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Prefatory Note and Abbreviations


The day on which Robespierre fell—27 July 1794—is widely known as 9 Thermidor Year II in the Revolutionary Calendar. Generally, however, I have used the familiar Gregorian dating system, except where particular events or laws are usually referred to in Revolutionary Calendar terms (e.g. the Law of 14 Frimaire). All dates in the new Calendar were in Year II (1793–4) unless otherwise stated.

All day and night timings shown are either derived directly from sources or else are estimates based on the copious existing documentation. All dialogue is drawn directly from sources: none is invented, and there is a minimum of adaptation.

In the notes, I have located places within Paris with reference to the 48 sections instituted in 1790. See Map 2 and legend, pp. 00–0. In the endnotes I have identified the present-day arrondissement. To avoid confusion, I have used hyphens for multi-word sections: thus ‘Maison-Commune’ is the section of that name, but ‘Maison Commune’ refers to the city hall.

Many of the main streets and public buildings were officially renamed during the Terror. Saints’ names were often omitted: e.g. the Rue Saint-Honoré was sometimes called the Rue Honoré, the Faubourg Saint-Antoine the Faubourg Antoine. However many of these official renamings were not widely used by Parisians and did not pass into the language. Consequently, I have adopted the new Revolutionary names only where they became widely used: thus the old (and present-day) Place de l’Hôtel-de-Ville was generally referred to as the Place de la Maison Commune; whereas the Place du Carrousel outside the Tuileries palace was rarely referred to by its new official name of Place de la Réunion. I have tried always to opt for the sensible and least confusing name.



The following abbreviations are used throughout:





Cn.

 
Citizen





CPS

 
Committee of Public Safety (Comité de salut public)





CGS

 
Committee of General Security (Comité de sûreté générale)





HQ

 
Headquarters





NG

 
National Guard (Garde nationale)
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Introduction: The Fall of Robespierre Up Close




From up close, things are different from when one judges them from afar… Revolutionary crises are composed of infinitely small things and these form the essential base of all events. In general, there is much about them that will astonish the observer. Nearly all have been not only unanticipated; they fall within the category of things that no wise man can believe possible.




The French Revolution, stated Louis-Sébastien Mercier, author, journalist, politician, and matchless commentator on his native Paris in the late eighteenth century, was ‘all about optics’. Only by getting ‘up close’ and drilling down into ‘infinitely small’ details of the revolutionary process could one gain a satisfactory understanding of the often improbable and invariably unpredictable course of great Revolutionary events.

Time seemed to speed up in 1789. Mercier’s fellow statesman, Boissy d’Anglas, expressed wonder that, from the vantage-point of 1795, it seemed that French men and women had lived six centuries in the space of six years. Parisians had become keenly aware of time. They lacked bells tolling the hours (following the nationalization of ecclesiastical property and the closure of most churches), but their pockets now contained watches alongside wallets, handkerchiefs, and snuff-boxes. They politely apologized for not giving an exact time if they had forgotten their timepiece.

Parisians were never more time-alert than on the days of popular action within Paris (the so-called journées) when time seemed to accelerate particularly frenetically. Journées punctuated political life throughout the decade from 14 July 1789, conventionally held to be the start of the Revolution, to 18 Brumaire/9 November 1799, when the advent of Napoleon is generally seen as marking its end. They seemed to follow their own rules and procedures at a headlong pace that could push out of shape and utterly transform the overall course of events in ways that, as Mercier put it, ‘no wise man [would] believe possible’. In order to understand the logic and mechanics of any particular Parisian journée and follow the twists and turns of its course, Mercier’s advice was thus to take a microscope and get up close to the action. On a Revolutionary journée, he wondered, when every moment seemed to count and be big with consequence, how

can one write such a history if one loses track of the sequential narrative (enchaînement) of each day? For such and such an event was produced so unanticipatedly that it seems less to have occurred than to have been created out of nothing…

It seemed that each participant was part of an invisible, intricately linked chain leading hectically who knew where.

The subject of this book is one of those days of action that so fascinated Mercier: 27 July 1794, or 9 Thermidor Year II in the nomenclature of the French Revolutionary Calendar introduced in 1793. He did not supply a full account of it, as at that moment he was a political prisoner, in gaol in the former monastery of the Bénédictins-Anglais, up on the Rue Saint-Jacques on the Left Bank, fearing for his life. Yet this did not deter him from following, reflecting on, and feeling part of the action in all its complexity. The day saw the fall from power of Maximilien Robespierre, one of the Revolution’s most charismatic and outstanding politicians, and it signalled the beginning of the end for the type of government through terror in which he had played a key part over the previous year. It is a day whose outcome historians invariably view as a kind of parliamentary coup d’état performed by Robespierre’s opponents within the political elite. I hope to show that its outcome was determined not just by politicians’ machinations, but also as a result of a huge process of collective action by the people of Paris who since 1789 had cut an increasingly significant figure in national politics.

In order to understand how the people of Paris achieved its role as one of the significant actors in the drama of the day, we need to understand in outline the city’s role within the Revolution’s history back to the first revolutionary journée. On 14 July 1789, Parisians famously stormed the Bastille, the notorious state prison and arms dump on the eastern edge of the city. They did so in order to protect themselves against an attempt by King Louis XVI and his ministers to erase the gains the Revolution had made thus far. By their actions that day, Parisians forced the king to confirm the creation of a single unitary ‘national assembly’, and to allow the establishment of a constitutional monarchy grounded in principles to be laid out in the historic Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, promulgated on 26 August 1789.

The constitutional monarchy ultimately failed. By the time of another key day of Parisian popular action on 10 August 1792, Louis XVI’s huge popularity in 1789 had almost entirely dissipated and a ruler earlier hailed as the ‘restorer of French liberties’ was being compared to despotic tyrants of Antiquity. The advent of war against continental Europe in April 1792 played an important part in this turnabout: the king’s failure to rally to the flag even at a moment of utmost national emergency destroyed his political legitimacy. The Parisian revolt of 10 August obliged the king to step down. He was subsequently tried by a new assembly, the National Convention, elected by universal male suffrage, before being executed in January 1793.

The Convention underlined the epochal importance of the king’s overthrow by declaring retrospectively in October 1793 that the day on which they had voted a Republic, 21 September 1792, marked the dawn of an era that would be celebrated in a new way of marking time. (Its post-dated inauguration meant that by the time the new calendar got going, Year II of the era of equality was already under way.) The new calendar, drawing on the decimal system that French scientists regarded as naturally grounded in human reason, divided the year not into weeks but into ten-day décades. Many of the new decadal days of rest were given over to celebrations and commemorations of various kinds. There were still twelve months, but because the calendar was calculated from 21 September 1792, each started on or around the third week of the old calendar months. A new nomenclature was introduced, replacing the former mishmash of Roman gods and emperors and Christian saints with a system of names evoking states of nature and the rural economy. The new months reflected the climate (at least in the temperate zones of the northern hemisphere). Thermidor was the hot month (from the Greek, thermon, for summer heat); it was preceded by Messidor (June–July), the harvest month (messis, harvest in Latin, May–June); by Prairial, the meadow months (prairie, meadow in French, April–May), and by Floréal, the month of flowers (flos, flower in Latin, March–April). Similarly, each former saint’s day was blessed with a name grounded in nature. The date 9 Thermidor for example became the Day of the Mulberry.

The 10 August journée that triggered this change in the recording of time had confirmed the people of Paris as a political actor in their own right in the new Republic. Social groups that had been outside or on the fringes of public life hitherto were now hailed as key elements within a ‘popular movement’ that expressed itself not simply through armed intervention on journées but also through political and ideological engagement within expanded parameters of democratic space, now inclusive of newspapers and pamphlets, public meetings and demonstrations, political associations and clubs, as well as the local committees and assemblies within the 48 sections into which since 1790 Paris had been divided. The leading edge of the popular movement was the group known from 1791–2 onwards as ‘sans-culottes’, a term which signified that they were ‘without breeches’—that is to say, that they preferred the trousers of the working man over the breeches that were the normal mark of gentility prior to 1789. In Year II, the sans-culottes came to supply the loudest voices and the most dynamic actors within the popular movement, and they powerfully impacted public opinion.

Within this inclusive democratic space, the Paris popular movement aspired to represent the people of France as a whole. This claim was put to the test in the summer and autumn of 1793, however, when most of the rest of the country mounted vigorous protests at what they regarded as unwarranted interference by Parisians in the political process. By two further journées—on 31 May and 2 June 1793—the Parisian popular movement joined forces with radical deputies in the Convention known as Montagnards to expel from the assembly more than a score of moderate deputies, or ‘Girondins’. Parisians justified this assault on nationally elected delegates by highlighting the desperate state of the nascent Republic’s military position, and they accused the Girondins of obstructing a war of national defence. Even as the armies of the allied powers advanced across French frontiers, provincial protests against the journées swelled dangerously into civil war conditions, with the ‘Federalist Revolt’ affecting numerous areas across France, particularly in and around the major cities of Lyon, Marseille, and Toulon. The security situation was further aggravated by unrest in western France in and around the Vendée department in that took on the complexion of a royalist rebellion.

The Convention overcame all these threats to its existence—military disintegration, Federalist Revolt, and peasant insurrection in western France—by dint of introducing a state of emergency which involved the suspension of normal constitutional arrangements, including most of the individual freedoms enshrined within the Rights of Man declaration. In particular, the deputies created a Committee of Public Safety, composed of twelve deputies, that it set at the heart of what was viewed as a ‘Revolutionary Government’. (In this context, ‘Revolutionary’ signified that the state was not operating formally within a constitution: the radical constitution agreed in 1793 was never to be implemented.) The Committee was endowed with semi-dictatorial, emergency powers in order to conduct the fight against external and internal threats. This notably took the form of terror, the intimidation and disciplining of internal dissidents by the exertion through multiple channels of state violence.

The Committee’s formidable iron fist was intermittently encased with a velvet glove. In particular, the government favoured socially and economically progressive policies that would attach not just Parisian sans-culottes but the popular classes across the nation to the cause of the Republic. This was the central plank of a strategic alliance struck in the summer of 1793 between the Montagnard deputies in the Convention and the sans-culottes of the Parisian popular movement. The alliance was brokered by Maximilien Robespierre, who in July 1793 became a key member of the Committee of Public Safety. More than any other political figure, Robespierre grasped that the legitimation of the Revolutionary Government’s rule through terror would best be achieved by a matching commitment to social reforms that mobilized the nation in general, and Parisians in particular.

Robespierre’s ideological validation played a major part in the government’s seizure of the political and military initiative in the course of 1793–4 in ways that ended civil warfare and gave French armies the edge over their European foes. One might therefore have expected Robespierre to take much personal credit from the great watershed victory in the battle of Fleurus on 26 June 1794, which relieved the French northern frontier and opened up the Low Countries to the advance of the republican armies. In fact, for reasons we will explore in the course of the book, this was not at all the case. The relationship between different forces and figures within the Revolutionary Government had altered in telling ways. Robespierre was at daggers drawn with his colleagues within the Revolutionary Government, had partially withdrawn from public life, and seemed to be stirring up dissent within Paris against the very government of which he was a member. His behaviour tested the patience of his colleagues in government to the extreme, and ultimately it snapped. On 9 Thermidor, they launched a frontal attack on Robespierre in the Convention, and placed him under arrest.

To understand 9 Thermidor, we will need to comprehend Robespierre’s position and motivations as well as those of the men within the Convention who passed from being his allies to his antagonists. But we also must penetrate into the minds and preoccupations of the people of Paris. For ultimately, it was the action of Parisians that, after many of the sudden ups-and-downs that for Mercier were characteristic of such journées, determined the outcome of the day.

Although the issues of 9 Thermidor were of national scale in their importance, they were settled by Parisians intra muros. Mercier once quipped that ‘Paris is so big that one could stage a battle at one end of it without the other end knowing anything about it’. This was emphatically not the case on 9 Thermidor, however: there was popular involvement and mobilization in every one of the city’s 48 sections. Furthermore, because the day occurred so unexpectedly and passed so swiftly, there was no chance for the environs (let alone the whole of France) to become involved. Most of France woke up on 10 Thermidor to find that Robespierre had fallen. It was the most Parisian of Revolutionary journées.

Seeing how Parisians—sans-culottes certainly, but many others too—came together to act collectively on 9 Thermidor involves not just digging down to the level of ‘infinitely small’ details but also locating those details within the city, both spatially and temporally—situating the action on the map and by the clock, so to speak. The outcome of the journée depended on decisions made in the course of these 24 hours by hosts of individuals caught up at all levels of the drama and at key moments in the flux of the day. We can grasp the flow of the day best by tracking news and information, and also rumour, gossip, emotions, orders and decrees, men and women, horses, guns, pikes, and cannon, as they travelled within and around the city over these 24 hours. From the most elevated through to the most humble city-dweller and across Paris from the historic heart to its furthermost periphery, Parisians sought to read the runes and to comprehend the minutiae of the day so as to determine their best course of action. How should they act? And for whom? To mobilize or not to mobilize? To rally to Robespierre and the Commune (the municipal government)? Or to support the National Convention? The day’s outcome depended on a million micro-decisions made by Parisians across the expanse of the city and through the 24 hours of the day.

Writing the kind of microscopic, multi-layered, and multi-perspectival history of Paris and Parisians that this book attempts is only possible because archival documentation for the day is quite exceptionally rich, allowing us to access literally hundreds and hundreds of micro-narratives that cover fragments of the day from a multitude of angles. For fuller discussions, see Note on Sources, pp. 533–6; and Jones (2014): ‘The Overthrow’, pp. 696–7. There is a copy of the Barras instruction in W 500, d. 3. It would be difficult to think of another day in the whole of the eighteenth century on which sources are so copious and dense. A few days after the event, Barras, the deputy whom the government charged with the security of the city, initiated a punctiliously thorough review of everything that had happened within each of the 48 sections on 8, 9 and 10 Thermidor. ‘Gather together all details’, he instructed sectional authorities:

A fact that seems minor may illuminate a suspicion or lead to the discovery of a useful truth. Inform me of all orders that you gave and all that you received; but above all, be precise on the dates and the hours; you will appreciate their importance.

This call engendered nearly 200 micro-accounts of at least part of the day from vantage points all over the city. Many of these were broken down for key periods of the day into quarter-hourly chunks. Besides this capital source deriving from the Barras enquiry, the Convention also set up an official commission to make a report on the day, which was presented in the Convention exactly a year later. In addition, newspaper reports and later political memoirs invariably contain accounts of the day. And finally, literally hundreds of individual police dossiers over the next year or so also provide similar micro-accounts of episodes and moments of the day.

This mosaic of thousands of fragments of experience distilled and of minutiae remembered composed a drama that seemed larger than real life. When ‘events become at once terrible and singular’ in this way, they produce, Mercier noted, a situation in which even ‘dramatic fiction would be far from matching historical facts’. The 9 Thermidor proved a day when fact proved if not stranger than fiction certainly as gripping and surprising. Changing our customary focus as historians so as to get ‘up close’ to Parisians, their city, and their actions in the drama of 9 Thermidor allows us to view in a new and unexpected light not only Robespierre, the Revolution, the uses of terror, and the people of Paris but also the way in which we write the history of an epochal event.






Map 1. Central Paris in 1794









Map 2. The 48 Paris sections













Prelude: Around Midnight


Rousseville’s lodgings, Rue Saint-Honoré (Tuileries)




Pierre-Henri Rousseville rents a room above an inn on the Rue Saint-Honoré. Until recently the street featured on the crowd-lined itinerary for tumbrils (or carts) bearing convicted counter-revolutionaries to the guillotine at the nearby Place de la Révolution. People still gather here in droves. It is one of Paris’s liveliest and most urbane thoroughfares. It is also only a short walk to the heart of government in the Tuileries palace complex. It is an excellent place of residence for politicians as also for government spies. Rousseville follows the latter vocation: he is an official ‘government observer’, who reports to the CPS, the Committee of Public Safety.

Tonight, Rousseville is putting the final touches to a confidential report for his masters. His report, headed ‘Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, Probity or Death’, is addressed ‘CR’. This designates the ‘Citizen Representatives’, the elected deputies, ‘representatives of the people’ who compose the CPS. But Rousseville is pretty sure that his report will pass before the eyes of another ‘CR’, namely, Citizen Robespierre. Maximilien Robespierre, the most prominent member of that committee, is Rousseville’s main point of contact with the CPS. His lodgings at 366 Rue Saint-Honoré are only a short distance from Rousseville’s.

Like many spies, Rousseville has a chequered past. A priest prior to 1789, he flirted with the royalist cause as a secret agent in the early years of the Revolution, before undergoing radicalization. Elected parish priest at Belleville on the north-east edge of Paris, he attended the famous Jacobin Club, France’s premier political association, and became linked to the far left groupings who waged war on Christianity. He published a ‘dechristianizing’ pamphlet urging the marriage of priests, before practising what he preached and taking wedding vows. He went on to have spells as government commissary on the eastern front in Alsace, and as police agent for the ministry of the Interior and for the Paris departmental authorities before, in early 1794, he secured employment with the CPS.




Figure 1. Rousseville, Report to the Committee of Public Safety, around midnight, 8–9 Thermidor (F7 4781)






Since its creation by Convention decree in April 1793, the CPS has been struggling to stave off military disaster and domestic implosion. It is authorized to conduct the war effort in which France has been engaged since April 1792 by all available means, including powerful authoritarian attacks on anyone who opposes the government line—through terror, that is. War had helped trigger the overthrow of the monarchy and the creation of a Republic in late 1792. But it was also threatening to bring that Republic crashing to the ground. In its work, the Committee cooperates closely with the CGS (Committee of General Security), which controls security and police matters. These two ‘Committees of Government’, as they are called, each composed of 12 deputies, form the core of the ‘Revolutionary Government’ ruling France. Making common cause, the 24 men have achieved great success, crushing waves of internal rebellion and expelling invading foreign armies. In the battle of Fleurus a month before, on 26 June 1794, French forces inflicted a major defeat on their Austrian foes, opening up the Low Countries to French advance.

Despite their record of joint success, there are ideological and personal issues causing friction between the two Committees of Government. These are getting worse, and have started to threaten government stability. One deep line of fracture is over policing. Robespierre, Rousseville’s handler on the CPS, is highly critical of CGS agents. The CGS believes that in order to catch a thief, one sometimes has to set a thief. It employs individuals who do not seem as squeakily virtuous and patriotically clean as Robespierre would wish. The CGS’s spy chief, Jean-Baptiste Dossonville, is a case in point. The bar that he ran in 1791–2 in the Bonne-Nouvelle section on the north-west boulevards became a rallying-ground for royalists. Then he got involved in the counterfeiting of assignats, the Revolution’s fragile new paper currency. Was he up to his ears in counter-revolutionary crime and corruption? Or playing a cunning double-game? The CGS thinks the latter, and has entrusted him with sweeping powers over local institutions. Robespierre is less sure. And indeed, arriving in the CPS in-tray tomorrow will be a lengthy report from the Amis-de-la-Patrie sectional authorities, dated today, 26 July, with over a dozen witnesses denouncing Dossonville for a grim catalogue of corrupt and nefarious acts.

It is men like Dossonville who have made Robespierre fear that the whole CGS police force might be an elaborate front for the Republic’s enemies. For nearly a year now, he has been convinced that foreign powers coordinated by British Prime Minister William Pitt, have hatched a ‘Foreign Plot’ threatening the Republic from within by suborning corrupt representatives in government. Robespierre’s worries led him in April 1794 to create a parallel security agency, the Police Bureau—or ‘Bureau of Administrative Surveillance and General Police’, to give its full name. The Bureau is under the CPS aegis and run by himself and his closest political allies, Louis-Antoine Saint-Just and Georges Couthon. The duplication of policing duties with the CGS is souring relations and engendering mutual suspicion.

Robespierre distrusts the CGS and the Dossonvilles of the world, but he trusts Rousseville. For reasons unknown to others and maybe even to Rousseville, Robespierre is convinced that Rousseville is a true patriot. It is Robespierre who signed the CPS decrees appointing him to the Police Bureau and advancing his career, providing him with a decent salary, and allowing him to requisition horses for his travels from government stables on the Rue Saint-Honoré. When Robespierre wants an arrest made, Rousseville is a favoured agent. Conversely, Robespierre orders arrests on Rousseville’s say-so. The ex-priest and ex-enragé has become one of the highest and most notorious officials in the CPS Police Bureau. He struts around bars and coffee-houses in a striking red waistcoat listening out for what is being said. Sometimes royalists spot him entering, and send up a quiet warning whistle.

For some time now, Rousseville has been touring Paris’s rural environs, reporting on counter-revolutionary wrongdoings. Since April, Ancien Régime nobles are no longer allowed to reside within Paris. But droves of aristocratic refugees—Rousseville estimates 2,000 or more—have formed nests of sedition in Versailles, Neuilly, Passy, Auteuil, and other communes outside city walls. The Bois de Boulogne and the Bois de Vincennes are infested with clandestine meetings of aristocrats. In some places, aristocrats call each other by their abolished titles; priests who have abjured the Revolution hold mass; and private homes are full of the kind of religious bric-à-brac (engravings, crucifixes, prayer-books) that most Parisians now keep out of sight. There is a danger too of these counter-revolutionaries infecting the patriotism of the École de Mars, the military academy recently established on the Plaine des Sablons, on the Paris side of the village of Neuilly.

This evening, however, Rousseville sets aside his worries about an aristocratic ring encircling Paris. His report focuses on the state of opinion in Paris itself—‘the Revolution’s premier boulevard’, as he calls it—at a critical moment in the Republic’s short life. He is aware of Robespierre’s anxieties about the workings of a Foreign Plot. That conspiracy now embraces, Robespierre has warned, the use of assassination as a legitimate weapon. He and fellow CPS member, Jean-Marie Collot d’Herbois, were targeted in assassination attempts in late May: a deranged individual called Henri Ladmiral fired shots at Collot, while a teenage girl called Cécile Renault, with two penknives in her pocket, was arrested at Robespierre’s lodgings talking of ‘seeing what a tyrant looked like’. Robespierre is certain that the British government orchestrated these attacks. He and CPS colleague Bertrand Barère responded to them by jointly sponsoring a law prohibiting French troops from taking British prisoners of war. Death on the battlefield is now all the British have the right to expect from republican troops. Pitt and his ilk, Robespierre believes, are also using bribery and corruption to subvert the Revolution from within. He is sure that that corruption has reached the heart of the bureaucracy, the Convention and the Revolutionary Government, and, not least, the CGS police forces.

Rousseville reassures his master that these seditious efforts have failed to win much support within the city of Paris itself: ‘the people’, he writes, ‘is full of confidence in the Convention’. Yet he must know that it is not just would-be murderess Cécile Renault who is concerned with ‘tyranny’. It seems to be spreading within the political elite. Rousseville is aware that there has been a series of odd but worrying incidents just recently, involving mysterious groups of armed men, notably at the Paris Arsenal and outside the poor-house and prison of Bicêtre, to the south of the city. Counter-revolutionary comments are routinely reported in bread queues and late-night bars. The city seems full of outsiders from the provinces up to no good. Neighbourhood parties—or ‘fraternal banquets’, as they are called—to celebrate the victories of French armies at the front, have been insidiously taken over by aristocrats seeking to mislead faithful street militants. A few days ago, it was reported that chalk signs had been mysteriously placed on the doors of lodgings of certain deputies in the Rue Traversière, close to the Convention hall. Was this making them marked men?

Vigorous action, Rousseville concludes, is immediately required. It is an excellent starting point that the people of Paris is ‘full of confidence’ in the Convention. But now is the time for all patriots to rally to the cause. They must, he concludes, ‘surround loyal deputies with their trust, their care and their force’. ‘The Committees of Government, the Convention and the people must be united in a solid mass of 25 million individuals, all sworn for the cause of freedom’. Firm action to crush conspirators and to ensure unity will allow Robespierre’s dream of a purer, more virtuous Revolution to prevail.




Vernet’s wanderings: from the Place du Trône-Renversé (Montreuil/Quinze-Vingts) to the Rue de Birague (Arsenal)

Alexandre Vernet is on his way home to the Rue Troussevache in the Lombards section, on the Right Bank near the market of Les Halles. The weather during the day has been fine, and in the afternoon, Vernet walked out to the Place du Trône-Renversé (‘Overturned Throne’) on the eastern edge of the city. Since 14 June, all guillotinings of individuals sentenced by the Revolutionary Tribunal for counter-revolutionary offences have taken place here. Vernet witnessed today’s executions.

Paris-born, Vernet is by trade a breeches-maker, a culottier. The Revolution has not been kind to breeches-makers. Since events took a radical turn, breeches have changed from being a mundane mark of polite gentility to a cause of suspicion. The model patriot on the streets of Paris is now the man who disdains gentility and goes ‘without breeches’ or ‘sans-culotte’. That term was first used contemptuously by the aristocratic Right to designate Parisians who yearned for a political role in the Revolution but did not have a decent suit of clothes to stand up in. But street radicals now glory in the name, and they dress accordingly, sporting the long trousers of the working man rather than ‘aristocratic’ knee-breeches. They also wear a red bonnet, a sign of new-found freedom, decked with the red-white-and-blue cockade that is a badge of patriotism, and the short jacket known as the carmagnole. Even some deputies in the Convention adopt the style, though emphatically not Maximilien Robespierre, who remains loyal to an impeccably correct form of dress: tidy culottes, silk stockings, powdered hair. This is of little comfort to a man like Vernet, apprenticed for a career making breeches. He has been reduced to eking out a meagre living buying and selling second-hand clothes at Les Halles.

We cannot be sure of Alexandre Vernet’s political opinions. But we do know that men of his social type are quintessential sans-culottes. For these number a great many individuals from the artisanal trades specializing in luxury goods and services left high and dry after 1789 by loss of clients. The emigration of most aristocrats and their families and a move away from ostentatious consumption means that workers in the fashion trades (notably textiles and furnishings but also jewellery, fancy goods, domestic service, hairdressing, and so on) go hungry. An empty stomach can be a first step on the road to political radicalism.



The Parisian popular movement is composed of working people across the whole city, master and journeymen artisans, shopkeepers and shop assistants and petty clerks in the main. But many of the most ardent sans-culottes in the city are to be found in the populous eastern and south-eastern faubourgs of Saint-Antoine and Saint-Marcel. Located in the former, the Place du Trône-Renversé attracts sans-culotte crowds. In that respect it is more suitable for public executions than the Place de la Révolution on the far western side of the city, which from mid-1793 until recently was the location for the guillotine. That site attracted criticism. The passage of the tumbrils bearing prisoners from the Conciergerie prison on the Ile de la Cité along the Rue Saint-Honoré to that vast public square opening out onto the meadows of the Champs-Elysées had become one of the great rituals of the city. But traders and shopkeepers complained that the tumbrils were bad for business. Doctors highlighted the deleterious effect of viewing the procession and guillotinings on the health of children and pregnant mothers. Bales of straw failed to stem the blood that ran in swollen rivulets off the scaffold, staining the ground and giving off a nauseous stench. As a consequence, on 14 June 1794, the government shifted the instrument of decapitation south-east, to the peripheral Place du Trône-Renversé, which looks out on barren scrubland and open countryside beyond city gates.

Why do crowds of Parisians troop out in numbers to the Place to witness capital punishments? The spectacle is less dramatic than often said. Crowds at a guillotining are so big that most individuals present see very little. And they must not blink, for the blade is as fast as lightning. This is very unlike the horrific mutilating tortures of Ancien Régime justice, where death came as a release after hours of excruciating physical torture. In fact a guillotining is less grand guignol spectacle than a kind of austere morality play. The assumption is that once the Revolutionary Tribunal has done its work in identifying counter-revolutionaries, the act of punishment is a routine, transparent, and devastatingly swift demonstration of the sovereignty of the people.

Recently, however, popular anxieties about the guillotinings have begun to surface, as judicial terror intensifies. Concern focuses partly on numbers, partly on victims and partly on process. In the year that the guillotine was on the Place de la Révolution, it disposed of around a thousand condemned individuals; in the space of just six weeks in its present location, it has accounted for many more. Tumbrils used to carry a dozen or so individuals to their fate; now it is 40, 50, or more. And it is not just aristocrats who are led to their fates, but also people from humble backgrounds. Today, for example, alongside a good sprinkling of the aristocratic haut gratin, there was a grocer, an inn-keeper, an actress, and a chamber-maid. Is this what the reign of equality amounts to? One wonders how many Parisians have a friend or relation among the victims. The tumbrils promiscuously mix social classes, and include the Revolution’s adherents as well as its opponents: many victims shout ‘Long Live the Republic!’ from the scaffold, sparking doubts about what exactly is going on. Spy Rousseville has reported hearing women in the street saying, ‘this is the year for patriots to go to the guillotine’, and stories are circulating about malpractice within the Revolutionary Tribunal and dark doings in the city’s prisons. Recently, the appearance on a tumbril of a particularly young-looking teenager brought a rough growl from the crowd, ‘No children’. The execution of 16 Compiègne Carmelite nuns on 17 July produced a troubled atmosphere of something akin to awe: in contravention of the law against religious dress being worn in public, they were in their habit, prayed together at the foot of the scaffold and marched courageously up to the guillotine one at a time chanting the Veni Creator through to the final swish of the blade.

Does Alexandre Vernet share these concerns about the use of the guillotine? Or has his attendance sprung from a simple quest for afternoon entertainment? It is not clear. In any case, the execution crew are a quietly efficient bunch and the guillotine got through its daily batch some time after 7.00 p.m. Vernet set out for home via the Faubourg Saint-Antoine, where he met up with workmates and had a glass or two, or maybe more. With the bars starting to close from around 11.00 p.m., Vernet knew he risked being picked up by night patrols, along with street-walkers and vagrants. Tiredness may have been setting in as he walked, and as the night was clear and dry, Vernet settled down on a quiet spot for a doze in the Marais, nearly a kilometre from his home. He selected his spot injudiciously. It was just behind the National Guard (NG) guardhouse on the Rue de Birague, by the Place des Vosges in the Arsenal section. He is about to be rudely awakened and hurled protesting into the cells.


La Force Prison (Droits-de-l’Homme)



‘The Police Administrator has just left. He came to announce that tomorrow I will go before the Revolutionary Tribunal, which means the scaffold. This isn’t at all like the dream I had last night. In it Robespierre no longer existed and the prisons were open. But thanks to your obvious cowardice, there soon will be no one left in France capable of making my dream come true.’




Theresa Cabarrus wrote this scathing letter the previous day to her lover, deputy Jean-Lambert Tallien. Her referral to the Revolutionary Tribunal has not in fact occurred today, but the threat of the scaffold remains real enough. Is her note a dismissive farewell? Or a challenge to action?

The Cabarrus-Tallien love affair has been intense, and is closely linked to the precipitous course of the Revolution. Tallien was a petty clerk in Paris before 1789. Radical journalism, engagement in political clubs and involvement in street action gave him enough of a profile to be elected to the Convention. At 27 years old, he was the second youngest deputy in the assembly. Full of restless energy, he was sent out in 1793 to south-western France as a deputy on mission in the provinces, that is, a roving commissioner with sweeping powers to enforce government policies. In October, he entered Bordeaux, with the task of punishing the city for its involvement in the Federalist Revolt against the Convention that summer. And in Bordeaux, he met Theresa Cabarrus.

Widely acknowledged to be one of the most beautiful women of her generation, Cabarrus has already stimulated more than her fair share of sexual intrigue and gossip. She comes from an aristocratic family in south-west France that has served Spanish as well as French kings. Now 20 years old, she was married at 15 to a feckless Parisian magistrate, became a mother at 16, and was divorced at 19. She was presented at court in Versailles in 1789 and this and her links with emigrated nobles led her to seek anonymity away from Paris. No sooner did she encounter Tallien than she was pleading the cause of local dignitaries threatened by the stern justice that Tallien had been sent to mete out. Within weeks, François Héron, another government spy with an exotic background (in his case as a privateer) reported to Paris that the two were having sex and protecting aristocrats from revolutionary justice. Neither is recommended behaviour for a deputy on mission.

In February 1794, Tallien was recalled, leaving Cabarrus dangerously unprotected in Bordeaux, where the presence of the precocious teenager, Marc-Antoine Jullien, a roving CPS spy who is Robespierre’s personal protégé, made her life uncomfortable. So she fled in her lover’s wake, seeking refuge at Fontenay-aux-Roses, some 5 miles from the capital, in a property owned by her former husband’s family. Rousseville was on the prowl in the area, however, and on 31 May he reported that Citizenness Cabarrus had been visited for several nights by the deputy Tallien at Fontenay, but that she was now believed to be in Paris.



And in Paris she indeed was; and by then in prison, a situation for which Robespierre was largely responsible. Another of his favoured agents, hot-headed Servais-Beaudoin Boulanger, who is an officer in the Paris NG high command, was tracking her moves as she ventured back and forth between Fontenay-aux-Roses and Paris, with Tallien often in tow. In Paris, she lodged in a house in the Champs-Elysées section, owned by Robespierre’s landlord no less, cabinet-maker Maurice Duplay. Was this a trap? At all events, Robespierre was certain enough of Cabarrus’s movements to sign her arrest warrant on 22 May and give it to Boulanger to enforce. Boulanger followed her out to Versailles, where he arrested her and had her transferred to the La Force prison in Paris, located in the Marais just off the Rue Saint-Antoine. The gaoler signed her into the admissions register converting her beauty into the physiognomic calibrations of police bureaucracy: ‘four feet eleven tall, dark hair and eyebrows, normal forehead, dark eyes, average nose, small mouth, round chin…’. A strip search followed before she was led away into solitary confinement, where she has remained for three weeks, losing weight and becoming ill. A story has it that, on learning of her travails here, Robespierre permitted her the use of a mirror, but only, he stipulated, once a day.

In this dark and hostile site, Cabarrus has won favours from her gaolers by drawing likenesses of them, for she trained as an artist as a young girl. With writing implements that she has managed to secure in return, she corresponds imploringly with her lover, as the spectre of the Revolutionary Tribunal floats ever closer.

Tallien is not in gaol, but his life and liberty hang by a thread. He is a marked man—marked by Robespierre. It is not just sleeping with the aristocracy and his corrupt and unprincipled behaviour in Bordeaux that Robespierre holds against him. He is suspicious of Tallien’s former links to the deputy Georges Danton (whom Robespierre helped dispatch to the scaffold in April 1794 for corruption and counter-revolutionary intent). Even before that, Robespierre held against Tallien his alleged involvement in the 1792 ‘September Massacres’ (2–4 September 1792). These were provoked by a city-wide panic at the deteriorating military situation. News of the fall of Verdun in late August 1792, the last defensive fortress protecting Paris from the invading German army, led to popular mobilization for the front on one hand and on the other a crude determination to eradicate counter-revolutionary prisoners within the city. Rumours of an aristocratic ‘prison plot’ served as justification, triggering groups of Parisian radicals touring the city’s gaols killing to right and left.

Robespierre publicly defended and justified the massacres as an expression of popular will, even claiming (with heartless inaccuracy) that only one actual patriot had been killed. But he was privately revolted by these shocking incidents, and blocked Tallien’s election for Paris in the election to the Convention later that month, forcing him to secure nomination from the Seine-et-Oise department.

Robespierre’s longstanding dislike for Tallien crystallized into hatred in June 1794, when Robespierre and his closest political allies, Saint-Just and Couthon, forced a nervous Convention to agree to the so-called Law of 22 Prairial (10 June 1794), facilitating and speeding up convictions by the Revolutionary Tribunal for counter-revolutionary offences. Like many colleagues, Tallien feared that this might be used against deputies and he challenged Robespierre in the Convention over the law, only to be crushed in debate. ‘Tallien is one of those individuals’, Robespierre high-handedly informed the deputies, ‘who ceaselessly speaks of the guillotine as something of concern to him, so as to slander and worry the Convention’.

Robespierre is frighteningly formidable in such circumstances. Deputy Bourdon de l’Oise, who also protested against the 22 Prairial Law, was humiliated so woundingly by Robespierre that he was ill in bed for a month. His condition was not helped by rumours soon going around Paris that he and Tallien had been assassinated. Tallien is made of sterner stuff and, following the clash in the Convention, wrote Robespierre a letter in which he professed the firmest patriotism. Far from being the libertine voluptuary he is reputed, he claimed, he lives a quiet, frugal family life at his mother’s house on the Rue de la Perle in the Marais. Robespierre’s response was to use his authority within the Paris Jacobin Club to have Tallien’s membership rescinded within 48 hours. Robespierre is in no mood to build bridges.

Claude Guérin, yet another CPS police spy reporting to Robespierre’s Police Bureau, has organized a watch on Tallien’s moves around the town. His reports reach Robespierre. Tallien realizes he is being followed, Guérin notes. He anxiously looks around him to left and right. He wanders the streets aimlessly, visiting restaurants and bouquinistes, strolling in the Tuileries gardens, chatting to fellow deputies before popping into the Convention to listen to debates. A visit to his lover’s prison is out of the question: it would spell death for both. But Tallien has smuggled a reply to Cabarrus: ‘Be as prudent as I’ll be brave and above all stay calm.’ Is he fobbing off an ex-lover? Or is he planning something? A couple of days ago he confidently told an acquaintance that ‘by the end of the week the tyrant will be brought low’.


Legracieux’s lodgings, Rue Denfert (Chalier)

Stanislas Legracieux is in his Left Bank lodgings, writing a letter to fellow Jacobins in his home town of Saint-Paul-Trois-Châteaux in the former Dauphiné province in south-eastern France. Saint-Paul is also the birthplace of Legracieux’s friend, Claude-François Payan, a strong supporter of Robespierre, who has become, as National Agent, a leading official within the Paris Commune—that is, the municipality—second in importance only to the Mayor, Jean-Baptiste Fleuriot-Lescot. It is most likely Payan’s influence that has secured Legracieux a nicely remunerated place in the central bureaucracy which he has journeyed to the capital to take up.

Legracieux is beside himself with excitement. Today, he witnessed truly dramatic events within the walls of the National Convention. Robespierre openly exposed and denounced the Foreign Plot that has been threatening to divide the nation and engulf the Revolution. He promised (Legracieux is paraphrasing) to rip aside the veil hiding corrupt traitors who conceal the face of tyranny beneath the smile of hope. He stood rock-like against his enemies in the Convention, Virtue personified, facing down the conjoined forces of crime and corruption.

Legracieux is scandalized that, despite the depths of iniquity that Robespierre revealed to his fellow deputies, the assembly refused to publish his speech and to send it out to the provinces. The people is thus being denied the right to know the virtues of the pure and the wickedness of the treacherous. To Legracieux’s indignation, Robespierre’s enemies went further still: they dared to treat this guardian of freedom as a dictator! Robespierre had to rely on his own strength of character to endure this reception in the Convention.

The day was, however, to have a silver lining. For that evening, Legracieux recounts, Robespierre attended the ‘sanctuary of patriotism’ that is the famous Paris Jacobin Club. The Club gets its name from its meeting place, the monastery of the Jacobins, a former Dominican house on the northern side of the Rue Saint-Honoré, only a few hundred yards from Robespierre’s lodgings. From its foundation in autumn 1789 as the Society of Friends of the Constitution, it has consistently attracted the most radical deputies from the national assembly, but membership is also open to private individuals committed to the patriotic cause. Debates and decisions here have a record of powerfully impacting the national assembly. So it bodes well for Robespierre that his numerous friends and admirers in the Club warmly embraced his wish to punish traitors, wherever they are to be found. With reckless enthusiasm the order of the day, hats were flung repeatedly in the air in his support.

And so tomorrow, Legracieux tells his provincial friends, 27 July 1794, the subject of debate in the Jacobins will be the present conspiracy. War to the death against tyrants will ensue. And subsequent days will witness the triumph of the Republic of liberty and equality, hatred for tyrants, and the just vengeance of the people against those who betray it. Unity will prevail, under Robespierre’s sage guidance. The wicked must vanish from the face of the earth…


Home of Guittard de Floriban, Rue des Canettes (Mutius-Scévole)

Midnight is approaching, ending the day of 26 July 1794. The sun set at 7.36 p.m. A new moon was visible from 4.51 in the afternoon—or was it? For the sky was cloudy. The weather has not been outstanding for this time of year, with rain on most days. Tomorrow, 27 July, the sun is due to rise at 4.22 a.m.

Célestin Guittard de Floriban, 69-year-old widower, bourgeois, and rentier, keeps a diary. Its mundane inscriptions are spasmodically spiced by a collection of marginal stars and asterisks which denote sexual relations with his long-term dining companion, one Madame (or rather, now, Citizenness) Sellier. For some months now, Floriban has developed a dual daily pastime: in his diary he records the temperature and he then itemizes the list of the day’s guillotined. On 23 July, his diary shows, the temperature rose to 22 degrees, and 55 individuals were guillotined. On 24 July: 23 degrees, 36 guillotinings. The 25 and 26 July were both fine days: the temperature remained at 23 degrees, as first 38 victims, then a further 52 were executed.

Floriban’s Left Bank home on the corner of the Rue des Canettes adjoins the Place Saint-Sulpice. The street is crowded and airless, which probably explains why up at the Observatory on the southern edge of the city at an elevation 30 metres higher, scientists will record at midday on 27 July a maximum temperature of only 18 degrees—whereas Floriban will register 23. The day of the 27th will remain cloudy and warm. Floriban will note a light shower in the morning; the Observatoire records it at 9.15 a.m. Apart from that, 27 July will see no rain.

Floriban records time in his diary with the old Gregorian Calendar, studiously ignoring the official Revolutionary version. He may not even be aware that on the upcoming décadi, 10 Thermidor – 28 July—there are plans afoot to celebrate two teenage heroes, Joseph Bara and Agricol-Joseph Viala, who have given their lives for the fatherland in war. Robespierre has been making a fuss about them, and at his suggestion their bodies will be placed with great pomp in the Panthéon, the old Sainte-Geneviève church, now a republican shrine for national heroes.

Plans change. In fact, 24 hours or so from now, at the end of 28 July, after duly noting his meteorological data, the prosaic diarist will break into dramatic capitals to announce:

- GREAT CONSPIRACY. Today would have been one of the greatest events that France has ever known if conspiracy had had its way.

The date 27 July 1794 (9 Thermidor Year II) will indeed prove to be a day of conspiracy and counter-conspiracy, of conspiracy alleged, conspiracy discovered, conspiracy foiled. The fate of the Revolution, the state of Paris, and the destiny of France will be in the balance. And at the heart of the action in these 24 hours in the month of Thermidor will be Maximilien Robespierre. In weeks to come, Floriban will remain poised over his diary. But by the end of the fateful day of 9 Thermidor, Robespierre’s spy Rousseville, his panegyrist Stanislas Legracieux and indeed the hangover-bound sans-culotte Alexandre Vernet will all be facing imprisonment. Tallien will have taken vigorous action in defence of his lover, Theresa Cabarrus. And as for Robespierre himself? Twenty-four hours from now, Robespierre will be on the run from the law, and fearing for his life…





Part 
I





Elements of Conspiracy (Midnight to 5.00 a.m.)




Paris is sleeping. Since the storming of the Bastille in July 1789, the city has been living one the most turbulent and passionate episodes in its history. The young French Republic is in the throes of a life and death struggle against the combined armed forces of Ancien Régime Europe, while it also endeavours to master nationwide dissension and civil conflict. Though democratically elected, the National Convention has placed normal democratic procedures in abeyance, and embraced the use of terror as a means of overcoming opposition.



War and terror have transformed the city, endowing its inhabitants with a new kind of political energy. The largest city in continental Europe, Paris once revelled in its reputation as the hedonistic home of European politeness, enlightened thinking, and leisured consumption. Now, Parisians view themselves as the knowing vanguard of world-historical democratic transformation.



Politics since 1789 has been a chronicle of recurrent crises and abrupt shifts in direction, and a new crisis is brewing. It all centres on one of the leading figures in the Revolution, Maximilien Robespierre. Robespierre has a huge reputation as a patriot and a democrat. The most eloquent and incorruptible of champions of the people, he is currently a key member of a government that seems to be carrying all before it. Yet at this moment, while most Parisians are slumbering in their beds, Robespierre is considering his position. He realizes his enemies are depicting him as a dictator, a tyrant-in-the-making. At this very moment, he fears that they are conspiring against him, as though their lives depended on it. As indeed they are. And indeed they do.













00.00/Midnight

Robespierre’s lodgings, 366 Rue Saint-Honoré (Piques)




- I expect nothing from the Montagne; they want to do away with me as a tyrant; but the bulk of the Convention will hear me.




Robespierre is speaking to his landlord, master cabinet-maker Maurice Duplay, in his lodgings at 366 Rue Saint-Honoré. Recently, he has been going to bed early. Tonight that has not possible.

The long, emotional speech that Robespierre gave in the Convention earlier in the day was the first time he has spoken there since mid-June. He may have enraptured spectating provincial Jacobin Stanislas Legracieux, but he also provoked furious and personalized opposition among many deputies, not least his habitual long-term political allies, the radical deputies of what is called the Montagne, or ‘Mountain’. (In the Manège, the Convention’s meeting hall through to May 1793, the group gained the name by colonizing the uppermost benches of the steeply raked seating.) This evening, Robespierre has repeated his Convention speech in the altogether more sympathetic forum of the Jacobin Club. The Club is the Republic’s premier political association, a debating chamber that forms policies that deputies carry into the legislature. Its galleries are open to the general public, and members of the public may join for a fairly substantial subscription. The Club also serves as the hub of a vast network of affiliate and supporting clubs and associations throughout the length and breadth of the country, containing probably in excess of 150,000 members. Club meetings rarely last much past ten o’clock, but tonight has been an exception. Although his speech encountered lively opposition, in the end his demands for political purges to crush the plots that threaten the Republic have been enthusiastically acclaimed, as Legracieux excitedly noted, in stormy debates which delayed his return home.

By his oratory, Robespierre has raised the political stakes to a new level—but he feels vindicated. He has been talking about the Foreign Plot and other conspiracies for so long now as though in a void. Today the Convention has given him positive evidence to prove his point: there is an evident plot against him that is being led by his old Montagnard allies in the Convention, who are claiming that he aspires to dictatorship. They think a tyrant is waiting in the wings.

The theoretical strength of the Convention is 749 deputies. Roughly one-third of them count as Montagnards. The remainder is balanced between the Centre, often disparaged as ‘the Plain’ or ‘the Marsh’ (or Marais) and the ever-diminishing ranks of the Right. Despite their minority status, the energetic and determined Montagnard group has been able largely to impose its collective will about government policy on the direction of the Revolution for a year or more now. The men of the Plain have lacked coordination—as well as the courage and the vision—to put their numerical advantage to the test. The hundred or so replacement deputies who have taken the seats of the deputies who have been purged or else who have resigned or died in post, are probably among the most reticent. But Robespierre now seems to be thinking—as he is faced with blatant conspiracy on the Montagnard benches—that this is the moment for him to mobilize just such moderate individuals, who form ‘the bulk of the Convention’ (as he notes) as a force to save the Republic, and indeed himself.

Does Robespierre for an instant reflect, one wonders, as he leaves Duplay to make his way to his bedchamber with the clock showing after midnight, that today marks a year to the day since, on 27 July 1793, he was elected onto the CPS? He respects anniversaries: he tends not to miss 14 July commemorations. Maybe he also recalls that 6 May 1789, when the Third Estate began its resistance to Louis XVI at the outbreak of the Revolution, was his own birthday? Yet now his mind needs to focus on the immediate future rather than on what must seem a long-distant past. Fortunately, his small, spartan rented room offers few distractions from thinking. For over a month now, he has been doing little else. Studiously avoiding the Convention and the CPS, he has kept himself to himself here at his lodgings, save only for walking his dog, a mastiff called Brount, at the edge of the city, and for evening visits to the Jacobin Club, which is conveniently close to the Duplay residence. Duplay is a Jacobin, and landlord and tenant often attend the Club together.

Robespierre was an obscure provincial lawyer in Arras when in 1789 he was elected by the Artois province to the Estates General. In the new National Constituent Assembly, and then in the Jacobin Club, he carved out an enduring reputation as the unswerving defender of the popular classes and the cause of popular sovereignty. Right-wing enemies contemptuously dubbed him the ‘populomaniac deputy’ and ‘the people’s Don Quixote’, but he never flinched from launching tirades against prominent figures in the new regime who were in his estimation deceiving the people: Mirabeau, for example, the eminent yet corrupt leader in the Constituent Assembly; Lafayette, commander of the Paris NG; Dumouriez, the Girondins’ favourite ‘patriot’ general, who turned traitor and ran off to the Austrians; and the meddlingly troublesome duke of Orleans, Louis XVI’s cousin. ‘The Incorruptible’, as he became known, stood above the often compromised political morals of the new political elite. He claimed, and still claims, not only to represent the people but in some proud sense even to embody it: ‘je suis peuple’. This identification is grounded in a vague but adamantine belief in the perennial goodness of the people, always at risk from the corrupt hands of the great and the powerful.

Robespierre’s dual commitment to the popular cause and the Jacobin Club has not wavered, even in the dark days following King Louis XVI’s attempt to flee Paris in the so-called ‘Flight to Varennes’ in June 1791. The king had never really understood let alone sympathized with the cause of Revolution. Dragged out of Versailles in October 1789, he and his family were placed in the Tuileries palace in central Paris. Free in theory, they instantly felt they were prisoners. Louis’s decision to try to escape from the city split the political class, causing a massive rift within the Jacobins. Even before the humiliated king had been brought back to the capital from Varennes, where he and his family were intercepted, support for republicanism burgeoned among the Jacobin Club membership—but not among those who were deputies. All of the latter, except for Robespierre and a handful of others, abandoned the club, creating a new (if short-lived) Feuillant Club.

In the Assembly, the Feuillants adopted the policy of supporting the errant monarch as a means of forcing him to legitimize a new constitution. In this delicate situation, the Paris NG under Lafayette’s command brutally crushed a popular demonstration calling for the removal of the king, that was held on the Champ de Mars on the south-west corner of the city on 17 July 1791. It was followed by a campaign of harassment of popular radicals and republicans across the city. Hitherto, Robespierre had lodged in the Rue Saintonge on the eastern reaches of the Marais. But he felt vulnerable there in the tense post-Champ de Mars atmosphere and Duplay came to his aid, offering him lodgings that provided greater protection: 366 Rue Saint-Honoré houses Duplay’s carpentry business as well as his home and the street gate opens onto a courtyard where his tough-armed carpenter apprentices and journeymen ply their master’s trade.

With the advent of the Legislative Assembly in September 1791 marking the end of his tenure as a deputy, Robespierre chose not to return to Arras but to remain in Paris and further develop his role as defender of popular sovereignty, partly through journalism and partly through a continued role at the Jacobin Club. In this period he soldered lasting and powerful links with the emerging sans-culotte movement of street radicals, notably in the days leading up to the journée of 10 August 1792 that overthrew the king. After joining the insurrectionary Paris Commune created at the moment of transition to a Republic, he played an active role in radicalizing the capital and electing its deputies (himself included) to the new assembly, the Convention.

By this time, war with Europe had begun to redefine what the Revolution was all about. Robespierre had initially distanced himself from calls for war that started to be made in the national assembly in late 1791 and early 1792 by a loose grouping of deputies known as Girondins or Brissotins (some of them hailed from the Gironde department around Bordeaux, while the journalist deputy Jacques-Pierre Brissot, formerly Robespierre’s friend and ally, was their most high-profile leader). Yet although Robespierre naturally embraced the patriot cause once war against the Austrians was declared in April 1792, Girondin antagonism towards him and his fellow Montagnards grew steadily, as the scale of the international conflict widened to involve most of the other European powers, including Britain. Girondins were fiercely critical of the way that the Montagnards favoured a populist and authoritarian approach to the conduct of the war. In particular, they loudly attacked Parisian sans-culottes, especially after the bloody episode of the 1792 September Massacres. With sans-culotte pressure building up against them, one of the Girondin group, deputy Maximin Isnard, while presiding at the Convention on 28 May 1793, warned a deputation from the Paris Commune that were they to launch an attack on the nation’s representatives, ‘Paris would be destroyed, and people will scan the banks of the Seine for traces of the city’. Robespierre in contrast defended the Parisian people against such Girondin provocations and worked with them to have Brissot and his colleagues expelled from the Convention.

The mutual hatred between the two sides climaxed in the two journées of 31 May and 2 June 1793. On those days, the Montagnards coordinated with the Parisian sans-culotte movement to force the Convention to arrest and expel the Girondin leadership—initially 22 (and ultimately 29) deputies plus two ministers. Instrumental in the operation was François Hanriot, a humble sans-culotte thrust by the crisis into the role of de facto Paris NG commander. In an inspired, if sinister stroke, Hanriot amassed some 80,000 guardsmen around the Convention hall and threatened the deputies with being overrun unless they took action against the Girondins.

The ensuing parliamentary purge sparked huge tracts of provincial France into armed anti-Parisian resistance in the Federalist Revolt of mid-1793. On top of this, the Convention’s armies suffered a rash of military defeats at this time on the frontiers: foreign troops spilled over every border from the Pyrenees to the Rhine; the loyalty of the generals could not be counted on; a peasant royalist uprising triggered civil war in the Vendée department in western France; famine threatened; and central government was paralysed by faction-fighting. When Robespierre joined the CPS on 27 July 1793, the Republic’s fortunes were at their nadir.

What a difference a year makes! In twelve months, the Republic has made an astonishing recovery. This point was underlined in the Convention only two days previously, on 25 July 1794 (7 Thermidor), by Robespierre’s CPS colleague Bertrand Barère. He highlighted just how far France has come since those dark mid-1793 days. Gradually over the late summer of 1793, with the Girondins out of the way (22 of them would be guillotined in October), the Montagnards re-staffed and re-energized the two Committees of Government—the CPS and the CGS—to make them capable of effective action on all fronts. Military action brought the Vendée under control. The Federalist Revolt was snuffed out, and the principal cities which had supported it (Lyon, Marseille, Toulon) recaptured from the rebels and brutally punished. Lyon in particular was singled out for special treatment. The city lost even its identity. It was henceforth ‘Ville-Affranchie’ (‘Freed City’) and its ramparts and many private residences were razed, while a military commission meted out brutal repression. In addition, every frontier was cleared of foreign troops. Indeed, following the battle of Fleurus in late June 1794, French troops are taking the battle to their foes and pushing into the Low Countries. On other fronts there is marked improvement too. Although there are still food shortages, the spectre of famine has been lifted, with special measures keeping Paris provisioned. The judicial system, organized around the Revolutionary Tribunal in Paris, is ridding France of traitors, while police forces are foiling plots, notably within the city’s prison system.

Although Barère concluded his peroration by celebrating the growing spirit of calm throughout the country, he did spot a cloud on a largely sun-drenched horizon: namely, people from the poorer classes had been heard around the Convention hall calling for ‘a new 31 May’, a further sans-culotte-led purge of the assembly. Although deputies now fully accept the outcome of the anti-Girondin journées of 31 May and 2 June 1793, no one wants a repeat performance. Barère’s speech stressed that such action now would not only be dangerous for the Revolutionary cause; it would also be redundant since, although there remains some way to go before the Republic is fully triumphant, in essence the government could not be working better. Threats from Paris are completely out of kilter with reality and would take France down the road to counter-revolution.

Robespierre was not present in the assembly for Barère’s speech. And his sense of present ‘reality’ is very different from that glowingly elaborated by his CPS colleague. The champion of the popular cause absolutely rejects the latter’s implicitly blaming the people of Paris for threatening the Republic. It is not the people who pose the problem, but their representatives in the national assembly. For Robespierre, talk of a replay of the 31 May journée is a distraction from recognizing that a foreign-financed conspiracy has penetrated to the heart of the political system over recent months. Foreign powers are secretly suborning revolutionaries, planting propaganda in the press, and stimulating in-fighting within the political elite. Many of the most egregiously corrupt politicians involved in this Foreign Plot have been executed, following trials before the Revolutionary Tribunal in March and April 1794: first, the radical Hébertist grouping around the municipal politician Jacques-René Hébert, then a more moderate set of deputies around Georges Danton and Camille Desmoulins, who wanted to slow down the pace of terror. Unfortunately, Robespierre believes, the canker of corruption has not been completely eradicated. For some months, he has pestered CPS colleagues to wake up to the reality of this conspiracy and to call for the removal of foreign-financed plotters. By turning a deaf ear to his pleas, they have themselves become part of the problem. Fail to face facts about the enemy, and one becomes the enemy oneself.

Robespierre’s deep pessimism about the government of which he forms part is grounded in a conviction that it has broken the contract it made with the people in 1793. Corruption within the government has not only polluted that relationship, he believes, it has also had a massively deleterious effect on the people themselves. The highly unitary notion of the people that he cherished in the early part of the Revolution has started crumbling under the experience of government. He now feels there is not one but two peoples: one is formed by ‘the mass of the people, pure, simple, thirsty for justice, friends of freedom’. It is this ‘virtuous people who spilt its blood to found the Republic’. The other, in contrast, is ‘an impure breed’, a ‘concoction of ambitious intriguers, a chattering, charlatanesque, artificial people who mislead public opinion’ and who constitute the source of all the nation’s ills. A corrupt government gives sustenance to the ‘impure breed’ rather than the ‘virtuous people’.

It was with a sense of purifying government that Robespierre agreed to enter the CPS on 27 July 1793. It was an elevation, he claims, that he did not actively seek. Certainly, being placed on a powerful body that was running the country under crisis conditions was something entirely new to him. He had been the conscience of the Revolution and the gadfly targeting corrupt politicians. His career was built on being an outsider looking in; now at a stroke he had insider status thrust upon him. This transition from poacher to gamekeeper did not come easily, for Robespierre generally ascribes to the classical republican view that the danger of corruption always lurks near the heart of government. He had hardly been a CPS member for three weeks before he was reporting his shock to the Convention at criminal behaviour within the committee. His complaints about the bad faith of his colleagues died away in subsequent months, but they have re-emerged with a vengeance in recent weeks.

Robespierre’s impracticality is notorious. Danton’s jibe that Robespierre couldn’t boil an egg to save his life was harsh. But he certainly brought to his place within the CPS next to no managerial or practical skills. Almost alone among prominent politicians in the Convention, he had never even sat on an assembly committee, nor developed the skills of political fixing, of quests for compromise, and of creating consensus that go with managing a committee or serving as rapporteur. He has never really run anything in his life. Trained and then practising freelance as a provincial lawyer prior to 1789, his expert knowledge is highly limited. His acquaintance with the culture of international relations is nugatory. He expresses (and indeed rather glories in) a total ignorance of military affairs, save for a predilection for ‘patriotic’ rather than aristocratic generals. And he is little more than a dunce in matters financial (‘Money frightens Robespierre’, Danton once said). Indeed, he is one of a handful of colleagues who are too disorganized even to manage to collect their pay-cheque as deputy in person.

Although when he entered the CPS, Robespierre had a neophyte’s enthusiasm for reforming committee processes, he soon tired of being the new managerial broom, and came to specialize in what he does best: talk. His legislative record is thin. It is his speeches and character rather than his concrete achievements or the range of his practical competencies that have brought him to the CPS. It seems true what Jean-Paul Marat once said of him:

- the only ambition he has is to speak at the rostrum…He has so little about him of a party leader that he flees any group that seems tumultuous and pales at the sight of a drawn sabre.

What he offered from the outset (his CPS colleague Jacques-Nicolas Billaud-Varenne believes) were ‘the most austere virtues, the most complete dedication and the very purest of principles’. His colleagues have allowed him to showcase these virtues, for everyone’s benefit, in a powerful and charismatic eloquence that has crowned the Revolutionary Government with a powerful aura of legitimacy, and heightened levels of popularity and republican assent to their common purpose. This has been changing recently, but in the course of the last year he has provided Revolutionary Government with exemplary service by being able to combine an ability to win popular support for government policy with a toughness that keeps a potentially unruly Convention docile and uncomplaining.

One has only to glance at Robespierre’s speeches in the national assembly or Jacobin Club from the earliest days of the Revolution to grasp his powerfully distinctive voice and inspiring vision of a new, regenerated world of political virtue. In the Constituent Assembly between 1789 and 1791, he fearlessly championed the people, fought for individual rather than a property franchise, argued a powerful case for freedom of expression, championed religious toleration, demanded humane judicial reforms, including the abolition of the death penalty, and joined the anti-colonialist cause (which has culminated in the abolition of slavery in February 1794). He made major contributions to debates on the 1793 Constitution, the world’s most democratic charter (though currently on hold). Before the Revolution, Robespierre also spoke up for the right of women to form part of intellectual debates and public life. If he has recently gone quiet on that cause, it is mainly because deputies mostly believe that women belong in the realm of private life. Women, however, sense that he is a sympathetic spirit and he enjoys much female popularity, leading his enemies to sneer at his ‘idolaters’ in the public galleries.

At his best, he can weave a spell over listeners of both sexes that allows them to glimpse a better, fairer world. When Robespierre is fully on song, his rhetoric has mesmerizing, quasi-magical powers, that no other politician can match. Some aspects of this uplifting vision, grounded in individual rights, have had to be put on hold because of the war emergency. Even so, and despite still being mocked by some fellow deputies as a utopian visionary, he has retained a sense of the Revolution as offering the opportunity for regenerated humanity to accede to a noble destination, which he conceives of as that republic of virtue that has formed the basis of his great set-piece speeches over the last year. Billaud-Varenne’s better grasp of detail made him, rather than Robespierre, the CPS drafter and rapporteur of the Law of 14 Frimaire (4 December 1793), the piece of legislation setting out the mechanisms of the Revolutionary Government. Similarly, Barère’s competence in international relations makes him the optimal presenter of news from the front, and it is he rather than Robespierre who introduces major reform of poor relief. Yet it is Robespierre who has assumed the task of presenting a coherent and passionate moral rationale for Revolutionary Government, both inspiring and justifying government activities. This encompasses the use of terror. Terror is nothing new: it has been an embodiment of sovereignty across the ages, especially at moments of state crisis. The Revolutionary Government, Robespierre argues, has put this on a new and morally defensible basis, due to the fact that sovereignty in the new Republic is embodied in the people not in the person of the ruler. Given this grounding, the government now freely deploys terror in the exercise of what he calls a ‘despotism of liberty against tyranny’. This brings virtue and terror into conjunction in a way that is new in the history of humanity:

- Virtue without which terror is destructive; terror, without which virtue is impotent. Terror is only prompt, severe and inflexible justice; it is thus an emanation of virtue.



Robespierre’s deep emotional engagement in his speeches adds to their impact. His heart is always on his sleeve. He is painfully sincere in all his words and actions, offering an exemplary model of high-minded action in the style of his great idol, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the arch-apostle of moral transparency. The high spot of the whole Revolution for Robespierre was probably when, on 8 June 1794 (20 Prairial), he officiated over the Festival of the Supreme Being, which followed on from legislation which he had designed and steered through the assembly, establishing a Deist form of worship which sought to consign atheism to the past. The enthusiastic response that he perceived the festival eliciting from the people of Paris played to his passionate conviction that the Revolution marked a new epoch in history. He does not see returning now to the democratic 1793 Constitution as a government priority: indeed he views those who call for it in present circumstances as the dangerous heirs of the Hébertist radicals who had been crushed in the spring. Rather, he urges the government to work with the existing national assembly towards human regeneration through social institutions like public festivals, his Supreme Being project, educational reforms, and social welfare schemes. Combined with terror, these will direct the people onwards in the pathways of virtue.

There are no shades of grey in Maximilien Robespierre’s oratory, nor indeed in his worldview. His speeches depict a black-and-white world in which the pure, the morally upright, and the patriotic heroically combat all manner of corrupt men and women in the noble task of humanity’s self-fashioning in virtue. This arch-simplification of the political landscape, fortified by the inevitable polarization of politics at time of war, combines with an unwavering, self-sacrificial, Rousseau-esque commitment to the cause. The kind of melodramatic, sentimental narrative arc which structures his speeches, and which often evokes his own death in the cause of freedom, is not new: he was using it even before the Revolution got under way, and he has drawn on it throughout his Revolutionary career. Nor is it Robespierre’s alone. But it is undoubtedly his signature trope, which has the power to instil an added frisson in his listeners.

Robespierre’s ability to thrill and to inspire his audience through the power of his words is all the more striking in that he is not at all a natural orator. He admits to suffering stage fright, at least up to the moment when he opens his mouth. His voice, inflected by an unfashionable provincial accent, is thin and often sounds slightly strained. It carries poorly in the cavernous assembly hall. His physical posture at the rostrum is constrained and awkward and he lacks expansive, Danton-esque gestures. He also has a habit, which some find infuriating (though it also prompts close attention) of speaking slowly and making dramatic pauses, while maybe adjusting the green-lens spectacles he often wears. His speeches can be very long—and for the unconverted seem even longer.

Perhaps Robespierre’s Achilles heel as a speaker, however, is his sensitivity to ridicule and humour. He is famously thin-skinned and stands so firmly on his dignity as almost to invite mischievous deflation. Under the Constituent Assembly, his aristocratic opponents provoked Robespierre by writing and pronouncing his name as Roberts-pierre, alleging a (completely fictitious) family connection to the infamous Robert Damiens, Louis XV’s would-be assassin in 1757. Then again, a matter of weeks earlier, CGS member Marc-Guillaume-Alexis Vadier tweaked Robespierre’s tail over the affair of an obscure visionary prophetess called Catherine Théot who, Vadier claimed, called herself the ‘Mother of God’ and regarded Robespierre as the Messiah, a thought that sparked waves of poorly suppressed giggles at his expense in an assembly which had been pretty sombre of late. Robespierre has personally prohibited the Théot case going to the Revolutionary Tribunal in a way that people suppose means either he has something to hide or simply does not want to expose himself to further ridicule.

Despite these weak spots, Robespierre has achieved rhetorical mastery over his audience in a variety of ways. He is particularly adept at handling parliamentary procedure, and knows how to command attention through interventions in debate and the use of points of order. If one of his own points of order is rejected, he may retort with verbal violence, invoking the loftiest principles and his own emotional disarray at being challenged so stridently, that the speaker has to give way. On one famous occasion he only managed to seize the rostrum by shouting ‘Let me speak or else kill me’. On the other hand, once at the rostrum he is also a past-master at overriding objections and points of order from the floor: when the pro-Girondin deputy Carra at one stage in August 1793 tried to put a point of order as Robespierre tore into him, Robespierre cut him dead with: ‘it is not seemly for conspirators to interrupt freedom’s defender’. Robespierre can also on occasion affect a silent, basilisk-like, Medusan stare that can stop grown men in their tracks and induce devastating despair. Finally, he falls back on invoking the assent of his supporters in the public galleries or else associating them with his putative victimhood as a means of silencing and intimidating opponents.



If Robespierre’s mood is unsettled tonight, and his feelings intense and brooding, it is because today—or rather, yesterday, 26 July or 8 Thermidor—this repertoire of techniques of rhetorical domination has been found wanting. The long, two-hour speech he delivered in the Convention was the first he has delivered there since 12 June. It ended by inspiring loud and articulate hostility that he has simply not experienced as a CPS member.

Robespierre presented his remarks as coming from a simple deputy, a mere citizen rather than a member of the government, from which, he freely admits, he has absented himself for the last six weeks. Shorn of responsibility to government, he felt freer, he claimed, to speak truth to power, to unveil plots and to denounce conspiracies. By ‘unburdening his heart’, he hoped that the ‘useful truths’ he offered might harmonize discord in the Convention and guide the thinking of the people. He represented himself as an ardent outsider, a passionate oppositional force, who equates his own identity and destiny with that of the people’s revolution he has always championed. Public freedom is being violated, and his innocent name is being calumniated and outraged. His enemies are the Revolution’s enemies: attacks on him are attacks on the Revolution and on the people. His opponents supply the British press with stories of his tyrannical intentions, they exaggerate his passing involvement in policing, and they diffuse lies about his alleged plans to send scores of fellow deputies to the Revolutionary Tribunal and the guillotine. The conspirators are erecting ‘a system of terror’: frightened deputies no longer sleep soundly in their beds at night. They laughably claim he wishes to be a dictator. He is no dictator—‘If I were’, he grimly noted, his enemies ‘would be grovelling at my feet’.

At the start of his speech, Robespierre announced that in the interests of encouraging harmony, he was not about to make accusations. Yet as his speech developed, it became clear that he does in fact have specific targets in view, namely, the groups of immoral, often atheistical and sometimes ruthless men, who, he believes, with foreign aid have been conspiring against him and against the Republic for some months now. Former nobles, émigrés and crooks—he must be thinking of Dossonville—have insinuated themselves within the CGS bureaucracy. The financial administration is another target. The CPS has kept out of financial affairs, but recent legislation adversely affecting small savers suggests that the Convention’s Finance Committee, headed by fellow deputies Cambon, Mallarmé, and Ramel, has fallen into corrupt and aristocratic hands, while their treasury chief, Lhermina, is a hypocritical counter-revolutionary.

Dramatically, Robespierre did not spare the Committees of Government from his verbal assaults. Not only is the CGS bureaucracy riddled with counter-revolutionaries, according to Robespierre, but the whole committee has gone along with Vadier’s use of the Catherine Théot affair to undermine and ridicule him. The CPS is little better, and although Robespierre generally eschews naming names, his veiled references are pointed. The armies may be winning battles at the front, but war policy—in the hands of his CPS colleague Lazare Carnot—threatens to unleash tyranny. It is worrying that Paris is being left defenceless by Carnot’s decision to transfer sectional artillery units from Paris to the front. Robespierre has another colleague, Barère, in his sights when he berates the ‘academic lightness’ which he displays on announcing military successes in a way that risks playing into ‘military despotism’. Robespierre had bitter, if anonymized, words too for his colleagues Billaud-Varenne and Jean-Marie Collot d’Herbois, who hypocritically claim his friendship even as they plot against him and whisper that he is a new Catiline, the Roman aspirant to dictatorship, or else Pisistratus, the Athenian tyrant.

The counter-revolutionary acts that these members of government are committing have caused dysfunctionality in the conduct of policies agreed by the Convention. They have not only deferred the advent of the republic of virtue but they are also threatening to unravel all that the Revolution has achieved. The CPS and the CGS are not doing their job. The forces of order need to clamp down to prevent hardened counter-revolutionaries from openly conspiring in the capital. The Revolutionary Tribunal should be defended and the institution strengthened to allow it to do its work effectively. The law prohibiting the taking of British prisoners of war has not been executed rigorously enough; it must be properly enforced.

As ever, Robespierre’s 8 Thermidor speech was full of rhetorical flights aimed to display his passionate commitment to the Revolutionary cause. He sought to elicit pity, admiration, and emulation. He is, he declares, no dictator but rather ‘freedom’s slave, the living martyr of the Republic, the victim even more than the enemy of crime’. He peppered his talk with anecdotes that showed him suffering the slings and arrows of his outrageous opponents: insults he endured from fellow deputies when presiding over the glorious festival of the Supreme Being; calumnies spread about him by the Duke of York, commander of the British armed forces on the continent; ridicule directed at him (by Vadier); treachery (from Cambon); rivalry (of Carnot); and so on. He ended his peroration with a flourish, asserting that he had always combatted crime, and could no longer form part of a government that governed criminally. The game-keeper has clearly returned to poaching.

Robespierre’s speech purported not to accuse; yet it did little else. It was an outright rejection of the paean of praise for the government that Barère had enunciated the previous day. Remarkably, a word indicating conspiracy (conspirator, conspiracy, plot, faction, etc) cropped up almost every single minute of his two-hour speech. Despite claiming to be preaching harmony, his speech performed discord and exudes menace. Notwithstanding the signature evocations of his own death, Robespierre’s speech made him sound to deputies less like a man who is ready to die than a man who wants to kill.

While mentioning almost no one except Finance Committee stalwarts by name, he made a precise list of demands: traitors in the Convention and even at the heart of government need to be rooted out; the CPS and the CGS must be purged; the CGS’s bureaucracy has also to be subordinated to the renovated CPS, and its officials weeded out for traitors; and the Finance Committee and its officials require much the same treatment.

Robespierre has been such a key figure in the Revolutionary Government and has given the lead in so many initiatives involving and legitimating terror, that his speech, punctuated with occasional outbreaks of applause, was heard with rapt yet increasingly appalled attention. He was seemingly showing the assembly that his and the people’s enemies now come from the Montagnards, his former allies. His appeal is thus (as he indicated to landlord Duplay that night) to the centrist deputies of the Plain. Good, upright men—hommes de bien—he stresses, must grasp that his intentions towards them are now pure, and that he and they have a common enemy in men of blood, perverted men, corrupt men.

The unexpected length and the explosive contents of the speech left the Convention in a quandary. The deputies’ baffled uncertainty over how to react was evident in the first two interventions that ensued, from Montagnards who were deep-dyed enemies of Robespierre. First, Laurent Lecointre sprang to his feet to propose immediate publication of the text: the printing and circulation of speeches as pamphlets was an honour reserved for only the most significant discourses. Yet the gesture can only have sprung from Lecointre’s fear for his own skin, since for months he has been openly expressing his hatred of the Incorruptible. Next, Bourdon de l’Oise, one of Robespierre’s perennial whipping boys, offered a craftier and braver response by calling for the text to be passed first for comment to the CPS and CGS. As Robespierre immediately grasped, this was tantamount to sending the text to men he had just accused of being traitors.

Robespierre’s ally Couthon rushed to his aid, demanding that the speech should not merely be published, but also sent to every commune in the land. The debate seemed to be drifting, when it was startlingly transformed by the Montpellier businessman, Joseph Cambon, chair of the Finance Committee that Robespierre had singled out for attack. He hurled himself to the rostrum to launch a blistering attack. In a furious (but also doubtless frightened) rant, Cambon passionately defended the work of his committee, vaunted his own patriotism as quite as deeply felt as Robespierre’s, and concluded:

- It’s time to tell the whole truth: a single individual is paralysing the will of the Convention, and that man has just spoken; it is Robespierre!

Cambon’s fury and the surprisingly high level of applause it elicited knocked Robespierre off his stride, and he riposted weakly, admitting he knew nothing about finance and confessing he was basing his critique on hearsay, triggering a contemptuous riposte from Cambon. It has been a long time since Robespierre received this kind of treatment in public. The enthusiastic response that Cambon elicited from across the deputies’ benches is a worrying sign for him.

As if to emphasize the new anti-Robespierre mood, Billaud-Varenne now pitched in again: had Robespierre bothered to attend the CPS for the last six weeks he would not have made so many false statements. He proposed that Robespierre’s speech should indeed go the Committees of Government for consideration. Deputies impetuously shouted their support.

Although the most obvious targets of Robespierre’s speech were clear enough, the studied vagueness about the scale of the purges that he was proposing had been triggering nervous anxiety. Étienne-Jean Panis, a deputy who had once been close to Robespierre, now daringly opened up a new line of attack. He simply wanted to know: did Robespierre’s list for purging include his own name? He had recently been told when walking out of the Jacobin Club that it did. Was this true? And was Robespierre’s notorious bête noire, deputy Joseph Fouché, also on the list? Robespierre was by now completely on the back foot. Challenged again to name names, with deputies almost baiting him, he desisted point-blank, and ignored the question of whether he did in fact have a proscription list.

A whole line of Montagnard deputies, including another of Robespierre’s arch-enemies, Louis-Stanislas Fréron, rose to condemn the idea of Robespierre’s speech having wide circulation. As CGS member André Amar noted, sending it out for instant diffusion would deprive those accused in Robespierre’s speech of a legitimate right to reply. Finally it was agreed that the speech should indeed be published, but only circulated for now to members of the Convention.

As the session was closing, one of the Convention’s scribes asked Robespierre for the manuscript of his speech. It has been his practice to revise his speeches before they are published. His notes for the session were a mess, so he weakly indicated that he would forward the text at a later date.

The moderate deputy Jean-Baptiste Mailhe has fallen foul of Robespierre so often in the past that he counters despair about his destiny by fetishistically trying to sit next to Robespierre in the Convention hall on every occasion. Now, Mailhe saw a humiliated and chastened Robespierre return to his seat muttering to himself, ‘I am lost!’ The Montagnards had deserted him, he had lost the floor in the Convention, and the term ‘dictator’ was being bandied about. Would the Jacobin Club later that evening at least prove welcoming? Would they defend him against the grave charge of conspiring to become a dictator?








01.00/1.00 a.m.

CPS Committee Room, Tuileries palace (Tuileries)



Robespierre’s ears must be burning. Angry raised voices coming from the CPS meeting room in the Tuileries palace have been audible in the outer offices for nearly an hour now and show no sign of stopping. There is a fracas at the heart of the Revolutionary Government, and, despite his absence, it is all about him, his character and his intentions.

It is not unknown for the committee which has run the country over the last year to be engaged in furious dispute, even at this late hour. Members do have their disagreements and disputes, increasingly so in fact. A quarrel in May which pitted Robespierre against military expert Lazare Carnot was so noisy that it caused crowds to assemble outside in the Tuileries garden, obliging clerks to shut the windows so as to prevent passers-by from hearing earfuls of confidential government business.

The most vociferous participants in tonight’s quarrel are Robespierre’s CPS colleagues, Collot d’Herbois and Billaud-Varenne, who have just returned from the Jacobin Club, and are laying into Robespierre’s ally, Saint-Just. Robespierre has been speaking in the Club: not just speaking, in fact, but launching a personalized frontal assault on Revolutionary Government (of which he forms part) and the two men in particular. Despite his six-week absence from the CPS and assembly, Robespierre has remained a frequent attender at the Jacobin Club. Since 12 June, the day of his last speech in the Convention, he has spoken at more Jacobin Club meetings than he has not, and since 9 July he has intervened in nine out of the Club’s ten meetings. The increased frequency of his Jacobin attendance has been marked by an ostentatious ramping up of attacks on the government. But tonight has put things on a different level. Collot and Billaud are infuriated. They are also very frightened.

The two men are directing their uncontrolled fury at their colleague Saint-Just, whom they believe is part of a plot against them led by Robespierre, and probably supported by Couthon. Their indignation is all the more righteous, moreover, in that the men believe that their opponents have broken the terms of an informal understanding hammered out only days earlier, on 22–3 July (or 4–5 Thermidor) that sought to end the toxic atmosphere that has been developing within the Committees of Government. Collot and Billaud fear that they have been taken for fools.

Even though Robespierre and Couthon had been aggressively critical of government in recent weeks at the Jacobin Club, there were enough vestiges of goodwill and common purpose remaining to explore a viable resolution of conflict. Accordingly, it was agreed that joint CPS/CGS meetings should be held in order to work towards conciliation. Robespierre was absent the first day, 22 July, though Saint-Just eloquently pleaded his cause. That meeting was positive enough for Saint-Just to believe that his colleagues’ wish for conciliation was sincere, and he used his influence over Robespierre to encourage him to attend a further joint meeting of the two committees the following day.

The 23 July meeting began tensely as colleagues eyed each other in silence. Robespierre had returned after a six-week absence to what must have seemed to him the lair of his enemies. While he covered any nervousness he may have felt with icy looks of disdainful hauteur, his ally Saint-Just sought to transcend his own and everybody’s embarrassment, breaking the silence to launch an elevated paean of praise for Robespierre as ‘a martyr of liberty’. This stimulated Robespierre into a long speech in which he bitterly complained about the way that many seated around the green table were attacking him in speeches and actions. Matters looked as though they were getting out of hand, and names of potential victims of a purge may have been mooted. Carnot was forthright in opposition, however, and showed no sign of willingness to compromise. Billaud and Collot combined together, however, in a charm offensive to win Robespierre over. ‘We are your friends,’ wheedled Billaud. ‘We have come so far together…’ The emollient words coaxed Robespierre into entering into dialogue. Although it was not spelled out, the implication was that there would be a cessation of personal attacks on each other. CPS and CGS members assumed that the moratorium would be accompanied by Robespierre’s backing down from the idea of a purge of the Convention.

There was agreement too on changes to the procedures of revolutionary justice that Saint-Just had been demanding for some time. On 26 February and 3 March, he had got the Convention to decree the so-called ‘Laws of Ventôse’, which among other things envisaged the establishment of four Popular Commissions in Paris that would serve to filter political suspects, freeing some, deporting others, and sending only the most egregious cases to the Revolutionary Tribunal. Only two of these commissions have ever really functioned, under the label Commission du Muséum, which is based in the section of that name. Now, as a major concession to Saint-Just and Robespierre, four such commissions are to be instituted. It was also agreed that there will be four additional itinerant tribunals to cope with suspects in the departments. The idea is to lessen pressure on the Paris Revolutionary Tribunal while maintaining judicial terror here and throughout the country. The measures will also have the effect of reducing the prison population of Paris that has reached problematic levels.

Another token of goodwill over an issue that has been festering for some time was an agreement that a number of Paris sections should send their NG artillerymen to serve at the front. This has long been a routine arrangement, of whose military rationale Carnot approves, but Saint-Just, Robespierre, and their allies in the Club have recently made a political issue of it. Although their anxiety seems largely unsubstantiated, they are claiming that this would leave the capital dangerously undefended. Artillerymen are among the most patriotic of sans-culottes, so their absence could de-radicalize the capital’s armed forces. In the event, sparked by the ambient spirit of compromise, Saint-Just agreed to Carnot’s proposal to expedite the gunners of four sections into regular military service behind the front line.

Finally, it was agreed that Barère would make a speech to the Convention about the external situation, which he delivered on 7 Thermidor, while Saint-Just would be deputed to draw up a report for the Convention so as to present a united CPS/CGS front that scotched rumours about divisions within the Revolutionary Government. This is a major concession, though there is still some way to go before total unanimity is reached, since Billaud and Collot strongly urged Saint-Just to make no mention of religious affairs. Robespierre’s Cult of the Supreme Being remains a bone of contention.

In the interim, a decree on the establishment of Popular Commissions has duly been passed, and sectional artillerymen have been despatched to the army. Yet Robespierre and Couthon have shown absolutely no wish to abide by the spirit of détente. On the evening of 24 July (6 Thermidor) both men attended the Jacobin Club where Couthon launched a bitter tirade against the CGS and a further call for a purge of those deputies, ‘whose hands are laden with wealth and with the stench of the blood of the innocent victims that they have immolated’. Although the Committees of Government contained men of virtue, Couthon proclaimed, the CGS in particular is surrounded by scoundrels making corrupt and arbitrary decisions. Even in the Convention, even in the Jacobin Club, he added (worryingly for those present), agents of the Foreign Plot were to be found. He was not, he underlined again, attacking the Convention as a whole, only a handful of ‘impure individuals who seek to corrupt public morality and to build a throne for crime on the tomb of morals and virtue’. ‘Good men,’ he concluded, ‘must now rally and separate themselves from these five or six turbulent creatures.’ Robespierre put in his pennyworth too, proclaiming that ‘the moment has come to strike down the last heads of the hydra; the factious must not hope for pardon’. All this was fighting talk: it blew the negotiated truce out of the water.

Couthon further aggravated matters by going back on the issue of the NG gunners being evacuated from Paris. He blamed Louis-Antoine Pille, Carnot’s appointee as chief of the army commission (effectively army minister) for this decision. Pille’s deputy, Jacobin and Robespierre ally, Prosper Sijas, has been conducting a personal vendetta against him, so that the continuation of the feud is manifestly a proxy attack on Carnot. It breaks the terms of the CPS/CGS truce, and ignores Saint-Just’s acquiescence in artillery deployments.

René-François Dumas, President of the Revolutionary Tribunal, another fervent supporter of Robespierre in the Club, then waded in with a further cause of contention, namely, the curious case of Jean-François Magendie. Magendie had been petitioning the Convention for some time, claiming that outstanding sums owed to him by the wealthy former court banker, Magon de La Balue, guillotined a week earlier, should be paid out of his estate. Magendie was handing out copies of his petition to left and right at the door of the Jacobin Club on 6 Thermidor. What caught the eye in the pamphlet was not its substance but rather the suggestion, made in passing, that using the phrase ‘for God’s sake’ (‘sacré nom de Dieu’) should be viewed as a counter-revolutionary, capital offence. This was doubtless a sycophantic proposal on Magendie’s part, meant to curry favour with Robespierre. Yet it was so ludicrously ill-judged that when it came to Robespierre’s ears he will have realized straight away the fun at his expense that his enemies would make of the idea. He was still bruised by the ridicule that had come his way over the Catherine Théot case, and it seemed easy to assume that the whole Magendie business was a ruse to make him look ridiculous.

After attacking Magendie, Robespierre went on to endorse Couthon’s calls for a purge of deputies. The clearly puzzled deputy for the Ile-de-France (Mauritius), Benoît Gouly, stepped forward to ask for greater clarity:

- At each of our meetings for three weeks now, Robespierre and Couthon have been stating that they have great truths to reveal to the people. I ask that in a special meeting tomorrow they explain about the plots that are being hatched against the fatherland.

It seems a fair, even helpful question. Is this not the time for clarity, for naming names? Who are the guilty men? And are there only five or six of them as Couthon has said? But Couthon and Robespierre did not receive it that way. Both glared furiously at Gouly, before Robespierre took to the rostrum to launch an attack on the proposal. Clearly timing was a sensitive issue.

The Jacobin Club agreed that a delegation should go to the Convention next day to present a petition outlining their grievances over the gunners, Pille’s actions in the military bureaucracy, and the Magendie case. This they did, on 7 Thermidor, when they also highlighted anxiety about the workings of a Foreign Plot (one of Robespierre’s favoured themes). In the same session, Barère was making his agreed state-of-the-nation speech and, ironically enough, it contained a carefully crafted olive branch for Robespierre. Flourishing a very obvious nod towards the compromise he believed had been struck on 23 July (but which seemed under attack in this very session), Barère evoked the threats of a new 31 May-style purge of the assembly recently uttered in the environs of the Tuileries palace, before going on:

- Yesterday…a representative of the people, notorious for his patriotism, that he has merited by five years of work and by the imperturbable principles of independence and freedom, heatedly refuted these counter-revolutionary words.

The compliment must by then have sounded hollow, not least because Robespierre was absent from the Convention for Barère’s speech and the Jacobin petition, even though the Jacobin delegation seemed to be ventriloquizing their hero.

Far from desisting from attacks, Robespierre has thus ratcheted them up. Billaud and Collot must be wondering whether Robespierre, Saint-Just, and Couthon were ever sincere in the truce negotiations. Or were they just playing for time and getting themselves ready to strike? Maybe Robespierre really is aiming to be dictator…

Tonight’s quarrel involving Collot, Billaud, and Saint-Just is taking place in the main CPS Committee Room, situated at the heart of the apartment in the old Tuileries palace in which Queen Marie-Antoinette was lodged between 1789 and 1792.
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		2.00 p.m. Across the city



		15.00/3.00 p.m. National Guard Headquarters, Rue du Martroy (Maison-Commune)



		3.00 p.m. Convention hall, Tuileries palace



		3.30 p.m. Courtyard, Palais de Justice, Ile de la Cité



		3.30 p.m. Convention hall, Tuileries palace
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		16.00/4.00 p.m. Convention hall, Tuileries palace



		4.15 p.m. Vergne’s home, Ile Saint-Louis (Fraternité)



		4.15 p.m. La Force prison
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