
The Trial and Execution of 

Louis XVI 

 

The Indictment of Louis XVI 

(December 11, 1792) 

Louis, the French people accuses 

you of having committed a 

multitude of crimes in order to 

establish your tyranny by 

destroying its liberty. 

1. On 20 June, 1789, you attacked 

the sovereignty of the people by 

suspending the assemblies of its 

representatives and by driving 

them by violence from the place of their sessions. . . . 

2. On 23 June you wished to dictate laws to the nation; you surrounded its 

representatives with troops; you presented them with two royal declarations, 

subversive of every liberty, and you ordered them to separate. Your declarations and 

the minutes of the Assembly establish these outrages undeniably. 

3. You caused an army to march against the citizens of Paris; your satellites caused 

their blood to flow, and you withdrew this army only when the capture of the Bastille 

and the general insurrection apprised you that the people were victorious. . . . 

6. For a long time you contemplated flight;. . . but on 21 June [1791] you made your 

escape with a false passport; you left a declaration against those same constitutional 

articles; you ordered the ministers not to sign any documents emanating from the 

National Assembly, and you forbade the Minister of Justice to deliver the Seals of 

State. The people’s money was wasted in achieving the success of this treason. . . . 

7. On 14 September you apparently accepted the Constitution; your speeches 

announced a desire to maintain it, and you worked to overthrow it before it even was 

achieved. 

15. Your brothers, enemies of the state, have rallied the émigrés under their colors; 

they have raised regiments, borrowed money, and contracted alliances in your name; 



you disavowed them only when you were quite certain that you could not harm their 

plans. . . . 

30. You tried to bribe, with considerable sums, several members of the Constituent 

and Legislative Assemblies. 

31. You allowed the French nation to be disgraced in Germany, in Italy, and in Spain, 

since you did nothing to exact reparation for the ill treatment which the French 

experienced in those countries. 

32. On 10 August you reviewed the Swiss Guards at five o’clock in the morning; and 

the Swiss Guards fired first on the citizens.33. You caused the blood of Frenchmen to 

flow. 

[Source: John Hall Stewart ed., A Documentary Survey of the French 

Revolution (New York: Macmillan, 1951), pp. 386-389, 391.]` 

The Execution of Louis XVI (January 21, 1793) 

Henry  Edgeworth De Firmont 

The carriage arrived . . . in the greatest silence, at the Place Louis XV, and came to a 

halt in the middle of a large empty space that had been left around the scaffold. This 

space was bordered with cannon; and beyond, as far as the eye could reach, was a 

multitude in arms. . . . 

As soon as the king descended from the carriage, three executioners surrounded him 

and wished to take off his coat. He repulsed them with dignity and took it off himself. 

The executioners, whom the proud bearing of the king had momentarily disconcerted, 

seemed then to resume their audacity and, surrounding him again, attempted to tie his 

hands. “What are you trying to do?” asked the king, withdrawing his hands abruptly. 

“Tie you,” replied one of the executioners. 

“Tie me!” returned the king in an indignant tone. “No, I will never consent; do what 

you are ordered to do, but I will not be tied; renounce that idea.” The executioners 

insisted, they lifted their voices, and seemed about to call for help in order to use 

force. . . .  

“Sire,” I said to him with tears, “in this new outrage I see only a final resemblance 

between Your Majesty and the Saviour who is to reward you.” 



At these words he lifted his eyes to heaven with a sorrowing look that I cannot 

describe . . . and, turning to the executioners, said: “Do what you wish; I will drain the 

cup to the dregs.” 

The steps that led to the scaffold were extremely steep in ascent. The king was obliged 

to hold to my arm, and by the pains he seemed to take, feared that his courage had 

begun to weaken; but what was my astonishment when, upon arriving at the last step, 

I saw him escape, so to speak, from my hands, cross the length of the scaffold with 

firm step to impose silence, by a single glance, upon ten or fifteen drummers who 

were in front of him, and with a voice so strong that it could be heard at the Pont-

Tournant, distinctly pronounce these words forever memorable: “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.” 

The executioners seized him, the knife struck him, his head fell at fifteen minutes after 

ten. The executioners seized it by the hair, and showed it to the multitude, whose cries 

of “Long live the Republic!” resounded to the very bosom of the Convention, whose 

place of meeting was only a few steps from the place of execution. 

Thus died, at the age of thirty-eight years, four months, and twenty-eight days, Louis, 

sixteenth of his name, whose ancestors had reigned in France for 

more than eight hundred years. 

Immediately after the execution, the body of Louis was transported to the cemetery of 

the ancient Church of the Madeleine. It was placed in a pit six feet square, close to the 

wall of the Rue d’Anjou, and dissolved instantly by a great quantity of quicklime with 

which they took the precaution to cover it. 

[Source: E. L. Higgins, ed., The French Revolution as Told by 

Contemporaries (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1966), pp. 272-273.] 

Proclamation of the Convention to the French People 

(January 23, 1793) 

Citizens, the tyrant is no more. For a long time the cries of the victims, whom war and 

domestic dissensions have spread over France and Europe, loudly protested his 

existence. He has paid his penalty, and only acclamations for the Republic and for 

liberty have been heard from the people. 

We have had to combat inveterate prejudices, and the superstition of centuries 

concerning monarchy. Involuntary uncertainties and inevitable disturbances always 



accompany great changes and revolutions as profound as ours. This political crisis has 

suddenly surrounded us with contradictions and tumults. 

But the cause has ceased, and the motives have disappeared; respect for liberty of 

opinion must cause these tumultuous scenes to be forgotten; only the good which they 

have produced through the death of the tyrant and of tyranny now remains, and this 

judgment belongs in its entirety to each of us, just as it belongs to the entire nation. 

The National Convention and the French people are now to have only one mind, only 

one sentiment, that of liberty and civic fraternity. 

Now, above all, we need peace in the interior of the Republic, and the most active 

surveillance of the domestic enemies of liberty. Never did circumstances more 

urgently require of all citizens the sacrifice of their passions and their personal 

opinions concerning the act of national justice which has just been effected. Today the 

French people can have no other passion than that for liberty. 

[Source: E. L. Higgins, ed., The French Revolution as Told by 

Contemporaries (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1966), pp. 392.] 

 


