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JEAN-BAPTISTE  

ESTIENNE DE LA RIVIÈRE  
 

(1754  - 1792) 
 
 

Summary 
 

Born at Limoges in 1754 ―LARIVIÈRE‖ became an barrister in the Parlment de 

Paris in 1780, acting for one of the defendants in the Diamond Necklace Affair.   

 

An ‗Electeur de 1789‘, during the early stages of the Revolution he was an 

active member of Assemblée Générale des Electeurs de Paris and subsequently 

of the Assemblée des Représentants de la Commune de Paris. He led a mission 

to arrest a much-despised royal official and transported him to Paris, where he 

risked his own life to try and prevent his prisoner from being murdered by the 

mob. Between 1789 and 1791 he was active in the municipal administration of 

Paris, first as a Commissioner of the city‘s main corn-market, and later as an 

administrateur in the department of public works, which involved him in the 

closure of several religious establishments, regulation of the Opera and 

demolition of the Bastille. 

 

In 1791 he was elected juge de paix de la section de Henri IV, in Paris. His 

sympathies as a supporter of the constitutional monarchy led him to help 

establish the Club de la Sainte-Chapelle in September 1791.  

 

In February 1792 he helped to foil a planned escape of prisoners from the 

Conciergerie prison. In May 1792 he imprudently ordered three deputies who 

sat in the far-left of the National Assembly to be dragged from their beds at 

dawn for interrogation over anti-royalist propaganda. This provoked the wrath 

of the National Assembly, and despite the King's intervention, he was arrested 

and held prisoner at Orleans to await trial in the National High Court on charges 

of treason.  

 

In September 1792 he was amongst the state-prisoners ordered to be brought to 

Paris, but was brutally murdered during the journey, after a mob ambushed the 

convoy as it passed through Versailles.  

 

His steadfast moral courage and bravery in the face great dangers, together with 

his efforts to save the people of Paris from starvation and to expose a plot to 

undermine respect for the royal family, undoubtedly qualify him as a hero, and 

sadly a martyr, of the French Revolution.  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jean-Baptiste ESTIENNE DE LA RIVIERE was born on 22
nd

 July 1754 at Limoges in 

the province of Limousin, the son of Monsieur Jean-Baptiste ESTIENNE (alias ESTIENNE DE LA 

RIVIERE DE MONLUC), Seigneur de la Rivière (government administrator and tax collector - 

secretaire de l'Intendance, président en l‘élection de Limoges, directeur du dixième et 

directeur du vingtième de la généralité de Limoges) and Dame Anne Louise DESCORDES 

(alias DESCORDES DE FELIS).
1
 The family name was ‗Estienne‘ (sometimes spelt ‗Etienne‘), 

but the family often added ‗de la Rivière‘ to the end, after his father‘s country estate in the 

parish of Saint-Germain-les-Belles (30 kilometres south of Limoges). Jean-Baptiste was 

therefore known, and often signed himself, as ‗Larivière‘ throughout his life.  

 

He was probably born in the family residence in Limoges, which was located immediately 

behind the church of Saint-Michel-des-Lions at No. 1 Place du Presidual (figure 1). He was 

baptised the following day in the church of Saint-Michel-des-Lions at Limoges (figures 2 and 

3), having for godparents Sieur Jean-Baptiste ESTIENNE and Delle Catherine ESTIENNE.  

 

Larivièreôs career as a barrister in Paris during the 1780s 
 

LARIVIÈRE was born into a well-to-do legal family of Limoges and, despite his family‘s grand 

sounding name, was of bourgeois origin and status. His father died when he was twelve years 

old, but like his father and grandfather before him he went on to study law, leaving Limoges 

to obtain his university degree. By 1780 he was living in Paris, where he purchased - 

probably with the help of his family - the remunerative office of avocat (barrister) in the 

Parlement de Paris. He was formally accredited with the Parlement‘s Order of Barristers on 

28 November 1780.
2
  

                                                           
1
 Proof that the Jean-Baptiste ESTIENNE DE LA RIVIERE who became a juge de paix in Paris was the son of Jean-

Baptiste Estienne DE LA RIVIERE DE MONLUC and Louise Anne DESCORDES DE FELIS is that (a) according to the 

age stated when he was elected to the l'Assemblée des Représentants de la Commune de Paris in September 

1789 he was born c1754, and (b) according to a debate in the National Assembly on 19 May 1792 he was born 

at Limoges. These facts tally with the acte de baptême, dated 23 July 1754,  found in the registers of the church 

of Saint-Michel-des-Lions (Archives départementales du Haute Vienne), which identifies his parents. He should 

not be confused with his half-brother (Jean-Baptiste MONLUC ESTIENNE DE LARIVIERE) who was born at 

Limoges on 19 February 1737 (according to original documentation in the Centre des archives d'outre-mer) and 

who emigrated to the Caribbean as an officer in the Regiment de Martinique (where he died on 2 October 1781). 
2
 The Parisian order of barristers and the French Revolution, by Michael P. Fitzsimmons, page 208. 
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The Parlement de Paris was the supreme law court of France, and as a barrister it was 

LARIVIÈRE‘s role to accept briefs from clients and to represent them in court. Like the other 

barristers he was a member of the Parlement (with the status that bestowed), wore magisterial 

robes and took part in the court‘s public ceremonies. The court occupied the impressive 

Palais de Justice (figures 5 and 6), which is located in the centre of Paris on the Île de la Cité, 

and which is still occupied by the French supreme court (the Cour de Cassation) to this day. 

 

LARIVIÈRE‘s skills as a barrister failed to impress his contemporaries, since in 1791 the 

royalist author and journalist, Felix Christophe Louis VENTRE DE LA TOULOUBRE (alias Galart 

DE MONTJOYE), wrote that: 

 

―Monsieur Etienne de la Rivière was little regarded as a barrister, he was a man 

overwhelmed with debts, who had the bearing and insensitivity of a constable.‖ 
3
 

In October 1783 we find that LARIVIÈRE presented an appeal on behalf of the Sieur PICARD 

concerning an inheritance dispute.  His advocacy skills failed to win the case and the appeal 

was dismissed on 11
th

 December 1784, with costs awarded against his client.
4
  

Larivière and the óDiamond Necklace Affairô 

In 1786, at the age of thirty-one, LARIVIÈRE received his big break by acting as defence 

barrister for the Baron DE FAGES-CHAULNES (Joseph Guillaume DE FAGES-CHAULNES)(figure 

22) in the famous ‗Diamond Necklace Affair‘ (also called the l'affaire du Collier or the 

l’affaire du Cardinal). This was a cause celebre that rocked the French throne and was 

regarded by commentators as ‗the‘ scandal of the Eighteenth Century. It unfairly - but utterly 

- ruined the reputation of Queen Marie-Antoinette in the eyes of the French people, leaving 

the impression that she had perpetrated an extravagant fraud for her own frivolous ends.  

The Diamond Necklace Affair caused a sensation during 1785 and 1886 as the bizarre and 

labyrinthine conspiracy unravelled. The plot centred on a leading aristocratic churchman, the 

Cardinal DE ROHAN, who had been duped by a con-woman into using the Queen's name to 

obtain a hugely valuable diamond necklace. The scandal involved a whole cast of characters, 

each defended in court by their own team of lawyers. LARIVIÈRE represented the Baron DE 

FAGES-CHAULNES, whose role in the conspiracy was to arrange a bogus marriage. In doing so 

the Baron ran up huge debts by purchasing watches and trinkets from the jewellers VAUCHER 

and LOQUE. The Baron was acquitted of complicity in the principal conspiracy but was 

pursued in a separate civil lawsuit by the defrauded jewellers.  

In Eighteenth century France it was common for lawyers to prepare written trial briefs, or 

memoires judiciaries, on behalf of their clients. These took the form of witness statements 

and were officially addressed to the judge. However, they were also printed as pamphlets and 

sold to the public via bookstalls and pedlars, with the aim of generating support for 

defendants in the ‗court‘ of public opinion, as well as a degree of celebrity for the barristers 

who wrote them. The trail briefs were also a speculative venture, generating healthy profits 

                                                           
3
 M. De Montjoye, Histoire de la Révolution de France et de l’Assemblée nationale pour former avec le journal 

intitulé L’Ami du roi (1791), page 89 : « M. Etienne de la Rivière , avocat peu considéré au barreau , homme 

perdu de dettes, ayant en effet le maintien, les goûts, l'insensibilité d'un archer ». 
4
 Collection de décisions nouvelles et de notions relatives à la jurisprudence , Tome 8 (1789) page 238. (Nb. 

The Google Library Books project has incorrectly catalogued this as Tome 3, published in 1783). 



for lawyers, clients and printers - and the more sensational the case the more briefs were 

printed.
5
  

Predictably the ‗Diamond Necklace Affair‘ generated an avalanche of trail briefs in the run 

up to the court hearings, and by March 1786 the print runs for even minor defendants, like 

Baron DE FAGES-CHAULNES, were running into tens of thousands. The briefs, which usually 

sold for one livre apiece, were devoured by their readers and dissected by the critics. 

Although, heavily fictionalised and written in a melodramatic style (to maximise sales) these 

briefs became a major influence on public opinion, as Queen Marie-Antoinette soon 

discovered to her cost. 

LARIVIÈRE was one of the lawyers in the Affair who wrote a trial briefs on behalf of their 

clients.
6
 His brief was first published as a pamphlet on 27

th
 March 1786 with the title 

Mémoire pour M. le baron de Fages-Chaulnes, Garde-du-Corps de Monsieur, Frère du Roi, 

accusé, contre les Sieurs Vaucher et Loque Marchands Bijoutiers, accusateur. It was signed 

at the end by ―Me Estienne de la Riviere, avocat.‖ The publication soon became a bestseller 

and was constantly reprinted to keep up with popular demand. At least six editions were 

produced in short succession, with one edition apparently printed in Brussels. On each 

occasion the printers re-typecast the brief, with the result that each edition had a different 

front piece, format and number of pages, ranging between 28 and 55 sides of text.  

The evidence shows that LARIVIÈRE relished the excitement and celebrity that came with 

involvement in such high profile cases. His defence of Baron DE FAGES-CHAULNES was 

merely the first of three sensational court cases in which he was involved, whether in the 

capacity of barrister, witness or magistrate. He was about to take part in a fourth high profile 

case, as the defendant, when he was murdered in 1792 (before the trial commenced).   

In August 1786 LARIVIÈRE was involved in the publication of another trial brief. Although 

the case was much sensational, the case was still considered to be of sufficient public interest 

to warrant the production of a trial brief. It concerned a dispute over possession of certain 

documents relating to a young female prisoner (Fille SALMON) between the clerk of the 

prison of la Conciergerie du Palais at Rouen and a local barrister. The fifty page trial brief 

was prepared by LARIVIÈRE and three fellow Parisian barristers. It was published on 4
th

 

August 1786 under the heading Mémoire à consulter and consultation pour le Sieur Lecardé, 

ci-devant Concierge-Greffier des prisons de la Conciergerie du Palais à Rouen; ce Mémoire 

sìgné de la Partie, la Consultation souscrite de MM: Giroust, Clemenceau de la Lande, 

Etienne de la Rivière & Langloys; Contre Me, le Cauthois, Avocat au Parlemént de Rouen.
7
 

                                                           
5
 For an explanation of the significance of trial brief, and the  Diamond Necklace Affair, see Sarah Maza, 

Private Lives and Public Affairs: The Causes Célèbres of rerevolutionary France (1993) – there is a reference to 

Baron de Fages-Chaulnes on page183. See also Dena Goodman, Marie-Antoinette: writings on the body of a 

queen (2003).  
6
 The brief was summarised by Louis Petit de Bachaumont in Mémoires secrets pour servir a l'histoire de la 

république des lettres en France, depuis MDCCLXII jusqu'a nos jours, ou Journal d'un observateur, Tome 31, 

(1786) page 198. There are numerous copies of the brief on the internet.   
7 The brief was summarised by M. Mars in Gazette des tribunaux, ouvrage périodique, contenant les nouvelles 

des tribunaux, Volume 22 (1786), page 45: Mémoire à consulter and consultation pour le Sieur Lecardé, ci-

devant Concierge-Greffier des prisons de la Conciergerie du Palais à Rouen; ce Mémoire sìgné de la Partie, la 

Consultation souscrite de MM: Giroust, Clemenceau de la Lande, Etienne de la Rivière & Langloys;  Contre 

Me, le Cauthois, Avocat au Parlemént de Rouen: Pour server de suite aux Mémoires & Consultations dans  



In 1786 LARIVIÈRE was initiated into the famous Masonic lodge known as Les Amis Réunis, 

which formed part of the masonic order Le Grand Orient de France, and remained a mason 

until 1788.
8
 His lodge was the most prestigious in Paris, and was consecrated by the Keeper 

of the Royal Treasury. The lodge utilized a part of a house in the rue Popincourt, and 

amongst its 300 or so members were many leading financiers, government officials, doctors, 

painters and sculptors. The lodge even had its own orchestra, which included the King‘s 

Superintendent of Music and two of the King‘s violinists.  

LARIVIÈRE‘s residence was on the Île de la Cité - the island in the historic centre of Paris 

which includes the Palais de Justice, the Conciergerie prison, the cathedral of Notre Dame, 

the historic Pont Neuf bridge and the beautiful Sainte Chapelle. In fact his residence was 

located in the courtyard surrounding the chapel (cour de Sainte Chapelle) (figure 16). His 

residence was within the parish and district des Barnabites, which in 1790 was renamed 

section de Henri IV.  

 

In 1789 LARIVIÈRE‘s professional qualifications and income as a homme de loi entitled him to 

participate in the election of representatives to the Estates-General. On 21
st
 April along with 

other habitants of the district des Barnabites he attending a meeting in the parish church 

(l’eglise des Barnabites) to select the six habitants to attend the Paris electoral assembly, 

which in turn would elect the 20 deputies to represent Paris in the Estates-General. The 

meeting continued late into the night, and eventually, at one o‘clock on the morning of 22
nd

 

April, LARIVIÈRE was proclaimed as one of the six habitats to serve as ‗Electors‘ (Electeurs) 

on behalf of the district des Barnabites.
9
 Thus, LARIVIÈRE became entitled to call himself an 

‗Electeur de 1789’, a title that in due course became a hallmark of devotion to the 

Revolution. For a time, the title was indeed one of real significance, since the 407 Electors 

were held in high esteem by the people, and showed considerable independence by ignoring 

aspects of electoral law and acting in open defiance of royal authority.  

 

The electoral assembly for Paris met in the hall of the Archbishop‘s palace (behind the 

cathedral of Notre Dame) and was dominated by lawyers like LARIVIÈRE - one observer 

complained that it was stacked with ―orators of the bar, princes of eloquence, men of law, 

ministers of the faculty.‖ From July 1789, as law and order broke down, central authority 

collapsed, and public officials abandoned their offices, the Electors responded to the power 

vacuum by establishing themselves as an unofficial city government. They became key actors 

in the insurrection that turned into Revolution, forming their own armed militia to maintain  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
l‘affaire de la Fille Salmon. Dans ce Mémoire, l‘objet du Sieur Lecardé est da réclamer une collection de papiers 

précieux qui ont servi à justifier la fille Salmon, lesquels papiers ont été confiés à Me. le Cauchois qui les 

retient, dit-on, sans aucun droit.  
8
 Francs-maçons parisiens du Grand Orient de France (1966), by Alain Le Bihan, page  194. 

9 Les élections et les cahiers de Paris en 1789 : Les assemblées primaires et les cahiers primitifs / documents 

recueillis, mis en ordre et annotés by Ch.-L. Chassin (pages 338-342). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 - The acte de baptême in the register of baptisms for the eglise de Saint Michel-des-Lions 

recording the birth and baptism of LARIVIÈRE in 1754 
 

Figure 2 - The eglise de Saint 

Michel-des-Lions in the centre of 

Limoges, where LARIVIÈRE was 

baptised in 1754 

Figure 1 - The ‗Hotel 

Estienne de la 

Riviere‘, at No. 1 

Place du Presidual, 

Limoges.  The family 

had lived at this 

address since at least 

1745, although the 

house was rebuilt in 

1812 by his brother.  
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 - The Palais de Justice where LARIVIÈRE practiced as an barrister between 1789 and 1789. 

The engraving shows the cour de Mai (built 1783-1786) and the medieval Sainte-Chappelle on the 

right, around 1850 
(drawn by Asselineau, engraved by W. French, c1850) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 - The Palais de Justice in 2010. 

 

 



law and order - in clear defiance of royal authority. From then on sessions of the Assemblée 

Générale des Electeurs de Paris transferred to the Hôtel de ville (figures 7 and 8), in order to 

emphasize the fact that they were now running the city.
10

   

 

LARIVIÈRE and killing of BERTIER DE SAUVIGNY  
 

Just one week after the fall of the Bastille LARIVIÈRE was entrusted by his fellow Electors to 

lead an urgent mission to the town of Compiègne, 60 kilometres north of Paris. His mandate 

as électeur-commissaire was to track down and escort a high-profile fugitive back to Paris. 

The mission was of such importance that the Marquis DE LA FAYETTE provided a detachment 

of 240 troops from the newly formed National Guard to accompany him. The fugitive they 

were after was none other than the detested Intendant de Paris, Louis Bénigne François 

BERTIER DE SAUVIGNY (figure 22). He had been the royal official responsible for collecting 

taxes in pre-revolutionary Paris and was widely despised by the populace, because he was 

blamed (unfairly) for having withheld corn supplies from the starving city. BERTIER had fled 

Paris on 18
th

 July 1789 in fear of his life but was recognised and detained in the town of 

Compiègne.  

  

LARIVIÈRE left Paris at 2 o‘clock on the morning of 21
st
 July, and by the following day (22

nd
  

July) reached Compiègne. He then brought BERTIER back to Paris and as they approached the 

city the roof of the carriage was broken off so that all could get a view of the villain blamed 

for having inflicted so much misery on the people. As the procession proceeded through the 

streets of Paris it was surrounded by an immense and menacing crowd. People danced in 

front of the carriage and threw mouldy black bread at BERTIER shouting ―take that, brigand, 

that is what you made us eat.‖  

 

LARIVIÈRE sat in the carriage with his prisoner throughout the entire journey and bravely 

attempted to shield him from the blows which rained down on them both, as the crowd lashed 

out in rage, often unaware of which of the two men was the prisoner and which the escort. 

BERTIER repeatedly begged LARIVIÈRE not to expose himself to such danger on his account, 

but LARIVIÈRE courageously remained in the carriage, even removing the revolutionary 

cockade from his own hat and giving it to BERTIER to wear, in an attempt to quell the fury of 

the mob. At one point an individual armed with a sword lunged forward, and LARIVIÈRE 

threw himself across his prisoner to protect him. He later commented that the assailant‘s eyes 

were wide open with fury and he was certain that he would have been killed had the assailant 

not been pulled away from the carriage in time.  

 

Passing along rue Saint-Martin they encountered another large crowd, who were jubilantly 

carrying the severed head of a man on a pike. As the crowd got closer LARIVIÈRE was 

horrified to see that severed head belonged to one of the King‘s ministers, who also happened 

to be BERTIER‘s father-in-law. LARIVIÈRE had the presence of mind to say that he thought the 

head was that of another man, but BERTIER was left in no doubt when the mob waved the 

head in front of the carriage shouting out ―Kiss papa ! Kiss Papa‖. This gruesome spectacle  

was widely reported throughout France, and was depicted in two contemporary engravings - 

one (figure 9(a)) by an unknown artist was published in the popular weekly journal, Les 

                                                           
10

 Procès-verbal des séances et des délibérations de l'Assemblée générale des Electeurs de Paris, réunis à 

l'Hotel de Ville le 14 Juillet 1789...et depuis le 22 mai jusqu'au 30 Juillet 1789 avec la collaboration de 

M.Duveyrier, Tome 3 (1790), page 375. 



Revolutions de Paris,
11

 and the second (figure 10) by the most renowned artist of the French 

Revolution, Jean-Louis PRIEUR.  

 

Eventually the procession reached the Hôtel de ville in the centre of Paris where BERTIER was 

taken before the Mayor of Paris. During the proceedings the mob burst into the hall, and it 

was decided to remove BERTIER to the safety of a nearby prison. LARIVIÈRE escorted BERTIER 

from the hall, but was powerless to prevent an atrocity as the mob exacted its revenge on the 

former royal official. The mob tried to lynch BERTIER from a lamppost in front of the Hôtel 

de ville but the noose snapped twice and he was eventually slaughtered at the foot of the 

lamppost when his belly was slashed open and his head cut off. His head and heart were then 

carried off on pikes around the Palais Royal. The gruesome murders that day caused a 

national outrage, and little could anyone imagine that they were merely a prelude of things to 

come.   

 

The following day (23
rd

 July) LARIVIÈRE spoke before the Assemblée Générale des Electeurs 

to give an account of, what he termed, the sad and tragic events of the previous day.
12

 During 

the same session the Electors decided that a delegation should be sent to Versailles to petition 

the National Assembly (as the Estates-General had become) to hasten plans for establishing a 

Tribunal Nationale to deal with crimes against the nation. LARIVIÈRE was appointed to the 

delegation which was mandated to go to Versailles on 24
th

 July. 

 

Ironically, three years later LARIVIÈRE would be sent for trial before the very law court that 

he had petitioned the National Assembly to establish, although he never came to trial because 

of a further cruel irony: he survived an encounter with the angry mob on the streets of Paris in 

1789 only to be killed by another mob on the streets of Versailles in 1792.  

    

LARIVIÈRE maintains the supply of bread to Paris in 1789 
 

Although LARIVIÈRE is most often remembered in the history books for his mission to 

Compiègne, his main contribution to the feverish activities of city government during the 

summer of 1789 focused on the immediate concern of feeding the population of Paris. He 

volunteered to take on the role of Commissaire à la Halle au blé, being appointed to this post 

two days after the fall of the Bastille, on 16
th

 July 1789, and continuing in this role until the 

end of August. In this role he was responsible for overseeing the supply of wheat and flour to 

the city‘s millers and bakers, and he managed the main corn-market in Paris - known as La 

Halle. His office was located within the grand circular market hall at La Halle (today known 

as the Bourse de commerce) in rue Viarmes (figures 11 and 12).
13

 

                                                           
11

 Les Révolutions de Paris, dédiée a la nation et au disctrict des Petits-Augustins (Edited by  Louis-Marie 

Prudhomme) was an important and authoritative chronicle of the French Revolution which appeared in 225 

weekly issues, from 12 July 1789 to 28 February 1794. The illustration of Lariviere with Monsieur Bertier, 

appeared in Volume  No. 2, page 60 (July 18-23, 1789). 
12

 See Procès-verbal des séances et des délibérations de l'Assemblée générale des Electeurs de Paris, réunis à 

l'Hotel de Ville le 14 Juillet 1789...et depuis le 22 mai jusqu'au 30 Juillet 1789 avec la collaboration de M. 

Duveyrier, Tome 2 (1790), pages 239, 317, 328-341. For a modern account of the Bertier affair see Jacques-

Louis David and Jean-Louis Prieur, Revolutionary Artists: The. Public, the Populace, and Images of the French 

Revolution (1999) by Warren Roberts, pages 106-110. Also France and its revolutions: a pictorial history 1789-

1848 by George Long, page 47. Another contemporary account was published by M. de Montjoye in Histoire de 

la Révolution de France (1791), pages 89-96.  
13 Procès-verbal des séances et des délibérations de l'Assemblée générale des Electeurs de Paris, réunis à 

l'Hotel de Ville le 14 Juillet 1789...et depuis le 22 mai jusqu'au 30 Juillet 1789 avec la collaboration de 

M.Duveyrier, Tome Second (1790), page 9. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 - A family portrait (miniature) of an unknown young man,  

but believed to be of :- 

 

Jean-Baptiste Estienne de la Riviere  
(1754 - 1792)  

circa 1785 

 

Grounds for considering this to be his portrait are: 

1. It is has remained in the possession of LARIVIÈRE‘s collateral descendants, 

along with other original documents relating to his brother-in-law Paul 

PINOT DE MOIRA and nephew;   

2. The hairstyle is consistent with the fashion of the 1780s, and the age of the 

young man is consistent with the fact that LARIVIÈRE had moved to Paris in 

the early 1780s whilst still a young man to embark on a legal career;  

3. Living in Paris, so far away from his widowed mother in Limoges, would 

have made it more likely that he would have a miniature portrait painted, so 

that it could be kept by his mother as a keepsake; and 

4. Extensive genealogical research has failed to indicate a more plausible 

candidate.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7 - The King arrives at the Hôtel de Ville in Paris on 17

th
 July 1789 to address the Assemblée 

Générale des Electeurs. LARIVIÈRE was an Elector and would almost certainly have been present at 

such a historic and unprecedented event. 
Contemporary drawing by Jean-Louis Prieur © Musée Carnavalet, Paris. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 8 - The assembly of the Commune de Paris in January 1790, in the Grand Salle of the Hôtel de 

ville. LARIVIÈRE was elected as a member of this assembly in 1789.  
Contemporary drawing by Jean-Louis Prieur  



Figure 9 (a) and( b) – Prints depicting 

Larivière and his prisoner Bertier on their 

journey to Paris, and encountering the 

decapitated head of Bertier‘s father-in-law 

(22
nd

 July 1789)  

 

  

(a) (above): a contemporary print from the 

journal Les Révolutions de Paris, (edited by 

Louis-Marie Prudhomme, Volume  No. 2, 

page 60 (July 18-23, 1789)). The title states: 

Entrée de M. Bertier, intendant de Paris, en 

cabriolet, par la porte,S. Martin, le 23 juillet 

1789, and the caption states: le peuple lui 

montre par la tête encore sanglante de son 

beau-père Foulon, le sort inévitable qui 

l'attend. A sa droite est l'Electeur de la Ville 

de Paris qui était allé au devant de lui. 

 

 

(b) (left): From the Collection de Vinck (Un 

siècle d'histoire de France par l'estampe, 

1770-1870. Vol. 17) 
(This is a Nineteenth Century print) 
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Throughout 1789 the population of Paris was constantly on the verge of famine, with many 

workers spending half their income on bread alone. In July the 500,000 residents of Paris 

faced a calamity when the main corn-market at La Halle closed down as its administrators 

fled during the insurrection. In his capacity as one of the Electors LARIVIÈRE volunteered to 

tackle the crisis by taking responsibility for La Halle. According to Maurus MEYER VON 

SCHAUENSEE (figure 22), an officer from the regiment of Swiss Guards who commanded a 

detachment at La Halle, LARIVIÈRE exercised his functions in exemplary fashion, without a 

break day or night.
14

 Eventually, on 22
nd

 August,  LARIVIÈRE asked to be relieved of his 

duties claiming that, despite his zeal, the mass of detail involved was too great for him to 

cope with any longer. On 4
th

 September 1789, the Assembly of Electors approved the 

accounts which he had submitted (although these were later found to contain major errors) 

and commended him for his zeal and dedication to public service.
15

  

 

During his six weeks as the Elector in charge of the corn-market LARIVIÈRE had had kept it 

operating under the most difficult circumstances, and in doing so had earned the esteem of 

the city‘s bakers, and the admiration of the Swiss Guards guarding the market hall, who 

regarded him as an unsung hero. On one occasion LARIVIÈRE was overheard talking to a 

group of bakers when one of them complained that there was no flour. LARIVIÈRE replied that 

the mills were not working, whereupon another baker exclaimed, with a genuine sense of 

optimism, ―However, we do have LARIVIÈRE !‖ (―Nous avons pourtant de La Rivière‖).
16

 

 

Likewise, when the soldiers of the Swiss Guards heard that LARIVIÈRE was standing down 

from his duties they asked their commanding officer - Maurus MEYER VON SCHAUENSEE - to 

write a glowing valedictory address in his honour, such was their esteem and admiration: 
17

 

    

 

Temoins de vos lumières, de votre loyauté, 

zèle, devouement pour le bien de la patrie 

dans des moment, où tout le monde, 

desesperant du salut de la capitale, et 

craignant pour sa propre sureté, 

abandonnât le timon de la Halle, et dont 

vous vous etiez chargé avec tant d'honneur: 

nous venons vous temoigner tous, combien 

nous avons des regrets de vous voir 

partir. 

 

Dans tout autre temps, dans des temps plus 

heureux tout un publique libre au bruit des 

  

In recognition of your abilities, 

loyalty, zeal and dedication to the 

good of the country at a time when 

everyone had despaired of the 

salvation of the capital, and fearing for 

their own safety had abandoned La 

Halle corn market, which you then 

honourably took charge of; we would 

like to record how much we all regret 

your departure. 

 

At any other time, the people would be 

able to speak with flowers in their 
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 Letter from Maurus Meyer de Schauensee (officer commandant du poste de la Halle au bled) to his father, 

dated 27 August 1789, published on line by La Société suisse d'histoire at  http://www.sgg-

ssh.ch/mms/1789_A/1789_A_013.html. 
15

 Sigismond Lacroix, Actes de la Commune de Paris pendant la Révolution, Tome 1, (1894), pages 312, 316, 

353, and 475. 
16 This was witnessed by Maurus Meyer de Schauensee and recounted in the letter he sent  to his father, dated 

26 December 1789, published on line by La Société suisse d'histoire at  http://www.sgg-

ssh.ch/mms/1789_A/1789_A_027.html. 
17 Included in a letter from Maurus Meyer de Schauensee to his father, dated 26 December 1789, published on 

line by La Société suisse d'histoire at  http://www.sgg-ssh.ch/mms/1789_A/1789_A_027.html, in which he 

refers an ancien comissaire à la Halle ―dont tu connois le nom d'Etienne de La Rivière‖. 
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acclamations generales et des fleurs en 

main, mais n'ayant dans ce moment que sa 

calamité en vue, se seroit empressé, de venir 

à votre sortie de la Halle au devant de vous, 

pour vous temoigner sa reconnoissance, et 

pour vous délasser de tant de travail, de tant 

de peines, de tant de desagrements même, 

dont le detail merite [d'] être connu, et qui 

doit rendre votre nom inappreciable non 

seulment aux yeux de tout citoyen, mais de 

la posterité même, qui vous devra son 

existence. 

 

Depuis tout le temps que nous nous trouvons 

au poste de la Halle, nous avons eu la 

precaution de fournir des gardes aux portes 

du bureau. De La Rivière n'en avoit besoin 

que pour le bon ordre. Il vient [de] recevoir 

de la part des boulangers un temoignage des 

plus flatteux de leur éstime et de leur 

satisfaction. Que nous nous joignons à eux, 

tant que nous sommes soldats, composant le 

detachment des Gardes suisses du Roy à la 

Halle aux bleds. C'est pour dire que de La 

Rivière sera à jamais gravé dans nos coeurs. 

hands, but in the present times with 

calamity in sight, we have hastened to 

be present for your departure from the 

market, in order that we can see you  

being relieved of so much work, so 

many sorrows, and so many troubles 

whose details merit recognition, and 

which ought to ensure your name is 

revered, not only in the eyes of every 

citizen, but also in those of their 

descendants, who will owe you their 

existence. 

 

For as long as we have maintained a 

presence at La Halle corn market we 

took the precaution of placing guards 

at the doors to the office. LARIVIÈRE 

kept good order without any need of 

this. He received the most flattering 

testimony from the bakers, indicating  

their esteem and satisfaction. We, the 

soldiers forming the detachment of the 

King‘s Swiss Guards stationed at La 

Halle corn market, join with them in 

declaring that LARIVIÈRE will remain 

forever in our hearts.  

 

 

MEYER VON SCHAUENSEE also wrote a separate letter to LARIVIÈRE - adding his own personal 

sentiments to those of his troops. In this letter he wrote: 

 

 

Temoin moi même de vos lumières et de vos 

vertus, ne vous ayant quitté ni jour ni nuit, 

ce n'est qu'avec la plus grande satisfaction, 

telle enfin que vous pouvez vous [l'] 

imaginer vous même, que je vous envoye le 

memoire proposé et signé de mon 

detachment suisse, que j'ai l'honneur de 

commander, sentiments, dans lesquels vous 

verrez exprimé non seulment les miens mais 

aussi ceux de tous les bons citoyens. 

 

Cet ecrit m'ayant été presenté, que je le 

signe le premier: je n'ai point jugé de ma 

delicatesse de m'y prêter. J'ai cru que ce 

beau temoignage de la part de mes soldats 

vous sera autant plus agreable, autant plus 

flatteux, qu'il fut libre, et que je n'y ais eu 

peu ou aucun part. 

  

Witnessing myself your abilities and 

virtues, and how you did not stop day 

or night, it is only with the greatest 

pleasure, that I am sending you the 

address that was suggested and signed 

by the detachment, which I have the 

honour to command. The sentiments 

expressed were not only mine but 

those of all good citizens. 

 

I presented this address and was the 

first to sign it: but I have tried not to 

base it on my own sentiments. I 

believe this beautiful testimony on 

behalf of my soldiers will be more 

meaningful and more flattering, if 

freely given and with me playing little 

or no part in it. I am merely handing it 



 

Daignez seulment le recevoir de ma main, et 

que cela vous serve de gage de mon estime, 

de mon amitié, et de mes regrets infinis de 

vous voir s'eloigner.- de voir Coquelin, 

Nouhailler s'éloigner de nous. 

 

Ah! S'il y a eu des hommes assez capables, 

ou assez courageux de vous aider ou de vous 

remplacer dans vos fonctions penibles et au 

dessus [de] la force humaine, dont vous 

étiez accablé pendant un temps infiniment 

trop longue, pourquoi ne se sont ils pas fait 

voir qu'au moment, où l'espoir d'une 

abondance prochaine va faire renaitre le 

calme dans tous les coeurs? 

 

Pardon mon bon ami! Si j'ai eu un moment 

d'humeur, ce n'est qu'à ces circonstances, 

qu'il faudra l'attribuer, elles, qui m'ont fait 

oublier, que dans ce moment je n'avois que 

des jolies choses à vous dire. Adieu, vous 

verrai je aujhourdui. Je suis tout à vous. 

to you, as a measure of my esteem, my 

friendship, and my infinite regret at 

seeing you leave – and at seeing 

Coquelin, Nouhailler leave us. 

 

Oh! If only there had been enough 

men capable or courageous enough to 

assist you, or to replace you, in your 

arduous duties, which exceeded 

human capabilities, and by which you 

were overwhelmed for far too long. 

Why did they not see that at the time, 

or realise that hope of a future 

abundance [of bread] would bring 

calm in the hearts of all ? 

 

Pardon me my good friend ! When I 

have had a moment of humour, it was 

only because of the circumstances, and 

they caused me to forget that I had 

good things to say to you. Farewell, I 

will see you today. I am always yours. 

 

 

There were contrasting opinions as to why LARIVIÈRE had resigned as commissaire à la 

Halle. LARIVIÈRE himself claimed it was because the mass of detail involved was too great 

for him to deal with, and there is no doubt that he was left physically and mentally exhausted 

from trying to maintain the flour supply to the city‘s bakers in the weeks following the fall of 

the Bastille. However, his friend MEYER VON SCHAUENSEE considered that LARIVIÈRE was 

hounded out of office by the former market administrators, who wanted to return after having 

selfishly abandoned their posts during the insurrection.
18

 The Mayor of Paris, on the other 

hand, later claimed that the true reason was because it was felt to be inappropriate for him, as 

an Elector, to continue to preside over the commercial business of the market.
19

  

 

Another reason for his resignation may have been a desire to distance himself from what he 

realised was an impossible mission. Having responsibility for the city‘s bread supply also 

potentially placed him in some danger, not just because the wheat and flour stocks were 

running low but also because rumours of ‗aristocratic plots‘ to starve the poor were rampant 

and readily believed. The situation finally came to a head less than six weeks later, when the 

bread shortage - that LARIVIÈRE had heroically tried to alleviate - led to one of the defining 

moments of the Revolution. On 5
th

 October 1789 the women from the corn market, urged on 

by revolutionary agitators, ransacked the city armoury for weapons and marched on the royal 

palace at Versailles. The band of marchers grew into immense crowd of tens of thousands, 

who besieged and then attacked the palace. Although the angry women had started off 

demanding a plentiful and cheap supply of bread they ended up, after a dramatic and violent 
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 Letter from Maurus Meyer de Schauensee to his father, dated 27 August 1789, published on line by La 

Société suisse d'histoire at  http://www.sgg-ssh.ch/mms/1789_A/1789_A_013.html. 
19 Sigismond Lacroix, Actes de la Commune de Paris pendant la Révolution, Tome 1, page 316: ―Bailly dit que 

de La Rivière quitta le service de la Halle, en apparence de son propre mouvement, mais en réalité parce qu'il 

était Électeur et qu'on trouvait mauvais qu'il présidât à la vente. (Mémoires, t II, p.293).‖ 
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confrontation, forcing the King and the National Assembly to move from Versailles to Paris. 

Following this public debacle and humiliation the King lost all respect in the eyes of the 

people, and the monarchy was never able to recover its authority.  

 

For LARIVIÈRE, his resignation on 4
th

 September was not the end of the matter. There 

subsequently arose an embarrassing scandal when errors were discovered in the accounts he 

had lodged. LARIVIÈRE (and a fellow commissaire, Monsieur COQUELIN) faced an 

investigation that dragged on for many months and which became known as the ‗affaire de 

Larivière-Coquelin‘.
20

 LARIVIÈRE‘s enemies accused him of mismanaging public funds, and 

of employing an incompetent deputy to act on his behalf, with the result that arithmetical 

errors and double counting left a shortfall of 6,334 livres in the accounts. After a long and 

acrimonious investigation it seems that LARIVIÈRE was eventually cleared of misconduct. 

However, his friend Maurus MEYER VON SCHAUENSEE, who had witnessed events at the corn 

market first hand, was outraged at the shoddy way LARIVIÈRE was treated.  

 

In MEYER VON SCHAUENSEE‘s opinion LARIVIÈRE was the victim of a slander perpetrated by 

the former market administrators, who had fled during the insurrection and who now wanted 

to return as if by right. Although the army officer expected LARIVIÈRE to be cleared of any 

wrongdoing he still felt there had been a grave miscarriage of justice - since LARIVIÈRE had 

sacrificed his peace of mind, his well-being and his health whilst serving as commissaire à la 

Halle and also because these sacrifices were entirely overlooked and unrewarded, known 

only to his friends and those who had witnessed his conduct (―mais son sort, après avoir 

perdu son temps sa tranquillité, son bien, sa santé dans ce poste si orageux, fut [d'] être 

ignoré, n'en être point recompensé, et n'être connu qu'à ses amis et de ceux, qui ont été 

temoin de sa conduite‖).
21

 

 

Three months later, on 26
th

 December, LARIVIÈRE and MEYER VON SCHAUENSEE renewed 

their acquaintance, having dinner and spending the entire day together. The latter was 

flattered that LARIVIÈRE found so much time for him, given the arduous and important nature 

of his work as an administrator of public works, and his high profile within the political clubs 

(―fortment repandu dans les societés il a preferé de vouer à moi sa journée entire‖). 

 

LARIVIÈRE becomes an administrateur of the Commune de Paris 
 

In September 1789 the Electors who had run the city government on a provisional basis 

handed power over to the new Assemblée des Représentants de la Commune de Paris. This 

body enjoyed proper official standing having been legally elected by the more substantial 

residents of Paris. LARIVIÈRE stood for election to this new Assembly and on 18
th

 September 

1789 ―Etienne de La Rivière (Jean-Baptiste),34 ans, avocat au Parlement, Administrateur au 

Département des travaux publics‖ was duly elected as a councillor (élu) for the district des 

Barnabites (renamed section de Henri IV the following year).
22
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 For information on this scandal see Actes de la Commune de Paris pendant la Révolution, Tome 4, by 
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Figure 11 - View of the market hall at La Halle from where LARIVIÈRE organised the city‘s supply of 

corn and flour in the weeks following the fall of the Bastille  
Painting by Nicolle Victor-Jean 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure  12  - The corn storage loft inside the corn market at La Halle 
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Figure 13 - The official celebrations, known as the fête de la Fédération, on 14
th
 July 1790,  

which LARIVIÈRE helped to organise 

 

 

 

 
Figure 14 - Demolition of the Bastille, 1789-1790,  

which was overseen by LARIVIÈRE on behalf of the Commune de Paris in 1790 

 

 



Three weeks later, on 8
th

 October 1789, LARIVIÈRE was confirmed as a member of the 

municipal corps d’administration, and thus one of full-time elected administrators 

(conseillers-administrateur) running the day-to-day government of Paris.
23

  The municipal 

administration was divided into eight bureaux, and LARIVIÈRE continued in post as an 

administrator in the Bureau of public works (being described as an administrateur au Bureau 

des travaux publics and administrateur au Département des travaux publics). The Bureau 

had its offices in the former Hôtel dé l'Intendance de Paris, in rue de Vendome (today rue 

Béranger). 

 

LARIVIÈRE‘s work for the Bureau of public works involved him in a variety of projects across 

Paris over sixteen months, from September 1789 to January 1791. On 30
th

 October 1789 he 

was appointed as one of four commissioners to consider and propose articles for the 

administration of the police, and to petition the National Assembly to make a decree allowing 

the regulations to be put into effect.
24

  During April 1790 he helped to transfer responsibility 

for management of the Paris Opera from the King to the Commune de Paris, including the 

opera house itself, located at la Porte Saint-Martin,  as well as its music, instruments and 

associated retail stores.
25

  

 

In the spring and summer of 1790 LARIVIÈRE was involved with the suppression of a number 

of religious communities, following the nationalisation of church property in April 1790. On 

26
th

 May the Commune de Paris appointed him as a commissioner with responsibility for 

three communities: the convent of the Miramiones in quai des Célestins, the community of 

Dames Augustines Anglaises in rue des Fossés-Saint-Victor (which he visited on 23
rd

 June), 

and the Filles de l'Instruction chrétienne in rue du Pot-de-Fer.  He was also involved with the 

suppression of the Mathurins de Paris (visited on 17
th

 May), the couvent des Cordeliers (20
th

 

April), and the convent of the dames religieuses de l’Ave-Maria (21
st
 June).  LARIVIÈRE‘s 

role was to interview and take statements from the monks and nuns, to arrange pensions for 

those who agreed to leave their order, and to conduct an inspection of each establishment so 

that an inventory of food stores, goods and chattels could be compiled.
26

  

 

Another responsibility of the Bureau of public works was to oversee the demolition of the 

Bastille (figure 14) and the site‘s redevelopment. In June 1790 LARIVIÈRE was in called upon 

to investigate and advise on a dispute that arose in the final stages of the Bastille demolition. 

Determined to extract as much stone as possible the demolition contractor (Monsieur 

PALLOY) had started to dismantle the walls of the moat, much to the consternation of the 

developer (Monsieur BRUSLÉ) who was planning to build a canal through the site. The 

developer asked the Commune de Paris to suspend further demolition pending more precise 

orders. LARIVIÈRE was then instructed to investigate the matter, and discovered that the 

demolition contractor had apparently embarked on dismantling the moat walls without proper 

authority, and with every intention of charging the Bureau of public works for the 
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unauthorised demolition.
27

 Further work was then suspended and the contractor was ordered 

to attend the offices of the Bureau to explain himself. 

 

On 11
th

 June 1790 LARIVIÈRE was appointed to a deputation sent by the Commune de Paris to 

liaise with deputies from the National Assembly over arrangements for a public holiday and 

festivities to mark the first Bastille Day anniversary.
28

 The official celebration, known as the 

fête de la Fédération, was held on 14
th

 July 1790 on the Champ de Mars (figure 13). The 

celebrations were attended by 100,000 spectators who witnessed the King swear an oath of 

allegiance to the new constitution. At the time everyone thought they were celebrating the 

happy conclusion of the French Revolution - unaware of the terrible horrors that lay ahead. 

As an administrator of public works LARIVIÈRE worked to prepare various venues around 

Paris for the festivities, including the quay besides the Pont-royal bridge, using a workforce 

of labourers diverted from the Bastille demolition.
29

  

 

In July 1790 LARIVIÈRE was involved with a project to establish a spinning workshop in the 

former convent of the  Récollets, in rue du Faubourg-Saint-Martin. The project aimed to 

provide employment for poor men, women and children. It is recorded that LARIVIÈRE took a 

particular interest in the recruitment of the workshop manager, which rather surprised one of 

his fellow administrators, who commented in a letter to his superior, that:
30

 

 

―....... M. Etienne de la Riviere, of whose cold character you will be aware,  

recommended him with great enthusiasm.‖   

 

In September 1790 LARIVIÈRE took action against two show business entrepreneurs, who 

were refusing to pay the Bureau of public works for carrying out fire inspections in 

accordance with the pre-revolutionary regulations.
31

 

   

The trial of the Baron DE BESENVAL 
  

In mid-December 1789, just as a new wave of rumours about aristocratic plots was sweeping 

across Paris, LARIVIÈRE appeared as a witness in a high profile court case at the Châtelet de 

Paris (the old criminal court of Paris which had been given temporary jurisdiction over 

political crimes). The case concerned Baron de BESENVAL who was accused of high treason. 

The Baron had been the military commander for Paris at the time of the storming of the 

Bastille and therefore, like Intendant BERTIER, was a figure of popular hate. The people of 

Paris followed the trial closely and on some days the court was besieged by an unruly crowd 

                                                           
27 Paul Robiquet, Le personnel municipal de Paris pendant la Révolution: période constitutionnelle, 

(1890), pages 289-90. 
28

 Paul Robiquet, Le personnel municipal de Paris pendant la Révolution: période constitutionnelle, (1890), 

pages 284-5. 
29

 Sigismond Lacroix, Actes de la Commune de Paris pendant la Révolution, Tome 6, page 440. 
30 Alexandre Tuetey, L'assistance publique à Paris pendant la Révolution. Les ateliers de charité et de filature, 

1789-1791, page 381. This includes the text of a letter from Claude-Nicolas Guignard, administrateur au 

département des Hôpitaux to his superior, dated 8 July 1790, in which he comments ― La personne porteuse de 

la présente connoit la filature des chanvres, M. Etienne de la Rivière, dont vous connoissez le caractère froid, 

me l'a recommandée avec beaucoup de chaleur.‖  
31

 Paul Robiquet, Le personnel municipal de Paris pendant la Révolution: période constitutionnelle, (1890), 

page 356. 



of up to 10,000 people, demanding revenge and screaming abuse at the defendant and his 

supporters. Despite the Baron‘s unpopularity, LARIVIÈRE testified in his defence.
32

  

LARIVIÈR gave evidence on 23
rd

 December 1789. His testimony concerned the supply of 

wheat to the starving people of Paris, and the allegation that BESENVAL had ordered the wheat 

crop to be cut whilst still green, thus creating the food shortage. LARIVIÈRE criticised the 

prosecution and informed the court that he had been told (by Intendant BERTIER on their 

journey from Compiègne to Paris back in July 1789) that the order to cut the green wheat had 

in fact come from Jacques NECKER, who was the King‘s Finance Minister. This was an  

explosive revelation and risked creating a national scandal - since NECKER was not merely 

the King‘s Finance Minister but a hugely popular politician, and idolised by the people (in 

fact popular protests at NECKER‘s dismissal from office in July 1789 had led to the storming 

of the Bastille, following which the King was forced to reappoint him).  

Shocked by what LARIVIÈRE had said in open court, the judge ruled that the evidence 

indirectly implicated a Minister of great merit, who was held in high esteem, who was 

cherished by the whole of France and who was not present to defend himself. The judge 

cautioned that it was necessary, in such times of trouble, for witnesses to give clear 

explanations, and he asked LARIVIÈRE to clarify his evidence in order to prevent malign 

interpretations that might compromise the Minister in the eyes of the people. As a former 

barrister LARIVIÈRE was hardly intimated by this admonishment and responded by telling the 

court that he could not have said anything less, because he had only said what he knew, and 

that he believed, according to his own conscience, that he did not need to add anything more 

to what he had said. The Baron was later acquitted, and although LARIVIÈRE‘s bold stand was 

reported in a number of journals, he was fortunate that nothing more came of it.  

It is hard to underestimate quite how shocking LARIVIÈRE‘s evidence must have sounded, 

since it ran completely counter to popular sentiment and its implications were almost 

unthinkable: the storming of the Bastille six months earlier had been triggered when the 

starving people of Paris rose up in protest at the King‘s dismissal of hugely popular Minister 

who was idolised by the people. LARIVIÈRE‘s evidence suggested that the men who were 

widely despised for creating the bread shortage were innocent, whilst the real villain of the 

situation was the very Minister so beloved by the people. It took a brave, or imprudent, man 

to make such a claim.  

LARIVIÈRE resumes his legal career 

In late 1790 LARIVIÈRE was successful in the elections to the Assemblée électorale du 

département de Paris as a representative of the section de Henri IV. The members of this 

body formed an electoral college and had responsibility for electing - in the name of the 
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people - judges, administrators, parish priests and other public office holders in Paris.
33

 On 

24
th

 and 27
th

 November 1790 LARIVIÈRE served as one of the assembly‘s scrutineers.
34 

 

The Parlement de Paris, where LARIVIÈRE  had practiced law as a barrister for ten years, was 

permanently suspended from 1789, and its Order of Barristers abolished in 1790. Although 

LARIVIÈRE had turned his attention to affairs of municipal administration in the meantime, the 

way was opened for him to resume his legal career in early 1791, albeit in a very different 

capacity. He first stood for election as a deputy district judge (juge suppléant), but failed to 

win sufficient votes and was electedn instead to the office of justice of the peace (juge de 

paix). 

 

Elections were held for judgeships in the newly established district courts between October 

and December 1790.  The law specified that only former judges and hommes de loi (meaning 

former avocats with at least five years‘ experience) were eligible, but competition for the 54 

vacancies in Paris was still fierce. Former barristers in the Parlement de Paris, like 

LARIVIÈRE,  had to compete not only with each other, but also with former judges and with 

several distinguished members of the National Assembly. In December 1790 LARIVIÈRE 

stood for election to five deputy judgeships but was unsuccessful on each occasion.
35

  

 

However, an additional avenue that attracted many former barristers was the position of 

justice of the peace (juge de paix), the elections for which came after those for the judgeships. 

This office was slightly less prestigious - jurisdiction was limited to cases amenable to 

resolution through simple corroboration of facts or application of common sense, and justices 

of the peace therefore did not need to possess a law degree - but the state-salaried position 

was well paid and it was in the field of law. The office if justice of the peace was a key 

innovation of the legal reforms brought about by the Revolution: their role was to serve the 

people by dispensing justice quickly and cheaply (in contrast to the pre-revolutionary legal 

system, which was notoriously complex, biased, slow and expensive).   

 

Justices of the peace dealt with civil disputes, dispensed summary justice in respect of minor 

criminal offences (with the power to sentence to short terms of imprisonment) and acted as 

mediators in disputes between fellow citizens. From July 1791 these magistrates were given 

an additional policing role, with judicial powers of investigation and powers to summon 

witnesses and issue arrest warrants.  

 

LARIVIÈREôs career as a justice of the peace 1791-1792 
 

LARIVIÈRE  was elected as juge de paix de la section de Henri IV on 20
th

 January 1791, and 

served in this office for sixteen months, until May 1792. According to the 1792 Almanac 

Royal des tribunaux et corps administratifs du département de Paris, the bureau de paix in 
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which LARIVIÈRE sat as a justice of the peace was located in the cour de la Sainte-Chapelle 

(the courtyard surrounding the medieval Sainte-Chapelle). This was also listed as his place of 

residence (figure 10 and 11). His days of business (jours d'audiences) were Monday, 

Thursday and Saturday at nine o‘clock in the morning.
36

  

 

LARIVIÈRE showed himself to be conscientious and energetic justice of the peace. During the 

first five months of 1792 alone he ordered the detention of at least 44 suspects (29 men and 

15 women) in the Conciergerie prison, for offences such as murder, arson, theft, robbery, 

prostitution, rioting, fraud and the manufacture and distribution of counterfeit paper currency 

(assignats).
37

 On 22
th

 January 1792 he:- 

¶ issued an arrest warrant against Pierre ARTUS, a coachman suspected of arson during 

a time of tumult, and committed a further fourteen individuals to the Conciergerie;  

¶ committed Sieur Jean DÉLIÉ to the same prison - he was an invalided lieutenant 

accused of theft at the café d'Artois, and  

¶ sent another man, named LABAR, to the same prison on suspicion of fraud.  

 

On 23
rd

 January he sent the following suspects to the Conciergerie:- 

¶ Sieur Charles-Jacques LACUISSE, who was accused of stealing bacon and pork, and 

LARIVIÈRE ordered him to be put in the infirmary because of the injuries he had 

received;  

¶ Nicolas FÉLIX, an official from the Saint-Martin market, accused of having stirred up 

the people against the grocers and to throw stones at the guard.  

¶ Sieur Etienne DUCHESNE, accused of fraud in a wine merchant in rue Dauphine Street 

and for not appearing on any census; and 

¶ Nine prostitutes accused of moral crimes. 

 

On the same day he issued two arrest warrants, with detention in the Conciergerie, against: 

¶ Pierre MARNIER, a tailor, accused of insulting a guard (who was eventually arrested 

on 25 February and served six weeks in the Bicêtre prison); and  

¶ Vivien FRANÇOIS, baker and soldier in the battalion of Saint-Merry, who was  

accused of a violent street robbery. 

 

On 17
th

 February he issued an arrest warrant against:-  

¶ Pierre-Joseph ROUSSEL, wine merchant, accused of manufacturing counterfeit 

assignats, who was ordered to be detained at the Conciergerie, in solitary confinement 

because of the seriousness of the offence.  

 

On 18
th

 February he signed arrest warrants against:- 

¶ Jean-Louis-Adrien-MAGNANIME the younger (alias DES ROSIERS), Anne-Marie 

MONTENOT (wife of Jacques-François DUNOT), Reine FRIZON (wife of J.-B. BERGER), 

Marie-Claude LEFÈVRE (wife of Joseph-Humbert VAUTIER) and Marie PERUCHON, all 

five accused of rioting and insurrection in the Faubourg Saint-Marcel, and to be 

imprisoned in the Conciergerie. 
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On 5
th

 March he issued an arrest warrant against:-  

¶ Jean-Antoine LENOIR, charged with the distribution of false assignats and bills, and 

ordered him to be held at the Conciergerie in solitary confinement. 

 

On 14
th

 April he issued an arrest warrant with detention in the Conciergerie prison against:- 

¶ a man named PAIN, with an order for him to be put in solitary confinement at the 

Conciergerie, accused of having intended to provide tools for prisoners to escape.  

 

On 19
th

 April he issued an arrest warrant against:-  

¶ against Thérèse Victoire DE RIVECAMPT, accused of theft.  

 

On 24
th

 April he issued an arrest warrant with detention in the Conciergerie prison against:- 

¶ Sieur Nathan GERSON, Jewish, accused of distribution of counterfeit notes and 

counterfeit assignats. 

 

On 25
th

  April he issued an arrest warrant with detention in the Conciergerie prison against:-  

¶ Claude HOUBLON, accused of killing a man in rue Salle-au-Comte. 

 

On 27
th

 April he issued an arrest warrant with detention in the Conciergerie prison against:-  

¶ Marguerite SABATIER (wife of JESSOLIN) and the sieur Jean LEROUX, accused of 

distributing counterfeit assignats 

 

And, on 4
th

 May he issued an arrest warrant with detention in the Conciergerie prison 

against:-   

¶ Sieur Antoine ALEXANDRE (alias SOUPLET) accused of stealing sacred vessels and of 

breaking out of the Louviers prison. 

 

In mid-February 1792 LARIVIÈRE made an inspection of the Conciergerie prison (figure 17), 

with Monsieur FORTIN (capitaine de la gendarmerie) and Monsieur MARCHAIS (his 

lieutenant-colonel). The Conciergerie was a notorious prison located on the west of the Île de 

la Cité, near the cathedral of Notre-Dame. The purpose of their inspection was to conduct a 

search for counterfeit paper currency (assignats), and in the prison infirmary they discovered, 

on a prisoner named ROUSSEL, a plank of wood suitable for making counterfeit notes. More 

significantly they also discovered various tools to facilitate a prison breakout. The tools could 

have enabled up to three-quarters of the prisoners to escape from the courtyard by means of 

skeleton keys, via a staircase leading to the floor of the Grand Chambre. A report of the 

discovery was contained in a letter from Monsieur FORTIN to the Minister of Justice, dated 

18
th

 February 1792.
38

  

 

LARIVIÈRE not only dealt with common criminals but also cultivated links with prominent 

figures in politics and government. For example, in the autumn of 1791 he complained to the 

Minister of Justice that the fathers of new-born babies were coming to his office to declare 

births (as required by law), which he regarded as a futile exercise because there was no 

requirement for a register to be kept of the declarations made. After listening to LARIVIÈRE‘s 

concerns the Minister of Justice wrote, on 9
th

 October 1791, to the National Assembly 

requesting that it proceed quickly with legislation for the civil registration of births, marriages 
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and deaths. LARIVIÈRE‘s complaint was eventually addressed in September 1792, when a new 

system of civil registration was introduced, which remains in place to this day.
39

  

 

In January 1792 LARIVIÈRE was involved in a minor conflict over his jurisdiction as a justice 

of the peace, when he authorised the burial of a Protestant in the Protestant cemetery in rue de 

l'Hôpital-Saint-Louis. However, Sieur SIMONNEAU, who held the office of commissaire du 

Roi, claimed that he had the sole right to authorise such burials and lodged a complaint 

against LARIVIÈRE with the commissaire de police de la section de Bondy.
40

 

 

LARIVIÈREôs support for the constitutional monarchy  
 

LARIVIÈRE had energetically embraced the popular cause from the early stages of the 

Revolution, during the relatively harmonious period which saw France transformed from an 

absolutist state into a constitutional monarchy by mid-1791. Indeed, his energy and 

enthusiasm earned him some criticism from more extreme royalists, and the monarchist 

almanac Etrennes à la verité (‗First with the Truth‘) even labelled him as a ―suspicious and 

disreputable man‖ (homme suspect et mal fame).
41

 However, in truth he was a committed 

monarchist, albeit a constitutional monarchist, and was certainly not a republican. 

Nevertheless, within émigré circles he would soon be lauded as a royalist hero. 

 

In April 1791 LARIVIÈRE gave a statement (declaration) to the police concerning an 

individual who had fixed a scandalous placard critical of the King to the Pont Neuf bridge.
42

  

Later, on 2
nd

 September 1791, his moderate royalist sympathies led him to help establish a 

new political club - known as the Club de la Sainte-Chapelle.
43

 He invited the club to hold its 

inaugural meeting in the salon of his own residence in the cour de la Sainte-Chapelle (after 

the original venue was found to be too small).
44

  Thereafter the club held its meetings in the 

nearby eglise de la Sainte-Chapelle, and LARIVIÈRE remained an active member. This club 

was a political association made up of royalists and moderate ‗Feuillant’ sympathisers, and 

sought to promote the Feuillant agenda - based on support for the constitutional monarchy, 

opposition to radicalization of the Revolution and opposition to the revolutionary war with 

Austria.  

 

On 1
st
 December 1791 LARIVIÈRE submitted a petition to the National Assembly, on behalf of 

the citizens of Section de Henri IV and in his capacity as justice of the peace and president of 

the section‘s assembly.
45

 The petition expressed the genuine affection that all good citizens  
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Figure 15 - Larivière interrogating the three Jacobin deputies in his office early on the morning on 

18th May 1792 - from the journal Les Révolutions de Paris, (edited by Louis-Marie Prudhomme, 

Volume  No. 150, page 330 (May 19-26, 1792)). 
 

The title states:  

Interrogatoire de MM. Merlin, Bazire et Chabot  

The caption states:  

Samedi 19 mai 1792, le juge de paix Etienne Larivière ayant décerné un mandat d'amener MM. 

Merlin, Bazire et Chabot, députés à l'Assemblée nationale les interroge apres les avoir envoye 

prendre chez eux par le gendarmeries nationale a 6 heures du martin.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 16 - The Sainte-Chapelle and the surrounding courtyard in Paris, where LARIVIÈRE resided and  

worked in the early 1790s  
(from a Nineteenth century print by Isidore Laurent Deroy)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 17 - The Conciergerie prison in Paris, where LARIVIÈRE sent prisoners during 1792, and where 

he foiled an escape attempt in February 1792 

 



felt towards the King and called on the National Assembly to protect the monarch from the 

damaging slander and attacks being made on him. 

 

LARIVIÈRE‘s reputation as a royalist was further enhanced towards the end of 1791 when he 

gave shelter to a prominent royalist journalist, who he hid inside his office for fifteen days. 

This was Jean Gabriel PELTIER (figure 22), editor of a satirical right wing journal Les Actes 

des Apôtre, which was widely read by royalists until it closed in October 1791. On leaving 

the safety of LARIVIÈRE‘s office the journalist was immediately arrested and dragged off to 

the Hotel de Ville for questioning (soon afterwards he fled to England where he became a 

leading émigré  

writer and published the first history of the fall of the Bourbon monarchy written from a 

royalist perspective). 

 

The óAustrian Committee Affairô 
 

By 1792 revolutionary politics was becoming increasingly extreme, as the bitter power 

struggle between the King and the National Assembly reached a climax. In August 1792 this 

power struggle would eventually overwhelm Louis XIV. However, three months earlier it 

was LARIVIÈRE who found himself standing uncomfortably in the eye of the storm.   

 

On 11
th

 May 1792 LARIVIÈRE was asked, in his capacity as juge de paix, to investigate a 

complaint of libel. However, this was no simply dispute between ordinary citizens but a 

politically motivated manoeuvre by two royalist ex-ministers to discredit three left-wing 

deputies in the National Assembly, and at stake was the very reputation of Queen Marie-

Antoinette. This would be a sensational case that could literally change the course of history. 

Disappointed in his attempts to win election to a judgeship, and perhaps frustrated at the 

humdrum nature of his day-to-day work as a justice of the peace, this case offered all the 

challenge, sensation and excitement that LARIVIÈRE seemed to crave. However, it also led to 

him becoming embroiled in the dangerous power struggle between the National Assembly 

and supporters of the King, which would ultimately cost him his life. 

 

The two royalist ex-ministers were the Comte DE MONTMORIN and Antoine François 

BERTRAND (alias BERTRAND DE MOLLEVILLE, figure 22: the recently dismissed Minister for 

the Navy, who co-incidentally had been in correspondence with LARIVIÈRE‘s nephew Alexis 

DE VILESTIVAUD less than two months previously concerning a compensation claim for 

financial losses his nephew had suffered in the Caribbean). The two ex-ministers complained 

that they were victims of a malicious defamation by a journalist named Jean-Louis CARRA 

(figure 22), editor of Les Annales patriotiques. CARRA had printed stories claiming that the 

ex-ministers belonged to a secret committee - the so-called ‗Austrian committee‘ - which 

held meetings in the Tuileries palace and at the home of the Princesse DE LAMBALLE (a close 

confidante of Queen Marie Antoinette). According to CARRA, this secret committee was 

plotting to betray France and crush the Revolution by colluding with Austria, with which 

France was at war. The rumours spread by CARRA became known as the ‗Affair of the 

Austrian Committee‘ (affaire du comité autrichien) and intentionally (albeit falsely) implied 

that Queen Marie-Antoinette - unpopular and Austrian by birth - was guilty of treason.  

 



The two royalist ex-ministers referred the matter to LARIVIÈRE on 11
th

 May 1792, having  

identified him as the best disposed of the magistrates in Paris.
46

 They fully expected him to 

establish the truth, and expose the malicious rumours for what they were. LARIVIÈRE did 

indeed take matters seriously.  However, the zeal he displayed was universally derided as 

either imprudent (according to royalists) or over-zealous (according to left-wing republicans), 

and his mishandling of the investigation backfired badly.  

 

LARIVIÈRE‘s interrogation of the journalist CARRA revealed that the source of the rumours 

were three popular Jacobins who sat as deputies in the National Assembly, named Christophe 

MERLIN, Claude BAZIRE (guillotined in 1794), and François CHABOT (priest, guillotined in 

1794). They sat on the far left of the National Assembly and were known as the ―Cordelier 

Trio‖. Determined to pursue every aspect of his investigation, on 18
th

 May 1792, LARIVIÈRE 

ordered gendarmes to drag the three deputies from their beds at dawn so they could be 

brought to his office for questioning.   

 

On being taken before LARIVIÈRE the disgruntled deputies informed him that the constitution 

gave them, as representatives of the people, immunity from all judicial proceedings and they 

refused to co-operate. The scene was shortly afterwards depicted in a print (figure 15) that 

was published in the weekly journal, Les Revolutions de Paris.  LARIVIÈRE was left with no 

choice but to release them. The aggrieved deputies then lodged a formal protest - angry at 

how they had been torn from their beds by ―rascally gendarmes‖, and claiming that 

LARIVIÈRE had insulted and outraged the dignity of the nation by daring to arrest three 

representatives of the people. 

 

Sensing the danger he was in LARIVIÈRE immediately requested by letter to be admitted to the 

bar of the National Assembly, to explain his motives and intentions. A heated debate took 

place on the floor of the National Assembly the following day (19
th

 May) on whether to allow 

LARIVIÈRE to speak. Keen to leave no stone unturned in the wave of indignation sweeping 

over the National Assembly one deputy - Pierre Victurnien VERGNIAUD (also born and raised 

at Limoges, who must have known LARIVIÈRE since childhood, guillotined in 1793) even 

suggested that the summons issued by LARIVIÈRE had been unlawful because it was signed 

‗Larivière‘, when ‗Larivière‘ was merely the name of a fief or a farm, or a name plucked 

from the air. As LARIVIÈRE was born in Limoges he invited the deputy for Haute-Vienne to 

vouch for this fact. More seriously, some of the deputies attributed counter-revolutionary 

motives to LARIVIÈRE‘s alleged abuse of judicial authority. Nevertheless, despite the 

widespread feeling of outrage it was eventually agreed that LARIVIÈRE should be permitted to 

speak before the Assembly, and he was summoned from an adjacent room. 

 

LARIVIÈRE defends himself before the National Assembly 
 

LARIVIÈRE appeared at the bar of the National Assembly on the evening of 19
th

 May 1792. He 

spoke eloquently in his defence, as if his life depended on it - which indeed it did.
47

 His 
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oration started well as he sought to justify his actions by an appeal to the constitution. He 

argued that he had only issued a summons for questioning, which was entirely different to an  

arrest warrant, and that the deputies did not have immunity since the law made no distinction 

as to the manner of summoning persons for questioning. Accordingly, he had treated the three 

deputies in the same way as he would have treated any other citizen. This appeal to the 

doctrine of equality was well received in the public galleries and by some of the deputies. 

However, he then proceeded to speak contemptuously of the libellous rumours concerning 

the Austrian committee.  

 

He asserted that any allegation of a plot against His Majesty was a most serious matter, and 

as a magistrate he was duty bound to remain alert to any such threats to the constitution. 

Indeed, he argued, the law required it. He said that he had interviewed several witnesses at 

his bureau de paix in the cour de la Sainte-Chapelle, including the Princesse DE LAMBALLE 

(horribly murdered by a mob in 1792), and was thoroughly convinced there was not the 

slightest proof of the existence of an Austrian committee. Unfortunately this only served to 

provoke the public gallery and a good portion of the Assembly into exceeding wrath.  

 

That same day Louis XVI (guillotined in 1793) personally intervened in the matter, worried 

at how LARIVIÈRE‘s ill-judged zeal had played into the hands of the left-wing extremists. 

Aware of the danger posed to the Crown by rumours of an Austrian committee, the King 

attempted to regain the initiative by ordering the Minister of Justice to prosecute those 

responsible for the libellous rumours. The King also wrote to the National Assembly to 

inform it of the decisive action he was taking and urging the release of all the relevant 

evidence. However, the King‘s authority was already starting to ebb away, and the letter was 

ignored. 

 

The National Assembly continued with its deliberations the following day (20
th

 May), but 

LARIVIÈRE‘s vulnerable position was further undermined when allegations were made that he 

had been overheard the previous evening in the precincts of the National Assembly 

suspiciously plotting with several sympathetic deputies. During the debate several deputies 

who knew LARIVIÈRE, including the Bishop of Limoges, were forced to deny any 

involvement in such plotting. Later that day the National Assembly decreed that LARIVIÈRE 

should face prosecution for the outrage he had perpetrated. The Minister of the Interior 

accordingly issued orders for LARIVIÈRE‘s immediate arrest.  

 

LARIVIÈRE did have supporters inside and outside the National Assembly. He received 

practical support from three friends - Sieur CAPPY (officier de paix), Sieur LABORDE and 

Monsieur BUOB (a fellow justice of the peace who was murdered in the prison massacres 

three months later). The three friends were soon afterwards reported to the police for having 

orchestrated a demonstration in LARIVIÈRE‘s support, and were accused of hiring a band of 

protesters to applaud  anyone speeches in LARIVIÈRE‘s favour during the debate in the 

National Assembly.
48

 Inside the National Assembly, several deputies spoke up in his support, 

but most of the deputies were hostile, angry and outraged: some because they felt LARIVIÈRE 

had acted unconstitutionally and others because he had undermined their attempt to discredit 

the royal family.  
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These events were widely reported in France and abroad, and are mentioned in many 

histories of the French Revolution: the general consensus being that LARIVIÈRE was to some 

extent the author of his own misfortune; and that his zeal and good intentions were matched 

only by his folly and extravagance. Even the royalist BERTRAND DE MOLLEVILLE (whose 

complaint of libel prompted LARIVIÈRE‘s investigation) commented, in rather un-gracious 

fashion, that: 
49

 

 

 ―Unluckily Lariviere was carried away by the desire of acting a great part, and of 

making himself remarkable; and, in defiance of every consideration of prudence, he 

drew down upon himself the indignation of the Assembly by executing the law in the 

most disrespectful manner against these popular members, whom he caused to be raised 

out of their beds and brought before his tribunal at five o'clock in the morning. His 

pretext for this inconsiderate conduct was, that he wished to avoid interfering with their 

attendance on the Assembly, and summoned them at that early hour in order that they 

might be at liberty by the time the Assembly met.‖ 

 

In his despatch from Paris, dated 25
th

 May, the British ambassador - Lord GOWER - saw 

things differently. He reported that France was degenerating into: 
50

 

 

 ―a weak empire where the most flagrant crimes are suffered to pass unpunished, and 

where magistrates are sent to prison for daring to do their duty. The Justice of Peace 

la Riviere having proceeded in a regular course of justice against the libellous authors 

of the report of a pretended Austrian Committee has been sent to the prison of 

Orleans, and is to be tried by the High National Court for having summoned three 

members of the National Assembly to appear before him.‖ 

 

LARIVIÈREôs arrest  
 

On the evening of 20
th

 May the colonel of the gendarmerie arrived at LARIVIÈRE‘s residence 

in the cour de Saint-Chapelle with an arrest warrant, only to discover the man he was after 

had not been home since the morning. Measures were then taken to prevent his escape and an 

urgent search was commenced. Later that night, around midnight, LARIVIÈRE was found, 

arrested and taken to the prison de l'Abbaye. The following morning (21
st
 May) he was 

moved from Paris in the custody of the gendarmerie nationale and taken to Orleans (at a cost 

to the authorities of 512 livres !). On arriving at Orleans (22
nd

 May 1792) he was committed 

to the prison of the National High Court (la Haute Cour nationale).
51

  

 

Nearly two weeks later, on 2
nd

 June, the precise charges against him were agreed by the 

National Assembly, and the indictment (acte d'accusation) was formally issued on 5
th

 June 

1792 (figure 18). This charged LARIVIÈRE with crimes against the Constitution and against 

the liberty of individual members of the National Assembly.  Four days later, on 9
th

 June, he 

was brought before the National High Court in Orleans, for a preliminary hearing.
52

 The 

charges were read out to which LARIVIÈRE pleaded not guilty. At the hearing he nominated 
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Jean-François GAULTIER DE BIAUZAT as his defence lawyer.  GAULTIER DE BIAUZAT was a 

moderate ex-noble, who was a district judge for the IVe arrondissement of Paris, and a 

former member of the National Assembly.  

 

The upcoming trail would be the forth high profile court case involving LARIVIÈRE: In the 

first case he had been the defence barrister for Baron DE FAGES-CHAULNES in the ‗Diamond 

Necklace Affair‘; in the second case he appeared as a witness for Baron DE BESENVAL; in the 

third case he had presided as the magistrate in proceedings linked to the ‗Austrian Committee 

Affair‘. In this, the forth court case, he was due to stand trail for treason as the defendant. 

However, before the trial could commence a revolutionary mob imposed its own rough 

justice by murdering LARIVIÈRE whilst he was being transported between prisons.   

 

LARIVIÈREôs imprisonment at Orleans  

  

LARIVIÈRE spent over three months in prison at Orleans awaiting trial. He was one of 53 

political prisoners, most of whom were army officers suspected of counter-revolutionary 

sabotage. The prisoners also included an ex-Minister of War; an ex-Minister of Foreign 

Affairs; and the old Duc DE COSSE-BRISSAC, ex-commander of the King's Constitutional 

Guard. LARIVIÈRE was held in the prison des Minimes, which occupied a former convent in 

rue d'Illiers at Orleans (figures 19(a) and (b)).
53

  

 

Whether because of incompetence, lack of evidence or (more likely) reluctance to prosecute 

the political-prisoners, the judges in the National High Court conducted business at an 

exceptionally slow pace. Reports reaching Paris also revealed that the prisoners were loosely  

guarded and lived in considerable luxury. They were free to receive visitors, including ‗loose 

women‘, and were served fine meals. The prisoner‘s infirmary was even converted into a 

banqueting hall and ball room, where concerts were performed by a considerable number of 

musicians brought in from outside. On one occasion LARIVIÈRE hosted a dinner for fifteen 

guests, amongst whom were four justices of the peace.
54

  

 

The relaxed prison regime was permitted because the local municipality, which ran the 

prison, was sympathetic to the royalist cause. However, local Jacobins were so appalled by 

the situation that they submitted a petition to the National Assembly and, on 20
th

 June 1792, 

called upon their brothers in the Jacobin Club of Paris to give it support. Maximilien 

ROBESPIERRE, on hearing of the situation including LARIVIÈRE‘s dinner party, said he was not 

surprised by the freedom given to defendants or by the corruption of the Court, because he 

had predicted it from the outset (but what he had not expected, given all the options available 

to the court, was the manner of the Court‘s corruption). Six months later a local hotelier, by 

the name of Sieur BAUGAS, wrote the Minister of the Interior, saying that he had supplied 

food to several prisoners, notably ―au  juge Etienne La Rivière et au Ministre d'Abancourt‖, 

and requested settlement of the debts he was left with after their departure from Orleans.
55
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Figure 18 - The first page (of three) of the indictment (acte d'accusation) issued by the National 

Assembly  on 5
th
 June 1792 against LARIVIÈRE, charging him with crimes against the Constitution 

and against the liberty of individual members of the National Assembly.   
 

Courtesy of Ball State University‘s Digital Media Repository. The University purchased the document in 1973 from Mrs Frances Reynolds 

to assist history and French students in their research and studies.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19 - (a) and (b) The 

former convent des Minimes, in 

rue d'Illiers at Orleans, where 

LARIVIÈRE was held prisoner 

between May and September 

1792 awaiting trial for treason. 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/a8/Orl%C3%A9ans_ancien_couvent_des_Minimes_1.jpg


The relaxed prison regime lasted until the end of August 1792, when the National Assembly  

decided that the state-prisoners should be moved from Orleans to Paris, so that they could be 

held more securely and dealt with more quickly. The decision reflected the growing panic at 

the advance of the Prussian army towards the capital, and popular fears of a counter-

revolutionary plot. As soon as the decision was taken to move the prisoners to Paris the  

Commune de Paris responded  immediately by appointing Claude FOURNIER - one of the 

monsters of the revolution - to lead a force of 500 heavily-armed but ill-disciplined men, with 

instructions to take control of the prisoners at Orleans.  

 

Fearing a bloodbath, the National Assembly hurriedly despatched a rival force under the 

command of Léonard BOURDON, hoping to restrain FOURNIER and his rabble. However, on 

arrival in Orleans FOURNIER immediately proceeded to terrorise and abuse the prisoners with 

relish. On 31
st
 August FOURNIER so intimidated the prisoners during an inspection that one  

poor man leapt from a window, breaking his leg in the fall. FOURNIER also ordered his men to 

deprive the prisoners of their papers, money and possessions.
56

      

 
The original plan had been for the state-prisoners to be taken to Paris but the National 

Assembly thought it improper to proceed with the plan after the terrible prison massacres of 

2
nd

 September (when half the prison population of Paris was massacred). Instead the 

Assembly ordered the prisoners to be taken further west to the relative safety of Saumur.  

 

LARIVIÈREôs final letters to family and friends 
 

On 3
rd

 September 1792, before leaving Orleans, LARIVIÈRE had time to quickly write a couple 

of short letters to his family back home in the Limousin. One was addressed to Monsieur 

PINOT, former manager of the tobacco tax office in Saint-Junien, near Limoges (M. Pinot, 

ancien préposé à l'entrepôt du tabac à Saint-Junien). The recipient was Paul PINOT DE 

MOIRA - an ardent royalist who was married to LARIVIÈRE‘s sister (and from whom the 

author of this biography descends) and the letter advised that he was being taken from 

Orleans with his companions of misfortune to Saumur.
57

 The second letter was addressed to 

another sister:
58
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A madame Senemand, née Estienne, à 

Limoges  
 

Je te prie, ma chère amie, d'instruire nos 

frères et sœurs que je dois être transféré 

avec tous les prisonniers de la haute cour 

demain à Saumur; nous en sommes 

prévenus à l'instant et je t'avoue qu'il 

m'est impossible d'écrire plus longtemps.  

Adieu 

ESTIENNE LARIVIÈRE.  

Orléans, le 3 septembre 1792,  

l'an IV de la liberté 

  

  

To Madame Senemand, born 

Estienne,  at Limoges  
 

I request from you, my dearest friend, 

that you inform our brothers and sisters 

that I must be transferred, with all the 

prisoners of the High Court, tomorrow 

to Saumur; we have been warned that 

we are about to leave and I promise that 

it is impossible to write more.  

 Farewell. 

  ESTIENNE LARIVIÈRE.  

Orléans, 3 September 1792,  

the fourth year of liberty  

 

 

Early the following morning (4
th

 September) LARIVIÈRE and the other 52 state-prisoners left 

their prison in Orleans accompanied by a large armed escort numbering 1,500 men - a 

mixture of National Guards, federates and sans-culottes (volunteers). The convoy also 

included artillery and baggage wagons, and was commanded by FOURNIER. However, instead 

of heading south towards Saumur as expected, FOURNIER defied the National Assembly and 

led the convoy north in direction of Paris.  

 

On 6
th

 September, after three days on the road, the weary prisoners and their escort reached 

the town of Etampes. The prisoners were held at Etampes for two nights, whilst it was 

decided what to do with them (FOURNIER wanting to go on Paris where the prisoners faced 

almost certain death whilst others were arguing for them to be taken to safety elsewhere).  

 

Eventually it seems a compromise was agreed on and the convoy was ordered to proceed to 

Versailles,  just 18 kilometres southwest of Paris. Since the town‘s prison was already full the 

plan was to lock the prisoners in the disused iron cages of the royal menagerie at the palace of 

Versailles. It was also hoped that the spectacle of the prisoners being caged like wild animals 

might defuse some of the hostility towards them.  

 

During the short stay at Etampes LARIVIÈRE was able to write one final letter.
59

 This time he 

wrote to an old friend and colleague in Paris, Théodore GRENIER (a merchant who resided at 

43 rue Saint-Louis, and who had also been assistant as assesseur de juge de paix de la section 

Henri VI in 1791, and who was an elector for the same section in 1791)
60

 By now under the 

impression that he was being transported to Paris and certain death,  LARIVIÈRE was in such a 

miserable predicament that he now viewed death as a blessing. Outwardly at least he 

accepted his fate calmly and with dignity - his only concern being to ensure that his affairs 

were put in good order following his death: 
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A Monsieur Théodore Grenier, négociant, 

rue Saint-Louis-du-Palais, à Paris  

Nous sommes en route pour arriver à 

Paris. Je vous écris d'Étampes où nous 

sommes arrivés après trois jours de route. 

Je ne vous dirai pas, monsieur, tout ce que 

j'ai à souffrir en voyant les menaces de 

douze ou quinze personnes qui m'accusent 

d'être le plus cruel ennemi du peuple, 

d'avoir manqué à mes devoirs et trahi les 

fonctions qui m'étaient confiées. La mort 

qu'on m'annonce sera certainement un 

bienfait, et je la verrai sans me plaindre; 

mais, mon cher collègue, il est affreux de 

prévoir que lorsque je ne serai plus, 

plusieurs personnes auront à se plaindre. 

Je ne laisse aucune fortune. Tout mon 

avoir consiste dans mon mobilier qui ne 

suffira pas pour payer. Prévenez, je vous 

prie, les dilapidations et faites en sorte que 

ceux qui auront à se souvenir de moi 

puissent dire il mourut pauvre, mais il n'a 

rien fait perdre je vais m'occuper de faire 

un état des personnes à qui je dois et du 

montant de leurs créances; j'y joindrai 

l'état des petits recouvrements que j'ai à 

prétendre.  

                           Adieu pour la vi 

  

To Monsieur Théodore Grenier, 

merchant, rue Saint-Louis-du-Palais in 

Paris 

We are on our way to Paris. I am writing 

from Etampes, where we arrived after 

three days on the road.  I will not tell you, 

Monsieur, all that I have suffered in 

receiving threats from twelve to fifteen 

people, who accuse me of being the most 

cruel enemy of the people for having 

failed in my duties and by betraying the 

functions that were entrusted to me. My 

death which they are predicting will 

certainly be a blessing, and is something I 

will accept without complaint; but my 

dear colleague, it is dreadful that when I 

have gone, several people will have cause 

to complain. I will leave no fortune. All I 

have are my possessions and furniture, 

which will not be sufficient to pay. 

Please, I would ask that you ensure my 

debts are made good so that those who 

remember me can say he died poor, but I 

have lost nothing. I am going to list the 

persons who I owe and the amount of 

their credit. I will also provide an account 

of the small sums I am owed.  

                             Farewell for life.   

 

 

Sadly not one of his final three letters ever reached their intended recipients. FOURNIER‘s 

guards confiscated LARIVIERE‘s letters and took them to Paris. These letters remain state 

property to this day and are in the care of the National Archives.  

  

The convoy left Etampes on the morning of the 8
th

 September and travelled 18 kilometres 

further north to Arpajon, where the prisoners passed their last night in a stable belonging to 

Mareschal MOUCHY. 

 

The following day the convoy proceeded to Versailles, a journey of 26 kilometres. As the 

convoy passed through the small town of Jouy, it was followed by an immense crowd, who 

hurled abuse at the prisoners and taunted them that they were going to be shut up like animals 

in the cages of the menagerie, or that ten thousand Parisians were waiting to cut their throats.  

 

The Massacre of Versailles 

 
The convoy finally reached the town of Versailles on the afternoon of 9

th
 September 1792, 

and was met by another large crowd. As the carriages and wagons drew up near the gates to 

the menagerie, at the Carrefour des Quatre Bornes (the corner of rue de l'Orangerie and rue 

de Satory), there was suddenly a mad rush as the convoy was ambushed in what seemed like 



a carefully planned attack. The horses were unharnessed and the prisoners were dragged from 

their carriages as a mob descended on them with sabres, scythes and knives. The escort of 

1,500 guards stood back passively and made no attempt to defend the prisoners who, being 

unarmed and some of them chained, could do nothing in their own defence. Despite the 

valiant actions of the mayor of Versailles, all but a handful of the prisoners were brutally 

hacked to death by around 30 assassins who had come from Paris the previous evening. 

LARIVIÈRE did not survive - his life was brutally cut short on the streets of Versailles at the 

age of thirty-eight years.  
 

The full details of the massacre are too horrific to recount here, but it only came to an end 

after the limbs and heads of the victims had been impaled on the railings and gates of the 

palace of Versailles.  The plight of the prisonniers d'Orléans and their terrible demise was 

widely reported in France and abroad, with the victims hailed as royalist martyrs. In the 

records of the Commune de Versailles (procès-verbal des événemens des 8, 9 et 10 septembre 

à l'occasion des massacres des prisons d'Orléans) it was recorded that: 

 

 ―never, did man witness so much fury and cruelty. All the prisoners were struck 

nearly at the same instant: some succeeded in escaping through the crowd; the rest 

were cut to pieces there.‖  

 

Dr John Moore (a British citizen residing in France) included a gruesome account of the 

aftermath of the massacre in his journal. He was especially shocked that such bloodthirsty 

brutality had taken place on the streets of Versailles in broad daylight. He concluded that:
61

 

 

 ―there never was a more barbarous and dastardly action performed in the face of the 

sun. Gracious Heaven ! were those barbarities, which would disgrace savages, 

committed by Frenchmen !‖  

 

Like the other key episodes of the Revolution in which LARIVIÈRE figured, the massacre at 

Versailles was illustrated in the pages of the weekly journal, Les Revolutions de Paris (figure 

20).   

 

The remains of the victims were gathered up by the shocked townspeople and buried in the 

cimetière Saint-Louis at Versailles the following day. Their communal grave is now marked 

by a column topped with a royalist fleur-de-lys (figure 21). The site of the massacre is today 

marked by two commemorative plaques at the junction of rue de l‘Orangerie and rue de 

Satory (figure 21). 

 

The massacre was the last of the notorious ‗September Massacres‘, and represented an 

important turning point in the Revolution. The massacres led directly to the creation of the 

Committee of Public Safety, and henceforth the course of the Revolution no longer involved 

mass action on a successful level, as the authorities learnt how to more effectively control, 

channel or suppress the passion of the mob.  

 

It seems that LARIVIÈRE was never married and that he had no children. It is possible that he 

was the godfather of his nephew Jean-Baptiste Paul Henri PINOT DE MOIRA (the son of his  

 

                                                           
61

 The works of John Moore, M.D.: with memoirs of his life and writings (1828), by John Moore. This includes a 

horrific description of the aftermath of the massacre.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 20 - The massacre at Versailles on 9

th
 September 1792 in which Larivière and 46 fellow 

prisoners were killed, whilst their armed guard looked on - from the journal  

Les Révolutions de Paris,  

(edited by Louis-Marie Prudhomme, Volume  No. 166, page 467 (September 8-15, 1792)). 
 

The title states: Massacre des prisonniers d'Orléans 

The caption states: Les prisonniers détenus dans les prisons de la haute cour nationale d'Orléans sont 

massacrés en traversant la ville de Versailles. 

 

 

Figure 21 - (Left) The monument marking LARI IÈRE‘S last resting place, in a communal grave in 

the cimetière Saint-Louis at Versailles, and (right) the two commemorative plaques at the junction of 

rues de l‘Orangerie and de Satory in the centre of Versailles. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 22 - Individuals mentioned in this biography (clockwise from top left): 

 

 The Baron DE FAGES-CHAULNES who defended in 1786 - Monsieur BERTIER DE SAUVIGNY who was 

killed in 1789 -  Monsieur BERTRAND DE MOLLEVILLE who brought a claim of libel in 1792 -  the 

royalist journalist Jean Gabriel PELTIER, who LARIVIÈRE sheltrered in 1791 -  LARIVIÈRE‘s friend 

Maurus MEYER VON SCHAUENSEE -  and the left-wing journalist Jean Louis CARRA, who 

LARIVIÈRE interviewed in 1792 



Elder sister Marguerite), who was born at Saint-Junien in the Limousin on 30
th

 August 

1786.
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Postscript 
 

LARIVIÈRE had played a role in a number of key events during the French Revolution, and 

contemporaries held starkly difficult opinions of him: the royalist author and journalist, Felix 

Christophe Louis VENTRE DE LA TOULOUBRE (alias Galart DE MONTJOYE), wrote (in 1791) 

that he was ―little regarded as a barrister, he was a man overwhelmed with debts, who had the 

bearing and insensitivity of a constable,‖ and one of his fellow administrators mentioned that 

he had a ―cold character‖ (in 1790). The monarchist almanac Etrennes à la verité even 

labelled him (in 1792) as a ―suspicious and disreputable man‖. Yet the soldiers who 

witnessed his work at the corn-market (in 1789) regarded him as an unsung hero, who would 

remain forever in their hearts and that his efforts ought to ensure his name was ―revered, not 

only in the eyes of every citizen, but also in those of their descendants‖ who would owe him 

their existence.  

 

Almost immediately following his death LARIVIÈRE was hailed as a royalist hero and martyr.  

Although it seems he had no children, several of his nephews (and their descendants) became 

loyal supporters of the Bourbon and ‗legitimist‘ cause for the next 100 years.  Indeed his 

nephew Christophe Henry ESTIENNE MONLUC DE LA RIVIERE (1773-1829) fled France in 

1792 and served in the royalist émigré armies for ten years. Following the Restoration of the 

royal family to the French throne this nephew was appointed, in 1814, as one of the 

commanders of the King‘s personal body guard (Chief de Escadre dans la Garde Corps du 

Roy). 

 

 

Sources and historiography 

 

All the primary sources, and some of secondary sources, are in French, and have been 

translated by the author. 

 

Although original documents written by LARIVIÈRE‘s half-brother and brother-in-law have 

been handed down through the family, the family possess no original material relating to 

LARIVIÈRE himself, other than an Eighteenth Century miniature portrait of an unnamed young 

man, which is probably his portrait. 

 

Research has been carried out in the Archives départementales du Haute Vienne, at Limoges, 

by the author, but this only sheds light on LARIVIÈRE‘s family background, and his birth and 

baptism. Most of this biography is therefore based on primary and secondary sources 

available online, in the form of: 
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¶ published books (and prints) that have been digitised - either by the Bibliothèque 

nationale de France as part of its Gallica project, and/or as part of the Google Books 

Library Project; and 

 

¶ contemporary letters written by Maurus MEYER DE SCHAUENSEE (officer commandant 

du poste de la Halle au bled), which have been transcribed and published on line by 

La Société suisse d'histoire.   
 

All primary and secondary sources are cited in the footnotes. Many of the sources are 

contemporary publications, or take the form of extracts from contemporary documents that 

were catalogued and summarised by archivists during the Nineteenth Century.   

   

LARIVIÈRE is mentioned in many general history books on the French Revolution (mainly in 

connection with the arrest of Intendant BERTIER, and the interrogation of MERLIN, BAZIRE, 

and CHABOT), and he has entries in a number of biographical dictionaries, the most detailed 

of which was published as recently as 2002. 

 

One of the first published accounts concerning LARIVIÈRE was written by his friend Jean 

Gabriel PELTIER (the right-wing journalist who he had sheltered in his office in late 1791). 

PELTIER fled to England, where he became a leading émigré journalist and wrote his best-

selling ‗Dernier Tableau De  aris: Ou Récit Historique De La Révolution Du 10 Août 1793’. 

This was published in London in 1793 and was the first account of the fall of the French 

monarchy written from a royalist perspective. In the second volume (pages 356-7 of the first 

edition) PELTIER mentions his gratitude to LARIVIÈRE:-  

 

Jean-Baptiste Etienne la Rivière, juge de paix, de la section d'Henry IV à Paris. 

Ce malheureux homme mérite de ma part une mention particulière. Son crime était 

d'avoi reçu une plainte en calomnie, contre Bazire, Chabot, Merlin & Carra, & d'avoir 

fait exécuter la loi contre eux, le texte de la constitution à la main. On ne lui pardonna 

point l'obstination qu'il mit à avoir raison, lorsqu'il vint à la barre de l'assemblée, 

demander d'abord re qu'il avait à faire, & la seconde fois, rendre compte de ce qu'il 

avait fait. La Rivière avait une très belle élocution ; il avait dès son premier 

interrogatoire, enlevé tous les suffrages de ses juges, & il eut été acquitté, quelques 

jours plus tard. Son courage l'abandonna, quand il villes Maiseillais, maitres 

d'Orléans. Il avait d'abord donné à pleincollier dans la révolution ; il avait non 

seulement été membre de la première municipalité insurgent; mais il était allé en 

personne chercher M. Bertier à Compiégne, pour l'amener à Paris, sous les poignards 

des assassins. On me cacha chez ce la Rivière, pendant une quinzaine de jours, lors de 

ma première Philippique contre le Duc d'Orléans. Ce fut, dans son cabinet, que je 

commençai Les Actes des Apôtres ; & que j'écrivis Le Tableau de Famille, ou, Je 

rapprochement du règne de Charles V. avec celui de Louis XVI. & le parallèle de 

Mirabeau & du Duc d'Orléans, avec Charles le mauvais & Marcel. Le jour mime, où 

je sortis pour la première fois, je fus arrêté, en plein spectacle, fur un mandat signé de 

Brissot, trainé à l'hôtel de ville, &c.  

 

LARIVIÈRE also appears in a number of biographical dictionaries, starting with perhaps the 

first biographical dictionary published in France after the BOURBON Restoration. This was the 

Biographie moderne, ou galerie historique, civile, militaire, politique by Étienne PSAUME, 

published in 1816 (pages 233-4):- 

 



LARIVIÈRE (Jean-Baptiste-Etienne), juge de paix à Paris, etc. 

Il embrassa d'abord la cause de la révolution avec zèle, fit partie de la première 

municipalité de Paris, et alla chercher à Compiègne l'intendant Berthier , qui y avait 

été arrêté, pour le ramener a Paris où il fut massacré. Nommé ensuite juge de paix de 

1a section de Henri IV, il revint à des principes plus modérés, dénonça à l'assemblée 

législative le journaliste Carra, comme ayant calomnié la cour et le ministère en 

avançant qu'il existait un comité autrichien , et lança des mandats d'amener contre les 

députés Chabot, Bazire el Merlin (de Thionville), auteurs de cette fausse nouvelle. 

Décrété d'accusation le 20 mai 1792, pour sa conduite dans cette circonstance, il lut 

envoyé à Orléans pour être jugé, et fut massacré à Versailles le 9 septembre, avec les 

autres prisonniers de la haute cour. 

 

A more detailed entry appeared in Biographie universelle ancienne et moderne: ou histoire, 

par ordre (Volume 23), by Louis Gabriel MICHAUD, published in 1859 (page 266):- 

 

LARIVIÈRE (Jean-baptiste-Étienne De), né vers 1755, était depuis 1779 avocat au 

parlement de Paris quand la révolution éclata, et, lors de l'organisation des communes, 

l'enthousiasme qu'il avait montré lui valut, par l'élection, la place d'officier municipal 

de Paris. C'est en cette qualité qu'il fut chargé d'y ramener l'intendant Berthier, que le 

peuple avait arrêté à Compiègne. Lorsqu'il fut arrivé avec son prisonnier sur la place 

de l'Hôtel-de-Ville, Larivière essaya vainement de le soustraire à la rage des assassins; 

et plus lard on lui fit le reproche de n'avoir pas déployé dans cette circonstance tout le 

courage qu'il aurait dû montrer. Quoi qu'il en soit, dès ce moment il parut avoir 

changé de principes, et témoigna dans toutes les occasions l'horreur la plus manifeste 

pour les crimes dont Paris était alors le théâtre. Nommé, en 1791, juge de paix de la 

section de Henri IV, il dénonça, à l'assemblée nationale, le 17 mai 1792, Carra, qui, 

dans son journal (les Annales patriotiques), avait signalé les ministres Bertrand-

Moleville et Montmorin comme membres du comité autrichien. Deux jours après, il 

décerna un mandat d'arrêt contre les députés Chabot, Bazire et Merlin (de Thionville), 

qui avaient émis la même opinion à la tribune législative. Mandé sur-le-champ à la 

barre, il présenta sa justification, qui ne fut point admise, et, le 20 du même mois, 

décrété d'accusation, sur le rapport de Guadet, comme ayant attenté à l'inviolabilité 

des représentants du peuple, il fut envoyé dans les prisons d'Orléans pour être jugé par 

la haute cour qui devait être établie dans cette ville. Ramené à Paris après les 

massacres de septembre, il fut égorgé dans les rues de Versailles le 9 de ce mois, avec 

les autres prisonniers d'Orléans. D—R—R.  

 

His entry in the ‘Dictionnaire de la Révolution française: 1789-1799’, Volume 2, by Joseph 

DECEMBRE, published in 1866 (page 258) states: 

 

LARIVIÈRE (Jean-Baptiste-Etienne), juge de paix à Paris.  

Ce magistrat, qui servit d'abord la cause révolutionnaire, et fit même partië dé la 

première municipalité de Paris, embrassa ensuite le parti de la cour. Il dénonça à 

l'Assemblée législative le journaliste Carra, comme ayant calomnié, disait-il, la cour 

et le ministère, en annonçant l'existence d'un comité autrichien; Cette dénonciation 

contre la cour ayant été renouvelée par les députés Chabot, Bazire et Merlin de 

Thionville, il osa lancer contre eux un mandat d'amener,- à la requête des ministres 

Bertrand et Montmorin. Il s'était d'abord borné à citer les trois députés en témoignage; 

mais ceux-ci ayant excipé de leur qualité de mandataires du peuple et ayant opposé 

leur inviolabilité, Larivière avait soumis la question à l'Assemblée nationale, qui avait 



passé à l'ordre du jour. C'est alors que le juge de paix, ne se tenant pas pour battu, 

avait décerné Un mandat d'amener contre les trois députés, et les avait eflvoyé 

prendre chez eux par la gendarmerie. L'Assemblée nationale vit dans cet abus 

d'autorité une intention contre-révolutionnaire; elle manda à sa barre le juge de paix 

de la section Henri IV, et rendit contre lui un décret d'accusation, sur le rapport de 

Guadet'. Envoyé à Orléans pour y être jugé, Larivière fut massacré à Versailles, le 9 

septembre, avec les autres prisonniers de la haute cour. 

 

The most recent, and detailed, biography that has been published to date appeared in Des 

juges de proximité: les juges de paix : biographies parisiennes, 1790-1838, by Guillaume 

MÉTAIRIE, published in 2002 (pages 88-90, and 236 - note there is an error on page 236 

where it states his period of office as a justice of the peace ended on 3 May 1793.) : 
 

ESTIENNE DE LA RIVIERE (Jean-Baptiste) 
Vergniaud, l'orateur de la Gironde, qui le connaissait personnellement, certifia devant 

ses collègues de la Législative qu'Estienne de la Rivière était né à Limoges, et que son 

patronyme n'était pas Larivière - « un nom de fief ou de terre, ou un nom en l'air » -, 

mais son prénom Etienne et son nom de famille Tequielle
644

. 

Quel que fût son état civil, le futur conciliateur, avocat au parlement depuis 1780, 

résidait cour de la Sainte-Chapelle et était âgé de trente-quatre ans lorsqu'on le 

désigna, en 1789, électeur pour le district des Barnabites et administrateur de la ville 

de Paris 
645

. 

 

Il se démena courageusement, durant les troubles de juillet, « pour arracher Bertier 

de Sauvigny à la populace » 
646

 et devint, l'année suivante, septième des neuf électeurs 

de la section Henri-IV et son juge de paix 
647

, après avoir rallié quelques suffrages 

comme juge suppléant aux tribunaux d'arrondissement 
648

. Troisième électeur en 1791 
649

, il s'opposa résolument aux brissotins, et offrit une salle pour la formation du club 

de la Sainte-Chapelle 
650

, aux réunions duquel il se signala plusieurs fois 
651

. 

 

Son engagement politique provoqua sa disparition lorsque se tendirent encore les 

relations du roi et de l'Assemblée. Le journaliste Carra avait accusé, dans les Annales 

patriotiques, deux anciens ministres de Louis XVI, Montmorin et Bertrand de 

Molleville, de faire partie du « comité autrichien ». Le 14 mai 1792, les deux 

intéressés déposèrent une plainte en diffamation 
652

 par-devant Estienne de la Rivière, 

qui interrogea Carra, lequel répondit tenir ses renseignements de trois députés : 

Merlin, Basire et Chabot. Le 18, le juge de paix annonça devant l'Assemblée son 

intention d'instruire l'affaire, mais les représentants du peuple, qui suspectaient sans 

doute des retombées politiques disproportionnées, passèrent à l'ordre du jour
653

. 

 

Malgré cette fin de non-recevoir, l'imprudent magistrat décerna des mandats d'amener 

contre les trois membres du corps législatif, ce que l'on dénonça le lendemain « 

comme une violation de la Constitution, et un attentat à la liberté individuelle des 

représentants ». Le 20 mai, lecture faite en séance des trois pièces litigieuses, les 

députés, après audition de leurs trois collègues « sur la manière injurieuse et 

vexatoire dont on les avait traités », décrétèrent d'accusation le juge convoqué pour 

rendre compte de sa conduite. Celui-ci, prévenu de crime contre la Constitution, 

devrait s'en disculper devant la Haute Cour nationale
655

.  

 



Estienne de la Rivière faisait les frais de l'épreuve de force engagée entre la Cour et le 

pouvoir législatif. Le 21 mai, Roland, ministre de l'Intérieur, informa la Législative de 

l'arrestation du juge de paix, effectuée la veille, vers minuit. Aussitôt conduit à 

l'Abbaye, il fut transféré le matin même vers Orléans, où se tenait la haute juridiction 
656

 ; depuis le 3 mai, il ne siégeait plus à son tribunal, qu'Etienne Lambert vint 

présider après le 10 Août
657

. Son interrogatoire se déroula le 9 juin 1792 ; il dénia que 

la délivrance de mandats pût constituer un manque de respect de sa part envers 

l'Assemblée, et prit pour défenseur un ancien Constituant : Gaultier de Biauzat, l'un 

des juges du tribunal du IV
e
 arrondissement de Paris 

658
. Cette précaution était bien 

inutile : le 4 septembre, sans être jugés, Estienne de la Rivière et les autres prévenus 

quittèrent leur prison orléanaise afin de regagner Paris. Lorsque le convoi pénétra 

dans Versailles, le 9 septembre, la population les massacra
659

 dans la rue de 

l'Orangerie. On inhuma les quarante-quatre dépouilles le surlendemain
660

.  
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42
. Par une assimilation significative, le décret se trouve dans le 

dossier de Jean Menjaud, juge de paix de la section des Tuileries, qui avait reçu la 

plainte de Louis XVI à la suite de la journée du 20 Juin.  
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[Page 236] : 

37 - SECTION HENRI-IV ( 1790 -14 août 1792) 
du Pont-Neuf (14 août 1792-7 septembre 1793) ; 

Révolutionnaire (7 septembre 1793 - 10 frimaire an III) ; 

du Pont-Neuf (10 frimaire an III - 19 vendémiaire an IV) ; 

puis division du Pont-Neuf jusqu'en l'an X. 

 

ESTIENNE 

DE LA RIVIÈRE           20 janvier 1791 - 3 mai 1792 

LAMBERT                    29 août 1792 - 7 septembre 1793 

THILLY                         6 vendém. II (27 sept. 1793) - 27 ventô. III (17 mars 1795) 

DAUBANTON              19 frimaire IV (10 déc. 1795) - pluviôse an X (févr. 1802) 

 

 



Chronology 

 

1754 

 

July 22   Born at Limoges 

July 23  Baptised in the church of Saint-Michel-des-Lions at Limoges  

 

1780 

 

Nov 28  Accredited with the Order of Barristers in the Parlement de Paris 

 

1784 

 

Dec 11  Becomes a member of the Les Amis Réunis masonic lodge 

 

1786 
 

  Initiated into the Masonic lodge known as Les Amis Réunis 

March Acts as a defence barrister for Baron DE FAGES-CHAULNES, and publishes a 

best-selling trial brief, in connection with the Diamond Necklace Affair 

 

1789 

 

April 22   Elected to the electoral assembly of Paris, as an ‗Electeur‘. 

July 16   Takes responsibility for the supply of bread to the starving population of Paris  

July 23   Brings Intendant BERTIER back to Paris  

Sept Resigns as Commissioner for La Halle corn market and instead becomes an 

administrator in the bureau of public works.  

Sept 18 Elected to the representative assembly of the Commune de Paris 

Oct  Involved in drawing up regulations for the administration of the police 

Dec 23  Gives controversial evidence as a witness in the trial of Baron de BESENVAL 

 

1790 

 

April  Involved in drawing up regulations for the administration of the Paris Opera 

June  Organises celebrations for the first anniversary of Bastille Day 

Summer Commissioner in suppression of religious communities in Paris 

July  Helps set up a spinning workshop to provide employment for the poor   

Dec   Unsuccessfully stood for election as a district judge in Paris 

 

1791 

 

Jan 20   Elected as a justice of the peace for the section de Henri IV, Paris  

Sept 2  Helps to establish the moderate Club de Sainte-Chapelle 

Late-1791 Shelters the royalist journalist, Jean Gabriel Peltier, in his office 

 

1792 

 

May 11 Receives complaint of libel and commences investigation 



May 19 Summons three republican deputies to his office at dawn for interrogation 

May 19 Appears before the National Assembly to defend his actions  

May 21 Arrested and taken to the prison of the National High Court in Orleans 

Sept 3  Writes hasty letters to his sister and brother-in-law in Limousin 

Sept 4  Leaves Orleans with 53 fellow prisoner and a guard of 1,500 men 

Sept 6 Convoy halts at Etampes for two nights, where LARIVIÈRE writes his final 

letter, to a friend in Paris 

Sept 8 Convoy leaves Etampes and halts at Arpajon 

Sept 9 Convoy leaves Arpajon and arrives at Versailles, where LARIVIÈRE and 46 

fellow prisoners are dragged from their carriages and murdered by the mob  

 



List of figures 

 

Figure 1 - The ‗Hotel Estienne de la Riviere‘, at No. 1 Place du Presidual, Limoges.   

 

Figure 2 - The eglise de Saint Michel-des-Lions in the centre of Limoge, where Larivière was 

baptised in 1754. 

 

Figure 3 - The acte de baptême in the register of baptisms for the eglise de Saint Michel-des-

Lions recording the birth and baptism of LARIVIÈRE in 1754. 

 

Figure 4 - The Palais de Justice where LARIVIÈRE practiced as an barrister during the 1780s. 

The engraving shows the cour de Mai (built 1783-1786) and the medieval Sainte-Chappelle  

on the right, around 1850. 

 

Figure 5 - The Palais de justice in 2010.  

 

Figure 6 - A family portrait (miniature) of an unknown young man, but probably of Jean-

Baptiste ESTIENNE DE LA RIVIERE (1754 - 1792), circa 1785. 

 

Figure 7 - The King arrives at the Hôtel de Ville in Paris on 17th July 1789 to address the 

Assemblée Générale des Electeurs.  

 

Figure 8 - The assembly of the Commune de Paris in January 1790, in the Grand Salle of the 

Hôtel de ville.  

 

Figure 9 (a) and (b) - LARIVIÈRE and his prisoner BERTIER on their journey to the Hôtel de 

Ville in Paris, encountering the decapitated head of BERTIER‘S father-in-law, 22nd July 1789 

– (a) from the journal Les Révolutions de Paris and (b) a Nineteenth Century print. 

 

Figure 10 - LARIVIÈRE and his prisoner BERTIER on their journey to the Hôtel de Ville in 

Paris, encountering the decapitated head of BERTIER‘S father-in-law, 22nd July 1789 - by the 

artist Jean-Louis PRIEUR  

 

Figure 11 - View of the corn market hall at La Halle 

 

Figure  12  - The corn storage loft inside the corn market at La Halle 

 

Figure 13 - The official celebrations, known as the fête de la Fédération, on 14
th

 July 1790, 

 

Figure 14 - Demolition of the Bastille, 1789-1790  

 

Figure 15 - A contemporary drawing of LARIVIÈRE interrogating the three Jacobin deputies in 

his office early on the morning on 18th May 1792 - from the journal Les Révolutions de 

Paris. 

 

Figure 16 - The Sainte-Chapelle and the surrounding courtyard in Paris, where LARIVIÈRE 

resided and  

worked in the early 1790s  

 



Figure 17 - The Conciergerie prison in Paris, where LARIVIÈRE sent prisoners during 1792, 

and where he foiled an escape attempt in February 1792 

 

Figures 18 - The first page (of three) of the indictment (acte d'accusation) issued by the 

National Assembly  on 5th June 1792 against LARIVIÈRE , charging him with crimes against 

the Constitution and against the liberty of individual members of the National  

 

Figure 19 – (a) and (b) The former convent des Minimes, in rue d'Illiers at Orleans, where 

LARIVIÈRE was held prisoner between May and September 1792 awaiting trial for treason. 

 

Figure 20 - The massacre at Versailles on 9th September 1792 in which LARIVIÈRE and 46 

fellow prisoners were killed - from the journal Les Révolutions de Paris. 

 

Figure 21 - (Left) The monument marking LARI IÈRE‘S last resting place, in a communal 

grave in the cimetière Saint-Louis at Versailles, and (right) the two commemorative plaques 

at the junction of rues de l‘Orangerie and de Satory in the centre of Versailles. 

 

Figure 22 - Individuals mentioned in this biography 

 

 

  



Annex A 

 

Letters from Jean-Baptiste Estienne de la Riviere 
 

Three letters written by Jean-Baptiste Estienne de la Riviere in the last week of his life are 

preserved in the Archives Nationale. They are also summarised and transcribed in two 

published works.  

 

Letter to Paul Pinot de Moira, dated 3 September 1792 

 

This letter was written the day before he left Orleans. A summary of this letter appears in 

Répertoire général des sources manuscrites de l'histoire de  aris pendant la révolution 

fran aise, Volume 5, by Alexandre Tuetey (Paris, Imprimerie nouvelle, 1890-1914), page 77:  

 

578. — Lettre de l'un des prisonniers d'Orléans, adressée à M. Pinot, ancien  

préposé à l'entrepôt du tabac à Saint-Junien, annonçant son départ avec ses  

compagnons d'infortune, pour Saumur, Tordre de leur translation venant de leur  

être notifié.  

  3 septembre 1792.   

Original non signé, A.N., F7 4427 (no 57).  

 

Although unsigned this letter is undoubtedly from Jean-Baptiste Estienne de la Riviere 

because we know (from other sources) that the recipient was his brother-in-law, and because 

there were two other letters amongst the papers confiscated from the prisoners with the same 

handwriting - one of them signed ‗Estienne de la Riviere‘ and the other (although unsigned) 

sent to a man who is known to have been a former colleague in the bureau de paix de la 

section Henri IV.  

 

 

Letter to his sister, Madame Senemand, née Estienne, dated 3 September 1792 

 

This letter was written at Orleans at the same time as the letter to his brother-in-law Monsieur 

Pinot, and is the only letter he actually signed. A summary of this letter appears in Répertoire 

général des sources manuscrites de l'histoire de  aris pendant la révolution fran aise, 

Volume 5, by Alexandre Tuetey, on page 77 : 

 

576. — Lettre de M. Etienne la Riviere a Mme Senemand, née Estienne, a limoges, la 

priant d'instruire ses frères et sœurs qu‘il doit être transféré le lendemain avec les 

prisonniers de la haute cour demain à Saumur. 

 

  3 septembre 1792.   

Original signé, A.N., F7 4427 (no 9).  

 

A full transcript appears of the letter appears in Histoire de la Terreur, 1792-1794: d'après 

des documents authentiques et inédits, Tome III, by Mortimer Ternaux (France, 1863) on 

pages 561-562.  



A madame Senemand, née Estienne, 

à Limoges  

 

Je te prie, ma chère amie, d'instruire 

nos frères et sœurs que je dois être 

transféré avec tous les prisonniers de 

la haute cour demain à Saumur; nous 

en sommes prévenus à l'instant et je 

t'avoue qu'il m'est impossible d'écrire 

plus longtemps.  

Adieu 

ESTIENNE LARIVIÈRE.  

Orléans, le 3 septembre 1792,  

l'an IV de la liberté 

  

 To Madame Senemand, born 

Estienne,  at Limoges  

 

I request from you, my dearest 

friend, that you inform our brothers 

and sisters that I must be 

transferred, with all the prisoners of 

the High Court, tomorrow to 

Saumur; we have been warned that 

we are about to leave and I promise 

that it is impossible to write more.  

 Good-bye. 

  ESTIENNE LARIVIÈRE.  

Orléans, 3 September 1792,  

the fourth year of liberty  

 

 

 

Letter to Monsieur Théodore Grenier, négociant, rue Saint-Louis-du-Palais, à Paris, undated  

 

This letter was written at Etampes (around four days after the first two letters) and was 

addressed to a friend (who we know from other sources was a former colleague in the bureau 

de paix de la section Henri IV). A summary of this letter appears in Répertoire général des 

sources manuscrites de l'histoire de  aris pendant la révolution fran aise, Volume 5, by 

Alexandre Tuetey (Paris, Imprimerie nouvelle, 1890-1914), page 83 – which gives the source 

as A.N., F7 4427 (no 16).  However, a full transcript appears of the letter appears in Histoire 

de la Terreur, 1792-1794: d'après des documents authentiques et inédits, Tome III, by 

Mortimer Ternaux (France, 1863) on page 562 :  

 

A Monsieur Théodore Grenier, 

négociant, rue Saint-Louis-du-

Palais, à Paris  

 

Nous sommes en route pour arriver à 

Paris. Je vous écris d'Étampes où 

nous sommes arrivés après trois 

jours de route. Je ne vous dirai pas, 

monsieur, tout ce que j'ai à souffrir 

en voyant les menaces de douze ou 

quinze personnes qui m'accusent 

d'être le plus cruel ennemi du peuple, 

d'avoir manqué à mes devoirs et 

trahi les fonctions qui m'étaient 

confiées. La mort qu'on m'annonce 

sera certainement un bienfait, et je la 

verrai sans me plaindre; mais, mon 

cher collègue, il est affreux de 

prévoir que lorsque je ne serai plus, 

plusieurs personnes auront à se 

plaindre. Je ne laisse aucune fortune. 

 To Monsieur Théodore Grenier, 

merchant, rue Saint-Louis-du-

Palais in Paris 

 

We are on our way to Paris. I am 

writing from Etampes, where we 

arrived after three days on the road.  

I will not tell you, Monsieur, all 

that I have suffered in receiving 

threats from twelve to fifteen 

people, who accuse me of being the 

most cruel enemy of the people for 

having failed in my duties and by 

betraying the functions that were 

entrusted to me. My death which 

they are predicting will certainly be 

a blessing, and is something I will 

accept without complaint; but my 

dear colleague, it is dreadful that 

when I have gone, several people 

will have cause to complain. I will 



Tout mon avoir consiste dans mon 

mobilier qui ne suffira pas pour 

payer. Prévenez, je vous prie, les 

dilapidations et faites en sorte que 

ceux qui auront à se souvenir de moi 

puissent dire il mourut pauvre, mais 

il n'a rien fait perdre je vais 

m'occuper de faire un état des 

personnes à qui je dois et du montant 

de leurs créances; j'y joindrai l'état 

des petits recouvrements que j'ai à 

prétendre.  

                           Adieu pour la vie 

 

leave no fortune. All I have are my 

possessions and furniture, which 

will not be sufficient to pay. Please, 

I would ask that you ensure my 

debts are made good so that those 

who will remember me can say he 

died poor, but I have lost nothing. I 

am going to list the persons who I 

owe and the amount of their credit. 

I will also provide an account of the 

small sums I am owed.  

                           Good-bye for life.   

 

 

Sadly not one of his final three letters ever reached their intended recipients. FOURNIER‘s 

guards confiscated the letters and retuned them to Paris (which is how they later ended up in 

the National Archives).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Jean-Baptiste     
ESTIENNE  

DE LA RIVIERE  
DE MONLUC 
(1701-1767) 

 

Louise DESCORDES DE FELIX     
(2nd wife)  

 

Jeanne TEXIER   
(1st wife) 

 

Jean-Baptiste     
ESTIENNE  

DE LA RIVIERE  
(1754-1792) 

 

 others 

 
 others 

 

Louis ôAlexisõ  
DE VILESTIVAUD 

 

 -M- 
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Genealogical table showing the relationship of Jean-Baptiste     

ESTIENNE DE LA RIVIERE (1754-1792) to the author  
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Valerie  
ESTIENNE  

DE LA RIVIERE 
-M- 

Charles DE VILESTIVAUD 

Marguerite ESTIENNE  
DE LA RIVIERE. 

-M-  
Paul PINOT DE MOIRA  

Marie Catherine Jeanne Felicite 
DE VILESTIVAUD DE LAPEYROUZE 

   Jean-Baptiste ôPaul Henriõ  
PINOT DE MOIRA. (cousins) 

 

Anne Marie Louise Henriette Sylvie 
(ôFanyõ) PINOT DE MOIRA  

-M- 
Prosper AUDCENT 

Hippolyte ôHenriõ  
PINOT DE MOIRA  

H®l¯ne Marie ôBlancheõ  
PINOT DE MOIRA  

Louis ôArthurõ Henri Felix  
AUDCENT 

Louis Felix Henri AUDCENT 
ʅ 

Jacques Louis Alexis AUDCENT 
ʅ 

Anthony Edward AUDCENT 
ʅ 

Geoffrey David AUDCENT  (author) 
ʅ 

Joseph Richard & Andrew Thomas AUDCENT 

 

(cousins) 

 


