s
Journal Politique of 1787 and the short-lived Appendix and Patriotic
Journal. The second and final number of the Appendix spoke of a forth-
coming special issue that would provide “a political course on the Rev-
olution in France and the affairs of the other powers.” 7 But this issue
never appeared, and Buonarroti soon immersed himself in revolutionary
activity within France.

Gioacchino Prati, a young student from Trentino who later became
one of Buonarroti’s closest collaborators, traced the Illuminist connec-
tion when he contended that Buonarroti’s first revolutionary organiza-
tion, the Sublime Perfect Masters, “was instituted during the first
French Revolution” and was “composed of four concentric circles”—
each with its own secret profession of faith.8¢ The outer circle was
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designed to attract “the large mass of Liberals, who, like the Radicals,
strive for universal suffrage and popular institutions.” Inside was a
secret, second circle composed of “staunch democrats.” The final, inner
circle was unknown to the others and pledged to absolute egalitarianism.

Whether or not Buonarroti was in effect propagating an Illuminist
program during his revolutionary activity of the 1790s, he had clearly
internalized a number of Illuminist ideas well before the massive bor-
rowing in his revolutionary blueprint of 1810—11. He had adopted the
INluminist pretension of recovering a natural religion known only to
“Illuminated” sects in the past. He saw himself as “reintegrating” “in its
ancient forms the religion of nature, reason” 8 by reviving the legacy
of a bizarre genealogy: “the Persians of Cyrus, the initiators of Egyptian
priests, the holy Hermandad of Spain, the apostolate of Jesus, the
Anabaptists, and above all the Jesuit order.” 82 He followed Weishaupt
and Bonneville in attaching special importance to the Jesuits, whom he
sought both to imitate and to liquidate. His secret ideal was from the
beginning, according to Prati, the egalitarian Illuminist one of breaking
down all “marks of private property.”

Let the Republic be the sole proprietor; like a mother, it will afford to
each of its members equal education, food and labour.

This is the only regeneration aimed at by philosophers. This is the only
rebuilding of Jerusalem. . . .83

Such borrowings from Illuminism seem substantial enough to chal-
lenge the long-accepted judgment of the leading student of the subject
that, after 1790, Illuminism “having disappeared from history . . . lived
on only in legend.” 8¢ There seems good reason to believe that Illumi-
nist influence was not so much a “legend” as an imperfectly perceived
reality.85 The same historian’s perplexed observation that “the police
legend” about Illuminists began to “develop with more amplitude and
originality” in the Napoleonic era 8 points to a surprising source of
INuminist influence. Illuminist ideas influenced revolutionaries not just
through left-wing proponents, but also through right-wing opponents.
As the fears of the Right became the fascination of the Left, Illuminism
gained a paradoxical posthumous influence far greater than it had exer-
cised as a living movement.

The Pythagorean Passion

As we have seen, a vast array of labels and images was taken from classi-
cal antiquity to legitimize the new revolutionary faith. Two relatively
neglected names were central to the development of an ideal identity
among revolutionary intellectuals: the image of the revolutionary as a
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modern Pythagoras and of his social ideal as Philadelphia. These two
labels illustrated the proto-romantic reaching for a distant Greek ideal
as a lofty alternative to the Roman images of power and conquest that
had dominated France as it moved like ancient Rome from republic to
empire under Napoleon. Pythagoras and Philadelphia represented a
kind of distillation of the high fraternal ideals common both to the oc-
cult brotherhoods of Masonry and Illuminism and to the idealistic
youthful mobilization to defend the revolution in 1792-94. The two
labels recur like leitmotifs amidst the cacophony of shifting ideals and
groups during the recession of revolutionary hopes at the end of the
eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth.

Precisely during this dark period the modern revolutionary tradition
was born—echoing the romantic Napoleonic belief that all things were
possible, but looking for a lost Hellenic ideal rather than to the recov-
ered Roman empire of the new Caesar.

Pythagoras, the semi-legendary Greek philosopher, provided a model
for the intellectual-turned-revolutionary. He became a kind of patron
saint for romantic revolutionaries, who needed new symbols of secular
sanctity.

According to tradition, the great geometrician of antiquity was driven
from Samos, Greece, in the sixth century B.c. to Crotona in Southern
Italy, where he allegedly founded a religious-philosophical brotherhood
to transform society. Radical intellectual reformers throughout an-
tiquity periodically revived and embellished this tradition. Neo-
Pythagoreans flourished in Alexandria in the second century B.c.; and
a later group of Pythagoreans produced Apollonius of Tyana in the first
century A.D., a wonder-working sage who was in his time a major rival
to Christ. Though organized movements faded away, Pythagorean
ideas recurred in medieval Christianity, which for a time represented
Pythagoras as a hidden Jewish link between Moses and Plato.

An undercurrent of fascination with Pythagorean thought in the High
Renaissance and Enlightenment came to the surface during the French
Revolution. Weishaupt’s final blueprint for politicized Illuminism, writ-
ten during the first year of the French Revolution, was entitled Pythag-
oras; and, as extremists sought some simple yet solid principles on
which to rebuild society, they increasingly turned for guidance to
Pythagorean beliefs in prime numbers and geometric forms. Early,
romantic revolutionaries sought occult shortcuts to the inner truths of
nature, and repeatedly attached importance to the central prime num-
bers of Pythagorean mysticism: 1, 3, 7, and above all 5. Pamphleteers of
the Right suggested that prime numbers provided a secret organiza-
tional code for revolutionaries; one particularly ingenious effort of 1797
derived the entire structure of revolutionary history from the number
17. Bonneville had begun the fad on the Left, suggesting even before the
revolution that the number 17 held the key to understanding the Jesuits’
secret take-over of Masonry.87

However bizarre it may appear to later revolutionaries and historians
alike, this Pythagorean passion seriously influenced the organizational
activities of the first revolutionaries. We have seen how the Illuminists
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made the first halting efforts systematically to use the forms of occult
Masonry for ulterior conspiracy—pointing the way for Bonneville,
Buonarroti, and the early professional revolutionaries. But the wild
profusion of exotic symbols and higher orders also fed a much broader
and more open impulse: the search for simple forms of nature to serve
as a touchstone for truth amidst the crumbling authority of tradition.
The increasingly manic search for simple, geometric harmonies within
Masonry in the 1770s and 1780s reveals the radical thirst for revolu-
tionary simplification at its purest.

This quest for legitimizing simplicity spilled out of closed lodges into
open assemblies in 1780. Occultists became politicians, and made spe-
cial use of the two most important Pythagorean geometric symbols—
the circle and the triangle—in dramatizing their challenge to estab-
lished power. These two forms became symbols of divinity in medieval
Christianity.®® They increasingly dominated the hieroglyphics of the
higher Masonic orders *—and the imagination of prerevolutionary
utopian architects who often sought to build only with “geometric
figures from the triangle to the circle.” 9 Since many early leaders of
the revolution saw themselves as mason-architects, they felt some
affinity with this ongoing campaign to combat the aristocratic rococo
style with the “rule of geometry.” Reassured by Newton’s law of gravity
about the circular harmony of the universe, they felt that man’s mastery
of mathematical laws made him “possessor of the secret of the solar
universe” destined to organize human society rationally.9 At the same
time, the proto-romantic philosophy of German occultism inspired many
to see man not as a cog but as a dynamic “living point destined to
become a circle” 92 with a “field of vision comparable to a circle whose
circumference grows without end.” 93

But before borders could expand, monuments had to be built in the
center. The architectural plans for Paris during the early months of the
revolution reveal a special fascination with the three-dimensional forms
of the triangle and circle: the pyramid and the sphere. Two of the most
important monuments proposed in 1791—to the glory of the French
nation on the Bastille and to the memory of Mirabeau—were inde-
pendently designed as giant pyramids.®* The pyramid form became
even more popular after Napoleon’s return from Egypt, though it was
soon superseded in public places by the more elongated obelisk. Even
before the revolution, utopian architects had felt drawn to “the sublime
magnificence of the sphere.” The pure form reappeared in the sketch
for a Newton Memorial (a sphere with nothing inside except a small
grave lit from a single beam of sunlight), a necropolis for the revolution
(an empty globe in the middle of a cemetery), and a proposed Temple
of Equality (a huge sphere on columns containing a smaller sphere
inside ).95

The Circle

The later Pythagoreans had been the first school of classical antiquity
systematically to contend that the earth and universe were spherical in
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shape and finite in form. Numbers and music expressed the hidden
harmonies of an ultimately spherical natural perfection. The central
reality of human life was the transmigration of human souls from one
body to another—all moving in cycles like the wuniverse itself.
Eighteenth-century Pythagoreans were specially excited by the Illumi-
nist idea of progressive human purification from the lower cycles of
animal nature to the heavenly spheres of pure intelligence. The
INluminists’ hierarchy of circles—moving inward from “church” to
“synod” to the Areopagite center—suggested the concentric circles in
the universe itself. The flame at the center of the final, inner circle was
assumed to be an image of the inner fire of the universe around which
the earth and all planets revolved.

Occultists may not have always believed in such images literally, but
they did usually feel that some secret inner circle held out the promise
of both personal redemption and cosmic understanding. Added to this
traditional belief in an esoteric higher wisdom was the new promise
of German romanticism for liberation. The concept of a charmed inner
circle gave a spatial dimension to the romantic longing for liberty. The
life of “the circle” was one of liberation—freeing oneself even from
bodily limitations for life in the heavenly spheres, freeing society from
the constraints of inherited tradition.

Weishaupt appears to have been the first to use the term “circle” to
designate a new type of political organization making both individual
moral demands and universal ideological claims. Weishaupt described
his recruitment of Illuminists from within Masonic lodges in Munich as
“the progress of the (-)” in the political area. He introduced italicized
variants of the Latin word (circul, circl) into his German writings to
explain the politicization of the movement, which he propagated by
means of “circulars” and “circulation.” 6

The idea of circles was central to the caricature of Illuminism by
Marquis de Luchet no less than to Bonneville’s imitation of it. In two
key chapters of his exposé, Luchet described the “circle” as the key nine-
man cell of conspiracy: the “administrative committee” for an altogether
new type of human society in which “each member of a circle belongs
equally to all the others” and “has broken all the links which attach him
to society.” 97 The conservative Rosicrucians who dominated the Prus-
sian court after the accession of Frederick William II in 1786, created
their own rival conception of a nine-man Zirkel. Propagators of the
INluminist ideal variously tried to attack the Rosicrucian “circles of cor-
ruption” 98 and/or to incorporate them into their own plans for occult
“circulation.” 99

We have already seen how Bonneville envisaged a global transforma-
tion on the Illuminist model through “magic circles” radiating the ideas
of his central “social circle” out to the entire CERCLE DU PEUPLE
FRANC. With the recession of revolutionary expectations in the late
1790s, Bonneville (and his associates like Thomas Paine and Sylvain
Maréchal) clung—Ilike Weishaupt in exile before them—to the image of
oneself as Pythagoras: an exiled but “relevant” intellectual building a
new brotherhood of deliverance for the future.



The Occult Origins of Organization 103

Bonneville even before the revolution had traced the Illuminist ideal
to Pythagoras, who “brought from the orient his system of true Ma-
sonic instruction to illuminate the occident.” 1% After the demise of his
effort to “square the social circle” 191 via his organizations of the early
1790s, Bonneville wrote verses on “the numbers of Pythagoras,” 192 pro-
claiming that “man is God” and will “become angelic” by widening the
circle of universal brotherhood:

O Cercle Social!

Espoir toujours plus doux, d’un pacte général;
Des peuples opprimés ta ligue fraternelle

Jura la délivrance, entiére, universelle.

O Social Circle!

Ever sweet hope of a general pact;

Thy brotherhood of oppressed peoples
Has sworn eternal, universal deliverance.

As romantic hyperbole mounted, Bonneville immolated himself figura-
tively on the altar of primitive Germanic purity and the solar myth of
revolution. The idealized “people” had become

Libre et pur comme l'air, et dans ma république,
Tout est fraternité, parenté germanique. . . .

Soleil d’'un autre monde, et dans ta Majesté
D’un nouvel Univers sois la Divinité . . .
Je bridle. . . 103

Free and pure as air, and in my republic,
All is brotherhood, German parenthood. . . .

Sun of another world, in thy Majesty
Become the divinity of another Universe . . .
I am burning. . . .

Thomas Paine, who lived in a ménage a trois with Bonneville and his
wife from 1797 to 1802, believed that the Druids and Pythagoreans had
combined to provide an occult ideological alternative to Christianity.
An Essay on the Origin of Free Masonry, written after his return to
America (with Bonneville’s wife) and immediately translated into French
by Bonneville, insisted that the natural sun worship of the Druids
had not been destroyed but merely diverted into Masonry.

At its apogee of influence in 1792, the Social Circle began to publish
new crypto-revolutionary works by the high priest of mysticism from
Lyon, Louis-Claude de Saint-Martin. This long-time foe of the Enlighten-
ment had suddenly discovered in the mysterious chaos of revolution
the possibility of building a new Jerusalem by means of Pythagorean
forms and numbers. “A radiant sun has detached itself from the firma-
ment and come to rest over Paris, from whence it spreads universal
light” The “new man” can perceive that light by contemplating con-
centric circles that converge on a point within the flame of a lighted
candle, thereby “reintegrating” himself with the primal elements of
air, earth, and water. As man moves toward pure spirit, revolutionary
democracy will become “deocracy.” 104
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The image of Pythagoras as the heroic model for all revolutionaries
was most fully developed in the great valedictory work of Sylvain
Maréchal: his monumental, six-volume Voyages of Pythagoras in
1799.10

Maréchal’s Pythagoras urged armed uprising (“not with words [but
with] bow and arrow”),106 invoking a metaphor that was to become a
classic of revolutionary rhetoric:

It is necessary to seize the suitable moment . . . with the smallest spark
a great fire can be ignited . . .107

The ideal of the heirs of Pythagoras is:

Own everything in common, nothing for yourself . . . the equality of
nature . . . the republic of equals.108

The final volume of Voyages, listing 3506 alleged “laws of Pythagoras,”
under “Revolutions” advises that

.. . the history of an entire people often lies entirely in the life of a handful
of men.109

That “handful of men,” who enabled the revolutionary tradition to sur-
vive Napoleonic oppression, were very different from the dramatis
personae of most history books. They were not—as we have seen—
political-military leaders, but journalist—intellectuals; they were influ-
enced not so much by the rationalism of the French Enlightenment as
by the occultism of the early German romanticism. Maréchal’s work
was widely distributed in the German-speaking world; 110 but, propheti-
cally for the future, it was most appreciated in the distant Russian Em-
pire in the atmosphere of vague religiosity and unfocused reformism
under Tsar Alexander I. Beginning in 1804, Maréchal’s Voyages began
to appear in official government journals in a Russian translation at
the rate of one volume a year. Another Russian journal concurrently
published 150 “rules of Pythagoras,” taken from Maréchal’s sixth
volume.!11 Maréchal’'s Russian promoter was a protégé of the impris-
oned occultist, Nicholas Novikov, whose pseudonym was “lover of
truth” and whose secret gatherings in the late eighteenth century had
begun the kruzhkovshchina (mania for circles) of the modern Russian
radical tradition.112

The dream of a revolutionary Pythagorean organization animated the
first flush of youthful political activity in the Russian Empire after the
defeat of Napoleon. A student group in Vilnius held nocturnal meetings
in spots of natural beauty, listening to the occult wisdom of an “arch-
illuminated” visitor from an inner circle; and the tradition of “free
Pythagoreans” spread throughout the Polish-influenced regions of the
empire.13 In the Western Ukraine, three young Russians formed a “so-
ciety of Pythagoras” in May, 1818, and drew up “rules of the Pythag-
orean sect.” 114 They proposed the classical three concentric circles of
membership, the third representing Plato’s Republic. From this group
eventually came the Society of the United Slavs, which sought to realize
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this Hellenic ideal throughout the Slavic world, and russified the three
grades of membership into “brothers, men and boyars.” 115

Early Russian radicals often argued in terms of rival laws of Pythag-
oras—some stressing the “two laws of Pythagoras” forbidding private
property and requiring shared ownership; others stressing the “rule”
that weapons and friendship could conquer all; others insisting on
the primacy of moral perfection over legal reform: “Do not create laws
for the people; create people for the laws.” 116

One of the earliest circles to feed into the Decembrist revolt of 1825
was the still-mysterious Green Lamp. One of its leaders wrote for the
society a utopian picture of St. Petersburg three hundred years in the
future, where Tsarism and Orthodoxy have, in effect, been overthrown
by Pythagorean forms. There is a circular temple with a plain, white
marble altar and an open arch. Music is the only art medium per-
mitted. A phoenix with an olive branch has replaced the decapitated two-
headed eagle (the two heads of the imperial seal, allegedly represent-
ing despotism and superstition).!17 Alexander Pushkin, the greatest of
Russian poets, referred to the Green Lamp as a circle in which “be-
loved equality sat in Phrygian cap by a round table.” 118 Though not so
deeply involved in occultist revolutionary circles as his Polish counter-
part, Adam Mickiewicz, Pushkin shared his fascination with the dedica-
tion and sacrifice that seemed to be found only within a magic circle of
youthful revolutionaries. The “circle” was, in short, the supreme symbol
of what a Russian Masonic song of the period called

Those truths of holy law
Given you by Geometry,119

The Triangle

Seeking some secure way to enlist those outside their inner circles,
revolutionaries found inspiration in another key Pythagorean symbol:
the triangle. If the circle suggested the objective—the egalitarian per-
fection of nature—the triangle suggested the way to get there.

The triangle, a key symbol for all Masons, had particular meaning for
Pythagoreans as the simplest means of enclosing a surface with straight
lines. The triangle expressed harmonic relationships (such as that of the
Pythagorean theorem) and became a key symbol in revolutionary ico-
nography. The revolutionary trilogy (Liberty, Equality, Fraternity) and
the tricolor (red, white, and blue) each adorned one side of the omnipres-
ent triangle on seals and stamps.

Pythagorean occultism gave added importance to the symbol. Franz
von Baader’s influential On the Pythagorean Square in Nature of 1798
suggested that the three elements of nature—fire, water, and earth—
had to be energized by an “all-animating principle” or “point of sunrise,”
represented as a dot in the center of an equilateral triangle [\ 120 Any
letter, symbol, or maxim that a revolutionary group wished to venerate
specially was given this central place of occult authority within the
inevitable triangular seal.12!
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Maréchal introduced the occult idea of triangular harmonies into his
“CHARTER OF THE HUMAN RACE” in 1793, announcing the three-
fold duties of man to be a father, son, and husband as “traced by
Nature on man”: “a triangle beyond which he dare not pass with im-
punity.” 122 This seemingly traditional ideal is revalidated for the
liberated “man without God” by seeing him as a kind of secular trinity:
three persons in his own substance. Maréchal often placed his own
atheistic sobriquet HSD inside a triangle.

In building their nuclear organizations, early revolutionaries showed a
mania for triangular forms. The original Illuminist idea of a nine-man
inner circle was soon discarded as too susceptible to police penetration,
and subsequent plans for reorganization broke the circles down into
three-man “triangles.” 23 One man from an inner group was to recruit
two from an outer group for apprenticeship; and an almost indefinite
chain of interconnected organizations could then be formed. Any one
member need know only two others—from one other group either
below or above—outside his three-man cell.

This process of triangulation may not have been implemented by the
Illuminists—or even conceived by them. The alleged Illuminist plans
were published by the Bavarian government as part of an exposé, and
may have been edited to appear more incriminating.12¢ But whether the
Right invented this tactic of the Left or merely publicized it, it was
soon adopted in revolutionary circles. This intimate and relatively se-
cure triangular form of organization has recurred in modern times: in
Vietnam, Algeria, and even the Soviet Union.125 Shortly after his arrival
in Geneva in 1806, Buonarroti and his friends took the lead. His pro-
gram of 1808—9g for the Sublime Perfect Masters was saturated with
triangular symbols. The sign of the grade was (J;126 and the altar
in the sanctuary to which a new member was brought was only one
point in a triangle of shrines. The other two points represented the
ocean (of new life, the element of water) and the volcano (or revolution,
the element of earth).!2?” To the east, behind the altar-ocean-volcano
triangle, three candles burned in a candelabrum in the form of an equi-
lateral triangle beneath a semicircle signifying the equator (which in
turn signified the circling of the entire globe and the perfection of
eternity).128

The three men who faced this symbolic picture of the universe may
have provided the model for Buonarroti’s triumvirate form of organi-
zation. At the center of this human triangle facing the symbolic tri-
angles was the North Star, leader of the other two Grand Stars. The
Polar Star was clearly the one to steer by, and it became a favorite
label for revolutionary journals.

Under the assumed name of Camille, Buonarroti joined the mildly pro-
republican Masonic lodge of Sincere Friends in Geneva in order to recruit
revolutionaries. However, he was under surveillance, and the lodge was
infiltrated by police and shutin 1811. He then tried to continue its meet-
ings secretly, apparently reorganizing it with expanded participation of
the military under the new name Triangle.129 Nothing more is known
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of this organization, but the choice of name and the circumstances of
police repression may indicate the beginning of triangular organization.

Such a system of interlocking secret cells was apparently used in the
first major plot to kill a king in post-Napoleonic Europe: the Spanish
Triangle Conspiracy of 1816.130 Like Buonarroti’s associates, restless
young Spaniards were in transition from conspiring against Napoleon
toward a broader concept of combating monarchs of all kinds. The Sub-
lime Perfect Masters must have been sympathetic, even if they were not
connected, with the Spaniards’ attempt to kill the restored Ferdinand
VII, who had rejected the liberal Constitution of 1812 and reinstituted
the Inquisition.

This triangular method of organization remained a basic means of en-
forcing conspiratorial security throughout the 1830s; and was trans-
lated back into Germany in the statutes of 1836 for the first revolution-
ary organization of German émigrés in Paris: the League of Outlaws.
From its local “tents” to its central “campfire,” this progenitor of the
original League of Communists kept various levels of organization ig-
norant of one another. One man in each large group formed the con-
necting triangle with one other secret representative from a group at
his own level and one connecting representative to both of them from
a higher level.131

The Philadelphian Fantasy

The new secular revolutionary, then, found a model in Pythagoras (the
action-oriented intellectual), a starting place in the circle (the micro-
cosm of perfection), and a building tool in the triangle (the basic unit
of organization). But what was he building? What was the macrocosm
that the next and final revolution would reveal?

The answer was, quite simply, a universal community of brotherly
love, which revolutionaries designated by its Greek name, Philadel-
phia. The Circle of Philadelphians, conceived in 1797 and constructed
some years later, was the first important revolutionary organization to
arise in France after the suppression of the Babeuf conspiracy. It epit-
omized the occult conspiracies of the Napoleonic era and anticipated
the larger revolutionary movements of the 1810s and 1820s.

The name Philadelphia provided both the sanction of revelation and
the promise of revolution. Two lost cities of antiquity had been called
Philadelphia: one in the Holy Land near present-day Amman, the other
in Asia Minor and mentioned in the Book of Revelation. But the word
also suggested William Penn’s idealized “green countrie towne” in
Pennsylvania, whence came the revolution that established the United
States of America in 1776. In the years leading up to the French Revo-
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lution, the word acquired further evocative associations from both the
deepening occultism of the Old World and the continuing ferment of
the New.

The word Philadelphia entered French Masonry during a rising tide of
occult influx from Germany with the founding of a Primitive Rite of
Philadelphians in Narbonne in 1780.132 The Germanic order of Strict
Observance, with its chivalric imagery and hermetic teachings, had
swept into France through Strasbourg on to Bordeaux in the late 1770s;
and the German-sponsored Rectified Scottish Rite established itself in
Lyon as the leading occult order in France,'3% causing contemporaries
to describe the Lyonnais as “our Germans,” whom “obscurity does not
bother.” 134

The attempt of the Narbonne group to proclaim a primitive rite was
pressed farthest in Paris in the remarkable, proto-romantic lodge of the
Nine Sisters. German influences again predominated through the
founder of the lodge, a Swiss Protestant pastor, Court de Gébelin. From
his first arrival in Paris from Berne in 1763 until his death in a mesmer-
ist bath in 1784, Court preceded Herder in glorifying the German lan-
guage and seeking the secrets of nature in the sounds of primitive
speech.135 In 1773 he published the first of nine volumes of a megalo-
manic inventory of sounds, signs, and symbols: Monde primitif analysé
et comparé avec le monde moderne. By the third volume, he moved from
lamenting man’s lost happiness to insisting that unity “among nations”
could be rediscovered through a primordial language in which vowels
were sensations; consonants, ideas; and all writing, hieroglyphic.1?¢ On
July 5, 1776, he founded the radical, occultist Nine Sisters, which became
a kind of “UNESCO of the Eighteenth Century,” attracting 180 mem-
bers including 40 foreigners within two years.'#” Reading Court’s Monde
primitif became part of its ritual, and by the eighth volume Court ad-
vocated “a single political order . . . a single grammar of physics and
morality . . . an eternal and immutable religion which creates perfec-
tion in man.” He rejected “words” for “things”—by implication radical
social reform.138

The occultism of the Old World blended with the revolutionism of the
New through two of Court’s closest associates in Paris: Benjamin Frank-
lin and M. L. E. Moreau de Saint-Mery. Franklin, who arrived in Paris
from the real Philadelphia just before Christmas in the revolutionary
year 1776, was initiated by Court into the Nine Sisters, became its
Venerable Master,'3® and collaborated with Court on the lodge’s fifteen-
volume collection of political miscellany. The Nine Sisters subsequently
printed the constitutions of all thirteen American states and became,
in effect, “the first school of constitutionalism that ever existed in
Europe.” 140

Moreau de Saint-Mery, who was secretary of the educational arm of the
Nine Sisters, conveyed back across the Atlantic to Cap-Francais in Haiti
a magical faith in the transforming power of science which rivaled the
faith in voodoo of the oppressed natives. In 1784, Moreau and his
brother-in-law founded the Circle of Philadelphians, praising the city
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of Franklin (“destined to become the metropole of a great Empire”) and
disassociating their circle from all traditional literary societies or acad-
emies. They used the language of occult Masonry in referring to the
“last degree of perfection,” and the restoration of an “ancient knight-
hood (chevalerie)” “to unveil the truth.” 141 The Philadelphians claimed
a radical secular identity as an “ideal little society, an image of the
great future society” with “perfect equality . . . no rank, no prece-
dence,” and a commitment to the civic education and advancement of
the native Creoles.142

In the occult circles of this lush colony it was easy to contend some-
what patronizingly that “France needs a revolution. But . . . it must be
enveloped in mystery.” 143 The Philadelphians became revolutionary
leaders in Cap-Francgais during 1789—91 before the blacks rose up in
July 1791, and other white colonists turned against them. They later
reminisced that

We took the intoxicating cup of novelty without realizing that it con-
tained poison that would tear up our own intestines,144

Brissot, who was close to the Creole Miranda in Paris and others linked
with the Philadelphians in Haiti, was accused of “trying to make Paris a
new Philadelphia”; 145 the hotel near the Palais-Royal, where Parisian
leaders met with English, Irish, and American friends of the French
Revolution, was nicknamed Hotel de Philadelphie; and the magic word
was used to suggest subversive internationalism in Germany and Po-
land as well.146

Cloots, Court’s closest collaborator, had foreseen already in 1781 that
the Nine Sisters would create “citizens of the world” by “forming an
immense circle whose center is in Paris, but whose rays penetrate every-
where.” 147 In his final work in 1793, he foresaw a future in which
France will have become

. a fraternal city, the city of Philadelphia, whose circumference neces-
sarily embraces the entire universe, the whole human family (famille
antropique). National and sovereign unity will be expressed by a single
word: Philadelphia.

Philadelphia thus became the name of a truly universal republic cen-
tered on Paris. Just as the National Assembly had become “the resumé of
the world-map (mappemonde) of the philanthropists,” so “the commune
of Paris will be the meeting place and central funnel of the universal
community.”

Europe and Africa and Asia and America will give themselves over to
the vast and happy city of PHILADELPHIA.148

Court’s romantic ideal of recovering the monde primitif found its final
revolutionary expression in Maréchal’'s Voyages of Pythagoras. Already
in 1779, Maréchal had idealized Rousseau’s island burial place as I’'Hab-
itat de Philadelphie.’*®* Now, twenty years later, this protégé of Court
invoked the term monde without an article to describe not just a
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microcosm of pastoral perfection but a special fraternity to perpetuate
the legacy of Pythagoras and revolutionize the world. At the end of his
travels, Maréchal’s dying Pythagoras summons his followers:

Let us agree among ourselves to call monde, that is to say, a masterpiece
of harmony and perfection, what other men designate as the universe,
heaven, the globe.

May our school, our adoptive family, be for us a little world (monde) as
harmonious as the great one! 150

Maréchal may have been the source of the term monde, which Buon-
arroti finally settled upon for his inner organization.'51 But the Phil-
adelphians were the first to realize Maréchal’s vision; and their history
is best told through the bizarre figure of their founder, Charles Nodier:
the last of the literary, Germanophile occultists to play a pioneering
role in revolutionary organization.

Nodier’s Pentagon

Yet another geometric model for revolutionary organization was sug-
gested by the occult symbol for the universal love of humanity: the
pentagon. This five-sided object provided the image of five-man cells
for the first organization of opposition to arise within Napoleon’s army
—which is what the Philadelphians were.

Their plan of organization was conceived in 1797 by Nodier, exiled
from Paris of the Directory to his native Besangon, which he renamed
“Philadelphia.” His organizational plan developed to the point of mania
the Pythagorean fascination with the number 5. Five is the mean num-
ber between 1 and g, and the mystic figure that emerged when these
and intervening odd numbers were added together and divided by the
number of digits.152 The number acquired revolutionary significance
in the new calendar, which had five special days (the sansculottides)
each year set apart from any of the twelve months for special celebra-
tions, and especially under the new five-man Directory, which replaced
the “apostolic” twelve-man Committee of Public Safety as the ruling ex-
ecutive arm of the revolution.

In Nodier’s original blueprint, the Philadelphians appear as both the
guardians of festive purity for the sansculottides and as a potential
counter-Directory. The pentagon was their sign of friendship and recog-
nition; a five-pointed star with the number five engraved on it was their
seal. Initiations took place at five o’clock on the fifth day of the month,
when members were to face the setting sun—wherever they happened
to be—for five minutes to renew their vows to the brotherhood. Power
to revise the statutes was confided in “the five oldest brothers.” 153

The five-man cell appeared concurrently for a brief period in Ire-
land,?5¢ Italy,155 and Poland,!%¢ and became the dominant revolution-
ary unit in France beginning with the formation of a directoral com-
mittee and a web of five-man brigades by the student organization of
1819, the Friends of Truth.!5? The five-man, quasi-military unit dom-
inated the conspiratorial organizations of Blanqui and the first group
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ever to call itself “Communist,” the Travailleurs-Egalitaires of 1840 in
Paris.158

The five-man unit acquired added mystique in the East. The Russian
Decembrists were to call for five-man ruling committees in both the
executive and legislative branches of a post-revolutionary govern-
ment,1%9 and added martyrological meaning to the number when their
five leaders were executed early in 1826. The concept of a nationwide
network of five-man cells controlled by a central “five” would be revived
in the Land and Liberty organization of the early 1860s 160 and drama-
tized a decade later in Dostoevsky’s The Possessed. The idea was to
spread back to the western and southern Slavs through a series of or-
ganizations which saw the four ordinary members of each cell as the
“fingers” of a single hand, with a single leader (“the thumb™) as the sole
connecting link with the next, higher level.161 This image would appear
in the name of the South Slav revolutionary “Black Hand,” whose as-
sassination of the Hapsburg Archduke in 1914 was to bring on World
War I, which would in turn give birth to the October Revolution in Russia.

The original Philadelphians achieved no such prominence, and No-
dier’s vision of an army secretly transformed from within into a revolu-
tionary brotherhood of fives never developed. But an organization did
gradually emerge and involve itself in anti-Napoleonic plots through the
exotic figure of Charles Nodier. His career ranged from Parisian cafés
to revolutionary armies to the popular stage—then on to journalism in
Ljubljana and a visit to Russia at the very time that the first revolu-
tionary societies were forming there.1®2 Whether or not he had any
influence in the East, he anticipated the Eastern-type alienated revolu-
tionary intellectual.

Nodier’s vivid imagination was shaped by the revolution from the
time, in 1790, when as a ten-year-old boy he led a delegation of “en-
fants de la patrie” in greeting the delegates returning to his native Bes-
ancon from the Festival of Federation in Paris. On that occasion young
Charles held a banner showing an eagle with a tricolor in its beak,63
standing at the head of 200 little girls dressed in white. Like Robes-
pierre, he was much influenced by a Masonic father, who was the prin-
cipal orator of the Besancon lodge “Perfect Union.” 164 He went with
his father to Paris; and, at age twelve on New Year’s Day in 1793, read
a poem calling for “the punishment of traitors by the republican dag-
ger.” 165 He wrote parodies of the Lord’s Prayer (“Our father who art in
Hell. . . .”) and of the Creed:

I believe in Sieyés, the father almighty, and in Robespierre, his beloved son,
who suffered on the g Thermidore, was guillotined, dead and buried. . . .166

He fell under the spell of German romantic literature and of Eulogius
Schneider, his tutor in Strasbourg, where he was arrested by Saint-Just
in 1794.167 Returning to Paris as the revolution turned to the right, he
took refuge in writing fantasies, often under the influence of opium, in
erotic engagements with young men, and in the contemplation of sui-
cide.168 His attention returned to the revolution when he attended the
trial of the Babeuvist group which began in February 1797. The drama-
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tist in him particularly warmed to the handsome figure of Buonarroti,
calm under questioning and with his faithful wife at his side.169

With the border between fact and fantasy thoroughly blurred in his
mind, the eighteen-year-old Nodier returned in 1797 to his native Besan-
con and drew up his Rules of the Philadelphes. He almost certainly
began there his collaboration with the other leader of the Philadelphes,
Jacques Rigomer-Bazin, a radical journalist from Le Mans who had par-
ticipated in the Babeuf conspiracy and was exiled to the Jura at about
the same time as Nodier.170

Nodier’s discussion group at the Café Marrulier in Besancon and his
later society of white-robed Méditateurs, who met in an abandoned
monastery near Passy, were occult literary groups under the dominant
influence of Bonneville and German romanticism.!”? Influenced by
Bonneville’s translations of Schiller, Nodier, and Bazin invented the new
dramatic genre—melodrama—and slowly brought into being the occult
organizational blueprint of the Philadelphians. Nodier was arrested in
1799; Bazin placed under surveillance after the first assassination at-
tempt against Napoleon on Christmas eve of 1800; and Nodier rearrested
in 1803 when an English newspaper revealed him as the author of the
anti-Napoleonic poem La Napoléone.

Their first real organization appears to have been the Conspiracy of
the Alliance, formed in opposition to the crowning of Napoleon as em-
peror by the Pope in Notre Dame Cathedral on December 2, 1804. The
group contemplated kidnapping Napoleon as he passed through the
Jura on his way to Milan to receive the crown of Italy in March 1805.172

Some form of Nodier’s original Philadelphian blueprint—at least its
basic core of five inner fives—came into being in or around Besang¢on
under the empire. The key ingredient was the participation of two mili-
tary leaders from the Jura: General Malet and Colonel Oudet. Malet
became the leading anti-Napoleonic activist inside the French military
until his execution after the uprising of 1812. Oudet was the romantic
hero of the first of these abortive uprisings before dying under mys-
terious circumstances just after the Battle of Wagram in 180g9.

Oudet was the charismatic leader for whom Nodier’s miscella-
neous band of self-indulgent but imaginative intellectuals desperately
longed.1”s He appealed to them as a handsome young man of action.
Conservative by temperament and scarred by youthful duels, Oudet
fascinated Nodier and Bazin as a real-life version of the heroes they
had created in their melodramas. Nodier likened Oudet to the hero of
Schiller’s Conspiracy of Fiesco; 17 and he saw Oudet as a kind of anti-
Napoleon—a figure like Napoleon bigger than life and driven by the
nobility of struggle more than by clarity of convictions. Oudet was ap-
parently converted to revolutionary conspiracy in 18o1—o2, while serv-
ing as military commandant on the islands of Ré and Oléron where
Buonarroti and others were imprisoned. Whether or not he was won
over by his captives,1?> he made common cause with General Malet,
deriving inspiration for revolutionary republican activity against Na-
poleon from the earlier counter-revolutionary uprising in the Vendée.
They “professed admiration to the point of enthusiasm for the Ven-
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déens,” contrasting their grass-roots fidelity to the cowardly flight of the
aristocratic émigrés. Malet seemed almost to envy the “Happy Bourbons,”
whose dynasty was virtually relegitimized by “the devotion of the Ven-
dée.” 176 Nodier noted an affinity of spirit between the extremes of Left
and Right:

During the Revolution, Jacobinism and the Vendée provided all the
moral elevation that there was in France.177

“Moral elevation” was more important than a precise political goal for
the romantic imagination. Most distasteful was the juste milieu: venal,
compromise politics based on petty interests rather than noble goals.

A single, melodramatic hero leading a simple organization—this was
the Philadelphian fantasy: the radical, sublime simplification that
would lead to revolution. Nodier’s task was to find the lost language
for the coming kingdom of brotherly love: a form of speech worthy of
Oudet, the leader who left him speechless.!”® Thus, at the very time
the first Philadelphian conspiracy was taking shape in 1808, Nodier
was propagating the “primitive idioms” of natural man in his Dictionary
of Onomatopea and his Theory of Primitive Languages; and extracting
283 thoughts from Maréchal’s Voyages of Pythagoras for his Apotheo-
sis of Pythagoras, Warnings of Pythagoras, in a limited edition with
pseudoantique inscriptions.1”® The city of publication, his native Bes-
ancon, was no longer referred to as Philadelphia, but as Crotona, the
city where Pythagoras’s active brotherhood had been founded.

Malet planned in 1808 to overthrow Napoleon while he was occupied
in Spain and to set up a temporary dictatorship in the name of the
French Senate that would prepare a republican constitution for France.
The plot was uncovered and five hundred arrested. But, in 1809, Malet
returned to Nodier’s original idea for the Philadelphians of a fusion
between Jacobin and royalist foes of Napoleon into a conspiracy that was
“properly speaking neither royalist nor republican.” 1% Malet was plan-
ning in 1809 to announce the overthrow of Napoleon in Notre Dame
Cathedral in order to reassure the Right.181 He included two aristocratic
royalists in the government he proposed to form after the coup he
planned for October 1812 when Napoleon was in Russia. He appealed
to royalists with his message to the army:

Show France and Europe that you are no longer soldiers of Bonaparte,
just as you are not soldiers of Robespierre.182

Malet’s insurrection at dawn on October 23 very nearly succeeded. He
seized the bank, treasury, and other key municipal buildings in Paris
and gained the allegiance of two battalions after announcing that Na-
poleon had died in Russia. But he never disarmed the police; his fol-
lowers fell into disarray; and some fifteen hundred were arrested.
Before Malet was executed, he made a courtroom response worthy of
Nodier's melodramas to the prosecutor’s question of who his collab-
orators had been: “You yourself, sir, and all of France if I had suc-
ceeded.” 183
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By that time, Nodier was in exile in distant Ljubljana, suspected of
counter-revolutionary activity but undaunted in his romantic fantasies.
The newly found Slavs now represented primitive, natural purity, the
Sparta of his dreams, the “last and touching shelter of the ancient
ways.” 18¢ The ideological intensity of his original Philadelphian ideal
had not survived beyond 18og when Oudet was killed and Bazin was im-
prisoned, where he remained for the rest of the Napoleonic era. Hence-
forth anti-Napoleonic activity among Frenchmen was concentrated in
military cabals pointing toward opportunistic insurrection.

Buonarroti’s Monde

The grandiose ideal of an occult revolutionary brotherhood was taken
up with even greater intensity by the Italian version of the Philadel-
phians, the Adelphians.’85 Formed no later than 1807 among exiles in
Paris under Buonarroti’s friend, Luigi Angeloni, the Adelphians seem to
have considered themselves even more consciously than the Philadel-
phians an inner controlling organization within a broader revolution-
ary movement. The Italians, too, used pseudonyms (including Weis-
haupt’s “Spartacus”) and code words (“secret” for “revolution,” “money”
for “arms”) 186 while legitimizing violence through occult symbols. In-
ner circles were now said to represent the letter O—suggesting the
martyred Oudet, the verb to kill (occide), and the Olympians of imag-
ined antiquity.1#” There was even an Italian version of the melodramas
of Nodier and Rigomer, because the revolutionary imagination of the
Italians in France was shaped by the heroic plays and Masonic fantasies
of Francesco Salfi’s romantic revolt against the “languid imagination” of
his complacent countrymen.188

Buonarroti reestablished his links with broader revolutionary move-
ments through Angeloni and the Adelphians, whose statutes of 1811
coincided with and strongly resembled his own first blueprint for the
Sublime Perfect Masters.18° On July 22, 1812, he issued “from below the
Equator” the first “decree of the Great Firmament” incorporating both
Adelphians and Philadelphians into a new order. A counsel of three
members was to propose each new member.1%¢ Though there is no
evidence of any direct response to this call, Buonarroti’s entourage was
at least loosely linked with Malet’s final conspiracy.

During the Restoration, he refined his concept, insisting that “instruc-
tion on the falsehood of Christian revelation” be given before conferring
the title Tieboar (“Tyrannum interfice, Bona omnia antiqua re-
cupera”),1%1 writing a Latin Profession de foi for both the outer, five-
man circles (“the Synod of (3 ”) and the inner, three-man circle (“the
Church of ()”).192 He expanded his contacts with the French, but
placed his hopes increasingly on Italy and used the German Illuminist
term Weise for the central figure in the inner circle of Sublime Perfect
Masters.193 As the tide of revolution seemed to rise again, Buonarroti
dipped once more into the world of the occult for his second and last
blueprint for a world revolutionary organization: Monde or “world.”

He saw this revolutionary microcosm, Monde, as liberating and uni-
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fying the macrocosm, realizing (in the words of the password of the
final grade) felicitas-consensus for all the world. Buonarroti assumed
the new pseudonym of Polycarp,®¢ naming himself for the early Chris-
tian evangelist who had bridged the gap between the first apostles and
the institutional church. He meant to represent a similar historic link
between the apostles of the revolutionary era and the institutionalized
movements of the Restoration. He sought to establish connections with
other movements through “mobile deacons” and to strengthen authority
by invoking occult titles like “archont” for Angeloni.’5 The documents
also speak of fréres intimes, who were to watch for spies and test the
loyalty of new members, and of a new set of four grades: adolescent,
man, theologian, and philosopher.196

His occult structures were all thinly staffed, and often represented
more a figment of imagination than a fact of organization. But they
captured the imagination even as the police captured them—the awak-
ening romantic imagination of the young in restless search of “the mir-
acle that will release each of them from mediocrity.” 197 The Philadel-
phians in France, the Adelphians in Italy, and Buonarroti’s “world” in
Geneva—all saw themselves as the “party of the vanquished” 198 dedi-
cated to a vague republican-constitutional ideal into which everyone
poured his private hopes for an alternative to Napoleon. The radical
republican Constitution of 1793 was generally accepted as the ideal
precisely because it had not been put into practice. The new generation,
having had its hopes raised in the 1790s and dashed in the early 180o0s,
was clearer about what it opposed (Napoleon) than what it wanted. As
Nodier recalled:

The republic was for my generation a verbal talisman (un mot talis-
manique) of unbelievable power . . . the name of a government that could
be anything one wanted except that which actually exists.199

Political romanticism believed in youth against age—and in heaven
on earth:

Not in Utopia, subterranean fields,

Or some secreted island, Heaven knows where!
But in the very world, which is the world

Of all of us,—the place where, in the end,

We find our happiness, or not at all! 200

This thought sounds so familiar to the modern secular mind that it
is more likely to be thought banal than revolutionary. Yet it represented
in its time an extraordinary, almost unprecedented form of faith—a
faith made all the more intense (like that of Marx later) by its repudia-
tion of the inherited images of (and the very word) utopia.

Romanticism is neither of the Right nor of the Left. . . . The character-
istic of romantic politics is that it is a politics of the miraculous.201

Extreme solutions appealed to romantic young believers in this “poli-
tics of the miraculous.” “On n’arrive point au sublime par degrés” (One
does not reach the sublime by gradual steps), wrote Mme. de Staél, a
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spiritual leader of the more moderate opposition to Napoleon and a
popularizer of German romanticism.202

The man who validated in real life the “politics of the miraculous”
was Napoleon himself. He had returned from the land of the pyramids to
deliver France from mediocrity and all of Europe from encrusted habit,
inspiring French Masonic lodges to sing:

Poursuis, Napoléon, fais encore un miracle,

Etonne I'Univers par un nouveau spectacle,

.. .lesFrancais ne reverraient-ils pas Corneille et Racine reparaitre?
Tu peux ce que tu veux; commande, ils vont renaitre 203

Pursue them, Napoleon, make another miracle,

Dazzle the Universe with a new spectacle.

Could not the French see Corneille and Racine reappear?
You can do what you will; command, they’ll be here.

The new generation of revolutionaries looked to the sun of the En-
lightenment from under the shadow of Napoleon. They internalized his
Prometheanism even as they opposed his imperialism. The first at-
tempt at a secular socialist cosmology (that of Fourier) and the first
authentically revolutionary ideologies (those of Hegel and Saint-Simon)
were conceived during the reign of Napoleon and under his impact.
Buonarroti was a kind of mirror image of the emperor, bringing a
certain Napoleonic quality to his own plans for revolution.204

The mundane question of how Buonarroti made a living during his
lonely years as a revolutionary exile leads one into the most sublime of
all regions to Pythagoreans: music. Napoleon was not the only person
to admire the musical talent of Buonarroti, who supported himself
throughout his long career by giving piano and singing lessons—often
retiring from all human company for long solo sessions. A French visi-
tor to Geneva in 1811 described how Buonarroti’s “superb and inspired
head” rose above the piano:

He was dreaming, improvising, then reining himself in to produce fire-
works on his instrument with long, agile and powerful fingers, bursting
into songs without words that seemed to be the explosion of mysterious
thoughts. . . .205

“Songs without words” were for the Pythagoreans the ultimate form of
conversation of the cosmos with itself. The “music of the spheres” was
the highest form of discourse, expressing “the harmony of creation, or
rather of the world as it should be.” 206 The occultist Antoine Fabre
d’Olivet, who composed all manner of fantastic works in the revolution-
ary era climaxing in his Golden Verses of Pythagoras,?*? left behind
a posthumous work that proclaimed music as “the science of harmonic
relationships of the universe.” 208 The very word music was said to
have blended primitive Egyptian and Celtic roots into a Greek name 209
“when Pythagoras appeared in Greece, rich with all the illumination of
Africa and Asia, about nine centuries after Orpheus,” and left behind
a sect “which even today is not entirely extinct.” 210

Fascination with music as the lost language of liberation led Buonar-
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roti’s friend, Luigi Angeloni, to publish in Paris a dissertation on the
medieval origins of musical notation even as he was organizing his
Adelphian revolutionaries.2!! For the romantic mind, music was the
realm of freedom: the most spiritual of the arts, releasing emotion yet
creating order in the dimension of time. Music freed man from spatial
and material limitations for a new sense of boundless expectation. Mu-
sic was the expression of modern, “Faustian” man, for whom infinite
striving had replaced the finite mastery of classical forms,212 the lan-
guage of hope which was specially “open to the future.” 213

The music in the life of Buonarroti and Angeloni, the melody in the
melodramas of Nodier, Bazin, and Salfi—all were expressions of as-
piration rather than inspiration, of emotion rather than intellect. The
text for Buonarroti’s “songs without words” was to be provided by the
leader of the last important revolutionary organization he directly
founded: the Flemish Society of Brotherhood, of Jacob Kats in the
1830s.21¢ Kats, who lived on to influence the German émigre$ in Brussels
who gathered around Karl Marx to create the Communist League, chose
Pythagoras as his revolutionary pseudonym and projected the Pytha-
gorean ideal in his revolutionary mystery drama The Earthly Paradise.
He flooded music into the play—and later into the Flemish lower
classes broadly, creating the first theater for popular Flemish music in
Brussels during the Revolution of 1848.215

This was, as we shall see, the wave of the future. For music became
the handmaiden of ethnic rather than class consciousness, of fraternity
rather than equality. The medium of music found its message in the
romantic era on the operatic stage in the service of national rather
than social revolution. But the belief in the liberating power of music
derived from the occult fascination of the Pythagorean pioneers of the
revolutionary tradition with discovering the lost harmony of nature.
They sought a language that went beyond words to sounds—a legitimacy
that moved beyond space to time.

The Interaction of Extremes

Well before the revolution, Mercier, the friend of Bonneville, Restif,
and Nodier, had introduced the phrase les extrémes se touchent as a
chapter heading in his Tableaux de Paris. He was anticipating a fateful
fact about the early revolutionaries and a reappearing reality of revolu-
tionary dynamics: the affinity and unconscious borrowings between the
extremes of Right and Left.

The interaction of extremes affected the revolutionary tradition in two
ways: dialectically and symbiotically. Dialectically, the radical, secular
INluminists on the Left developed their sense both of universal, peda-
gogic mission and of secret, hierarchical method from the conservative
Christian Jesuit order on the Right. The Illuminist strain represented the
hard, ideological core of the revolutionary faith as it developed from
Bonneville through Babeuf to Buonarroti.

Symbiotically, the broader spectrum of opportunistic revolutionary
leaders and functionaries drew in the early days of the French Revolu-
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tion on an equally broad range of reactionary, pseudo-chivalric higher
orders of Masonry. The symbiosis became even more intimate during
the Napoleonic era when monarchists and republicans borrowed repeat-
edly from one another while collaborating in common opposition to
Bonaparte.

The dialectic of Left-Right interaction began as we have seen—like
so much else in the “French” Revolution—in Germany well before 1789.
Adam Weishaupt had derived his concept of hierarchical organization
in pursuit of a global mission directly from the Jesuits,?'® and Knigge
had described the Illuminist program as one using Jesuit methods to
combat Jesuit objectives, a “counter-conspiracy of progressive, enlight-
ened forces.” 217 Subsequent Illuminist propaganda contended that
there was a secret Jesuit conspiracy, and that the nominally abolished
order had established underground links between Bavarian Jesuits and
Berlin Rosicrucians.2'® As the conspiracy mania grew, Weishaupt him-
self was accused of being a secret Jesuit.219 The Illuminists became
more revolutionary in the course of the 1780s precisely in the process of
winning converts from conservative Masonic lodges of Strict Observance.

The anti-Illuminist campaign of German conservatives in the 1790s
was in many ways simply an echo of the anti-Jesuit campaign that the
radical Illuminists themselves had launched in the 1780s. Revolution-
aries began to take Illuminist ideas seriously (long after Illuminism as a
movement was dead) because of the panic that the Illuminist label
seemed to produce among conservatives. Buonarroti appears to have
first discovered the Illuminists through an antagonistic exposé by the
archconservative Elector of Bavaria.??0 The “great fear” of an “aristo-
cratic conspiracy” in the summer of 1789 in France helped create the
conspiracy it assumed; and conservative fears during 1790 of an “in-
fernal cabal” of revolutionaries may have helped shape Buonarroti’s
first plans for forming such a cabal.221

The Illuminist myth both “crystallized the antirevolutionary forces of
central Europe” 222 and—paradoxically—revived hopes among some
revolutionaries. How the fears of the Right dialectically became the
fascination of the Left is illustrated by the case of Hungary. Ignatius
Martinovics, a Catholic priest and physics professor, was hired by the
Hapsburg police to report on the alleged Illuminist danger in Budapest.
He became absorbed in his subject, however, and soon drew up plans
to provide Hungarian radicals with an Illuminist-type, hierarchical or-
ganization. Martinovics wrote separate catechisms in May 1794 for both
the open Association of Reformers and a secret, inner Association of
Liberty and Equality.223 The first organization was to accomplish a po-
litical revolution for national independence; the second, a social revolt
on behalf of the serfs. Martinovics, the self-proclaimed Democritus of
the Mountain, was soon arrested along with many of the two hundred
to three hundred conspirators. (Despite a final reversion to collaboration
with the police, Martinovics was beheaded in May 1795.) 224

The dialectical interaction of Right and Left was also a factor in the
prerevolutionary popularization of the ideas of Rousseau and Court de
Gébelin within France. Of course, the literary cult of Rousseau in the
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1780s led in some cases directly to the political cult of 1790—94. But
Court de Gébelin’s own Rousseauist work, Duties of the Prince and of
the Citizen,??5 was probably less influential among radicals than the
dialectical impact of reactionary attacks such as that of the Abbé Le
Gros, Analysis of the Works of Rousseau and Court de Gébelin. Le Gros
unintentionally revived interest in the occult thought of the deceased
Court by suggesting already in 1786 that Court was merely codifying
the subversive ideas of Rousseau in a desire “to effect in the Universe
the greatest of revolutions.” 226

The interborrowing between monarchists and republicans in common
opposition to Napoleon began with the very first acts of resistance to
his dictatorship in 1800. The “infernal machine” (a cart loaded with
gunpowder) detonated in the rue Nicaise in Paris by royalists appears
to have imitated an earlier machine designed by Jacobins.227 The intel-
lectual discussion group that took shape at the same time on the rue
des Marins brought together elements of the two extremes and gave
birth to the Philadelphians, who also mixed royalists and republicans.
The Philadelphians followed the Babeuvists in idealizing from the Left
the grass-roots heroism of the Vendée on the Right.

Extremists tended to share a common opposition to moderation that
was more intense than their opposition to one another. This attitude
was a legacy of the revolutionary era and its basic drive toward rad-
ical simplification. Moderate positions tended to complicate political
calculation—and they inspired a special contempt among activists on
both sides. Robespierre coined the scornful term modérantisme, which
“is to moderation what impotence is to chastity.” 228 Either Left or
Right, “mountain” or “plain” was preferable to “the swamp” or mod-
erate Center in the National Assembly.

The interborrowing between extremes was particularly striking in
backward agrarian regions on the European periphery: the Iberian and
Italian peninsulas and Russia. These centers of resistance to Napole-
onic authority were among the first to produce revolutionary move-
ments after his demise. Tsar Alexander I mixed both revolutionary and
reactionary impulses within himself. Both Metternich and his leading
foe on the Left (the Italian Carbonari) believed that the tsar supported
the Italian revolutionaries.22® In Poland, where a national Masonic net-
work converted itself into a new revolutionary organization (the Polish
National Society of Freemasons) in 1819-21, a key revolutionary leader
was concurrently head of the secret police.23° The Polonophile Society
of the United Slavs, the most revolutionary Russian group of the period,
promised the ideal of pan-slav solidarity, which eventually became the
reactionary alternative to revolutionary ideology in Russia.

British leadership in the anti-Napoleonic struggle encouraged the
blending of Right and Left throughout southern Europe—from Greece
through southern Italy and Sicily to Spain and Portugal. The British
medium for mobilizing elites politically was often the conservative
Scottish orders of Masonry; 2*' but the main English message (consti-
tutional limitation on royal power) was a revolutionary concept in these
lands of absolutism. As early as June 1803, British intelligence advised
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.. . that the Republicans and the Royalists were very numerous and if they
could be brought to trust each other . . . a revolution might be operated.232

Although such trust was never achieved, Right-Left collaboration be-
came commonplace in the national resistance movements to Napoleon.
In Portugal, for instance, republican Philadelphians collaborated with
the conservative English commander, the Duke of Wellington.233

Spain provided perhaps the most striking illustration. The central
point of mobilization for the army-based revolutionary societies was es-
tablished in 1809 in the former headquarters of the Inquisition. Mem-
bers of these societies were haunted by continuing uncertainty as to
whether their allegiance was to a king more conservative than Na-
poleon or to a revolution more radical than that of the French. Right-
Left confusion extended to the hardy Basques, who lent important lead-
ership to the protracted Spanish resistance against Napoleon. They
became (and have remained) inventive practitioners of the irregular war-
fare that wore down the French conventional forces. The most impor-
tant guerrilla leader, Francisco Espoz y Mina of Navarre, who later led
the revolutionary army that battled the right-wing Carlists, nevertheless
went through an extreme monarchist phase of his own in 1814, when he
formally executed by a firing squad a copy of the Constitution of 1812.
Another key guerrilla leader, Jerénimo Merino of Burgos moved in the
opposite direction to become a leader of the same Carlists. Yet another
guerrilla, Merino’s lieutenant Eugenio Aviraneta of Irin, ended up as
the leading apostle of continuing revolutionary conspiracy in the His-
panic world. He founded a five-man central revolutionary cell in North-
ern Spain (El Aventino), sought international support for establishing a
republic in Zaragoza in the early 1820s, and remained active in repub-
lican conspiracies down to the middle of the century, including making
trips as far afield as Mexico and the Philippines.234

Symbiosis between the extremes of Right and Left is evident in the
career of the man who became the leading counter-revolutionary of the
era: Joseph de Maistre. As a young and ambitious magistrate, de Mais-
tre became a Mason in 1773 and called for an American Revolution
even before the Americans did in his politically charged eulogy of 1775
to the King of Sardinia:

Liberty, insulted in Europe, has taken flight to another hemisphere. It
coasts over the Canadian ices, arms the peaceful Pennsylvanian, and from
the heart of Philadelphia cries out to the British. . . .235

De Maistre later confessed that only a radical conversion by the
Jesuits kept him “from becoming an orator in the Constituent Assem-
bly.” 28¢ De Maistre took his own positive ideal from the negative por-
trayal of conservative Catholicism in Germany by the revolutionary
Mirabeau.2%7

De Maistre’s counter-revolutionary manifesto of 1796, Considerations
on France, betrayed a hypnotic fascination with the revolution more
extreme than that shown by earlier antirevolutionaries. De Maistre
outdid the revolutionaries themselves in insisting on the absolute nov-
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elty of the revolution. It was a direct, mysterious act of providence, a
“miracle” of evil calling for a counter-miracle: the establishment of
papal theocracy.238

Far from being a simple throwback to medieval Catholicism, de Mais-
tre’s call had a modern ring which derived from his long exposure to
German romantic thought while in exile.23® His long residence in St.
Petersburg led him to predict that upheavals in that country would
henceforth be led not by peasant Jacqueries like that of Pugachev against
Catherine the Great, but by “Pugachevs from the universities.” 240

De Maistre called from the Right for violent measures to restore au-
thoritarian rule by the pope. Maréchal argued from the Left for a
similar militant dictatorship in a memorandum to Napoleon of 1798.
He pointed out, like de Maistre, the virtues of war and the dangers of
degeneracy in any peace negotiated before the process of “regeneration”
was underway.2¢! He called in vain on Napoleon to lead the failing
revolution in terms similar to those used by de Maistre imploring the
pope to lead the counter-revolution. Napoleon was urged to become a

. . . dictator not just of the French republic, but of all the other powers of
Europe . . . the Founder of a universal and federative Republic.2+2

Maréchal echoed Buonarroti's fear of a compromise peace brokered
by England such as Napoleon’s fellow-Corsican Paoli had accepted.2*3
The model for liberation was Napoleon’s Italian campaign: “You revo-
lutionize Italy first, and then preach prudence and calm.” 2¢¢ De Mais-
tre, who became Sardinian ambassador to St. Petersburg, turned to Rus-
sia as the elemental, uncommitted power that might somehow save
Europe. Maréchal seems to have entertained, if he did not espouse,
this thought at the end of his remarkable History of Russia of 1802.
Ostensibly the work seeks to discredit all autocratic government, repre-
senting Russian history as an unmitigated series of crimes and attack-
ing those like Voltaire who purported to find hope there. Insisting that
“truth is always brutal,” 245 Maréchal seemed at times to be attacking
Napoleon as well. But, in a darkly brilliant supplement to this other-
wise dull work, the veteran revolutionary presented a blueprint for
the suppression of revolutionary movements: The Good and Last Advice
of Catherine II to Paul I.

Maréchal likened it to a new version of Machiavelli’s Prince; and it is
indeed a political classic, which deepens the mystery of Maréchal’s
late years and his seeming immunity from arrest even during periods
of extreme reaction. The work reveals either the extraordinary penetra-
tion by the extreme Left into the thinking of the extreme Right—or
possibly even some final movement of Maréchal from one extreme to
the other.

Maréchal’s Catherine instructs her son on how to prevent the “distant
political revolution which will befall us if its giant steps are allowed to
continue as they have for seven years.” 246 “Learn from me,” she ad-
vises, “the science of conjuring with popular storms. Prevent them by
waging war far away: all shall then be permissible for you as long as
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your arms shall be victorious.” 247 The danger of the future lies in the
growth of a free press, for “one cannot do what one wills with a reason-
ing people”; 248 and in the restless new intellectuals who may “form a
state within the state.”

If the feeble and unfortunate Louis XVI . . . had not committed the
signal imprudence of a call to savants and publicists for advice on the de-
plorable state of his finances, the unfortunate prince would still be
reigning.249

A modern prince must get their advice but not permit them to publish
for a broader audience. The public must not be courted with favors
but dazzled with “the magic of the throne” and kept “breathless” with
activity: wars, parades, and festivals.

Do not leave the people time to think. . . . The common lot of men love
movement. . . . Stagnant waters become spoiled and produce disease.250

Princely rule is threatened either by “armed confederations” like Po-
land or “unarmed confederations that are called clubs in England, and
under the name of societies and patriotic circles have brought a deluge
of crimes and calamities to France.” 251 The true monarch must main-
tain “sang-froid in great political crises” and indifference to the fate of
individuals, for he is “a being below God only, but above all men.” 252

At the height where we are placed, my son, we need have regard only
for the ensemble; and here again we model ourselves on nature, which
seems to abandon to themselves those beings that it no longer needs.*3

Maréchal seems to see his own egalitarian position as the most dan-
gerous challenge to the old order. Catherine denounces “these vile mag-
istrates of the people” who “write ostentatiously the word equality at
the head of their decrees.” 25¢ She advises her son that there is nothing
to be done with the “handful of parvenus” who would lead France into
that “den of thieves” known as democracy except to outshine them in
wisdom and purity.

This political polarization into revolutionary and reactionary positions
—each understanding the other better than any position in between—
became characteristic of the Restoration. Paul Didier, leader of the
first and most seminal revolutionary conspiracy of that era, had been
an arch-royalist during the revolutionary and Napoleonic periods. He
argued in his Spirit and Vow of the French (1799) and his Return to
Religion (1802) for a unitary, total faith as the essential bond for
society.255 He preferred, therefore, to move all the way over to the
revolutionary camp rather than support the compromise formula of a
constitutional monarchy after 1815. The unsuccessful conspiracy that
he mounted just north of Grenoble was denounced by perplexed royal-
ists as the act of one “who has now betrayed successively all the govern-
ments in France for 20 years.” 256 Didier’s defense was that

I do not wish to defy either laws or men; I am only defying irreligion.257
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The romantic temperament called for heroism in the name of faith
and tended to rule out middle positions. The term “ultra,” used in
France to describe the extreme, theocratic Right, was invoked in Italy
for revolutionaries of the far Left. Moderate defenders of the compro-
mise settlement of 1815 in France were saddled with the less compli-
mentary label of “doctrinaire.”

Perhaps the two most influential new reactionaries of the era were
both refugees from the revolutionary occultist infatuations of an earlier
period. Karl Eckhartshausen, the leading propagator of the antirevolu-
tionary mysticism of the “Holy Alliance,” was a Bavarian who had
briefly joined and subsequently studied at length the Illuminist Or-
der.258 Joseph de Maistre, the most influential among the ultramon-
tanist breed of reactionary, had been a leader of radical occult Ma-
sonry in prerevolutionary France.

The most important two figures in systematizing the police repres-
sion of revolutionary forces in France were both former revolutionary
extremists. Joseph Fouché, who organized Napoleon’s political police,
had made his reputation as the organizer of the Feast of Equality in
1794 in Lyon after leading there perhaps the bloodiest single episode
against counter-revolutionaries in the entire Reign of Terror.25® Simon
Duplay, who compiled the “green book” of all known political conspir-
acies since 1792 for Napoleon, had lost a leg fighting for the revolution
at Valmy and subsequently served as Robespierre’s secretary.

In one of the last letters which de Maistre received just before his
death in 1821, Lamennais (who was moving in the opposite direction
from ultramontanism to an ultrademocratic faith in the masses) wrote
prophetically:

There will be no more middle way between faith and nothingness. . . .
Everything is extreme today; there is no longer any dwelling place in be-
tween.260
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THE NATIONAL
REVOLUTIONARIES:
THE
MID-NINETEENTH
CENTURY

N THE POST-NAPOLEONIC ERA, the revolutionary tradition
broke out from the cocoon of conspiracy and into flight on the wings
of nationalism. Though they generally rejected the universalist rhetoric
of the French revolutionary era, the new nationalists were following
the French example of a militant, musical mobilization of the masses
against foreign foes during 1792—94. Italy and Poland, which had re-
sponded the most enthusiastically of all foreign peoples to the French
Revolution, remained the leaders of European nationalism and the most
inventive theorists of revolutionary violence.
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The national revolutionary cause was identified almost everywhere
with liberal constitutionalism up until the Revolution of 1830. There-
after, however, the nationalist ideal of fraternité was increasingly dis-
sociated by revolutionaries from the liberté of the liberals—particularly
in central and eastern Europe. And in western Europe, constitutional
liberalism lost some of its earlier links with revolutionary nationalism
—becoming an experimental, evolutionary alternative to the revolu-
tionary path which increasingly emphasized ideology and violence. In
the 1840s a new generation of revolutionaries turned to socialist rather
than nationalist ideals—reviving the banner of égalité as a rival to the
fraternité of national revolutionaries. The long struggle thus began
between the two main branches of the revolutionary faith. Paris re-
mained the Mecca of the faith; but the dominance of nationalism waned
after the defeat of the revolutions of 1848; and the last Parisian revolu-
tion—the Commune of 1871—became a legend and model for the
social revolutionaries of the future.

This entire, Francocentric period of revolutionary ferment was suffused
with a florid romanticism that sought to mobilize the imagination with
naturalistic imagery. In an age of accelerating industrialization and
urbanization, there seemed a compensatory need to identify revolution-
ary organization with pastoral simplicity. Dame Nature was no longer
mathematical but organic. Her servant was no longer an aristocratic
mason building a temple in stone but a democratic “charcoal burner”
returning to a primeval forest.! Beyond the forgotten folklore and ne-
glected vernacular that nationalist revolutionaries everywhere sought
to recover lay an imaginary golden age.2 In the Latin American revolu-
tions this idealized state of nature was associated with the period prior
to foreign dominance: a return to an Aztec idyll after “a sleep of three
centuries” in the Mexican Revolution of 1808-10;3 to pastoral, six-
teenth-century Araucania in the subsequent Chilean (and to some ex-
tent the Argentine and the Peruvian) Revolution.¢ In the Latin part of
North America, too, the earliest uprising of French Canadians against
Anglo-Saxon dominance in 1837 was led by a “secret association of
brother huntsmen.” 5

Social revolutionaries no less than the dominant national revolution-
aries sought to begin building a new world by recovering vanished
perfection and familial feelings in rural settings. Buonarroti’s Parisian
rival to the nationalistic Carbonari, his True Italians, called themselves
Families—as did Blanqui’s pioneering social revolutionary organization
of 1834, the Society of the Families. Blanqui replaced his Families with
an organization with even more pretensions of recreating the harmonies
of nature: a Society of the Seasons organized into a hierarchy of weeks,
months, and seasons. The pioneering communist society in Lyon in
1836 was the Society of Flowers, which assigned each artisan member
the name of a flower or plant and met early in the mornings in a beau-
tiful forest setting overlooking the river Saéne.® The pioneering German
social revolutionary group that met in Paris at the same time, the League
of Outlaws, adopted the pose of rural bandits and organized into huts,
mountains, and national huts, then into tents, campfires, and campfire
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points.” Independently in Switzerland, French-speaking social revolu-
tionaries called themselves the Society of the Swan,® closely followed
by a German-speaking group which organized itself into leaves, buds,
blossoms, and fruits—with a seed at the center.® And in England, the
trail-blazing socialist ideas of Robert Owen were popularized by a rev-
olutionary theory of history allegedly derived from studying beehives.
Humanity was simply to follow the bees through five successive revolu-
tions: noble savagery, pastoral occupations, farming, and industry on
to the final creation of a community of goods by the wise bee.10

The main product of the romantic return to nature was not, however,
ideal socialist alternatives but real nationalist movements. The image
of a nation as a vitalistic, natural organism legitimized the revolu-
tionary nationalism that dominated the Francocentric period. Since this
supra-personal national ideal continues to baffle modern man as con-
sistently as it arouses him, it may merit unconventional scrutiny: of
its songs and signs, of its “people” and their violence. This “springtime
of nations” was seeded by the Italian charcoal burners (Carbonari), and
the full harvest has not yet been reaped.



CHAPTER 5

The Conspiratorial

Constitutionalists

(1815-25)

IN MARCH 1814, as the armies of the European monarchies entered
Paris, all hopes for revolution seemed to have ended. Babeuf’s son com-
mitted suicide; and Simon Duplay committed to the flames his “green
book,” which alone might have provided a definitive history of early
revolutionary conspiracy. But no sooner had he destroyed this massive
inventory of those who had “troubled the tranquility of France” since
1792 than he was forced to begin another. Working for the restored
Bourbons from 1815 until his death in 1827, he compiled some fifteen
thousand dossiers on real-life organizations far more fanciful than No-
dier’s Philadelphians or Buonarroti’s Sublime Perfect Masters. In his
view, the seminal revolutionary organization was Didier’s; and the key
role in developing a revolutionary movement throughout France was
played by the Masonic Association of Misraim, allegedly the original
Egyptian Rite with go degrees of membership.!

The resurgence of revolutionary activity during the restoration
reached far beyond occult conspiracies within France. Indeed, the de-
cade 1815-25 saw a new generation of liberal, constitutional revolu-
tionaries for the first time mobilize mass followings behind national
rather than universal goals. The conspiracies that challenged the con-
servative “world restored” at the Congress of Vienna? represented in
effect the first political youth movement of modern times. As an all-
European species of the early nineteenth century, the liberal revolu-
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tionaries anticipated an important extra-European phenomenon of the
early twentieth: the secret conspiracy of young officers and intellectuals
seeking expanded access to political power in a stagnant, traditional
society.

Indispensable to a politicized youth movement is the raising of hopes
by a tradition-shattering political leader. Like Frederick the Great for
the original Sturm und Drang generation of the 1770s in Prussia or the
Kennedys for the youth movement of the 196os in America, Napoleon
Bonaparte was the inescapable model for a restless generation that had
never known any other leader. Napoleon was less a father figure than a
kind of idealized older brother beckoning the young into battle against
patriarchal authority. At the same time, Napoleon was bigger than life,
having risen “above the earthly thought of founding a dynasty,” ac-
cepting instead

. . . the providential mission . . . to destroy the isolation of peoples, spread
civilization afar, shatter the diadems.3

He had, in short, attempted what others had only dreamed of: the
political transformation of the world.

Napoleon’s messianic reappearance from Elba for the “hundred days”
prior to his final defeat at Waterloo had restored the image of Napoleon
as revolutionary rather than tyrant. He had adopted the constitutional
banners of civil liberties and a federal distribution of power. He had at
last brought to his side the Marquis de Lafayette, the symbol of successful
constitutional revolution in both America and France.

Whether young Europeans fought for or against him, Napoleon left
them with a thirst for heroism and even martyrdom. He widened hori-
zons, raised appetites, and infected young Europe with political pas-
sions. The three nations that dominated the revolutionary tradition of
the early nineteenth century—France, Italy, and Poland—were precisely
those in which the cult of Napoleon was most developed.

The new revolutionaries awakened during the Napoleonic era did not
yet seek sweeping social change; but they clearly wanted something
more than mere political independence and constitutional reform. Mic-
kiewicz spoke implausibly of combining Christ and Napoleon; Piasecki
alluded vaguely to “the creation of a new people.” ¢

But to ask what it was they really wanted is to pose the most un-
answerable—if most important—question about the revolutionary vo-
cation. Mapping utopia may be more conducive to reverie than to
revolution. Any precise list of demands may lead to ennervating dis-
cussion and division among the revolutionaries—and provides the op-
portunity for selective codptation by the existing powers.

Thus, the success of early conspirators in arousing large sections of
Europe against existing authority did not come from any finished vision
of the society they sought. Nor can their dynamism be explained simply
as the by-product of the perpetually rising bourgeoisie. The main force
of the industrial revolution had not yet reached the continent; and the
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revolutionary movement was strongest—in Iberia, Italy, Greece, and
Russia—where the bourgeoisie was weakest and the leadership pri-
marily aristocratic.

The revolutionary movement’s principal stated objective—limiting
monarchy by a formal “constitution”—was perhaps its least under-
stood aspect. The French ambassador to Naples asked a peasant in the
Apulia early in 1818: “Just what is this constitution you are demand-
ing?” and received the answer:

I don’t know anything about it, but they had better give us one.5

The romantic world view of the young revolutionaries was shaped not
just by the spell of Napoleon but also by the experience of camaraderie
within their own small groups. These exclusively masculine fraternities
sublimated eros into aspiration—providing dislocated young men in a
turbulent era with a simple community of faith that suggested some
earlier, less complicated time. The fraternal groupuscule was the model;
the “politics of the miraculous” was the motor; a revolutionary Second
Coming was the destination.

The most important movement of the era was the Italian Carbonari:
the first to mobilize the masses for a national cause through a secret
organization. Attracting in a short space of time an unprecedented mem-
bership of at least three hundred thousand,s they presented a danger
to the conservative restoration that reached far beyond Italy. They
posed a direct challenge to both the stability and the legitimacy of
Hapsburg rule, the linchpin of the post-Napoleonic order. The Carbonari
threatened the twin pillars of the Metternichean order, traditional bor-
ders and monarchical authority, precisely where their hold was weak-
est: in the divided Italian peninsula.

The Forest Fraternity

When Buonarroti’s key collaborator spoke of the revolutionary move-
ment during the restoration as “this party of the Jura,” 7 he provided
insight into the genealogy as well as the geography of the revolutionary
tradition. The original Philadelphians of the 1790s had come from the
wooded and relatively unspoiled Jura region between Besangon and
Geneva; Buonarroti and his friends operated there until he moved to
Brussels in 1824; 8 and the romantic idea of recovering a lost golden
age continued to flourish there down to the formation of Bakunin’s final
alliance of romantic revolutionaries, the Fédération Jurasienme of the
early 1870s. Dostoevsky sent his antirevolutionary caricature of Bakunin,
Nicholas Stavrogin of The Possessed, off to commit suicide in the
Jura, but nevertheless pays grudging tribute to the revolutionary dream,
“the Geneva idea”:
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The golden age is the most implausible of all dreams. But for it men
have given up their life and strength; for the sake of it prophets have died
and been slain; without it the people will not live and cannot die.?

From the Jura at the beginning of the nineteenth century came the
first purveyors of the dream to arouse the masses: the society of Good
Cousins, Charcoal Burners.10 This rural mutation of Masonry from Bes-
angon was transplanted by the Napoleonic armies to southern Italy,
where it was politicized and popularized throughout the Kingdom of
Naples during the rule of Napoleon’s maverick brother-in-law, Joachim
Murat (1808-15). A leading role was played by a veteran of the Besan-
¢on group, Jean-Pierre Briot, whose fascination with a new type of
forest fraternity was apparently fueled by the experience of escaping
from Austrian imprisonment into the Black Forest and by his own po-
litical experience as revolutionary commissioner for the Island of Elba
in 1801-02, before moving to Naples and founding the first Carbonari
group in 1807.11

This new ritual order drew on the same type of extended family struc-
tures and protective loyalties that was later to produce the Mafia.l? It
attracted lesser aristocrats and untitled professional people who had
not become as extensively involved in traditional Masonic lodges as their
counterparts in northern Italy3 The Carbonari increasingly drew a
hitherto quiescent populace into civic activity, and posed an immediate
threat to the traditionalist Bourbon King Ferdinand I, when he was
restored to the Neapolitan throne in 1815.

Carbonari ritual in the South was far more effective in mobilizing the
masses than traditional Masonic ritual in the North. Naturalistic and fa-
miliar symbols replaced the occult and mathematical language of Ma-
sonry. The charcoal burners were an artisan brotherhood in the woods,
not an esoteric order in a temple; they met in a bourgeois shop (the
literal meaning of wvendita, the term used for their local cells) rather
than an aristocratic lodge; and they bade their members follow a pa-
tron saint (Theobald, who allegedly renounced civilization for the
simple life of the charcoal burner) rather than to seek out the esoteric
secrets of Solomon, Pythagoras, and the like. Most important, the Car-
bonari used popular religious symbols in this intensely Catholic region.

Membership was attained by initiation into a kind of higher Christian
fraternity. The postulant for the second grade of membership received
a crown of thorns analogous to that of Christ’s own passion. Later, as
the society became more explicitly political, initiation came to include
the path of Calvary past Caiaphas, Herod, and Pilate. The implication
was that Christ had pointed out the path of resistance to civil power,
church, and king alike. The final, fourth degree of initiation involved a
binding to the cross and receipt of the stigmata before being rescued
and accepted as a grand-master, grand-elect pledged to fighting
tyranny.14

The path of the Carbonari from philanthropy to political ambition has
never been clearly mapped. But here again it appears that the fantasies
of reactionaries played a role in determining the identities of revolu-
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tionaries. The Carbonari account of the group’s origin appears to have
been adopted from the account given in Abbé Barruel's counter-
revolutionary exposé, according to which Scottish fugitives had been
seeking liberty in the forests as charcoal burners. King Francis I of
France was allegedly aided by them when he got lost on a hunting
mission, was then initiated into their rites, and became their protector.l®

By 1812, the Carbonari had assumed their characteristic structure of
secret local cells ruled by a higher one: the Alta Vendita. The Carbonari
became, in effect, a pyramidal counter-government in the Kingdom of
Naples, with a self-appointed mandate to assemble a legislative body
from other tribes (the ethnic-territorial subdivisions of the Carbonari).
Carbonari organizations soon spread into the papal states and other Ital-
ian provinces, melding a new constitutional ideal with the age-old
dream of a united Italy.

The Carbonari combined all three beliefs that we have seen to be cru-
cial to the revolutionary tradition: belief in an uncompleted revolution,
in the authority of Nature against tradition, and in secret, hierarchical
organization.

Belief in an uncompleted revolution was particularly widespread in
Italy, which had provided some of the most dramatic echoes and notable
foreign supporters for the original French Revolution and the Napoleonic
reforms. The Italian middle class was angered at the return of a con-
servative monarchy without even the partial guarantee of constitu-
tional liberties offered by the French Charter of 1815.

The society viewed itself as heir to a rich line of sects and societies
that had kept alive “the unaffected language of nature,” and could guide
man “to the contemplation of never varying nature, to the love of man
collectively.” 16 Although “the tender name of brother has been re-
nounced” by a humanity that has fallen prey to violence and intrigue,'?
one could at least become a “good cousin” through the Carbonari.

The space surrounding the meeting place was the forest in which
goodness had been preserved by the charcoal burners. Each apprentice
wore a small fragment of wood—hoping that it would be transformed
into the higher form of charcoal and he into a charcoal burner. The
Grand Master used an axe as his gavel on a wooden block, the symbolic
trunk of a tree to which all branches of the society were organically
related. These branches all shared common roots in the earth, and were
part of a great common tree, whose leaves reminded the secret frater-
nity

... that as our first parents, after having lost their innocence, covered their
shame with leaves, [so] the Good Cousins ought to conceal the faults of
their fellow men, and particularly those of the Society.18

Secrecy became almost a way of life for the Carbonari, with their
meetings concealed from public view, secret handclasps, passwords, and
pass-signs. Hierarchical discipline was also important. The Grand Mas-
ter exercised absolute power over the agenda. No good cousin could
speak at a meeting without permission from the head of the line in
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which he was seated; and penalties were prescribed for failings either
in personal morality or in Carbonari ritual.

The wooden ladder—symbol of man’s climb to perfection—was al-
ways present on the table of the lodge master; and a principal sign of
both the apprentices and the masters was known as the “ladder.” 19
Their ritual of recognition—the vertical extension of both arms down-
wards with clenched fists—may be a distant ancestor of the future
revolutionary salute: the raised, single-armed clenched fist. Bundles
(fasci) of sticks also lay on the table of the master—a symbol that
harked back to ancient Rome and would be revived in the Rome of
Mussolini. For the Carbonari the bundles signified “the members of
our respectable order, united in peace.” 20

In order for each piece of wood to be transformed symbolically into
the purer, more useful form of charcoal, each meeting was conceived
of as a ritual purification by fire in the furnaces of a secret grotto within
a forest.2! Those who progressed on to the level of the great elect faced
the most awesome of these ordeals by fire. The Grand Master entered
through the secret single door from the West.

Two guards called “flames” are placed at either side of the door, with two
sa