The French Revolution
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Why revolution?

The French revolution started in 1789, with Louis XVI as the ruler. There were three Estates:

The 1st Estate was made up of clergymen (bishops, abbots and priests). They were 130 000 people.

The 2nd Estate was made up of nobles (barons, dukes and counts).They were 400 000 people

The 3rd Estate was made up of middle-class people (teachers, lawyers and merchants) and peasants. They were 25 000 000 people. 20 000 000 of these were peasants.

The peasants didn’t own any land. They had to pay rent. And they also had to pay more tax than the 1st and the 2nd Estate. They had to pay the landlord to use the his mill and oven. They worked for the landlord for nothing. Louis XVI built a palace and put France in debt. Louis XV fought the 7 years war against Britain in 1756-1763. France lost and Louis got unpopular. He also liked to spend money. Louis XVI married Marie Antoinette, the daughter of the empress of Austria. In 1774 Louis gave Marie her own palace, Petit Trianon. It was very expensive. Only the garden cost £300 000. He washed down his large breakfast with a bottle and a half of champagne. He found it hard to make decisions. During the 18th century France fought many costly wars. The royal family had always been spending a lot of money. In the 1770´s and 1780´s the bread-prices got higher. This meant the peasants couldn’t pay their taxes. Louis borrowed money to stabilise the budget. This only made things worse. Those he borrowed from charged a lot of interest. The rich people owned a lot of land, Louis decided to put a tax on land. The rich people said that Louis had to call the Estates General. It had not met since 1614. It met in Versailles on 5th May, 1789. Middleclass people in the 3rd Estate wanted to talk about running France. They wanted France to have a constitution. 

Louis was very angry with this idea, so he tried to break up the Estates General. The 3rd Estate went to a nearby tenniscourt on 20th June 1789. They swore the ´Tennis Court Oath´, they said that they wouldn’t go home until Louis agreed to a constitution.
The Start

On 14th July the people stormed a military hospital to set weapons. After that, they stormed the Bastille, a prison used by the king. They thought they could get more weapons there. They wanted to destroy the Bastille. The soldiers didn’t do anything to stop the crowd. The crowd that stormed the prison thought they were going to find many prisoners. They didn’t. They found only seven prisoners. Then they cut off the governor’s head. For the first time the poor people of France had gone against the king’s power. In July and August Louis started to lose control, because the peasants were attacking the rich.

The Development

Louis was thinking of recapture the Bastille, but didn’t. Now he had lost control of Paris. When the peasants attacked the nobles, the nobles were very scared. It was called the ´Great Fear´. The National Assembly didn’t like the violence, and they passed laws that would help the peasants to have a better life. They hoped it would stop the violence. Louis didn’t agree to the new laws. Rumours started that the king would use soldiers to get rid of the National Assembly. On 5th October an angry crowd of women marched to the palace of Versailles to bring back the royal family to the Tuileries Palace in Paris so the people could keep an eye on the royal family, especially the king. They did this because they thought the bread was too expensive. 

These are the changes the National Assembly did: 

( the power of the king was reduced

( the special rights of churchmen and nobles were taken away

( unpopular taxes were ended

( they brought in an new constitution

Louis now had to share power with the National Assembly. Louis didn’t like this because he was no longer an absolute monarch. On 20th June 1791 Louis and his family tried to escape from France. They could get help from Marie Antoinette’s brother, the Austrian emperor. When they got to Varennes they were stopped. They were taken back to Paris. The people couldn’t trust the king. French Émigrés said they would form an army, and invade France. Marie’s brother said that he could help Louis to get back power. The National Assembly declared war on Austria in April 1792 when they got worried. The Austrians invaded France in July 1792. The French army lost in two battles. People started to panic. They thought Paris was going to be attacked any time. The ´Sans Culottes´ thought that over 1 000 prisoners were on the Austrian’s side. They murdered everyone who was thought to be on the Austrian’s side. This was called ´the September Massacres´. Louis was executed in 1793.

He was executed because:

( he disliked sharing power with a parliament

( he tried to escape from France

( the people thought Louis wanted the Austrians to invade France

Time Of The Terror

Other countries were horrified about the execution. Austria, Prussia, Spain, Sardinia, Holland and Britain all declared war on France. Their armies were too powerful for the French armies. 1793 and 1794 many people who were thought being against the revolution were executed. This was the ´reign of terror´. The committee of ´Public Safety´ was set up in April 1793 by a group called ´the Jacobins´. The leader of the ´Jacobins´ was Maximillian Robespierre. 17 000 people were executed in France.

Napoleon

Napoleon was born in Corsica in 1769. His father working as a lawyer. Napoleon was good at since and maths in school. 1784 he went to a military school. 1785 he joined the French army. When the British captured Toulon, he forced them out. This made him major general. After he had beaten the Austrians in Italy he returned as a hero to Paris. Napoleon also beat the Egyptians in a hard battle, known as the ´Battle of the Pyramids´. The British sent ships to Egypt. The British navy beat the French in the ´Battle of Aboukir Bay´. On 9th November 1794 Napoleon and his soldiers frightened the Directory, who fled for their lives. Now three consuls were put in charge of France. One of the consuls was Napoleon. Soon he was telling the other two what to do. Since 1792 had France been at war with Austria. The Austrians disliked Napoleon. Napoleon decided to attack the Austrians in Italy in 1800. Near the village of Marengo Napoleon attacked the Austrians with an army of 40 000 men. He was hoped to take them by surprise. Napoleon split up the army. The Austrians had 30 000 men. They now outnumbered the French. But just in time the rest of the French army returned in 1801 France made peace with Austria. And in 1802 with Britain. The French people were very pleased with Napoleon’s work. He was made ´Consul For Life´. Six months later France and Britain went back to war. Napoleon decided to invade Britain. 2000 boats were supposed to carry 200 000 men of the French army to Britain. If the French beat the British navy they would control the channel. The both navies fought the ´Battle of Trafalgar´ in October 1805. The French was beaten. Napoleon had to call off the invasion. He crowned himself emperor of France in 1804. He wanted to be an emperor like Caesar Augustus. In the same year as he crowned himself, he also made David his chief painter. The coronation was in the cathedral of Notre Dame. The continental system was made up in 1806. It banned countries under control of Napoleon to buy British goods. He hoped that Britain would be bankrupt. Napoleon wanted Portugal to be in the continental system, because they traded a lot with Britain. Napoleon invaded Portugal in 1808. The Portuguese and the Spanish attacked the French. This was the Peninsular war, which lasted till 1813. Britain even sent an army to help the Portuguese and the Spanish. Napoleon sent 300 000 men to Spain and Portugal. Spanish peasants hid in mountains to kill as many French as possible and then hide again.

Napoleon was angry with Russia, because they left the continental system. Napoleon invaded Russia in 1812 with 600 000 men. They had no winter-clothes. The Russians backed to Moscow, but they burned every field where the French could get food. There only 20 000 men left when they got back to France, after retreating. Britain, Russia Prussia, Austria and Sweden joined together to fight Napoleon. Napoleon requited untrained boys to the army. Napoleon was beaten easily by the coalition countries. Napoleon abdicated in 1814 when the Russians reached Paris. Napoleon was sent to Elba. He got 200 000/year now Louis XVI’s brother went back to Paris and got crowned as king Louis XVIII. 1815 Napoleon escaped from Elba. Napoleon was beaten in the `Battle of Waterloo` . napoleon was sent to St. Helena in the south Atlantic Ocean. He died in 1821 from stomach cancer.

The Result

( new laws

( new schools and public buildings

( lower bread-prices
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