Terror in Lyon

By Chantal Thomas

SubStance (1998) 

[Abridged and Edited]

Before 1793, Lyon, the second largest city in France, had been a flourishing urban center - until the Revolution struck. The city owed its prosperity to the silk industry. Lyon was particularly hostile to the war politics of the Convention. What has been called the “Terror in the South” had a decidedly economic basis.
By 1793…this conflict had been transformed into a solidarity among people working in the same economic sector, because the economic crisis was affecting every level of the textile industry, from the producer-seller to the worker. The authority of the Convention was rejected in the name of a moderate line that did not question the economic and social system upon which the city was based. The watchword in Lyon was: "Peace and freedom without anarchy and violence." The Lyon insurrection can also be explained by motives that are more psychological than political - by opposition to the domination of Paris over Lyon….
In July 1793, after having heard a report by the Committee of Public Safety, the Convention declared Lyon to be in a state of rebellion [as they had previously refused an order and threat to “Send us good patriots, or the city of Lyon is lost”]. An armed force to be unleashed against the city was requested, the property of the conspirators confiscated. Citizens not hailing from Lyon were asked to leave the city. On 16 July, three days after [Jean-Paul] Marat's assassination, [Joseph] Chalier [the economic leader of Lyon] was guillotined. The siege then began. It lasted two months, despite constant shelling and finally famine. Lyon became, notwithstanding choices which at the beginning had been sincerely republican, the symbol of resistance to the Revolution. The defeat of the city thus inevitably became the symbol of Republican justice: “Let them die, then,” the Committee said of the rebels, “And let the national army, marching forward in a frightening manner, soon drag through the streets of this criminal city the blade that has threatened for only too long the heads of the guilty parties.” A message sent immediately to the Convention spoke of the happy news and of the first repressive measures taken against the citizens of the city
“The manner in which you speak of such a large quantity of traitors, of their escape…of the punishment of so few, and of the departure of almost all….We cannot therefore praise you for your success before you have entirely fulfilled the duty you owe to the country.”

[The message] contained a postscript: "Carry out with inexorable severity the salutary decrees that are addressed to you." The six articles of the decree were as follows:
1. …[A]n emergency committee composed of five members will be appointed by the National Convention to punish without delay the counter-revolutionaries in Lyon.

2. All the citizens of Lyon will be disarmed.

3. The city of Lyon will be destroyed. All sections of the city inhabited by the rich will be demolished.

4. The name Lyon will be struck from the list of republican cities. The [city]…will henceforth be called Ville-Affranchie.

5. A column will be built on the ruins of Lyon that will be a witness for posterity of the crimes and punishments of the royalists in this city. It shall bear the following inscription: 
Lyon made war on liberty; Lyon exists no longer. 
The 18th day of the first month of the second year of the French Republic, 
one and indivisible.
[October 9, 1793 was the day the Committee’s army entered Lyon].

6. The representatives of the people shall immediately…transfer…[the possessions of the rich to the Committee] as an indemnity to patriots.

[In response], the representatives sent by the Convention attempted to give all possible assurances of their determination to punish. They announced the executions by guillotine already carried out and promised that "every day the same exemplary acts will be renewed until such time as the earth will be entirely purged of the monsters that have dirtied it by their presence for only too long".

The events in Lyon, the decree by the Convention, and the response by its representatives on mission in Lyon, offer a perfectly condensed example of the political and stylistic characteristics of a government by Terror and of the problems inherent in its functioning.
A government has virtue as its principle; or if not that, then terror. 


What could those who want neither virtue nor terror want?


- Saint Just 


Military and political leader 


during the French Revolution














