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Banquets of the DEAF-MUTES, Gathered to celebrate the anniversary of the birth of the Abbé de 

l’Epée; 

Account published by the Société Centrale des Sourds-Muets de Paris (Central Society of Parisian 

deaf-mutes) 

What country does not have its persecuting and persecuted castes? Indeed, is anyone able to point 

out a Jew, Pariah, Cagot, Gypsy who has not suffered under the usurping tyranny of other men? In 

the same way, the past centuries of ignorance have seen nothing but atrocities meted out upon 

those children unfortunate enough to be without speech… even if that lack is entirely accidental? 

That exceptional class was no better treated in the glory days of Sparta or Rome. The 

Lacedaemonians sent them out to die in the desert. The people of the seven hills bound them and 

cast them into the sea. Bound to ignoble pleasure-giving in the harems of the Orient, they were 

often only deaf because of the shameful actions of their torturers.  

At the same time, following an inconsistency that is entirely natural to humanity, whilst – according 

to the Abbé de l’Epée, in some regions, it was perfectly acceptable to smother those who reached 

the age of three without speech or hearing – the peoples of Asia viewed deafness and lack of speech 

as a heavenly favour, and – as a body – respected and worshipped those who were thus touched by 

God as his representatives. 

In France, on the other hand, barely sixty years ago, these unfortunates, excluded from all 

participation in the advantages of social concourse, were condemned to vegetate in the midst of 

other men, struck as they were, in the eyes of all men, by divine punishment. They could neither 

examine the thoughts of others, nor communicate to them their ideas. Similarly, and without any 

attempt to further understand their strange position, society refused to credit them with any mind 

or emotion and humiliated them, relegated them to the lowest status that a living being could have, 

a status even lower than that of brute beasts. These unhappy subjects, ashamed and afflicted from 

their birth could not understand why God had cast them so low and so, as soon as reason dawned, 

hurried to lift themselves out of their humiliation in the eyes of others. 

I will not pursue these memories any further. Indeed, what purpose would it serve for us to list here 

the traits of ever-increasing brutishness that emerged from this isolation, particularly now as those 

very same traits are gladly, gradually fading from this new race of Pariahs? Simply trying to paint a 

picture of that time would probably lead to further confusion and such a picture would would, in any 

case, never truly live up to the horror of the reality.  

At last, with the dawn of the 18th century, one man arrived upon the earth, or rather an angel 

descended from heaven. The Abbé de l’Epée outlined his mission saying: I will erase the line that 

separates the sourds-muets from other men. Both are children of God, so I will accomplish the will 

of God by bringing them together into a single community of ideas and feelings. What will permit 

this is a universal language, a language sought for in vain for centuries by savants from all over the 

world, a language that has existed for all time and that issues from the divine breath with which it 

pleased God to animate human thoughts. 



The Abbé de l’Epée no more invented the language of signs than Christopher Columbus invented 

America. Both discovered what had been lost and forgotten for centuries. God alone creates the 

physical world, and the world of thought. 

Regenerated, therefore, could the deaf-mute simply remain cold and unfeeling towards the miracle 

that had occurred in his favour? Now that a path to the light was open, should he not hurry down it 

with all of the passion of a cave dweller who has spent his whole life quaking in the gloom? And 

should he not also thank God for this unexpected gift? Therefore, in 1834, deaf-mutes from many 

different schools, countries, professions came together determined to offer up a public tribute in 

thankfulness to the Abbé de l’Epée. Choosing from amongst themselves a committee charged with 

the care of accomplishing their intentions, this committee, presided over by Monsieur Ferdinand 

Berthier and composed of ten members, the Messieurs Lenoir, Forestier, Boclet, Payson, Mosca, 

Gouttebarge, Gire, Dereuz, Gouin and Doumic, decided in a meeting on the 15th November 1834 

that the anniversary of the birth of this venerable benefactor of society would be celebrated each 

year by a banquet to which the friends of the deaf-mutes would be admitted. 

This is an extrordinary event, a total revolution for a deaf-mute people, who signify by a salvo of 

applause the new era into which they now enter. Every year since, they have been faithful to the 

meeting; and their banquets have become more and more brilliant and more and more numerous. 

It is the history of these regular celebrations that they publish today; their Olympiad – four times 

more frequent than those of Greece and one hundred times more touching, more interesting. Their 

example will be followed by the daughter schools of the Parisian Institution; and it will spread 

abroad, for the good deeds of the Abbé de l’Epée are universal. Already, M. Richardin, a sourd-muet 

teacher at the school in Nancy has announced that there will soon be an annual banquet established 

between his brothers in that town.  

We should, at this point, express our grateful thanks to le Moniteur, le Journal des Débats, le 

National, le Temps, le Courrier Français, le Constitutionnel, le Droit, la Quotidienne etc. and all those 

papers who have, with the greatest haste, lent the support of publicity to this service of pious 

remembrance. 

The annual banquet of the sourds-muets has become the seed for their central society who, each 

month, hold meetings in a hotel in the Rue Saint-Guillaume (district of Saint-Germain) in Paris. 

There, all differences of social standing, of birth, of wealth, of learning disappear before a common 

infirmity; there, complete equality reigns; there, the only language permitted is that of signs 

(mimique). Agendas and minutes, reports, correspondence, communication, everything is read out 

in that language – one that is understood well by sourds-muets from all corners of the globe. The 

establishment of this society and its meetings should be supported by those in power and should, by 

the addition of courses of training in industry, and public courses in jurisprudence made accessible 

to sourds-muets, cannot fail to produce extraordinary results in the very near future. 

 


