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The French revolutionaries frequently claimed that their movement was 
unprecedented in the history of the world, but as Daniele Di Bartolomeo shows, in 
practice they constantly “used gestures, stories, ideas, institutions and vocabulary 
from men of the past to anticipate, describe and direct the course of events and the 
conduct of the participants in them” (15). Opponents of the movement frequently 
claimed that the revolutionaries, far from inventing anything, were slavishly imitating 
the republicans of ancient Greece and Rome. Like Harold Talbot Parker in his 
classic The Cult of Antiquity and the French Revolutionaries (1937), Di Bartolomeo 
finds that the revolutionaries did indeed draw extensively on examples from classical 
history, but their historical references also included episodes from France’s own past, 
the American Revolution, and above all the English Revolution of the seventeenth 
century. Even as a child, Louis XVI was familiar with David Hume’s account of the 
fate of Charles I, which he reread during the months of his imprisonment after the 
overthrow of the monarchy on August 10, 1792, whereas the revolutionary leader 
Mirabeau took inspiration from John Milton’s seventeenth-century pamphlets and 
Catharine Macaulay’s republican history. 

Drawing extensively on contemporary sources and on a broad reading of the 
secondary literature in many languages, Di Bartolomeo provides a rich sampling of 
revolutionary references to history. He makes a convincing case for his proposition 
that all sides in the revolutionary era constantly mobilized the past for their own 
purposes. The lessons of the past were deeply ambivalent, however. “The past never 
ceased to represent both a model to be imitated or rejected and a prophecy to be 
fulfilled or treated as a warning of what to avoid,” he writes (99). Depending on 
circumstances and ideology, the same historical episodes could be cited for 
contradictory purposes. The trial of Charles I, an example of injustice from Louis 
XVI’s point of view, was an inspiration to some revolutionaries, who took pains to 
show that the French king’s conviction, unlike that of his English predecessor, was 



fully justified. As the Revolution proceeded, the record of its own past became 
another source of comparisons. Especially after the overthrow of Maximilien 
Robespierre, “the Revolution had become a precedent for itself,” Di Bartolomeo notes 
(245). 

In contrast to Keith Michael Baker’s assertion—elaborated most recently in the 
volume Scripting Revolution: A Historical Approach to the Comparative Study of 
Revolutions, which he and Dan Edelstein coedited in 2015—that the past, as 
interpreted by authors such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Gabriel de Mably, provided 
the men of 1789 with a revolutionary “script” to follow, Di Bartolomeo suggests that 
history furnished multiple scenarios and that there was never any consensus on which 
ones were most relevant, even among those who supported the movement. “History is 
an ambivalent repertory, in which, within certain limits, one can recover everything 
and the opposite of everything,” Di Bartolomeo concludes (297). The confusing and 
often negative results of using the past as a guide in the present led one thinker of the 
period, Constantin-François de Chasseboeuf, count de Volney, to outline procedures 
for “a prudent and controlled use of history” (225) based on more scrupulous attention 
to the details and context of past events, a suggestion that pointed toward a separation 
between the quest for historical knowledge and the immediate needs of politics. 

Although references to the past served many purposes during the revolutionary era, 
the examples Di Bartolomeo cites tended to be primarily negative. Memories of the 
selfless republican heroes of antiquity could not erase awareness of the fact that 
Sparta, Athens, and Rome had all degenerated into tyrannies or monarchies; the 
English had cut off the head of their king, but Oliver Cromwell had dispersed the 
Long Parliament, and General George Monck had restored the throne. The French 
republicans of the Year II tried to convince themselves that they had learned from the 
past and that the outcome of their efforts would be different, but fears that the 
Committee of Public Safety had become a new avatar of the dictatorial decemvirs of 
ancient Rome or that a successful general would turn himself into a new Caesar or a 
new Cromwell were impossible to banish. In his speech to the legislature on 19 
Brumaire Year VIII justifying his seizure of power, Napoleon Bonaparte specifically 



assured the deputies that he would not reenact the history of those two predecessors, 
but his actions made it impossible to avoid such parallels. 

Di Bartolomeo’s suggestive survey of the uses of historical comparison during the 
French Revolution is a useful corrective to overly deterministic readings of the impact 
of the period’s discourses about the past on the events of the 1790s. Published in 
2014, Nelle vesti di Clio: L’uso politico della storia nella Rivoluzione francese (1787–
1799) is not a commentary on the unexpected events of the years since, which have 
sent pundits scrambling for historical parallels to the aggressions of Vladimir Putin, 
the British vote for Brexit, and the election of Donald Trump. Nevertheless, Di 
Bartolomeo’s work is a timely reminder both that the past is an inevitable framework 
for understanding the present and that the lessons of history are unavoidably 
ambiguous. 

 
 


