Olympe de Gouges was an outspoken French playwright and women’s right’s activist
during the Reign of Terror in France. She was born in 1748 and died by guillotine at the age of
45 in 1793. Her writing reached a large audience in many different countries. She spoken openly
about her distaste of the slave trade in the French colonies in 1788. Today she is best know for
being one of the earliest advocate for women’s rights, saying that women should have equal
rights to men. She wrote her Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen in 1791
as a response to the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen in which she spoke the
same idea of equal treatment for women. Because of this, she was accused, tried and convicted
of treason and swiftly executed. She was one of only three women beheaded for her political
writing during the Reign or Terror.
Marie Antonia Josefa Johanna (aka Marie Antoinette) was the last Queen of France. She
was executed by guillotine shortly after her husband the same year Olympe was murdered. She
was born an Archduchess of Austria and was the youngest daughter of Empress Maria Theresa
and Francis I, the Holy Roman Emperor. She married Louise-Auguste, the heir apparent to the
French throne in 1791, three years before her death. As the years went by, she was more and
more disliked by the French people and was accused of being profligate, promiscuous, having
sympathy for France’s enemies, particularly with her native country of Austria, and her children
being illegitimate. The Affair of the Diamond Necklace, a false accusation that Marie had been in
league with others to steal this incredibly expensive necklace, further tarnished her already
stained reputation.
During the Reign of Terror, she became known as Madame Deficit because of the
country’s financial crisis, which was blamed on Marie because of her extravagant spending and
opposition of social and financial reforms. The royal family was placed under house arrest in
October of 1789 and she was executed by guillotine 4 years later after being convicted of high
treason.

Charlotte Corday has been immortalized for assassinating Jean-Paul Marat in his
bathtub. Marat was a a journalist and politician who played a substantial role in the political
purge of the Girondins, with whom Charlotte sympathized. Marat’s death was immortalized in

the painting The Death of Marat by Jacques-Louis David. Watch the play Marat/Sade for a better
understanding of Marat’s death (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RJc4I6pivqg&t=3381s).
It was only days before her 25th birthday that she was executed by guillotine for the
murder of Marat, which had the opposite effect than she’d hoped for. She was born in SaintSaturnin-des-Ligneries, a hamlet in the commune of Ecorches, in Normandy. She was from a
very minor aristocratic family line and was of matrillineal descent of the dramatists Pierre
Corneille, who is famous for writing Le Cid. Charlotte Corday’s parents were cousins1.
Both her older sister and her mother died when she was young. Because her father was
unable to deal with their deaths, he send her and her little sister a convent in Caen, where she had
access to a library and read the likes of Plutarch, Rousseau and Voltaire. She moved in with her
cousin after 1791 and the two developed a very close relationship, her cousin eventually leaving
Corday as the sole heir to her estate2.
Corday's physical appearance is described on her passport as "five feet and one inch...
hair and eyebrows auburn, eyes gray, forehead high, mouth medium size, chin dimpled, and an
oval face3.”
When the French Revolution started, after a while it got more and more radicalized, with
those in power calling for anyone who opposed the revolutionists to be killed. The Girondins
were a much more level headed group and Charlotte sympathized with them. She met a lot of
them in person, listening to their speeches. This led her to believe that the only way to end the
horrible bloodshed caused by the Montagnards and the Jacobins, who were the much more
radical of the revolutionists, was to kill the man she deemed responsible for the most deaths,
Jean-Paul Marat.
Marat was a politician and writer and a member of the Jacobins. He took a leading role
during the Terror and exerted extensive power and influence through his newspaper, “The Friend
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of the People”4. Charlotte killed Marat in part because of her disgust with the September
Massacres (a series of killing of prisoners that occurred from the 2nd to the 6th of September,
leaving 1,100-1,600 dead5) for which she help Marat personally responsible because of his
writings, but because she feared an all-out civil war (Whitham, John Mills). Charlotte believed
that if she killed Marat, who wrote from his medicinal bath, attended by his fiancé Simone
Everard, because of a terrible skin condition, it would end the violence brought on by the Terror.
She wrote her “Address to the French people and friends of Law and Peace” explaining
her reasons for killing Marat. Initially, she planned on assassinating Marat in front of the entire
National Convention in order to make an example of him, but realized that he no longer attended
any meetings because of his skin disorder. She instead went to his home before noon on July
13th, and came back a second time that evening. She plunged her dagger into his chest and he
called out, “Help me, my dear friend!” and died6.
She was caught pretty much in the act and send to trial shortly after the assassination.
Shortly before killing Marat, she send her father a letter, which was intercepted and read at her
trial:
Forgive me, my dear papa, for having disposed of my existence without your
permission. I have avenged many innocent victims, I have prevented many other disasters. The
people, one day disillusioned, will rejoice in being delivered from a tyrant. If I tried to persuade
you that I was passing through England, it was because I hoped to keep it incognito, but I
recognized the impossibility. I hope you will not be tormented. In any case, I believe that you
would have defenders in Caen. I took Gustave Doulcet as a defender: such an attack allows no
defense, it's for the form. Goodbye, my dear papa, please forget me, or rather rejoice in my fate,
the cause is good. I kiss my sister whom I love with all my heart, as well as all my parents. Do
not forget this verse by Corneille:

Crime is shame, not the scaffold!

It is tomorrow at eight

o'clock that I am judged. This July 16.
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Charlotte underwent three separate cross examinations, but her guilt was undeniable.
Charlotte spoke to the fact that she was a republican and cited ancient Rome as an ideal model.
She stated, “I alone conceived the plan and executed it. She referred to Marat as a “hoarder” and
a “monster” and credited killing Marat in one blow as pure luck, not practice7.
Charlotte asked if her portrait could be painted before her death, pleading, “since I still
have a few moments to live, might I hope, citizens, that you will allow me to have myself
painted.” She was then painted by Jean-Jacques Hauer, so that the world could have a record of
her true self8. She was executed by guillotine just four days after the assassination, wearing a red
overblouse, which denoted a condemned traitor to the people. Right after he head left her neck, a
man named Legros picked up her head and slapped it on the cheek upon which there was a look
of “unequivocal indignation” upon Charlotte’s face. This offense was considered unacceptable to
an executed woman and Legros was imprisoned for three months because of it.
Charlotte’s body was examined to see if she was a virgin, which she was, even though
many thought there was a man sharing her bed and her assassination plans.
Unfortunately, Charlotte’s crime had the exact opposite effect than she expected; the
assassination didn’t stop the Jacobins or the terror, both actually intensified after Marat’s death.
Plus, Marat actually became a martyr for the cause.
Charlotte’s act was revolutionary for its time. Women had very little say in their own life
and were considered their husban’s property and as secondary citizens. A man, Andre Chenier,
wrote a poem for Charlotte after her death, denoting the girl’s “masculinity”:
Virtue alone is free. Honor of our history,
Our immortal opprobrium lives there with your glory,
Only you were a man, and avenged the humans.
And we, vile eunuchs, a cowardly herd without a soul,
We know how to repeat a few complaints from a woman,
But the iron would be heavy in our feeble hands.
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The assassination of Marat has been immortalized in paintings, plays and songs. Her
action changed the political role and position of women during the French revolution9.

The Haitian Revolution:
Date
Location
Result
Territorial
changes

21 August 1791 – 1 January 1804
(12 years, 4 months, 1 week and 4 days)
Saint-Domingue
Haitian victory
•
•

French colonial government expelled
Massacre of the French

Independent Empire of Haiti established

The Haitian Revolution was a successful insurrection by self liberated slaves against
French colonial rule in Saint-Domingue, now Haiti, took place from 1791-1804. It involved
people of all different races; blacks, mulattoes, French, Spanish and British peoples. The exspace, Toussaint Louverture, emerged as the revolution’s greatest hero. This revolution was
unique because it is the only one that actually led to the foundation of a state because of a slave
revolution and was led by non-whites and former captives, with no slavery at all.
The revolution was the largest slave rebellion since Spartacus’s unsuccessful revolt
against the Roman Republic nearly 2,000 years earlier and challenged Eruopes long-held belief
about the alleged inferiority of people of color and the institution of slavery, which had been
going on for thousands and thousands of years. The rebels' organizational capacity and tenacity
under pressure inspired stories that shocked and frightened slave owners in the hemisphere10.
The French Revolution directly affected this revolution. The Declaration of the Rights of
Man was ambiguous wether is referred to women, people of color and slaves and thus influenced
the want for equality in modern day Haiti. White slave owners in Haiti wanted to use the French
ideology to their advantage, but the natives quickly crushed them and the success of their
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revolution made French leaders have to
question and recognize the full meaning of
the declaration11, eg., if all men are free
and equal, then EVERYONE is.
See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Haitian_Revolution#cite_ref-11 for more
awesome info!
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