Liberté! Egalité! Fraternité!’

The
French
Revolution
1789 –1794

As we go through the events of the French Revolution, keep in mind
the following questions…
Did King Louis XVI deserve his fate?
How similar was the French Revolution to the English Civil War 1649
How similar was the French Revolution to the protests and rebellions
we learnt about in year 7 (Peasant’s Revolt, Pilgrimage of Grace)

Why did the people of France rise up against
the ‘Ancien Regime’ in 1789?
Key words:
Ancien Regime The established social and political system in
France before the Revolution
Bourgeoisie

French middle-class, or those who make money
through trade or industry

Estates General

Meeting of France’s Three ‘Estates’ – Clergy,
Aristocracy and Bourgeoisie

Bastille

A fortress / prison in Paris that was attacked by a
mob in July 1789

Just a reminder of our Ancien Regime:

The Palace of Versailles
What do you think when you
look at these images?

As a peasant?
As a member of the
Bourgeoisie?
As a noble?
As the king?

Louis XIV, ‘The Sun King’

‘L’etat, c’est
moi’

“I am the state”
Louis XIV brought France to its
peak of absolute power and his
words 'L'etat c'est moi’ expressed
his belief of a rule in which the
king held all political authority. His
absolutism brought him into
conflict with the Huguenots and
the papacy, with damaging
repercussions.

Louis XVI’s coronation

“Sovereign power
belongs to me alone it is not dependent
on or shared with
anyone else”

This belief in absolutism would
cause problems for Louis XIV’s
great-great-great grandson
Louis XVI just under 100 years
later…

Why were the peasants and bourgeoisie angry with the Ancien Regime by the 1780s?
France was in crisis by 1788; The state was nearly bankrupt, having built up massive debts

fighting against Britain in the American War of Independence. King Louis XVI needed to
raise more money, through raising taxes, but the taxation system was outdated and in
need of reform. The peasants already paid the most out of the Estates in taxes. A cold
winter and dry summer had caused a poor harvest, leading to a rise in the price of bread
and many peasants starving which caused many riots across France.
Furthermore, by the 1780s, the Ancien Regime was severely out of date. It made sense in
the middle ages where the 3 Estates helped run the country; Nobles were soldiers who
defended France and the clergy ran the education and religion of France so in return were
given their own lands and privileges. By 1789, the nobles and clergy were less important,
other people went to war now and religion in Europe had lost its dominance during the
renaissance and enlightenment. It was also unfair that the nobles and clergy hardly ever
paid tax, and even when they did, they paid the same as the poorest people in France.
List 5 reasons (minimum) why the peasants and
bourgeoisie were angry:

What happened at the Estates General on 5th May 1789
Previous kings had used the Estates General to approve government reforms, Louis XVI
called this meeting at the Palace of Versailles for two reasons. Firstly to approve his new
taxes, 175 years since the last Estates General had last been called. There were 291 nobles,
300 members of the clergy and 610 from the Third Estate – the bourgeoisie.
Secondly to hear the cahiers de doleances, a collection of complaints from the people of
France. This was a very promising moment for the people, particularly due to the bread
riots and starvation.. They had very high hopes… The Third Estate was very disappointed.
Why did Louis XVI call
the Estates General?
(Full sentences)

Why do you think the peasants were so bothered about crows, rabbits and pigeons?

In total, over 60,000
cahiers were drawn up.
Here is one from a village
in northern France.
How would you sum up
what most of these
complaints are about?
Are there any connections
or themes?

Why did the peasants ‘storm the Bastille’ on 14th July 1789?
The French Revolution is one of the most significant events in European, and world history.
We’ve seen some of the underlying issues in France, but it is said that the storming of the
Bastille was the trigger that set the whole revolution off.

Just to recap the ‘Three Estates’
1st Estate
The Clergy
(The Church)
c.100,000
1 collective vote

2nd

Estate

The Nobility
c.400,000
1 collective vote

3rd Estate
The Bourgoisie
(The people)
c.24,000,000
1 collective vote

Why do you think the Third Estate might not think the current system was fair
and that the Estates General was probably a waste of time thinking they would
get their Cahiers de doléances dealt with?

Following the Estates General, the Third Estate, after being refused more power by the
king, broke away, setting up the National Assembly on 17th June 1789. They felt they
couldn’t get their voices heard and the Ancien Regime was out of date.
King Louis ordered the nobles and clergy to join the Third Estate in the National Assembly
but there was a severe lack of trust… Had the king given in? Had he accepted defeat? Or
was he trying to buy time to get the troops in?

= ???
King Louis XVI closed down the place where this new National Assembly met, so
they met, 3 days later, on a local tennis court and took an oath to keep meeting
until the king recognised them as a legitimate government body with more
power…

Stick your copy of ‘The Tennis Court Oath’ in your book and look carefully to see if any of these words
describe the people in the picture?: Determined, Worried, Relaxed, Excited, United, Confused, Hopeful,
Expectant, Triumphant and Defeated…

Deputies = members

Whatever the worries of the people were, there was one clear truth, the number of troops in
Paris were growing. Many of these troops were foreign, German cavalry in Paris made the
people even angrier and even more tense. King Louis said they were there to ‘keep order’. On
26th June he suddenly summoned another 4800, then 1st July another 11,500 and by 11th July
there were 30,000 soldiers in Paris. Following the king’s recent actions, rumours quickly
spread…

With tension high, the trigger to the ‘storming of the Bastille’ came when King
Louis dismissed his finance minister, Necker. Necker was very popular with the
Parisians. If Louis was willing to do this, then what else would he be willing to
do?
The revolutionary speakers called on the crowds of Paris
to take up arms, so they searched high and low for
weapons. Many of the King’s troops stood by and took
no action, some even listening to the revolutionaries.
Order had completely broken down. Customs posts
were ripped down, these were symbols of tax on food
leading to such pain. Significantly, a National Guard was
set up (a special army of citizens) to defend against the
King’s troops.
Putting your knowledge together so far, write a small paragraph describing how we got from the Estates
General to this mob on the streets of Paris…
•
•
•
•
•

Estates General
National Assembly
Tennis Court Oath
Royal Troops
Angry mob looking for weapons

8000 people then headed for
the Hotel des Invalides (1). This
was a retirement home for old
soldiers but was also a weapons
store. The crowd seized over
28,000 muskets and 20 cannon.
This still wasn’t enough, and a
rumour spread that there was
tonnes of gunpowder in the
Bastille (2). The crowd along
with the National Guard headed
for the Bastille.
There were no plans to actually storm the Bastille, they hoped to persuade the governor to
hand over the weapons. The crowd however grew impatient and a few broke into the Bastille
where they were shot by the governor. This led to a full scale attack on the fortress, once
again the King’s troops did nothing to stop it, some even joining in. 7 Prisoners were
released, although that wasn’t the point of storming the Bastille.
You are a journalist and have been sent to Paris to cover this story, you have to send a summary back
to your editor before another newspaper gets the story out…

Who stormed the Bastille?
In recent years, historians have worked out the
kinds of people who stormed the Bastille.
• 5/6 were skilled craftsmen, shop keepers,
labourers or artisans
• 1/6 made up of richer tradesmen, factory
owners, some lawyers and teachers too
• They all lived within 2km of Bastille
• They would have listened to the
revolutionaries
• They would have been angry at the price of
bread
• These people became known as the Sans
Culottes (without breeches), humbler
people unlike the bourgeoisie who wore
knee breeches, the Sans Culottes also wore
a red cap and carried the tricolore
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H9l_58iH4ow

Stick your interpretations of Bastille into your book, read them carefully…
Work out what the view of TCW Banning is and the view of RR Palmer
Which interpretation do you agree with? You should pick out some specific detail from the
interpretations and some OWN KNOWLEDGE to back up your argument.

