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	An engraving of Robespierre guillotining the executioner after having guillotined everyone else in France.
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	Charles River Editors was founded by Harvard and MIT alumni to provide superior editing and original writing services, with the expertise to create digital content for publishers across a vast range of subject matter. In addition to providing original digital content for third party publishers, Charles River Editors republishes civilization’s greatest literary works, bringing them to a new generation via ebooks.
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	Depiction of 9 emigrants going to the guillotine, 1793

	The Reign of Terror (September 1793 – July 1794)

	 

	“Citizens, did you want a revolution without a revolution?” – Maximilien Robespierre

	In the 19th century, the Scottish writer Thomas Carlyle famously wrote, "The history of the world is but the biography of great men", popularizing the “Great Man” theory that the course of history is shaped by a select few heroic individuals. While historians and others continue to debate the accuracy of the Great Man theory of history, there is no question that the course of history is permanently altered by decisive moments in time, where a different result would have produced drastically different outcomes. Charles River Editors’ Decisive Moments in History examines the events that changed history forever and set the world down the path it finds itself on today. 

	As one of the seminal social revolutions in human history, the French Revolution holds a unique legacy, especially in the West. The early years of the Revolution were fueled by Enlightenment ideals, seeking the social overthrow of the caste system that gave the royalty and aristocracy decisive advantages over the lower classes. But history remembers the French Revolution in a starkly different way, as the same leaders who sought a more democratic system while out of power devolved into establishing an incredibly repressive tyranny of their own once they acquired it. 

	The height of Republican France’s tyranny came during a 10 month period forever known as the Reign of Terror, the most notorious and arguably most memorable part of the French Revolution. One of the first victims of the Reign of Terror was its most famous: former French Queen Marie Antoinette. But Antoinette was followed by thousands more, including everyone from aristocrats to clergy to prostitutes and even instrumental revolutionaries like Danton, Desmoulins, and, most notably, Robespierre. It was Robespierre whose position on the Committee of Public Safety made him the Reign of Terror’s instrumental figure until he himself became a victim of it in July 1794. Robespierre’s date with the guillotine is often considered the official end of the Reign of Terror, but by then it is estimated that at least 16,000 people were guillotined in that time and possibly 25,000 more were summarily executed across the country. 

	Although Robespierre is almost singlehandedly associated with the Reign of Terror and is typically blamed for it, many factors influenced the actions and beliefs of Paris and the remainder of France during late 1793 and 1794. Robespierre and the Committee of Public Safety believed passionately in the Revolution and fought to eliminate any threat to the young French Republic. Robespierre envisioned a Republic of Virtue, with no room for anyone who did not abide by his rules and morality. Counterrevolutionaries certainly did threaten the Revolution; however, most of those killed during the Reign of Terror were not counterrevolutionaries and posed no serious threat to the Revolution or Republic.

	Decisive Moments in History: The Reign of Terror chronicles this instrumental period of the French Revolution, explaining the historical background leading up to it, the seminal moments of the Reign of Terror, and its aftermath and legacy. Along with pictures of important people, places, and events, you will learn about the Reign of Terror like you never have before, in no time at all.
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	Depiction of mass shootings at Nantes during the Reign of Terror, 1793 

	Chapter 1: Heading Toward Revolution

	Lit de Justice

	Throughout the mid-1780s, France had been suffering severe economic difficulties brought on by a combination of factors. While poor harvests and droughts didn’t help, the most obvious factor is that the French government was spending way too much, whether on the American Revolution or personal spending by royalty, thereby leaving the nation itself practically bankrupt. King Louis XVI had made several ministerial changes, with those Ministers trying different ways of boosting France’s economic fortunes, but things were coming to a head by the end of the decade, as calls mounted for a gathering of the Estates-General.

	On August 6, 1787, Louis XVI held a lit de justice, enabling him to register new laws and reforms without the approval of parlement. The King held the ceremony at Versailles, well away from the chaos and large groups that had gathered to call for the Estates-General in Paris, and at the lit de justice, Louis called for new taxes and announced a number of spending cuts. 

	The lit de justice itself was quite calm, but the response of parlement was not. The next day, parlement condemned the forced registration of new taxes, declaring it illegal, and over the next few days, the Parlement de Paris voted to condemn Controller-General of Finance Charles Alexandre de Calonne for mismanagement of public funds. By August 15, the King exiled the Parlement de Paris, which initially brought protests in Paris, but the situation calmed by early September after government forces cleared the streets, closed clubs and clamped down on bookshops. The crown retained control, but parlements throughout France began to register their objections to royal policy. 
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	Charles Alexandre de Calonne

	Calonne’s successor, Etienne-Charles de Lomenie de Brienne, proposed a comprehensive five-year plan to restore French credit and improve the overall finances of the French government. His plan did not call for new taxes, but it did require that two extant taxes be extended. He also agreed to present a full accounting of the finances of the French government. In mid-September, Brienne negotiated the return of the Parlement de Paris following their usual autumn break, and the Parlement de Paris was expected to return to the city in November. The Parisian response was varied, but on the whole, there was little hope for Brienne's plan. Nevertheless, Brienne's own optimism continued, and he believed that the Estates-General might be called in 1792 to mark the successful completion of his five-year plan. 

	On November 19, 1787, the Parlement de Paris convened in a rare royal session with the King in attendance. The King opened the session with an announcement of civil rights for Protestants, which was of particular importance as refugees entered the country from the Dutch Republic. Parlement argued for more than eight hours, but in the end, the Parlement de Paris did not vote on the five-year plan or the loans that would be required to finance government during these years. At the end of the day's discussion, Louis XVI simply announced the registration of the loans without parliamentary approval and promised the Estates-General would be called no later than 1792. 

	The Duc d'Orleans, head of the junior branch of the royal family, immediately protested the legality of the King's actions. The King, words failing him, stated that he did not care and it was legal because he wished it to be legal. The King left Parlement, but the session was not dismissed. Discussion continued for nearly four more hours that night and Parlement denounced the registration of the loans. The following day, Orleans and several other leaders of the Parlement de Paris were immediately exiled by lettres de cachet from the King, and in response, Parlement declared lettres de cachet illegal in January 1788. Provincial parlements across France began to refuse to register laws in protest of the King's actions, and accusations of despotism began in earnest.
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	Louis Philippe Joseph d'Orléans, Duke of Orleans
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