
of members of the committee and the revocation of themilitary
commission that issued from its ranks. If the reasons it alleges
were sincere, the minority should have formulated its protest
before the renewal of the Committee of Public Safety, and not
after having participated in the vote, which meant recognizing
the principle.

Finally, the minority declares that it wants to move from the
parliamentary role to action by entirely dedicating itself to the
administration of the arrondissements. Of course, they will not
reproach those of us here for not being supporters of this sys-
tem.

Who opposed the parliamentary tendencies that came to
light in this assembly? Who has always demanded brief and
rare sessions, closed to the public, without speeches—action
sessions? Who, if not this minority that noisily announces its
withdrawal on the pretext that it can’t act; who constantly, as
much as it could, prevented us from acting?

Citizens, I conclude. If the members of the Commune who
announced their withdrawal really intend to dedicate them-
selves to the arrondissements, I would say: all the better. That
would be better than coming here and preventing courageous
and resolute men from taking the measure that the situation
demands and the responsibility for which they accept.

If, instead of keeping their promises, these members attempt
maneuvers that may compromise the safety of the Commune
they are deserting, we will seize and strike them.

As for us, we will do our duty. Until victory or death, we will
remain at the combat post that the people entrusted us with.

Citizen Jules Vallès: We came here yesterday to declare to
the assembly that we were ready to enter into discussions on
the political differences that seem to divide us. Our sentiments
are contrary to those Citizen Grousset seems to suppose we
hold. I declare, for myself and my friends, that what we want
in the Commune is the most perfect harmony.
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can fill the papers with a manifesto in which they announce a
split, in which these new Girondins declare that they are with-
drawing, not to the departments—which they can’t do—but to
the arrondissements … that they should then come, without ex-
planation, without justification, take their seats in their regular
places …

Voice: This is not a motion! (Noise, interruptions from differ-
ent sides)

Citizen Paschal Grousset: This is a motion, a motion of a
higher order. After having asked the minority for the reason
for this conduct I request the right to present a few observa-
tions on the subject of its manifesto. The minority accuses the
Commune of having abdicated its power into the hands of the
Committee of Public Safety. It accuses us of evading the respon-
sibilities that weigh upon us. And yet it knows full well that in
concentrating power in the hands of fivemenwho have its con-
fidence to decide on the terrible necessities of the situation, the
Commune in no way intended to abdicate. For our part at least,
we accept full responsibility. We are united with the commit-
tee that we named, are accountable for its acts, are ready to
support it to the bitter end, as long as it marches on the revo-
lutionary road, and ready to strike and smash it if it deviates
from it.

It is thus false that we abdicated.
It is even more false that the minority’s manifesto was pro-

voked by this so-called abdication. The proof of this is that this
same minority took part in the vote on the naming of the sec-
ond Committee of Public Safety; that Article 3, conferring ple-
nary powers on the Committee of Public Safety already existed
at the time of the vote; that the very definition of these plenary
powers had at that time been adopted on the proposal of one
of the members of the minority.

We thus have the right to say that Article 3 is not the real
reason for the manifesto. We thus have the right to say that the
real reason is the failure suffered by the minority in the choice
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million inhabitants who have placed the protection of their
fates in their hands; that it is essential that all measures called
for by the situation be immediately taken;

Considering that politicians and magistrates must reconcile
public safety with the respect for freedoms:

Decrees
Article 1. Any person accused of complicity with the govern-

ment of Versailles shall immediately have a warrant issued and
be arrested.

Article 2. A jury of accusation shall be established within
twenty-four hours to learn of the crimes for which he is ac-
cused.

Article 3. The jury shall decide within twenty-four hours
Article 4. Any accused held as a result of the verdict of the

jury of accusation shall be a hostage of the people of Paris.
Article 5. Any execution of a prisoner of war or supporter

of the government of the Paris Commune will immediately be
followed by the execution of triple that number of hostages
held by virtue of Article 4, who will be designated by lot.

Article 6. Every prisoner of war shall be brought before the
jury of accusation, which will decide if he will be immediately
freed or held as a hostage.

Citizen President: Here is the motion that I am putting to
a vote: “The Commune, referring to its decree of April 7, de-
mands its immediate execution and passes to the motion.”

The motion is adopted.
Citizen Paschal Grousset makes the following motion: Citi-

zens, at the opening of the session we noted with pleasure, but
not without surprise, that several members of this assembly
can be found at their bencheswhose names are found at the bot-
tom of a manifesto published yesterday by certain newspapers.
Their manifesto announced that they would no longer partici-
pate in our sessions. I would first like to know if their presence
among us is a rejection of the harmful act of which they are
guilty. I don’t accept that certain members of the Commune
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Citizen Leo Frankel:14 Yes! Until tomorrow!
Citizen President: It is proposed to submit the different

proposals to a commission composed of Citizens Protot and
Rigault.

Citizen Régère: With a third party; I propose Citizen Paschal
Grousset. (Various movements)

Citizen Protot: A decree of the Commune says that a cham-
ber composed of twelve jurors will decide on the fate of those
accused of complicity with Versailles. I demand that this decree
be carried out.

Citizen Urbain: I demand that my proposal be put to a vote.
Citizen Protot, delegate for justice: The notices have been

given to have the detainees brought before the jury of accusa-
tion.

Citizen Urbain: In that case, I go along with the motion, but
I declare that if the decree isn’t carried out, I will resubmit my
motion in two days.

Citizen Amouroux, one of the secretaries, gives a reading of
the following decree:

The Paris Commune

Considering that the government of Versailles openly tram-
ples upon both the rights of humanity and of war; that it has
rendered itself guilty of horrors which didn’t even sully those
who invaded French soil;

Considering that the representatives of the Paris Commune
have the pressing duty of defending the honor and lives of two

14 Leo Frankel (1844–1896)—Silversmith. Born in Hungary. Member of
the International and the Commune, representing the thirteenth arrondisse-
ment. Responsible for many of the Commune’s socialist measures, including
the abolition of night work for bakers. At the Commune he said, “The revolu-
tion of March 18 was exclusively made by the workers. If we do nothing for
this class … I don’t see what the Commune’s reason for being is.” Wounded
on the barricades during the BloodyWeek he fled France and lived in various
countries, fighting for socialism wherever he lived.
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Citizen Urbain: Will the jury of accusation which we just
spoke of function? If it must function then my proposal stands;
if not, we would do better to vote on Rigault’s proposal.

Citizen Philippe, delegate of the twelfth arrondissement: We
are exposed to a terrible reactionary force. We must take en-
ergetic measures. We must let it be known that we are deter-
mined to smash all the obstacles they put up against the tri-
umphant march of the revolution.

Citizen Urbain: If we vote on the Rigault proposal, I with-
draw mine.

Citizen Vaillant: If your jury of accusation functions as it
should there is no need for a special proposal. You only have
to apply the Commune’s decree relating to reprisals, declaring
that Citizens Rigault and Protot are charged with its execution.

Citizen Protot, delegate for justice: If I could have spoken
with the prosecutor of the Commune I would have shown him
that it would take at least two weeks to put on trial all those
accused of complicity with Versailles. Those tried in absentia
should already be sentenced.

Citizen Raoul Rigault, prosecutor of the Commune: Accord-
ing to the criminal code, juries are not competent to judge those
tried in absentia. It is necessary that your juries be a true revo-
lutionary tribunal.

Citizen President again reads the proposal of Citizen Raoul
Rigault: I am going to put this proposal to a vote.

Citizen Protot, delegate for justice: I request the postpone-
ment of the vote until tomorrow.

Citizen Régère:13 Yes! Until tomorrow!

13 Dominique Régère (1816–1893)—Veterinarian. Member of the Inter-
national. Member of the Commune for the fifth arrondissement. Member of
the finance commission. Arrested after the fall of the Commune, claimed
he only acted under pressure from his voters and attacked the Commune.
Sentenced to deportation.
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the crimes that Citizen Rigault is speaking of. We must thus
determine the punishment they are subject to.

Citizen Amouroux: It is my opinion that we must carry out
reprisals. Amonth ago we announced the carrying out of a pro-
posal that put an end to the crimes committed by the Versaillais
for a certain period. But since in the end we did nothing, the
Versaillais have once again started killing our people. Before
what is occurring, I ask what use we are making of the law on
the hostages. Should we condemn those held as such? But do
the Versaillais judge our National Guardsmen?They take them
and kill them on the open road. Let us act! And for each of our
murdered brothers, let us answer with a triple execution. We
have hostages, and among them priests; let’s strike these first,
for these matter to them more than do soldiers.

Citizen Vaillant: I am, I must confess, in a difficult situation
when I, incompetent in the serious question that occupies us,
see the only two individuals in this assembly who are compe-
tent in this matter in complete disagreement. Would it not be
good if Citizens Protot and Rigault were to come to an agree-
ment and bring this to some kind of resolution?

Citizen Protot, delegate for justice: There is no resolution to
take.The prosecutor of the Commune can bring before the first
two sections of the jury of accusation the people to be judged.

Citizen Rigault, prosecutor of the Commune: Given the na-
ture of the events, these means do not suffice.

Citizen Pillot, president:12 Let us not lose sight of what is un-
der discussion, that is, Urbain’s proposal. The great question of
themoment is that of annihilating our enemies.We are in a rev-
olution and we must act as revolutionaries. We must establish
a tribunal which judges and which has its decrees executed.

12 Jean-Jacques Pillot (1808–1877)—Ordained priest, though he never
practiced. Neo-babouvist communist member of the International. Member
of the Commune for the first arrondissement. Accused of having set the fires
at the Louvre and the Tuileries. Sentenced to life imprisonment, he died in
jail.
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be completely established I have thought it useful to establish a
tribunal charged with examining the crimes in question. What
is more, I declare that I will request that the prescriptions for
crimes of this kind not be taken into account. And I put on the
same level both the men who are in agreement with Versailles
and Bonaparte’s accomplices.

Citizen President: There is a proposal formulated by Citizen
Urbain.

Citizen Urbain: If the assembly decides that the reprisals will
take place within a short time …

Citizen Raoul Rigault, prosecutor of the Commune: The jury
of accusation is assigned for the day after tomorrow.

Citizen Urbain: If we are given the means to carry out the
reprisals legally, and in an appropriate and prompt fashion,
then I will be satisfied.

Citizen President: Here is the Urbain proposal:
Given the urgency of the situation, the Commune decrees

that ten individuals designated by the jury of accusation shall
be executed as punishment for the murders committed by the
Versaillais, and in particular the murder of a nurse, executed
by them in contempt of all human laws.

Five of these hostages shall be executed inside Paris in the
presence of the National Guard.

The other five shall be executed at the advanced positions, as
close as possible to the place where the crimes were committed.

Urbain
Citizen Protot:11 On the subject of the proposal presented by

Citizen Rigault, I declare that the jury of accusation can only
decide on questions of fact, that there are no punishments for

11 Eugène Protot (1839–1921)—Lawyer. Member of the Commune, rep-
resenting the seventeenth arrondissement, though also elected by the second
arrondissement. Delegate for justice, he proposed that judges be elected by
the National Guard. Sentenced to death in absentia. Of Blanquist tendencies,
he was a fierce opponent of Marx.
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INTRODUCTION

The Paris Commune of 1871 has been a blank screen upon
which schools of radical thought have sought to project their
interpretation. The Bolsheviks celebrated its fiftieth anniver-
sary in 1921 by claiming that they were the fulfillment of its
promise, and it is said that on the sixty-fourth day of the Soviet
government’s existence they celebrated their surviving longer
than the Commune. Anarchists, too, consider it theirs, an ex-
ample of working people spontaneously taking power and de-
termining their own fate. Often lost in these appropriations of
the event is what the Commune and the Communards had to
say, what they fought for, what they implemented, and what
they believed.The Commune has been interpreted for over 170
years; the goal of this volume is to allow those who knew the
Commune best—those who fought for it, to explain and inter-
pret it for themselves.

Karl Marx’s The Civil War in France, perhaps the earliest in-
terpretations of the Commune, is also the best-known work
on the Commune. Despite Marx’s support, however, the Com-
munewas not aMarxist-inspired or led revolution.The Interna-
tionalWorkingMen’s Association hadmemberswho sat on the
Commune, but this group, which came to be known as the mi-
nority, represented not Marxism but rather a number of trends
within the French left of the time. It was largely Proudhonian
and strongly republican, and would famously take a strong po-
sition against dictatorship and censorship, even threatening to
refuse to attend sittings of the Commune when a Committee
of Public Safety was to be implemented in its dying days. The
bitterness of the debate on this subject can be clearly seen in

7



the transcript from the Commune’s Journal Officiel. Among the
most outspoken opponents of any kind of censorship was Jules
Vallès,1 a member of the International and the Commune, and
the editor of the Communard newspaper Le Cri du Peuple. The
selection of articles from his newspaper included here lends a
poetic tinge to the daily life and struggles of the Parisian work-
ing class, a portrait he would later expand on in his novel on
the Commune, The Insurrectionist. The Commune was also not
anarchist, as the anarchist movement was all but nonexistent
in France at the time and could do little to guide the revolution.
Further, the Commune was an elected body, a government,
with factions, the germs of a bureaucracy, laws, and an army,
thus fallings short of an anarchist model of self-organization.2
Daniel Guérin would write of the Commune that it was not
libertarian, “but to a certain extent “Jacobin.”

Asmany of the voices in this anthology stress, the Commune
was a product of a particular place and time—a patriotic and
uncompromisingly republican working-class outburst, set off
by the French defeat at the hands of the Prussians, the rigors
of the siege Paris suffered under, the insult of the Prussian en-
try into the city, and the onerous indemnities that had to be
paid to the victors. Though the Commune was born without
ideological parents, it did have a tutelary figure: the tireless
conspirator, Louis-Auguste Blanqui. In fact, the Commune it-
self was preceded by two failed Blanquist uprisings, in October

1 Vallès, Jules (1832–1885)—Revolutionary journalist and writer. Mem-
ber of the Commune for the eleventh arrondissement. His Le Cri du Peuple
was the most successful of Communard newspapers. Sentenced to death in
absentia. His novel Le Révolté tells of his experiences during the period. Sixty
thousand people accompanied his coffin to Père Lachaise Cemetery.

2 France’s most celebrated anarchist, Louise Michel, was an active par-
ticipant in defense of the Commune and later sentenced to deportation in
New Caledonia for her actions, but since women were not eligible for elec-
tion to the Commune, she was simply a rank-and-file fighter.The experience
of the Commune helped her along the path to anarchism, but she only be-
came an anarchist during her exile.
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Versailles are badly mistreated; they are given very little bread,
they are insulted, and they are struck with rifles butts. This
must end. On this subject I will address a question to Citizen
Parisel, head of the scientific delegation.

Citizen Parisel: I demand the floor.
Several members: A secret committee!
The assembly meets as a secret committee.
The public session resumes.
Citizen Rigault,9 prosecutor of the Commune: I present the

following proposal. Given its urgency the Commune decrees:
Article 1. For those accused of political crimes and misde-

meanors, the jury of accusation can provisionally pronounce
sentence immediately after having pronounced on the guilt of
the accused.

Article 2. The sentences shall be pronounced by a majority
of votes.

Article 3. These sentences shall be carried out within 24
hours.

Raoul Rigault, Urbain, L. Chalain10

In my opinion we should answer the murders by the Ver-
saillais in the most energetic fashion by striking the guilty and
not the first people we see. Yet I must say that I’d rather al-
low guilty men to escape than to strike a single innocent man.
Among the people we’ve detained there are true criminals who
deserve to be considered as more than hostages. Well then,
chance can very well designate the least guilty, and those who
are the guiltiest might be spared. While waiting for justice to

9 Raoul Rigault (1846–1871)—Student, journalist. Prosecutor and mem-
ber of the Commune for the eighth arrondissement. Intimately involved in
the hostage question, he ordered the execution of at least nine men during
the Bloody Week. Accused of the setting of several fires. Arrested May 24 he
was executed immediately. Also sentenced to death in absentia in June 1872.

10 Louis Chalain (1845–1895)—Lathe operator. Freemason. Member
of the International and the Commune, representing the seventeenth ar-
rondissement. Served as a police informant in Switzerlandwhile in exile after
the fall of the Commune.
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Citizen President gives a reading of a letter from Citizen
Sicard,6 resigning as member of the war commission.

The assembly gathers as a secret committee to hear a com-
munication from Citizen Ferré,7 delegate for general security.

The open session begins again at 3:15 P.M.
Citizen Urbain8 communicates to the assembly a report

by Lieutenant Butin, denouncing the rape and massacre of a
female ambulance assistant while she was taking care of the
wounded.

Citizen Urbain: This report is certified by Lieutenant Urbain
of the 3rd Company of the 105th Battalion. I demand that either
the Commune or the Committee of Public Safety decide that
ten of the hostages we have in our hands be executed within
twenty-four hours as reprisals for the murders of the nurse and
of our parliamentarian who was greeted by a fusillade in con-
tempt of the laws of men. I demand that five of these hostages
be solemnly executed inside Paris before a delegation of all the
battalions, and that the other five be executed at the advanced
positions in front of the guardsmen who witnessed the murder.

Citizen J.-B. Clément: I support Citizen Urbain’s proposal. I
have information from a relative who has returned from Ver-
sailles where he was a prisoner. Our men who are detained in

6 Auguste Sicard (1839–after 1911)—Crinoline maker. Member of the
Commune for the seventh arrondissement. Said to be “the soul of the ad-
ministration of the seventh arrondissement.” At the barricades on March 18.
Supporter of the Committee of Public Safety. Sentenced to deportation. Lived
in exile in London.

7 Théophile Ferré (1846–1871)—Militant Blanquist and accountant.
Member of the Commune elected by the eighteenth arrondissement. Assis-
tant prosecutor of the Commune. Tried and sentenced to death, he told his
judges, “I lived free and I intend to die the same way.” Executed November
28, 1871.

8 Raoul Urbain (1851–1902)—Schoolteacher. Member of the Commune
for the seventeenth arrondissement. Member of the education commission.
Opponent of religious schools and supporter of the execution of the hostages.
Captured after the fall of the Commune and sentenced to forced labor for life
in a penal colony. Later active in the cooperative movement.
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1870 and January 1871, the first of which had a distinctly patri-
otic tone, occurring when it was learned that the ruling Gov-
ernment of National Defense was preparing to negotiate with
the besieging Prussians. Blanqui himself was held in prison
throughout the life of the Commune by the Versailles forces
as a result of the January 1871 uprising, which had called for
the establishing of a revolutionary Commune.The government
based in Versailles and led by Thiers refused to exchange him
for hostages held by the Commune, feeling he presented too
much of a threat. In the absence of Blanqui, his followers along
with a strong contingent of neo-Jacobins made up the majority
of the Commune, the majority that would press for dictatorial
measures modeled on those of the Jacobin period of the French
Revolution.

The opening shots of the Commune were fired on March 18,
1871, when forces under the leadership of Generals Lecomte
and Thomas attempted to seize the cannons paid for and held
by the workers of Montmartre. For the people, after the mili-
tary defeat and the four-month siege, this was one insult too
many, and the two generals were killed on the spot. The gov-
ernment of the republic no longer held sway in Paris and a pro-
visional government led by the Central Committee of the Na-
tional Guard governed until the elections on March 25, when
the Paris Commune officially assumed power. The elections oc-
curred in all of Paris’s arrondissements, even the most bour-
geois, though none of those elected from the wealthier districts
agreed to sit on the Commune. In the end, seventy men did, in-
cluding twenty-five workers. In effect, Paris had seceded from
France.

The young Commune (made up of men inexperienced in
politics but battle-hardened in the revolution in which they
had been uncompromising fighters against the dictatorship of
Napoleon III) set out immediately to construct a new society.
The guillotine was burned, the standing army was abolished,
and separation of church and state was declared, alongwith the
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suppression of the religious budget. Goods held in pawnshops
were liberated, rents were rolled back and the payment of debts
owed were suspended. The members of the Commune were
subject to recall and were only paid 600 francs. Night work for
bakers was banned, easing the lives an important sector of the
Parisian working class.

Versailles had early demonstrated its viciousness, summarily
killing Communards taken prisoner. On April 5, the Commune
issued its decree on hostages, stating, “If, continuing to fail to
recognize the customary conditions of war between civilized
peoples our enemies massacre yet one more of our soldiers, we
will answer with the execution of either the same or twice the
number of prisoners.” The Commune was already holding Dar-
boy, the archbishop of Paris, as a hostage and had offered to
exchange him along with a number of other hostages for Blan-
qui, but the Versaillais had refused the bargain, to dire conse-
quences.

The Commune did not just concern itself with substantive
measures; it also recognized the importance of symbols, order-
ing the dismantling of the Vendôme Column, a symbol of the
military might of Napoleon I made from the melting of cap-
tured cannons. This decision was carried out on May 16, less
than two weeks before the death of the Commune; its orga-
nizer, the great artist Gustave Courbet, was held responsible
for it and made to pay 323,000 francs in indemnity. Shortly be-
fore the destruction of the column, the Commune had also or-
dered the destruction of the Chapelle Expiatoire, built to atone
for execution of the French monarch during the Great Revolu-
tion.TheCommunewas thus both a symbolic and a substantive
rupture with France’s reactionary past.

In the important battle beyond the symbolic, the Com-
mune failed miserably. On March 21, just three days after
the killing of Generals Lecomte and Thomas, the republican
forces of Versailles began their attack. After much debate
over whether the fight should be taken to the enemy (which
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Ch. Beslay,3 Jourde, Theisz,4 Lefrançais, Eugène Girardin,
Vermorel, Clémence, Andrieu, Seraillier, Longuet, Arthur
Arnould, Victor Clément, Avrail, Ostyn, Frankel, Pindy,
Arnold, J. Vallès, Tridon, Varlin, Courbet.

Session of May 17, 1871

Presided over by Citizen LeoMeillet, seconded by Citizen Dr.
Pillot

The session is opened at 2:30 P.M.
In conformity with the notice inserted in this morning’s

Journal Officiel a roll call by name is proceeded to by Citizen
Amouroux,5 one of the secretaries and a member of the
Commune. Sixty-six members are present.

Citizen President:There will be reading of the minutes of the
session of May 12.

The minutes are read and adopted without observations.

3 Charles Beslay (1795–?)—Engineer. Close friend and follower of
Proudhon. Member of the International. Elder of the Commune, elected by
the sixth arrondissement. On the finance commission he ensured that the
money held by the Bank of France wasn’t touched: “I went to the bank with
the intention of protecting it from violence on the part of the extremist party
of the Commune.” Acquitted of all charges against him after the fall of the
Commune. In later years adopted a “liberal socialism.”

4 Albert Theisz (1839–1881)—Bronze carver. Member of the Interna-
tional. Member of the Commune for the eighteenth arrondissement (also
elected by the twelfth). Member of the labor commission. Fought on the
barricades during the Bloody Week. Sentenced to death in absentia. Partic-
ipated in the International’s activities in London while in exile. Worked at
Rochefort’s L’Intransigeant upon his return to France in 1880.

5 Charles Amouroux (1847–1885)—Hatmaker. Freemason. Member of
the International. Member Commune representing the fourth arrondisse-
ment. Member of the external relations commission. Captured during the
Bloody Week, he received three sentences to deportation. In New Caledonia
volunteered to serve in the French forces fighting the native rebels.
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The majority of the Paris Commune declared itself irrespon-
sible by its vote and abandoned all responsibility in our current
situation to this committee.

The minority to which we belong on the contrary affirms
this idea, that the Commune at the politically and socially rev-
olutionary moment must accept all responsibilities and decline
none, however worthymight be the hands into which they will
be abandoned.

For our part, we, like the majority, desire the carrying out
of social and political renewal, but contrary to their ideas we
demand, in the name of the suffrage we represent, the right to
respond for ourselves for our acts before our voters, without
hiding behind a supreme dictatorship that ourmandate permits
us neither to accept nor recognize.

And so we will only attend the assembly on the day it con-
stitutes itself as a court of justice to judge one of its members.

Devoted to our great communal cause for which so many
citizens die each day, we retire to our too neglected arrondisse-
ments. Convinced in any case that the question of war is more
important than all others, we will pass the time our municipal
functions allow us among our brothers of the National Guard
and we will play our part in the decisive struggle carried out
in the name of the people’s rights.

Here too we will usefully serve our convictions and will
avoid creating the splits in the Commune that we all condemn,
persuaded that, majority or minority, despite our political di-
vergences, we are all pursuing the same goals: political freedom
and the emancipation of the workers.

Long Live the Social Republic!
Long Live the Commune!
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risked appearing aggressive) or waiting for the attacks to
come, a sortie was ordered on April 3 that ended in disaster
for the Commune. The Versaillais slowly managed to capture
all the forts surrounding Paris, bombarding the city all the
while. They entered the city’s gates on May 21, beginning
the Semaine Sanglante (Bloody Week) that ended the first
experiment in worker rule. The Versaillais had to take the
city street by street, barricade by barricade; in the midst of
this attack, the Commune, which had avoided carrying out
the threat made in its decree on the hostages, executed its
forty-seven hostages (including Archbishop Darboy) on May
24.

On May 28, the final fighters made their stand at Père
Lachaise Cemetery, at a spot that now bears their name, Le
Mur des Fédérés (The Wall of the Federals) near which the
leaders of the French working-class movement are buried, and
before which wreaths are placed by every French left-wing
party on May Day. Twenty thousand Communards were killed
during the Bloody Week and its aftermath; thousands more
were imprisoned, deported, and exiled. The French working
class was crushed and defeated for decades, not recovering
until the mid-1890s.

Why did this occur? Why did the Commune fail? This is the
great topic of the participants in the discussion carried out in
the pages of the great literary review La Revue Blanche twenty-
six years after the defeat, a large excerpt of which is included
here. The journal, whose contributors over its lifetime were
among the greatest writers in Europe, also published important
political articles, and the “Investigation into the Commune” is
perhaps the most fascinating autopsy of a failed revolution we
have. If for those of us living nearly 150 years after the event it
was one worthy of nearly sacred awe, for those involved in its
life and death it was the work of noble but flawedmen.The par-
ticipants in the discussion are open about the error of not seiz-
ing the money held by the Bank of France, about the Commune
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having spent too much time deliberating on ancillary issues
and not concentrating on the military front, on the splits in
the Commune between the minority and the majority over the
issue of the Committee of Public Safety. These interpretations
are perhaps the most valid ones: only these men and women
knew the difficult realities the Commune faced, only they lived
through a fight that was not a matter of theory but rather of
life or death.

Militants and thinkers in the decades since have drawn var-
ious lessons, some (like the Bolsheviks) leading to results far
more disastrous in the long run than those taken by the Com-
mune: the Commune stands an example even today, which can-
not be said about the Bolsheviks. In fact, one of France’s most
important contemporary philosophers, Michel Onfray, few of
whose works have been translated into English, describes the
left he is part of as the “Communard left,” a democratic, liber-
tarian left that doesn’t follow any leaders.

There is no way to tell what would have happened had the
Commune survived, or of it ever had a chance of holding out
against the rest of France, since the Communes formed in other
major cities failed to thrive. We know the strategy they chose
failed, but we don’t know that any other would have succeeded.
It never got a chance to fully carry out its experiment. Nor did
it ever sully its name, despite the attempts by its enemies to do
so through their condemnation of the executions of hostages
it carried out as it was dying. That is its tragedy and its glory.

To learn more about the Commune:

We are extremely poorly served in English when it comes to
the Paris Commune. Alistair Horne’sThe Fall of Paris is, like all
his books, marvelously well written and gives a through por-
trait of the Franco-Prussian war, the siege, and the Commune.
Reading it will allow readers of Karl Marx’s The Civil War in
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members of the International, protesting against the extraordi-
nary powers granted the Committee of Public Safety. The discus-
sion was so lengthy that its publication required two issues. The
text that follows is the contents of the minority’s letter.

At the session that was to have taken place Monday, May 15,
the members belonging to the minority of the Commune had
resolved to read a declaration that would doubtless have made
the political misunderstandings that existed in the assembly
disappear.

The absence of almost all the members of the majority did
not permit the opening of the session.

It is thus our duty to enlighten public opinion concerning
our attitude and to make known the points that separate us
from the majority.

The members present: Arthur Arnould, Ostyn, Longuet,
Arnold,1 Lefrançais, Serraillier, Jules Vallès, Courbet, Victor
Clément, Jourde, Varlin.2

DECLARATION

By a special and clear vote, the Paris Commune has abdi-
cated its power into the hands of a dictatorship to which it has
given the name of Public Safety.

1 Georges Arnold (1837–1912)—Architect. Member of the Central Com-
mittee of the National Guard. Member of the Commune for the eighteenth
arrondissement. Sentenced to deportation to New Caledonia, he designed
buildings there and was an architect for the city of Paris upon his return
from deportation.

2 Eugène Varlin (1839–1871)—Bookbinder. Leader of the International.
Member of the Commune, elected by three arrondissements, serving for the
sixth. Member of several commissions. Served on the barricades during the
Bloody Week and attempted to prevent the execution of the hostages on the
Rue Haxo. Captured on May 28 and summarily executed, shouting “Vive la
République! Vive la Commune!”
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DEBATE IN THE COMMUNE
ON THE HOSTAGES AND
THE COMMITTEE OF
PUBLIC SAFETY

Like any good French government, the Commune had its Jour-
nal Officiel, in which were published government decrees, notices,
foreign news, financial reports, death notices, and starting with
the issue of April 15, minutes of the meetings of the Commune.
Many of the most important revolutionary propagandists of the
time participated in its publication, including Pierre Vésinier and
Maxime Vuillaume, a feat all the more astounding because along
with the Journal Officiel they also published their own newspa-
pers during the same period.

After the death of the Commune, many survivors mocked
the journal’s excessive parliamentarism and, given the circum-
stances, the discussions there are a mix of the ridiculous and the
sublime. We find discussions of the delegates to be sent to attend
a funeral as well as the debate on the postponing of the payment
of debts due; discussions of the changing of place names and
of the legitimacy of elections with insufficient participants. The
minutes are frequently cut off abruptly as the Commune entered
into secret session.

Translated here are the minutes of one of the stormiest of the
Commune’s sessions. On May 17 the discussion revolved around
two principal subjects: the executions of the hostages held by the
Commune and a letter of the minority of the Commune, largely
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France, the classic analysis of the event, to understand who the
players were and the total context.

P.-O. Lissagaray’s The History of the Paris Commune of 1871
is the most famous of the historical accounts by a participant.
It’s essential, thorough, and will probably confuse most read-
ers who don’t have a reasonably in-depth knowledge of the
republican movement in France under Napoleon III. That said,
no book better defends the Commune.

In late 2014 John Merriman, already the author of an excel-
lent book on the propagandists by the deed,TheDynamite Club,
published perhaps the best popular account of the Commune
we will have, Massacre. Sympathetic to the Commune, it isn’t
blind to its failures and failings, and the book’s portrayal of day-
to-day life during the Commune’s brief life is lucid and clear-
eyed. As its title indicates a large portion of the book, perhaps
too large, is dedicated to the military side of the Commune’s
existence and the brutality of its crushing rather than its social
aspects and aspiration, but this is just a quibble. It belongs on
the bookshelves of anyone interested in the Commune.

Louise Michel’s memoirs, The Red Virgin, dedicate too few
pages to the Commune, but they are beautifully written pages.
Her book on the Commune itself is both disappointing and not
available in English.

For a specifically anarchist perspective, Andrew Zonnefeld’s
anthology The Commune: Paris 1871 brings together an inter-
esting selection of opinions about the Commune by some of
the movement’s great figures, including Bakunin, Kropotkin,
Louise Michel, Alexander Berkman, and Voltairine de Cleyre.

Strangely, we can find the most interesting and approach-
able books in this area in the realm of fiction. Jules Vallès’s
novel L’insurgé (The Insurrectionist), the third volume of his
autobiographical trilogy, is a thrilling, barely fictionalized ac-
count of his experience as a member of the Commune and the
International, and itsmost important journalist. It’s out of print

13



but is worth hunting down. If there’s one book to be read about
the Commune, this is it.

Jean Vautrin’s novel The Cry of the People, written about fif-
teen years ago, also provides an exciting and tragic account of
the revolution. Vautrin is unabashedly of the left, and his sym-
pathy for the life of the French working class, a feature of most
of his novels, is put to effective use here.

PeterWatkins’s monumental filmThe Commune (Paris, 1871)
is essential viewing. Unapologetically pro-Commune, made in
faux-documentary style, it succeeds in providing a feel for the
sweep and majesty of the Commune’s brief existence.

Finally, Bertolt Brecht’s seldom-performed epic play The
Days of the Commune presents the debates and heroism of
the Commune in a clear, didactic, partisan theatrical form.
An interesting version of it, directed by Zoe Beloff, was
performed on the streets of New York over the course of
several months in 2012, and a film version of it can be seen at
www.daysofthecommune.com.
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It passed thought the Place de l’Hôtel de Ville where mem-
bers of the Commune went to receive it and congratulate it on
its excellent conduct.

It brought back as a trophy a red cover that had served as its
flag and was full of bullet holes.

A member of the Commune from the nineteenth arrondisse-
ment led this glorious battalion back to Belleville and thanked
it for its devotion to the Commune and the Republic.

It was beautiful to see these guards resting among their fam-
ilies, and ready to respond to a new call from the Commune.

The 114th Battalion from the nineteenth arrondissement had
already given an example of firmness and civic courage at the
Neuilly roundabout.

With four hundred men it held this important point under
the fire of Mont-Valérien and pushed back several attacks by
the Versaillais.

All honor to these battalions.
Belleville proves by its acts its civic courage and its devotion

to the Commune.
First published in Le Cri du Peuple, March 22, 1871.
First published in Le Cri du Peuple, March 29, 1871.
First published in Le Cri du Peuple, April 7, 1871.
First published in Le Cri du Peuple, April 8, 1871.
First published in Le Cri du Peuple, April 14, 1871.
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The more corpses you pile up, and the more triumphs like
this one come your way, the longer will be the lament and the
more horribly it will weigh upon this mass grave!

Revolutionary hope remains alive even in our mourning!
But ashen mothers could be found there, bowed over cut-off

coffins that had been guillotined by saws so that the heads of
the dead could be seen.

One of these mothers had found her son. Another didn’t
know if she recognized hers in a pile of broken, eyeless, tooth-
less flesh that bled black on the white wood!

Twenty of them were laid out like that! Some in the shirts
of the poor, frayed and full of holes; others had fine clothes.
Plebeian and bourgeois mixed together in the sepulcher as they
had been in combat!

Even as we were leaving, more arrived in the straw at the
bottom of a bus!

Perhaps tomorrow even more will be brought, ten times
more!

Nevertheless, the music of the bugles gave chills today! How
sad and heartrending; it seemed to sound for the living as well
as the dead!

Père Lachaise is a cemetery, but Paris is a tomb where they
will be buried alive if they are victorious, and which will refuse
their cadavers if they are defeated!

Tonight the bayonets glistened hard and somber under the
gray sky, and there were flashes of terrible sadness in the tear-
less eyes!

THE PEOPLE OF BELLEVILLE

The 191st Battalion, commanded by Citizen Lecomte, re-
turned yesterday from the Fort d’Issy, where it had been for
eight days.
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TIMELINE OF THE CIVIL
WAR IN FRANCE

1870

January 10 Approximately one hundred thousand people
demonstrate against Bonaparte’s Second Empire after the
death of Victor Noir, a republican journalist killed by the
Emperor’s cousin, Pierre Bonaparte.
May 8 A national plebiscite votes confidence in the Empire

with about 84 percent of votes in favor. On the eve of the
plebiscite, members of the Paris Federation were arrested
on a charge of conspiring against Napoleon III. This pretext
was further used by the government to launch a campaign of
persecution of the members of the International throughout
France.
July 19 After a diplomatic struggle over the Prussian at-

tempt for the Spanish throne, Louis Bonaparte declares war on
Prussia.
July 23: Marx completes what will become known as his

“First Address.”
July 26:The “First Address” is approved and internationally

distributed by the General Council of the International Work-
ing Men’s Association.
August 4–6 Crown Prince Frederick, commanding one of

the three Prussian armies invading France, defeats FrenchMar-
shal MacMahon at Worth and Weissenburg, pushes him out of
Alsace (northeastern France), surrounds Strasbourg, and drives
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on toward Nancy. The other two Prussian armies isolate Mar-
shal Bazaine’s forces in Metz.
August 16–18 French Commander Bazaine’s efforts to

break his soldiers through the German lines are bloodily de-
feated at Mars-la-Tour and Gravelotte. The Prussians advance
on Chalons.

September 1 Battle of Sedan. MacMahon and Bonaparte, at-
tempting to relieve Bazaine at Metz and finding the road closed,
enter battle and are defeated at Sedan.
September 2 Emperor Napoleon III and Marshal MacMa-

hon capitulate at Sedan with more than eighty-three thousand
soldiers.
September 4 At the news of Sedan, Paris workers invade

the Palais Bourbon and force the Legislative Assembly to pro-
claim the fall of the Empire. By evening, the Third Republic is
proclaimed at theHôtel de Ville (the CityHall) in Paris.The pro-
visional Government of National Defense (GND) is established
to continue the war effort to remove Germany from France.
September 5 A series of meetings and demonstrations be-

gin in London and other big cities, at which resolutions and pe-
titions are passed demanding that the British government im-
mediately recognize the French Republic. The General Council
of the First International take a direct part in the organization
of this movement.
September 6 GND issues a statement blaming the war on

the Imperial government. It now wants peace, but “not an inch
of our soil, not a stone of our fortresses, will we cede.” With
Prussia occupying Alsace-Lorraine, the war does not stop.

September 19 Two German armies begin the long siege of
Paris. Bismarck figures the “soft and decadent” French workers
will quickly surrender. The GND sends a delegation to Tours,
soon to be joined by Gambetta (who escapes from Paris in a
balloon), to organize resistance in the provinces.

October 27 French army, led by Bazaine with 140,000–
180,000 men at Metz, surrenders.
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Let’s go! Let the upper floors and the lower floors come to
terms and make peace within the next two days. Whoever
works: small boss, poor worker, forward and live! We want
our freedom! … Or death!

And in keeping with the answer given we will join together,
in labor or in combat!

Time is passing, and blood overflows, the blood of our peo-
ple! But it is time to close the wound!

FREE PARIS!

THE DEAD

The people who today saw our dead pass by will never for-
give! Between them and the killers there is an abyss of hatred
and fear dug as deep as the enormous pit intowhich the corpses
were lowered.

The very ones who were frightened by the red flags that
floated over the black catafalques will remember the ominous
burial of April 6, and the men of Versailles, whatever may hap-
pen, will live cloaked in a silent and somber reprobation that
will follow them, too, to the cemetery—whether they arrive by
the glorious route of the Capitol, or arrive mutilated from the
Tarpeian rocks!

Not a cry could be heard above that crowd that rolled like a
black and silent river on all sides of the hearses, but everywhere
could be heard the murmuring of a horrible, deliberate, and
threatening pain.

If the men of Versailles had seen this convoy pass by they
would have been seized either by a silent fear or an immense
regret! On the path followed by the mortuary cart a curse will
forever rise up against them—a formless and disarmed revolt,
but one that will blow upon their dishonored faces like the sigh
of a breeze of death!
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It was a question of showing that with neither plan nor dis-
cipline the people knew how to face up to the strategists and
statesmen; that a corner of the world called Paris put the en-
tire past, monarchical, clerical, and military in its place and
thwarted it! It was necessary to cook something up, to lie and
betray in order to have the appearance of winning for a day!

Noble Paris! Proud city! Throng of heroes!
How sad and proud they looked today behind Henry’s coffin,

he who was killed from afar by the fire of Mont-Valérien.
“Vengeance!” said some.
“We only want justice,” said most of them.
And the very father of the victim asked that the assassins of

his son be forgiven! Perhaps at that very moment Gallifet and
his drunken officers amused themselves with the agonies of
our people and laughingly recounted how they had executed
our men before a firing squad and then crushed them under
their boots by the corner of a wall!

Will this last long? Paris must declare itself!
Will it be the march on Versailles? Will it be the freeing of

Paris?
FREE PARIS
We will return to this, like Cato and Carthage! Every day,

until our tongues have been cut out.
We can all agree on this! But we must hurry!
We must hurry, because the people are sometimes subject to

terrible furies that demand fearful reprisals.
They are given the example of crime: prisoners slaughtered

and wounded, men who are finished off! And if it were to see
red tomorrow and call for a head for a head, an eye for an eye,
a tooth for a tooth⁈

Men of feeling, honest men, republicans, you must hurry!
Do you want a Paris that is a free city, a happy city? Or do

you want a furious Paris, even if it has been crushed and de-
feated?
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October 30 French National Guard is defeated at Le Bour-
get.
October 31 Upon the receipt of news that the Government

of National Defense had decided to start negotiations with the
Prussians, Paris workers and revolutionary sections of the Na-
tional Guard rise up in revolt, led by Blanqui. They seize the
Hôtel de Ville and set up their revolutionary government—the
Committee of Public Safety, headed by Blanqui. On October 31,
Gustave Flourens prevents any members of the Government of
National Defense from being shot, as had been demanded by
one of the insurrectionists.
November 1 Under pressure from the workers, the Govern-

ment of National Defense promises to resign and schedule na-
tional elections to the Commune—promises it has no intention
of keeping. With the workers pacified by their “legal” charade,
the government violently seizes the Hôtel de Ville and reestab-
lishes its domination over the besieged city. Paris official Blan-
qui is arrested for treason.

1871

January 22 The Paris proletariat and the National Guards
hold a revolutionary demonstration, initiated by the Blanquists.
They demand the overthrow of the government and the estab-
lishment of a Commune. By order of the Government of Na-
tional Defense, the BretonMobile Guard, which was defending
the Hôtel de Ville, opens fire on the demonstrators. After mas-
sacring the unarmed workers, the government begins prepara-
tions to surrender Paris to the Germans.
January 28 After four long months of workers’ struggle,

Paris is surrendered to the Prussians. While all regular troops
are disarmed, the National Guard is permitted to keep their
arms—the population of Paris remains armed and allows the
occupying armies only a small section of the city.
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February 8 Elections are held in France, unknown to most
of the nation’s population.
February 12 New National Assembly opens at Bordeaux;

two thirds of members are conservatives and wish the war to
end.

February 16 The Assembly elects Adolphe Thiers chief ex-
ecutive.

February 26 The preliminary peace treaty between France
and Germany signed at Versailles by Thiers and Jules Favre,
on the one hand, and Bismarck, on the other. France surren-
ders Alsace and East Lorraine to Germany and pays it indem-
nities to the sum of five billion francs. German army of occupa-
tion slowly withdraws as indemnity payments made. The final
peace treaty is signed in Frankfort-on-Main on May 10, 1871.

March 1–3 After months of struggle and suffering, Paris
workers react angrily to the entry of German troops in the city
and the ceaseless capitulation of the government.The National
Guard defects and organizes a Central Committee.
March 10 The National Assembly passes a law on the

deferred payment of overdue bills; under this law the payment
of debts on obligations concluded between August 13 and
November 12, 1870 could be deferred. Thus, the law leads to
the bankruptcy of many petty bourgeoisie.

March 11 The Assembly adjourns. With trouble in Paris, it
establishes its government at Versailles on March 20.

March 18 Adolphe Thiers attempts to disarm Paris and
sends French troops (regular army), but the workers of Mont-
martre, who had paid for the cannons, refuse to turn them
over. Generals Claude Martin Lecomte and Jacques Leonard
Clement Thomas are killed by crowd. Many troops peacefully
withdraw; some remain in Paris. With Thiers outraged, the
Civil War begins.

March 26 A municipal council—the Paris Commune—is
elected by the citizens of Paris. Commune consists of workers,
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OUR PEOPLE

They held out against an army. Before these improvised sol-
diers the General Staff of illustrious generals was forced to line
up, worried and grave, trembling and desperate!

All those victors of Algeria and Mexico, those who tri-
umphed in Italy, that whole old plumed world, covered in
spittle and glory had to remain silent.

Constables and gendarmes had to be signed up at so much
a head, at three francs a day; rehabilitation had to be promised
to the bohemia of Legitimacy and the Empire; it was necessary
to distribute crosses to these and to promise posts to those in
order to obtain a forward march for the removal of a few bar-
ricades and the conquering of a few positions. My god, yes!

What can be said of these poor victories! What do they
prove once we realize that at the last minute the fédérés
suddenly shook loose the triumph, and that there was hesita-
tion and disarray among those captains who saw those civic
battalions come on, return and return again, indomitable and
proud, ready to be mowed down rather than lower their flag
before the enemy!

The Revolution is safe! Nothing that the calculations of trea-
son or the hazards of battle could bring can do anything in the
future against republican Paris. Even if a million men were to
pass over these paving stones they couldn’t crush the harvest!

Look then! These insurgents were called gypsies and ban-
dits! Their generals were possessed of the sang froid of heroes,
and from their smashed faces they have spit their blood in the
face of the assassins!

Not a single example of hesitation or weakness has been
cited! Duval, Henry, Flourens, and all the others laughed in
the face of their executioners!

Such chiefs have never been seen; unknown chiefs issued
from the people. What mattered the taking of this redoubt, the
conquest of that field, the occupation of that hill?

27



forever implored to put its seal on this metal or that cloth, on
this toy or that weapon, on this cup or that basin, on the mould
of a porcelain or the silk of a gown! It will remain master and
king.

PARIS, FREE CITY
No more blood spilled! Rifles at rest! Mayors are named and

magistrates elected. And then to work! To work! The bell tolls
for work and not for combat.

THE ELECTION

The elections have taken place.
The act of popular sovereignty was performed in a city

bristling with men in arms, shining with bayonets, and bruised
by cannon wheels.

In the midst of this military gear it voted, serene and threat-
ening, deposing its cannonballs in the ballot box. But passing
through these lines of sentinels, this camp standing around a
red flag, liberty suffered not a single wound, not one!

It is now one week that this “minority” of pillagers and as-
sassins holds Paris under its rifle butt.

Who has this rifle struck? Has it crushed a head? Smashed a
window?

Answer, wretches! Answer, imbeciles!
You wanted to put the republic on a stretcher; we had it

borne on a shield. What was supposed to be a battle was a fes-
tival.

It is up to us that every day of social childbirth have this
grandeur and joy; to us and to you, who aren’t going force us
to beat the charge on our drums, right?

And starting tomorrow we will see at work the slandered
and the wounded that make up the victorious list, full of un-
known names, just as the Assembly of theThird Estate was full
of men who made what the world calls the French Revolution.
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among them members of the First International and followers
of Proudhon and Blanqui.
March 28 The Central Committee of the National Guard,

which up to then had carried on the government, resigns after
it first decrees the permanent abolition of the “Morality Police.”
March 30 The Commune abolishes conscription and the

standing army; the National Guard, in which all citizens capa-
ble of bearing arms are to be enrolled, becomes the sole armed
force. The Commune remits all payments of rent for dwelling
houses from October 1870 until April 1871. On the same day
the foreigners elected to the Commune are confirmed in office,
because “the flag of the Commune is the flag of the World
Republic.”
April 1 The Commune declares that the highest salary re-

ceived by any member of the Commune does not exceed 6,000
francs.
April 2 In order to suppress the Paris Commune, Thiers ap-

peals to Bismarck for permission to supplement the Versailles
Army with French prisoners of war, most of whom had been
serving in the armies that surrendered at Sedan and Metz. In
return for the five billion francs indemnity payment, Bismarck
agrees. The French army begins siege of Paris. Paris is continu-
ally bombarded, moreover, by the very people who had stigma-
tized as a sacrilege the bombardment of the same city by the
Prussians.

The Commune decrees the separation of the church from the
state and the abolition of all state payments for religious pur-
poses as well as the transformation of all church property into
national property. Religion is declared a purely private matter.
April 5 Decree on hostages adopted by the Commune in

an attempt to prevent Communards from being shot by the
French government. Under this decree, all persons found guilty
of being in contact with the French government are declared
hostages. This decree is never carried out.
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April 6 The guillotine is brought out by the 137th Battalion
of the National Guard and publicly burnt, amid great popular
rejoicing.
April 7OnApril 7, the French army captures the Seine cross-

ing at Neuilly, on the western front of Paris.
Reacting to French government policy of shooting captured

Communards, the Commune issues an “eye-for-an-eye” policy
statement, threatening retaliation. The bluff is quickly called;
Paris workers execute no one.
April 8 A decree excluding all religious symbols from the

schools—pictures, dogmas, prayers, in a word, “all that belongs
to the sphere of the individual’s conscience.”The decree is grad-
ually applied.
April 11 In an attack on southern Paris the French army is

repelled with heavy losses by General Eudes.
April 12TheCommune decides that the Victory Column on

the Place Vendôme, which had been cast from guns captured
by Napoleon after the war of 1809, should be dismantled as a
symbol of chauvinism and incitement to national hatred. This
decree is carried out on May 16.
April 16The Commune announces the postponement of all

debt obligations for three years and abolition of interest on
them.

The Commune orders a statistical tabulation of factories
which had been closed down by the manufacturers, and the
working out of plans for the carrying on of these factories by
workers formerly employed in them, who are to be organized
in cooperative societies, and also plans for the organization of
these cooperatives in one great union.
April 20 The Commune abolishes night work for bakers,

and also abolishes the workers’ registration cards, which since
the Second Empire had been run as a monopoly by men named
by the police—exploiters of the first rank; the issuing of these
registration cards is transferred to the mayors of the twenty
arrondissements of Paris.
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Through the intermediary of the people’s representatives we
will immediately negotiate with the government of Versailles
for a status quo without battle, and with the Prussians for the
settling of indemnities.

No blood will be shed, the cannons will remain cold, the bar-
racks will close, and the workshops reopen and work recom-
mence.

Work starts anew! This is the inflexible necessity, the
supreme desire. Let us all come to agreement so that everyone
finds tomorrow his work. Citizens of all classes and ranks: this
is salvation!

Paris, a free city, returns to its labors.
This secession would save the provinces from their fears and

the faubourgs from famine.
Bordeaux said: Down with Paris!
We for our part cry out: Long live France, Long live Paris!

And we promise to never extend to that France that slanders
us the hand that they took as a threat.

It’s between Montrouge and Montmartre that, whatever the
circumstances, will always beat the heart of the country, which
we’ll always love and which will return to us in the end.

Several cities—precisely those feared by the moderates—can
also negotiate so they can live free and take part in the great
federation of republican cities.

To those who fear that they would suffer from isolation, we
would respond that there are no frontiers high enough to pre-
vent labor from crossing them, industry from razing them, com-
merce from poking holes in them.

Labor! The cities with high chimneys that spit the smoke of
factories, with their great workshops and long counters; cities
made fertile don’t die! Even peasants don’t kill the goose that
lays the golden eggs!

Having a flag of its own, Paris could no longer be defamed or
threatened, and it will remain the able seeker, the happy finder
who invents beautiful plans and great instruments, who will be

25



day. Nothing is stable: today’s boss is tomorrow’s laborer, and
school graduates see their jackets worn to rags.

How many I know among those who are well established
and well dressed, who have the same worries as the poor, who
sometimes ask what will become of their children and who
would trade all their chances of happiness and profit for the
certainty of a modest job and a tearless old age.

It is this whole world of workers who fear ruin and unem-
ployment who make up Paris, the great Paris. Why in all our
misery as men and citizens wouldn’t they take each other by
the hand? And why, in this solemn moment, wouldn’t we try
for once and for all to wrest this country—where we are broth-
ers in effort and danger—from that eternal uncertainty which
allows adventurers to forever succeed, and obliges honest men
to forever suffer and tremble!

Fraternity was queen the other day before the cannons and
under the bright sun. It must remain queen and Paris must take
a solemn decision—a decision that will be the only correct one
andwill only take its place in history if it manages to avoid civil
war and returns to the war against the victorious Bismarck.

As for ourselves, we are ready to impose nothing, to suffer
everything in this painful circle of fatality, on condition that the
freedom of Paris remain safe and that the flag of the republic
shelter, in an independent city, a courageous people of workers.

Workers and bourgeois: several hundred years ago, in that
Germany from which the cannons that struck us came, four
cities declared themselves free cities; for centuries they were
great and proud, rich and peaceful. In all corners of the world
they were heard, and they cast merchandise and gold on all
shores!

In order to cut the Gordian knot that had bound together our
recent misfortunes other than with the saber, there is only one
message:

PARIS, FREE CITY!
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April 23Thiers breaks off the negotiations for the exchange,
proposed by Commune, of the Archbishop of Paris [Georges
Darboy] and a number of other priests held hostages in Paris,
for only one man, Blanqui, who had twice been elected to the
Commune but is a prisoner in Clairvaux.
April 27 In sight of the impending municipal elections of

April 30, Thiers enacts one of his great conciliation scenes. He
exclaims from the tribune of the Assembly, “There exists no
conspiracy against the republic but that of Paris, which com-
pels us to shed French blood. I repeat it again and again.” Out
of seven hundred thousand municipal councilors, the united
Legitimists, Orleanists, and Bonapartists (Party of Order) do
not carry eight thousand.
April 30TheCommune orders the closing of the pawnshops

on the ground that they are a private exploitation of labor, and
are in contradiction with the right of the workers to their in-
struments of labor and to credit.
May 5TheCommune orders the demolition of the Chapel of

Atonement, which had been built in expiation of the execution
of Louis XVI.
May 9 Fort Issy, which is completely reduced to ruins by

gunfire and constant French bombardment, is captured by the
French army.
May 10 The peace treaty concluded in February is now

signed, known as the Treaty of Frankfurt (endorsed by
National Assembly on May 18).
May 16 The Victory Column at Place Vendôme is pulled

down.
May 21–28 Versailles troops enter Paris on May 21. The

Prussians who held the northern and eastern forts allow the
Versailles troops to advance across the land north of the city,
which was forbidden ground to them under the armistice—
Paris workers held the flank with only weak forces. As a result
of this, only a weak resistance was put up in the western half
of Paris, in the luxury city, while it grew stronger and more
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tenacious the nearer the Versailles troops approached the
eastern half, the working-class city.

The French army spends eight days massacring workers,
shooting civilians on sight. The operation is led by Marshal
MacMahon, who would later become president of France. Tens
of thousands of Communards and workers are summarily
executed, as many as thirty thousand. Thirty-eight thou-
sand others are imprisoned and seven thousand are forcibly
deported.

Timeline courtesy of the Marxists Internet Archive.
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JULES VALLÈS

PARIS, FREE CITY

There is the working bourgeoisie and the parasitic bour-
geoisie.

Those who Le Cri du Peuple attacks, who its editors have
everywhere and always attacked, are the do-nothings, those
who traffic in positions and have turned politics into a trade.

They’re a herd of chatterboxes, a mass of ambitious men, a
seedbed of subprefects and state counselors.

They produce nothing but froth. Through shadowy banking
systems and shameful stock market speculations they grab the
profits produced by those who work—they’re shameless specu-
lators who rob the poor and loan to kings, who played dice on
the drums of Transnonain or December 2 and who are already
thinking of ways to carve their bank out of the corpse of the
bloodied fatherland.

But there is a working bourgeoisie, this one honest and
valiant. It goes to the workshop wearing a cap, wanders in
wooden clogs through the mud of factories, in the cold and
the heat remains at its cash register or its office, in its small
shop or its large factory, behind the windows of a boutique
or the walls of a manufactory. It swallows dust and smoke,
burns itself behind the workbench or the forge, helps out
wherever needed. It is, with its courage and fears, the sister of
the proletariat.

For it has its fears, its risks of failure, its days when bills
come due. Thanks precisely to those parasites who need trou-
ble and agitation in order to live, not one fortune is certain to-
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was with real shock that we watched them continue all the
same errors of official governments: maintaining the whole
state governing system while only changing the men, keeping
in place the entire bureaucracy, allowing tax agents to func-
tion in their booths and protect the money that the Bank of
France sent to Versailles? The vertigo of power and the spirit
of stupid routine had seized hold of them, and these men, who
should have acted heroically and known how to die, had the
inconceivably shameful naïveté to address diplomatic notes to
the great powers in a style of which Metternich and Talleyrand
would have approved. They understood nothing of the revolu-
tionary movement that had carried them through the doors of
the Hôtel de Ville.

But what the chiefs didn’t know to do, the nameless crowd
did. There were many of them, thirty to forty thousand per-
haps, who died around Paris for the cause they loved. There
were many as well who, within the city, fell before the machine
guns, shouting “Vive la Commune!” We know from the first
days of the Assembly in Versailles that this slaughtered people
by its attitude saved the republican form of French government.
Nevertheless, the present republic, a servant in the service of
the Tsar and the Kaiser, is so far from any practice of liberty
that it would be childish to be grateful to the Commune for its
having saved this vain word for us. But it did something else. It
held before us for the future, not through its rulers but through
its defenders, an ideal far superior to that of all the revolutions
that had preceded it. It commits in advance those who want to
continue it—in France and throughout the world—to fight for
a new society in which there will be neither masters by birth,
titles, or money, nor servants by origin, caste, or salary. Ev-
erywhere the word “Commune” was understood in the widest
sense, as having to do with a new humanity, formed of free and
equal companions, ignorant of the existence of ancient borders,
and assisting each other in peace from one end of the world to
the other.
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Citizen P. Grousset, in reminding us that we voted the es-
tablishment of the Committee of Public Safety, forces us to say
that we sacrificed our sentiments in the face of a bombarded
Paris.

We saw a danger in Article 3 of the Commune’s decree. We
ask that all of us together investigate whether, instead of cre-
ating a weapon, you have created a threat. We ask that this
be calmly discussed. In a word, we want all forces to come to-
gether to ensure our salvation.

For my part, I declared that it was necessary to come to an
agreement with the Central Committee and the majority, but
the minority must also be respected, which is also a force. In
all sincerity, we declare to you that we want harmony within
the Commune and that our withdrawal to the arrondissements
is not a threat.

We ask that you place on the agenda for tomorrow a discus-
sion in which we can examine the facts and ensure the gather-
ing of all forces to march against the enemy.

Citizen Langevin:15 I completely agree with the words of
Citizen J. Vallès, but I protest against those of Citizen Paschal
Grousset. I voted against the Committee of Public Safety, but
the majority having established it, I accepted it. Nevertheless, I
think I have the right to say that there is a serious danger in Ar-
ticle 3 of the decree, which places in its hands the nomination
and removal of delegates. (Noise)

CitizenMiot:16 Yesterday theminority carried out an act that
was clearly hostile to the majority. Why did it not give and ask

15 Camille Langevin (1843–1913)—Lathe operator. Member of the Com-
mune for the fifteenth arrondissement. Sentenced to deportation, but had
already fled France. Active in the cooperative movement after the amnesty.

16 Jules Miot (1809–1883)—Pharmacist. Democratic socialist representa-
tive in 1848. Member of the International and the Commune, representing
the nineteenth arrondissement. Member of the commission that proposed
the establishing of the Committee of Public Safety. Sentenced to death in
absentia. Politically active in exile, though he withdrew from politics upon
his return to France after his pardon.
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for explanations before making a decision? A serious accusa-
tion was made against us: they dare to say that we renounced
the exercising of the mandate that was entrusted to us. This is
not the case. Isn’t absolute control reserved to the Commune in
the decree that establishes the Committee of Public Safety? As
author of the proposal I did all I could so that the authority of
the Commune not be absorbed. Can you not revoke this Com-
mittee at your will when you come to think that its authority
may be dangerous? I repeat: the minority carried out a regret-
table act yesterday that the public severely judges and which
it will have to account for to its voters.

Citizen Arnould:17 I request a correction to the minutes of
the last session published in the Journal Officiel; it has to do
with this question that is stirring us up. The Officiel has me
say: “If one of the motions proposed to you is adopted, the
Commune will serve only to incriminate the members of the
Committee of Public Safety when it judges this convenient, and
it could very well never hold another session.” This is as far
from my thoughts as possible. What I said and mean is: “I will
not fight the Billioray and Ferré amendments. I will vote for
them, for they are the inevitable deduction from Article 3, es-
tablishing the Committee of Public Safety, and I will ask that
the Commune, understanding the logic of its acts, cease its pe-
riodic meetings.”

In my opinion the Commune should only meet to question
the Committee of Public Safety concerning its acts or to judge
a member of the Commune. This is what I said. It was a formal
affirmation and not an incrimination of the consequences of
Article 3. I ask that this fundamental rectification be made to
the Officiel.

Citizen President: Rectification shall be made to the Officiel.
17 Arthur Arnould (1837–1895)—Employee at the ministry of public in-

struction. Member of the International. Member of the Commune for the
fourth arrondissement. Friend and ally of Bakunin while in exile. Embraced
theosophy in his final years.
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beat the call to arms in our arrondissement near the Pantheon,
and at about 5:00 approximately six hundred men were gath-
ered on the square. Full of ardor, we wanted to march immedi-
ately to the fight, along with other corps sent by the southern
quarters of Paris. But it appears that this movement would not
have been in conformity with military precedent, and we were
led to the Place Vendôme where, deprived of any food or camp-
ing equipment, for more than half the night we had no other
comfort than hearing the brilliant officers of the new general
staff say from within the nearby ministry: “Drink, drink to the
independence of the world!”

At 2:00 a.m. an order from the general made our troop, al-
ready largely diminished through desertion, leave the precar-
ious shelter of the Place Vendôme, and we were taken to the
Place de la Concorde, where we tried to sleep on the stones un-
til 6:00 a.m. It was then that wewere led to Chatillon, our bones
broken by this first bivouac and without any food. During the
march our little band continued to melt away, and though we
were six hundred on our departure, fifty arrived on the plateau
a half-hour before the Versaillais troops, pretending to go over
to the cause of the revolution, were helped to climb the ram-
parts to repeated cries of “We are brothers! Let’s embrace! Vive
la République!” We were taken prisoner, and all those recog-
nized by their uniform or their bearing as having once been
soldiers were executed near the fence of the neighboring cas-
tle.

According to what my companions told me, I have every
reason to believe that in other acts of war our gallant chiefs,
at least those who commanded the first sorties, demonstrated
the same lack of intelligence and the same negligence. Perhaps
the government of the Commune had more capacities in other
areas; in any case, history will say that these improvised minis-
ters remained honest in exercising their power. But we asked
something else of them: to have the good sense and determi-
nation that the situation required and to act in consequence. It
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tor, or even a supporter of Versailles, things would have gone
the same way, except I would perhaps have been executed.

ELISÉE RECLUS13

My role during the Commune was officially nonexistent. I
found myself among the anonymous mass of combatants and
the defeated. A simple National Guardsman during the first
days of the fight and then, after April 5 and for a year, a pris-
oner in the prisons of Satory, Trébéron, Brest, St-Germain, Ver-
sailles, and Paris, I can only formulate an opinion on the Com-
mune from hearsay and the subsequent study of documents
and men.

In the first years that followed the Commune it seemed to
me that all those who had taken part in the movement were
united due to the repression and the outrage suffered in com-
mon. I would not at that time have allowed myself to judge
men who, in my opinion, were not worthy of the cause they
defended. But the time has come to speak the truth, since im-
partial histories are beginning to be written and it is a matter
of gathering information with future events in mind. I can thus
affirm that during the first days of the Commune the military
organization was as grotesque and worthless as it was during
the first siege under the leadership of the pitiful Trochu. The
proclamations were as bombastic, the disorder as great, the ac-
tions as ridiculous.

We can confirm this from this simple fact: General Duval,
who was on the plateau of Chatillon with two thousand men
lacking in food andmunitions, and whowas surrounded by the
growing mass of Versaillais, had requested reinforcements. We

13 Elisée Reclus (1830–1905)—World-renowned geographer and early
follower of Bakunin. Member of the National Guard, he was captured during
the failed sortie of April 3. Sentenced to ten years banishment by a military
tribunal. Returned to France in 1890 and was a tireless propagandist for an-
archy till his death.
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Citizen Arnould: I made a formal affirmation and not an in-
crimination of Article 3. The Commune should assist the Com-
mittee of Public Safety and if need be revoke it if it doesn’t carry
out its mandate, but it must stop discussing. We must meet in
our arrondissements, follow our battalions when they march
on the enemy, and avoid sterile discussions. I do not see in this
either separation or hostility.

Citizen Paschal Grousset: You should have said this instead
of publicly accusing us.

Citizen Arnould: We came here last Monday to explain our-
selves, but there was no session. (Interruptions)

Citizen Régère: The publication of the separation signed by
the minority is a regrettable act. But really, if that declaration
went further than our colleagues’ ideas, let them withdraw it.
Their goal is the same as ours. We only differ on the means,
and as soon as they return to us we should receive them fra-
ternally so that we can all work together toward the goal we
are pursuing. In any case, it was the minority that supported
Citizen Lefrançais when he demanded that the broadest pow-
ers over the delegations be given to the Committee of Public
Safety. (Noise)

It was the minority that wanted the latter to be able to strike
the delegations. (Interruptions, noise)

A large number of voices: That isn’t correct!
Citizen Régère: Come citizens; you have returned and you

will remain among us.
Citizen Courbet:18 But we are all here for the safety of the

public.
Citizen Jules Andrieux: It was said that the minority sepa-

rated from the majority because it didn’t want to accept a de-
feat in the election of the Committee of Public Safety. If that

18 Gustave Courbet (1819–1877)—One of the greatest of French painters.
Member of the Commune for the sixth arrondissement. In charge of the de-
molition of the Vendôme Column, in payment for which his works were
seized after the Commune. Sentenced to prison, he fled to Switzerland.
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were correct then the minority would have been in the wrong.
But this reproach is unfounded.Theminority proposed its reso-
lution because amotion was placed on the desk by the Commit-
tee of Public Safety, though everyone was in agreement that
the Committee of Public Safety didn’t have to consult us but
rather should act. It seemed to us that there was only one thing
to do, and that was to withdraw to our arrondissements and
delegations as long as we weren’t relieved. And I never partic-
ipated more actively than I have since these events. I under-
stood the economy of the proposal submitted by Citizen Miot.
It was said that you would abdicate your authority as long as
the Committee of Public Safety would meet. (Interruptions and
prolonged noise)

Citizen Félix Pyat: I demand the reading of the minority’s
manifesto.

Citizen Jules Andrieu: Please allow me to finish. We didn’t
come to discuss.We came to tell you that the daywhen youwill
want a discussion we will explain everything, not to judges but
to the Commune, without either passion or splits.

Several members: The motion!
Citizen Raoul Rigault: I requested the floor for a motion.

The signers of the manifesto have declared that they will
only present themselves to this assembly when the Commune
will have set itself up as a court of justice. And so I don’t
understand either the presence of some of them among us or
the discussion that is occurring at this moment. (Approbation)

Citizen Vaillant: On the question we are dealing with, I feel
that I am so impartial that I can make observations that others
here cannot make. I am a member of neither the majority nor
the minority, since I was unable to find any group of men with
whom I can march. Given what has happened, I ask that the
assembly act like an assembly charged with saving Paris. We
don’t need internecine quarrels. This manifesto has delivered
a serious blow to the Commune by placing before the public
questions that should only be brought up in secret committee.
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my house tonight. I don’t know why.” The provost raised his
eyes. And invariably, without any other explanation, “Put him
in the line.” Or more simply, with a glance at the door where
four soldiers were standing, “In line!” Even so, for me it was a
bit longer. I had been arrested on the street and I had the arm-
band of the Cross of Geneva. “Why do you have that armband?”
“I’m a doctor,” I answered, “That’s why I have the armband of
the International Society for the Wounded, presided over by
the Count of Flavigny. I was already a doctor during the siege.”
“And whose doctor are you now? Which wounded do you care
for?” “All of them,” I answered, embarrassed. “I cared for ev-
eryone during the battle, the soldiers of the army and those of
the Commune” “You’re not an army doctor?” “No, but …” “You
remained in Paris during the Commune?” “Yes.” The provost
leaned over to the assistant and then, addressing the agents,
said, “Take that man to the line.”
Q: And this “line,” what was it?
A: It was this. I left escorted by two agents with tricolor arm-

bands. I found myself in the small courtyard of the senate. We
turned to the left and an unforgettable spectacle suddenly ap-
peared before me. Squeezed against a wall and surrounded by
soldiers was a mass of men. Upon my arrival the ranks opened
and then closed. This was what the provost called the line. Ev-
ery few minutes a platoon of soldiers arrived and took away
the first six.We then heard explosions. Hundreds and hundreds
and hundreds of poor devils were executed in this way. There
are piles of corpses under the two big gardens, and probably
the body of Raoul Rigault.
Q: And yet you’re here.
A: Thanks to the intercession of a sergeant of those troops

who was a medical student: group solidarity!
Q: But you weren’t a doctor!
A: Not in the least. I was editor of the Père Duchêne with

Alphonse Humbert and Vermersch, and I had fought at the bar-
ricade on the Rue Monge. But if I really would have been a doc-
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organization, administration, or socialism. Our sole objective
was to go to Versailles, whose government was nothing but
an usurper in our eyes. From this flowed the sortie of April 3:
Eude’s movements onMeudon in the center, of Flourens on the
right wing on Bougival, and of Duval on the left on Chatillon.
The goal of this movement was to take Versailles, to dissolve
the Assembly and continue thewar. Revolutionary republicans,
we didn’t conduct ourselves like a government in struggle with
another government but like insurgents against usurpers who,
above all, we had to overthrow.
Q: Did these projects materialize differently from the sorties

you spoke to us about?
A:Between Rossel and the principal Blanquist leaders, it was

question of carrying out a coup d’état with the aim of a military
dictatorship, the sole manner in our opinion, of fighting and
ceasing to deliberate. I recall a meeting held at the prefecture
of police. We soon renounced our projects, seeing that it was
too late. The proposal came from Rossel and was made just a
few days before his resignation.
Q: And your opinion on the Commune, on its influence?
A: Well, when, after we returned after eight years of the pe-

nal colony, we saw the republic that had been made for us, we
had to say that it wasn’t worth the trouble.

MAXIME VUILLAUME At the time editor
of the Père Duchêne, currently editor of
the Radical

Q: As someone sentenced to death by the military provost of
the Luxembourg, can you tell us how justice was rendered during
the last week of May?
A: My day was May 25. That day I heard many interroga-

tions, which didn’t take up too much of my time. Here was the
formula: the provost asked, “You were arrested. Where?” “In
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But when these members, disavowing their manifesto, return
here, we shouldn’t wave it in their faces, forcing them to per-
severe in their error.

I spoke of the minority. But note this well, citizens: there
was an act that provided if not the excuse, then at least the ex-
planation for the error committed by several members of this
assembly, and that was the change in the military commission.
And so there is only one thing to do now: let the minority tear
up its program and let the majority tell it: “Let’s unite our ef-
forts for the salvation of all. Be with us, for if you are against
us we will smash you.”

Citizen Billioray:19 I will answer Citizen Vaillant by saying
that we changed the military commission because that com-
mission, charged with arresting Rossel, allowed him to escape.
We couldn’t keep men in place who didn’t obey the orders of
the Commune. If the members who signed the manifesto with-
draw their signatures and tear up their declaration I think that
the discussion on this question should be closed.

Citizen Amouroux: As concerns themanifesto, I will say that
the members who signed it did great harm to the majority by
seeking to make them look like parliamentarians. (Noise)

I declare that it was themajority that was the first to demand
that there be only two sessions per week. The proof is that it
was Citizens Delescluze, Vésinier, and Amouroux who made
this proposal: Considering that all efforts should be focused
on the war and the organization of the defense, the Commune
decrees:

Article 1. All members of the Commune shall be at the head
of their arrondissements and legions.

Article 2. The war commission will centralize all reports and
will make them known at the sessions of the Commune.

19 Alfred Billioray (1841–1877)—Artist. Member of the Commune and
the Committee of Public Safety. Died in deportation in New Caledonia.
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Article 3. The sessions of the Commune will take place on
Sundays and Mondays at exactly 1:00 P.M.

Article 4. The Commune can be convoked on an emergent
basis upon the request of five members.

This proposal is dated May 5.
You cannot grant yourselves the monopoly of everything

in your arrondissements and legions, because we revolution-
aries are the ones who demanded it. You did everything, you
attempted everything to become the majority, and when you
saw that it escaped you abdicated through a manifesto in your
papers.

We too ask to be in our arrondissements and on the ramparts,
and it’s for this reason that we named a Committee of Public
Safety, so as to avoid sterile discussions. But far from abdicat-
ing, we asked for two sessions weekly to examine the conduct
of the Committee and to reverse its decisions at its first error.

Citizen Frankel: I feel that I am in the same situation as my
friend Vaillant. I don’t belong to any fraction of the Commune,
and yet I signed the conclusions of the manifesto and will de-
fend it before you and my voters.

The Committee of Public Safety smashed the war commis-
sion because it included men who had voted against it. It sur-
rounds itself with more or less capable men, as long as they go
along with it. If the manifesto was published, it is your fault;
we came here and you weren’t here.

As long as you haven’t relieved me, I will remain in my dele-
gation and I will continue to concern myself with the interests
of the workers, which I’ve done until now. I will send the de-
cisions taken in accordance with the labor commission of the
Committee of Public Safety. But I declare to you that I will only
come here under the conditions indicated in the manifesto.

Citizen Urbain, the President: The minority should accept
the actions of the Committee of Public Safety and not put stum-
bling blocks before it. In acting in this way it fails to do its duty.
What is the minority going to do in its arrondissements? You
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the Rue Haxo; the ones they were after were the police and the
police informers.The people, the masses, didn’t understand the
meaning of the word hostage and naïvely translated it as priest,
agent.
Q: What else did you do?
A: I signed all the arrest warrants. I am speaking, of course,

only of arrests carried out regularly. But another fact con-
tributed to my condemnation. It relates to Ruault, condemned
under the empire in the Opera Comique Afffair, a plot against
the Emperor in which, if I’m not mistaken, M. Ranc was
accused. We all considered Ruault an old republican. When
we had the proof that he was an agent you can imagine our
indignation. When he was brought into my office I wrote
some words on the back of his warrant that I showed him:
“Save this canaille for the firing squad.” The director of Mazas,
a Blanquist as well, upon receiving this warrant placed it in
his wallet. When I had the hostages evacuated from Mazas
I had all the arrest warrants burned in the prison courtyard.
Fifteen minutes after our departure the Versaillais entered,
executed the director, found Ruault’s warrant and my note.
Q: How old were you?
A: Twenty.
Q: And the organization?
A: I repeat: as far as I know only the personnel had changed

at the prefecture of police.
In general, what the Blanquists wanted was a military dic-

tatorship with the aim of defeating the Versaillais, to have a
national convention named, and to continue the war. And this
is why we expended all our efforts in trying to obtain Blanqui’s
exchange or escape.

All the offers of hostage exchange with Blanqui were sent
from the prefecture of police, by the intermediary of Flotte, an
old friend of Blanqui’s. We offered all the hostages for Blanqui
alone. We wanted to make Blanqui the leader of the insurrec-
tion. We didn’t want to concern ourselves with parliamentary
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de la Bastille and Austerlitz Bridge were attacked by the Ver-
saillais. Mazas was threatened. I received the order of the Com-
mune, which at the time was taking refuge at the town hall of
the eleventh arrondissement. The order, signed by Ferré, said
to go to Mazas to carry out the transfer of the hostages from
Mazas to La Roquette. This transfer was carried out in wagons
that I requisitioned from the Compagnie de Lyon (it was the
receipts that later caused my condemnation). While passing
through the faubourg Saint-Antoine the wagons were attacked
and, despite the escort, the crowd, made up mostly of women,
wanted to lynch the hostages.

We had all the trouble in the world in getting to La Roquette.
My role ended there. The next day Archbishop Darboy,
Deguerry, several priests, and Jecker were executed. One
shouldn’t hasten to accuse the crowd of cowardice. One might
say that this was a case of legitimate exasperation. You have
to have lived the events to realize their state of mind. At the
same spot the crowd, despite Delescluze and Eudes, had just
executed the Count de Beaumont, who it accused of having
misled it concerning the fate of a large number of dead in
Neuilly.

I told you that I managed to save my convoy.
Q: Even so, without hesitation you executed Ferré’s order, even

though you had foreseen the consequences.
A: Exactly. What do you expect? We were living through a

revolutionary torment. It was part of the struggle, the result of
legitimate exasperation. These women were no more harpies
than I was a bandit.
Q: And the other hostages?
A: Were transferred under the care of the chief judge of the

court-martial to the Rue Haxo when Père Lachaise was threat-
ened. On the Rue Haxo it was said that forty were executed.
They were mostly secret agents, Municipal Guards, the Munic-
ipal Guards in civilian clothes. Most had been taken in the bar-
racks and died bravely. There were almost no more priests on
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only have one duty to fulfill, and that is that of withdrawing
your manifesto and remaining here to watch over the safety of
the revolution.

Citizen Viard:20 In order to summarize and terminate the
question, I request that the minority not only disavow its man-
ifesto but also that it no longer put the Committee of Public
Safety in question. It’s doubtless because it is afraid that the
minority acts as it does, but for my part I declare that the Com-
mittee of Public Safety cannot harmme and that it doesn’t want
to do so. In any case, don’t we have the right to control it, and
can’t we strip it of power if need be? What we need more than
anything is not only our devotion to the people’s interests and
our abnegation but also our political unity.

Citizen President: I will now give a reading of a first motion,
signed by Vaillant: “The so-called declaration of the minority
not having been directly produced in the Commune, and the
presence of several members of that minority at today’s session
de facto annulling the declaration made by a portion of the
assembly, the Commune passes to the motion.”

This motion is not taken under consideration.
Here then is a second motion, signed by Miot: “Consider-

ing that the Committee of Public Safety is responsible for its
acts, that it is at every moment at the orders and disposal of
the Commune, whose sovereignty has never been nor could be
contested, the majority of the Commune declares:

1. That it is ready to forget the conduct of those members
of the minority who will withdraw their signature from the
manifesto.

2. That it condemns the latter and passes to the motion.”
Citizen Courbet: I request to make a motion. It is impossible

for me to remain at the head of the town hall of my arrondisse-
20 Pompée Viard (1836–1892)—Paint merchant. Member of the Com-

mune for the twentieth arrondissement. Delegate for subsistence and secu-
rity. Sentenced to death in absentia. In exile grew close to the Blanquists and
died an anarchist.
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ment. I am unable to obtain information from the delegation
for war, especially since my municipal council has resigned.

Several voices: That’s not a motion!
Citizen Courbet: Being responsible for my administration, I

can no longer remain in this situation.
Several voices: That’s not the question!
Citizen Serraillier:21 I signed the manifesto while reserving

to myself the right to come to the session. There is only one
thing we can be attacked for, and that’s the publicity that was
given it. We came Sunday and Monday to participate in the
session and there was no one. (Various calls) So we then wrote
the manifesto and I will not renounce it. Doing so would be a
culpable act. (The motion! Cloture!)

Citizen Langevin: I request the floor to speak against cloture.
I have something personal that I want to speak about.

Citizens Victor Clément22 and J.-B. Clément request the floor
to speak against cloture.

Several members: To a vote! To a vote!
Citizen President: I put cloture to a vote.
Cloture is put to a vote and pronounced.
Citizen Langevin: Citizen Urbain said that the minority had

supported Lefrançais’s proposal, which conferred the Commit-
tee of Public Safety with plenary powers over the commissions
and delegations. I am proud to have voted with the minority in
many circumstances, but I reject Citizen Urbain’s assertion. I
voted against the Committee of Public Safety’s motion, which
gave it plenary powers.

21 Auguste Serraillier (1840–?)—Bootmaker. Member of the Interna-
tional. Member of the Commune for the second arrondissement. Member
of the labor and exchange commission. Sentenced to death in absentia. Be-
friended by the Marx family while in exile; relations that ended after a finan-
cial disagreement with Marx’s son-in-law Paul Lafargue.

22 Victor Clément (1824–?)—Mutualist. Member of the Commune for
the fifteenth arrondissement. Sentenced to three years imprisonment for his
role on the Commune.
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GASTON DA COSTA Former chief of
cabinet of the Committee of Public Safety,
former assistant prosecutor of the
Commune, currently reader in a major
bookstore, author of the grammar book
adopted by the city of Paris for its schools

Q: What was your role during the Commune?
A: The Blanquist party, of which I was a member, was

primarily represented during the Commune by men of action
such as Eudes, Granger, Girault, Fortin, Rigault, Trinquet,
Regnard, Ferré, Breuillé, Brideau, Jeunesse, Genton, etc. Many
were members of the Committee of Public Safety.

The latter reorganized the prefecture of police in the same
way that it had previously functioned and as it still functions
today, except that it was mainly occupied with political polic-
ing. I was particularly charged with the seeking out of former
secret agents of the Imperial police. A certain number, who
plotted alongside us under the Empire, were arrested, and the
rest, declared hostages, were executed during the final days of
the Bloody Week. I ran their pre-trial investigations and testi-
fied against themwhen they appeared before the revolutionary
assizes whose juries were made up of delegates selected from
the battalions of the Federals. This court had to judge, or rather
declare to be or not to be hostages, policemen, priests, Munici-
pal Guards, and individuals like Jecker, the man behind the war
in Mexico. Once declared hostages, in keeping with the decree
they had to be executed. In fact, the decree wasn’t applied in
the way it was written (three hostages were to be executed for
each National Guardsman executed on the front lines).

Nevertheless, during the BloodyWeek several hostageswere
executed at La Roquette and on the Rue Haxo. They were held
either at Mazas or at La Roquette. On May 25 both the Place
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A: At best, Paris could have won out over Versailles. But to
believe that would have implied that the triumph of the social
revolution would be naïve, for the Prussians weren’t far away,
and the provinces were around us. No, there was nothing to
hope for. The frame of mind was not what it is today. If Paris
were to proclaim the Commune today it would find partisans
in every village of France.
Q: During the final week?
A: I was in the eleventh arrondissement at the barricade

on the Rue Fontaine-au-Roi with Gambon, the two Ferrés,
Géresme, Lacord12 of the Central Committee, and Penet, a
wood sculptor who is still alive today. There and elsewhere I
could see that in the streets Paris had no better defenders than
the very young and the elderly. Even more, since its inception,
the insurrection had given rise to much heroism: it had Duval,
Herpin-Lacroix, and Dombrowski, the Dombrowski to whom
I one day said, “Look, you are needlessly exposing yourself;
you’re going to get yourself killed,” and who, rolling a cigarette
answered, “Not at all; but I have to show these good people
that the General of the Commune is not afraid.” And with him
that wasn’t a pose but rather the intrepidness of a hero of
legend. And at the final barricades we saw Lisbonne offering
himself as a target to the bullets, seated on a workhorse as big
as an elephant and who, pointing to his men, replied to those
who called to him, “I can’t get down; this is the way they love
me.”

All this is perhaps secondary and the interest of so much
Communard intrepidity seems to be of a decorative order. We
lacked more precious qualities: initiative and the hatred of con-
secrated things.

12 Emile Lacord (1838–?)—Chef. One of the International’s most active
members. Failed in his election to the Commune. Continued his socialist
activities in exile. Died in Paris in extreme poverty, selling fried potatoes on
the streets.
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Citizen Urbain, president: I maintain my assertion.
Citizen J.-B. Clément: I don’t accept despotism, and I protest

against the cloture vote. Conspiracies were spoken of and I
want to defend myself. (Interruptions) We are told to run to
our neglected municipalities; many among those of the minor-
ity have never gone to their town halls.

Citizen Dereure: That’s true!
Citizen President: Cloture was voted and I must sustain it.
Citizen Ostyn:23 You didn’t sustain it when you let people

speak.
Citizen J.-B. Clément: I ask to respond as well.
Citizen Régère: I request that we vote on the motion of

Citizen Vaillant. This motion, all of whose terms I don’t
accept—since I believe Citizen Vaillant has gone beyond his
ideas—nevertheless gives satisfaction to the majority and
the main interests of the Commune, because it states that
the minority, by resuming its seats here, tacitly disavows its
regrettable manifesto.

Citizen President: I gave readings of the two motions put
forth by Citizens Miot and Vaillant. I am going to put them to
a vote.

Citizen Victor Clément: I will not vote. Given that I don’t
recognize a majority’s right to commit a minority, I don’t rec-
ognize our right to commit our colleagues.

Citizen Pyat: You declared that the Commune had abdicated.
Citizen Victor Clément: Will Citizen Pyat permit me to speak
only of the motion? I think that if there is someone who has
never stirred up passions in a debate, it is I.

Citizen J. Miot pronounces a few words that don’t reach us.

23 Charles Ostyn (a.k.a. François Hosteins) (1823–1912)—Lathe operator.
Member of the International. Member of the Commune for the nineteenth
arrondissement. Sat on the subsistence and public services commissions. Sen-
tenced to death in absentia. While in exile allied himself with the anarchists.
In 1971 his hometown of Colombes renamed the Rue Thiers the Rue Ostyn.
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Citizen Victor Clément: I will answer Citizen Miot by say-
ing that if he wants to descend to the realm of intentions we’ll
never finish. For my part, I would never insult a member of the
Commune by believing that outside his acts he has evil inten-
tions. It’s your right to condemn our manifesto, but what I call
for is an act of justice. We can’t vote the motion because that
would mean committing colleagues who are not here.

Citizen Arnould: In response to an interruption, I will say
that if I wasn’t at my town hall it’s because I had an important
delegation that took up my time.

Citizen Dereure: You had no need to say that the municipal
administrations were neglected.

Citizen President: I put to a vote the two motions that have
been proposed.

The motion proposed by Citizen Vaillant is voted on and re-
jected. The motion proposed by Citizen Miot is then put to a
vote and adopted.

Citizen Billioray (returning): The cartridge depot on the Rue
Rapp has just exploded and it’s still burning. This is treason
and yet you talk! They’ve arrested the traitor who set the fire.
(Movement)

Citizen President: I will no longer cede the floor on the ques-
tion of the manifesto.

Citizen Vaillant: I ask the members who are in charge of the
municipalities to please listen to me. The Commune gave me a
delegation in which I often find myself in conflict with certain
municipalities, while with others everything is for the best. Ed-
ucation doesn’t function as it should. Today I will speak to you
about the Jesuits. They are intervening everywhere and in ev-
ery way. The enthusiastic municipalities were done with them
in two days; in others they weren’t able to be driven out. It is
urgent that two months after March 18 we should see no more
of these people. It would be good if the municipalities were to
be a bit more zealous …

Citizen Régère: Be precise!
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there even a question of communism? The Blanquists, espe-
cially Vaillant, had the best feeling for the situation and often
sounded the right note.
Q:At the Commune you busied yourselves with decrees on pay-

ments due, on rents, on the municipal pawnshop.
A:Thedebts due! Howmuch talk has there been about this! I

said, “Does this have anything to do with the Commune?Then
let merchants make arrangements among themselves.” As for
the setting aside of the rents, it was not without difficulty that
the Commune voted it. And yet Paris was a barracks, and in a
barracks they don’t go so far as to make you pay rent.

At one session, having said, “Citizens, I thought we were
here to proceed to social liquidation,” Jourde11 heckled me.
Since I got angry, Ostyn calmed me down, while Varlin
approved Jourde. And the Journal Officiel of the Commune
is full of the nominations of bailiffs and, what is less gloomy,
devotes three pages to the regulation of the ham fair.

As for the Bank of France, Jourde and Beslay’s way of act-
ing was unspeakable. Had it condemned Beslay, the Commune
would have been afraid to see him leave, and hewas considered
indispensable at the Bank. And he was also a proof of honesty
at the entrance to the Commune. Varlin, who rightly left a great
reputation of uprightness and intelligence made too many al-
lowances for Beslay. Jourde was not without value, but he un-
fortunately had some financial capacities. Have they bored us
enough, these honest men and these financiers?
Q: Did you believe in Paris’s victory?

to death in absentia. Patented a sewing machine of his invention in 1892.
Socialist militant until his death.

11 Francis Jourde (1843–1893)—Accountant. Freemason. Member of the
Commune for the fifth arrondissement. Member of the finance commission.
Author of the decree on the postponing of payments due, the National Pawn
Shop, and pensions for widows of fallen National Guardsmen. Attacked for
being too respectful of the money held in the Bank of France. Sentenced to
deportation in New Caledonia, escaped with Grousset and Rochefort.
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Vallès, and so many others. Majority and minority found them-
selves united at the final hour in the grandeur of same sacrifice.

You ask me, dear comrades, what my role was from March
18 to the end of May 1871. I went out with the marching com-
panies of the Commune from the first sortie, I was a member
of the Montmartre battalion, and I fought in the ranks as a sol-
dier. In all conscience I thought this was the most useful thing
to do. I continued fighting in Paris like the others, until Ver-
sailles arrested my mother in order to execute her in my place.
I went to set her free (despite herself) by demanding that place
for myself.

Many times I have told how during the voyage to Caledonia
I became an anarchist. But when people started to talk about
the Commune again and question us, it seemed to me that the
events of that period were as if a thousand years from us, we
who are like shadows, having passed through so many of the
dead. Has the moment arrived when the specter of evil will be
lifted?

London

JEAN-BAPTISTE CLÉMENT9 Member of
the Commune

J.-B. Clément spoke to us about the frame of mind of his
colleagues of the Commune.

Men like Theisz, Varlin, and Avrial10 went no further than
mutualism. Vermorel was an enemy of communism. But was

9 Jean-Baptiste Clément (1836–1903)—Writer. Elected to the Commune
for the eighteenth arrondissement. Served on numerous commissions of the
Commune. Tireless socialist militant until his death. Author of the song “Le
Temps des Cerises.” Buried near the Mur des Fédérés at Père Lachaise Ceme-
tery.

10 Augustin Avrial (1840–1904)—Mechanic. Member of the Interna-
tional. Member of the Commune, representing the eleventh arrondissement.
Distinguished himself on the barricades during the BloodyWeek. Sentenced
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Citizen Vaillant: … and make them completely disappear
within forty-eight hours. Here is what I propose: “On the
proposal of the delegation for education the Commune de-
cides: Given the many warnings given to the arrondissement
municipalities to substitute secular education for religious
education;

Within forty-eight hours a list shall be compiled of all the
schools still held by the congregations. This list shall be pub-
lished every day in the Officiel, including the names of the
members of the Commune delegated to the municipal govern-
ment of the arrondissement where the orders of the Commune
on the subject of the establishment of strictly secular education
have nor been executed.”

Citizen Vaillant’s proposal, put to a vote, is adopted.
Citizen Ostyn: I request that I be allowed to place on the desk

the list of the religious communities that exist within Paris.
CitizenMortier:24 I have an important question to address. A

police superintendent came to our arrondissement to evacuate
and close the church. This operation was carried out in such a
way that it caused a riot in the neighborhood. Why weren’t we
notified in advance?

Citizen Courbet: In the presence of serious acts that are oc-
curring at various points General Safety had to take excep-
tional measure and execute them without delay. It believes it
has done its duty. (Yes!)

24 Henri Mortier (1843–1894)—Jigsaw operator. Blanquist. Member of
the International. Member of the Commune for the eleventh arrondissement.
Presided over committee for pensions and indemnities of widows and or-
phans. Sentenced to death in absentia. Lived most of his remaining years in
exile, continuing his Blanquist activities.
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Citizen Gambon:25 At a time like this we should exclusively
concern ourselves with the war and all the questions that go
with it. (Agreement)

Citizen Urbain, president: Citizen Vésinier26 proposes the
following decrees:

1. Titles of nobility, coats of arms, liveries, noble privileges
and honorific distinctions are abolished. Pensions, rents, pre-
rogatives, and all that go along with these are suppressed.

2. Increases of all kinds are abolished, and the rents, pen-
sions, and privileges that flow from them are suppressed.

3. The Legion of Honor and all honorific orders are abol-
ished. A subsequent decree will determine which legionnaire
pensions should be maintained; the rest shall be suppressed.

Another proposal:
The law of May 8, 1816, is annulled. The decree of March 21,

1803, promulgated the 31st of that month is once again in effect.
All recognized children are legitimate and will enjoy all the

rights of legitimate children.
All so-called natural childrenwho are not recognized are rec-

ognized by the Commune as legitimate.
All male citizens aged eighteen and female citizens aged six-

teen who declare before a municipal magistrate that they want
to unite in the ties of marriage shall be united, on the condition
that they also declare that they are not married and that they
have neither father nor mother nor relatives up to the degree
that in the eyes of the law is a hindrance to marriage.

They are dispensed from any other legal formality.
25 Ferdinand Gambon (1820–1887)—Lawyer and magistrate. People’s

representative in 1848 in the Jacobin faction. Member of the Commune,
elected by the tenth arrondissement. Fought until the final moments of the
Commune and fled to Switzerland, where he joined the International.

26 Pierre Vésinier (1824–1902)—Journalist. Member of the International.
Member of the Commune for the first arrondissement. Editor in chief of Paris
Libre and directed the Journal Officiel during the Commune’s final weeks.
Sentenced to death in absentia. Described by a contemporary as “one of the
least sympathetic personalities of the Commune.”
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The number of dead of the Commune during the Bloody
Week can’t be calculated. They were buried everywhere, in the
public squares, under the paving stones, in wells, in trenches
dug at the time of the Prussians, in cemeteries, in casemates
where they were burned. They were brought in wagons to
the Champ de Mars, where they were also burned. The ashes
weren’t gathered and placed in urns; the winds that carried
them away will tell neither their name nor their number.

And so the Commune, which naïvely waited for Versailles’s
attack and didn’t plunge a spike in the stone heart of the vam-
pire, the Bank of France, expiated its generosity.

But unvanquished under the avenging flames of the fire, it
will be reborn even stronger, for it understood how useless po-
litical changes are that put one set of men in place of another
set of men. It knew that the old parliamentary world would
only ever produce what it produced on September 4, and this
world has proved it since. Every revolution will now be social
and not political; this was the final breath, the supreme aspira-
tion of the Commune in the ferocious grandeur of its marriage
with death.

The armies of the Commune counted few men knowledge-
able in what is called the art of war, but all were equally brave.
Cluseret, La Cécilia, Dombrowski, and Rossel were almost
the only generals who came from the army, but enthusiasm
and contempt for death have great value when the number of
combatants is relatively small. This number was sometimes
so small, as at Ivry, Clamart, and Neuilly, that it was an
extraordinary stroke of luck that the enemy didn’t know it.
With combatants of this kind the Commune should have
carried the situation from the first minutes. Already defeated,
the Federal swarm for eight days halted the most formidable
army that the Third Republic deployed.

It wasn’t the moment for parliamentarism, and the Com-
mune had no reason to praise the sessions it was engaged in,
though it counted in its number eloquent men, like old Pyat,
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No, even backed against the wall in Paris they still wanted
to develop strategy. They put up enormous barricades which,
aimed to confront a designated point, were turned by the en-
emy. Impregnable head on, they left their defenders wide open
from behind. It would have been so easy to crenellate houses,
to make each of them a fortress and only abandon them after
having set them on fire or blown them up. The Commune re-
spected property! Versailles, its defender, was less scrupulous
and didn’t hesitate to destroy houses when they had to turn a
barricade.

Now, it must be said that the men of the Commune aren’t
responsible for what wasn’t done. They were of their period,
and in their time if there was a vague socialist sentiment, no
one, neither leaders nor soldiers, had clearly defined ideas. So
it was inevitable that everyone end up mired in uncertainty.

Triumphant, the Commune would have become a gov-
ernment like the others. A new revolution would have been
needed to bring it down. Vanquished, it synthesized all prole-
tarian aspirations, and gave momentum to the movement of
ideas of which we of today are the product.

LOUISE MICHEL8

For twenty-six years they’ve spoken of the victims of the
Commune, about sixty whose names are known. The Com-
mune’s dead can’t be counted. Paris was an immense abattoir
where, after eight days of slaughter, the hordes of flies over
the mass graves put an end to the killings for they feared the
plague.

8 LouiseMichel (1830–1905)—Central figure of French anarchism. Held
no position on the Commune but fought actively at the barricades. Deported
to New Caledonia, she never ceased her anarchist activities. A historian of
the Commune wrote of her, “She was always adored by those who knew
her, esteemed by those she fought, venerated by those who esteemed her
big heart and admired her valor.”
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Their children, if they have any, will be recognized as legiti-
mate on their simple declaration.

And another proposal of Citizen Durand’s:
I propose to the Commune that it decree that in the future

no move can take place until a customs officer or some other
agent of the Commune has checked the packaging.

Citizen J.-B. Clément’s proposal is put to a vote and urgently
adopted.

Citizen President: Here is a proposal made by Citizen Miot:
“I ask the justice commission if it is ready to make its report on
my proposal relating to the reform of the prisons.”

Upon the request of Citizen Ledroit a reading is given of the
following proposal, made by the council of the Fifth Legion:

Considering that every honest citizen has the right to fight
for his country’s freedom in whatever camp chance has placed
him,

Decrees:
Article 1. Any citizenwhowill have taken part in the defense

of communal freedoms and the republic will have the right to
a pension of 300 francs, the first quarterly amount of which
will be paid three months after the day when total victory is
carried off by the defenders of the republic over the Versaillais
royalists.

Article 2. Any soldier from the Versaillais army, whatever
corps he may belong to, who lines up under the banner of the
Commune and the republic will have the right to the same pen-
sion.

Article 3. Any citizen from the provinces who takes up arms
to defend the republic and the communal institutions will also
have a right to the same pension.

Article 4. Any officer or non-commissioned officer of the
Versailles army who comes to defend the flag of freedom will
have right to a pension in proportion to his rank.

Citizen Billioray: I request that I be allowed to read you a
dispatch that I just received on the subject of the explosion
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that just occurred on the Avenue Rapp. (Movement of lively
interest)

A reading of the dispatch is made.
Citizen President: In the face of all that is happening we

should show less hesitation in voting for the repressive mea-
sures that are proposed to us. (Yes)

Amember: I ask that a war contribution be voted against the
shopkeepers who left Paris to escape service in the National
Guard. (Supported)

Citizen President: This proposal will be discussed at a later
time. Citizens, I inform you that our next session will be the
day after tomorrow.

Citizen Léo Frankel: Given the events that are currently tak-
ing place I declare that I will participate in the sessions.

Citizen President: The minutes will state that Citizen Léo
Frankel has withdrawn his signature from the manifesto.

The session is adjourned at 7:00 P.M.
The secretaries,
Amouroux, Vésinier
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National Guardsmen to have the Marquis de Ploeuc—who so
easily fooled them—go flee into the shadows.

They voted the law on hostages and never dared implement
it, while Versailles continued to massacre the Federals who fell
into their hands.

I’m not saying that it should have executed the handful of
gendarmes and obscure priests it had in its hands. Versailles
could have not have cared less: the serious hostages were out
of the Commune’s reach. But it had the survey records, the
mortgage office, the notary records, everything that regulates
bourgeois property. If instead of making threats the Commune
had actually set all the paperwork on fire, had taken control
of the bank, the same bourgeois who insulted the imprisoned
Federals would have forcedThiers to apologize to them on their
behalf.

In a revolution, legality is not only a joke but a hindrance; it
can only serve the partisans of the order of affairs we want to
destroy. It’s not speeches, paperwork, or laws that are needed
during a revolutionary period but acts.

Instead of voting for the forfeiture of bosses in flight, they
should immediately have placed their workshops in the pos-
session of the workers, who would have put them in operation.
And it was the same for everything. Instead of laws and decrees
that would have remained dead letters, they needed facts.Then
they would have been taken seriously.

They wanted to play at being soldiers, to parade in the uni-
forms of Jacobin officers, as if revolutionaries had to make a
disciplined war.

Attacked by the government of Versailles, they should have
contented themselves with defending themselves. But they
should only have given up ground foot by foot; they should
have sapped terrain and houses so that every forward step
of the soldiers of order would have been the equivalent of a
defeat for them.
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JEAN GRAVE7 Editor of Les Temps
Nouveaux, who took no part in the
Commune but whose opinion seemed of
interest to us, the opinion of a
revolutionary of today on the
revolutionaries of the past.

What I think of the parliamentary, financial, military, and
administrative organization of the Commune can be summed
up in just a few words.

It was too parliamentary, financial, military, and administra-
tive and not revolutionary enough.

To start with, while every day the battalions of Federals gath-
ered at their meeting places waiting for the order to march on
Versailles, a movement whose urgencywas clear to all, the Cen-
tral Committee, on the pretext that it didn’t have regular power,
thought only of organizing elections, while the army of order
was reforming in Versailles.

The Commune, once elected, busied itself with passing laws
and decrees, most of which were not implemented, because
those they were aimed at realized that the Commune legislated
much but acted little.

Revolutionaries!That’s nevertheless what they thought they
were, but only in words and parades. So little were they re-
ally revolutionaries that even invested with the suffrage of the
Parisians they continued to consider themselves intruders in
the halls of power.

They lacked money, when hundreds of millions slept in the
Bank of France. All they would have needed to do would have
been to send out against the bank two or three battalions of

7 Jean Grave (1854–1939)—One of the central figures of French anar-
chism in the period after the Commune. Editor for Le Révolté, La Révolte,
and Les Temps Nouveaux.
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INQUIRY ON THE
COMMUNE

In 1897 La Revue Blanche, one of France’s most important
and influential literary journals, ran an “Inquiry on the Com-
mune” in two of its issues asking participants the following
three questions:
1. What was your role from March 18 to the end of May

1871?
2. What is your opinion of the insurrectionary movement

of the Commune, and what do you think of its parliamentary,
military, financial, and administrative organization?
3. In your opinion, what has been the influence of the Com-

mune, both then and now, on events and ideas?
The following are chosen from among the dozens of partici-

pants.

HENRI ROCHEFORT1

Q: What was your role during the Commune?
A: I simply did my duty as a journalist. I didn’t take part

in the Commune. But since I clearly published my opinion of

1 Henri Rochefort (1831–1913)—Indefatigable propagandist. Exiled un-
der Napoleon III for his writings in La Lanterne, upon returning to France he
led Victor Noir’s funeral cortège. Refused to be a candidate for the Commune.
Arrested by the Prussians he was sentenced by the Versaillais to deportation,
from which he escaped. Main propagandist for the Boulangist movement,
and later a virulent anti-Semite and opponent of Dreyfus.
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Versailles, whose conduct I found odious, I was accused of pro-
voking the rebellion.

Q: On March 18?
A: No, later. On March 18 I was in Arcachon, so ill that my

death was announced. In Arcachon I received a visit from my
children, who were dressed in mourning for their father.
Q: You arrived in Paris?
A: April 2, the day, I think, of Flourens’s sortie. Le Mot

d’Ordre, which I was writing for, was suppressed by Ladmi-
rault, that old, vile brute.
Q: Can we do without the epithets?
A: No. Ladmirault was an ignoble brute, as were all the

professional soldiers. I ignored the prohibition. The govern-
ment had slipped away to Versailles. I energetically supported
Paris’s rights. I spoke of Thiers’s odious role and his abom-
inable lies. Naturally, all of my sympathies were with the
Communal movement, which was both socialist and patriotic.
The Commune was a protest against the peace of Bordeaux,
a protest against the clerical and reactionary majority that
dishonored us, a protest against the abuse of power of an
assembly which, named to negotiate peace, had—without
a mandate—declared itself constituent. But the Commune
became authoritarian and suppressed the newspapers that
weren’t devoted to it. Raoul Rigault and Félix Pyat suppressed
newspapers; Felix Pyat in particular suppressed newspapers
for his own profit. I fought for freedom and good sense, as I
did all my life. Raoul Rigault suppressed Le Mot d’Ordre. The
pretext was my protest against the hostage decree, or rather
its execution. We followed the example given by our African
generals who, in the name of the government, had taken
hostages there and massacred them.Those who had applauded
the massacres and razzias in Africa found the Commune’s
conduct odious. I found it natural, but I didn’t want the decree
executed. It was this article that later led to me being placed
before a military tribunal by the Versaillais. Idiocy! Idiocy!
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strictly by sentiments.Their lack of resolution, compounded by
economic ignorance, made them lose the benefits of an excep-
tionally favorable situation, since in the eyes of all concerned
the government’s attack had taken on the character of a monar-
chical restoration.This led sincere republicans to avoid placing
any obstacles before measures that were clearly socialist and
revolutionary.

The main thing was to move quickly, and this was precisely
what wasn’t done.

Proclamations, more proclamations, and still more proclama-
tions. During this time the reactionary beast recovered from
the turmoil caused by the unforeseen resistance and the inci-
dents of the war. This resistance caused the finest flower of
the canaille to scurry to Versailles and, assisted by all the cow-
ardice and all the parasitism that was being held at bay, the
reactionary beast prepared its revenge. A revenge which his-
tory will recognize was at the same high level as the braggarts
that the flat-footed Maxime Du Camp called “the party of hon-
est men.”

March 18, 1871, was willed by its leaders and could have
marked the epoch of a new world for the despoiled. But in or-
der to do this, instead of chattering, it should have struck the
bourgeoisie at its most sensitive point: the safe!

That done, all that would have had to be left was to use
the gold to disorganize the Versaillais gangs, something much
easier to do in Paris than should have been. Had they been
deprived of their gold then steel, resolutely employed, would
have put an end to capitalist resistance.

Too “48-er” to consider this, the men of the Central Commit-
tee unconsciously repaired the errors committed by M. Thiers
and his accomplices, and allowed them to prepare the murders
of the Bloody Week.
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A: The barricades were good, but we didn’t make enough
use of houses. The Versaillais, on the contrary, knew how to
use them. In the final days, the best defenders of the Commune
were unquestionably the children and the elderly.

JEAN ALLEMANE6 Editor-in-chief of the
Parti Ouvrier

March 18, 1871, was a day that was wished for and prepared
by M. Thiers and his accomplices, determined to have done
with the popular National Guard (the armed workers), in the
same way that their kin of the provisional government of 1848
put an end to the workers of the national workshops.

The mistake these rotters committed was, in the first case,
that of unmasking themselves by assisting the Bank of France
in ruining hundreds of small merchants and factory owners by
deciding the cessation of the deferral of commercial payments.
This could very well have had serious consequences if, instead
of well-intentioned citizens and unknowing socialists, the Cen-
tral Committee had been composed of determinedmen capable
of guiding affairs by beginning their attack at the true center
of resistance: the Bank of France. The members of the middle
class, whowere already overexcited by the patriotic disappoint-
ment, would have applauded the most daring measures.

Had determined men been in power during the insurrection,
Messieurs Thiers and de Ploeuc, authorized representatives of
the upper bourgeoisie and high finance, would have nothing
left to do but say their mea culpa for having unleashed the
hurricane. But the members of the Central Committee—as was
later the case with those of the Commune—were motivated

6 Jean Allemane (1843–1920)—Republican under the Empire and active
as an administrator under the Commune. Deported to New Caledonia for
his activities, he returned and was an important figure in French socialism
in later years, serving as a deputy.
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Always the soldiers! All imbeciles. Do you know what they
held against me? It’s that in the headline the word “hostages”
was typed in capital letters. It’s idiotic. I approved the decree
and I protested against its execution. Raoul Rigault wanted
to have me arrested. I was warned of this by a young man, a
secretary of Rigault’s I think.
Q: Forain?
A: No, not Forain, a member of the Commune’s police. I left.

I was arrested in Meaux on the twenty-first.
Q: Was there an order against you from the Versaillais?
A: Not at all; it was from Raoul Rigault. He was an excel-

lent man, quite intelligent. All right. But he was for the fight
to the finish. He knew what the Versaillais would do, and he
was right. He took no extenuating circumstances into consid-
eration. No quarter! He had participated in my newspaper, but
he was a man who would have executed his best friend. If I
had been seized by the Commune there was no question what
would have happened to me. But in Meaux I was taken by the
Versaillais. The commander of the German subdivision wanted
to allowme to leave; I remained in prison despite the Prussians.
At the court-martial those brutes took no account of what I had
to say. I was on the point of being executed; it was a near thing.
Perhaps what saved me was Rossel’s arrest, which occurred at
just that moment. He went ahead of me. The court-martial had
already sentenced members of the Commune to death; it con-
demned Rossel to death. Perhaps they decided to take it easy
onme. I spent five months in prison. After a two-day trial I was
sentenced to deportation for life, which in civil matters is equiv-
alent to the death penalty. Even worse, we were dealing with
such ignorant judges that they didn’t even know that the death
penalty in political matters had been abolished since 1848. Of-
ficers! I remember that in prison I was Rossel’s neighbor. I had
won over our guard by sharing with him the victuals that were
sent to me; he let us talk. I owe him the few good hours that I
passed with the unfortunate Rossel, who they didn’t sentence
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to death but who they assassinated. Note that before ’48 the
law punished soldiers who revolted or went over to the enemy
with death. Since then the only ones punished with death were
traitors: it is by virtue of this law that they killed Rossel. (M.
Da Costa, who was present for the interview, observed that of
three officers tried and judged by the government of the Third
Republic, Rossel, Bazaine, andDreyfus, only onewas sentenced
to death: Rossel.)

Rossel was assassinated. I was sentenced to deportation for
life to a fortified place as leader of a gang and for inciting to
revolt. Jules Simon later told me that Thiers had done all in
his power to prevent me from being executed. Cissey the thief,
the swindler who poisoned himself, Cissey the general, the
minister of war, the supporter of Order and Religion, Cissey
demanded that I be executed. In the name of the army he de-
manded my execution. Thiers defended me. He carried on. He
cried. He said that they couldn’t put to death a former member
of the government. If they executed members of the govern-
ment … he … But the fact is, it appears he cried in my behalf.
He didn’t even want me deported. In the end he agreed that
I be imprisoned on an island outside of France. There are no
islands that aren’t outside France. But in the prison prepared
for me on Saint-Marguerite, Bazaine was also imprisoned. Ed-
mondAdam showedme a letter from the director of that prison,
telling him he wouldn’t be a severe host in my regard but that
I would have to do picket duty. You understand that I didn’t
want any kind of exceptional treatment, and I feared being a
prisoner who was, so to speak, on parole. I was already think-
ing of escaping. In the midst of all this, on May 24 Thiers was
overthrown and I was deported. It’s pointless, isn’t it, to tell
you how I escaped, with Jourde, Olivier Pain, Paschal Grous-
set, Ballière, Granthille; how I lived in London, in Geneva, and
finally my return …
Q: Your triumphal return. And your opinion of the Commune?
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A: If the Commune would have placed an embargo on the
Bank [of France] everything would have worked much better,
and it’s not just a question of that Bank but of all the banks.
And they should have also seized the daily receipts of all the
railroad companies. A detail: I remember seeing the directors
of these companies at the ministry of Finance, where Varlin
had invited them. They were across from two workers, Varlin,
a bookbinder, and me, a cobbler. And these people who are said
to be so arrogant, showed such obsequiousness that I’m still
disgusted by it.
Q: Administratively?
A: All services were easily reorganized and functioned with

no difficulty.
Q: What do you think of the role of the Central Committee

after the elections to the Commune?
A: There was a harmful duality, but it was impossible for

the Commune to smash the Central Committee, which had the
National Guard in its hands.
Q: Did you have the illusion that you could emerge victors?
A: We had no illusions. And in general the members of the

Commune sacrificed their lives. But with regard to the masses,
we didn’t think the repression would be so ignobly cruel.

Q: Once the Versaillais were in Paris, do you think that all the
members of the Commune did their duty?
A: No, it seems that the primary concern of some among

them was to hide. In the final hours I recall seeing Ranvier,
Varlin, Ferré, Gambon, Theisz, Jourde, Serraillier, and Trinquet.
Others were fighting at other points; others had been taken
prisoner or had been blocked in their neighborhoods. Durand,
Rigault, and Varlin were executed. Delescluze died at the bar-
ricades. Others were wounded: Vermorel, Arnaud, Protot, and
Brunel. If, many were able to escape once the battle was fin-
ished, it’s because the Empire’s police had been totally disor-
ganized.
Q: And the barricades?
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mittee of the National Guard, which had been elected to pre-
vent the Prussians from entering Paris and which met March
18 at the Hôtel de Ville, didn’t understand its role and didn’t
want to take the responsibility for throwing its battalions at
Versailles from the beginning. It leftThiers the time to organize
the besieging army and it only worried about the elections to
the Commune. Nevertheless, it had taken measures to seize the
forts, but it sent the absinthe addict Lullier to Mont-Valérien;
I had to shake Lullier, dead drunk, on a couch in the Hôtel de
Ville. And based on the illusory promise of the fort’s comman-
der, the traitor didn’t leave there the battalions he had brought.
And after the sortie of April 3, a sortie that had been organized
by some members of the Commune without the consent of the
latter, the Parisians were stupefied and immediately demoral-
ized at finding themselves under fire fromMont-Valérien. Con-
fidence was lost. I estimate that after this defeat there weren’t
forty thousand men in rotation who defended Paris. I was of-
ten at the forward position, and the constant request of the
superior officers was, “We are lacking men; we need reinforce-
ments.” Toward the end of the Commune I was delegated to
Dombrowski to keep an eye on his actions. Versailles had of-
fered him a million to withdraw his forces from one of the
gates; he had himself denounced this fact to the Committee
of Public Safety. Did he betray? This is a point difficult to elu-
cidate. I am convinced that he was not a traitor. What I saw
was that it was absolutely impossible to send companies to the
Point du Jour. The cannons of Mont-Valérien, of Montretout,
and the heights of Issy rained down on it. Something interest-
ing is that the chateau of La Muette, where the general staff
was located, only received two cannon shots, one on the stair-
case and one in the stable. Placed as it was—within range of
the cannons of Mont-Valérien—it should have been pulverized.
There must have been two or three informants on the general
staff whose lives had to be preserved.
Q: Financially?
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A: As the Empire had fallen, we believed in the republic.
When we ended up with an Assembly even more clerical
and reactionary than the preceding ones, we revolted. The
majority had exasperated me, and that’s why I tendered
my resignation in Bordeaux. The Parisians had had enough.
The Commune was the explosion of duped and betrayed
republican sentiments. Thiers admitted it: the insurrection
was produced by the exasperation of disappointed patriotism.
Governments rarely change, and they continue to exasperate
the governed.

(Going on to talk about Greece, M. Rochefort shows us a stat-
uette that the Greeks just sent him, and ingeniously explains
to us what a Tanagra is.)
Q: But the Commune, your opinion?
A: The Commune, quite simply, is the only honest govern-

ment there has been in France since Pharamond. The rulers
earned fifteen francs a day. Since then they cost us a bit more.
I was with themwhen I was deported. Not a single one of these
men had a sou.
Q: But these honest men, do you think that they were able, were

well inspired?
A: It depends. There were moderates and extremists. Natu-

rally, it was the extremists who were right. When you want to
act you can’t take half measures, or else … Look, the Greeks
are hardly anything compared to France, but if they remain
boastful up to the bitter end, they’ll likely win out over all the
powers.
Q: The administration?
A: I know very little about it.
Q: And the influence of the Commune?
A: Enormous. The massacres by the Versaillais have forever

discredited bourgeois society. And then the Commune saved
the republic.
Q: That we have.
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A: I don’t want to say anything. Nevertheless, it remains the
example.

PASCHAL GROUSSET2 Member of the
Commune, during the Commune, delegate
for external relations, currently deputy

It’s not only a chapter of my life story that you are asking
about, it’s a whole volume. The volume is written but will only
come out after my death. Let it sleep. In a few words, here are
my feelings about March 18.

It’s hardly necessary to affirm that two million men don’t
rise up without reason, don’t fight for nine weeks and don’t
leave thirty-five thousand corpses on the streets without hav-
ing good reasons.

For many, these reasons were the result of the long suffering
which is the life of seven eighths of a so-called civilized nation.
For others theywere principally born of anger born of the siege,
of a great effort made sterile through official incompetence, of
the shame of the capitulation, and also by an agreement made
easier by the coming together of civic forces. For most people
the dominant idea, the main idea, was the primordial need to
defend the republic, directly attacked by a clerical and royalist
Assembly.

The republic of our dreams was assuredly not the one we
have. We wanted it to be democratic and social, not plutocratic.
Wewanted tomake it a precision instrument of economic trans-

2 Paschal Grousset (1844–1893)—Journalist, opponent of the Bona-
partist regime. Victor Noir was murdered while acting as Grousset’s sec-
ond in a duel with Pierre Bonaparte, setting off massive anti-government
demonstrations. Member of the Commune for the eighteenth arrondisse-
ment. Member of the external affairs commission. Sentenced to deportation
to New Caledonia. Escaped along with Henri Rochefort and Francis Jourde.
Later an independent socialist deputy.
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M. PINDY4 Member of the Commune

What do I think of the insurrection, of its organization?
I think we acted like children who try to imitate grownups
whose names and reputations subjugate them, and not like
men with force (at least a certain force) should have done in
the face of the eternal enemy. I am far from being a passionate
admirer of what we did during the Commune, and I think that
aside from a minority of our colleagues whose time at the
Hôtel de Ville gave them the idea that they were statesmen,
the others, and the people along with them, have become
convinced that the best of governments is worth nothing
and that authority, in whatever hands it is placed, is always
harmful to the advancement of humanity.

Le Chaux-de-Fonds

M. DEREURE5 Cobbler

Elected in November 1870 to the municipality of the eigh-
teenth arrondissement with Clemenceau, Lafont, and Jaclard,
I remained at my fighting post, faithful to the insurrection.
Elected a member of the Commune on March 26, I fought for
its cause until the final day of combat.
Q: The parliamentary organization?
A:The Commune concerned itself far too much with details

it would have been preferable to look after only after the mil-
itary victory. It was powerfully organized. The Central Com-

4 Jean-Louis Pindy (1840–1917)—Carpenter. Member of the Interna-
tional. Member of the Commune for the third arrondissement. Ordered the
fire at the Hôtel de Ville. Sentenced to death in absentia. Lived in Switzerland
and was an active anarchist.

5 Simon Dereure (1838–1900)—Cobbler. Member of the International.
Member of the Commune for the eighteenth arrondissement. Sentenced to
death in absentia. After a period in exile in New York joined the utopian
community in Corning, Iowa.
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We can also add that most of the citizens who were dele-
gates there did honor to their mandates. And we must pay
honors less to them than to the revolutionary and enthusias-
tic environment that lifted everything up and made it grow. It
was an environment that in those unforgettable and admirable
weeks, made of the people of Paris in arms—at first to guard its
weapons against reaction and the provocations of Versailles,
and then increasingly for working-class emancipation and the
revolution—a people of combatants and citizens.

And in fact, as the threat of defeat became more pressing,
the revolutionary spirit increasingly animated those who re-
mained standing, those who lived, who fought. They truly rep-
resented Paris and its people. It is their fight and their death
that constituted their grandeur in the eyes of the world, made
all the greater by the ferocity of those who carried out the mas-
sacres: the grandeur of the Paris Commune.

When for many days Paris was isolated, in flames, slaugh-
tered by the Versaillais assassins, was dying, in the eyes of all
it became the incarnation of the proletariat fighting for its de-
liverance and the revolution militant. The prolonged fury of
Versaillais reaction, applauded and assisted by the reaction and
capitalism of all countries, spread this impression everywhere,
confirmed this effect, gave more éclat to this calling to life of
the organized revolt of all the poor, of all the oppressed.

And so the struggle and the fall of the Commune, its history
and legend, were the universal evocation of socialist and rev-
olutionary consciousness. And in those countries where there
had until then only been democratic demands, socialism was
affirmed. If socialism wasn’t born of the Commune, it is from
the Commune that dates that portion of international revolu-
tion that no longer wants to give battle in a city in order to
be surrounded and crushed but which instead wants, at the
head of the proletarians of each and every country, to attack
national and international reaction and put an end to the capi-
talist regime.
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formation. For us, republic was synonymouswith regeneration.
Amid the smoking ruins of the fatherland it seemed to us nec-
essary and right to completely disqualify the men and institu-
tions who had caused these ruins. We needed new schools, a
new morality, and new guides. Work for all, education for all,
national defense for all, unshakeable confidence in the destiny
of our race: these were the slogans that spontaneously rose
from the heart of a bloodied Paris and which in its eyes was
embodied by the republic.

The siege left us militarily organized; this is why our revo-
lution was both military and civil. The ruling classes had just
given the measure of their criminal incapacity. This is why our
revolution was proletarian and marks the pivotal fact of mod-
ern times, which is the direct access of the workers to the mys-
teries of power.

As for the Commune, for us as for those of 1792, it was the
chance and provisional organism that is born at moments of
crisis to take social evolution in hand and to lead it to its goal.

You already know how the struggle was engaged and what
its course was. Thanks to the complicity of Germany, which
purposely turned its three hundred thousand prisoners over
to the Assembly at Versailles, Paris fell before numbers. But
at least, by its heroic effort it gave republican France the time
to take itself in hand. Formal commitments were made by
Thiers with the delegates of the major, frightened cities. When
the blood was washed from our streets it was discovered that
Paris’s program was the only practical one.

It is thus that from our holocaust, from our pain, from the
tears of our mothers, that the republican pact was solidified. In
the meanwhile, the municipal law was voted. On this point as
well Paris won the day.

As for the economic transformation, it was put off for
a quarter century. But who today would dare to say that
it has not remained inevitable? Poverty grows along with
mechanical progress. In this beautiful France, thousands of
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arms have nothing to do.The malaise of every class is betrayed
by symptoms that are more obvious with each passing day.
The impotence of old formulas, the incoherence of institutions
and acts is clear for all to see. The hour is approaching when
on this point too the program of March 18 will impose itself
by the force of circumstances. For we who wanted to advance
it this hour will be that of historic justice.

ÉDOUARD VAILLANT3 Member of the
Commune, currently deputy

Without being as clear about it as I am now, I was neverthe-
less convinced from the beginning of the revolution of March
18, that there should be only one dominant preoccupation and
goal: the fight against Versailles. To be or not to be—for the
Commune that was the whole question. The facts, the circum-
stances had posed things in this way. If not to win, it had at
least to last. However important it was to make manifest its
revolutionary socialist character by all possible acts, nothing
could better affirm this character than its very existence, its
resistance. It was that and the rage, the fury of capitalism’s
reaction; the coalesced efforts against Paris of Versailles and
Bismarck.

Those who during the siege had participated in the agita-
tion, in the revolutionary socialist action concentrated at the
Corderie, seat of the Committee of the Twenty Arrondisse-
ments and who, at the cry of “Vive la Commune!” had attacked
the Hôtel de Ville on October 8, penetrated it on October 31,

3 Édouard Vaillant (1840–1915)—Engineer. Blanquist. Member of the
International. Member of the Commune for the eighth arrondissement.Mem-
ber of the executive commission. Proposed worker control of abandoned
workshops and oversaw the reopening of Paris’s museums. Fought on the
barricades till the final moments. Sentenced to death in absentia. In London
became a friend and ally of Marx in the fight with Bakunin.
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and on January 22 had attempted, for the defense of the
republic and for the revolution, to seize power, these people
were not in a state of uncertainty. Throughout the siege they
had seen the revolutionary movement grow, though it didn’t
attract the populace, duped by the lies and charlatanry of
its rulers. They were able to foresee the popular anger and
revolt on the day of disillusionment and open betrayal. And
this is indeed what happened when, after having responded
to our red poster that it wouldn’t capitulate, the government
capitulated and from hatred of the revolution, surrendered
Paris and the country to the monarchic invader, which had
become its counter-revolutionary ally.

Events had dispersed the committee of the Corderie and the
arrondissement committees. Their most active members had
made the mistake of going into the provinces, to such a point
that they weren’t at the head of the tumultuously growing
movement that followed the governmental betrayal, where all
the angered and rebellious currents of opinion would finally
mix together.

The Central Committee of the National Guard was the
expression of that uncertain and intermediary period, from
which came, with the March 26 election, the elected Commune.

Several revolutionaries from the Corderie and revolutionar-
ies and socialists from various groups entered the Commune.
And so this election gave it a momentum, a direction, that was
more socialist. The elected Commune was far from being what
the committee of the Corderie would have been, the revolu-
tionary Commune, master of power. It had neither that unity
of ideas and action nor that energy. It was a deliberative assem-
bly without sufficient cohesion, whose decisiveness wasn’t on
a par with its good will and intentions. What we can say in
praise of it is that it was truly the representative, the socialist
representative of Paris in revolt, and it did its best to represent
it and defend it.
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A REBEL FROM LYON

My role, from September 4 to March 22, was that of an ar-
dent propagandist of the revolution, preaching in the work-
shop, involving myself with every movement, all the little riots
that took place between these two dates. This attitude got me
elected member of the Lyon Commune. Instinctively, through
intuition rather than through reasoning, I felt that I was guilty
of illogic by preaching freedom and accepting to be a new mas-
ter. But how could I refuse without being taken for a coward?
There was danger and I accepted it. I have been angry at myself
ever since, though at that time I was one of those who believed
that something could be done by a revolutionary government.
I hadn’t yet understood that if the revolution isn’t created first
as an idea, it’s not possible as an action, and consequently, if it
is made and passes into ideas it is pointless to elect a govern-
ment to make it succeed. This was so logical that I hadn’t even
thought of it.

My role on the Commune was the same as any ruler’s: it
was absolutely useless when it wasn’t harmful. I was delegate
for public works, which almost earned me delegation to forced
labor. I thought it would be easy to sweep away Versaillais reac-
tion, represented by Andrieux, Barodet, Gailleton, Perret, and
Le Royer, among others, all of whom were later rewarded for
their attitude during that period. I thought it would be enough
to call on the people who had just mandated us to carry out this
cleanup and they would come to the rescue. But they thought
that their effort in electing the revolutionary Commune was
enough, and they relied on us, who could do nothing without
them.Three days passed with each of us counting on the other,
at the end of which we all fell asleep, only to wake up with the
red flag lowered and the tricolor flying.

Why this impotence on one hand and abandonment on the
other? There were two causes for this. Paris, when it started to
act on March 18, at first only called for its autonomy. But Lyon
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already had this communal autonomy, and because of this had
difficulties in supporting Paris. Reaction didn’t fail to exploit
this situation, saying that Lyon had no reason to rebel in order
to obtain what it already had. The agitation was carried out in
a void, since the argument convinced a good number of peo-
ple and Paris sent us its delegates before the timid reforms that
it later demanded were implemented. Despite the people’s ig-
norance and their faith in their rulers, the results would have
been completely different if they had waited for the reforms
proposed by the Paris Commune. Perhaps Lyon would have
abandoned the communalist idea and taken up the economic
idea, and then, having a clear field of action, things would have
been different. But there you have it; at the time we waited for
the Paris initiative, and it came too late.

The other cause of impotence resided in the absence of ma-
terial and moral force on our part. Despite the proclamation of
the Commune, reaction was still the master of Lyon because
it held all the forts, which as everyone knows were built with
nothing but an internal revolution in mind. It had the army
and it had the money, which is what allowed it to function,
for in fleeing and saving itself it had saved the cash box. On
our side, we had the rifles of the National Guard and some car-
tridges, plus a pitiful little fort with its spiked cannons. Facing
the army in these conditions could only have produced a use-
less hecatomb.

A member of the Commune told us that we had the canals
and the torch at our disposal and that, not being able to seize
the owners—who had sought refuge with the army—we could
take what was their strength and our weakness: property. We
could do this by calling on the people to act like communist
revolutionaries, to leave their shacks to live in the empty luxu-
rious palaces and houses, to eat their fill by expropriating the
accumulated foodstuffs, to dress themselves by using the prod-
ucts woven by them and held by the Jews—in Christian or other
form—and in this way they would attain two goals. The first
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was that of meting out justice, and the second that of leading
Versailles to dismember the army that was before Paris and
thus unblock that city. But either the word “communism” may
have spread fear, or it was judged that popular morality was
not yet ripe for these demands. The motion was rejected, and
as a result we didn’t roast property; it was property that let us
stew in our own juices.

I was foolish enough to accept a power that tied my hands
while giving me the right to tie those of others. I here make my
mea culpa; I would never make that mistake today.

My opinion is that the insurrection of 1871 could not suc-
ceed, precisely because it left the insurrectionary state behind
in order to enter the governmental state. I believe that any in-
surrection thatmarches to the conquest of a new government is
sterile; that any insurrection that names chiefs is stillborn. The
insurrectionary state is one in which the people alone, without
leaders or chiefs, can specify its desires, its wishes, its aspira-
tions and its needs. As soon as there is a chief, there is a master;
the insurrectionary state comes to an end and givesway to slav-
ery. And it is idiocy to say that you can give yourselves chiefs
who will command you to go to Versailles because you com-
mand them to lead you. Paris, Lyon, and the other Communes
of 1871 died because of their chiefs, of parliamentarians, even
the best intentioned. Whether we want it or not, things are and
always will be thus.

The influence of these insurrections is great precisely be-
cause of their defeat. Until then the provinces were used to fol-
lowing Paris, and they believed themselves powerless if Paris
didn’t take the initiative.They didn’t believe themselves to be a
force without Paris; there was a kind of centralization of brains
toward which everything radiated. Paris seemed to be the cen-
ter of this radiance. In a way we acted as we would under a
form of militarism, where everything is concentrated on one
point, everything seems good if this center is the victor, but
everything seems and is defective if it is vanquished. It is then
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that the guerrilla army begins to form, which, with its small
numbers, succeeds where a larger army couldn’t. A defeated
Paris, having in hand an imposing force and seeking to create
communal guerrillas, proved to the provinces that even alone
they are a force. They no longer wait for Paris to give them
ideas; they break themselves up into smaller groups in order
to advance more quickly. As proof of this I only have to give
the trials and sentencing that took place in the provinces well
before those of Paris, the trial in Lyon having preceded that of
the Thirty in Paris.

Political and administrative decentralization has been
spoken of; the decentralization of brains followed. If we were
to investigate, if we were to ask provincial revolutionaries
what they would do today if similar events were to occur,
there would be a unanimous response: we wouldn’t accept
battle with soldiers who, after all, are our kind. We would
fight against wealth, and if we couldn’t pinch the owner we
would wipe out what constitutes his joy and his strength. We
would flee, leaving nothing standing behind us. People add,
with some reason, that they believe that they wouldn’t be
forced to go to these extremes, and that as soon as the forward
march would begin the frightened bourgeoisie would come to
its senses. Are they right in all this?

Whatever the case, these ideas are born under the influence
of the defeats of the working class. I believe that several in-
surrections at once at several points are possible, all marching
toward the same goal, toward the satisfaction of material needs
before that of moral needs, something I wouldn’t have thought
possible before ’71. Unlike that period, today the people know
full well that it is a matter of indifference to themwhether they
are taught to read that there is much wheat in America if they
are prevented from eating it. They know that if their bellies are
empty that it makes no difference to them to know that the
moon transmits thirteen times less light than we transmit to it.
They want to live, and to live well, since they produce every-
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envy. He wouldn’t stop. Most didn’t know what he was talk-
ing about. He threatened us with Saint-Lazare and finally was
willing to pardon us. He was excessively solemn and all the
more laughable. He was perched on the staircase to harangue
us. He was huffing and puffing like mad.

During our detention the man we had the most to complaint
about was a lieutenant namedMarcerou.This guy, for anything
at all, whipped people’s faces and kicked them. Many women
were ill, some went mad. There were women who had children
at home. I was among the first freed. It was in the month of
August 1871.

GENERAL DE GALLIFET

Sir:
It is impossible for me to answer the questions you do me

the honor of posing.
Please accept my most humble respects,
General Gallifet
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Félicie wrote to Mme Ménier but she didn’t receive an an-
swer. Do you write these ladies’ letters? Do you give the kids
paper? Do youwrite their letters? Do they give the madwoman
something to eat?

Were you brutalized?
Here’s one story among many. Near the fountain a corporal

was kicking a young man in the belly who had arrived from
Evreux with his mother. He was guilty of having answered the
women who spoke to him. The latter having issued “ahhhs” of
reprobation: “If you don’t shut up you’ll receive the same,” and
immediately he struck out at themwith some rope. At precisely
that moment I passed, holding a can of sardines in my hand.

The ablutions of the Commune?
Instinctively I struck the brigadier on the back with the can.

He threw himself on me and beat me until I fainted. My shoes
had fallen off and I was carried out barefoot.There were shouts
from the women in the prison and a crowd gathered in the
street. The lieutenant arrived, furious: “You have the nerve to
yell at us. Know that we have the right of life or death over you.”
The women who’d been beaten were attached to pillars, their
hands behind their backs. It makes you sick to the stomach to
have your hands behind your back, you have no idea! A little
bit later we were taken to a riding school. Sailors attached us,
our hands still behind our backs, to a tree. During the night we
managed to untie ourselves. We passed the time singing “Le
Chant du Départ” that one of us, Mme Dijon, a really funny
woman, had on her cuffs. Suddenly there was a light under the
door. It was midnight and we put our hands back in the ropes.
A corporal entered; he wasn’t fooled and he reattached us. He
addressed himself tome, “You’re the damnwhorewho beatme.”
I didn’t answer, closing my eyes as I waited to be slapped. The
next day there was a visit from Superintendent Clément. The
scandal was known in the city. Clément made a big speech to
us. He told us that during the great revolution this happened
and that happened but that what caused the revolution was
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thing. They thought they could obtain this well-being through
political revolutions; our defeats have shown them that they
can’t. If the defeats have done nothing but demonstrate this
they would be worth it.

To finish, I confess to having many regrets that I couldn’t do
more. But my most crushing regret is that of having deserved
this terrible slap in the face: I was in exile, arguingwith Jacques
Gross, who has since become one of my best friends, when he
threw this in my face: Shut up, elected representative!

P-O LISSAGARAY14 M. Lissagaray wrote
The History of the Commune of 1871 in
six hundred thoroughly documented pages.
There was thus no call for a long interview.
We first asked him for some anecdotes.

Q: Did women have a role?
A: We see many of them behind the barricades. As for the

pétroleuses (women accused of setting fire to Paris during the
Commune’s final days), these were chimerical beings, like sala-
manders and elves. The military tribunals didn’t succeed in ex-
hibiting a single one. These tribunals sentenced many women,
few of whom had beenwidely known during the events. Louise
Michel was an exception. In front of the judges she was as ag-
gressive as she was in battle and took on the role of accuser.
Another, whose name was Dimitriev, was a fantastic creature
on a tragic background. She came from Russia, where she had
left her husband. During the Commune she was seen in a fabu-

14 Prosper-Olivier Lissagaray (1838–1901)—Journalist and writer.
Fought at the barricades and edited two newspapers under the Commune.
In exile grew close to Eleanor Marx, who translated his History of the Paris
Commune of 1871. Later active in the fight against Boulanger and in support
of Dreyfus.
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lous red dress, her belt crenellated with pistols. She was twenty
years old and beautiful. She had adorers but either “the bare-
armed” didn’t please her behind closed doors or, for her, love
was an exclusively feminine sport, and no one could melt this
young ice cube. And it was chastely that she took the wounded
Frankel in her arms on the barricades, for she was at the barri-
cades, where her bravery was charming. We must mention her
attire: a fancy outfit of black velvet.
Q: She was seized?
A: No, and a few weeks later she was installed in Switzer-

land. Quite wealthy, she had a hotel on the banks of the lake
and nursed refugees. In her salons there was a brilliant soci-
ety of “forced laborers” and other exoticisms, along with a few
men under the death penalty. She then returned to Russia to
rejoin her husband, who died soon thereafter. There was a trial
where she appeared as a witness. The lord had apparently been
poisoned.The overseer was sent to Siberia, where she hastened
to join him. No one ever heard from her again.
Q:Howwould you summarize the causes of the fall of the Com-

mune?
A:The capital errors of the beginning were not having occu-

pied Mont-Valérien and having waited until April 3 to march
on Versailles. The Central Committee’s interference in affairs
after the elections, the manifesto/split of the twenty-two of
the minority (May 15), and the Commune’s mania to legislate
when it should have been fighting and preparing the final strug-
gle were all seeds of the defeat. And once Versailles was inside
Paris the defeat was hastened by Delescluze’s proclamation of
May 22 putting an end to any discipline through the disper-
sion of the members of the Commune in their neighborhoods
(the defense was from that point on decapitated), by the virtual
inaction of the artillery park of Montmartre, and by the burn-
ing down of the Hôtel de Ville. Before May 21, the day of the
invasion, nothing, or almost nothing, had been done for the de-
fense of the streets.They had offered 3 francs 75 to laborers but
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I knew that Félicie Glingamer was free. Is poor Hortense free
too? Tell me also if Marie Drée has left. Anyway, I see that
you’ve forgotten both of us since it takes you so long to answer.
As for us, we forget no one. Tell Mme Neel that now with her
glasses she can write.

Don’t forget to send our regards to our friends and a warm
handshake for all.

We embrace you.
Louise Michel
20 Rue de Paris
Has Mme Dijon forgotten me? Is Mme David still there? All

those ladies who like to be busy would be less bored here. Mme
Guguema received a letter from her husband. I haven’t forgot-
ten Victorine or Justine or anyone.

My dearest friend,
Your letter finally reached us. As for the details of our lives,

the only ones are that we think of you often, that the sisters
are very polite, and that working at jewelry-making distracts
us. As for news of you, we need to hear everything. First, I em-
brace everyone, even the wicked ones. It goes without saying
that I doubly embrace my friends. Poor grumbler, you must be
bored.That latelyMmes. Nesle, Marie Drée, Jeanne the medical
assistant, David, and so many others that I seem to see around
me and whose names escape me, that’s how rapidly and dream-
like we live at the current time.

I send you all my heart. Especially when we’re separated we
feel how strong prison friendships are.

Write us as soon as you can. Send us news of everyone, don’t
forget the woman with the pious stories or Félicie Glingamer,
Mme Comte or any of the new ones who know me by chance.
Don’t forget fat Lucy if she doesn’t tease the others and Vic-
torine.

I embrace you on behalf of everyone.
Louise Michel
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(We reproduce the letters below, considering them to be char-
acteristic.)

July 7
My good friend;
I find myself embarrassed. Mme Montet is ill and we

promised her daughter to look after her, so I have to tell her.
But do it in such a way that she doesn’t think the illness worse
than it is: it’s the sorrow of separation.

If someone or some package arrives for me send it here, and
at the same time send me a bottle, a small one, the liter is bro-
ken.

Tell me how you are and don’t allow boredom to defeat you.
Did you write to mama? Above all tell her everything that
could console her.

Did Mme David finally receive her package?
Do you write all the letters for the ladies and do you give

paper for these of the children?
I am quite annoyed at the thought that you have remained

without any money. Tell me if your mother has returned?
Embrace all our friends for me and tell those who think of

me how much I hope for the end of their problems.
My love to Marie Drée, to those ladies who came to us. I

shake everyone’s hand.
Louise Michel
Try to see to it that they don’t forget the madwoman
July 27, 1871
Dear friend,
Why don’t you answer? Are you still at the station?We can’t

know because the woman who just arrived here doesn’t know
who has left or who has arrived since our departure. Tell us
this.

Why don’t you ask to come to us?We work, which helps the
long days pass.

We embrace and love you.
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hadn’t found any takers. They had laborers for free; they had
an entire people during the tragic hours, but it was too late.
Two hundred planned, strategic, and unified barricades were
needed, which ten thousand men could have defended. We had
hundreds and hundreds of barricades, but they were uncoordi-
nated and impossible to man. Alas, the Commune hadn’t spent
money for its defense. Its munificence had only gone as gone
as far as the daily 30 sous of the National Guardsmen. They
should have put pressure on M. Thiers by seizing the Bank
of France as a guarantee. There was no argument that would
have been more decisive. Even more, in the Bank, among other
docile riches, there were blue bills with a value of nine hundred
million that onlywaited for an engraver to be put in circulation.
It is truly sad that in the course of an insurrection that counted
so many workers in the arts that one wasn’t found.

ALPHONSE HUMBERT15 At the time
editor of Père Duchêne, since then
president of the Paris Municipal Council
and currently deputy

I consider the Commune a heroic act; this and nothing else,
for I don’t think it marked a date in the history of socialism.
Q: Can you give us some anecdotic details on the final days?
A: The Thursday of the final week, May 25, I was with Lis-

sagaray, Jourde, Larochelle, the Commune member Johannard,
etc., on the barricade at the entry to the Boulevard Voltaire.
Delescluze had just died; over the barricade we could see his
corpse. I remember that we had among us a big, colorful lad, a
kind of rustic gentleman who in the midst of the flying projec-

15 Alphonse Humbert (1844–1922)—Militant Blanquist. Journalist at Le
Père Duchêne. After his return from exile was a Radical Socialist deputy and
municipal councilor.
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tiles shouted, “And to think I came to Paris to have some fun.”
He was shot in the calf. It was 5:00 or 6:00 P.M.; the barricade,
being untenable, was evacuated. The firing from the barracks
occupied by the soldiers swept the boulevard. We answered
them from a balcony.There was a variety of faces there, among
which I recall Johannard in a state of mad exasperation.

Q: And the following day?
A: The evening of the following day, while returning from I

don’t remember where and going up to Belleville, Jourde, Lis-
sagaray, the medical student Dubois, and I met a group of Na-
tional Guardsmen. One of them, Carria the younger, told us,
“We’re going to relieve the gendarmes.” I think he was alluding
to the Parisian gendarmes from the Roquette quarter. A little
later, in the Lake Saint Fargeau quarter, we were dining at the
Lapin Vengeur when we heard rifle shots. Suddenly it hit me:
“MyGod, those are the gendarmes that are being executed.”The
hotel owner came in with a plate of rabbit in his hands, into
which tears were falling. I wasn’t wrong; it was the hostages.
We were only a few steps away from the Rue Haxo.

Q: Once the Hôtel de Ville was evacuated, did the members
of the Commune personally take part in the defense of the barri-
cades?
A: Almost all of them, which is something unique in the his-

tory of governments. They set an example of intrepidity. What
a generation!
Q: How were these fighters of the final moments able to avoid

falling into the hands of the Versaillais?
A: It was relatively easy to leave during the battle, but after-

ward the exits from every neighborhood were guarded by sol-
diers, and when you arrived at them you had to submit to an in-
terrogation. After adventures and alerts, Lissagaray and I were
able to leave via the eleventh arrondissement, thanks to a cur-
vaceous and jovial hotel keeper. That night we asked Suzanne
Lagier to put us up and she refused. We had to look elsewhere.
For several days we went from place to place, and then Lis-
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very little, barely what we needed to drink. During the night
all our legs were all tangled together, to such an extent that it
was impossible to sleep. A gendarme procured food for us and
stole from us. After an absence of a few days he reappeared. In
the interim he’d been decorated.

The time passed. All these women were without linen. All
who were pregnant had had miscarriages. Can you imagine
all this, women having miscarriages guarded by soldiers? We
hardly spoke to each other.

Behind our billet there was a small field. In order to go
there you had to ask permission. But there were always
officers observing. I spent seventeen days without going to
the toilet. They transferred me to Versailles. Things were much
better there. Everyone had his own bundle of straw. We made
mattresses. During the day we piled the mattresses one on
top of another to have sofas. Louise Michel and I wrote letters
for the other women. All these women would have done
anything in the world to have Louise Michel’s approval. They
distributed wood to us, but uncut; rice, but we didn’t have salt,
butter, or a pot. Telling us to eat was a form of irony. Little by
little vegetable sellers were able to set up a kind of kitchen.

Above us there were 150 kids, almost all of them paperboys.
During the night they shouted the titles of the revolutionary
newspapers, to the great indignation of the guards. These kids
were now in rags.When their backsides were too obvious there
was a distribution of old breeches of gendarmes. Little Ranvier,
twelve years old, son of a member of the Commune, refused
this military garb.

Louise Michel had been transferred to another prison, Av-
enue de Versailles, no. 20. I had remained in the Chantier Prison
near the train station.Wewrote to each other to tell about what
was happening to each of us, letters that were naturally subject
to administrative censorship.

Did you keep these letters?
Here are a few, but they’re of no interest.
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gave rise to many military puns. And yet she was quite modest,
as well. In order to insult us you really had to want to.That day
we didn’t eat anything.

The next day?
The next day at about 11:00 we were made to go down to

the stronghold. We were made to link arms in groups of seven
and we left, escorted by chasseurs from Versailles. The lieu-
tenant who commanded the convoy seemed to be ashamed. He
didn’t dare look at us even once. I only saw women, since I
was walking in the front, but it appears there were men in the
rear. We were going to Satory. It was raining. We were filthy.
Many were wearing old, broken-down shoes. Along the way
a woman asked for stockings when she passed by a millinery
store. The merchant distributed stockings and we paid if we
wanted to. He was nearly arrested. One of us was dressed in
brown silk. She was spattered with mud. When you’re holding
someone’s arm you can’t lift your dress. A very ugly woman
had a crinoline, though this was no longer the fashion. The sol-
diers spoke of nothing but giving us saber blows if we gave
any sign of stopping. We halted in a forest and our infantry-
men were replaced by cavalrymen. The new officer looked at
us mockingly. With the point of his saber he tore my and Mme
Régère’s veils. Having not eaten since the previous day our
throats were parched from having walked since the morning.
The officers were much crueler than the soldiers.

We had started off again and nowwe had tomarch as quickly
as the horses. We arrived at Satory during the night. There we
were parked in a room that was already packed with people.
These poor women prisoners made a poor impression. There
was a litter of straw on the ground that the humidity soon
caused to ferment. Days passed. We swarmed about sounding
like crawfish in a stench of blood, urine and sweat, amid the
fleas, bedbugs, and cockroaches. We were all suffering from
colic. The doctor could only give us a little bit of laudanum.
One bread per day, nothing else, and dirty water in a can, but
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sagaray was able to leave Paris. As for me, I was captured two
weeks later after having been denounced by a concierge. I have
since learned that shewas condemned by amilitary tribunal for
having turned in Versaillais soldiers during the Commune.
Q: Do you think that one of the results of the Commune was

the maintaining of the republic?
A: Yes, since after the execution of the Commune, the period

during which it would have been propitious to execute the re-
public had passed.
Q: Were those of you at the Père Duchêne favorable to the ma-

jority or the minority on the Commune?
A: Vermersch to the majority, Vuillaume and I more or less

to the minority. The latter was made up of the most intelligent
men, but I now recognize that the revolutionaries of the major-
ity, with their less theoretical bent and their decisiveness, saw
things more clearly.
Q: What is your opinion of the military leaders?
A: Cluseret was a poseur. His thing was to show that he

was brave (and he was) and to impress the National Guards-
men. When Federals brought him bad news or asked for rein-
forcements he calmly answered them, “Go back, boys, I’ve got
things under control. Everything is fine.” The men went back
saying, “What a man; what calm.” He would then pick up his
pipe and, comfortably seated in his easy chair, would stretch
his legs under the table. As for Rossel, he was a religious fa-
natic and a patriot. Without being a professional soldier in the
worst sense of the term, he didn’t much believe in the National
Guard, and in fact during the two months of struggle almost
the entire military effort was borne by eight to ten thousand
men of the free corps.

The Commune couldn’t introduce discipline among its
troops; it couldn’t quarrel with anyone. Rigorous acts of
repression were impossible for it. For me, Bergeret was a faker.
Eudes was completely unaware of his role. His bravery, like
that of Duval, was amazing. Dombrowski was used to war on
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the barricades. He was an admirable leader and was brave as a
Pole. Was he listening to Versailles’s proposals? Did he want
to fool the enemy? Wanting to clear himself of any suspicion,
he got himself killed at the barricade on the Rue Myrrha.
Wroblewski was very intelligent, La Cécilia very brave, but he
lost his head when faced with the responsibilities of command.
Q: And from a financial point of view?
A: Jourde wasn’t a high financier, but a precise and honest

accountant. He limited his role to distributing to the arrondisse-
ments the money that was indispensable. Beslay wasn’t able to
take full advantage of the bank.
Q: And life in New Caledonia?
A: Sinister beyondwords. Nevertheless, there was a glimmer

of hope when Grévy was elected to the presidency. We were
invited to submit requests for pardon, and we were promised
theywould be accepted.Those sentenced to simple deportation
were, but this was less the case for those sentenced to deporta-
tion to a fortified place. Where I was, in the penal colony, there
were almost none; these were the most compromised men. In
the colony there were workers, the humble who didn’t have to
pretend because they were hoping for a seat at municipal coun-
cilor or deputy, and they wrote furiously indignant letters in
response to the offer.

I havemaintained a profound admiration for the anonymous
mass that defended the Commune. The leaders were no less
courageous. I can still see Jaclard on horseback and in the uni-
form of a colonel in the Commune’s final moments when dis-
guise was needed in order to flee. Yes, they were all intrepid,
cheerfully so and without posturing.
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But then theymademe leave. First they tookme toNotre Dame,
then to the Place du Châtelet. There was firing on the right and
the left. I saw a young man with beautiful black hair that I was
told was Vallès. He fell, crying, “Vive la République!” As soon
as we crossed the bridges I was insulted, mostly by women.

By elegant women?
By women of the people. I saw one in a red camisole and

worn-out shoes, standing on a bench and shouting, “Oh, that
damn whore! She has new bottines and we don’t even have
shoes.” If I wasn’t torn to pieces at the beginning of my voy-
age I probably owe it to the modest air I then had, the air
of a little churchgoer, with a waterproof and a black hat. My
soldiers had a hard time controlling the crowd, though. They
shouted, “Spank her! Take away her chignon!” We were now
on the way to the Place Vendôme. I saw houses burning, smok-
ing, helmeted firemen. It looked like a theater set. As I walked
people shouted at me that I was a pétroleuse. All was calm on
the Place Vendôme. Filthy soldiers, black with powder, were
resting. They were being brought a young pétroleuse. I learned
that this was one of the soldiers’ jokes. Without stopping at the
Place Vendôme I was sent on to the Châtelet. What they were
looking for, I think, was what in military language is called the
stronghold.

I didn’t have the heart to go down the Rue de Rivoli again.
I had been too insulted there. My soldiers agreed to go via the
Rue Saint-Honoré. I’m still grateful to them. Now we were at
the Châtelet. I was led to the foyer. It was full of people in the
most desperate poses. I thought of the famous painting “The
Appeal of the Condemned” [Mme N. is the wife of a painter],
which made me smile. But I was immediately in despair, for the
soldiers who had arrested me, who consequently knew some-
thing about me and who I considered my safeguard, were leav-
ing. First they registered Mme Régère. She had on her the sash
that belonged to her husband, a member of the Commune. She
was in half mourning and had white flowers on her hat, which

123



bat measures. The minority was more preoccupied with eco-
nomic questions. It was convinced that reminiscences of the
politics of yesteryear would do the social revolution no good
and it refused to vote for the Committee of Public Safety.

We found ourselves side by side during the terrible Bloody
Week, majority and minority, fighting with the same ardor un-
til the final day of the fight, defending together with the same
faith the rights of the working people.

MADAME N.

My husband was the commander of the Twenty-Second Bat-
talion of the National Guard. I was very young at the time and
was living on the Île Saint-Louis. I was only vaguely aware of
what was going on in Paris. Our island was relatively calm.The
Versaillais had isolated it. The Wednesday or Thursday of the
final week I heard some brouhaha and on the staircase an ir-
ritated voice said, “There’s a commander in the house.” I was
in the process of making coffee. I opened the door, my filter in
my hand. Some chasseurs from Vincennes were there, rifles at
the ready, commanded by a young officer with a self-important
air. I didn’t at all realize the danger. This deployment of forces
and the swaggering air of the little officer, all of this made me
laugh, which annoyed him. “Your husband?” “He’s not here.”
“He acted like the cowards and fled.” “I’m sure you understand
that he wasn’t going to wait for you here.” They searched all
the furniture and they scattered around the packets of letters.
The little officer, straightening himself up, said with nobility,
“I’m a member of the Randon family, madame.” (The Randons
were big wine merchants on the Île Saint-Louis.) I answered,
“They’re the ones who soldmemywine.”Then he said, “I regret,
Madame, that they sold to canaille like you at the same time
that they serve honorable men, men who provision the army.”
I found the young officer ridiculous and wasn’t yet frightened.
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G. LEFRANÇAIS16 Member of the
Commune

The degrading situation that the French Republic now finds
itself in—a situation wanted by all those who have held the
government in their hands since September 4, 1870, faithful
continuators of the system inaugurated by the republicans of
February 24, 1848—clearly proves that the proletariat has noth-
ing to hope for from those who don’t recognize that revolution
and authority, be it republican or royalist, are antagonistic.

This was this profound conviction held bymost of those who
composed the minority of the Commune of 1871 that led them
to separate from their Jacobin colleagues, while recognizing
their sincerity and their devotion to the revolution of March
18.

The twenty-five years that have passed have convinced me
even more that the minority was right and that the proletariat
will only succeed in truly emancipating itself on the condition
that it rid itself of the republic, the last, and not the least malef-
icent form of authoritarian governments.

But if it persists in its mad hope of arriving at its emancipa-
tion through the famous “conquest of governmental power” it
is certainly preparing for itself a new and bloody disappoint-
ment from which it will likely not recover for quite some time.

16 Gustave Lefrançais (1826–1901)—Schoolteacher and accountant.
Member of the International. Member of the Commune, representing the
fourth arrondissement. Member of the Commune’s executive and labor com-
missions. Fought on the barricades at the Bastille and the Arsenal during
Bloody Week. In exile in Switzerland sided with the Bakuninists in their
fight with the Marxists in the International. Eugene Pottier dedicated “The
Internationale” to Lefrançais.
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M. BRUNEL17 Currently professor at the
Dartmouth Naval School

1. Named chief of the 107th Battalion on March 19, 1870, suc-
cessive acts of war led me to be General-in-Chief of the Central
Committee head of the 10th Legion and then member of the
Commune. The principal events I participated in were the tak-
ing of the barracks of the Chateau-d’Eau and the occupation of
the Hôtel de Ville on the afternoon and evening of March 18
and the seizing of the ministries on March 19.

(During the German war I took part in the defense of the
fort of Issy and the capture and occupation of the heights of
Buzenval, despite the attacks by the Prussian troops. For this
feat of war I was proposed for the cross, but I refused.)

When we had to retreat, surrounded on all sides by houses
in flames and troops that threatened our retreat, we occupied
the tenth arrondissement and then the barracks of the Place
de la République where a wound led to my removal from the
battlefield.

If I add that I was sentenced to the death penalty then I will
have finished with all that concerns me.
2.The insurrection of 1871 is still misunderstood. It was first

provoked by a patriotic sentiment and by the determination
to prevent the monarchical form of government from taking
possession of the country. Almost all the men placed at the
head of the movement proved themselves before the enemy
and actively professed republican ideas.

The starting point was thus patriotism and the republic.
Could we have succeeded, and why were we defeated?
In a revolution it doesn’t suffice to have generous tendencies

and to count too much on the enthusiasm of the masses. If we

17 Antoine Brunel (1830–?)—Career officer. Member of the Commune
representing the seventh arrondissement. General of the National Guard.
Participated in the final defense of Paris.
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The discussion was interrupted by a frantic young Commu-
nard who shouted that the barricade was taken and begged us
to hide him.We found a ladder and helped him to jump over the
courtyard wall, but a Versaillais aimed at him from a window
and killed him.

There then arrived an enraged Versaillais captain who threw
himself of the frightened troop of women and children, crying
that if one sole Communard was found in the house everyone
would be executed.

While going back upstairs we found twoCommunards killed
on the flagstones of the vestibule. Upstairs, in my room, a blood
covered soldier stretched out on the bed. In the street a Com-
munard was laid out flat, brought down by the Versaillais balls.

On the barricade on the Rue Soufflot, rifle in hand, we saw
the Amazon laid out. In mockery a Versaillais opened her cloth-
ing with the point of his saber, and the soldiers laughed at this.

J. MARTELET Member of the Commune

I have always thought that the communalist movement of
1871 had to advance, knowing from the experience of the siege
how dangerous it was to be cautious. We knew that what we
were leaving behind was bad and that it wasn’t difficult to do
better.Themajority of the new representatives from Paris were
resolved to definitively proclaim the rights of the majority of
the nation, that is, the workers. The Commune proved this by
voting the first three economic decrees that it was essential to
immediately take care of: rents, debts, and the National Guard.
These decrees nevertheless frightened the Versailles govern-
ment, which saw that the program we affirmed was something
different from the usual political programs.

There was a majority and a minority in the Commune. The
men of the majority, of which I was one, wanted to have done
with Versailles as soon as possible, and mostly proposed com-
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ALEXANDER THOMPSON Currently
editor of The Clarion of London. He was
eight at the time of the Commune

I lived with my parents on the Boulevard Saint-Michel
across from the Luxembourg Gardens. On both sides of the
house there were barricades constructed under the direction
of a lovely Amazon whose beauty, charming manners, and
ever-ready revolver led every passerby to lend assistance.

Our barricades, I can call them this because everyone in the
houseworked on them,were ready on the twenty-third, but the
tide didn’t reach us until the twenty-fourth.The previous night
the cannonade had been continuous and the resistance was car-
ried out furiously in the Luxembourg Gardens. Suddenly, a hor-
rible explosion smashed everything in the house and broke all
the windows. It was the powder magazine of the Luxembourg
that the retreating Communards had blown up.

It was now the turn of the barricade that closed off the Rue
Soufflot. Two women, probably his mother and sister, were try-
ing to drag away a beardless Communard, but the Amazon
shouted at them, “Get lost,” and the two women found them-
selves between the barricade and the gate of the garden when
the firing began.

A young Versaillais officer ran into the street, a white hand-
kerchief in his hand, and though the firing continued he suc-
ceeded in dragging the two women to the shelter of the trees
of the promenade.

During the combat we took refuge in the cellar, listening, in
the intervals between the crackling of the machine guns and
the cannon fire, to the lamentations of a tenant of the house.
He predicted that if we weren’t killed by the balls we would be
buried alive, for they were supposed to blow up the Pantheon
during their retreat and the roof of the building would collapse
on our house.
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fight against hardened troops we must know how to imitate
what constitutes their strength, and even surpass them in valor
and discipline. A scattered command cannot hope for victory,
and this is what the Commune didn’t understand.

Made up of men whose sincerity was indisputable, but
whose heads were filled with ideas and who understood
nothing about how to conduct a war, the Commune unfortu-
nately suffered the influence that can be seen in all political
bodies. Instead of constituting a mighty political power it
failed to ensure unity of action and gradually allowed all its
forces—the 250,000 men who made up the defense of Paris—to
be dispersed.
3.TheCommune preserved a republican center in monarchi-

cal Europe.
It gave the people of Europe a banner.
It raised an insurmountable barrier between the two social

forms.
Its hecatombs showed the entire world what the enemies of

progress and all great reforms were capable of doing.
It also showed that blood and steel alone can smash age-old

obstacles and give birth to a new society.
This anticipated revolution, which is only a precursor,

clearly shows apparently degenerate France that it can no
longer hope for anything from the men who govern it.

We have gone from defeat to defeat since 1870. Formerly
powerful, we are now nothing but satellites.

And is if nature has abandoned us, we increasingly lack the
force to reproduce.

But all of this is due to the causes inherent in the regime we
allowed ourselves to be governed by. Once these causes are de-
stroyed we will resume our place in Europe. Imminent events
will complete this metamorphosis; we will no longer commit
the same errors as in the past, for we now know where we
want to go.
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LÉO MEILLET18 Member of the Commune,
currently a professor in Edinburgh

Your questions require a lengthy analysis which I am not
able to provide, first because I don’t have the time, and then be-
cause, leading a retired life and having spent twenty-five years
outside of France, I’ve never thought of coordinating my mem-
ories or analyzing my impressions.

From March 18 until the end of May, I was overloaded with
work. As deputy mayor of the thirteenth arrondissement and
charged with administering my district on my own I partici-
pated in many meetings with my colleagues at the town hall of
the second arrondissement on the Rue de la Banque. And then
on the Commune, little by little I accumulated the functions
of a member of the justice commission, of the external rela-
tions commission, president of the appeals court of the courts-
martial, quaestor of the Commune, member of the first Com-
mittee of Public Safety, governor of the fort of Bicêtre, civil
commissioner delegated to the southern army, all the while ad-
ministering my arrondissement, a task in which my colleagues
took no part.

You can easily understand that everything is jumbled up in
my head. Nevertheless, in order to cooperate as much as possi-
ble in the speedy publication of your investigation, I will risk
sending you the few reflections that particularly come to mind.

I consider the revolution of March 18 an entirely sponta-
neous manifestation of popular instinct. It was the unthinking
surge of a people that felt itself betrayed and threatened, but
whose forward march, instead of being based on an analysis of
its sufferings and the consciousness of its needs, had no other

18 Léo Meillet (1843–1909)—Law clerk. Freemason. Member of the In-
ternational. Member of the Commune, elected by the thirteenth arrondisse-
ment. Member of the justice and external relations commissions and the first
Committee of Public Safety. Sentenced to death in absentia. Elected deputy
in 1898 as an independent socialist.
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3.The influence: Enormous.The proletariat that burst on the
scene in June 1848 was crushed and surrendered in the face of
slander. June seemed to be a combat against the parliamentar-
ians of the reactionary National Assembly, but with this going
against it, that it appeared at the same time that it was against
the Republic.

They cast a new light on June. The Commune, a kind of
jacquerie, was at first patriotic, prepared by the events of the
siege and helped along by the cowardice of the Government of
National Defense. It became a popular government rebelling
against the other government. It was a bold act of internation-
alism in the face of the invasion it would have combated had
it defeated Versailles. It placed the social problem, a problem
until then was locked away in little-read or forgotten books,
before the people. It was a lesson for the future. The unfore-
seen event that it was can always be renewed. Six months be-
fore no one who would have predicted it would have been be-
lieved. It demonstrated what we could do and also that the oli-
garchies can’t resist a violent, rapid, persistent attack of con-
scious democracies inspired by minorities devoted unto the ul-
timate sacrifice.

A black mark. The horrible executions certainly diminished
Parisian energy. They struck everything that had an open and
courageous appearance. The daring, on the other hand, who
were able to escape the wall and the soldier-judges took refuge
overseas. They expanded socialism’s sphere of influence, but
the necessary point of action was deserted, and long days are
needed to reconstitute it. One has to have known some of those
who are dead in order to judge the loss suffered: Flourens, Du-
val, Ferré, Rigault, etc., to speak only of those I knew. It will
return and is returning, but it has tarried for a long time.
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that we would have removed all obstacles. Jourde was lacking
in temperament.

M. CHAUVIÈRE Currently deputy

1. A member of the Central Committee of the National
Guard, I resigned at the moment of the elections to the
Commune, where the fourteenth arrondissement gave me
a thousand votes (I wasn’t elected—I was nineteen). I was
secretary to General Duval at the prefecture of police, which
I left to go to the Chatillon plateau where, on April 4, I was
taken prisoner along with 1,600 others, including Elisée Reclus,
Trousset, Colonel Henri, etc. I saw Duval executed, and his
friends Maugé and Lecoeur of the 103rd Battalion (fifteenth
arrondissement) who died gallantly. From there it was the
Golgotha of Versailles, under jeers and blows, transport to
Quélern, return to Versailles, to Rambouillet; court-martial at
Rambouillet, sentenced to five years in prison and as many
years under surveillance.
2. Parliamentary organization: a detestable minority busier

with legislating than with organizing the defense and taking
bold measures, hindering the action of those who were vigor-
ous. Lack of cohesion as a result of the absence of the direction
needed in a battle in which Paris fought alone against France
and the rest.

Military organization: poor, though they had everything
needed to win in just a few days. Toomuch slowness, too much
hesitation, a deplorable optimism, calling retreats victories; no
unity.

Financial organization: admirable, if they’d used the finan-
cial might contained in the Bank they would perhaps have
saved the military situation. This touched the bourgeois soul.

Administrative organization: excellent, as everyone admits.
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guide than the abstractions of historical memory and vague
ideal aspirations. This is enough in order to fight and die hero-
ically, but not enough to triumph and live. All of our errors are
summed up in these words: “Not to know,” with their manda-
tory corollary, “Not to dare.”

It’s because the Central Committee didn’t know that from
the time it entered the Hôtel de Ville its only concern was to
leave it and it didn’t dare to attempt (and this was something
quite possible at that moment) to revolutionarily take control
of Paris and take hold of Versailles beforeThiers could assemble
his army. A revolution that begins by legislating for ten days
is condemned to death, and the Commune could have no other
end than that of being the registry room of the people’s defeat.

The hesitations and tergiversations of the Commune can
also be attributed to this same initial defect. Born of the
interminable negotiations of the second half of March, at
the beginning it lacked the revolutionary sentiment that
progressively developed within it as its fall became imminent
and which, had it been produced earlier, could have delayed
its defeat by several weeks.

In the absence of documents, and only having vague mem-
ories at my disposal, I don’t dare risk speaking of the Com-
mune’s parliamentary, military, financial, or administrative or-
ganization, but it is my opinion that if, from the revolutionary
point of view, it left much to be desired, it can be compared
positively—except from the military point of view—to all the
governments that preceded and followed it. And the honesty
and disinterestedness of the members of the Commune and
most of its agents is only contested by parvenus of letters and
pillars of the bank and the sacristy.

I can’t speak about the influence of the Commune on events
and ideas; I’m afraid I’d be led astray by my personal sympa-
thies. And yet, it can’t be hidden that it was very great. It is
generally admitted that in France it saved, if not the republic,
at least the republican form.The duration of the resistance and
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the immensemassacre that marked its epic end have drawn the
attention of even the slowest to be moved of proletarians, and
the thousands of exiles that its fall scattered around the civi-
lized globe have constituted so many rings destined to connect
France to the great international socialist movement.

NADAR

To the right of the boulevards there came a sound that was
distant, intense, deep. As it grew nearer, the sound grew louder
by the minute, and the crescendo exploded beneath us. Some-
thing extraordinary was surely happening.

The people in the apartment all rushed to the windows. Sick
and, unbeknownst to me, condemned by the doctors, I dragged
myself to the window as well, driven by an unhealthy conta-
gion of curiosity for which I would be punished.

After so much pain, sorrow, and horror, here is what I saw
and heard in the middle of Paris, the center of human civiliza-
tion.

Behind a platoon of chasseurs on horseback, their muskets
upright on their thighs, between two rows of horsemen there
filed endlessly, four by four in the middle of the street, an un-
countable number of men. Prisoners grabbed individually or in
sweeps, sometimes based on their appearance, or on the look of
their shoes, or on nothing, on the whims of choice. There were
neither women nor children in this convoy. But there were
many young soldiers, their caps inside out, from the two regi-
ments which, engaged deep within Paris, were forgotten there
on March 18 by their chiefs as they fled to Versailles. These
men couldn’t leave once Paris was evacuated by the civil and
military governments, since the strictest rules forbade the de-
parture through the gates of Paris of any man under forty.

Among these soldiers, nowwithout chiefs and absolutely left
to their own devices in the middle of a general insurrection,
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many people have regretted allowing Pindy to remain there as
governor.

Was this arson useful to the defense?
It was an enormous mistake that allowed Versailles to gain

two days. The Hôtel de Ville and the fifth arrondissement, con-
nected to the thirteenth arrondissement and some of the south-
ern forts, constituted an almost impregnable line of fortifica-
tions. The Versaillais weren’t advancing. Because of the fires
we lost the fourth and fifth arrondissements with the Pantheon,
the thirteenth and the entire line of southern forts (Montrouge,
Vanves, Moulin-Sacquet, and Hautes-Bruyères) with 120 can-
nons and ten thousand fédérés whowere used to fighting.Then
there was the retreat to the eleventh arrondissement, the con-
centration of the resistance on Belleville, the invasion of the
twentieth arrondissement, and finally onMondaymorning, the
twenty-ninth, the surrender of the fort at Vincennes. I have
to insist that the defenders of the Commune, leaders and sol-
diers, in general did their duty both outside the walls and on
the streets. I consider this to have been not a riot or an insur-
rection, but a revolution, and it saved the Republic.

Don’t you think that the Commune was too timorous in finan-
cial matters, in particular as regards the Bank of France?

We were so busy! We didn’t give the issue enough impor-
tance.We occupied the Bank, but in truthwe didn’t make use of
the way today’s revolutionary party would. But our intention
was to set an economic example for everyone, to show that the
working people could govern themselves economically. The
National Guard received thirty sous daily, but food supplies
were never lacking behind the barricades. And if the pay had
been higher, we wouldn’t have had any more combatants. If
we had wasted even a little bit, we would have been going
against popular sentiment. Nevertheless, I recognize that we
could have used the Bank in order to attempt to get M. Thiers
to settle with us. And Jourde didn’t make the facts clear to us
the way he should have. Had he done so there is no doubt but
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enemy hasn’t entered.” “Are you certain of your officers?” “Yes,
they’ve always seemed to be men I could count on. If one mis-
led me, twenty couldn’t.” “I think that twenty did mislead you
and I’m going there right now. Bring together the available Na-
tional Guardsmen of the Seventh Legion.” Parizel,19 one of the
representatives of the seventh arrondissement, was given this
charge. We arrived at the front lines and saw the Versaillais on
our side of the gates. But with night falling they didn’t dare ad-
vance; they were convinced that everything was going to blow
up (they thought that Paris was mined) and were completely
demoralized. Two prisoners brought to Delescluze told us this.
I thought I’d find the Seventh Legion gathered, even if it was
only a couple of thousand men. The plan would have been sup-
ported by artillery to launch them under cover of night like a
wedge into the middle of the hesitating Versaillais mass; to, if
need be, blow up a dozen caissons of artillery. And it is certain
that, demoralized as they were, the invaders would have has-
tened to join the largest part of their troops, which were still
behind the gates. But upon our return to the war delegation, at
8:30, there weren’t even a hundred men who’d been gathered.
Delescluze, half dead, was chewing on his eternal cigar butt. He
looked at his officers. “What infamy! Betrayed by all!” and fell
into his armchair, immediately bouncing back up. A gloomy si-
lence. “Do like me and eat something.” His dinner was served.
Standing, we ate a piece of cold lamb. At daybreak the invasion
began. We could no longer save either the Military School or
the Champ de mars. On Monday [May] 22 the discouragement
was immense. On the twenty-third Paris had gotten a grip on
itself and the resistance seriously began. I thought victory was
still possible. On the twenty-fifth we committed the error of
allowing the Hôtel de Ville to be set on fire. On this subject

19 Francois Parizel (1841–1877)—Physician. Member of the Commune,
representing the seventeenth arrondissement. Exiled to the U.S., where he
was active in the socialist movement, dying in Newark, New Jersey.
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some had been incorporated into National Guard battalions. As
was well known, others in large numbers resolutely refused to
march against the Versailles troops and, as we learned from the
newspapers, a special barracks had been granted them, after a
stormy discussion in the Commune.

What exactly were those who, momentarily degraded, filed
along before our eyes, while waiting for the rest of the men?

Which among them were faithful and which were enemies?
What was the difference? They marched quickly, pushed
along. Most had their heads bowed and alongside them was
a confused mass of other prisoners of all kinds and dress:
National Guardsmen, workers, bourgeois, marching under the
deafening clamor of insults, jeers, and threats. The two rows of
horsemen occasionally swayed under the terrible pressure of
the spectators, protecting the captives with difficulty; men not
sentenced, not judged, not even interrogated yet. Well-dressed
men and ladies banged into each other, pushed each other so
they could insult the prisoners from up close, these prisoners
who were neither condemned, judged, nor tried. And at the
height of the bloodthirsty madness, unanimously, without a
protest, without challenge, they cried out, they shouted these
terrible cries that I can still hear: “Death! Death! Don’t take
them any further! Here! Right now!”

Howmany pent up cowardly terrors had there been for them
to be unleashed with such ferocity?

The prisoners continued to advance, seeming not to want ei-
ther to see or hear. But one of them turned and cried out, wav-
ing his fist, “Cowards!” At that moment, like a rocket, an old
and fat decorated gentleman, dressed respectably, flew from
the Café de la Paix, and breaking through the crowd, beat the
prisoners with his cane.

But all of this—shouts, threats, insults, screams—was still
nothing. A formidable, deafening clamor burst out, and in this
mass therewas a furiousmovementwhere prisoners and escort
seemed to mutually annihilate each other.
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Above them all, there advanced like a ghost, pale, bloody,
haggard, his hair standing on end, rocking side to side and sup-
ported on each side, a man wounded in the back, it was said
and who, unable to march any longer, had been hoisted onto
the horse of one of the men of the escort.

Who was this unfortunate? Was he really one of the leaders,
or was he taken for one because he alone was on horseback?
Whatever the case, the look of this moribund (he was going no
further, we were told, than the church of the Madeleine) was
able to accomplish the unlikely feat of further increasing the
homicidal delirium of these lycanthropes.

And above the shouts and roars of the possessed, “Death!
Here! Now!” we heard a strident voice from among them, the
voice of a woman, shrieking toward the clouds in a falsetto,
“Tear out their nails!”

Yes, this is what I saw, this is what I heard, in the middle of
Paris, the center of world civilization.

And as a sincere, disinterested witness, with other similar
testimony at hand, historically, as is my duty, I testify.

M. VICTOR JACLARD Chief of the
Seventeenth Legion

We asked M. Jaclard about the Central Committee. He
answered:

The Central Committee made the mistake common to most
governments that are the result of a revolution: it didn’t dare. A
popular movement is lost if it stops halfway. It was necessary
to march on Versailles without stopping. I called for this from
the first day. On March 26, having read in the Journal Officiel
a note where there was talk of negotiating with Versailles I
published a letter that ended with these words: “There is only
one way to negotiate with Versailles, and that’s to capture it.”
The sortie of April 2 decided upon by the Commune came too
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Cluseret constantly said “We have all the time in the world.
No need to hurry.” His inertia, his recurring negligence forced
us to remove his mandate as delegate for war and it was re-
moved by a unanimous vote. We didn’t see him again during
the week of street fighting. In the end, Rossel was more serious.

Dombrowski?
How could he have let things reach a point there he could be

suspected of treason? He was brought in by National Guards-
men at the moment, it is said, when he was going to go through
the Prussian lines to flee the country. At the Hôtel de Ville he
sobbed, “And to think that they believe I betrayed them.” But
no, he didn’t betray. But he was disgusted to see the regular of-
ficers whomade up his general staff betray him. He’d lost confi-
dence. I was often at the front lines with him and he was never
sparing of his life. In any case, as we all know, he was killed
fighting. He had excellent troops.They weren’t toy soldiers but
men who were firmly resolute, hardened, brave, asking only to
march. It’s been too often said that the National Guard didn’t
form a serious army. Of the 240,000 men who composed it, the
Commune had about a third at its disposal. Their number de-
creased daily, but there was still a large number of them at the
end, and solid in the face of fire.

Do you believe there were traitors on the general staff?
Do you want to see them at work, these gentlemen of the

general staff? I’ll tell you about them. It’s the Sunday morning
when Ducatel handed over the Saint-Cloud gate and the Ver-
saillais entered. If there was no one at the gate it was because
the two battalions had been told that the troops that would be
replacing them were only a couple of steps away. It wasn’t cus-
tomary for the defenders of the Commune to purely and simply
abandon a post. As soon as I learned of Dombrowski’s dispatch
announcing the invasion of Paris I went to the war delegation
with Gambon to find Delescluze. It was probably about 5:30.
Delescluze shouted, “What is with you at the Commune? I sent
officer after officer of the general staff to the front lines, but the
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police informers and agents provocateurs, like Barral de Mon-
taut, officer of the regular army who, presenting himself as a
revolutionary, was named chief of the Seventh Legion. This
Montaut was fertile in bizarre and bloody motions. After the
Commune he was decorated with the Legion of Honor and
named colonel.

Was the minority’s claim to represent socialism justified?
No.There were excellent socialists in the majority, and more

than theminority, themajority had a sense of the revolutionary
situation. In truth, there was only a distinct minority for a few
days.

In involving itself in affairs after the election of March 26, was
the central Committee of the National Guard harmful?

The Central Committee wasn’t as much of an encumbrance
as has been said. It undoubtedly should have acted with more
modesty when the Commune was elected. But in fact the di-
vision between the two powers was to an extent the work of
Cluseret and Rossel; they always blamed the National Guard
and the elected authorities for their errors.

Rossel?
Was obviously a good patriot in the strictest sense of the

term. Once he was named delegate for war he appeared before
us. As soon as he began speaking we all looked at each other
and in a tacit and unanimous accord we restricted his mandate
with the word “provisional.” He dreamed of a dictatorship that
would have allowed him to negotiate with Versailles while safe-
guarding, I would like to believe, Paris’s rights. He wanted to
have complete power, even civil. And so he attacked the Com-
mittee and the Communewhen his military schemes failed. For
me, even if I don’t have any proof, when he was the chief of
Cluseret’s general staff he worked to supplant said Cluseret
and intercepted certain orders that he was supposed to trans-
mit to him. He never looked you in the eye.

Cluseret?
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late. It would perhaps have succeed despite it all if the Central
Committee, instead of listening to the declarations of a man
who was mad before he was a sell-out had taken the trouble
to ensure that Mont-Valérien was in the hands of the National
Guard.

Remaining inactive while it was part of the government, the
Central Committee felt the need to act when it no longer was
there. After the elections to the Commune, attempting to seize
a power it had just abdicated, it succeeded in creating duality
in leadership and hindering the activity of the Commune.

On the military leaders:
Most of the generals of the Commune had served as officers

in the foreign armies and without any doubt possessed a cer-
tain competence in military matters. But their common error
was in not taking sufficient account of the quite strange nature
of the elements they had to lead. Rossel, who had proved him-
self during the Franco-Prussian War and who had a reputation
for intelligence among the military leaders of the Commune,
committed this singular error, just like anyone else, more than
anyone else: he didn’t understand that the incohesive mass
of our battalions couldn’t be handled like Prussian-style dis-
ciplined regiments, particularly at a moment when confidence
in the leaders had been sorely tested. Rossel knew how to com-
mand but not how to be obeyed. Events proved this only too
clearly. Instead of throwing contempt in the face of the Na-
tional Guard he should have said a profound mea culpa for
himself.

On the influence that Blanqui, had he been in Paris, could have
had on events:

Would Blanqui have had enough authority to lead a march
on Versailles onMarch 19? It’s possible. Would he have had the
needed decisiveness? I think so. In that case everything would
have been different. Had things been the opposite he would
have been, like so many others, an impotent force paralyzed by
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circumstances. Locked within Paris, the Commune was buried
before it was dead.

But wasn’t Blanqui hesitant in general?
Every revolutionary leader hesitates when it’s a matter

of throwing an organization onto the streets. He hesitates
because the material means he disposes of are always dispro-
portionate to the obstacle to be defeated. It is the unforeseen
elements of circumstances and the impatience of the troops
that more often than not decide for him.

How do you judge the attitude of the minority of the Com-
mune?

My opinion is that a division among chiefs is always to be
avoided on the battlefield, if for no other reason than its moral
effect. It is even worse in that it can appear to be due to the
fear of certain responsibilities. It gives most of the troops the
impression of every man for himself. Leaders willingly forget
that in time of revolution their personalities no longer count.

And the fires set by the Commune?
Arson is accepted as a means of defense according to the

barbaric customs of war. The Commune’s arson was wrong in
that it was so hasty that it served to shorten resistance instead
of contributing to prolonging it.

You were at the barricades of the final days. Can you relate
some episode that is characteristic of the barricades, the streets,
and the houses?

M. Jaclard, not wanting to boast, hesitates. Upon our insisting,
he tells us the following story. It has to do with Vermorel as much
as with himself.

It was Thursday at 1:00 or 2:00. Vermorel, at the town hall of
the eleventh arrondissement, said to me, “They tell me that the
barricade of the Chateau-d’Eau is abandoned. Do you want to
go there with me?” Along the way we brought together the de-
bris of two battalions of my legion who had taken part through-
out the life of the Commune in the hostilities around Asnières-
Neuilly. We also met Lisbonne at the head of his general staff,
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Now there is something else that is emerging. In this nine-
teenth century of absolute authoritarianism magnificent anar-
chism is asserting itself philosophically and artistically.

I have only one hope, and it’s that the Commune’s errors
will serve future demolishers.

M. LOUIS LUCIPIAMunicipal councilor of
Paris

If the Republic didn’t die in 1871 it’s because the people of
Paris didn’t hesitate to rise up. This is my profound conviction,
a conviction shared today by all those who, setting aside their
personal social and political preferences, are willing to see the
reality of facts.

M. CHAMPY Member of the Commune,
currently silversmith, worker
representative on the labor relations board

We didn’t only want to obtain municipal freedoms. If we had
emerged victorious we would have organized the revolution-
ary movement throughout France. Victors, most of the large
communes would have followed us, and the small follow the
big.

But could you have emerged victorious?
I’m one of the only ones to have believed in victory. As for

the twenty-two of the minority who, on May 15, declared they
no longer wanted to sit on the pretext that the Commune, by
creating the Committee of Public Safety, had created a dictator-
ship, this kind of defection weakened the Commune, but the
force of events soon brought them back to the Commune. It
wasn’t the moment to throw out the baby with the bathwater.
Another cause of weakness was the abundance of Versaillais
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At four in the morning the door opened. We found ourselves
face to face with the troops. The sheets were torn from us. We
were both taken to the provost’s office on the Champs Elysées.
Vermorel still had his bandage from the day before.

On the way we were able to cook up a story. Vermorel, be-
ing wounded, couldn’t deny having fought. Such a good catch,
a member of the Commune, could only be helped by making
his name known. He was someone they’d want to save for the
court-martial. As for me, I said I was a pharmacist friend of his
called on to take care of him, and so was alongside him. Freed,
I was recaptured a few days later, recognized on the boulevard
by a captain with whom I’d had dealings for the October 31 af-
fair. “So it’s you, eh,” he said, “the one who attacked Flourens
for not having been energetic enough on October 31!” Four
months later I escaped from the Chantier Prison in Versailles.
Vermorel died around the same time as a result of his wounds,
and even more of the ill treatment he suffered.

GEORGES PILOTELL Director of the School
Beaux-Arts and special commissar of the
Commune

I send you my portrait of Maroteau, perhaps the sole anar-
chist of the Commune (and consequently the most slandered).

I am sorry that I can’t send you the notes on the Commune
you kindly request of me, but in the past month I haven’t had
a single moment to myself.

And then again, I admit that I would perhaps have been too
severe toward our former friends. I’m not talking about those
who were murdered, though death isn’t an excuse, but of those
narrow-minded sectarians with base desires, the mediocre am-
bitious men ready to content themselves with a bone thrown
to them to nibble on: leaders, politicians, traitors.
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and he and Vermorel had this dialogue: “What’s happening
over there?” “There’s no longer anyway to hold out.” “We’re go-
ing back; come with us.” The whole general staff shouted, “No,
that’s impossible!” Lisbonne turned around his horse, which
his officers were holding by the bridle. Vermorel then said, “I’m
a member of the Commune and I order you to march!” And so
we left with a handful of officers. Theisz, in the uniform of a
National Guardsman, was with us. We distributed the men at
the barricade. We passed the nearby barricades in review and
managed to plug in the gaps. We found Ranvier at the one on
the Rue Popincourt. All was quiet. Vermorel and I returned to
the town hall of the eleventh arrondissement where we got the
news form Varlin, who had assumed leadership of the defense
at the Bastille. Vermorel said to me, “I’m exhausted. Before we
go any further I’m going to take a bath. That’ll refresh me.” We
had hardly taken a few steps outside the house when we again
met up with men fleeing the barricade at the Chateau-d’Eau.
We tried to rally them and then went back to the barricade.
Vermorel said, “I’ve learned that they’re going to blow up the
houses on the corners. It doesn’t bother you to be blown up
with them?” He took a few steps away, and I saw him in the
middle of the barricade. Theisz and Lisbonne were still there.
Suddenly I heard, “Help me, Jaclard!” At the same moment, on
the top of a barricade, a kid, flag in hand, was shouting at the
Versaillais. A National Guardsman was pulling him back. I held
up Vermorel. I saw Lisbonne fall. I dragged Vermorel a few
steps from there and, turning around, I saw the kid from the
barricade. He was brought down. We reached the next street.
I laid Vermorel out on the street. A camp follower, a beauti-
ful young girl of seventeen, gave him something to drink and
embraced him. When I raised my eyes I saw Delescluze stand-
ing gloomily before me. One of those accompanying him said,
“Don’t go any further.” Delescluze didn’t answer. They carried
Vermorel on rifles to the town hall of the eleventh arrondisse-
ment. No one was left behind the barricade. All had fallen or
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vanished. A moment later I rejoined Vermorel and put a ban-
dage on him. His thigh had been shot clear through near the
hip.

During the evening I returned to the town hall and trans-
ported to a house at the corner of the Boulevard Voltaire and
the Place du Trône, where Olivier Pain’s father lived. Ranvier,
wearing his sash, was with us. We said to the concierge, “We’re
bringing in a friend of M. Pain.” She went to tell him and came
back, saying, “M. Pain wasn’t even able to receive his wounded
son.” “Well then, if he can’t receive our friend willingly he’ll do
so by force.” To which she responded, “Don’t get angry. We’ll
work it out somehow.” And she took us to the second floor to
a large, empty apartment.

Vermorel was laid on a mattress. That same evening we de-
cided on the abandonment of the town hall in the morning and
the retreat to Belleville. I went to Vermorel to tell him that I had
to leave him. But the concierge wanted us to take him to the
apartment across the hall on the same floor. There I put on his
final bandage. The concierge burst in, shouting, “The Versail-
lais are in the house!” I was still wearing my uniform. She tore
my clothing off me, tossed me her husband’s, climbed to the
attic to hide my clothes and came back down, called after by
the Versaillais. The search began. There they were on the sec-
ond floor. The door across the way opened. We heard a shot.
They had killed a wounded fédéré who had been transported
there once Vermorel had left. Without stopping at the other
door they went upstairs. From the attic a soldier shouted, “A
general’s saber! The brigand fled, but we’re sure to find him!”
They went back downstairs. I had told my friend, “Play dead or
at least the dying man.” The doorbell rings. I open and find my-
self in front of the captain, some soldiers, and the concierge.
“I’m madame’s brother-in-law.” She understands and throws
herself at the captain’s feet. “Yes, that’s my brother-in-law. I
beg you, don’t hurt him.” “Fine. Do you have any weapons?”
“No.” They enter. I take them everywhere except Vermorel’s
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room. The captain says to me, “What are you doing in a house
like this?’ “I was away from Paris during the war and the Com-
mune. I was worried about my sister-in-law and I came to see
how she is.” “But it’s not possible to enter Paris.” “It must be pos-
sible, since I’m here.” “Fine. Stay here.” And under his breath,
“It’s all the same. His face isn’t categorical.” He left, but to go
into Vermorel’s room. I heard the latter groan, “Can’t you let
me die in peace?” And a sergeant said, “Don’t worry, we won’t
do you any harm.” Fortunately they hadn’t, as was usually the
case, stripped the bed to see if the invalid wasn’t wounded.
I could no longer leave. The alerts must have continued. The
concierge soon appeared. “Oh no, all is lost. The police super-
intendent is going to do a search.” “Quick then, go find the cap-
tain.” The concierge was a friendly and forward individual and
I imagined that, even it was just her nature, she must have been
on good terms with the military. “Tell him, my captain, what’s
going on? They’re going to send the police to us? It’s an in-
dignity to send the police when you’re here. You can’t allow
that⁉” The stratagem worked.

Sunday morning, as we were impatient to know what was
happening outside, I went to find Cère who had been Ver-
morel’s secretary and who since then got a job at the Senate,
which he perhaps still has. Cère said to me, “Did you read this
morning’s Gaulois? I read a note in it that said that Vermorel,
who was said to have been killed, is only wounded and is now
on the Boulevard Voltaire at such and such a number, with
Jaclard, who’s taking care of him.” I immediately returned to
our place sure that I wouldn’t find Vermorel there. But he was
there. I put a stiff bandage on him. He went down the stairs as
best he could. There was a carriage in the courtyard. We left
for the Monceau quarter where a capitalist lived who Vermorel
had protected during the Commune and who had told him to
make use of his home if he ever needed to. A domestic opened
the door for us. “Monsieur left this morning with a pass from
M. Thiers. “After negotiations we were set up in the cellar.
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