
BASTILLE DAY

WHAT DOES IT REALLY 
REPRESENT?



14 July 1789: the storming of the 
Bastille

A date which became a symbol



11 July: Jacques Necker 
(minister of finances) 
dismissed by Louis XVI

Outrage in the streets of Paris 

(belief he was the only one to 

save France from economic 

collapse)

Concentration of troops near 

Paris & Versailles: a royal counter-

revolution in the making?



Paris into a state of 
insurrection

Leading figures of the Paris 
bourgeoisie: growing concerns 

over rioting and looting

The creation of a citizens’ 
militia (the National Guard) to 

keep order

Marquis de Lafayette: a moderate



Why the Bastille?

To fight for freedom? To 
liberate the “victims” of royal 
despotism (lettres de cachet)?

NO

To secure gunpowder



Disappointment: only 7 prisoners 
found at the Bastille

4 counterfeiters who promptly 
disappeared

1 aristocrat accused of incest

2 madmen (quickly sent to an 
asylum!)



The invention of a fake prisoner 
(Comte de Lorges) supposedly 

imprisoned at the Bastille 32 years 
earlier!

“Instrument of torture” exhibited (in 
fact an old printing press!)



The birth of a myth: the storming 
of a symbol of oppression & 

despotism

Fake stories & fake heroes



The Bastille scheduled to be 
demolished before 1789

Financial crisis prevented the 
government from proceeding



4 August 1789: the spectacular 
end of the feudal system and 

fiscal privileges

The moderates: an orderly 
revolution (the mob to be 

contained)

No to political chaos and the 
rule of the mob (the storming 

of the Bastille)



Declaration of the Rights of 
Man & Citizen

What powers for the King?

A “suspensive veto”: the King 
can oppose any new law for a 

period of 4 years



5 October 1789: women’s march on Versailles















The National Assembly
followed the royal family in 

Paris

The moderates: how to 
celebrate the first anniversary 

of July 14?

To promote national 
reconciliation & unity (not the 

storming of the Bastille)



14 July 1790: the Fête de la 
Fédération

The location: Champ de Mars 
(far from the Bastille)

A grand ceremony: the illusion 
of reconciliation & unity







21 June 1791: the King & his 
family arrested at Varennes



10 August 1792: the storming of the Tuileries Palace



21 January 1793: the execution 
of Louis XVI



December 1799: Napoleon Bonaparte in power
National holidays: a powerful instrument of propaganda



Napoleon as First Consul (1800-1804) – The name Bonaparte synonymous of glory
A new monarchy considered: Napoleon perceived as the only one able to maintain the revolution’s ideals while 

restoring political stability – Napoleon: the providential man

14 July: low key 
celebrations

Military parades 
to celebrate the 

French army & its 
victories



Napoleon: Emperor of the 
French – 2 December 1804
The 14th of July forgotten



Lack of enthusiasm – The cost of the coronation criticized (9 million)
A hybrid ceremony full of symbols most people did not understand



Imperial days: to glorify Napoleon 
and his regime



Napoleon born on 15 August 1769

The emperor’s birthday first 
celebrated in Paris (1804)

The invention of a Saint Napoleon
Santo Neopolis = Neapoleo = 

Napoleon!

15 August: Feast of the Assumption



1814: the 
restoration of the 

Bourbons

The system of national 
days introduced by the 
Revolution & Napoleon 

banished

Louis XVIII



21 January: the 
commemoration of Louis XVI’s 

death

Saint Louis (August 25) as a 
national holiday



Saint Charles as a national holiday 
(1825-1830)

And the 14th of July? A day of 
celebration for… the republican 

opposition



July 1830: Another 
revolution in France

A republic deemed too 
divisive

Louis-Philippe (the liberal 
cousin) as king of the 

French



What national holiday?
A monumental column (inaugurated in 1840) 

to commemorate the Revolution of 1830 

Place de la Bastille

The storming of the Bastille (the rule of the 

mob) never mentioned



Napoleon’s elephant



The obelisks of Luxor



King Louis-Philippe: the obelisk as a neutral 
monument

The Obelisk as “neither an accusation, nor a 
threat, a memorial or recrimination”



25 October 1836: the erection of the obelisk Place de la Concorde
200 000 Parisians and the royal family in attendance



15 December 1840: the return of Napoleon’s ashes



February 1848: 
another 

revolution – A 
Second republic 

proclaimed

The storming of the 
Bastille once again 
politically correct

BUT

Growing fear 
amongst moderates 

(no to a “social 
revolution”)



10 December 1848: Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte 
elected president of the Republic (universal 

male suffrage)



From president to emperor

The Constitution: an incumbent president 
unable to seek re-election

2 December 1851: a coup d’état

A plebiscite (national referendum): 7.1 million 
approved the coup

2 December 1852 (the anniversary of 
Napoleon’s coronation) : the re-establishment 

of the Empire 



Napoleon III and the spectacle of power – Imperial propaganda

The Second Empire: a glittering spectacle
The goal: to rally the French elites to the imperial regime & fascinate the masses



The baptism of the Prince Imperial at Notre-Dame

“It was certainly the most beautiful religious 
ceremony one could witness” 

(Count Hübner, Austrian ambassador to Paris)



Saint-Napoléon (August 15) as 
a national holiday

The first true national 
celebration in France

To glorify Napoleon III and his 
regime



Saint-Napoléon: a carefully 
planned day

A military parade (France and 
her army) in every French city

Fireworks & popular festivities



19 July 1870: France declares war on Prussia



2 September 1870: Napoleon III 
capitulated

4 September 1870: the Third 
Republic proclaimed in Paris

The 14th of July as a national 
holiday? Not yet!

The Third Republic on shaky 
grounds until 1879



Henri, Comte de Chambord (1839)

1871: the Bourbons allowed to return to France

France to become a monarchy again?





The Paris World’s Fair of 1878: a 
celebration of France’s recovery

30 June as a national holiday?



21 May 1880: a law to make 14 
July a national holiday

14 July 1789 or 14 July 1790?



“Do not forget that after the day 
of 14 July 1789, there was the day 

of 14 July 1790 (...) This [latter] 
day cannot be blamed for having 
shed a drop of blood, for having 
divided the country. It was the 

consecration of the unity of 
France” (Senator Henri Martin)



14 July 1880: 300 000 people 
to watch the military parade (a 

tradition to this day)

14 July 1882: a new statue for 
the Place de la République



1889: the centennial of the 
Revolution

A world fair and the Eiffel 
Tower “to celebrate the 
centennial of the French 

Revolution and the progresses 
of sciences…”



The message: a united 
France looking forward

The reconstitution of a 
(smaller) Bastille outside 

the premises of the World 
Fair



An exhibition dedicated to 
the storming of the Bastille 

(set up by the municipality of 
Paris)

July 14 to remain a source of 
disagreement until 1914



The 1900 Paris World Fair

48.5 million visitors & 350 000 alone on July 14

Ongoing political debate over the meaning of 
July 14



Growing 
international 

tensions

The July military 
parade: the sole 
unifying factor



14 July 1900: showcasing the strength of the French army



28 June 1914: the assassination of 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand



August 3: France at 
war

The French united (for 
once)

The widespread belief 
the war will be short

A total war – Subdued 
July 14 aimed at keeping 

the French public 
mobilized



14 July 1919: victory parade
National pride & mourning







1 000 mutilated soldiers 
opened the parade (1 million 

severely wounded French 
soldiers)





France (1919-1939): a society in mourning



Commemorating a lost 
generation: the war 

memorials (38 000 in 
France)

When: 11 November
Where: the war memorial

How: commemoration

1922: 11 November as a 
national holiday





13 June 1940: Paris declared an 
“open city”







France in 1940: the spectacle of a defeated 
country divided into opposing camps (Vichy vs. 

Free French)



14 July 1940: a national holiday 
without being one

Remembering the fallen





14 July 1945: France no longer a great power

The return of political divisions





France moving forward
France sharing the ideals of the French Revolution 

with the world
World fraternity






