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Introduction

The author of The Gods Want Blood was born with a silver spoon in his 

mouth: his father was a bookseller and editor on the Quai Malaquais, 

the quarter of Paris which lies at the centre of the novel; and though 

France senior had been illiterate until the age of twenty, his business 

prospered. Anatole grew up surrounded by books, which he devoured 

and would continue to devour all his life; he lived on words. And when 

he wrote his novel on the French Revolution, the silver spoon turned 

into gold: his father had specialized in books on that revolution – an 

understandable liking in an ex-soldier who, like many others, had 

risen from the ranks. Equally understandable was his father’s wish for 

Anatole to have the education he had himself lacked: he went to the 

prestigious Roman Catholic Collège Stanislas, basically a boarding 

school for the rich where Anatole, a relatively poor day boy, was not 

very happy – but there were many books to read.

His schooling had lifelong effects. He left with a great love of the 

classics: we shall notice Brotteaux’s passion for Lucretius; and he 

includes in The Gods Want Blood a number of classical references, 

which are often obscure for the modern reader and can largely be 

ignored: Orestes is the most important.

He also developed at Stanislas a permanent dislike of authority: 

priests often have strict habits of discipline and he acquired a deep and 

permanent distaste for Christian belief, though he was always ready to 

concede that others might not share his unbelief: his hatred of violence 

was matched by an equal hatred of intolerance. He did claim the right 
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to poke fun at such believers – Brotteaux remains on the friendliest 

terms with the devout Father Longuemare whom he endlessly teased. 

France believed that the pen was mightier than the sword, though 

when, during the First World War, he was suspected of pacifism, being a 

wary man he promptly volunteered for the army – at the age of seventy; 

he rightly guessed that the military wouldn’t want him.

Apart from words, he had a weakness, often reciprocated, for women 

(preferably plumpish); and words can be very persuasive. And like most 

people, his greatest affection was for himself – as an only child he had 

been thoroughly spoilt by his mother and his career was to reveal a 

man self-indulgent and careful to avoid personal commitment to any 

venture possibly harmful to himself; his long adhesion to socialism 

was verbal rather than active and an early flirtation with monarchism 

was very brief, as was his much later flirtation with communism. He 

was often thought to be rather obsequious; he was certainly selfish. We 

can see why his attitude towards the French Revolution was lukewarm.

From Stanislas, he moved officially into a world of words – a publish-

ing firm – and, while there, published the obligatory youthful volume 

of verse, which sunk without trace. He was recruited for the Franco-

Prussian War in 1870 but did not have to fight; he carefully steered clear 

of any involvement in the attempt by the Commune, after France’s 

defeat, to seize power and continue resistance against Prussia – we shall 

be meeting this Paris City Council in The Gods Want Blood. France 

was as suspicious of nationalism as of violence.

When he returned to publishing, he was still not much more than 

a dogsbody, mainly proofreading and writing prefaces. But he was 

ambitious and succeeded in being appointed assistant librarian to the 

Senate. The work was minimal and Anatole quickly reduced it to nil; 

he was left with plenty of time to pursue his own writing. When this 

was discovered, he resigned before being sacked; he was a wily man.
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In any case, by 1890 he was well able to stand on his own feet, as he’d 

taken to journalism, for which he had all the necessary gifts – wit and 

wide curiosity, not only general but topical. He wrote regular articles 

in Parisian papers, particularly chatty contributions to a distinguished 

magazine, modestly called L’Univers illustré. In 1881 he published 

his first novel, Le Crime de Sylvestre Bonnard, a sentimental story of 

a learned old man who abducts a girl, the child of a woman he had 

loved, from her boarding school; in order to find her a husband, he 

sells his beloved library to provide the indispensable French dowry. 

The extremely sentimental novel was well received; only a foolhardy 

publisher would risk a reprint today. But he was now launched on a 

career. In 1885 he was made a Chevalier of the Legion of Honour. 

The winds were now definitely set fair and for an ambitious writer of 

modest birth there remained only one more decisive step: recognition 

by Paris high society. After some false starts, he found his haven in the 

salon of Madame de Caillavet. Though shy and socially awkward, he 

had charm and was becoming a well-known writer. She adopted him, 

became his manager and, after a while, his mistress. The relationship 

prospered and they were able to see more of each other when, in 1893, 

France’s marriage ended in divorce. They had common interests and she 

was intelligent – she probably wrote France’s introduction to Proust’s 

Les Plaisirs et les jours (Proust returned the compliment by making 

France the model for Bergotte in his À la recherche du temps perdu). 

Though now a regular presence in her salon, Anatole had a roving eye 

and she was a jealous woman; she wanted to dominate and France had 

a rebellious and independent nature and didn’t enjoy being too closely 

watched; and Madame de Caillavet was now in her early sixties.   

Elected to the Académie Française in 1907, his eminence had become 

worldwide and he was invited to engage in a lecture tour in Argentina 

and Brazil; on the voyage out, he met an actress from the Comédie 
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Française, started an affair and contemplated marriage. France never 

wrote to her while away so Madame de Caillavet paid his valet to spy 

on him and, when informed of France’s behaviour, she tried to commit 

suicide. The attempt was unsuccessful but her health was impaired. 

Shortly afterwards, having decided that marriage was not for him, 

France returned and there was a reconciliation, but she died a few weeks 

later. Anatole’s diary and his doctor attest to his great grief, but he also 

had another reaction and he launched – for consolation? celebration 

of new-found freedom? – into a series of love affairs, none of which 

he seems to have considered prolonging; tragically, one of the women 

concerned took the affair seriously and, realizing that his affection 

had ended, committed suicide. But we can begin to understand how 

Anatole can so cleverly depict women in love in The Gods Want Blood.

In 1894 an event occurred which France later described as having 

changed the whole direction of his thought – it would be more accurate 

to say that it had confirmed certain beliefs; he was always too scepti-

cal to have convictions. A Jewish officer, Captain Dreyfus, was found 

guilty of betraying military secrets to Germany and, despite conclusive 

evidence that he was not guilty, he was not completely exonerated 

until 1906: it was a scandalous example both of injustice accepted by 

the military establishment and of the unreliability of the legal system. 

France was a strong dreyfusard (Madame de Caillavet was a Jew) and 

the Dreyfus case was an important factor in his renewed interest in 

the French Revolution.

In his later years, France published L’Île des pingouins (Penguin 

Island, 1908), Les Dieux ont soif (The Gods Want Blood, 1912) and 

La Révolte des anges (The Revolt of  the Angels, 1914); in the first, a 

short-sighted priest accidentally baptizes a flock of great auks, thereby 

making them human – a good premise, but the sequel, largely con-

cerned with strictly French preoccupations, has very little to attract 
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the English-speaking reader. In The Revolt of  the Angels, a similarly 

amusing situation is created: angels want to cease being angelic and 

hope Satan can become Jehovah; Satan points out that Jehovah would 

then become Satan and, in any case, he enjoys being satanic; a promis-

ing whimsical thought but pursued at great length; most readers today 

are unlikely to be interested in Jehovah or even Satan. These two novels 

have both dated badly.

The Gods Want Blood is a horse of a very different colour. It has 

recognizably human characters, against the background of the French 

Revolution, a cataclysmic event which stands at the beginning of 

the modern era and whose resonance remains relevant worldwide. 

The action of the novel, from April 1793 to the early winter of 1795, 

during the government of the Convention, is largely confined to the 

bloodthirsty fanaticism of the Terror. France’s skill lies in weaving 

his fictional characters convincingly into this background. He had the 

unique advantage of his father’s bookshop and used other historical 

sources; and he did his homework very thoroughly, consulting not 

only standard historical but more personal, anecdotal works, where 

he found models for most of his fictional characters. The Gods Want 

Blood bears throughout the stamp of historical authenticity.

The Convention was elected by universal male suffrage in September 

1792 but, probably through disillusionment, the majority of voters 

abstained. The most moderate of the members became known as 

Girondins, since many came from the area around Bordeaux known as 

Gironde; they also appear as Brissotins, from the name of their leader 

Jacques Pierre Brissot. France’s novel tells of their downfall at the hands 

of opportunists and fanatical extremists, the Montagnards, so-called 

because they sat on the top benches of the assembly hall. Much of the 

Girondins’ inspiration came from Madame Roland, whose famous last 

words on the scaffold are, as France continually suggests, well worth 
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pondering: “Oh Liberty, what crimes are committed in your name!” 

Her husband, a member of parliament, killed himself – many suicides 

were recorded in these desperate times.

The Convention had three main executive bodies: the Committee of 

General Security, established in 1792, which had charge of the police; 

the Committee of Public Safety, set up in the spring of 1793 to control 

internal and external political and defence matters – in fact, it came to 

control everything and initiated the period of the Terror; and finally 

the Revolutionary Tribunal, given the task of putting on trial persons 

suspected of anti-Revolutionary activities. These tribunals increased in 

number as the Terror grew in ferocity and scope: following the infamous 

law of 22nd Prairial (10th June) 1794, passed by the Convention only 

two days after the first celebration of the new Revolutionary religion, 

inaugurated by Robespierre, the trials became a formality; witnesses 

or counsels for the defence were regarded as superfluous: men and 

women were sent to the guillotine in droves. In the next month and a 

half, about 1,300 people were guillotined, as many as in the previous 

fourteen months. France depicts what was happening: émigré aristo-

crats were treated as unceremoniously as bewildered, ignorant old 

women. The jurors are shown acting like butchers, though the toler-

ant author has a word – an ironic word – of sympathy for them: they 

were only human and mankind has weaknesses, difficult to overcome 

or understand. While waiting to try (and usually to condemn) their 

next victims, these jurors are shown talking affectionately about their 

children: they are caring parents.

The fact is that France had been at war with much of western Europe 

since 1792, and military dangers (many are mentioned) might have 

provided, if not a reason, at least a pretext, for such ferocity; but we 

see it still continuing when the military situation improved, largely 

through the introduction of compulsory military service – fraternity 
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came before liberty. There was also unrest in various parts of France, 

notably in certain large cities – Lyon, Bordeaux and Marseille, demand-

ing autonomy as capital cities of independent federations. These 

fédéralistes are frequently mentioned and were also considered a jus-

tification for the Terror. However, though la patrie was no longer in 

danger when the Revolutionary Armies started to go on the offensive, 

bloodthirsty gods had been unleashed. 

Various factions are shown striving for power; in this struggle, the 

most important role was played by political clubs, which, ironically, 

usually took their names from convents confiscated from the Church 

as religious property. During the period covered by the novel, the most 

important were the Cordeliers, an extremist club, founded in 1790 by 

Danton and Hébert, and the Jacobin Club which, founded in 1789 as 

a mildly democratic debating society, gradually turned into a club so 

extremist that a moderate group broke away to form the Feuillants. 

The Jacobins prevailed and fanaticism tightened its grip; mention of 

all these clubs is made in the novel.

In addition to the National Convention, there was the Commune, 

the Paris municipal council, which sat in the Hôtel de Ville and, theo-

retically, had charge only of the government of Paris, but it spread its 

net far wider, put great pressure on the Convention and was the main 

driving force behind the Terror; when threatened by the Convention, 

we see Robespierre taking refuge in the Hôtel de Ville.

The smallest body of government was the section; Paris had been 

divided into forty-eight of these and their role is shown in the first 

chapter of the novel. Their powers were later curtailed and their com-

mittees abolished. Absolute power went to the Convention and the 

Commune, and their wishes often conflicted.

Such is the background, the bare bones of this tragicomic novel; there 

is a lot of tasty flesh. The protagonist is Évariste Gamelin, a struggling 
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young painter of promise, and we are shown how this kind, gullible 

and eager young man is carried away by muddled, abstract ideas bor-

rowed from others (he borrows constantly) and turns into a murderer. 

Brotteaux sums him up very neatly: he was “virtuous and terrible”. 

Two particularly appalling examples of his simple-mindedness are his 

relentless pursuit of his sister Julie’s lover and his jealous determina-

tion to ensure the death of a perfectly innocent man, because he has 

convinced himself that he was the seducer of his beloved Élodie – the 

identity of this seducer is kept, for a while, unknown: one of the novel’s 

charms is France’s love of teasing his readers.

Gamelin’s profession has led him to meet Blaise, the owner of an 

art shop and Élodie’s father. He is an affable, clever businessman, who 

keeps a finger on the pulse of the art market. He is a widower, fond 

of women, and as women are costly, he supplements his income by 

corrupt practices as an army supplier: in a word, he is a man of his 

times and, indeed, of all times.

Through Gamelin, we meet another artist, a capable etcher, pleasant 

and able, who collaborates with Évariste; his main preoccupation is to 

bed as many women as possible: one of the most bizarre episodes in 

the novel concerns his amorous encounter in the course of a country 

excursion offered by Blaise to his team of artists, at his expense – on 

condition that they produce works he can sell. We shall leave the 

reader to guess whose bed Desmahis is seen leaving on the last page 

of the novel.

France knew a lot about women and in Élodie he creates a plausible 

character. She has decided that Évariste is the man for her; unfortu-

nately, he is very shy, but fortunately very naive. Élodie has no difficulty 

in helping him make up his mind. The course of their love does not 

run smooth; it has to be kept secret because Évariste has quarrelled 

with her father. It is at this point that Évariste becomes a member of 
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the jury of the Tribunal. Élodie’s reaction to his way of administering 

“justice” is very complicated, finally ending in an extraordinary hys-

terical masochism. Throughout the whole novel, the author skilfully 

points out how worship of bloodthirsty gods leads people in strange 

directions, but the ironic Anatole eventually shows her finding her own 

right direction; and when we see her taking leave of her new lover, she 

uses exactly the same words to tell him of the precautions he must 

take, as she had used to warn Évariste… Life must go on.

An odd aberration occurs in Évariste’s sister Julie, who had eloped 

with her aristocratic lover to England. To be safer in Revolutionary 

Paris, she has disguised herself as a man, as she tries and fails – in 

a dramatic episode – to save his life when he is apprehended as a 

returned émigré. She then becomes strangely attached to Élodie and 

continues to wear men’s clothes: is France hinting at lesbianism, at 

that time impossible to depict openly? There is no uncertainty about 

the homosexual episode, which also involves Julie: France likes sexual 

themes – and knows the tastes of many readers.

Not all the characters behave strangely; few are simple – Madame de 

Rochemaure, for example, one of the prominent minor characters, is 

by no means purely a self-seeking, pleasure-loving tart, who likes her 

lovers to be either far younger (even when impecunious) or older – and 

richer. France shows she has wider interests too.

The Gods Want Blood has some admirable characters. One is 

Évariste’s mother, bewildered by all the sudden changes surrounding 

her (including the newly introduced Revolutionary calendar); she finds 

consolation in a forgotten rosary and sits mindlessly counting them. 

Religion can have its uses.

The other completely admirable person is Fortuné Trubert, an offi-

cial in Évariste’s section and an ardent revolutionary: hard-working, 

competent, a decent, honest man, devoting great care to the unhappy 
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or deprived members of his community; to keep his spirits up, he’s 

continually humming the Revolutionary song: ‘Ça ira’ – it’ll be all right. 

It is another irony of France to give him Fortuné as his first name – he 

is a dying man. But Trubert does show us that revolutionaries can have 

admirable qualities; and, indeed, some mention is made in the novel 

of the Revolution’s broader, more positive achievements, such as the 

Convention’s plans to introduce a system of public education or social 

security. But, on the whole, France’s focus is clearly on the horror and 

injustice of the Terror.

There is one utterly despicable character: the pretty dragoon Henry 

– charming, self-seeking and cold-bloodedly unscrupulous – who, 

out of wounded vanity and to increase his Revolutionary standing, is 

responsible for the deaths of two central characters in the novel.

Brotteaux is obviously the mouthpiece for many of France’s ideas. 

A former aristocrat, having inherited a title from his father, a tax 

collector, who had bought the post and the title under the monarchy, 

Brotteaux had lived lavishly – one of his mistresses was Madame de 

Rochemaure, who certainly would not have come cheap. He now lives 

precariously by selling marionettes until, to his dismay, Revolutionary 

authorities confiscate them, alleging that they are subversive. It is the 

age of suspicion. He has one constant consolation: a tattered copy of 

Lucretius’s breviary of epicureanism, De rerum natura; in the same 

pocket, he has a flask of brandy – he has more than one string to his bow.

Brotteaux is an atheist but tolerates misguided believers. He admires 

the works of the philosophes, their Bible, the Encyclopédie, edited by 

the atheist Diderot, the works of the purely materialistic Holbach and 

of Helvétius, who believed that self-interest is the mainspring of all our 

actions. We also learn that Brotteaux’s real favourite is the completely 

obscure Boulanger, whose claim to fame seems to be that he thought 

that religious belief was inspired by the Flood.
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Brotteaux is generous and kind-hearted. He provides refuge, at some 

risk, for an innocent adolescent country girl who is in danger from 

the authorities when the government (the virtuous Robespierre was 

in power) had declared prostitution a crime deserving severe punish-

ment. Brotteaux, himself impoverished, pays for her journey to safety 

with almost his last assignat, a paper currency introduced early in the 

Revolution; originally worth a hundred livres, it was steadily devalued 

until it was worth five.

Brotteaux also offers help and refuge in his garret to Father 

Longuemare, who had refused to accept lay control of the Church; 

his allegiance lies with the Pope. Deprived of his post and his cell, 

he could find no employment since he had been refused the neces-

sary certificate of civisme, public-spiritedness, because he had been 

unable to identify three “key” dates of the Revolution: 10th August 

1792, when the people of Paris invaded the Tuileries Palace and 

brought down the monarchy; 2nd September 1792, the date of the 

“September Massacres”, when, infuriated by continuing defeats of 

the Revolutionary Armies and urged on by Marat’s journal, L’Ami 

du Peuple, the Paris mob broke into the prisons and massacred some 

1,200 prisoners; and 31st May 1793, the date of the overthrow of the 

Girondins. The September Massacres are, incidentally, not the only 

ones mentioned in the novel: the boot had been on the other foot 

in July 1791 when the moderate deputies, who were in the majority, 

seemed to wish to retain the monarchy and an angry crowd of militant 

republicans demonstrating on the Champ de Mars had been fired on 

and dispersed by National Guards on the order of Bailly, the mayor 

of Paris; this so-called massacre was a popular Revolutionary myth, 

though Gamelin believes it. Bailly’s successor as mayor of Paris, Pétion, 

managed to escape the fate of the Girondins, whom he supported, 

went on the run and eventually killed himself.
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Longuemare is homeless and completely at a loss; Brotteaux, who 

rejects all religious beliefs, still generously offers him refuge and food; 

the only reward he expects – and gets – is his enjoyment at baiting him, 

thereby revealing many of his own beliefs: his contempt for the stupidity 

of Rousseau, who thought that men are born good and corrupted by 

society; Brotteaux believes that the best way to teach men to be good 

is to tan their backsides when boys.

Longuemare is very devout but not very bright; he realizes that in any 

argument with his host he would be the loser. A truly humble man, he 

has one great weakness: he is very proud – and pride is a deadly sin – of 

being a Barnabite, directly descended from St Paul, and he is very annoyed 

when, failing to realize his status, people confuse him with a Capuchin. 

The central non-fictional character of the novel, who sums up its 

main issues, is Robespierre, Gamelin’s fatal icon – the last of a long 

list. We catch one personal glimpse of the Incorruptible, chatting in a 

friendly way with a little beggar boy, to whom he slips a coin – even 

murderous men have moments of tenderness. Robespierre is full of 

self-contradictions: as President of the Jacobin Club since 1790, he had 

been one of the republicans who claimed that it was not necessary to 

put Louis XVI on trial – his guilt was too blatant; but as a democrat, it 

was he who had called for the election of the Convention by universal 

male suffrage. He was a founding member of the Committee of Public 

Safety, responsible for the Terror (eagerly urged on by the Commune), 

yet he had also set up a sort of system of social security, funded by 

expropriation of property from all those suspected – without proof – 

of being enemies of the Republic. In short, he was, like Gamelin but 

far more intelligent and better educated and organized, a fanatic – and 

equally virtuous.

One particular bee in Robespierre’s bonnet was religion: while it 

was his view that France had been sufficiently dechristianized and 
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thus Christianity did not need further attack, atheism was in his eyes 

criminally evil. He established a Revolutionary cult of the Supreme 

Being and himself presided over its first celebration in June 1795; and 

we see Gamelin, hitherto holding no firm religious beliefs, becoming 

a convert – naturally a fanatical one.

Robespierre appears to be a complete enigma (he is not the only 

character who is enigmatic), but in his final analysis, France suddenly 

enlightens us: his greatest gift is the gift of the gab. He makes endless 

speeches with no results: he is an irresolute ideologist, who has his 

own dirty work carried out by other, more active agents – Couthon 

and Saint-Just; he is a superb windbag – a truly democratic leader? 

– and we witness his deflation. France’s depiction of the downfall of 

Robespierre and his associates is splendidly dramatic. 

The final chapter of the novel shows the inevitable reaction against 

violence – the sadistic tricoteuses sitting knitting by the guillotine 

saw hardly any heads fall into the basket. However, an equally unbal-

anced frivolity appeared: farce replaces tragedy. Before women were 

guillotined, their hair had had to be cropped, to give free passage for 

the blade; so the new smart style of a woman’s coiffure is short hair, 

carefully curled and their dresses become semi-transparent. The wife of 

Tallien, the leader of the coup that overthrew Robespierre, has herself 

become a leader – of fashion; she can wear a dress with a décolletage 

down to the navel and a skirt slit halfway up the thigh. We now see 

Élodie coming into her element: she is sensual and pragmatic. The Gods 

Want Blood has a happy and, inevitably, ironical ending.

France has given us a vivid picture of the French Revolution, not 

only historical and political but social and domestic – the queue for 

the baker’s shop is a magnificent tour de force as an account of the 

way of life during the Revolution; and the reader constantly witnesses 

scenes of ordinary life on the streets of Paris during the Terror: life 
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obstinately continues to go on. France can also tell a good story, with 

plausible main characters worked into the historical background; 

Brotteaux is occasionally a trifle long-winded, a very convincing, 

somewhat unorthodox epicurean – France doesn’t like prototypes. 

The main female character, Élodie, is a complex woman, forced to deal 

with a very awkward maniac. Évariste, perhaps the most fascinating 

character for the reader today, would surely make a first-rate suicide 

bomber; Blaise could be our next-door neighbour. 

A novel which remains so topical, in its theme and its characters, 

more than a century after publication, clearly possesses permanent 

appeal; its authentic and dramatic historical background of events still 

reverberates and, as a final charm, it offers a constant, wicked streak 

of ironic scepticism to leaven the whole lump. The Gods Want Blood 

seems to have the stuff to endure.

– Douglas Parmée
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É vAriste GAmelin, A pAinter – one of David’s pupils* – 

a member of the Pont-Neuf section (originally Henry IV but 

renamed after the monarchy was abolished) had set off early to go to 

the church of the Barnabite convent, taken over in May 1790, three 

years ago, as the office and meeting place of the section. It was in a 

gloomy little square near the main entrance of the Palais de Justice. Its 

façade consisted of two classical orders of architecture; the inverted 

corbels and carved ornamental flames had been badly mauled by time 

and the hand of man: the heads of the saints had all been smashed. 

Inscribed in large black lettering over the entrance you could read the 

Republican motto: “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity or Death”. Gamelin 

went into the nave, where, under the arched vaults which had earlier 

echoed the chants of the clerics of St Paul, you’d now hear the voices 

of the red-capped patriots as they met to elect their local magistrates 

or debate other matters concerning the section. Here too the saints 

had been removed from their niches and replaced by busts of Brutus, 

Jean-Jacques and Lepeletier.* On the altar, stripped of its religious 

emblems, there was now only the Bible of the new doctrine: the charter 

of the Rights of Man.

It was here that general public meetings were held on two evenings 

a week, from five till eleven. Proudly draped in the new national flag, 

the pulpit was used by all and sundry to harangue the assembled 

company. On the opposite side, formerly reserved for the Gospels, a 

roughly built wooden platform had been set up for the women and 
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children who came to these meetings in considerable numbers. On 

this particular day, at a desk in front of the pulpit, and wearing his 

red cap and carmagnole,* there sat Citizen Dupont senior, the joiner 

from the Place de Thionville and one of the twelve members of the 

Security Committee. On his desk he had a bottle, some glasses, a writ-

ing case and a notebook containing the text of a petition calling on the 

Convention to expel the twenty-two unworthy members. 

Gamelin picked up the pen and signed.

“Ah, I knew you’d come along and sign, Citizen Gamelin,” said the 

artisan magistrate. “You’re a true believer. But the section as a whole 

doesn’t share your dedication. I’ve asked the Security Committee not 

to give any certificate of public-spiritedness to anyone who doesn’t 

sign this petition.”

“I’m ready to sign with my blood for the expulsion of those federalist 

traitors who wanted to condemn Marat* to death. Let them perish!”

“The real danger is apathy,” replied Dupont senior. “In our sec-

tion there are nine hundred citizens with the right to vote and 

not even fifty bother to turn up for a meeting. Yesterday we had 

twenty-eight.”

“Then we’ll have to force them to come. Why not fine those who 

don’t?”

The joiner frowned. “Steady on,” he said. “If they all turned up, we 

patriots would be in the minority… A drop of wine, Citizen Gamelin? 

Let’s drink to the good sans-culottes,* shall we?”

On the church wall, on the side where the Gospels used to be kept, 

along with a hand painted in black pointing towards the cloisters, the 

following words could be read: Social Committee, Security Committee, 

Charity Committee. A few steps ahead there was a door leading into 

the former sacristy, marked: Military Committee. Gamelin pushed it 

open and saw the secretary of the Committee sitting at a large table 



5

ChApter 1

littered with books, papers, steel blocks, cartridges and samples of 

soil containing saltpetre.

“Greetings, Citizen Trubert. And how are you today?”

“Me?… Never felt better.”

This was the invariable reply of Fortuné Trubert, the secretary of the 

Military Committee, to any enquirer after his health, not so much a 

reply as a remark intended to discourage any further questions on the 

subject. Twenty-eight years old, his cheeks were sunken and flushed; 

he was already going bald and he had a curved spine. Originally an 

optician on the Quai des Orfèvres, he owned an old house which he’d 

handed over in 1791 to one of his assistants, in order to devote himself 

entirely to his municipal functions. From his charming mother, who 

had died at the age of twenty and was still remembered with affection 

by a few old men in the neighbourhood, he’d inherited his beautifully 

gentle and passionate eyes, his pale skin and his shyness. To his father, 

a lens-maker who’d worked for the royal family and died of the same 

complaint as his wife before he was thirty, he owed his sense of right 

and wrong and his capacity for hard work.

Still writing, he said: “And how are you, citizen?”

“Oh, I can’t complain. Any news?”

“Nothing at all. As you can see, everything’s quiet here.”

“And the situation in general?”

“Still the same.”

The general situation was disastrous. The Republic’s finest army 

was trapped in Mainz; Valenciennes was under siege; Fontenay had 

been taken by the Breton rebels in the Vendée; Lyon was in revolt; the 

Cévennes were in the hands of the insurgents, leaving the border open 

to attack from Spain; two thirds of the départements had been invaded 

or were in insurrection against the Revolution; Paris was under threat 

from the Austrian artillery and short of food and money.
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Fortuné Trubert was calmly continuing to write. The sections had 

been ordered by the Commune to raise twelve thousand men for the 

campaign in the Vendée and he was drawing up the necessary orders 

to recruit and arm the contingent that the “Pont-Neuf”, formerly 

“Henry IV”, was required to provide. Every rifle was to be handed in 

and the section’s National Guard militia would have to make do with 

shotguns and pikes.

“Here’s my report on the bells which we’ve got to supply to the 

Luxembourg Palace for melting down to make cannons,” said Gamelin.

Although he hadn’t a penny to his name, Évariste Gamelin had signed 

on and become one of the most active members of the section: legally, 

only those citizens who had enough money to contribute three days’ 

pay were accepted to enjoy this privilege and ten days’ pay to have the 

right to vote. However, the Pont-Neuf section was so keen to promote 

equality and show its independence that it considered anyone who’d 

paid for his National Guard uniform out of his own pocket was eligible 

to become a member as well as an elector. Gamelin had been appointed 

to sit as a full member, with a vote on the Military Committee.

Fortuné Trubert put down his pen.

“Citizen Gamelin, will you go to the Convention and get them to 

give us authority to dig up the cellar floors and wash the soil and rocks 

to collect any saltpetre in them? It’s no good having guns without 

gunpowder.”

A little hunchback with a pen behind his ear and some papers in his 

hand came into the former sacristy: Citizen Beauvisage of the Security 

Committee.

“Bad news, citizens,” he announced. “General Custine* has had to 

evacuate Landau.”

“Then Custine’s a traitor!” exclaimed Gamelin.

“We’ll send him to the guillotine,” said Beauvisage.
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In his somewhat wheezy voice and with his usual calm, Trubert said:

“The Convention hasn’t created its Committee of Public Safety just to 

twiddle their thumbs: Custine’s conduct will be examined and ,whether 

he’s a traitor or just incompetent, he’ll be replaced by a general who’s 

determined not to fail… and ça ira!”*

He cast a tired glance over some papers on his desk as he leafed 

through them.

“Our soldiers must be able to remain strong and confident,” he said. 

“We must make sure they know that the loved ones they’ve left behind 

at home aren’t suffering hardship. If you agree, Citizen Gamelin, at the 

next assembly meeting we’ll propose that the Charity Committee, in 

collaboration with the Military Committee, take steps to ensure that 

any needy family which has a member in the armed forces is being 

looked after.”

He smiled and hummed: “Ça ira! Ça ira!…”

Spending twelve to fourteen hours a day at his rough, unpolished 

table, working to defend his threatened fatherland, this humble com-

mittee secretary, blinded by the unity of his patriotic comrades, found 

it hard to realize the immense gap between the immensity of his task 

and the paucity of his resources; he felt part of the whole body of his 

nation, his whole life at one with that of a great people. He was one of 

those enthusiastic and patient persons who, after every defeat, prepare 

for the inevitable, impossible triumph. They had to win. These men 

of no account who had destroyed the monarchy and toppled the old 

order, this sick little optician and this obscure painter, expected no 

mercy from their opponents, they had no choice between victory or 

death: hence their passion… and their calm resolve.
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O n leAvinG the bArnAbite ChurCh, Gamelin made his 

way towards the Place Dauphine, renamed Place Thionville in 

honour of a town that had resolutely refused to surrender.

Situated in the busiest quarter of Paris, the square had long since lost 

its uniformity: the grand mansions, all built of red brick with white 

stone courses and housing equally grand magistrates, had lost their 

superb slate roofs, replaced by two or even three miserable extra storeys, 

or else had been demolished to make way, ignominiously, for wretchedly 

dingy plaster-walled buildings with lopsided façades and countless tiny 

irregular windows, with the occasional cheerful flowerpot, birdcage or 

clothes hung out to dry. These were the lodgings of a host of artisans, 

linen maids, jewellers, bricklayers, clockmakers, optical lens-grinders, 

laundry maids, dressmakers and a few old lawyers who’d survived the 

gale which had swept away the judiciary of the monarchy.

It was a bright spring morning. Gay little rays of sun, as intoxicating 

as sweet wine, were playing on the walls and flowing merrily over the 

attic roofs. Through the open sash windows you could see the tousled 

heads of busy housewives. The secretary of the Revolutionary Tribunal 

had left for work, patting the heads of the children playing under the 

trees. From the Pont-Neuf one could hear shouts about the odious 

Dumouriez’s treachery.*

Évariste Gamelin lived in a seventeenth-century house on the Quai 

de l’Horloge which would have looked quite elegant but for a tiny attic 

added during the reign of the last-but-one tyrant.* In order to adapt the 
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spacious accommodation, previously housing a former member of the 

High Court, to the needs of its present middle-class and artisan tenants, 

a large number of extra partitions and attics had been constructed. 

Thus you could see, through the glass door, Citizen Remacle, concierge 

cum tailor, tucked away in a small corner of the mezzanine floor in a 

room so exiguous that as he squatted cross-legged on his workbench 

his head nearly touched the ceiling; he was sewing together a National 

Guard uniform, while his wife, whose stove’s only flue was the staircase, 

was poisoning other tenants with the foul stench of various stews and 

fries, while their daughter Joséphine, as lovely as the day itself, though 

her face was at the moment smeared with treacle, was sitting in the 

doorway playing with Sheepy, the joiner’s dog. Citizeness Remacle, 

whose heart was as big as her breasts and hips, was rumoured to be 

sharing her favours with their next-door neighbour, Citizen Dupont 

senior. Whether this was true or not, Citizen Remacle had his suspi-

cions and the row they made, both when fighting and making it up, 

would reverberate through the whole building. The upper floors were 

occupied by Citizen Chaperon, a goldsmith who had a little shop on 

the Quai de l’Horloge, a lawyer, a health official, a goldbeater and a 

number of people working in the law courts.

Gamelin walked up the grand staircase to the fourth and last floor, 

where he had his studio, with a bedroom for his mother; the wide stone 

steps of the first three floors were succeeded by wooden ones covered 

with tiles. Leaning against the wall was a ladder leading to the attic, 

where at that moment a well-built man, quite old, with a handsome, 

flushed, pink face had emerged, struggling not to drop an immense 

pack he was holding to his chest. He was humming, “I have lost my 

servant.”*

Seeing Gamelin, he stopped humming to wish him a polite “good 

day”, to which Gamelin responded with a friendly nod and helped 
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him down with his load. The man thanked him, took back his packet 

and said:

“Do you know what I’ve got here? It’s puppets which I’m taking 

round to a man who sells toys in the Rue de la Loi. They represent all 

sorts of people, all created by me, I’ve given them a body which may be 

perishable but which is free from either joy or suffering. Being a good 

God, I haven’t provided them with the power of thought.”

The man was Citizen Maurice Brotteaux, a former tax collector 

and nobleman; his father had been a commoner who, by assiduously 

cultivating all the right people, had become rich enough to buy a title. 

In earlier days, Citizen Brotteaux had been Monsieur des Îlettes and 

in his grand Paris mansion had given choice dinner parties enlivened 

by the flashing eyes of Madame de la Rochemaure, a judge’s wife; she 

was an accomplished woman and never wavered in her devotion to 

Monsieur des Îlettes as long as the Revolution allowed him to retain his 

position, his mansion, his name and his money. Alas, the Revolution 

then took away the lot. He now earned his living by doing people’s 

portraits in the shelter of carriage entrances, as well as making pan-

cakes and doughnuts, composing speeches for the representatives of 

the People and giving dancing lessons to young citizenesses. At present, 

in the attic into which he had to squeeze by ladder and where it was 

impossible to stand upright, content with a supply of glue, a few balls 

of string, a box of watercolours and a few scraps of paper, Maurice 

Brotteaux was producing puppets that he sold to the big toy shops, 

which then passed them on to pedlars who tied them to sticks and 

sold them by waving them up and down along the Champs-Élysées, 

where their bright colours caught the eye and the fancy of little chil-

dren. Amidst all the disturbances and worries which had overtaken 

everybody, and his own particular woes, he remained unperturbed, 

consoling himself by reading his tattered copy of Lucretius,* which 
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he always carried around with him in the capacious pocket of his old 

puce-coloured frock coat.

Évariste Gamelin pushed the door of his lodging and it swung open. 

His poverty had saved him the expense of a lock and when his mother, 

out of habit, bolted the door, he’d say: “Why bother? Nobody’s inter-

ested in stealing cobwebs… and the stuff I’ve cobbled together isn’t 

worth anything either.”

In his workshop his earlier paintings were covered in dust, piled up or 

propped against the wall: in pale, flat, indecisive colours they depicted, 

in the style of the times, classical love scenes, Cupid’s quivers of arrows, 

birds on the wing, dangerous games and dreams of happiness, goose 

girls lifting their skirts and shepherdesses with pink breasts.

But this style didn’t suit his true nature and these scenes of love 

seemed cold, for Gamelin was incurably chaste. Anybody who knew 

anything about painting always realized this and he’d never been 

accepted as a painter of erotic themes; now, although not yet thirty, 

such subjects seemed to him to date from a long bygone past. He saw in 

them all the depravity of the monarchy and the shameless corruption of 

court life. He blamed himself bitterly for having succumbed to this con-

temptible fashion and depicting this vile, servile age. Now, as a citizen 

of a liberated people, he drew vigorous black-and-white sketches of the 

Rights of Man, Liberty, the French Constitutions, Republican Virtues, 

Hercules of the People overthrowing the hydra-headed Monsters of 

Tyranny, and he would pour into all these compositions his own pas-

sionate patriotic fervour. Unfortunately, these splendid works failed 

to offer him a livelihood. It was not a good time for artists. It wasn’t, 

of course, the fault of the Convention, which was actively dispatching 

armies against kings in all directions and was proudly, imperturbably 

and resolutely facing the perfidious and cruel alliance of Europe while 

tearing itself apart internally by making terror a normal condition of 
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life, setting up a pitiless tribunal to punish conspiracy, before which it 

was about to send its own members to be eliminated and which, at the 

same time, was calmly and thoughtfully, as a true lover of knowledge 

and beauty, reforming the calendar, creating special schools, arranging 

competitions for sculptors and painters, funding awards to encourage 

artists, organizing annual art exhibitions, opening a museum and, fol-

lowing the example of Athens and Rome, holding grand celebrations of 

important events, including public funerals. But French art, formerly so 

renowned in England, Germany, Russia and Poland, no longer found a 

market abroad. Lovers of painting, those numerous patrons of the arts, 

noble lords and rich financiers, had now all been ruined, emigrated or 

gone into hiding. The people who’d done well out of the Revolution, 

the peasants who’d acquired nationalized property, speculators, army 

suppliers, the owners of the gambling houses in the Palais-Royal, didn’t 

yet dare to display their wealth and, in any case, weren’t interested in 

the arts. To sell your paintings, you needed to have either the reputa-

tion of Regnault or the skill of young Gérard.* Greuze, Fragonard and 

Houin* were being reduced to poverty. Prud’hon was having difficulty 

in providing for his wife and children by drawing sketches for Copia 

to engrave.* Patriotic painters such as Hennequin, Wicar and Topino-

Lebrun* were going hungry. Gamelin couldn’t afford to do a painting; 

he had no money to pay for a model or even to buy paints; he’d had to 

leave his grand canvas of Tyrant Pursued by Furies in Hell as a mere 

sketch. With its terrifying, albeit unfinished figures, all larger than 

life, and its host of green snakes each darting out its double curved 

tongue, it occupied a good half of his studio. In the foreground on 

the left, you could discern a lean, fierce-looking Charon in his boat, a 

powerful figure, beautifully sketched, but clearly the work of a painter 

still imitating his teachers. There was much more personal original-

ity, even genius, in a smaller canvas, similarly unfinished, which was 
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hung in the best-lit corner of the studio: it was Orestes lying in pain 

on his bed, supported by his young sister Electra, tenderly brushing 

aside the tangled hair hanging over his eyes so that he might see her. 

Orestes’s head was tragical and beautiful, and you could see in it a 

certain resemblance to the painter himself.

Gamelin would often look sadly at this painting, desperately long-

ing to pick up his brushes and finish it; then his eager hands would 

drop disconsolately and he’d turn away. Although his enthusiasm, his 

inspiration to create great works was so strong, he was forced to waste 

all his energy in turning out works to order, which were second-rate 

because he had to satisfy vulgar tastes and also because he hadn’t any 

gift for treating minor subjects unworthy of his genius. So he drew little 

allegorical subjects that his friend Desmahis turned into quite clever 

engravings in black and white or in colour, which he sold very cheaply 

to the print dealer Blaise, in the Rue Honoré. But Citizen Blaise had 

been saying that the demand for prints was going from bad to worse 

and had stopped buying them.

This time, however, driven by hard necessity, he’d had a new idea, 

which would surely prove brilliantly successful, both for the print 

dealer, the engraver and himself – at least, that was what he hoped. 

He’d invented a pack of patriotic playing cards in which the Kings, 

Queens and Knaves of the old regime would be replaced by Geniuses, 

Liberties and Equalities! He’d already made sketches of all the figures 

and completed a few of them; he could hardly wait to call on Desmahis 

to show him those he considered ready to engrave. The figure which he 

thought most successful was a Republican volunteer wearing a three-

cornered hat, a blue coat with red facings, yellow breeches and black 

gaiters, sitting on a box with his feet resting on a pile of cannonballs 

and holding his rifle between his knees. He was the Citizen of Hearts, 

replacing the Knave of Hearts. Gamelin had been lovingly drawing 




