Assessment one: Gobbet on Keversau, “a conqueror of the Bastille speaks”
By Bradley Sloanes
Over 200 years since the storming of the Bastille, the symbol of royal authority in France, the question still remains as to whether this was a truly heroic moment for the French Revolution. The storming of the Bastille signaled the first victory of the people of Paris against a symbol of the "Ancien Régime" (Old Regime).[footnoteRef:1] [1:  , The 14th of July : Bastille Day <https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/coming-to-france/france-facts/symbols-of-the-republic/article/the-14th-of-july-bastille-day> [accessed 27 October 2019].] 

According to Keversau, “veteran armies inured to war have never performed greater prodigies of valour”[footnoteRef:2]. Even in the first few lines of this primary source we can see the clear bias of Keversau, through his excessive use of hyperbole. This is to be expected, however, as he was a participant in the taking of the Bastille. While it could be argued that he gives us an invaluable first hand insight to the events in 1789, it still doesn’t negate the fact that he isn’t the most reliable source. For example, “Historians have long pointed out that the Bastille was almost empty on July 14 1789”[footnoteRef:3], which completely contradicts the heroic light that Keversau attempts to paint it in.  [2:  Georges Pernoud, Sabine Flaissier, The French Revolution, trans. by Richard Graves (New York: Capricorn Books, 1961), p. 31-37.]  [3:  Robert Darnton, 'What was revolutionary about the French revolution?', The New York Review Of Books, 35.21 & 22, (1989), (p. 1).] 

However, that is not to say this wasn’t a significant event. What a pivotal and inspiring moment it must have been when “this leaderless multitude of persons belonging to every class” [footnoteRef:4], conquered the fortress and obtained the valuable gunpowder kept inside. Hobsbawm confirms the interesting dynamic and lack of hierarchy in the revolution stating it, “was not made or led by a formed party or movement…it hardly even threw up leaders”[footnoteRef:5]. Keversau also shows how the lack of hierarchy could be seen as a negative aspect of the revolution, as the disorganisation and confusion led to extreme violence. This can be seen through the brutal killing of Bequart, who had stopped the governor from blowing up the Bastille. Most of the people there owed him their lives, but they stabbed him twice and cut off his hand[footnoteRef:6].  [4:  Georges Pernoud, Sabine Flaissier]  [5:  E Hobsbawm, The Age Of Revolution 1789-1848 (London: Abacus, 1977), p. 58.]  [6:  Georges Pernoud, Sabine Flaissier] 

Although, Keversau does claim that the mob acted with compassion stating “those who came in first treated the conquered enemy humanely and embraced the staff officers”[footnoteRef:7]. Given how he goes on to describe the horrible ways in which, some people, are wrongfully killed, it’s fair to assume that the original compassion shown by the mob is not fabricated. He goes on to claim that the violence that erupts in the Bastille is the result of soldiers unaware that it had been surrendered, who fire their muskets at the mob[footnoteRef:8]. At a glance it may seem like Keversau could just be speaking favourably about the mob that he was a part of, but he doesn’t only speak negatively of the soldiers throughout the source. We have seen this with his description of what happens to Bequart, and it can also be seen when he states “the French Guards, who kept their heads in the hour of danger formed a human barrier….saved the lives of thousands of persons”[footnoteRef:9].  [7:  Georges Pernoud, Sabine Flaissier]  [8:  Georges Pernoud, Sabine Flaissier]  [9:  Georges Pernoud, Sabine Flaissier] 

Moreover, Keversau identifies the Governor as another factor which potentially led to the massacre. Describing the people as being “infuriated by the treachery of the governor”[footnoteRef:10], who had already attempted to trick them. Undoubtedly tensions would have been raised as a result of this, and the conclusion of the battle leads to Governor de Launay’s head being stuck on a pike with the words “disloyal and treacherous enemy of the people”[footnoteRef:11] written on a placard above his head. [10:  Georges Pernoud, Sabine Flaissier]  [11:  Georges Pernoud, Sabine Flaissier] 

In conclusion, Keversau offers an extremely significant first hand account of the storming of the Bastille. Giving an important account of a vital miscommunication that led to a violent massacre, showing the anger and poor treatment that the third estate had been subjected to under the rule of King Louis XVI. 
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