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French-Australian Encounters Number 7: 
Finding Traces of the French Revolution  

in the Landscape

Peter McPhee

Famous buildings or their remains are synonymous with the French 
Revolution—the Bastille, Versailles, the Conciergerie, for example—
but there are very few buildings that date from the Revolution itself. The 
revolutionaries were far more concerned with reform legislation and, from 
1792, with military mobilisation to defend the nation. In any case, when 
the monarchy returned to France in 1814, it made a point of attempting 
to remove physical traces of the revolutionary years. We have masses of 
documents, paintings, and domestic objects, but very few public monuments 
of any kind. 

My particular passion as a historian has been in seeking to recover the 
experience of the so-called ‘ordinary’ people of France, particularly in the 
provinces. What was it like to live through revolutionary upheaval? How did 
life change, or not? Decades of research into the local face of revolutionary 
France has made me curious about physical survivals of the period. If there 
weren’t buildings, where might other traces be found? Those that I have 
found are all the more interesting because they are so rare. I have been 
on some fascinating voyages of discovery into places well off the beaten 
track in France as I have searched for them. This contribution to French-
Australian encounters describes six of them.

On July 14, 1790, a huge festival to mark the first anniversary of the 
storming of the Bastille was held in the rain in Paris on the Champ de 
 
To cite this article: McPhee, Peter, ‘French-Australian Encounters Number 7’: 
The French Australian Review, no. 71 (Summer 2021–2022: 96–102).



97

French-Australian Encounters Number 7

Mars, which had been levelled beforehand by voluntary labour. Louis XVI, 
Talleyrand (the former bishop of Autun) and the marquis de Lafayette 
(the head of the National Guard) proclaimed the new order in front of the 
population of the capital. Celebrations were also held across the 40,000 
new ‘communes’ of France. The peals of celebration from church steeples 
in villages and towns were deafening, and liberty trees were planted 
everywhere. Just one may still be standing, in distant Tamniès, north of 
Sarlat in south-western France (see fig. 1). This barely surviving plane tree 
grows on the small public square in front of the parish church, where I 
photographed it several years ago.

Fig. 1. Liberty tree at Tamniès

People found other ways of celebrating the Revolution in 1790. When I was 
researching the history of the Corbières region south-east of Carcassonne, 
a friend suggested that I would be interested in a carved lintel in the tiny 
village of Camps-sur-l’Agly, on the frontier of Languedoc and Roussillon. 
There, one Occitan-speaking family had decided to mark the significance of 
the great year by placing a carved stone image of the Bastille with the date 
1790 as the lintel over their door, and it remains there today (see fig. 2). I 
found another liberty tree still standing in the village of Villardebelle, in the 
foothills of the Pyrenees near Limoux, dating from 1792.

The celebration of the second anniversary of the taking of the Bastille on 
July 14, 1791 lacked the fraternal solidarity and optimism of the previous 
year. The Revolution was fracturing because of deep divisions over reforms 
to the Church and bellicose attitudes from surrounding monarchies:  
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Louis XVI and his family had just tried to flee the Revolution but had been 
arrested before the border. ‘Patriot’ communities were now more resolute.

Fig. 2. Lintel carving, Camps-sur-l’Agly

Fig. 3. Tower at the entry of the village of Saint-Julien-du-Sault
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In Saint-Julien-du-Sault, in Burgundy, a new church bell—the ‘Marie 
Jacques’, weighing 1,550 kg—was ordered to celebrate

the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, the suppression of hereditary 
nobility and social orders, the abolition of taxes of foodstuffs and salt 
and of servitude and the feudal regime, individual freedoms, quality of 
taxation, the new administration of finance and justice. 

The bell was blessed by the ‘patriotic’ priest, Jean Longuet, who was also 
responsible for securing a stone from the Bastille to be embedded in a tower 
at the entry to the village, with the inscription: 

This stone was taken from the ruins of the Bastille. Patriotism has found 
a better use for it by raising it here to give this place the sweet name of 
Liberty, in the second year of French liberty. 

It remains there to this day (see fig. 3).
One year later France was at war with Austria and Prussia and, after 

Louis XVI was executed for treachery in January 1793, with England and 
Spain. The Papacy was openly hostile to the Revolution. The vestiges that 
we have from that time tend to be military, but there are others that evoke 
the revolutionary nationalism and values of ‘civic virtue’ on which the 
young republic was based. 

By Easter 1794, there were probably no more than one hundred parish 
churches which celebrated mass. Half the clergy had emigrated and those 
who stayed had abdicated the priesthood or were lying low at a time of 
visceral anti-clericalism. In June 1794, Robespierre and the National 
Convention introduced the Cult of the Supreme Being, a short-lived but in 
some regions very popular attempt to heal denominational rifts. The Cult 
sought to fuse the civic virtues of the Revolution with shared beliefs in a 
supernatural being across all religions. The parish church of Houdan, sixty 
kilometres west of Paris, still carries above its doorway the inscription from 
the Cult: ‘The French People recognise the existence of the Supreme Being 
and the immortality of the soul’ (see fig. 4).

In many eastern frontier towns near the battlefields, the republican officials 
erected ‘altars of the homeland’ (autels de la patrie) where ceremonies could 
be held to celebrate victories and to mark important anniversaries.
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Fig. 4. Inscription, parish church in Houdan

A unique example is in the eastern border town of Thionville where, on  
September 22, 1796, the fourth anniversary of the proclamation of the 
Republic, a fine stone altar was unveiled to commemorate the government’s 
proclamation on December 4, 1792 that ‘Thionville has deserved well of the 
homeland’ for its resistance to Prussian invasion. The altar is the only one 
of many thousands erected that is still standing today. Other altars collapsed 
or were demolished over the years: this one survived because it had been 
moved to the cemetery to act as a ‘monument aux morts’ until reinstated in 
the centre of the town in 1948 (see fig. 5).

These years were also a time of opposition to the Revolution, most 
tragically in Brittany and the Vendée region of western France, where many 
thousands of lives were lost in civil war and huge numbers of churches 
and houses were destroyed. There was opposition elsewhere. Long ago, I 
researched and wrote about the history of the remarkable Pyrenean hill-town 
of Saint-Laurent-de-Cerdans, the southernmost community in mainland 
France. Here the Revolution, initially welcomed by an impoverished 
Catalan-speaking majority as promising the end of privilege, quickly soured 
for Laurentins, especially with ecclesiastical reforms perceived as an urban, 
secular outrage against orthodox Catholicism. On April 17, 1793, Laurentins 
welcomed invading Spanish troops into their village and several hundred 
men volunteered to fight alongside them against French revolutionary armies.
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Fig. 5. Commemorative altar in the town square of Thionville

I was intrigued when the parish priest of Saint-Laurent showed me a diary 
kept by his predecessor at the time of the French Revolution. That priest, 
Joseph Sicre, had fled to Spain from Saint-Laurent in September 1792 in 
what he called ‘las circumstancias calamitosas de la Iglesia de la frança’.  
He probably returned to his parish temporarily with the Spanish army until 
the French republican troops expelled the invaders in 1794. I became excited 
when I learnt that on September 11, 1796, Sicre oversaw the benediction of 
the tiny chapel of Sant-Cornélis, just across the border in Spain. In a field  
there, at the River Muga, which is at that point no more than a stream, the 
chapel was to become a sacred place for many hundreds of Laurentins who 
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walked for an hour and a half along the rough tracks over the Pyrenees to 
marry or to bring a baby for baptism by Sicre. A local led me down a track, 
across a stream to where the ruins still stand (see fig. 6).

Fig. 6. Ruins of the chapel of Sant-Cornélis at the River Muga

Finally, it is worth reflecting on the French Revolution in the wider 
context of creation and preservation of heritage at a time of deep, durable 
conflict. The Revolution has often been depicted as a period of unchecked 
destruction of national heritage and private property. There is no doubt that 
the years 1789–1794 were a time of extreme loss of heritage ranging from 
works of art, books and documents in noble and ecclesiastical collections 
to large numbers of statues, houses, churches and châteaux. Indeed, the 
neologism ‘vandalism’ dates from 1793, when members of the governing 
National Convention became increasingly concerned by the destruction of 
the nation’s heritage. In response to this popular iconoclasm, however, the 
Revolution was also a time of extraordinary, durable creativity in institution 
building in the formation of national, public heritage institutions, such 
as the Archives Nationales and their departmental network (1790), the 
Bibliothèque Nationale (1792) and the Louvre (1793).
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