

































































Historical Background to Danton's Death:
The Main Political Groups

There were no political ‘parties’ as such in the French Revolution, but rather a number
of loose groupings, not to mention a large number not even committed to any particular
group. In the National Convention, for example, voting patterns of the deputies, even of
committed Jacobins or Girondists, varied considerably from issue to issue, certainly far
more than in modern European parliaments, and there were many independent
deputies. Though universal suffrage was proposed from time to time, voting remained
the prerogative of men paying more than a certain level of tax, leaving all women and
much of the working class disenfranchised.

Royalists

Sought restoration of the monarchy. Never a serious threat to the Revolution in Paris,
but the basis of counter-revolutionary movements in the Provinces, and often in
alliance with other European powers, none of which could afford to condone the
Revolution. The real threat posed by the Royalists was not great (they were not very
well organized and had little money), but fear of Royalist plots was a constant factor
in Revolutionary politics, and a useful weapon for stirring up anxiety among the
people. Also, a convenient slur for anyone less keen on the revolution than those in
power.

Girondins

Moderate revolutionaries, with power-base in the provinces. First revolutionary
group to hold office, with ministerial positions under the Constitutional Monarchy.
One of two main groups in the National Convention. Many voted against execution
of Louis XVI. Their ministers seem not to have been specially competent and their
failure to deal adequately with the economic and military problems of France not
only sealed their own political fate, but made it appear that any moderation was a
threat to the Revolution. They were also unfortunate that their influence in Paris, the
seat of the National Convention was rather slight, which meant that it was not
difficult for the Jacobins to persuade the Paris sans-culottes to expelled from National
Convention in Jacobin coup of June 2nd 1793, though still strong in Provinces.

Jacobins

Committed revolutionaries with Paris power-base in the Jacobin Club. Mostly
middle-class (many were lawyers) but saw their interests as identical to the
working-classes, that is, threatened by monarchy, nobility and the concentration of
the nation's wealth in the hands of a minority. Most extreme group apart from the
Hébertists, voted for execution of Louis XVI. Though at first they could not be sure to
outvote more moderate deputies in the National Convention, they managed to



control the Committee of Public Safety from its inception in April 1793. By the end of
1793, they had not only brought about the expulsion of the Girondins from the
Convention, but also managed to have laws passed giving practically all executive
power to the Committee, leading to a Jacobin dictatorship. This was effectively
destroyed in the coup of July 1794.

Hébertists

A fanatical offshoot of the Jacobins, led by Jacques Hébert, extreme radicals, very
populist, more fanatical than the Jacobins. Never serious contenders for power, but
had strong support among the sans-culottes, which made them a threat to the
Jacobins. Basically anarchists: anti-Church, anti-property. Nicknamed ‘les Enragés’.
Their execution on March 24th 1794 marks the political starting point of the play.

Dantonists

This is what they are called by historians, but at the time they were called ‘les
Indulgents’. Nor was Danton really their leader, but rather a figurehead with the
requisite revolutionary credentials and personal charisma to carry through their
aims. All were originally committed Jacobins — Danton, Hérault and Lacroix having
been on the Committee of Public Safety — but as the crises of 1792/3 became less
urgent they saw less necessity for repressive measures and proposed moderation.
The last political group to be destroyed by the Jacobins before their own demise.

Sans-Culottes

So-called because they wore long trousers rather than the knee-breeches (‘culottes')
of the wealthier classes. The grass-roots radicals of Paris and the provincial towns,
politically aware and active. Often thought of as solidly working class, but included a
large proportion of artisans and small shopkeepers (i.e. employers and self-employed
rather than employees) Many were literate and, though not wealthy by any means,
they could obviously afford to devote much of their time to political activity at a time
when most of France was having trouble getting enough to eat. In fact, they were not
very much more radical than the Jacobins, but had a different view of the political
organization of the Republic: whereas the Jacobins thought power should be
exercised by the people through representative elected assemblies, the sans-culottes
favoured the referendum and popular insurrection as the expression of the people's
will. Also, the Jacobins were more moderate in their actual policies than in their
rhetoric from the sheer necessity of trying to run a country, much of which did not
favour the very urban ideals of the sans-culottes.

In spite of these differences, the support of the sans-culottes was essential for any
group trying to hold on to power. The Girondins never had this and were deposed by
a coup d'état. The Hébertists were executed because the Jacobins saw them starting
to gain more and more sans-culotte support, which would have meant the end of
Jacobin ascendancy. In turn, however, the sans-culottes were often manipulated by



those seeking power, because of their very readiness for insurrection. Organized in
48 local Sections making up the Commune of Paris.

Revolutionary Clubs

The main revolutionary clubs were political debating societies, often with a collective
view of important issue. Many laws passed in the Convention originated in motions
from the clubs. The most important was the Jacobin club, with a network of affiliated
clubs throughout France. Danton and Camille started their revolutionary careers in
the Cordelier club. There were some women's clubs. There was little scope for the
lower working class, who could not afford the time off work to attend meetings.



The French Revolution: Timeline

1789

1790

1791

1792

1793

May 5

Jun 17
Jul 14
Aug 26
Jun 19
Sep 14
Aug 10
Sep 2

Sep 2-6
Sep 10
Sep 21
Sep 22
Jan 21
Feb 7

Mar 10
Apr 6

Apr 15
May 31
Jun 2

Jun 24
Jul 13
Sep 6

Meeting of Estates General to solve economic crisis

Commoners in Estates-General proclaim themselves the
National Assembly, the nation’s representative body.

Storming of the Bastille. Start of the Revolution.
Declaration of Rights.
Abolition of Nobility.

Constitutional Monarchy established under Legislative
Assembly.

Storming of the Tuileries by Commune of Paris. King's Swiss
Guard massacred. Effective overthrow of Monarchy.

Verdun falls to Prussians. Panic in Paris.

September massacres: suspected Royalist prisoners massacred
as potential 'fifth columnists' by volunteers organized by
Danton.

Danton elected to Convention, resigns from Ministry.
First meeting of the National Convention.

Abolition of Monarchy. Republic begins.

Execution of Louis XVI.

Royalist and Girondin uprising against Jacobins in Lyons and
other cities.

Revolutionary Tribunal set up by Danton.

Robespierre founds Committee of Public Safety. Original
members include Danton, Lacroix, Barére, later joined by St.
Just, Couthon, Hérault-Séchelles, Collot, Robespierre.

22 Girondins expelled from the Convention.
Jacobins urge anti-Girondin rising in Paris which leads to:.

Jacobin coup: Expulsion of remaining Girondin deputies from
Convention by sans culottes.

Convention accepts the so called Constitution of 1793, mainly
drawn up by Hérault Séchelles. (Never in fact operative).

Marat assassinated by Charlotte Corday. Sans culotte uprising,
instigated by Hébertists, to force Convention to take economic
measures.

Henceforth Committee of Public Safety nominates own
members and thus no longer subject to Convention.
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Oct
Oct
Oct

Dec

Dec
1794 Mar
Mar
Mar
Mar
Mar
Mar
Mar
Mar
Apr
Apr
Apr
Apr
Apr
Apr
Apr

Jul
Jul

Jul

Nov
1795 Apr
May
May
Oct
1799 Nov

10
16
31

14-16

27
28

29

12

31

10

Republican forces under General Ronsin recapture Lyons.
Revolutionary Government decreed by Convention.
Marie Antoinette executed.

22 Girondins executed.

All authorities subordinated by law to Committee of Public
Safety, which thereby legally takes over from Convention as
highest authority.

Camille Desmoulins publishes first edition of Le Vieux Cordelier.
Hébert and Hérault arrested.

Execution of Hébert and followers.

Last meeting of Danton and Robespierre. [Act 1]

The combined Committees agree to Danton's arrest.

Danton hears of intended arrest but decides not to flee. [Act 2]
Arrest of Danton and followers during night. [Act 2]
Convention notified of Danton's arrest. [Act 2]

Danton taken to Luxembourg prison. [Act 3]

First Hearing in Revolutionary Tribunal. [Act 3]

Danton transferred to Conciergerie prison. [Act 3]

Second Hearing.

Prison plot uncovered. [Act 3]

Third Hearing (early morning). [Act 4]

Danton and followers guillotined (dusk). [Act 4]

Executions of Lucile Desmoulins, General Dillon, and Hébert's
widow, all convicted of conspiracy.

Anti-Jacobin coup. Robespierre arrested.
Robespierre guillotined, along with St. Just, Couthon and others.

71 Robespierrists executed (largest mass execution). End of
Terror.

Jacobin Club closed.

Deportation of Barere, Billaud & Collot ordered.
Fouquier and Herman executed.

Revolutionary Tribunal abolished.

Rule of Directory begins.

Bonaparte deposes Directory in coup d'état.
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