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A King on Trial

By Emmet Kennedy

The monarchy had been overthrown, but Louis and his family were still in the Temple. What to do with them was an important issue. Elections were held for the new legislative body known as the Convention. This assembly was divided over the fate of the king. Perpetual imprisonment and banishment were not serious considerations, because the king could always escape and return. One Convention deputy, Charles Morisson, argued that the group could not try the king because, according to the Constitution of 1791, he was inviolable, that is, unaccountable for his actions. Legally this was correct, but revolutions pay little attention to legalities, especially to those of an abolished constitution.

Maximilien Robespierre, one of the leaders of the Revolution, was of the opinion that no trial should be held, because to try the king was to try the people who made the Revolution of August 10. To find the king innocent would be to find the people guilty. This is an excellent example of the logic that propelled Robespierre to power.

A trial was held, nonetheless, in December 1792, and Louis was convicted of treason. The king was blamed for his attempt to escape France in June 1791, presumably to raise troops against the Revolution. In other words, he was charged with treason. In January, the vote was taken.

Just over two-thirds of the deputies found Louis guilty. The Girondins, enemies of the political society known as the Jacobins, supported a national referendum, or vote, on Louis’ fate, but the motion was defeated 424 to 283. The tally showed the power of the Jacobins, who managed to push through an immediate death penalty by one vote, 361 to 360. The next day, January 21, 1793, Louis made his final confession to a Catholic priest. Accompanied by an escort headed by the brewer Santerre, who had led the National Guard in the assault on the Tuileries on August 10, he was taken to the Place de la Révolution (today called the Place de la Concorde).

The march was long, and the mood in the city was somber. When Louis arrived at the guillotine, he spoke his last words to the nation: “I die innocent of all the crimes imputed to me. I pardon the authors of my death, and pray God that the blood you are about to shed will never fall upon France.”

Executing Louis XVI, however, was not enough for the French revolutionaries who argued that royalty should be eliminated altogether. Indeed, one of them, Louis Antoine Saint-Just, had said during the trial: “One cannot reign innocently.” In the fall of 1793, during the Terror, the remains of all the kings of France were disinterred from the basilica of Saint Denis, stripped of their crowns and scepters, thrown into a common pit, and covered with quicklime to destroy their remains forever. The hatred of the monarchy had reached its zenith.

But Louis XVI was not forgotten. Rather, within a generation, he became the object of a martyr’s cult. After the fall of Napoleon, who had had himself named emperor of France in 1804, Louis’ brothers returned to power in the French Restoration (1814–1830). Still, the struggle for power between republicans and monarchists continued until about 1880, when the republicans finally won out. Today, France remains a republic. 

The Louvre

One of the world’s most celebrated museums, home to thousands of paintings and sculptures, including the famed Mona Lisa and Venus de Milo, the Louvre is located in the center of Paris. Its construction dates to the 12th century, when Phillip II, the reigning monarch, commissioned a fortress to be built to protect the city against Viking attacks. Some 200 years later, King Charles V transformed it into a royal palace and adorned its rooms with beautiful works of art. In 1527, François I razed the building to construct a larger palace, one that would better reflect the authority and privilege of the monarchy. Henri IV (ruled 1589–1610) initiated a practice that continued until the early 1800s: inviting the artists and the artisans working at the palace to live there as well.

It was Louis XIV who chose not to use the Louvre as his royal residence, and, in 1672, moved to the outskirts of Paris, to the palace at Versailles. Louis then converted the building into an art gallery, a role it played for almost a century. With the Revolution came changes for France—and for the Louvre. While the public had been allowed to view a selection of the art in the Louvre since 1764, the invitation was only for two days each week. The new government changed the rules on November 18, 1793, decreeing that the Louvre was a museum to be enjoyed by all French citizens and, indeed, by people everywhere. And, so it remains today.
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