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In this paper I will look at the connections – real and fabricated – between two leading 
figures of the French Revolution: Maximilien Robespierre and Louis-Antoine Saint-Just, and 
address how their reputations have been presented in popular histories and fictionalized 
narratives. Probably no other revolutionaries have been so mythologized as these two men. 
Some of this imagery has entered into popular culture. A great deal of it was constructed by 
nineteenth-century historians. Of the two epithets in my title: “Sea-green incorruptible” was 
coined by Thomas Carlyle to describe Robespierre (probably inspired by a comment from 
Madame de Staël that Robespierre’s veins had a greenish tint); and “the Archangel of death” 
used by Michelet to describe Saint-Just at the moment he goes to the tribune to obtain the 
decree that silences the Dantonistes, and encompasses the arrest and subsequent execution of 
Lucile Desmoulins. The phrase has often since been rendered as “the archangel of the 
terror”.1  

Robespierre is a major subject in himself, of course, and in recent years there has been 
a series of thought-provoking new biographies, most notably by Peter McPhee, Hervé 
Leuwers and Jean-Clément Martin, that explore the reality of “a revolutionary life” behind 
the myth.2 Each of these works considers the extent to which the popular image of 
Robespierre originated in stories that began after his death. Martin’s book, for example, 
consciously invoking the post-Thermidorean myth, is subtitled, La fabrication d’un monstre. 
Martin’s subtitle echoes that of the extended study by Marc Belissa and Yannick Bosc of the 
post-Thermidorean manufacture of our modern image of Robespierre, La fabrication d’un 
mythe.3 There is a much greater understanding now of the extent to which our traditional 
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Choosing Terror: Virtue, Friendship and Authenticity in the French Revolution (OUP, 2013), which examines 
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1 On Michelet’s influence on the imagery of Saint-Just and other revolutionaries, see Huet, Mourning Glory: 
The Will of the French Revolution. 
2 McPhee, Robespierre. A Revolutionary Life; Leuwers, Robespierre; Martin, Robespierre. La fabrication d’un 
monstre. Other recent reevaluations of Robespierre include: “Robespierre”, special edition of Annales 
historiques de la Révolution française; and McPhee, “The Robespierre Problem”. For recent studies that throw 
new light on particular aspects of Robespierre’s politics, see: Smyth, Robespierre and the Festival of the 
Supreme Being; and Fichtl, “Antiquités imaginaires de Robespierre”. 
3 Belissa and Bosc, Robespierre. La fabrication d’un mythe. Regarding how soon the rewriting of the narrative 
of the Revolution began, to make Robespierre a scapegoat as a way of ‘ending the terror’, see Baczko, Ending 
the Terror. 
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view of Robespierre as mastermind behind the Terror was an invention of the Thermidoreans. 
The idea of Robespierre as a power-hungry, would-be dictator is looking decidedly tired and 
threadbare now. The fabrication of a myth of Robespierre is a key subject in French 
revolutionary historiography, in large part because it relates to the “terror” and how we 
understand it. But this subject is too big for this brief paper. 

Here I will focus mostly on portrayals of Saint-Just and his relations with 
Robespierre. There are at least two popular images of Saint-Just. One of these is particularly 
romanticized, because he was good-looking and moody and died very young, a sort of James 
Dean of the French Revolution. There is a whole imagery around Saint-Just, death and 
existentialist philosophy too, explored by writers such as Albert Camus and André Malraux. 
For these reasons serious historians can be reluctant to take him on.4 But on the whole the 
place of Saint-Just in the popular canon of revolutionary mythology is decidedly negative, 
and it is this negative image – of Saint-Just as the cold-blooded and ruthless fanatic that I 
want at look at in this paper.  

The myth-making about Saint-Just began shortly after his death, with the 
Thermidoreans. Marie-Christine Bacquès has traced the fluctuating imagery of Saint-Just and 
his relationship to Robespierre in visual imagery and theatrical performances from Thermidor 
through the first half of the nineteenth century, and shows how the idea of Saint-Just pushing 
Robespierre to acts of terror gradually evolved.5 Yet it was over fifty years after Saint-Just’s 
death that his image as an inhuman fanatic, more ruthless by far than Robespierre, took hold. 
The primary constructors of this image of Saint-Just were Alphonse de Lamartine and 
Michelet. 

Lamartine’s Histoire des Girondins (1847) was written at a time when a few people 
who had known Saint-Just were still alive (a point I shall come back to). In Lamartine’s 
account of the September Massacres he describes Saint-Just as living in Paris, in a hôtel garni 
in the Rue Saint-Anne and already intimate with Robespierre. In fact, at this time Saint-Just 
was almost certainly still in his department, the Aisne, awaiting elections to the Convention. 
In Lamartine’s account, on the eve of the massacres Robespierre and Saint-Just go to the 
latter’s rooms, where Saint-Just promptly gets ready to sleep. Lamartine then describes a 
conversation between Robespierre and Saint-Just: 

 
“What are you doing then?” Robespierre said to him. 
“I’m going to bed,” replied Saint-Just.  
“What? Can you think of sleeping on such a night?... can’t you hear the tocsin? Do 
you not know that this night may be the last for thousands of our fellow men, who are 
men at the moment you fall asleep, and who will be corpses when you wake up??” 
“Alas!” replied Saint Just. “I know that tonight perhaps people’s throats will be cut, I 
deplore it, I would like to be powerful enough to moderate the convulsions of a 
society struggling between freedom and death; but what am I? And, after all, the 
people who will be sacrificed tonight are not friends of our ideas. Adieu.” 
And he went to sleep.6 

 

                                                
4 Recent works on Saint-Just have mostly been written and published in a French context. The most recent full-
length biography in French is by Vinot, Saint-Just. See, too, “Autour de Saint-Just: Regards croisés”; and 
Linton, “The Man of Virtue: The Role of Antiquity in the Political Trajectory of L. A. Saint-Just”. 
5 Bacquès, “Le double mythe de Saint-Just à travers ses mises en scène.” Georg Büchner, Danton’s Death 
(1835), is one of the first to show Saint-Just as the person who pushes Robespierre to agree to the arrest of 
Danton, Desmoulins and the other ‘Indulgents’.  
6 Lamartine, Histoire des Girondins, vol. 2, 50. 
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The following morning Saint-Just awakens to see Robespierre still there; he has been pacing 
the floor all night, unable to sleep. 

Thus, according to Lamartine, Saint-Just has no conscience to keep him awake; he 
does not suffer from remorse. Robespierre, by contrast, is more humanized; he still has a 
conscience. The role of Saint-Just in Lamartine’s narrative is to embody the stark light of 
revolutionary logic, against which Robespierre looks a little more nuanced, more grey than 
black and white, still capable of pity, struggling against the inexorable logic of Saint-Just’s 
position, but ultimately capitulating to it.  

Writing a few years later, Michelet has Saint-Just burst onto the scene on November 
13, 1792, with his first speech to the Convention, which is to address the fate of the king: 

 
An entirely new man was needed, one whom no precedent of philanthropy could have 
touched, one who would never have spoken a word of gentleness or pity... Saint-Just 
slowly climbed to the tribune and, giving an atrocious speech without passion, said 
that it was not necessary to judge the king at length, but simply to kill him.7 
 

Michelet’s physical description of Saint-Just was to prove remarkably influential, setting the 
tone for how future generations would describe him:  

 
His words, slow and measured, fell with a singular weight [...] like the heavy blade of 
the guillotine. By a shocking contrast, these coldly pitiless words, came from a mouth 
that seemed feminine. Without his fixed and hard eyes, his thickly barred eyebrows, 
Saint-Just could have passed for a woman.8 

 
Michelet’s description of Saint-Just as possessing an “angelic” and disturbingly “feminine” 
beauty provides the foundation for the modern contention that the relationship between 
Robespierre and Saint-Just was, if not a homoerotic one, at least a “bromance”. But at the risk 
of losing the interest of my audience, I have to admit that actual evidence for such a 
relationship is slim.9 

Even in the twentieth century many observers, sometimes specialist historians, have 
continued to endorse extreme views of Saint-Just, and have bought into the myths. I will take 
a couple of examples of English historians here. Richard Cobb, who encouraged a generation 
of English scholars of the Revolution to focus their attentions away from politics at the center 
and towards regional studies, was openly contemptuous of the Montagnard leaders. Cobb 
freely admitted to loathing both Robespierre and – even more – Saint-Just. Cobb even made 
the bizarre allegation that Saint-Just had called for “the extermination of most people over 
twenty-five”.10 Encouraged by Cobb, few English historians since his time have paid close 
attention to the French revolutionary leaders. An exception to this is Norman Hampson. 
Hampson wrote an excellent biography of Robespierre, which was particularly striking for 
the originality of its approach.11 In Hampson’s book three fictionalized characters, 
embodying different political views, discuss Robespierre’s motives, ideas and actions with a 
historian, who provides them with the evidence insofar as it is known; each of them come up 
                                                
7 Michelet, Histoire de la Révolution française, vol. 2, 176–78. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ironically, a letter from Couthon to Saint-Just employs a much more warmly affectionate language, in the style 
of ‘sensibility’, than any written communication extant between Saint-Just and Robespierre; but somehow the 
notion of a sexual or romantic connection between Couthon and Saint-Just has never caught the public 
imagination: Letter from Couthon to Saint-Just, from ‘Ville-Affranchie’ (Lyon), dated le 20 octobre, l’an II de 
la République, in Papiers inédits, vol. 1, 361–63. 
10 Cobb, The French and Their Revolution, 36. 
11 Hampson, The Life and Opinions of Maximilien Robespierre. 
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with radically different interpretations of Robespierre’s motives and actions. Whilst we 
would probably consider that the political attitudes of Hampson’s fictionalized characters are 
looking rather dated now, the point that he was trying to make is still a valid one – that our 
understanding of who we think “the real” Robespierre was, and our degree of sympathy with 
him, is likely to vary according to the extent to which we sympathize with his initial aims, if 
not the methods he was to adopt in the Year II. 

Hampson’s later (1991) biography of Saint-Just was, by contrast, resolutely hostile to 
its subject from the outset. It begins and ends by comparing Saint-Just to Lucifer.12 Like 
Cobb, perhaps, as Hampson aged he came to see Saint-Just with overt hostility as the epitome 
of the youthful political radical. Yet to dismiss Saint-Just’s ideas simply because he was 
young when he developed them is rather to miss the point, which is that revolutions tend to 
be made by young people. More significant for Saint-Just’s memory was not that he was a 
young revolutionary, but the manner and timing of his death. He would never dwindle into a 
Bertrand Barère, growing old on the margins of a political world that had moved on. In that 
sense Saint-Just is always young, and puts the viewpoint of the young against an older 
generation that includes most historians and contemporary politicians. This, to my mind, is 
one of the reasons why he makes an interesting subject. 

Ironically, since the early 1990s, and in the Anglophone world at least, it has been 
writers of fiction rather than historians who have paid most attention to Saint-Just. Virtually 
all that attention has been negative. Tanith Lee, in her novel The Gods are Thirsty: A Novel of 
the French Revolution, gives a vivid portrait of Saint-Just, but one which endorses the classic 
view of Saint-Just as Robespierre’s ruthless acolyte. Using words that recall Lamartine, Lee 
depicts Saint-Just as cold, icy, devoid of human emotion. Her imagery invokes the Artic: 
Saint-Just is “the white wolf”, “the white angel” with the “ice-blond head” and an “icy gaze”. 
Lee also reinforces a tradition which personalizes the political struggles amongst the 
Montagnard leaders of the Year II. Thus she describes Saint-Just as involved in a vicious 
personal battle with Camille Desmoulins in which they literally come to blows in their 
struggle for ascendancy over Robespierre.13  

The English novelist Hilary Mantel has also turned her attention to Saint-Just. Mantel 
is well known for her historical fiction and she has been twice winner of the Man Booker 
Prize for her novels on Thomas Cromwell. She prides herself on her attention to historical 
accuracy, so one might have expected her to look beyond the myths. But in her novel on the 
French Revolution, A Place of Greater Safety, Saint-Just is once again a cipher. Mantel has 
Robespierre call Saint-Just a new breed, a “professional revolutionary”.14 His principal role 
in the novel is to drive Robespierre into ever-more extreme political actions. Whenever 
Robespierre shows signs of indecision or pity, Saint-Just intervenes, the voice of cold 
inexorable revolutionary logic. Saint-Just serves as a foil to Camille Desmoulins, the two of 
them are shown as personal enemies fighting over Robespierre, possibly over his affections, 
though Mantel does not say so outright.15 Saint-Just’s personal vindictiveness towards 
Desmoulins becomes in the novelist’s hands a key factor in the fall of the Dantonistes. Any 
wider political issues, or even the role of other members of the Committees, are downplayed.  

At the climax of Mantel’s narrative Saint-Just brings on catastrophe and the deaths of 
the leading protagonists, by stripping away the remnants of Robespierre’s humanity. 
Robespierre becomes the tool of Saint-Just’s machinations. Mantel invents a bizarre plot 
development in which Saint-Just, Philippe Le Bas, and the Duplay household force a 
reluctant Robespierre to agree to the arrest of Danton and Desmoulins by means of having 
                                                
12 Hampson, Saint-Just, 236. 
13 Lee, The Gods are Thirsty, 256–58. 
14 Mantel, A Place of Greater Safety, 566–67,  
15 Ibid. 
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Élisabeth Le Bas tell Robespierre that Danton had raped her. Robespierre weakly goes along 
with the arrest, trial and execution of the Dantonistes. Ultimately, Robespierre capitulates to 
Saint-Just, even whilst resenting his inhumanity. Thus Mantel has Robespierre turn on Saint-
Just: “Yes – in your elegant phrase, we must finish them off. I will let you do this, but I don’t 
have to love you for it. [ … ] When this business is over, and Camille is dead, I shall not want 
to hear your epitaph for him. No one is ever to speak of him again, I absolutely forbid it. 
When he is dead I shall want to think about him myself, alone.”16 

Does it matter, we might ask, if Mantel gets this so wrong? It is only fiction after all. 
Do we, as historians, have any right to protest? Mantel herself would say not. As she stated in 
her preface to A Place of Greater Safety: “Anyone who writes a novel of this type is 
vulnerable to the complaints of pedants.”17 Yet, at the risk of sounding like a complaining 
pedant, I would argue that Mantel’s approach is problematic, not only because she 
misrepresents the people she writes about, but also, and more importantly, by so doing she 
diminishes the larger political significance of the events in which they were involved. The 
French Revolution was the seismic event of the eighteenth century, and the complex forces 
that drove it need to be understood on many levels, not just in terms of individual 
personalities and their rivalries. Mantel herself has considerable respect amongst amateur 
enthusiasts for history not only for her novels about Thomas Cromwell, but also for her 
expertise on the French Revolution. It was in this capacity that she appeared as an invited 
participant in a BBC program on “Terror! Robespierre and the French Revolution”. In this 
program Mantel reverts to the Cobb/Hampson portrayal of Saint-Just, as representative of 
extreme youth. Mantel refers to him dismissively as “the classic rebellious teenager”, and a 
“child” (he was twenty-six).18 And this matters because, for many English-speaking readers 
with a broad interest in the French Revolution, but no specialist knowledge, Mantel’s 
depiction of Saint-Just is the one they are most likely to have come across and therefore to 
believe. 

In the second part of my paper I want to ask how far the image of Saint-Just as the 
cold-blooded and single-minded fanatic driving Robespierre on to greater terror relates to 
what we know of the reality. What evidence do we have that Saint-Just was intrinsically more 
extreme than Robespierre? The reality was, I will argue, more complex, and more 
ambiguous. 

Like other revolutionaries, Saint-Just evolved over time and in response to changing 
circumstances. In his first political work, Esprit de la Révolution, published in June 1791, he 
assumed that France would continue with a constitutional monarchy and that this would work 
well. He also stated that he could not forgive Jean-Jacques Rousseau, great man though he 
was, for supporting the death penalty.19 Three days after the publication of Saint-Just’s book, 
the king’s attempt to flee France and his interception at Varennes changed everything. The 
Revolution was not over after all. It was to begin again. In common with many others who 
saw the king’s flight as a betrayal, Saint-Just turned from being a supporter of constitutional 
monarchy to being a committed republican.20 It was R. R. Palmer who said: “no one was 
changed more by the Revolution than Saint-Just.”21 He still had some way to go, however, 
                                                
16 Ibid., p. 862. 
17 Ibid., “Author’s Note”. 
18 “Terror! Robespierre and the French Revolution”. Incidentally, I myself was also interviewed for the 
programme. The experience (whilst interesting in itself and the programme makers were charming with me) 
gave me an object lesson in how little influence a specialist historian has on the argument and direction of the 
final product in a programme designed to attract a mass audience. 
19 Esprit de la Révolution et de la Constitution de France, in Saint-Just, Œuvres complètes, 325. 
20 On the impact of the king’s flight as a major turning point in the Revolution, see Tackett, When the King Took 
Flight. 
21 Palmer, Twelve Who Ruled: the Year of the Terror in the French Revolution, 10. 



French History and Civilization 

 

118 

 

before he became an advocate of using terror. For Saint-Just, as for many others, “choosing 
terror” was a gradual process, one that proceeded through many steps. 

A key step on the road for the Montagnard leaders came with the question of what 
action to take over the Girondins after exclusion from the Convention, their placing under 
house arrest, and the subsequent flight of many of them to engage in what became known as 
the “federalist revolt” against the Convention. The report on the Girondins, produced on July 
8 by Saint-Just, as an associate member of the Committee of Public Safety, offers an example 
of his political evolution. 

In the report Saint-Just makes a distinction between those who fled and raised the 
revolt, who were to be decreed “hors la loi”, traitors to the patrie, and those who had 
remained in Paris in custody. Against some of the latter, he said, there may be a case to 
answer that they supported the revolt. But the majority of the detainees should be welcomed 
back into the Convention.22 His conclusions are fairly pragmatic: 

 
In any case, freedom will not be terrible to those whom it has disarmed, and who have 
submitted to the laws; proscribe those who have fled from us to take up arms; their 
flight attests to the lack of rigour of their detention; proscribe them, not for what they 
have said, but for what they have done. Judge the others, and forgive the greatest 
number: error should not be confused with crime, and you have no desire to be 
severe.23 
 

The report attempts to marshal evidence to prove the charges. It is also careful to limit the 
numbers of men accused of actual involvement in the conspiracy.  

Saint-Just had gone further and had offered to accompany the minister, Garat, to 
negotiate with the Girondins in Normandy. Garat in his Memoirs said that at that time that 
Saint-Just had seemed to be genuine in his desire to negotiate with the Girondins in Calvados, 
though afterwards he changed. At the time Saint-Just said to Garat: “I think absolutely as you 
do. I believe we can lead men with a hair.” Despite these efforts, the situation rapidly 
deteriorated, the federalist revolts, and the assassination of Marat, made a reconciliation with 
the Girondins all but impossible.24 When in October, the “Girondin” leaders were indicted 
and sent for trial, the final tally of people implicated was to be much higher than in Saint-
Just’s initial report, but there is no indication that this hardening of the Montagnards’ position 
was the work of Saint-Just more than any other member of the two leading committees.25 

So how can we hope to establish the truth behind these myths? Much of the time we 
cannot, of course. But we can pay attention to witnesses who knew the people involved. And 
amongst those witnesses, the testimony of the women who survived, family and friends of 
leading revolutionaries can be fascinating. Historians have often been dismissive of them. 
And they were partisan, of course. Amongst those witnesses, one of the most interesting is 
Élisabeth Le Bas. She was the widow of Philippe Le Bas, close friend and ally of Robespierre 
who died in Thermidor, and she is one of the principal sources for Robespierre’s private life 
in the Duplay household. But she knew Saint-Just, too. And she was still living in 1848, over 
half a century after all these men were dead and gone. 

                                                
22 “Rapport fait au nom du comité de Salut public sur les trente-deux membres de la Convention détenus en 
vertu du décret du 2 juin, présenté à la Convention nationale dans la séance du 8 juillet 1793”, Saint-Just, 
Œuvres complètes, 459. 
23 Ibid., 476–77. 
24 At that time Garat was Minister of the Interior. For Saint-Just’s offer to go to Normandy, see: Garat, 
Mémoires sur la Révolution, 149. It was not in Garat’s interests writing after Thermidor to speak well of Saint-
Just, so this makes his hesitant praise here more convincing. 
25 On the indictment of the Girondins, see Linton, Choosing Terror, Chapter 6. 
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Lamartine consulted her for his Histoire des Girondins. She offered him details that 
he included. And when it was published he presented Élisabeth and her son with a copy.26 
Having read it, she annotated the margins with corrections where Lamartine had got details 
wrong.27 One of the things to which she particularly objected to was Lamartine’s description 
of Saint-Just speaking about the fate of the king (a description that predates and in many 
ways foreshadows the more famous one written by Michelet a few years later): 

 
Saint-Just [... ] seemed to have stripped away all human sensibilities in order to 
personify in himself the cold intelligence and merciless impulsion of the Revolution 
[... ] His logic had taken on the impassibility of geometry and the brutality of a 
material force. It was he who, in intimate and lengthy conversations under Duplay's 
roof, had done the most to combat what he called the weaknesses of Robespierre's 
soul and his aversion to shedding the king's blood [ … ] 28 

 
In Élisabeth’s copy of Lamartine’s history, against the passage describing Saint-Just, are the 
following words in the handwriting of her son: “My mother did not recognize Saint Just in 
this portrait.”29 And a little further down, against the account of Saint-Just and Robespierre 
talking in the Duplay house, and the assertion that Saint-Just had worn away at “the 
weaknesses of Robespierre’s soul”, is another handwritten note for Lamartine: “How do you 
know that?”30 

In conclusion, the revolutionary leaders were far from being ciphers. The respective 
political ideas and tactics of Robespierre and Saint-Just were far more complex than the 
myths suggest. Their ideas and respective roles also changed over time. At the outset of their 
connection Robespierre as the senior man, the man of much greater political experience, was 
the more dominant figure, and it is hardly surprising that Saint-Just would have deferred to 
him. Over the last months of their lives the balance shifted changed somewhat, with Saint-
Just becoming a more important figure in his own right, particularly with regard to the 
Ventôse decrees.31 There is some ambivalence, too, about Saint-Just’s position, and possibly 
some shifting in his attitude towards Robespierre, immediately before Thermidor.32 There is 
much about Saint-Just’s thought that merits greater investigation and could be better 
understood. It is time, I would argue, to look beyond the myths, and turn our attention back 
towards the reality. 
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