Historical Studies Spring Symposium Keynote Address

May 1st, 3:00 – 4:30pm Peck Hall 1309

“The French Revolution and the First Terror”

Timothy Tackett, Professor of History, University of California, Irvine

Tim was born in 1945 and received his Ph.D. from Stanford University in 1973.  His first book, Priest and Parish in Eighteenth-Century France, examined the dynamics of rural parishes as an avenue to  explore the cultural worlds of French peasants in the 18th century (who otherwise leave behind little textual trace). His 2nd book, Religion, Revolution and Regional Culture in Eighteenth Century France used debates and controversies around the requirement of a Civil Oath (1791) to explore the regional variations of revolutionary culture and the relation between religion and politics.  Having laid the groundwork (regionally and in relation to variations in religious attitudes, he broadened his inquiries into the French Revolution in the late 1980’s and began a prosopographical study of the deputies to the Estates General, Becoming a Revolutionary:  The Deputies of the Estates General and the Origins of the French Revolution.  He reconstructed their individual biographies (remember we are talking about ~1000 deputies) and then on the basis of those micro-biographies began to ask why some became supporters of the revolution and other fanatic opponents, why some supported violence and others never did.  The book is remarkable for laying out fine-grain detail about people’s life with broad reflections on the course and development of the Revolution and linking them.  In his next book, Tackett turned to one of the most dramatic events of the Revolutionary era, the attempted escape of Louis XVI and the Royal family in late June of 1791 (which ended in failure with their capture at the border town of Varennes). Tackett uses this episode to exam the fissures and tensions in revolutionary France; the episode is a reaction to them.  More importantly though, the flight amplifies and magnifies those tensions and accelerates a radicalization of politics in 1791.  In this way, the flight to Varennes, helps begin what other French historians call the “slide [le dérapage]” to Terror (because for example, the National Assembly, finding out that the royal family is gone, in a panic, passes a 1 paragraph law calling for “all necessary measures” to be taken to find and stop them; the ‘all necessary measures’ clause begins to make more and more appearances in the language of the Assembly and Convention … all the way through to the Law of 22 Prarial II where ‘all necessary measures’ are authorized to uncover ‘suspects,’ and ‘traitors’).  With The Flight of the King, Tackett has turned his attention to one of the most pressing matters in revolutionary historiography, the question about the origins of the Great Terror.  This is the project that he is currently working. This is the topic of the keynote address he will give at our symposium.  Just last summer, he was interviewed in Le monde and praised as one of the most important contemporary historians of the Revolution in the world today.  I hope we honor him by coming to hear his talk because he honors us by joining our graduate students on 1 May 2010.

Learn more about Dr. Tackett’s work at: http://www.hnet.uci.edu/history/faculty/tackett/ 
