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French Revolution  Handout 8 Thermidor 
 

The Law of 22 Prairial Year II (10 June 1794) 

Although the most immediate threats to the security of the Republic—foreign invasion, the civil war in 

the Vendée, the Federalist uprisings, the grain shortage in Paris, and hyperinflation—had abated by June 

1794, Robespierre and his allies on the Committee of Public Safety argued all the more strenuously that 

virtue needed to be enforced through terror. To this end, on 22 Prairial (10 June), they proposed a law 

that would free the Revolutionary Tribunals from control by the Convention and would greatly 

strengthen the position of prosecutors by limiting the ability of suspects to defend themselves. 

Furthermore, the law broadened the sorts of charges that could be brought so that virtually any criticism 

of the government became criminal. 

 

The Revolutionary Tribunal shall divide itself into sections, composed of twelve members, to wit: three 

judges and nine jurors, which jurors may not pass judgment unless they are seven in number. 

The Revolutionary Tribunal is instituted to punish the enemies of the people. 

The enemies of the people are those who seek to destroy public liberty, either by force or by cunning. 

The following are deemed enemies of the people: those who have instigated the reestablishment of 

monarchy, or have sought to disparage or dissolve the National Convention and the revolutionary and 

republican government of which it is the center: 

Those who have betrayed the Republic in the command of places and armies, or in any other military 

function, carried on correspondence with the enemies of the Republic, labored to disrupt the 

provisioning or the service of the armies; 

Those who have sought to impede the provisioning of Paris, or to create scarcity within the Republic; 

Those who have supported the designs of the enemies of France, either by countenancing the sheltering 

and the impunity of conspirators and aristocracy, by persecuting and calumniating patriotism, by 

corrupting the mandataries of the people, or by abusing the principles of the Revolution or the laws or 

measures of the government by false and perfidious applications; 

Those who have deceived the people or the representatives of the people, in order to lead them into 

undertakings contrary to the interests of liberty; 

Those who have sought to inspire discouragement, in order to favor the enterprises of the tyrants 

leagued against the Republic; 

Those who have disseminated false news in order to divide or disturb the people; 

Those who have sought to mislead opinion and to prevent the instruction of the people, to deprave 

morals and to corrupt the public conscience, to impair the energy and the purity of revolutionary and 

republican principles, or to impede the progress thereof, either by counterrevolutionary or insidious 

writings, or by any other machination; 
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Contractors of bad faith who compromise the safety of the Republic, and squanderers of the public 

fortune, other than those included in the provisions of the law of 7 Frimaire; 

Those who, charged with public office, take advantage of it in order to serve the enemies of the 

Revolution, to harass patriots, or to oppress the people; 

Finally, all who are designated in previous laws relative to the punishment of conspirators and 

counterrevolutionaries, and who, by whatever means or by whatever appearances they assume, have 

made an attempt against the liberty, unity, and security of the Republic, or labored to prevent the 

strengthening thereof. 

The penalty provided for all offenses under the jurisdiction of the Revolutionary Tribunal is death. 

The proof necessary to convict enemies of the people comprises every kind of evidence, whether 

material or moral, oral or written, which can naturally secure the approval of every just and reasonable 

mind; the rule of judgments is the conscience of the jurors, enlightened by love of the Patrie; their 

aim, the triumph of the Republic and the ruin of its enemies; the procedure, the simple means which 

good sense dictates in order to arrive at a knowledge of the truth, in the forms determined by law. 

It is confined to the following points. 

Every citizen has the right to seize conspirators and counterrevolutionaries, and to arraign them before 

the magistrates. He is required to denounce them as soon as he knows of them. 

The accused shall be examined publicly in the courtroom: the formality of the preceding secret 

examination is suppressed as superfluous; it shall take place only under special circumstances in which it 

is deemed useful for a knowledge of the truth. 

If either material or moral proofs exist, apart from the attested proof, there shall be no further hearing 

of witnesses, unless such formality appears necessary, either to discover accomplices or for other 

important considerations of public interest. 

All proceedings shall be conducted in public, and no written deposition shall be received, unless 

witnesses are so situated that they cannot come before the Tribunal; and in such case an express 

authorization of the Committees of Public Safety and General Security shall be necessary. 

The law provides sworn patriots as counsel for calumniated patriots; it does not grant them to 

conspirators. 

The pleadings completed, the jurors shall formulate their verdicts, and the judges shall pronounce the 

penalty in the manner determined by law. 

The public prosecutor may not, on his own authority, discharge an accused person sent to the Tribunal, 

or one whom he himself has caused to be arraigned before it; in case there is no ground for accusation 

before the Tribunal, he shall make a written and motivated report thereon to the chamber of the 

council, which shall decide. But no accused person may be discharged from trial before the decision of 

the chamber has been communicated to the Committees of Public Safety and General Security, who 

shall examine it. 
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The Eighth of Thermidor 

By the summer of 1794, Revolutionary Tribunals had tried over 200,000 
suspects, of whom approximately 20,000 had been convicted of treasonous behavior 
and sent to the guillotine. Moreover, the work of the Terror was intensifying, although 
the worst threats to the Republic of invasion from without and anarchy within had 
subsided. Fear and mistrust were widespread, even within the Convention, the 
Committee of Public Safety (CPS) and the Jacobin Club . In the excerpt below from the 
Jacobin Club meeting of 8 Thermidor Year II (26 July 1794), Collot d’Herbois, a 
member of the CPS, questions Robespierre’s motives, accusing him of seeking to become 
a dictator. (Indeed, rumors that Robespierre wanted to become a king were circulating 
in Paris.) However, Collot’s speech is poorly received, and those in attendance call for 
the "conspirators" to be sent to the guillotine.  

 

"From the turmoil of this assembly it is easy to perceive that it is not unaware 
of what happened this morning at the Convention; it is easy to see that factious 
persons among us fear to be unveiled in the presence of the people."  

Javogues cried: "We are neither factious individuals nor conspirat ors, but we 
do not want the Jacobins to be dominated by one man."  

"For that," continued Robespierre, "I thank you—for revealing yourself in such 
a pronounced manner and for permitting me to better know my enemies and those of 
the fatherland." 

After this preamble, Robespierre read the speech he had delivered that 
morning at the Convention. It had a prodigious effect. The truth of the facts it 
presented were beyond doubt. It was interrupted often and crowned by universal 
applause, general enthusiasm, and repeated acclamations. The galleries especially 
expressed their indignation at that portion of the assembly which seemed not to 
welcome the speech. 

In the middle of this expression of favor and indignation on the part of the 
people, Dumas, president of the Revolutionary Tribunal, climbed to the rostrum. He 
said that there was no doubt a conspiracy existed, that the government was 
counterrevolutionary and then, addressing himself to those who at the beginning of 
the meeting had disputed Robespierre's right to speak, he said: "It is strange that 
men who for several months now have kept their silence demand today the right to 
speak, in order no doubt to oppose the exposure of some startling truths which 
Robespierre has held back. It is easy to recognize in these people the heirs of 
Hébert and Danton; they will also, I prophesy, inherit the fate of these conspirators."  

Collot d'Herbois followed next to the rostrum where he was greeted by jeers 
and shouts of disfavor and hostility. In vain, he reminded the audience of  the 
services he had rendered the revolution; in vain he recalled the dangers he had run, 
but the more he talked the more the storm of popular indignation thundered around 
him. 

Billaud-Varenne shuddered: "I no longer recognize Jacobins," he cried, "who 
insult a representative of the people that reminds them how close he had come to 
perishing as a result of his patriotism."  
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The threats, cries, and tumult of the audience prevented him from speaking 
further. Collot d'Herbois began to speak with great energy; he needed the full force 
of his lungs to make heard his suspicions about Robespierre's intentions, arguing that 
the latter should have communicated the denunciations in his speech to the 
government before delivering it to the people, that such an action wou ld have been 
called for only if the two committees had resisted correcting their error, and that, 
finally, Robespierre would have deleted many things from his speech if he had not 
been absent from the Committee of Public Safety for the last six weeks. He f inished 
by urging that Robespierre's speech be placed before the Society for discussion, 
close examination, and debate.  

This proposal was very badly received. Collot d'Herbois was obliged to 
descend from the rostrum. In vain Billaud-Varenne energetically demanded the right 
to speak; in vain he faced the cries of the galleries and the murmuring of the 
Society. He could only speak with the aid of brusque and menacing gestures. "To the 
guillotine, to the guillotine!" coming from the crowd.  

Couthon was heard asking for the right to speak. "Citizens," he said, "I am 
convinced of the truth of the facts enunciated by Robespierre." "But," continued 
Couthon, "I do not believe that it is possible to throw enough light on the subject, for 
this is the greatest conspiracy that has taken place up to the present." "Without a 
doubt," said Couthon, "there are some pure men on the Committees, but it is also 
certain that there are some rotten ones on the same committees. Well then! I too 
demand a discussion, not of Robespierre' s speech, however, but of the conspiracy. 
We have seen them appear at the rostrum, these conspirators; we will examine them, 
we will watch their embarrassment, we will l isten to their vacillating replies, they will 
turn pale in the presence of the people, they will be convicted and they will perish."  

Expressions of general agreement burst forth throughout the hall. Couthon's  
motion was put to a vote and adopted. The applause redoubled, hats were waved in 
the air, everyone in the hall and in the galleries was standing and a single cry 
resounded from all parts of the hall: "Conspirators to the guillotine!"  

Source: From THE NINTH OF THERMIDOR by Richard Bienvenu. Copyright (c) 
1970 by Oxford University Press, Inc., 181–83. Used by permission of Oxford 
University Press, Inc.  
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The events of Thermidor 

8 Thermidor:  

Robespierre, whose health was becoming increasingly erratic, had been gone for several weeks 

before 8 Thermidor, having stormed out of the Green Room on the 3rd of July saying "Save the 

fatherland without me!" The only person known to have visited him from the Committees during this 

time was Saint-Just, who made nocturnal visits to the house probably to discuss the Police Bureau 

which must have just made everybody else's day a little brighter. Dissent and anxiety grew in the 

Committee. Robespierre visited the Green Room on 5 Thermidor and Saint-Just and Barère had 

been trying to work on a compromise between the two Committees. But Robespierre was still 

suspicious. He didn't like either of the Committees. Then on 8 Thermidor, presumably without telling 

even his closest colleagues, Robespierre returned to the Convention and gave a speech in which 

he, as R.R. Palmer says, "sounded what the eighteenth century conceived a dictator to be. He 

gave the impression that no one was his friend, that no one could be trusted; that virtue, the 

people and the Convention, when considered abstractly, were on his side, but he obtained only 

calumny, persecution, and matyrdom from the actual persons with whom he worked." Furthermore, 

though pressed repeatedly for the names of those he accused, Robespierre stubbornly refused to 

name those whom he attacked. The entire Convention felt itself under threat. Still, at the time, the 

speech was met with applause.  

That night, it seems very few people got a decent amount of sleep. Fouché and several of his 

associates had forged a list which supposedly contained the list of those to be executed by 

Robespierre. They showed this "black book" to deputies, trying to convince them to join against 

Robespierre. Meanwhile, at the Jacobins Club, under Robespierre's direction, expelled Collot and 

Billaud...this was generally the first step to the guillotine and therefore Collot and Billaud were 

pretty angry when they stormed into the Green Room late that night. There they found Saint-Just 

writing, watched by a hostile Lindet and Carnot. "What's going on at the Jacobins?" Saint-Just 

supposedly asked, which triggered Collot to grab the young man by his cravat and scream "You 

know better than we do!" and then continue into a lengthy tirade in which he accused Saint-Just of 

writing his death warrant. At two in the morning, Saint-Just finished with the speech---which was 

not a death warrant at all, but was a rather conciliatory and quite wise piece which merely called 

on everyone to explain themselves better. 

9 Thermidor:  

At 9 am the next morning, the Committee found Saint-Just's note "I am going to reveal my heart to 

the Convention. Calumny had closed it" and left to hear Saint-Just's speech. In the words of Simon 

Schama, Saint-Just "had barely reached the first obligatory allusion to the Tarpaein Rock" when 

Tallein interrupted him on a trivial question as to whether he was speaking as an individual or for 

the Committee. After this, in the cliché, all Hell broke loose. Accusations against Robespierre 

began flying, Saint-Just struggled to speak "What language can I use that can reach you?" Then 

this young man, known for his bravery and restless energy, became eerily passive, standing aside 

while a succession of his enemies took the podium. The speeches they made against the 

Robespierrists were a jumbled and confused lot; Legendre condemned Robespierre for Danton's 

death, Vadier condemned him for protecting traitors such as Danton and Desmoulins so long. The 

reasons why people wanted Robespierre gone were diverse, but the aim was unified and enough 
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of the loudest voices of the far Right and the far Left were heard to persuade the always hesitant 

Marsh to join against Robespierre. Perceiving that events were not turning in his favor, 

Robespierre tried to speak but was drowned out by the ringing of the bell by Thuriot (the 

President of the Convention). "For the last time, will you let me speak, President of Assassins?" But 

Thuriot and the Convention did not relent and Robespierre was refused a seat in all parts of the 

Conventions. Supposedly, Deputy Gauthier yelled "You're stepping on the graves of the 

Girondins!" and another deputy, refusing Robespierre a different seat, yelled "Danton's blood is 

choking you!" (Robespierre, in turn, was supposed to have answered, "Danton? Is that why you're 

doing this? Cowards! Why didn't you defend him then?") 

Finally, an obscure deputy asked for the arrest of Citizen Robespierre. He was approved. 

Pandemonium ensued about who was to be beheaded with him. Saint-Just and Couthon were 

arrested. Lebas, staring at Saint-Just, volunteered to join them, as did Augustin Robespierre. The 

five were arrested and taken to the Concergerie, which, under orders from the Robespierrist Paris 

Commune, refused to take them as prisoners. Therefore, they were sent as pseudo-prisoners to 

various buildings throughout the city and then, in pandemonium when the Commune came to the 

rescue, they were released. The Robespierrists and the sympathetic leaders of the Commune met 

at the Hotel de le Ville. Hanriot, commander of the National Guard, called out the sections to 

fight against the Convention.  21 out of 48 made no move and waited to see what would happen. 

13 sent battalions of the guard to defend the Hotel de Ville. 

The Contention learning that the Robespierrists were now free decreed that they were now 

outlaws and could be killed without trial. They appointed Barras a deputy with some military 

experience to the command of whatever troops he could find to carry out their decision 

However, a thunderstorm started around midnight and the troops began to disperse. Inside the 

Hotel de le Ville, little is known about what was going on. It is known that at 2 am, when the 

Convention troops led by Barras, broke in, Robespierre had signed "Rob" to a call to arms for the 

Section de Piques.  

When the Convention's troops came in, massive firing took place. Most of the Robespierrists were 

injured. Couthon, who had tried to get down the stairs on the back of an officer, had been 

dropped. Augustine Robespierre had jumped out the window only to land with his legs broken on 

a pile of manure. Lebas had blown out his brains at an impassive Saint-Just's feet. Robespierre 

himself had his jaw shot off...whether this was a botched suicide attempt or the work of a 

gendarme named Merda is still a matter of conjecture.  

10 Thermidor:  

Taken first to the Committee, where his jaw was bandaged by a doctor on the Green Room table, 

and then merely identified before the Tribunal to be sentenced to death, Robespierre was placed 

in the tumbrel the afternoon of 10 Thermidor. Of the 21 Robespierrists executed that day, only 

Saint-Just could stand by himself. The tumbrel ride lasted three hours, making an unusually long 

trip around all the streets of Pairs. People lined the streets, singing, dancing, throwing flowers and 

behaving as if it were a carnival. Supposedly, a young child painted "MURDERER" with pigs' 

blood on the door of the Duplay house where Robespierre lived. Robespierre and his colleagues 

were executed. Robespierre, the last of the lot, cried out in pain when the bandage that held his 

jaw on was ripped off. 
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The Gilded Youth 

Across France, the period of the Directory witnessed revenge against those who 
had carried out revolutionary justice during the Terror. Opponents of the Jacobins 
forced them from office and sought to prevent them from participating  in politics. In 
Paris, this so–called white terror was carried out by the "Gilded Youth," a gang of 
youths from wealthy backgrounds who considered themselves the antithesis of the  sans–
culottes and whose actions eventually helped pressure the government t o close down the 
Paris Jacobin Club, as we see in the excerpts of the memoirs of a left–wing politician 
from late 1794. 

 

Fréron gave the watchword to the "gilded youth" ( jeunesse dorée ), as they 
called the group he had organized. As a rallying sign these young people wore their 
hair in what they called "victim style," that is to say, well powdered and braided at 
the back of the head, in contrast to the style of the patriots, who wore their hair 
short and without powder. In imitation of the leaders of the  Chouans and Vendée 
they wore coats with black collars; only a white cockade was missing for an open 
declaration of counterrevolution. . . .  

Fréron's army consisted of hot-blooded young men who had never had 
anything to lose, and who claimed to be pathetic v ictims of the Terror with a duty to 
avenge their relatives who had died on the scaffold. . . .  

This group’s duties were to police the Palais -Royal and the Tuileries gardens 
daily, and to sing the "People's Awakening," [Réveil du peuple] every verse of whic h 
called for the death of the republicans, whom they called 'terrorists.' The chorus 
ended with the words: "They shall not escape us!"  

In their leisure moments they amused themselves with a sort of galop dance 
which they called a 'farandole'. . . Anyone who refused to join in was grabbed and 
thrown into the water troughs. Exploits worthy of such an army! . . .  

Fréron altered his allegiance, but that did not alter his character. Still violent 
and inclined towards extremes, at the convention he demanded that the city hall of 
Paris be torn down because it had served as a shelter for Robespierre. He also 
wanted the Jacobins' club demolished . . . .  

As a result of pressure from the jeunesse dorée , the Paris Jacobin Club was 
closed down by the decree of 12 November 1794 (22 Brumaire Year III).  

The united Committees of General Security, Public Safety, Legislation and the 
Army, decree: 

Sessions of the Society of Jacobins of Paris are suspended.  

The meeting hall of this Society shall immediately be locked and the keys  
deposited at the secretariat of the Committee of General Securit y. 
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"Letter to Fréron: Émigrés Return" by Thérèse Bouisson  

Once in power, the Directorial government appeared poised to preserve the gains 
of the Revolution while undoing what some considered the excesses of the period of 
Jacobin ascendancy. Yet precisely what the Revolution’s gains were —beyond the 
elimination of the monarchy and remnants of feudalism—remained unclear. One 
perspective, that of the émigré nobles, held that the fall of the Convention signaled a 
restoration of their confiscated lands, which they reappropriated from those who had 
purchased them earlier in the decade. In this letter, the widow of one such purchaser, a 
sailor killed in combat, appeals to the government to recognize her right to the newly 
acquired lands over the claims of the returning noble family from whom they had been 
seized. 

 

To Citizen Fréron, Government agent.  

Citizen, 

Citizen Bouisson, the Widow Janniquet, with full confidence in the justice you 
represent, shall describe for you how, on 22 Brumaire [12 November 1794] of last 
year [Year III], she had stopped at the district's admini strative board on a matter 
concerning some farmland. She had spared no expense on this nation's asset in order 
to keep it in good condition and to produce an abundant harvest. At that point, 
Citizen Augustin Baux,  émigré and former owner of the house prior to his fleeing the 
country, took advantage of the law of 22 Germinal [11 April 1795] and 22 Prairial 
[10 June 1795] which allows workers, seamen, sailors, bakers, and health officials to 
return to the territory of the republic. He had learned, through plo tting and 
subterfuge, how to change his profession from being a merchant in wholesale cloth, 
to being a health official. Under this spurious pretext, he was able to give the 
illusion of being a member of this occupation. Through bribes, he was wrongly and 
without basis struck from the record. He then attacked our speaker, the Widow 
Janniquet, bringing her before the arbitration committee, which sent her to the 
district court. His claims went so far as to demand half of the harvest. [After his 
request was rejected], she was left in peace for a brief period. However, Citizen 
Baux again appealed to the same court, which, this time, judged in favor of 
this émigré, granting him not just half the harvest, but all of this year's  crop. As a 
result, he had the olives seized that the aforementioned Citizen Janniquet had had 
taken to a mill to have pitted. Upon seeing herself deprived of an asset that she 
believed to have been legitimately due and accorded to her by this unforeseen a nd 
arbitrary bureaucratic stroke, she now turns to you for recourse to obtain the 
restoration of the above-mentioned olives which are rightfully hers. Imbued with the 
humanity and justice that are the tenets of your work, she hopes that you will look 
kindly upon her lawful claim.  

Sincerely in brotherhood,  

Signed Thérèse Bouisson, the widow Janniquet.  

Source: Louis-Marie Stanislas, Mémoire historique sur la réaction royale, et sur 
les massacres du Midi; avec des notes et des pièces justificatives  (Paris: Chez Louvet, 
1796), 249–51. Translated by Exploring the French Revolution project staff from 
original documents in French found in John Hardman,  French Revolution Documents 
1792–95 
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Rise of the Right Leading to the Coup of 18 Fructidor: 
Proclamation of 9 September 1797  

The Directorial legislatures were formed in 1795 primarily of holdovers from the 
Convention, so the elections in the fall of 1797 were the first open legislative elections 
since 1792. The result, to the consternation of the executive council  of the Directory, 
which had hoped to consolidate the gains of the Revolution, was a majority of right –
wing and even openly royalist deputies. Rather than seat this new legislature and risk a 
right–wing coup, the Directory decided to annul the election results. To justify its 
action, the government issued the following proclamation announcing that it had 
uncovered a right–wing plot against the Republic and promised to uphold what it called 
"republican institutions."  

 

Proclamation of the Directory to the French People 

9 September 1797 (23 Fructidor Year V)  

The French people have entrusted the custody of their Constitution primarily to 
the fidelity of the Legislative Body and the executive power.  

A royalist plot, whose organization has been long in the maki ng and which has 
been skillfully woven and patiently sustained, has threatened the integrity of this 
trust. The Executive Directory discovered the plan and arrested the guilty parties, 
while the Legislative Body immediately took the necessary measures.  

Blood has not been shed. Common sense prevailed over force; valor and 
discipline restricted its use. National justice has been sanctioned by the composure of 
the People. It was obvious to everyone that there was no desire for change, but 
rather that everything return to its place.  

The Legislative Body and the Executive Directory have performed their duty.  

But the French people have also re-entrusted their basic charter to the loyalty 
of the administrators and judges, to the enlightened vigilance of the fathers  of 
families, to wives and mothers, to the virtuous love of young citizens, and lastly, to 
the courage characteristic of all Frenchmen.  

Administrators, judges, fathers, wives, mothers, young citizens, Frenchmen of 
every age and calling, have you fulfilled your oaths? Have you kept that which was 
entrusted to you? 

Open your eyes Frenchmen, for it is high time you noticed the trap into which 
the King's friends and France's enemies wished to lure you.  

In order to put you back under the yoke which you have broken and so that 
you would think that you were returning there of your own volition, they placed 
corrupt men in all public offices; men who are as skillful as they are perverse. Men 
capable of turning the power that they had been given to defend and strength en the 
People's liberty, against that very liberty.  
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In your courts, they had judges who lie, who abused the independence that the 
Constitution had given them, and used their power only to absolve or protect the 
enemies of the fatherland.  

Above all, they had left nothing undone that would help return France to its 
monarchical system or that would subject institutions, festivals, manners, and customs 
to despotism. They were well aware that man is a creature of habit, and that by 
changing man's habits, man himself is changed. 

Without a doubt, monarchical systems admirably suited the conspirators' aims. 
It was important for them to reshape the mass of the nation in the royal mold. But an 
indignant nation spurns them. The Republic has triumphed, and republican sy stems 
shall prove and consolidate their triumph. This shall be the sign and the fruit of 
victory. 

The republican spirit, republican ethic, and republican institutions and customs 
must prevail today. To embrace them however, we must first better understand them, 
and this starts by defining them more precisely.  

The republican spirit . . . is composed of all that is just, equitable, good, and 
kind in men. 

Source: John Hall Stewart,  A Documentary Survey of the French Revolution  (New 
York: Macmillan, 1951), 695–96. (Slightly retranslated) 

 


