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Summary
 Born in Marseilles, educated in Lyon, the printer Fleury Mesplet (1734-1794) one day decides
to flee the intolerance that reigns in France at that time and refuge in England. He meets
Benjamin Franklin, who recruits him as a Francophone printer of the American Continental
Congress, fighting against the English. He prints the Letters sent by the American
Congressmen to the inhabitants of the Province of Quebec to incite them to join against their
common enemy: the English. In order to reinforce this purpose, Franklin arrives in Montreal in
1776; Mesplet accompanies him: he shall be the instrument of the North American rebellion
against the European oppressor. But the project fails; the American patriots are decimated by
the English. However, Mesplet decides to remain in Montreal, despite a “preventive”
imprisonment of almost a month. With the aid of a few friends as enlightened as he was by
the philosophy of the Enlightenment (Valentin Jautard, Pierre du Calvet, etc.), he founds in
1778 the first journal of opinion in the country, the Gazette littéraire, and the first think tank,
the Montreal Academy - which perhaps hides a French Masonic lodge. After another hard
imprisonment of three years, Mesplet recovers his wife, his friends, his workshop, his
values and his fights; he creates in 1785, on a new basis, a second newspaper, the Montreal
Gazette, which survives him even today. Beyond the centuries, between the American War of
Independence and the French Revolution, Mesplet’s story reminds us that the struggle for
freedom of expression is still valid.
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A tradition
 Since 1776, the master printer tradition has marked

an important page in the history of intellectual
progress in Quebec. This tradition has endured due
to its legacy: along with letters, the most beautiful
gift possible: freedom of expression. The beginnings
of this tradition finds the first french speaking printerbookseller in Canada, Fleury Mesplet (1734-1794),
with direct links to the birth of freedom of expression
in Montreal.
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Fleury Mesplet
 Fleury Mesplet was born in Marseille, France on

January 10th, 1734, to Antoinette Capeau and JeanBaptiste Mesplet, a master printer from Agen, who
was himself a printer’s son. He died in Montreal on
January 24th, 1794. He married Marie-Marguerite
Piérard, in Avignon on August 17th, 1756; Marie
Mirabeau, in Lyon around 1765, and Marie-Anne
Tison, in Montreal on April 13th,1790.
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Fleury Mesplet
(1734-1794)
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A young printer
 Fleury Mesplet was trained in his father’s shop on

Mercière street in Lyon. This street was known for its
printing shops and bookstores in Lyon, and rivaled
Paris in the world of printing and bookshops in
France. He was only twenty years old when he took
over his Aunt Marguerite Capeau-Girard’s printing
shop in Avignon.

6

Mesplet’s printing press
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Family ties
 Mesplet returned to Lyon around 1760, from where

he left for London in 1772. The Mesplet’s were
linked to the bookstore keepers/printers, Aimé de La
Roche, founder of the first Lyon newspaper and
Jean Deville, the owner of an important bookstore.
Fleury Mesplet’s brother-in-law, bookshop owner
François de Los Rios, was friends with Joseph
Vasselier, a writer and Voltaire’s main Lyonnais
correspondent.
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Bloody Louisiana
 The first known book to be published under

Mesplet’s name was printed in London in 1773. It
was an historical work called La Louisiane
ensanglantée (Bloody Louisiana). It tells the story of
a knight, Jean de Champigny, who calls upon
England to help the inhabitants of Louisiana,
abandoned to the Spaniards by the government of
Louis XV. By this time, Mesplet was already an
experienced printer.
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Benjamin Franklin
 Benjamin Franklin, the internationally renowned American writer,

politician and scientist, wished to convince Montrealers that their
future rested with the American Revolution and that Quebec
should become the 14th colony of the United States of America.
To do this, he needed a printing press. He met Mesplet in
London, where the latter had a printing shop in Covent Garden.
After a year in Great Britain, Mesplet decided to move to
Philadelphia where he became the American Congress’ French
language printer in 1774.
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Benjamin
Franklin
(1706-1790)

12

Franklin in Montreal
 At the start of the American Revolution, Quebec had not allied with

the thirteen colonies and had not renounced its allegiance to the
Crown. Montreal was invaded by the American army, which then
conquered Quebec. The military occupation was not enough to
convince Montrealers to join the Revolution. They had to be
persuaded. To this end, in the Spring of 1776, Congress sent
Benjamin Franklin to Montreal endowed with special powers for
initiating the democratic process in the province of Quebec, which at
that time was the only British colony under a feudal system. Franklin
stayed in the Château Ramezay on Notre-Dame street in Montreal.
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Franklin arrives in Montreal
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The power of the press
 As an experienced printer himself, Benjamin

Franklin understood the power of the written word.
Since Montreal did not have either a printer or a
press, both needed to be brought in. Prior to leaving
for Montreal, Franklin had sat on a Congress
committee specially convened for the purpose of
choosing a printer for this mission. As a bilingual
printer having worked in three countries, Mesplet
was more experienced than any other.
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The power of the
press:
“I accuse…!”
(« J’accuse…! »)
by Émile Zola
(January 13, 1898)
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Mesplet, printer to Congress
 As the printer to Congress, Mesplet had already

printed three letters to inhabitants of Quebec in an
attempt to incite them to join the liberation
movement away from British rule. He had skills that
were deemed exceptional.
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Letter addressed to the inhabitants of the
Province of Quebec (1774)
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Mesplet arrives in Montreal
 Mesplet followed Franklin to Montreal, slowed by his

cumbersome equipment. For this reason, he arrived just as
Franklin was preparing to leave the city. The Americans’ situation
was worsening and they had to retreat. Mesplet could not follow,
constrained by his equipment and materials. He could not even
ship the materials, having only in his possession American
money issued by Congress, which was not accepted anywhere
in Montreal.
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The British in Montreal

 The British reached the entrance to Montreal.

Benjamin Franklin fled the city with the retreating
American troops; only Mesplet stayed. As the British
troops recaptured the territory, they forced the
American militia outside of the Canadian borders.
Having stayed behind, Mesplet and his workers
were immediately accused of trading with the enemy
and were imprisoned for 26 days. Welcome in
Montréal!
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Montreal, a Medieval city
 In 1776, Montreal conjured images of the Middle Ages. To visitors, it

recalled Old Europe with its narrow streets, its long stone walls, its
church bell towers and steeples, each having little to do with America.
On the edge of a continent whose immensity surpassed the
imagination, by the shores of the St. Lawrence, the colonists built a
city by that recalled those they had known in their past: a city with
homes built tightly together, where each parcel of land was carefully
measured and structures were built to last. The city’s grey and
sombre appearance was accentuated by the heavy iron shutters over
dwelling windows, used as protection against the ravages of fire.
During the day they were opened to admit light.
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Montreal, a border city
 Montreal was at that time a border city on the edge

of the new world. At its doorstep to the Northwest,
the West and the Southwest was the immense
unknown that attracted explorers. It was a rich
country and Montreal served as a fur trading post.
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Richelieu Valley,
Montreal, Three
Rivers,
by Louis Brion de
la Tour, 1777.
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The port
 Communications with the Old Country were rare and

often delayed. The ships that were able to navigate
their way up to Montreal through the narrow, winding
and shallow St. Lawrence river were few and far
between. Those which succeeded only stayed a
short time before winter besieged the city.
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Capital street
 Upon arriving in Montreal in 1776, Mesplet set up his printing presses

inside the walls, on the North side of Capital street, at the Southwest
corner of the Chagouamigon alley. Still today, Capital street, only a
shade larger than an alleyway, goes from West to East between St.
Sulpice and St. François-Xavier streets, and parallel to the South of
St. Paul street. It was the most central location possible. As it is
sometimes believed, the street name does not have reference to the
“street of the Capital,” that is “Quebec street” the Capital, but rather
“Capitale street” describes the “Main street.”
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Map of Old Montreal
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Place Royale
 The city was teeming with activity. A few steps away was
Place Royale, the main gathering place, where the market
was located. It was a place for selling goods, meeting
people and sharing the latest news. The battlements ran
along the South side of the market and a door gave access
to the shoreline. There was no wharf and the ships had to
drop anchor near the muddy river shore. Goods were
loaded and unloaded on catwalks.
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Furs
 After the market, the shoreline was the most active

part of the city. Every year, commercial fairs were
set up for the fur trade. Native Americans would
travel from the Great Lakes and beyond with canoes
loaded with furs and camp along the shoreline.
Traders would set up their stands to trade all sorts of
goods for furs, from blankets, to earrings, to teapots,
to cosmetics.
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The Public Market
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Rum

 Rum was an important item

within the fur trade. Natives
would at times consume it to their
heart’s content. A trader
recounted: “They drink rum
straight from the barrel and
swallow it at once until the barrel
is empty. Then sets in a
temporary state of dementia.”
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The fortifications
 In 1776, Montrealers were undoubtedly comforted

by the presence of fortifications around the city. At
night the city’s doors were closed and the natives
were kept outside the walls. Otherwise, as
mentioned by a citizen of that time, the residents
“would be very worried.”
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Montreal’s fortifications (1760)
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Mesplet freed after 26 days
 After 26 days, the authorities felt Mesplet’s services

could be of use in a city without a printer. He seemed
harmless, so they released him. Mesplet abandoned the
thought of leaving Montreal. Still relatively young in his
early forties, he still had several years ahead of him. He
opened his printing shop and started printing religious
works for the Sulpicians, Jesuits and Recollets, as well
as for the Archbishop of Quebec.
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A printing shop, 16th to 18th Century
Tabular printing

Two-sided printing
with frisket, after 1600
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1777, 1783
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Freedom? Never heard of it!
Mgr Jean-Olivier Briand (1715-1794),
Archbishop of Québec (1766-1784)

Mgr Étienne Montgolfier (1712-1791), Lord of
Montreal and Head of the Sulpician Order
(1759-1791)
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Mgr Étienne Montgolfier (1712-1791), Lord of Montreal and Head of the
Sulpician order, was the uncle of the Montgolfier brothers Joseph-Michel
(1740-1810) and Jacques-Étienne Montgolfier (1745-1790), inventors of
the montgolfière (1783).
Annonay (France), June 4th, 1783
The Montgolfier brothers
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A busy printer
 Between 1776 and 1794, Mesplet printed

96 books and brochures. It was a record:
printer William Brown of Quebec
produced only 47 works between 1764
and 1789. It must be added that Mesplet
published (similarly to Franklin) the first
French language almanach in America.
He also produced the first illustrated book
in Canada. He not only printed French
and English works, but also works in
Latin and Iroquois, as well as the first
literary journal (1778-1779) and the first
newspaper (1785-1794).
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A newspaper
 After two years of general printing, he had greater

ambitions and decided to launch a newspaper in
addition to his printing activities. This was a
relatively simple task since he already had all the
necessary equipment.
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The Commerce and Literary Gazette La Gazette du commerce et litttéraire

On June 3rd, 1778, he
launched the The
Commerce and Literary
Gazette, which later
became the Literary
Gazette, the first solely
French language
newspaper.
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Word of mouth
 It was not surprising that Montreal did not yet have a

newspaper in 1778. In a small community where
each piece of news would travel like wildfire, there
was little use for a written press. In fact, 95% of the
population was illiterate.
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Publishing what is not already known
 The editor’s challenge was to find information to publish that was not

already known by the public. Very conscious of this challenge,
Mesplet wrote the following in his paper using the vernacular of the
period: “I had expected to fill the public advertising and commerce
sections with trade-related items. However, material for both sections
is insufficient at the present time. There is little advertising since the
paper is not yet known and you are also as familiar as I, dear Sirs, of
the present situation surrounding commerce. Consequently, I believe
that there is little reproach that I should receive for these two
sections.”
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An uncertain venture
 It was clear that Mesplet was living in a city that was

bustling and picturesque. But this environment alone
did not address his problem as a newspaper editor.
Montreal was still really too small to support a
profitable newspaper. Editing a newspaper under
these conditions was filled with uncertainty and was
equivalent to placing a risky bet.
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Language
 Despite everything, there was one aspect that did

not cause any problems, that of language. In 1778,
Montreal was unilingual French. The English
population was made up of a small group of
businessmen who, irrespective of their origins, lived
in total immersion. They all spoke French.
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Repulsion
 Expressed by a visitor from Ireland: “The majority of

residents of Montreal are undoubtedly of French
origin. These French people have a total repulsion
to the idea of learning English, and it is rare to find
anyone able to properly speak it. The English, for
the most part, are able to speak French without
difficulty.”
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A small run
 In the beginning, the newspaper’s output was to be minimal: 300

copies per run. With a population of only 7 000 inhabitants, 95%
of whom were illiterate, subscribers would have been few in
number. The newspaper was made up of four pages in-quarto
format, and the size of an ordinary book. Since most of the
published news was already known and the newspaper was
printed only once a week, no one would hurry to purchase the
paper. Single newspaper purchases were rare. Mesplet relied on
annual subscriptions to maintain the newspaper.
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The peso
 His subscription fee: “Two and a half dollars a year

in Spanish currency.” Canada did not have its own
currency and all different types of money were in
circulation. Spanish currency however, was the most
prevalent, the famous peso described in the legends
of the Corsairs.
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A monopoly
 Fleury Mesplet could not earn his livelihood with the

newspaper alone. He primary earnings came from
his general printing work. He had a monopoly in
Montreal and his press was the only one in the City.
He therefore did not have to worry about any
competition.
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Enlightenment and Revolution
 Mesplet was mainly an entrepreneur, however, he

left none in doubt of his support of the values which
characterized the Age of Enlightenment. Since the
American Revolution was not yet over and because
of his previous associations, he was still thought to
have revolutionary sentiments.
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The American Revolution
1775: The American
Congress invites the
inhabitants of
Canada to join the
American colonies to
obtain their
independence from
the British Empire.
This marks the start
to the American
Revolution.
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Valentin Jautard
 Furthermore, he hired Valentin Jautard (1736-1787),

a lawyer-notary, as an editorialist. He was the first
French-speaking journalist and literary critic in the
country.
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Jautard and Voltaire
 Jautard was well versed in Voltaire’s writings. In the

pure Voltairian tradition, he perhaps overly ridiculed the
established power structure presided over by the
Church and the State. His revolutionary tendencies
were not in doubt. On the arrival of the Americans in
Montreal in the fall of 1775, he drafted a flattering
welcome letter in which he included a list of
sympathisers with their signatures.
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Voltaire (1694-1778)

Bust of Voltaire by Houdon
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A literary journal
 Since Mesplet was publishing little news and only a

few advertisements, Jautard as an editorialist had
ample space to communicate his ideas. It seems
that Mesplet’s goal was to position his paper as a
literary journal and vehicle for current events.
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Kill the vile wretch!

 However, it was not very prudent
during wartime to publish a literary
journal in the Voltaire style.
Following his attacks on the
Church, Valentin Jautard took on
judges and the courts.

Judge René-Ovide Hertel de Rouville
(1720-1792), a powerful individual who was
targeted by Jautard’s attacks.
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The Academy of Montreal
 In the fall of 1778, when the Literary Gazette was

still a fledgling newspaper, the news of Voltaire’s
death the preceding spring (May 30th, 1778),
inspired the printer and journalist to form the
Academy of Montreal. This was the first think tank
created in America in Voltaire’s honor.
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A subversive newspaper
 It was far too much. Governor General Frederick

Haldimand, a British soldier of Swiss origin, received
an avalanche of protests. These protests came
primarily from Montreal’s religious powers-that-be,
who argued that the newspaper was nothing but a
revolutionary and subversive propaganda tool. They
were also spreading the most malicious gossip
regarding the Academy.
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Frederick Haldimand (1718-1791),
Governor General of the Province of Quebec
(1777-1784)
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Jailed again in June 1779
 A sanction was in order. At the request of the Head of the
Sulpician Order and Lord of Montreal, Étienne Montgolfier,
and of his confidant, Judge René-Ovide Hertel de Rouville,
the Governor closed the newspaper on June 2nd, 1779 –
only one day before its first anniversary – and imprisoned
Mesplet and Jautard, as well as 500 other individuals
suspected – but never officially accused – of having
revolutionary thoughts, for over three years. No trial was
ever allowed.
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Marie Mirabeau-Mesplet
 As for Marie Mirabeau-Mesplet (Mesplet’s 2nd wife),

she became the first woman to run a printing shop,
which she did during the imprisonment of her
husband between 1778 and 1783.
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Mesplet freed in 1782
 Since the Revolution was coming to an end, it

became less important to detain prisoners. Freed
shortly before Jautard, Mesplet managed to return to
Montreal in September 1782. He decided to focus
on his printing activities and to put aside the idea of
producing a newspaper. However, after three years,
he felt that enough time had passed for his
digressions to be forgotten.
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The Montreal Gazette
 On August 25th, 1785, six years after his arrest, he relaunched the Literary Gazette which had previously suffered
a premature death. This time he called it The Montreal
Gazette – La Gazette de Montréal, a bilingual (FrenchEnglish) information periodical which he managed until his
death, and which still exists today.

64

A wider market
 Mesplet was now more cautious; he excluded any

controversial subjects and targeted a larger
audience. The paper was bilingual and everything
was written in both languages. He wanted to reach a
wider market by offering subscriptions well outside
the boundaries of Montreal.
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The end of Jautard
 In this new, revived Gazette, Mesplet seemed to

have become its editor. Physically and morally
broken by his incarceration, Valentin Jautard
assisted Mesplet for just a short time, but only as a
translator. Jautard no longer depended financially on
Mesplet as in 1783, he married a wealthy, older
widow who took him in out of pity. He died four years
later.
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A well received newspaper
 The newspaper was well received by the population

on both shores of the St. Lawrence river, all the way
to Quebec. Almost all the province’s important
citizens were subscribers.
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Indebted
 During his career in America, Mesplet was able to count on a

generous financial supporter in Charles Berger, a fellow
countryman he met in Philadelphia in 1774. Despite his business
acumen and tenacity, Mesplet was heavily in debt because of his
period of imprisonment. He appealed to the American Congress
for reimbursement for his role as official printer of the united
colonies in the province. He only received a pittance. Congress
did not feel obliged to compensate the printer who deserted the
Revolution for the Crown.
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Ruined
 His belongings were sold at auction in 1785. However,

he was never imprisoned for financial debts and
business customers never cancelled their advertising
support. In January 1794, his current liabilities were
6,087.13 pounds and his overall debts reached
21,279.14 pounds (including 7,200 pounds owed to his
partner Berger). Fleury Mesplet passed away on
January 22nd, 1794 at the age of sixty.
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Marie-Anne Tison-Mesplet
 His 3rd wife endeavoured to continue her husband’s

work. Marie-Anne Tison-Mesplet therefore became
the first female newpaper editor in Canada.
Following the death of her husband, she published
six editions of The Montreal Gazette. The last
edition appeared on February 13th, 1794.
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The Montreal Gazette revived
 The newspaper reappeared only a year and a half later when it

was purchased by the postmaster Edward Edwards and the
printer Louis Roy. On July 16th, 1795, Edward Edwards made a
public announcement: “The undersigned, having purchased the
printing shop belonging to the late M. Mesplet, intends to
immediately revive the Montreal Gazette which was formally
under his publication.” The first edition of the new Gazette
appeared on August 3rd, 1795.
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A beautiful legacy
 Although

his burial place has long since
disappeared, Mesplet left an enduring legacy. He
was one of the first editors in Canada. Even if his
newspaper was not the country’s first, preceded by
the The Halifax Gazette in 1752 and the The
Quebec Gazette in 1764, it was the first in Montreal,
and Mesplet introduced printing to the city.
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Older newspapers

73

Forever remembered
 Benjamin Franklin once said: “If you want to be

remembered forever, either do things worth writing
or write things worth reading.” Fleury Mesplet has
not been forgotten. What he accomplished is
noteworthy, even two hundred years after his death.
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The Printer of Freedoms
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The spread of the Enlightenment
 As well as being the first literary periodical in

Canada, The Literary Gazette was the first to
systematically diffuse Enlightenment ideals, in
particular concepts of freedom of thought and
expression. The Montreal Gazette took on this role,
but widened its content with information.
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Human Rights
 Mesplet’s second newspaper undertook campaigns of reform,

targeting, among other causes, the seignorial system and education.
It supplied ample information and commentaries on the French
Revolution, the Declaration of Human Rights (Déclaration des droits
de l’homme) and the birth of the Republic. In August 1793, the
publication of a long philosophical commentary against superstitions
and tyranny resulted in the boycott of The Montreal Gazette by the
Royal Mail. With a limited circulation, the paper continued to publish
information that was sympathetic to the French Revolution despite the
state of war between France and England, and kept doing so until
Mesplet’s final printing on January 16th, 1794.
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The French Revolution (1789-1799)
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Freedom of thought
 Freedom of thought was born in Montreal in 1776 when Fleury

Mesplet set up his presses. From birth, it suffered from repeated
suppression attempts by the Church and the State, without
completely succumbing. In the 18th century, it was common
practice for the powers-that-be to attempt to muzzle the press
when the latter did not serve its purposes. The same situation
could be seen in France and elsewhere in Europe in general.
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In France, under the Old Regime
 Freedom of the press did not exist under the old regime: printing distributors,

bookstores and printing shops were placed under the dual control of the
Press Bureau (Bureau de la librairie) and the Church. This system, which
was already difficult to implement, was shaken by the closing of the State
Council (Conseil d’État) on July 5th, 1788: the King invited his subjects to
convey their thoughts on the format that should be taken for the EstatesGeneral (États Général) summoned for 1789. As early as April and May
1789, the first non-authorized papers (those of Mirabeau, Brissot and
Barrère) dared to appear. The administration attempted unsuccessfully to
prevent their publication. The appearance of a slew of pamphlets and
periodicals soon stifled any remaining form of royal or religious censorship.
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In France: Freedom legitimized
 After July 14th, 1789, the authorities proclaimed the

legimitacy of the the freedom of the press, while at
the same time repressing slanderous writings and
making mandatory the names of printers, authors
and editors.
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In France: The end of Prior Censorship
 Article 11 of the Declaration of Human and Civic Rights

(Déclaration des droits de l’homme et du citoyen) from August
26, 1789 confirmed the end of prior censorship: “Free
expression of thoughts and opinions is one of the most precious
rights of man; any citizen can therefore freely speak, write, or
print; except for abuse of this freedom as outlined by law.” This
regime of freedom remained the rule of law during the whole
revolutionary period; restrictions were always considered on an
individual basis.
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The Declaration
of Human and
Civic Rights
(La Déclaration
des droits de
l’homme et du
citoyen) (1789)
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In France: Censorship revived
 Censorship

reappeared however amid debates
surrounding the notion of “abuse” of freedoms, these
having become licentious and affecting proper manners
and privacy. To define the limits between freedoms and
rights and to remove all penal aspects pertaining to
press offenses, on January 20th, 1790, Sieyès proposed
the creation of a jury composed of journalists and
lawyers to arbitrate litigations. This system failed.
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Abbot EmmanuelJoseph Sieyès
(1748-1836)
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In France: Political censorship
 Censorship took a political form in 1790: royalist newspapers were burned at

the Royal palace and Marat was arrested by the Paris municipal government
on January 29th, 1790. The Cordeliers Club, a populist Club during the
French Revolution, denounced any counter-revolutionary writings. The
Society of the Friends of the Truth, also known as the Social Club (le Journal
du Cercle social) published “reader’s letters” which highlighted writings that
were against the Revolution. Roland, Minister of the Interior, created the
“The Bureau of Public Spirit” to oversee the press and spread “good
writings” in the Provinces. Finally, the network of Jacobin Clubs represented
a powerful propaganda vehicle for revolutionary ideals, as well as an
effective tool against “aristocratic” publications.
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In France: Imposed censorship
 After the King’s escape and the birth of the republican system,

judicial measures were ordered to prohibit newspapers: the
Journal of the Cordeliers Club, the Mouth of Iron and the
Republican were condemned and the authors pursued.
Following the fall of the King on August 10th, 1792, royalist
periodicals were banned and their authors victims of the first
Terror period: Suleau was massacred and Du Rozoi was
executed. No prohibition measures were put to vote with the
Girondin Constitutional Project and the French Constitution of
1793, reaffirming the principle of complete freedom of the press.
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In France: A return to a moderate press
 Yet, it did not escape revolutionary legislation. As early as December 4th, 1792,

anyone proposing to reinstate the monarchy was put to death. On December 16th,
1792, the same fate applied to anyone calling into question the unity of the Republic,
as well as on March 18th, 1793, to anyone proposing “agrarian law” and on March
29th, 1793, to anyone accused of incitement towards murder and violation of
property. After the fall of the Girondins, incitement towards “federalism” became
illegal. The Law of Suspects of September 17th, 1793 was decreed by the
Committee of Public Safety, marking a significant weakening of individual freedoms.
The law ordered the arrest of all avowed and suspected enemies of the
Revolution. Finally, the decree of 14 Frimaire year II (December 5th, 1793), which
organized the revolutionary government, prohibited all publications critical of the
concentration of powers in the hands of the Committee of Public Safety. 9 Thermidor
year II saw the return of the royalist and more moderate press, however the
proposal to reestablish the Monarchy remained forbidden after Fructidor 1st year III
(May 1st, 1795).
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In France: The press muzzled
 The Constitution of Year III solemnly reaffirmed the principle of limited

freedom of the press. However, the Directory nevertheless resorted to
restrictive measures, most often against the royalist press. Following
the coup d’État of 18 Fructidor year V (September 4th, 1797), 31
royalist newspapers were prohibited, 51 writers deported and the
press placed under police control for one year. The Directory also
attempted to limit the indirect distribution of newspapers by:
increasing postage rates, creating a monopoly on mail delivery and
imposing stamp duties on periodicals.
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In France: The Return of Prior Censorship
 It was the Consulate (i.e. French Government) which radically

modified the official doctrine concerning censorship: after a few
months of relative freedom, Bonaparte ordered the return of prior
censorship. The Act of 27 nivôse year VIII (January 17th, 1800)
promulgated a list of 13 authorized newspapers, all others being
proscribed. This meant the relinquishing of freedom as a legislated
general principle and ensured absolute State control of the press. The
spread of different types of newspapers ceased immediately, thus
ending one of the most original characteristics of political life since
1789. Freedom of the press had lived its first life.
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Here and elsewhere,
the printer’s guillotine
 It is with a certain level of wryness that printers

still call their paper cutting machines the
“guillotine.” They have known for a long time
that the guillotine can cut off the head that
thinks as well as the paper or the thoughts that
are printed on the paper.
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« I remember »
 In Quebec, freedom of speech and of the press have been

suspended on several occasions, illustrated by all the special laws
that have been implemented in the last two hundred years to muzzle
the expression of ideas. Actions by the Ultramontanes to impose their
religious and political ideologies cannot be forgotten. The opening of
the first public schools was not without battles, along with the
attempts by l’Institut canadien to awaken the thinking process, an
effort that eventually brought it into conflict with the Church. The
Guibord Case is also of note, becoming a point of great political and
religious controversy when the Church refused to allow the
printer/typographer’s body burial in a Catholic cemetery because he
was a member of the Institut.
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Disinformation
 How many times have we heard in the 20th century that

one event or another was hidden from the public, that
news of an error committed by a politician was
suppressed or that readers or residents of one region or
another were intentionally deceived? These types of
examples are numerous. Behind each of these stories
lies an attempt to quash freedom of expression.
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The media monopoly
 Today, freedom of thought is challenged by media monopolies: under

specific guidelines, a multitude of newspapers and magazines
promulgate the same news and points of view throughout the country.
News items are often abridged and intentionally biased, with
contempt for the basic honesty owed to the reader’s intelligence. It
often happens that articles written by journalists are censored or reworked in order to convey a message unintended by the author.
Whereas the most noble task of a writer is to enrich the reader, media
is fixated on stupefying the reader with insignificant news or with
promoting specific ideologies.
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Freedom of the press, an absolute right
 For several decades now, multinationals have replaced governments

in establishing limits to the various forms of freedoms. Does this
changing of the guard warrant reliving the horrors that the press once
knew in its previous life? What if governments, for once, with the
charter of human rights and freedoms in hand, intervened on the side
of freedom instead of individuals or lobby groups, be they billionaires
or not, what would then happen? It’s likely that all would protest since
the freedom of the press should not be an exclusive purview, be it the
government’s, a multinational’s or anyone else’s: it concerns
everyone as a fundamental right.
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Education of the public
 This is why I believe that the best guarantee of freedom of
expression remains the education of the public. The public
must be made aware of disinformation manœuvres. If we
have an obligation as individuals, it is to warn our children,
our neighbors and friends against the dangers of too great a
gullibility and naiveté, which only serves the needs of those
who see the media and the press as tools to serve their own
causes.
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Thank you!
 I wish to thank the Beaurepaire-

Beaconsfield Historical Society
for having allowed me to express
myself freely today.

Jacques G. Ruelland
jacquesg@ruelland.ca
www.ruelland.ca
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The speaker
 Born in Spa (Belgium) in 1948, Jacques G. Ruelland immigrated to Canada in 1969, holding
a printer technician diploma from Liège (Belgium). He holds presently a BA and an MA in
philosophy of science, a second MA in history, a third one in museology and a Ph.D. in
history of science. He taught philosophy at the Collège Édouard-Montpetit (Longueuil) for 31
years, and he currently teaches history as an associate professor in the History Department
of the University of Montreal. He also works currently as a museologist for museums: le
Musée des Maîtres et Artisans du Québec (Saint-Laurent), and the Museums (a set of five
museums) of Mont-Saint-Hilaire. He signed some fifty books published in Canada, the United
States, Europe, and Asia, and translated into various languages. He chaired la Société de
philosophie de Montréal and la Société des écrivains canadiens; he was secretary of la
Société historique de Montréal and la Société de philosophie du Québec. He won several
awards for his works, including twice the Percy-W.-Foy Prize awarded by la Société
historique de Montréal in 1987 and 1988, as well as the Special French Prize and a Special
Mention at the awards ceremony of the Minister of Education of Quebec in 1995. In 1999, Dr.
Ruelland was awarded the Gold Medal of Cultural Enlightenment in French Literature by La
Renaissance française (a French association sponsored by the Government of France) for
the multicultural character of his work, and was knighted in the Order of Academic Palms in
2003 by the Government of France for the quality of his teaching and writings.
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