
Soon after eleven the next morning Henri Sanson 

entered her cell for the preparations. He was the son of the man 

who had executed her husband. She wore a white dress, a light 

shawl, black stockings and a pair of high-heeled plum-coloured 

shoes, which during her imprisonment she had carefully 

preserved. The executioner tied her hands behind her back and 

cut off the hair, which according to her maid, she had thought it 

proper to ‘dress high’ to meet her judge and jury. She did not 

move, and Sanson did not allow the steel to touch her neck. 

Within a few seconds the long tresses, once the colour of honey 

and now streaked coarsely with grey, lay on the floor of the 

cell. He scooped them up to be burned. The tumbrel waited in 

the courtyard. It was an ordinary cart, once used for carrying 

wood, now with planks across it for seats. At the sight of it, she 

lost composure; she gaped in fear, but she did not cry out. She 

asked the executioner to untie her hands for a moment, and 

when he did so she squatted in a corner, by a wall, and 

urinated. Her hands were tied again, and she was put into the 

cart. Under the shorn hair and the plain white cap, her tired 

eyes searched for pity in the faces around her. The journey to 

the place of execution lasted for an hour. She did not speak. As 

she mounted the steps, paid, indifferent hands kept her 

balances. Her body began to shake, her limbs to give way. In 

her blindness and terror, she stepped on the executioner’s foot. 

‘I beg your pardon, Monsieur,’ she whispered. ‘I did not mean 

to do it.’ A few minutes after noon her head was off: ‘the 

greatest joy of all joys experienced by Père Duchesne’. 


