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On July 9–10, 2019, a symposium was held at the University of Melbourne, in honour of 
Professor Peter McPhee. This was “Living the French Revolution,” a two-day celebration of 
Peter’s career. The symposium, organized by a group of Peter’s former students, was an 
unprecedented gathering of French historians in Australia. Over two days, we heard a series 
of wonderful papers, as our visitors – and some locals – presented their work. This special 
edition of French History and Civilization features a selection of these papers.  

French History and Civilization normally publishes the proceedings of the biennial 
George Rudé Conference, held in Australia or New Zealand. On this occasion, in recognition 
of Peter’s long association with the conference, and his central place in the community of 
French historians in Australia and New Zealand, we are delighted to present a selection of the 
papers given at the symposium in this special edition of French History and Civilization. 
These are a testament to Peter’s enduring legacy, as a teacher, a supervisor, a colleague, and 
most especially, as a historian.  

The volume opens with reflections from Peter McPhee himself about the symposium 
and about the papers presented over the two days, a number of which appear here in extended 
version. Organized in a broadly chronological and thematic sequence, the papers take us from 
ancien régime France, through the French Revolution, the Revolution of 1848 and all the way 
through to contemporary historiography. Timothy Tackett taps into the lived experience of 
Revolutionary Paris through the personal correspondence of an ordinary citizen, Adrien-
Joseph Colson. Tackett invites us to reflect on how it might have felt and what it might have 
meant to live through these tumultuous times. From the experience of one man in one city, in 
Sanjay Subrahmanyam’s paper we expand out to consider the life of one man who travelled 
the globe. Exploring the lived experience of the Age of Revolutions of Thomas Conway, 
Subrahmanyam suggests how the trajectory of this Franco-Irish figure illuminates the French 
Revolution’s global context and other related contemporaneous issues. Ian Coller uses the 
case of a single Muslim citizen, a certain Michel Fertali, to reflect on some of the larger 
dimensions of the revolutionary era. Coller makes a case for understanding the French 
Revolution as offering a place for the Muslim citizen. 

How did the French Revolution affect attitudes and practices in urban and rural areas? 
Using records produced by local law-enforcers, Hamish Graham examines disputes over 
forests in the Périgord in the eighteenth century, exploring property rights in these woodland 
struggles. From wood we move to wine, as Rod Phillips offers an account of efforts during 
the Revolution to guarantee minimum quality and safety standards for the nation’s wine 
supply, focusing on the region of Burgundy in the 1790s. Moving beyond historians’ 
customary preoccupation with the countryside, Allan Potofsky examines how the massive 
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expropriation of land under the biens nationaux transformed the French state’s relationship to 
urban centers, especially Paris. 

What made ordinary people throw down their lives in defence of the Revolution? 
Alan Forrest examines the variety of ways that ordinary citizens experienced the French 
Revolutionary Wars. Moving beyond the official level of public discourse, he explores the 
range of responses and attitudes to the Revolution and the war in order to try to understand 
how the Revolution affected behavior. Ian Germani looks at how changes in attitudes towards 
death in the late eighteenth century related to the French Revolution, specifically to the 
experience of mass death in the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars.  

Revolutionaries’ self-fashioning and representations of revolutionaries are explored in 
the papers by Malcolm Crook and Marisa Linton. Crook sets himself the task of exploring 
how the French Revolution ended; a particularly vexed question especially in the period after 
Thermidor, when the establishment of the Directory self-consciously sought to distinguish 
itself from what had preceded it. Linton examines the entanglements of Maximilien 
Robespierre and Louis-Antoine Saint-Just as two of the Revolution’s central protagonists, 
both actual and imaginary, and considers the various ways in which their reputations have 
been portrayed in popular histories and fiction. 

Leaping forward to the 1848 revolution, two papers explore the climate of opinion in 
France around that time. Carine Renoux examines records contained in an official register 
documenting discussions of a political club in 1848, showing how these shed light on the 
culture and concerns of this Société démocratique, while also revealing how the local and the 
national related to each other in rural society in this period. Donald Sutherland analyses the 
voting patterns of rural voters in the Mâconnais region in the elections of 1848–49 in order to 
better understand their motivations in enabling the rise to power of Louis-Napoleon 
Bonaparte.  

The volume ends with Charles Walton reflecting on the significance of “contingency” 
in the historiography of the French Revolution, considering the implications of approaches 
that emphasise the accidental and the emotional for issues of ethical agency and historical 
consequences. 

The range and diversity of these papers are testament to both the breadth of Peter’s 
interests and the extent of his influence. Our hope is that in bringing these together in this 
volume, we pay tribute not only to the richness of Peter’s own contributions but also to the 
ongoing relevance of these areas of inquiry for understanding the history of France and the 
world.  
 
 
 
 


