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BOOK NOTIOES.

DANTON.

Danton!—to most of usa mere name that
rises in thought along with the gulillotine
and the Reign of Terror. How many of
ug have so much as heard' his full name?
Mirabeau, Marat, Robespierre, St. Just,
Camille Desmoulins, Fabre d'Eglantine—it
was between the last two that Danmton
stooc' as they faced the guillotine together
—Barere, Brissot, Delacroix, Danton—
these are names forever associated with
the five most thrilling years of the wor.d’s
history. In this brief epoch their words
and deeds followed in such swift succession
that out of the confusion the world at
large has caught only the mingled echoes
of vengeance and biood. To make any one
of these names stand out with distinctness,
to show that he hac' a definite, cousistent
policy, iy a cifficult task for the historian
anad blographer.

This is the task which Mr. A, H. Beesly
has successfully attempted in his life of
Danton, published by Longmans. The
book might better be entitled a Defense
of Five Years of Danton’s Life; for it
comnsists almost entirely in sifting evi-
cence, and in rebutting the charges that
have blackeneé Dantorn’s fame.

No name in history has been more loath-
somely revilecdl His very features have
been mace the butt of scorn. Some have
writter, of him as though he were a beast
and hardly human. *“I looked,”” wrote
Macdame Roland, ‘‘at this repulsive and
horrible face. . . I have never seen any-
thing o absolutely the incarnation of bru-
tal passion and astounding audacity.”
Madame Roland liked! handsome memn in
her salon, and Dahton cared neither for
her nor for her salon. But, in spite of
Macame's opirion, he had true affections,
as the following will show.

Arcls was Danton’s birthplace and home-
place. His father-in-law had a house at
Sevres, which Danton liked to visit. Mme.
Danton was probably on a visit to her
father at Sevres when she recelved this
brief note, which we translate freely, as
follows: *The messenger who brought
me your letter, my dear Gabrielle, is to
start at once, and I have only a moment
to tell you how glagl I was to get news
from you. Don't forget to see about send-
ing my trees to Arcis, and about getting
your father to hasten the preparation of
my room in his house at Sevres. A thou-
sand kisses to my dear little Danton.” Not
much, and yet it came out of Paris during
the Reign of Terror. The foremost man
in the midst of it all could stili be thinking
of trees! Danton loved trees, loved the
country, ioved his family, loved the quiet
fireside of home.

Here s the tragecy of his life; he
loved peace and even ease, and Yyet
fate and his hatred of oppression led
him into bloody turmoll; he loved order
and system, and yet fate and his hatred
of the old order lec! him into dire ¢isorder.
It was the effort to get some sort of peace
and order out of the confusion of the Rev-
olution, of which he himself was a large
part, that brought his neck to the gulillo-
tine, a victim of the Jjealousy, spite anad in-
sanity that filled the air.

Georges Jacques Danton was born In 1759,
Hig father was a country lawyer of mod-
erate means. The boy was cduly put to
school, and was distinguished for original-
Ity and independence. He chose law as
his profession, and in 1780, when he was
about 21 years of age, we find him in Paris,
doing clerical work in a law office. After a
few years he was ocalled to the bar, and
soon began to make headway and reputa-
tion In his profession. So he might have
continued, and in course of time might
have prospered sufficiently to return to his
country tastes and spernd a happy old age
planting trees at Arcis.

Sed' dis aliter visum—the gods would
have it otherwise. The yourg lawyer had
seen beyond the limits of the courts of
law, and had been impelled to turn his
mind to thoughts of larger problems than
lay within the routine of his profession.
All that we row reac of the rjustice, the
oppression, the degradation and the utter
neglect, suffered by the masses of the
French peasants ard workirgmer during
the reign of Louis XVI., Danton saw with
his own eyes. There are hints that even as
a schoolboy he had radical feeidngs of re-
volt against the haughty injustice that he
saw around him; arnd from his earliest
public utterances it is evident that he had
a genuine hate for the system of govern-
mer.t that fostered at or.ce all the extrava-
gances of luxury and all the dlrest priva-
tions of poverty. To see an ostertatious
noblility reveling in the pride of exorbi-
tant wealth, and the masses of the people,
half-fed, half-clothed, cunrningly robbcd
by every cevice of taxation, this so-called
government Darnton saw to be a thing of
evil, and as such he hated it. And so in
1789, as president of a poiltical club, the
young lawyer stepped upon the revolu-
tionary scene,

The cetails of his adwvancement, by
which, with his glant inteliect arnd indom-
itable will, he became within a year or two
the central figure of the drama, we reed
not pause here to relate. We shall rather
find instruction in inquirirg what were his
principles of action, and why it was that
within five years, almost to the day, from
the time of his election as president of the
Oordeliers District, that is, in April, 1789,
he bowed his head to the guiliotine in
Apnil, 1794

There are {two kevs to Danton’s charac-
ter, love of justice and love of order. Love
of justice brought him into the Revolution;
love of order brought him to the guillotine,
Let us add one other characteristic: he
was more of a practical man than a
éreamer. He was willing to move step by
step, and not to expect a political and so-
clal millennium over night.

First it must be understood that Danton
saw and detested existing conditions. In
no urcertain tones he thunderecl to the
privileged classes that they must disgorge
their unjust privileges of public plunder.
“One party in France,” he saic, ‘“‘hates all
liberty, all equality, all constitutlons, ard
deserves all .the ills which would have
crushed it as it would ilke to crush the
nation._ With'it I hoid no pariey. My one
wish™is to fight it to the ¢eath.” Further-
more he saw, by the time he came on the
scere, that the Revoiution was on its way;
and he was even ready to say that “if a
choice had to be macie between one of two
evils, the license of liberty was preferable
to a recrudescence of slavery.” At the
same time all his words and acts showed
that he regretted avoldable license, while
he saw that miany excesseés were inevita-
ble. “I w!ll say,” he said, ““and every eye-
witness of those dreacdful events will say,
too, that no human power was in condition
to dam the tide of popuiar vengeance.”

Next we must understand that, the king
being klilledl and the revolutionary party
being in power, Darton's great object was
to restore order and get a constitutional
government established on a basis of jus-
tice and equal rights ard with as few ex-
treme measures as his wild associates
would permit. In questions that were not
vital he seems always to have been toi-
erant. For instance, while he himself had
no use for priests, and said ‘‘the reign of
the priests is passed”, yet he opposed the
reduction of the salaries of the clergy, say-
ing that the peasants should rot be de-
prived of the spiritual sustenance to which
they were accustomed. In a word, he
wanted to do what good sense and the im-
mediate welfare of the people cemanded,
and no more. Inore of his great speeches
he sald, ‘“To apply precipitately philosoph-
ical principles which persorally I hold
dear would be to furn France topsy-turvy,

The people, especially the country peopie,
are rnot reacty tor them.” He was persist-
ent in urging every measgure that would
tend: to peace and enlightenment. *“The
children of the poor,” he said, “should be
educated at the expense of the state,
Next to bread ecducation is the people’'s
first necessity.” He wanted a republic
with equal laws, equal chances of educa-
tion, and equal opportunities of earniug
brecad. He wanted a general amnesty, and
the estabilshment of a normal government
that would foster trade and industry,

But here Danton stopped. He was not a
state sociallst; his ideal of justice did rot
lead him to that. He wasnotananarchist;
his love of orcer dld not permit it. So here
was his fali, and here the fall of the Revo-
lution. Many of the leaders of the Revo-
lution, while not knowing these exact
terms, were either extreme socialists or
anarchists. Others, in wildness and blind-
ress, ¢id not know what they wanted.
Few were practical and moderate enough
to adopt simple measures of order and jus-
tice,

At last Danton saw that his efforts were
in vain and that the extremists would
brush him out of their way. He protesfed
agalnst the farce trial by which he was
concemred, but he accepted the inevitable
with the bravery that became the “athlete
of the Revoiution.”” Many of his remarks
at the time of his imprisonment, trial and
execution have been preserved:

“I leave,” he sald, ‘everythirg in a
frightful welter. Not one of them has the
smallest idea of governing.”

“My life! I am weary of it. I long to be
quit of it. Our work is done; let us take
our pest.”

“My assassire will not long survive me.”

It is sald that during the few days of im-
prisonment he talked constantly of trees
and life in the country.

When he and his doomed friends were
starding on the scaffold, as the first of the
victims was being led forward by the ex-
ecutioner’s men, he tried to kiss Danton,
but was prevented. ‘‘Fools,” sald Danton,
‘you cannot hinder our heads from meet-
ing in the basket presently!’ Danton was
the last. He stood there and saw his
friends dle orne by one, saying to each, as
he passed, some word of consolation.
Narrators report that it was near sunset
of ‘“a lovely evening of a lovely Spring,”
and that ‘“‘the lilacs on the terraces of the
Tulleries were in full blossom.” Danton
was still young, not quite thirty-five.

Ninety-seven years later, in 1891, his
statue was unvelled near his boyhood home
in Arcis. “It stands there,” says his biog-
rapher, “bold and commanding as the man
was In life, with one hand raised and the
lips seeming still to speak.” Could they
speak, we fancy they would be saying to
each generation of those who profess to
love freedom, equality and brotherhood
some such words as these: Learn the les-
son that we taught from the platform of
the guiliotine. Do not separate yourselves
into hopeless factions. Do not follow after
flickering will-o’-the-wisps. Be reasonable,
Unlte, and follow where sober judgment
shows any firm foothold on the road to
justice. J. H. DILLARD.
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