A Brief History of Bastille Day and Why We Celebrate It
An essay by Richard J. Stanley

An important national holiday in France and an opportunity for many a Frenchman to down tools for a day and get drunk on cheap wine, Bastille Day has a worldwide significance as it marks a fundamental turning point in the development of the penal system as we know it today. Bastille Day is celebrated each year on the 14th of July and commemorates the establishment of the world’s first prison facility, the Bastille, in Paris, France, on July 14th, 1789. Whilst the French readily embrace the celebrations held on July 14th, few are fully aware of the rich and interesting story behind Bastille Day. It is a dramatic story of a country restless for revolution, of a royal court plagued with rebellion and of one bold king who, in the midst of the unrest, rose to the challenge of changing a nation’s fate. What follows is the epic tale of Bastille Day.       
A basic understanding of the political situation in France prior to the establishment of the Bastille is essential to explaining the story behind Bastille Day itself. Back in 1879, France was ruled by King Louis XVI, son of King Edgar van Schmiechal and great-grandson of Hungary’s infamous tyrant-leader, Genghis ‘Butter Fingers’ Smith. Louis was an unpopular figure in France with many of the peasants demanding that his government introduce a fairer system of land regulation and taxation. Such was the disquiet that there were even rumours a revolution might soon take place with a growing proportion of the public supporting the complete overthrow of the monarchy. Having taken up rule of the country early in 1879 following King Shaun XVV’s (Louis’s elder brother) tragic death in a tobogganing accident, Louis had inherited kingship of a country suspicious of the royal family and restless for political upheaval.
Most historians agree that the seeds from which this restlessness grew were planted during the reign of Louis’s predecessor. King Shaun was a frequently inconsiderate leader and made little effort to establish good relations with his public. Seeing the French people as little more than an easy source of revenue, Shaun perused a number of vanity projects at the public’s expense. Notably amongst these, King Shaun had commissioned the building of a large tower in the middle of Paris. Known as the ‘Eiffel Tower’, Shaun had insisted it be constructed entirely out of bank notes and had imposed a draconian tax system on the French regions so to pay the obviously high costs associated with the project. Shaun’s tax system placed such a demand on the French workforce that it forced many to work from dusk till dawn, some even having to turn back their primitive pocket watches in the evening so to allow a few extra hours of useable daylight
. Taking advantage of the discontent to rally the peasants against the monarchy, several militias emerged to oppose the exploitation of the working classes by King Shaun. Refreshing their campaigns with Louis’s arrival to the thrown, these militias would pose a significant problem to the new king.  

Two groups in particular concerned Louis’s government. One, ‘Le Furieux Grizzli’ (The Democratic Movement for Political Revolution in France) was able to garner popular support thanks to the lively beach parties it would throw in the resort towns of Southern France. Advocating a primitive form of democracy, the establishment of a centrally-regulated onion market and a rollback to zero in the number of royals, Le Furieux Grizzli appealed especially to France’s working classes.  In the north of France, ‘Oui Beaver’ (No Royals!’) won many followers by offering peasants the chance to enter a prize draw to win a year’s supply of turnips. Differing from Le Furieux Grizzli politically but agreeing on proposals like the onion market, Oui Beaver’s members were typically young, educated middle class Frenchmen and women. Common to both groups and to almost all of the other splinter groups operating in France at the time was an outright opposition to taxes. Persuasive campaigns sought to convince the public to withhold their money from the tax collectors and were highly successful. By mid-1879 King Louis’s tax revenue had plummeted by 90%, work on projects such as the Eiffel Tower stalled and starved of cash, the royal court began to show signs of instability
.  
The leaders of these respective organisations appreciated the power of their positions and encouraged often violent protests against the Royals. Anti-Royalist comics were passed around the vineyards and onion patches of the French countryside and by the Spring of 1879 there was hardly a tavern in France not displaying a banner promoting an anti-monarchist stance. Cries of ‘Down with Louis XVI, he’s the King of France but we don’t like him very much!’ and ‘King Louis? I’d rather eat my brother’s plague-ridden foot!’ were commonplace in marketplaces throughout the land, with support for the protest groups apparently unanimous amongst the French public
. Some regions in the north of the country were so hostile to the monarchy that members of the Royal family dared not visit them and instead were forced to send crudely made ‘Punch & Judy’ style puppets to represent them at functions. Inevitably, these puppets spoke with funny voices, would often interrupt banquets to hit each other with sticks and did nothing to help improve the reputation King Louis or his family
.           
With anti-monarchy rebellions increasingly common in the rural regions of France, Louis soon realised that his army of Frenchmen would become overstretched if they were required to react every time an uprising took place. Acts of civil disobedience were a near daily occurrence and the army were an inappropriate tool for trying to quell the troubles and keep the peace. The threat posed to the monarchy by the unrest, and not to mention to France’s long-established social structure, was severe enough to prompt Louis and his royal council to sit down and draw up a set of sweeping changes to the French legal system. The aim of the changes was to quell the uprisings and restore an environment hospitable to the royals. The scope of the changes would be wide, their severity as severe as Louis judged the situation demanded.   

The problem as Louis saw it was that when Frenchmen refused to pay their taxes, they were issued with no greater punishment than a strongly worded letter sent to them by what was then the equivalent of the Inland Revenue. As many of the French peasantry were illiterate, these letters obviously had little effect. Rather than being taken as the stern warning intended, the letters were more likely to end up used as ingredients for broth, worn as hats or attached to the peasant’s basic wicker roofs to patch holes. Similarly, with offenders caught committing more extreme political crimes, punishments were again infective. In one example, the King’s troops discovered an anti-royalist protester who had broken into the Royal Stables and was trying to fill the King’s prised racehorse up with peas. Despite being found guilty by a royal court, the man was released with his only punishment being to remove all the peas that he had lodged into the horse’s ears
. If crimes involving the king himself were only mildly punished, what hope had Louis of persuading his public to respect his rule? 
Without revision of the legal system, Louis reasoned that the rebellions would grow in momentum and would soon threaten his superiority as leader. With Louis’s authority increasingly called into doubt by political rivals in Paris, it might not be long before his government reached crisis point. An institution was called upon that would properly punish convicted offenders, deter criminals from re-offending and send out a clear message to the French public that acts against the King would not be tolerated. This institution would be known as the Bastille and it would totally revolutionise the face of law enforcement the world over. 

The basic concept behind the Bastille was that once caught and convicted, offenders would be sent to a place in which they would be detained for a period determined by the gravity of their crime. Their movements within this place would be restricted, their access to visitors limited and their time would be spent pursuing activities designed to aid their reintegration back into society. Of these considerations, the fact that the offenders were allowed to leave the institution for absolutely no reason other than them having completed their term was the most important and it was this aspect of the new system that Louis was most adamant about. He believed that the institutions would be rendered ineffective if convicts were allowed to leave as they pleased and was dogmatic about this point in meetings with his council
. Insisting that offender’s opportunities to leave the Bastille at their own will be restricted to the extent that the Bastille would be sealed with a locked iron gate and surrounded by a high, guarded wall, Louis lay down many of the hallmark features of today’s prisons. 
Having won support for his plan, construction of France’s first ‘prison’ began just to the left of the Seine on April 19th. As a matter of interest, the word ‘prison’ is derived from the archaic French words ‘le priv’, meaning one who is naughty or dangerous, and ‘sondannay’, a traditional French hunting trap for catching badgers or giraffes, so ‘prison’ literally means a ‘trap for wild beasts’. King Louis personally supervised the work on the Bastille, which was completed in record time thanks to the knowledge of advanced labour management models picked up by Louis during his voyages to the automated production lines of the Orient. The Bastille was inspected by Louis on July 13th and officially opened its doors the following day. 

The initial reception to the Bastille was mixed, with few Frenchmen fully able to grasp at the concept behind the idea of a prison, however, it soon proved to be an effective system for regulating criminal activity in Louis’s kingdom (France). Many of the first offenders sent to the Bastille believed the establishment to be little more than a short-lived joke and were confident that they would be released after only a day or two. One offender, convicted of throwing turnips without a licence, was so confident of his release that he did not even have a toothbrush with him when he turned up at the Bastille’s gates to begin his sentence
. Once word spread that Louis was quite serious about keeping the offenders detained on a long-term basis, a dramatic reduction in crime rates throughout France was observed. Now that there was a proper punishment in place for crimes such as balancing cows on top of church spires or eating all of the King’s hats, the public soon realised that it was more trouble than it was worth to register their opposition to the monarchy through criminal actions. Membership of militia groups such as Le Furieux Grizzli and Oui Beaver quickly declined with the group’s leaders identified and detained in the Bastille’s most garishly decorated cells. Free from the threat of rebellion and public disorder, King Louis was able to secure his rule for another 112 years. As this security was afforded almost entirely by the Bastille, the significance of its establishment can be easily seen, as can the reasons that the idea was adopted worldwide.  

It was not long before the Bastille’s success prompted the trialling of similar prison schemes in other countries. Neighbouring Prussia, Holland and Brazil all set up comparable systems, as did Spain who, in a traditionally lazy manner, actually attempted to steal the Bastille itself by transporting it brick by brick back to Madrid. Their plan failed only when a quick-thinking prison officer noticed that his office was now in Madrid and ordered the Bastille be taken immediately back to Paris and reconstructed as it had been, albeit with a number of extra cells to house the plot’s key conspirators
.  
The legacy of the Bastille can be seen today in the modern world’s many penitentiaries, correctional facilities, brigs, slammers and lock ups. Establishing the basic pattern that would be followed for hundreds of years to come, the Bastille represented a fundamental revision to the basis of the legal system, disregarding the ineffective practices of old and ushering in a new age of forcible criminal punishment. The Bastille helped bring about a dramatic reduction in crime in France, and in every other country in which similar facilities were introduced. It is this reduction in crime, this facilitation of public peace, that the Bastille will always be remembered for, and that we celebrate each year on Bastille Day.   
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