
History of Guillotine in the French Revolution 

The idea of capital punishment is a much debated issue even more so in our times 
than it was at the time of the French revolution and the years preceding that. The 

idea behind capital punishment which was purposely carried out in public was to 
deter the onlookers from committing such felonies that would lead them to this 

horrific fate. Although there is nothing wrong with punishing a criminal for his 
crime, the severity of the crime should determine the nature of the punishment. In 

this way a person who has committed a serious felony was to be executed publicly 
so that others would take heed and this would become a means of establishing a 
just state. During the French revolution however all sorts of people went under the 

Guillotine, from petty thieves to all those who stood in opposition of the revolution, 
and of course its most famous victim; the Catholic king of France Louis XVI.  

French Guillotine Inventor 

Although the guillotine is seen as a sign of tyranny and cruelty it was actually a 

device invented to make the punishment of beheading more humane and less 
painful for those subjected to it. Poor Dr Joseph Guillotine is seen as the evil 
initiator of this method of execution whereas in reality he was a kind man who 

wanted to make it easier on the ones who were going to be executed. The guillotine 
was a rather fast method by which people could be beheaded. Victims were placed 

with their face down between two vertically suspended beams with a huge angled 
blade of over 40 kilos that was dropped from above at a height of around 2.3 m. 

The whole process of getting the prisoner up the few steps with his hands tied 
behind his back and then dropping the blade upon him took less than two minutes 
in total. The blade however took even less then a second to chop off the victims 

head and send it rolling in the basket that was kept underneath.   

Guillotine, Violence & the French Revolution 

This graphic description may seem gruesome to most of us now but we must 
understand the true nature of events behind the use of the guillotine. This is not to 

say that everyone who was subject to the guillotine was rightly charged; rather 
what we should aim to understand is why this mode of execution was adopted by 
the French. At the time of the revolution the frequency of executions increased 

drastically. Before the use of the guillotine prisoners were beheaded with the use of 
a sword. This required the services of a skilled executioner who could work the 

sword with accuracy and cause the head to be separated from the body in a single 
swing. With the sheer number of people being subject to execution overwhelming 

the number of skilled executioners a new and faster method for execution was the 
need of the time. Hence the idea of using a device that would not only be more 
efficient in terms of being able to execute the many people that were sentenced to 

death, but also to make execution more humane was initiated by Dr Joseph 
guillotine. In the course of the events that were to follow about 40,000 people were 

to go under the blade of the guillotine.  



Guillotine 

Sensing the growing discontent, Louis XVI banned the use of the breaking wheel. In 1791, as the French 
Revolution progressed, the National Assembly sought a new method to be used on all condemned 
people regardless of class. Their concerns contributed to the idea that capital punishment's purpose was 
the ending of life instead of the infliction of pain. 

A committee was formed under Antoine Louis, physician to the King and Secretary to the Academy of 
Surgery.  Joseph-Ignace Guillotin, a professor of anatomy at the facility of medicine in Paris, was also on 
the committee. The group was influenced by the Italian Mannaia (or Mannaja), the Scottish Maiden, and 
the Halifax Gibbet. While these prior instruments usually crushed the neck or used blunt force to take 
off a head, their device used a crescent blade and a lunette (a hinged two part yoke to immobilize the 
victim's neck). 

Laquiante, an officer of the Strasbourg criminal court, made a design for a beheading machine and 
employed Tobias Schmidt, a German engineer and harpsichord maker, to construct a prototype.  
Antoine Louis is also credited with the design of the prototype. An apocryphal story claims that King 
Louis XVI (an amateur locksmith) recommended a triangular blade with a beveled edge be used instead 
of a crescent blade, but it was Schmidt who suggested placing the blade at an oblique 45-degree angle 
and changing it from the curved blade. The first execution-by-guillotine was performed on highwayman 
Nicolas Jacques Pelletier on April 25, 1792.  

The basis for the machine's success was the belief that it was a humane form of execution, contrasting 
with the methods used in pre-revolutionary, Ancien Régime France. In France, before the guillotine, 
members of the nobility were beheaded with a sword or axe, while commoners were usually hanged, a 
form of death that could take minutes or longer. Other more gruesome methods of executions were 
also used, such as the wheel, burning at the stake, etc. In the case of decapitation, it also sometimes 
took repeated blows to sever the head completely, and it was also very likely for the condemned to 
slowly bleed to death from their wounds before the head could be severed. The condemned or the 
family of the condemned would sometimes pay the executioner to ensure that the blade was sharp in 
order to provide for a quick and relatively painless death. 

The guillotine was thus perceived to deliver an immediate death without risk of suffocation. 
Furthermore, having only one method of execution was seen as an expression of equality among 
citizens. The guillotine was then the only legal execution method in France until the abolition of the 
death penalty in 1981, apart from certain crimes against the security of the state, which entailed 
execution by firing squad  

Reign of Terror 

The period from June 1793 to July 1794 in France is known as the Reign of Terror or simply "the Terror". 
The upheaval following the overthrow of the monarchy, invasion by foreign monarchist powers and the 
Revolt in the Vendée combined to throw the nation into chaos and the government into frenzied 
paranoia. Most of the democratic reforms of the revolution were suspended and large-scale executions 
by guillotine began. The first political prisoner to be executed was Collenot d'Angremont of the National 
Guard, followed soon after by the King's trusted collaborator in his ill-fated attempt to moderate the 
Revolution, Arnaud de Laporte, both in 1792. Former King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette were 
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executed in 1793. Maximilien Robespierre became one of the most powerful men in the government, 
and the figure most associated with the Terror. The Revolutionary Tribunal sentenced thousands to the 
guillotine. Nobility and commoners, intellectuals, politicians and prostitutes, all were liable to be 
executed on little or no grounds; suspicion of "crimes against liberty" was enough to earn one an 
appointment with "Madame Guillotine" (also referred to as "The National Razor"). Estimates of the 
death toll range between 15,000 and 40,000. 

Public guillotining in Lons-le-Saunier, 1897. Picture taken on 20 April 1897, in front of the jailhouse of 
Lons-le-Saunier, Jura. The man who was going to be beheaded was Pierre Vaillat, who killed two elder 
siblings on Christmas Day, 1896, in order to rob them and was condemned for his crimes on 9 March 
1897. 

At this time, Paris executions were carried out in the Place de la Revolution (former Place Louis XV and 
current Place de la Concorde) (near the Louvre); the guillotine stood in the corner near the Hôtel Crillon 
where the statue of Brest can be found today. 

For a time, executions by guillotine were a popular entertainment that attracted great crowds of 
spectators. Vendors would sell programs listing the names of those scheduled to die. People would 
come day after day and vie for the best seats; knitting female citizens (tricoteuses) formed a cadre of 
hardcore regulars, inciting the crowd as a kind of anachronistic cheerleaders. Parents would bring their 
children. By the end of the Terror the crowds had thinned drastically. Excessive repetition had stalled 
even this most grisly of entertainments, and audiences grew bored. 

Eventually, the National Convention had enough of the Terror, partially fearing for their own lives, and 
turned against Maximilien Robespierre. In July 1794 he was arrested and executed in the same fashion 
as those whom he had condemned. This arguably ended the Terror, as the French expressed their 
discontent with Robespierre's policy by guillotining him.  

Guillotine retired 

The last public guillotining was of Eugen Weidmann, who was convicted of six murders. He was 
beheaded on 17 June 1939, outside the prison Saint-Pierre rue Georges Clémenceau 5 at Versailles, 
which is now the Palais de Justice. The allegedly scandalous behaviour of some of the onlookers on this 
occasion, and an incorrect assembly of the apparatus, as well as the fact it was secretly filmed, caused 
the authorities to decide that executions in the future were to take place in the prison courtyard. Jules-
Henri Desfourneaux, the presiding "number one" executioner at this time was variously reported as 
slow, possibly drunk, and indecisive, certainly a far cry from his well-regarded immediate predecessor 
Anatole Deibler. He was also prone to arguing with his cousin and "number two" André Obrecht which 
led to the latter's resignation on two separate occasions, the last involving a fistfight between the pair 
after an execution.  

The guillotine remained the official method of execution in France until France abolished the death 
penalty in 1981. The last guillotining in France was that of torture-murderer Hamida Djandoubi on 10 
September 1977. 
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The Guillotine 

Although the guillotine's fame dates from its extensive use during the 
Reign of Terror of the French Revolution, the first guillotine-like 
instrument was used as early as 1307. It may have been used earlier but 
the first solid evidence is its use in Ireland in 1307. It was not used much 
until it became the official instrument of execution for the French 
revolution. It was named for Dr. Louis Guillotin, who proposed that such a 
machine be used for official executions. It was actually constructed by 
others, though his name was forever associated with the machine.   

It was adopted because it was an egalitarian and humanitarian form of 
capital punishment. Previously the form of execution depended in part on 
a person's class. A noble might merit a quick blow from the headsman's axe (the 
custom was to offer a tip to the executioner to ensure a swift death), but if you were a 
commoner, you might suffer the torture of a drawing and quartering or some equally 
painful death.  

The official executioner of the French Revolution, Charles-Louis Sanson, said on April 
25, 1792: 

Today the machine invented for the purpose of decapitating criminals sentenced to 
death will be put to work for the first time. Relative to the methods of execution practised 
heretofore, this machine has several advantages. It is less repugnant: no man's hands 
will be tainted with the blood of his fellow being, and the worst of the ordeal for the 
condemned man will be his own fear of death, a fear more painful to him than the stroke 
which deprives him of life. 

Some have speculated that these very virtues made it easier and more efficient to use it 
as an instrument to kill in large numbers. Would Maximilien Robespierre and his 
followers have been so quick to remove those citizens who failed to measure up in 
order to create his perfect "republic of virtue" if it were not so efficient and humane? It 
certainly would have been more difficult. 

In spite of its efficiency, an execution by guillotine was still a sickening spectacle. When 
the head was severed, blood poured from the body as the heart continued to pump. 
When it was used frequently (as it was during the revolution), the stench from the place 
of execution was horrible. There is also some evidence to suggest that the head 
retained some life for a moment after the head was severed and so the death might not 
be as quick as has been supposed. 

Although the guillotine is most closely associated with the French, the Nazis guillotined 
more people than were killed during the French Revolution. Hitler considered it a 
demeaning form of punishment and used it for political executions. 20,000 had a date 
with Madame la Guillotine in 1942 and 1943. The last use of the guillotine was in 1977. 
Capital punishment has been abolished in France. 
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Louis XVI, King of France, was the son of Louis, dauphin of France, the son of Louis XV, and 

of Marie Joseph of Saxony, and was born at Versailles on the 23rd of August 1754, being 

baptized as Louis Augustus. His father's death in 1765 made him heir to the throne, and in 1770 

he was married to Marie Antoinette, daughter of the empress Maria Theresa. He was just twenty 

years old when the death of Louis XV on the 10th of May 1774 placed him on the throne. He 

began his reign under good auspices, with Turgot, the greatest living French statesman, in charge 

of the disorganized finances; but in less than two years he had yielded to the demand of the 

vested interests attacked by Turgot's reforms, and dismissed him. Turgot's successor, Necker, 

however, continued the regime of reform until 1781, and it was only with Necker's dismissal that 

the period of reaction began. Marie Antoinette then obtained that ascendancy over her husband 

which was partly responsible for the extravagance of the ministry of Calonne, and brought on the 

Revolution by the resulting financial embarrassment. The third part of his reign began with the 

meeting of the states-general on the 4th of May 1789, which marked the opening of the 

Revolution. The revolt of Paris and the taking of the Bastille on the 14th of July were its results. 

The suspicion, not without justification, of a second attempt at a coup d'état led on the 6th of 

October to the "capture" of the king and royal family at Versailles by a mob from Paris, and their 

transference to the Tuileries. In spite of the growing radicalism of the clubs, however, loyalty to 

the king remained surprisingly strong. When he swore to maintain the constitution, then in 

progress of construction, at the festival of the federation on the 14th of July 1790, he was at the 

height of his popularity. Even his attempted flight on the 20th of June 1791 did not entirely turn 

the nation against him, although he left documents which proved his opposition to the whole 

Revolution. Arrested at Varennes, and brought back to Paris, he was maintained as a 

constitutional king, and took his oath on the 13th of September 1791. But already a party was 

forming in Paris which demanded his deposition. This first became noticeable in connection with 

the affair of the Champ de Mars on the 17th of July 1791. Crushed for a time the party gained 

strength through the winter of 1791-92. The declaration of war against the emperor Francis II, 

nephew of Marie Antoinette, was forced upon the king by those who wished to discredit him by 

failure, or to compel him to declare himself openly an enemy to the Revolution. Their policy 

proved effective. The failure of the war, which intensified popular hatred of the Austrian queen, 

involved the king; and the invasion of the Tuileries on the 20th of June 1792 was but the prelude 

to the conspiracy which resulted, on the 10th of August, in the capture of the palace and the 

"suspension" of royalty by the Legislative Assembly until the convocation of a national 

convention in September. On the 21st of September 1792 the Convention declared royalty 

abolished, and in January it tried the king for his treason against the nation, and condemned him 

to death. He was executed on the 21st of January 1793.  

Louis XVI was weak in character and mentally dull. His courage and dignity during his trial and 

on the scaffold has left him a better reputation than he deserves. His diary shows how little he 

understood, or cared for, the business of a king. Days on which he had not shot anything at the 

hunt were blank days for him. The entry on the 14th of July 1789 was "nothing"! The greater 

part of his time was spent hunting. He also amused himself making locks, and a little at masonry. 

Awkward and uncourtly, at heart shy, he was but a poor figurehead for the stately court of 

France. At first he did not care for Marie Antoinette, but after he came under her influence, her 

thoughtless conduct compromised him, and it was largely she who encouraged him in underhand 

opposition to the Revolution while he pretended to accept it. The only point on which he had of 

his own initiative shown a strong objection to revolutionary measures was in the matter of the 
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civil constitution of the clergy. A devoted and sincere Roman Catholic, he refused at first to 

sanction a constitution for the church in France without the pope's approval, and after he had 

been compelled to allow the constitution to become law he resolved to oppose the Revolution 

definitely by intrigues. His policy was both feeble and false. He was singularly unfortunate even 

when he gave in, delaying his acquiescence until it had the air of a surrender. It is often said that 

Louis XVI was the victim of the faults of his predecessors. He was also the victim of his own.  

Having lost his elder son in 1789 Louis left two children, Louis Charles, usually known as Louis 

XVII (the dauphin, a king in title only), and Marie Thérèse Charlotte (1778-1851), who married 

her cousin, Louis, duke of Angoulême, son of Charles X, in 1799. The "orphan of the Temple", 

as the princess was called, was in prison for three years, during which time she remained 

ignorant of the fate which had befallen her parents. She died on the 19th of October 1851.  
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Louis XVI, 1754–93, king of France (1774–92), third son of the dauphin (Louis) and Marie Josèphe of 

Saxony, grandson and successor of King Louis XV. In 1770 he married the Austrian archduchess Marie 

Antoinette. His early attempts to enact reforms and to appoint competent and upright ministers met 

with general approval, but his character was unsuited to provide the leadership needed to control the 

complex social and political conflict smoldering in France. Shy, dull, and corpulent, he preferred the 

hunting field and his locksmith's workshop to the council chamber; indecisiveness made him subject to 

the poor advice of his intimates. 

The reforms begun by his able ministers A. R. J. Turgot and Chrétien de Malesherbes were opposed by 

the court faction, including Marie Antoinette. A more important obstacle to Turgot's plans was the 

opposition of the parlements, which were revived after the dismissal of René de Maupeou. Turgot was 

dismissed in May, 1776, and Louis appointed (Oct., 1776) Jacques Necker director of the treasury. The 

king supported most of Necker's reforms and economies, but the costly French intervention in the 

American Revolution more than canceled the savings, and Necker's borrowing greatly swelled the debt. 

Necker's attempt to gain greater control over policy by courting public opinion was rebuffed at court, 

and he resigned in protest in May, 1781. 

Necker's successors, Charles Alexandre de Calonne (1783–87) and Étienne Charles Loménie de Brienne 

(1787–88), were unable to ward off bankruptcy. When the interest-bearing debt had risen to a huge 

figure, the king convoked (1787) the Assembly of Notables and asked their consent to tax the privileged 

classes. The notables made a few minor reforms but refused to consent to taxation, referring this to the 

States-General. 

Louis finally convoked the States-General in 1789. Necker, restored in 1788, prevailed upon Louis to 

double the number of deputies from the third, or popular estate. This increase, however, would be 

meaningless if the estates met separately and voted as units rather than as individuals; the nobles (first 

estate) and the clergy (second estate), could still outvote the third estate. The king's opposition to the 

combined meeting of the estates and his procrastination on this issue led the third estate to proclaim 

itself a National Assembly, thus signaling the end of absolutism in France. Louis ordered the estates to 

meet and vote separately, but he was forced (June 27, 1789) to yield and allow the estates to sit 

together and vote by head. 

Shortly afterward Louis sent troops to Paris, where he suspected the French Guards of being too 

sympathetic to the assembly. Rumors circulated that the king intended to suppress the assembly, and 

the dismissal of the popular Necker provoked the storming of the Bastille (July 14, 1789). Louis again 

had to capitulate; he ordered the withdrawal of the royal troops, reinstated Necker, and accepted the 

new national red, white, and blue cockade. Despite his outward acceptance of the revolution, Louis 
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allowed reactionary plotting of the queen and court, and in August refused to approve the abolition of 

feudal rights. 

In Oct., 1789, a crowd marched on Versailles and forced the royal family to return to Paris, where they 

were confined in the Tuileries palace. Louis's position, further compromised by the plots of émigré 

circles, was definitively ruined when the royal family attempted (June, 1791) to flee France in disguise. 

They were apprehended at Varennes, and their attempted flight was considered proof of their 

treasonable dealings with foreign powers. Louis was forced to accept the constitution of 1791, which 

limited his power, but preserved the royal veto and his power to appoint ministers. 

After his return he was in communication with Austria and Prussia, urging them to rescue him. In 1792 

the early reverses of the French army in the war with Austria and Prussia and the duke of Brunswick's 

threat to destroy Paris if the royal family were harmed infuriated the Paris sans-culottes. The king and 

his family were imprisoned in the Temple (Aug 10, 1792). In September, simultaneously with the defeat 

of the Prussians at Valmy, the Convention declared a Republic. Incriminating evidence against Louis was 

later found, and he was tried (Dec.–Jan.) by the Convention. Found guilty by a unanimous vote, he was 

sentenced to death by a vote of 361 to 288, with 72 calling for a delay. He was guillotined on Jan. 21, 

1793, facing death with courage. 
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Louis XVI (1754-1793), king of France (1774-1792), who lost his throne in the French 

Revolution and was later beheaded by the revolutionary regime.  

Louis was born at Versailles on August 23, 1754, the grandson of Louis XV. The deaths of 

his two elder brothers and of his father, only son of Louis XV, made the young prince the 

Dauphin of France in 1765. In 1770 he married Marie-Antoinette, youngest daughter of 

Archduchess Maria Theresa of Austria. On Louis’s accession, France was impoverished and 

burdened with debts, and heavy taxation had resulted in widespread misery among the 

French people. Immediately after he was crowned, aided by such capable statesmen as 

Finance Minister Anne Robert Jacques Turgot, baron de l’Aulne, Interior Minister Chrétien 

Guillaume de Lamoignon de Malesherbes, and Foreign Minister Charles Gravier, comte de 

Vergennes, Louis remitted some of the most oppressive taxes and instituted financial and 

judicial reforms. Greater reforms were prevented, however, by the opposition of the upper 

classes and the court. So strong was this opposition that in 1776 Turgot was forced to 
resign and was replaced by financier Jacques Necker.  

After Louis granted financial aid (1778-1781) to the American colonies revolting against 

Great Britain in the New World (see American Revolution), Necker proposed drastic taxes on 

the nobility. He was forced to resign in 1781, and statesman Charles Alexandre de Calonne, 

appointed finance minister in 1783, borrowed money for the court until 1786, when the 

borrowing limit was reached. The anger of the French people against taxes and the lavish 

spending of the court resulted in 1788 in the recall of Necker, who, however, could not 

prevent the bankruptcy of the government. In 1788 Louis was forced to call for a meeting of 

the representative governmental body called the Estates-General, the first gathering of that 

assembly in 175 years. Once in session, the Estates-General assumed the powers of 

government. On July 14, 1789, the Parisian populace razed the Bastille, and a short time 

later imprisoned the king and royal family in the palace of the Tuileries. In 1791 the royal 

family attempted to escape to Austria, but they were caught and brought back to Paris. 

Louis swore obedience to the new French constitution in 1791, but continued secretly to 

work against the revolution and to plot intrigues with France’s enemies. In 1792, when the 

National Convention, the assembly of elected French deputies, declared France a republic, 

the king was tried as a traitor and condemned to death. Louis XVI was guillotined on 
January 21, 1793, in the Place de la Révolution (now Place de la Concorde) in Paris.  

Historians consider Louis XVI a victim of circumstances rather than a despot similar to the 

former French kings Louis XIV and Louis XV. He was weak and incapable as king and not 

overly intelligent. He preferred to spend his time at hobbies, such as hunting and making 
locks, rather than at his duties of state, and he permitted his wife to influence him unduly.  
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French revolutionary leader, eldest child of Jean-Paul Marat, a native of Cagliari in Sardinia, and 

Louise Cabrol of Geneva, was born at Boudry, in the principality of Neuchâtel, on the 24th of 

May 1743. His father was a designer, who had abandoned his country and his religion, and 

married a Swiss Protestant. On his mother's death in 1759 Marat set out on his travels, and spent 

two years at Bordeaux in the study of medicine, after which be moved to Paris, where he made 

use of his knowledge of his two favorite sciences, optics and electricity, to subdue an obstinate 

disease of the eyes. After some years in Paris he went to Holland, and then on to London, where 

he practiced his profession. In 1773 he made his first appearance as an author with a 

Philosophical Essay on Man. The book shows a wonderful knowledge of English, French, 

German, Italian and Spanish philosophers, and directly attacks Helvetius, who had in his De 

l'Esprit declared a knowledge of science unnecessary for a philosopher. Marat declares that 

physiology alone can solve the problems of the connection between soul and body, and proposes 

the existence of a nervous fluid as the true solution. In 1774 he published The Chains of Slavery, 

which was intended to influence constituencies to return popular members, and reject the king's 

friends. Its author declared later that it procured him an honorary membership of the patriotic 

societies of Carlisle, Berwick and Newcastle. He remained devoted to his profession, and in 

1775 published in London a little Essay on Gleets, and in Amsterdam a French translation of the 

first two volumes of his Essay on Man. In this year he visited Edinburgh, and on the 

recommendation of certain Edinburgh physicians was made an M.D. of St. Andrews. On his 

return to London he published an Enquiry into the Nature, Cause, and Cure of a Singular 

Disease of the Eyes, with a dedication to the Royal Society. In the same year there appeared the 

third volume of the French edition of the Essay on Man, which reached Ferney, and exasperated 

Voltaire, by its onslaught on Helvetius, into a sharp attack which only made the young author 

more conspicuous. His fame as a clever doctor was now great, and on the 24th of June 1777, the 

comte d'Artois, afterwards Charles X of France, made him by brevet physician to his guards with 

2000 livres a year and allowances.  

Marat was soon in great request as a court doctor among the aristocracy; and even Brissot, in his 

Mémoires, admits his influence in the scientific world of Paris. The next years were much 

occupied with scientific work, especially the study of heat, light and electricity, on which he 

presented memoirs to the Académie des Sciences, but the academicians were horrified at his 

temerity in differing from Newton, and, though acknowledging his industry, would not receive 

him among them. His experiments greatly interested Benjamin Franklin, who used to visit him 

and Goethe always regarded his rejection by the academy as a glaring instance of scientific 

despotism. In 1780 he had published at Neuchâtel a Plan de législation criminelle, founded on 

the principles of Beccaria. In April 1786 he resigned his court appointment. The results of his 

leisure were in 1787 a new translation of Newton's Optics, and in 1788 his Mémoires 

académiques, ou nouvelles découvertes sur la lumière.  

His scientific life was now over, his political life was to begin in the notoriety of that political 

life his great scientific and philosophical knowledge was to be forgotten, the high position he had 

given up denied, and he himself scoffed at as an ignorant charlatan, who had sold quack 

medicines about the streets of Paris, and been glad to earn a few sous in the stables of the comte 

d'Artois. In 1788 the notables had met, and advised the assembling of the states-general. The 

elections were the cause of a flood of pamphlets, of which one, Offrande à la patrie, was by 

Marat, and, though now forgotten, dwelt on much the same points as the famous brochure of the 
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Abbé Siéyès: Qu'est-ce que le tiers état? When the states-general met, Marat's interest was as 

great as ever, and in June 1789 he published a supplement to his Offrande, followed in July by 

La constitution, in which he embodies his idea of a constitution for France, and in September by 

his Tableau des vices de la constitution d'Angleterre, which he presented to the Assembly. The 

latter alone deserves remark. The Assembly was at this time full of anglomaniacs, who desired to 

establish in France a constitution similar to that of England. Marat had seen that England was at 

this time being ruled by an oligarchy using the forms of liberty, which, while pretending to 

represent the country, was really being gradually mastered by the royal power. His heart was 

now all in politics; and he decided to start a paper. At first appeared a single number of the 

Moniteur patriote, followed on the 12th of September by the first number of the Publiciste 

parisien, which on the 16th of September took the title of L'Ami du peuple and which he edited, 

with some interruptions, until the 21st of September 1792.  

The life of Marat now becomes part of the history of the French Revolution. From the beginning 

to the end he stood alone. He was never attached to any party; the tone of his mind was to 

suspect whoever was in power. About his paper, the incarnation of himself, the first thing to be 

said is that the man always meant what he said; no poverty, no misery or persecution, could keep 

him quiet; he was perpetually crying, "Nous sommes trahis." Whoever suspected any one had 

only to denounce him to the Ami du peuple, and the denounced was never let alone until he was 

proved innocent or guilty. Marat began by attacking the most powerful bodies in Paris -- the 

Constituent Assembly, the ministers, the corps municipal, and the court of the Châtelet. 

Denounced and arrested, he was imprisoned from the 8th of October to the 5th of November 

1789. A second time, owing to his violent campaign against Lafayette, he narrowly escaped 

arrest and had to flee to London (January 1790). There be wrote his Dénonciation contre Necker, 

and in May dared to return to Paris and continue the Ami du peuple. Re was embittered by 

persecution, and continued his vehement attacks against all in power, and at last, after the day of 

the Champs du Mars (July 17, 1790), against the king himself. All this time he was in hiding in 

cellars and sewers, where he was attacked by a horrible skin disease, tended only by the woman 

Simonne Evrard, who remained true to him. The end of the Constituent Assembly he heard of 

with joy and with bright hopes for the future, soon dashed by the behavior of the Legislative 

Assembly. When almost despairing, in December 1791, he fled once more to London, where he 

wrote his Ecole du citoyen. In April 1792, summoned again by the Cordeliers' Club, he returned 

to Paris, and published No. 627 of the Ami. The war was now the question, and Marat saw 

clearly that it was to serve the purposes of the Royalists and the Girondins, who thought of 

themselves alone. Again denounced, Marat had to remain in hiding until the 10th of August. The 

early days of the war being unsuccessful, the proclamation of the Duke of Brunswick excited all 

hearts; who could go to save France on the frontiers and leave Paris in the hands of his enemies? 

Marat, like Georges Jacques Danton, foresaw the massacres of September. After the events of 

the 10th of August he took his seat at the commune, and demanded a tribunal to try the Royalists 

in prison. No tribunal was formed, and the massacres in the prisons were the inevitable result. In 

the elections to the Convention, Marat was elected seventh out of the twenty-four deputies for 

Paris, and for the first time took his seat in an assembly of the nation. At the declaration of the 

republic, he closed his Ami du peuple, and commenced, on the 25th, a new paper, the Journal de 

la République Française, which was to contain his sentiments as its predecessor had done, and to 

be always on the watch. In the Assembly Marat had no party; he would always suspect and 

oppose the powerful, refuse power for himself. After the battle of Valmy, Dumouriez was the 
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greatest man in France; he could almost have restored the monarchy; yet Marat did not fear to 

denounce him in placards as a traitor.  

His unpopularity in the Assembly was extreme, yet he insisted on speaking on the question of the 

king's trial, declared it unfair to accuse Louis for anything anterior to his acceptance of the 

constitution, and though implacable towards the king, as the one man who must die for the 

people's good, he would not allow Malesherbes, the king's counsel, to be attacked in his paper, 

and speaks of him as a "sage et respectable vieillard." The king dead, the months from January to 

May 1793 were spent in an unrelenting struggle between Marat and the Girondins. Marat 

despised the ruling party because they had suffered nothing for the republic, because they talked 

too much of their feelings and their antique virtue, because they had for their own virtues 

plunged the country into war; while the Girondins hated Marat as representative of that rough red 

republicanism which would not yield itself to a Roman republic, with themselves for tribunes, 

orators and generals. The Girondins conquered at first in the Convention, and ordered that Marat 

should be tried before the Revolutionary Tribunal. But their victory ruined them, for on the 24th 

of April Marat was acquitted, and returned to the Convention with the people at his back. The 

fall of the Girondins on the 31st of May was a triumph for Marat. But it was his last. The skin 

disease he had contracted in the subterranean haunts was rapidly closing his life; he could only 

ease his pain by sitting in a warm bath, where he wrote his journal, and accused the Girondins, 

who were trying to raise France against Paris. Sitting thus on the 13th of July he heard in the 

evening a young woman begging to be admitted to see him, saying that she brought news from 

Caen, where the escaped Girondins were trying to rouse Normandy. He ordered her to be 

admitted, asked her the names of the deputies then at Caen, and, after writing their names, said, 

"They shall be soon guillotined", when the young girl, whose name was Charlotte Corday, 

stabbed him to the heart.  

His death caused a great commotion at Paris. The Convention attended his funeral, and placed 

his bust in the hall where it held its sessions. Jacques-Louis David painted "Marat Assassinated", 

and a veritable cult was rendered to the Friend of the People, whose ashes were transferred to the 

Panthéon with great pomp on the 21st of September 1794 -- to be cast out again in virtue of the 

decree of the 8th of February 1795.  

Marat's name was long an object of execration on account of his insistence on the death penalty. 

He stands in history as a bloodthirsty monster, yet in judging him one must remember the 

persecutions he endured and the terrible disease from which he suffered.  
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The French journalist and political leader Jean Paul Marat (1743-1793) was an influential advocate of 

extreme revolutionary views and measures. 

Jean Paul Marat was born in Boudry, Neuchâtel, Switzerland, on May 24, 1743, the son of lower-middle-

class parents. Of his early years very little is known. He acquired a medical education and for some years 

was a successful physician in both England and France. He also conducted scientific experiments in the 

fields of optics and electricity. But failure to achieve what he considered to be proper recognition for this 

work left him with a feeling of persecution. 

Marat also published several books on philosophical and political themes, the most important of which 

was The Chains of Slavery, in which he voiced an uncompromising denunciation of royal despotism, a 

defense of the sovereignty of the people, and a sympathy for the poor and downtrodden which he never 

abandoned. The coming of the French Revolution in 1789 gave him his opportunity to pursue these 

themes, and before the year was out, he had begun to publish his journal, Ami du peuple (Friend of the 

People). In his opinion the moderate Revolution of 1789, although it had ended royal despotism, had left 

a new aristocracy of the rich in control, with the grievances of the poor still unsatisfied. Thus a radical 

revolutionary uprising was necessary, in his opinion, and he bluntly called time and again for popular 

executions and a temporary dictatorship to save the Revolution and bring about a regime of social justice. 

Marat's radical views and the ferocity with which he voiced them won him great popularity among the 

lower classes in Paris and the provinces. But he was the object of particular fear and hatred to those who 

supported the moderate revolution that had produced the limited monarchy. The authorities frequently 

tried to silence him, but he avoided arrest by hiding with the aid of his supporters and published his 

journal at least intermittently. 

When the moderate experiment with limited monarchy failed in the midst of disastrous military reverses, 

the King was deposed in August 1792, and less than a month later the September massacres, an outbreak 

of popular executions such as Marat had been urging, took place in Paris. These events inaugurated the 

radical phase of the French Revolution. The Paris voters elected Marat to the Convention, which was to 

serve France as a legislature for the next 3 years, and he sat and voted with the "Mountain," the left-wing 

Jacobin faction. But he was blamed by many for the September massacres, and his continued incitement 

to direct action and purges, plus his advocacy of an extensive program of social legislation, kept all but 

the most radical aloof from him. His extreme ideas and language were matched by his informality of dress 

and unkempt appearance, which was heightened by the evidence of a chronic skin disease. 

Marat concentrated his invective during the early months of 1793 against the moderate Girondin party, 

and they responded in kind. They tried to silence him and persuaded the Convention to decree his arrest 

and trial. But he emerged from hiding and by a brilliant speech won a triumphant acquittal in April 1793. 

His Girondin opponents now came under attack from the Jacobin Mountain, and Marat reached the height 

of his influence as he led the attack in his journal. With the decisive aid of the Paris masses, the 

Convention was forced to unseat and then order the arrest of the Girondin leaders (June 2, 1793). 

Marat's triumph led ironically to his own death. Charlotte Corday, an idealistic young girl of Girondin 

sympathies from the provinces, came to Paris to seek revenge and to rid her country of the monster Marat. 

By this time his health had so deteriorated that he was living and working in seclusion in his apartment 

under a regimen of medicinal baths. On July 13, 1793, she managed to gain admittance to his apartment, 

under the pretense of bringing information to aid him in his continued campaign against the Girondins, 

and stabbed him to death in his bath. 
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Freedom is Lost 

By: Jean-Paul Marat 

One had to witness the session of last Monday to see just how poor the Assembly is in enlightened and 

upright members, in friends of freedom and the public good; just how vile and corrupted, how gangrened; 

how much it is the enemy of the revolution, how much it is prostituted to the will of the prince. 

The ministerial party is all-powerful there: nothing equals their audacity. And among the handful of 

patriots who could have opposed their maneuvers, their machinations, their sacrilegious attacks on the 

sovereignty of the nation and the rights of citizens, there cannot be found even one man with insight, one 

man of character, not one man who devotes himself to the Fatherland. So not one decree, however lacking 

in energy, has been passed against public functionaries who have deserted their posts, embezzled, 

prevaricated; against the machinating ministerial agents. There is not a single decree that is even the least 

bit favorable to the people that isn’trevoked after a reading the proceedings of the previous day. This was 

the fate met by he who ordered the sending of the anti-patriotic and traitorous address of the department 

of Paris to the other departments, after the most indecent scenes in which the henchmen of despotism 

exposed their shameful maxims with unexampled effrontery. 

And there is no device
[1]

 sufficiently destructive of freedom, vexing enough, disastrous enough that they 

don’t have the art to have enacted, always with objections, often without opposition. 

What defenders of the Fatherland do you have to oppose to this formidable conspiracy of representatives 

of the nation, of the prince, of the ministers, of public functionaries, of chiefs of the army and the 

National Guard, and the officer corps and henchmen of despotism? A mass of club members, of talkers 

and vain petitioners who hide at the moment of crisis, leaving their fellow citizens to be slaughtered, and 

who afterwards present themselves with bravado at the bar of the senate to display their stupidities and 

gravely assure the conscripted fathers that soon LIBERTY WILL ROLL ALL THE TYRANTS OF THE 

UNIVERSE IN THE DUST. People: these are the heroes who should be taking up your defense and 

seeing to your triumph. As if a few ridiculous phrases were enough to crush the countless enemies of 

freedom. O foolish nation! Why haven’t you renounced your vain babbling and followed the advice of 

your friend, armed yourself with rope, with daggers, and ended the days of those of your defeated 

enemies who would have the audacity to rise up again. 

Yes, freedom is lost among us, and lost without a chance of return. But while waiting for the tyrant to be 

re-established in his power, cast a glimpse on the excesses of despotism that the fall of our current tyrants 

will soon bring about. 

It is certain that the tyrant will burn to re-establish the nobility, but he won’t re-establish either the high 

clergy or the robe, two redoubtable barriers that limited his authority. As long as the public treasury, for 

which he has the keys, will be filled from the sale of national goods, and as long as the confidence in 

paper money is not destroyed, Louis Capet will have in his pay a numberless army of satellites formed of 

all the embezzlers, informers, and cutthroats ready to sell themselves, as well as all the intriguers jealous 

to share his power. It is they who will, for a certain time, support his tyrannical rule. But as soon as his 

resources are used up – and the time for this is not distant – a shameful bankruptcy will lose him all the 

creditors of the state, who will join the mass of the oppressed. Soon the onerous taxes that will weigh 

down citizens in order to satisfy the bought-off satellites will repel the artisans, the merchants and the 

cultivators, who will augment the party of the oppressed and denuded citizens with a mass of the 

discontented. 
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All the ambitious, who the cupidity of the court can no longer satisfy and the public functionaries it can 

no longer corrupt, will throw themselves into this party. The successive uprisings will be followed by a 

general uprising, and the satellites and the privileged henchmen of the prince will fall beneath the blows 

of the discontented, he himself will be thrown from the throne and proscribed along with his unworthy 

family. The kingdom will be torn apart by different factions. From the fire of civil dissension several 

federated republics will be born; the most audacious and skillful citizens will usurp the empire, will 

subject the multitude to a new yoke, and the government will have changed form without having re-

established freedom. 

O my Fatherland! What a terrible fate the future reserves for you! A fatal decree of pitiless destiny will 

always tie over your eyes the blindfold of illusion and error in order to prevent you from profiting from 

your resources and to deliver you, defenselessly, into the hands of your cruel enemies! What haven’t I 

done to make the scales fall from your eyes? Today there remains no means of putting off your ruin, and 

your faithful Friend has no other obligation to you than that of deploring your sad destiny, than that of 

shedding, over your too great disasters, tears of blood. 

 



Marie Antoinette Biography: 
Marie Antoinette was born in Austria, a daughter of Francis I, Holy Roman Emperor, 
and Austrian Empress Maria Theresa. She was born on the same day as the famous 

earthquake of Lisbon.  
 
As with most royal daughters, Marie Antoinette was promised in marriage in order 

build a diplomatic alliance between her birth family and the family of her husband. 
Marie Antoinette married the French dauphin, Louis, grandson of Louis XV of 

France, in 1770. He ascended the throne in 1774 as Louis XVI. 

Marie Antoinette was welcomed in France at first. Her frivolity contrasted with the 

withdrawn personality of her husband. After her mother died in 1780, she became 
more extravagant and this led to growing resentment. The French were suspicious 

of her ties to Austria and her influence on the King in attempting to foster policies 
friendly to Austria. 

Marie Antoinette, formerly welcomed, now was vilified for her spending habits and 
opposition to reforms. The 1785-86 Affair of the Diamond Necklace, a scandal in 
which she was accused of having an affair with a cardinal in order to obtain a costly 

diamond necklace, further discredited her and reflected on the monarchy. 

After an initial slow start at the expected role of childbearer -- her husband 
apparently had to be coached in his role in this -- Marie Antoinette gave birth to her 
first child, a daughter, in 1778, and sons in 1781 and 1785. By most accounts she 

was a devoted mother. 

Marie Antoinette and the French Revolution: 
After the Bastille was stormed on July 14, 1789, the queen urged the king to resist 

the Assembly's reforms, making her even more unpopular, and leading to the 
attribution to her of the remark, "Qu'ils mangent de la brioche!" -- "Let them eat 

cake!" In October, 1789, the royal couple were forced to move to Paris. 
 

Reportedly planned by Marie Antoinette, the escape of the royal couple from Paris 
was stopped at Varennes on October 21, 1791. Imprisoned with the king, Marie 
Antoinette continued to plot. She hoped for foreign intervention to end the 

revolution and free the royal family. She urged her brother, the Holy Roman 
Emperor Leopold II, to intervene, and supported a declaration of war against 

Austria in April, 1792, which she hoped would result in the defeat of France. 

Her unpopularity helped lead to the overthrow of the monarchy when Parisiennes 

stormed the Tuileries palace on Aug. 10, 1792, followed by the establishment of the 
First French Republic in September. The family was imprisoned in the Temple on 

August 13, 1792, and moved to the Conciergie on Autust 1, 1793. There were 
several attempts to escape, but all failed.  

Louis XVI was executed in January 1793, and Marie Antoinette was executed by the 

guillotine on October 16 of that year. She was charged with aiding the enemy and 
inciting civil war.  



Maria Antonia Josepha Joanna of Habsburg-Lorraine, daughter of the Austrian Empress 

Marie Therese of Hapsburg and her husband Francis I of Lorraine, was born on 2nd 

November 1755 in Vienna. She spent her childhood in Schonbrunn and in 1770 she married 

the Dauphin and future King of France Louis XVI.   

On her arrival to Versailles, she was welcomed by Louis XV and his court. 

However the King's favourite, Madame du Barry, who Marie Antoinette 

later nicknamed "the creature", would never get on well with the 

Dauphine because of the Countess' controversial past. When Louis XV died 

and Marie Antoinette became the new Queen of France, she had to fight 

the envy of some privileged courtiers who held high positions and 

influence under the former King. This envy extended to the favors 20-year 

old queen bestowed upon her few chosen young friends, such as the 

Countess Yolande Gabrielle de Polignac, Princess Marie Therese de 

Lamballe and Princess de Guéménée. These and other of the Queen’s greedy friends 

enjoyed every sort of privilege taking advantage of the Queen's generosity and the King's 
weakness.   

However the Queen's popularity had been fading away since her official 

entrance in Paris on 8th June 1773. Under the pressure of her disloyal 

friends, she created innumerable useless offices such as that of 

Superintendent of the Queen's House for the Princess de Lamballe. 

Furthermore, she used to buy a great deal of dresses and jewelry making 

her milliner Madame Bertin famous all over France. Finally, the Queen 

spent enormous amounts for her personal buildings. Marie-Antoinette had 

the Petit Trianon readapted to her taste as well as her exclusive theatre 

and the Hameau, a miniaturized hamlet built in the park of Versailles, 
where she and her friends loved to dress and act the role of peasants.   

No matter that the Queen's heart was generous and her donation to the 

poor was considerable, the rumors about her oddity increased her people's 

open criticism - if not hatred. This contributed much to cause the French 

Revolution. The French had been waiting for long years for a royal heir 

and at last the Queen gave birth to a daughter, Marie Therese Charlotte 

duchess of Angouleme - Madame Royale - on 19th December 1778 after a 

very difficult delivery that nearly caused the mother's death. Then, Marie-

Antoinette had three more children. They were Louis Joseph, who died at 

a very early age due to a respiratory failure, Louis Charles - the Duke of 

Normandy and future Louis XVII - who died in 1795 at the age of ten, and 

Marie Sophie Elene Beatrix, who died in just her first year of life of 
tuberculosis.  

Happiness over the heir's birth didn't last long though, and on 5th October 

1789, thousands women marched from Paris to Versailles armed as real 

soldiers demanding bread. That night, they slept outside in front of the 

Royal Palace, but at 5 a.m., they entered the Palace and found their way 

straight to the sleeping Queen’s apartments. While the Queen's guards 

were murdered defending her, Marie-Antoinette awakened by her ladies, 

rushed to the King's apartments. The Queen showed great courage when 

she decided to show herself and greet the crowd. Her bravery much 



impressed Lafayette who bowed to Marie Antoinette and kissed her hand.   

The people shouted "Long live the Queen!", but that same day the Royal 

family was moved from Versailles to Paris into the uninhabited palace of 

Tuileries. Daily, their lives seemed to be more and more in danger so they 

decided to escape from the palace with Madame Royale, Louis Charles in a 

girl's dress, Louis XVI's sister Madame Elisabeth de France and Count 

Hans Axel Fersen, Marie-Antoinette’s most intimate friend, who was 

dressed up as a coachman.  

   

On 22th June 1791, at Varennes, over 200 miles from Paris and almost in 

sight of their destination and freedom they were recognized and arrested. 

During that long journey back to the Capital, the French insulted the 

Queen calling her " The Austrian". The Royal family was confined in the 

tower of the Temple and on 21th January 1793 at 8:10 pm, Louis XVI was 

guillotined. The Queen was separated from her children and brought to 

the Conciergerie. Marie-Antoinette was executed on 16th October 1793 at 
12:15 p.m. by the same guillotine that would later symbolize The Terror. 

 



Marie Antoinette 

The 11th daughter of the Holy Roman emperor Francis I and Maria Theresa, Marie-Antoinette was 
married in 1770 to the dauphin Louis, grandson of France’s King Louis XV. The timid, uninspiring Louis 
proved to be an inattentive husband; by the time he ascended the throne in 1774, Marie-Antoinette had 
withdrawn into the companionship of a small circle of court favourites. 

Her extravagant court expenditures contributed—though to a minor degree—to the huge debt incurred 
by the French state in the 1770s and ’80s. Louis XVI’s inability to consummate their marriage and the 
queen’s resultant childlessness in the 1770s inspired rivals—including the king’s own brothers, who 
stood to inherit the throne if she did not produce a legitimate heir—to circulate slanderous reports of 
her alleged extramarital affairs. These vilifications culminated in the Affair of the Diamond Necklace 
(1785–86), in which the queen was unjustly accused of having formed an immoral relationship with a 
cardinal. The scandal discredited the monarchy and encouraged the nobles to oppose vigorously (1787–
88) all the financial reforms advocated by the king’s ministers. 

During these crises, as in those to come, Marie-Antoinette proved to be stronger and more decisive than 
her husband. After a crowd stormed the Bastille on July 14, 1789, the queen failed to convince Louis to 
take refuge with his army at Metz. In August–September, however, she successfully prodded him to 
resist the attempts of the Revolutionary National Assembly to abolish feudalism and restrict the royal 
prerogative. As a result, she became the main target of the popular agitators, who attributed to her the 
celebrated and callous remark on being told that the people had no bread: “Let them eat cake!” (“Qu’ils 
mangent de la brioche!”). In October 1789 popular pressure compelled the royal family to return from 
Versailles to Paris, where they became hostages of the Revolutionary movement. 

Six months later Marie-Antoinette opened secret communications with the comte de Mirabeau, a 
prominent member of the National Assembly who hoped to restore the authority of the crown. 
Nevertheless, her mistrust of Mirabeau prevented the king from following his advice. After Mirabeau 
died in April 1791, she turned for assistance to a group of émigrés. They arranged for the king and queen 
to escape from Paris on the night of June 20, but Revolutionary forces apprehended the royal couple at 
Varennes (June 25) and escorted them back to Paris. 

Marie-Antoinette then attempted to shore up the rapidly deteriorating position of the crown by opening 
secret negotiations with Antoine Barnave, leader of the constitutional monarchist faction in the 
Assembly. Barnave persuaded the king to accept publicly the new constitution (September 1791), but 
the queen undermined Barnave’s position by privately urging her brother, the Holy Roman emperor 
Leopold II, to conduct a counterrevolutionary crusade against France. Leopold avoided acceding to her 
demands. After France declared war on Austria in April 1792, Marie-Antoinette’s continuing intrigues 
with the Austrians further enraged the French. Popular hatred of the queen provided impetus to the 
insurrection that overthrew the monarchy on August 10, 1792. 

Marie-Antoinette spent the remainder of her life in Parisian prisons. Louis XVI was executed on orders 
from the National Convention in January 1793, and in August the queen was put in solitary confinement 
in the Conciergerie. She was brought before the Revolutionary tribunal on October 14, 1793, and was 
guillotined two days later. 
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Maximilien Robespierre 

Maximilien Marie Isidore de Robespierre was born, of Irish origin, at Arras, May 6, 1758. He was 
admitted avocat in 1781, and was elected to the Estates General in 1789 by Artois. He attached himself 
to the extreme left wing, and soon commanded attention. His influence grew daily, and the mob 
frantically admired his earnest cant and his boasted incorruptibility. 

In 1791 he carried the motion that no member of the present Assembly should be eligible for the next, 
and was appointed public accuser. Next followed the flight to Varennes (June 21), Lafayette's last effort 
to control the right of insurrection on the Champ-de-Mars (July 17), the abject terror of Robespierre, his 
hysterical appeal to the Club, the theatrical oath taken by every member to defend his life, and his 
conduct home in triumph by the mob at the close of the Constituent Assembly (September 30). The 
Girondist leaders in the new Legislative Assembly were eager for war. Robespierre offered a strenuous 
opposition in the Jacobin Club. 

In April 1792 he resigned his post of public accuser. In August he presented to the Legislative Assembly a 
petition for a Revolutionary Tribunal and a new Convention. It does not appear that he was in any way 
responsible for the September massacres. He was elected first deputy for Paris to the national 
Convention, where the bitter attacks upon him by the Girondists threw him into closer union with 
Danton. 

Robespierre vigorously opposed the Girondist idea of a special appeal to the people on the king's death, 
and Louis's execution on January 21, 1793, opened up the final stages of the struggle, which ended in a 
complete triumph of the Jacobins on June 2. 

The first Committee of Public Safety was decreed in April 1793, and Robespierre, elected in July, was 
now one of the actual rulers of France (along with the rest of the Twelve). Next came the dark intrigues 
and desperate struggles that sent Hébert and his friends to the guillotine in March 1794, and Danton 
and Camille Desmoulins in April. The next three months Robespierre reigned supreme. he nominated all 
the members of the Government Committees, placed his men in all places of influence in the commune 
of Paris, and assumed complete control of the Revolutionary Tribunal. 

However, as his power increased, his popularity waned. On May 7 Robespierre, who had previously 
condemned the Cult of Reason, advocated a new state religion and recommended the Convention to 
acknowledge the existence of God; on June 8 the inaugural Festival of the Supreme being took place. 
Meanwhile, the pace of the guillotine grew faster; public finance and government generally drifted to 
ruin, and Saint-Just demanded the creation of a dictatorship in the person of Robespierre. On July 26, 
the dictator delivered a long harangue complaining that he was being accused of crimes unjustly. The 
Convention, after at first obediently passing his decrees, next rescinded them and referred his proposals 
to the committees. That night at the Jacobin Club his party again triumphed. At the Convention the 
following day, Saint-Just could not obtain a hearing, and Robespierre was vehemently attacked (the 9th 
of Thermidor). A deputy proposed his arrest; at the fatal word Robespierre's power came to an end. 

He fled to the Common Hall, whereupon the Convention declared him an outlaw. The National Guard 
under Barras turned out to protect the Convention, and Robespierre had his lower jaw broken by a shot 
fired by a gendarme. The next day (July 28, the 10th of Thermidor), he was sent to the guillotine along 
with Saint-Just, Couthon, and nineteen others. 



Maximilien Robespierre (1758 1794) was the leader of the twelveman Committee of Public Safety elected by the 

National Convention, and which effectively governed France at the height of the radical phase of the revolution. He 

had once been a fairly straightforward liberal thinker - reputedly he slept with a copy of Rousseau's Social Contract 

at his side. But his own purity of belief led him to impatience with others.  

The committee was among the most creative executive bodies ever seen - and rapidly put into effect policies which 

stabilized the French economy and began the formation of the very successful French army. It also directed it 

energies against counter-revolutionary uprisings, especially in the south and west of France. In doing so it 

unleashed the reign of terror. Here Robespierre, in his speech of February 5,1794, from which excerpts are given 

here, discussed this issue. The figures behind this speech indicate that in the five months from September, 1793, to 

February 5, 1794, the revolutionary tribunal in Paris convicted and executed 238 men and 31 women and acquitted 

190 persons, and that on February 5 there were 5,434 individuals in the prisons in Paris awaiting trial.  

Robespierre was frustrated with the progress of the revolution. After issuing threats to the National Convention, he 

himself was arrested in July 1794. He tried to shoot himself but missed, and spent his last few hours with his jaw 

hanging off. He was guillotined, as a victim of the terror, on July 28, 1794. 

But, to found and consolidate democracy, to achieve the peaceable reign of the constitutional laws, we must end the 

war of liberty against tyranny and pass safely across the storms of the revolution: such is the aim of the 

revolutionary system that you have enacted. Your conduct, then, ought also to be regulated by the stormy 

circumstances in which the republic is placed; and the plan of your administration must result from the spirit of the 

revolutionary government combined with the general principles of democracy.  

Now, what is the fundamental principle of the democratic or popular government-that is, the essential spring which 

makes it move? It is virtue; I am speaking of the public virtue which effected so many prodigies in Greece and 

Rome and which ought to produce much more surprising ones in republican France; of that virtue which is nothing 

other than the love of country and of its laws.  

But as the essence of the republic or of democracy is equality, it follows that the love of country necessarily includes 

the love of equality.  

It is also true that this sublime sentiment assumes a preference for the public interest over every particular interest; 

hence the love of country presupposes or produces all the virtues: for what are they other than that spiritual strength 

which renders one capable of those sacrifices? And how could the slave of avarice or ambition, for example, 

sacrifice his idol to his country?  

Not only is virtue the soul of democracy; it can exist only in that government ....  

. . . 

Republican virtue can be considered in relation to the people and in relation to the government; it is necessary in 

both. When only the government lacks virtue, there remains a resource in the people's virtue; but when the people 

itself is corrupted, liberty is already lost.  

Fortunately virtue is natural to the people, notwithstanding aristocratic prejudices. A nation is truly corrupted when, 

having by degrees lost its character and its liberty, it passes from democracy to aristocracy or to monarchy; that is 

the decrepitude and death of the body politic....  

But when, by prodigious efforts of courage and reason, a people breaks the chains of despotism to make them into 

trophies of liberty; when by the force of its moral temperament it comes, as it were, out of the arms of the death, to 

recapture all the vigor of youth; when by turns it is sensitive and proud, intrepid and docile, and can be stopped 

neither by impregnable ramparts nor by the innumerable enemies of the tyrants armed against it, but stops of itself 



upon confronting the law's image; then if it does not climb rapidly to the summit of its destinies, this can only be the 

fault of those who govern it.  

. . . 

From all this let us deduce a great truth: the characteristic of popular government is confidence in the people and 

severity towards itself.  

The whole development of our theory would end here if you had only to pilot the vessel of the Republic through 

calm waters; but the tempest roars, and the revolution imposes on you another task.  

This great purity of the French revolution's basis, the very sublimity of its objective, is precisely what causes both 

our strength and our weakness. Our strength, because it gives to us truth's ascendancy over imposture, and the rights 

of the public interest over private interests; our weakness, because it rallies all vicious men against us, all those who 

in their hearts contemplated despoiling the people and all those who intend to let it be despoiled with impunity, both 

those who have rejected freedom as a personal calamity and those who have embraced the revolution as a career and 

the Republic as prey. Hence the defection of so many ambitious or greedy men who since the point of departure 

have abandoned us along the way because they did not begin the journey with the same destination in view. The two 

opposing spirits that have been represented in a struggle to rule nature might be said to be fighting in this great 

period of human history to fix irrevocably the world's destinies, and France is the scene of this fearful combat. 

Without, all the tyrants encircle you; within, all tyranny's friends conspire; they will conspire until hope is wrested 

from crime. We must smother the internal and external enemies of the Republic or perish with it; now in this 

situation, the first maxim of your policy ought to be to lead the people by reason and the people's enemies by terror.  

If the spring of popular government in time of peace is virtue, the springs of popular government in revolution are at 

once virtue and terror: virtue, without which terror is fatal; terror, without which virtue is powerless. Terror is 

nothing other than justice, prompt, severe, inflexible; it is therefore an emanation of virtue; it is not so much a 

special principle as it is a consequence of the general principle of democracy applied to our country's most urgent 

needs.  

It has been said that terror is the principle of despotic government. Does your government therefore resemble 

despotism? Yes, as the sword that gleams in the hands of the heroes of liberty resembles that with which the 

henchmen of tyranny are armed. Let the despot govern by terror his brutalized subjects; he is right, as a despot. 

Subdue by terror the enemies of liberty, and you will be right, as founders of the Republic. The government of the 

revolution is liberty's despotism against tyranny. Is force made only to protect crime? And is the thunderbolt not 

destined to strike the heads of the proud?  

. . . 

. . . Indulgence for the royalists, cry certain men, mercy for the villains! No! mercy for the innocent, mercy for the 

weak, mercy for the unfortunate, mercy for humanity.  

Society owes protection only to peaceable citizens; the only citizens in the Republic are the republicans. For it, the 

royalists, the conspirators are only strangers or, rather, enemies. This terrible war waged by liberty against tyranny- 

is it not indivisible? Are the enemies within not the allies of the enemies without? The assassins who tear our 

country apart, the intriguers who buy the consciences that hold the people's mandate; the traitors who sell them; the 

mercenary pamphleteers hired to dishonor the people's cause, to kill public virtue, to stir up the fire of civil discord, 

and to prepare political counterrevolution by moral counterrevolution-are all those men less guilty or less dangerous 

than the tyrants whom they serve? 



Maximilien Robespierre (Maximilien François Marie Isidore de Robespierre) was born on May 6th, 1758, in Arras 

where his father was based as an advocate. Robespierre and his three younger siblings were brought up by diverse 

relatives after their father dramatically lost his way in life after the death of his wife in childbirth in 1767. 

Robespierre was educated for a short time at a College in Arras and then in Paris initially at the very prestigious 

College of Louis-le-Grand and later at the College of Law. 

 

  Robespierre qualified as an advocate in 1781 and sought to establish a legal practice at his home town of Arras. He 

became known both as a successful advocate and as a participant in local literary and philosophic circles. He was 

elected as a "Third Estate" (i.e. a Commoner rather than an Aristocratic or Clerical) deputy of Artois to the Estates-

General that convened at the Palace of Versailles, on May 5th 1789, on the eve of the French Revolution, and 

subsequently served in the National Constituent Assembly, where his earnest and skillful oratory soon commanded 

attention. 

 

  As he had grown into manhood Robespierre had become a fanatical devotee of the social theories of the French 

philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau. He and some thirty other like-minded deputies became associated in a "Society 

of the Friends of the Constitution" later known as the Jacobin Club. In April 1790 he was elected president of the 

Jacobin Club and became increasingly popular as an enemy of the monarchy and as an advocate of democratic 

reforms. When the Constituent Assembly was dissolved on September 30th 1791 Robespierre and another 

prominent Jacobin Petion de Villeneuve were the only outgoing deputies recognised as "incorruptible patriots" by 

the more radically inclined amongst the people of Paris. Robespierre "The Incorruptible" subsequently opposed the 

more moderate Girondists, the dominant faction in the newly formed Legislative Assembly, particularly over their 

support for war with Austria. 

 

  In June 1791 King Louis XVI and Queen Marie-Antoinette attempted to flee from France in order to seek refuge 

with powers opposed to the revolution - they were however recognised and detained at Varennes. Robespierre had 

hitherto been content with the sort of constitutional monarchy that had been in operation in France. The King's 

attempted defection altered the way he was perceived by Robespierre and others. 

 

  In late August 1792 France was threatened with invasion by a mixed Austrian, Prussian, and French émigré force. 

The leader of this force, the Duke of Brunswick, issued the so-called " Brunswick Manifesto " which threatened all 

Frenchmen with dire punishment if they defended themselves against the advance of Brunswick's forces and 

threatened to lay waste to Paris if the French royal family were harmed. Given that King Louis XVI was suspect 

since his abortive " flight to Varennes " there was a move led by Danton and others for the overthrow of the French 

monarchy. The palace of Versailles was stormed and the royal family were arrested after seeking refuge with the 

assembly. 

 

  On September 21st a recently elected new assembly that called itself the Convention declared that the French 

monarchy was abolished and France was a Republic. On September 25th the Convention proclaimed that the 

"French Republic is one and indivisible". 

 

  Robespierre spoke at King Louis XVI's trial as follows:- 

  "You have not to pass sentence for or against a single man, but you have to take a resolution on a question of the 

public safety, and to decide a question of national foresight. It is with regret that I pronounce a fatal truth: Louis 

ought to perish rather than a hundred thousand virtuous citizens; Louis must die that the country may live." 

 

  Girondin led France had little success in conflicts with foreign adversaries. There was an open "royalist" revolt 

against the central authority in the Vendée and there were demands for greater 'federalist' autonomy expressed by 

interests in southern regions of France. 

 

  Over the last days of May and first days of June 1793, Robespierre, supported by the Commune of Paris, forced the 

expulsion of the Girondists from the National Convention. On July 27th he was elected a member of the chief 

executive body, the Committee of Public Safety. Although Robespierre was from one point of view only one of 

twelve members of the committee he was the only one who, through the full support he enjoyed from the Jacobin 



Clubs and the Commune of Paris, represented a close link to the more radical supporters of the Revolution. 

 

  France was in turmoil, and with the aim of restoring order and reducing the danger of invasion from abroad, 

Robespierre, backed by the committee, proceeded to ruthlessly eliminate all whom he considered to be enemies of 

the Revolution, both extremists and moderates. This policy led to the so-called Reign of Terror and to the execution 

of the revolutionary leaders Jacques René Hébert (March 24th 1794) and Georges Jacques Danton (April 6th 1794). 

Both Hébert and Danton were politicians whose preferred policies were inconsistent with the pure Rousseauism that 

was Robespierre's guiding principle. The Hébertists had been suspected of preparing for a coup d'état and this may 

have contributed to the harshness with which they were treated. Danton was one of several prominent persons who 

were suspected of financial corruption thus polluting the virtue of the Revolution. Whilst the aims of the Terror were 

perhaps laudable from Robespierre's revolutionary perspective the means adopted towards those ends were terrible 

indeed. 

 

  On May 7th, at Robespierre's insistence, the National Convention proclaimed as an official religion the Cult of the 

Supreme Being, which was based on Rousseau's theory of Deism. This decree antagonized both Roman Catholics 

and atheists, but Robespierre still had the powerful backing of the Commune of Paris. A Grand Fête in honour of the 

Supreme Being was celebrated on 8th June 1794 where Robespierre, who had been elected as the President of the 

Convention four days previously, played a major role. 

 

  Whatever appearance of justice the revolutionary tribunals that had been set up to investigate people's political 

loyalties may have had prior to these times a law of June 10th 1794 established a situation where witnesses could no 

longer be called for the defence and where such tribunals effectively became committees of condemnation. Between 

June 12th and July 28th almost 1300 people were sent to the Guillotine (an average of 28 beheadings a day). 

 

  This intensification of the Reign of Terror, caused many influential members of the Convention and of the Jacobin 

Club to fear for their own safety. In recent months French military fortunes had been transformed largely as a result 

of a mass levy of all unmarried men between the ages of 18 and 25 that had been authorised by the Convention on 

23rd August 1793. A series of significant French military victories that were reported from diverse battlefields made 

the extreme security measures that had been followed seem less imperative, and a conspiracy was formed for the 

overthrow of Robespierre. 

 

  On July 27th 1794 Robespierre was accused of tyranny, barred from speaking at the National Convention, and was 

placed under arrest as were several key supporters. Although these captives were promptly rescued by soldiers loyal 

to the Commune of Paris and brought to the Hotêl de Ville the Convention ordered the National Guard to move to 

recapture Robespierre who subsequently received a gunshot wound to the lower jaw during his recapture. 

 

  On July 28th Robespierre together with his closest associates Louis Saint-Just and Georges Couthon and nineteen 

other supporters died on the guillotine. 

  Eighty more followers of Robespierre were executed the next day. 

 

  Thus perished a man who had been a successful, popular, and cultured provincial lawyer but who gained power in 

turbulent times and was able to pursue certain unproven social theories with a singleness of mind that could tolerate 

grievious human suffering if it was perceived as 'necessary' to the realisation and defence of a theoretically ideal 

society. 

 

  With the demise of Robespierre the truly Revolutionary phase of the Revolution in France more or less came to an 

end. Power shifted away from the radicals and towards the conservatives. The Jacobin Clubs were closed down in 

November and freedom of worship was restored in February 1795. 


