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Teaching notes 

This is a ‘murder-mystery’ style lesson to introduce the inequality of society in 

France before the Revolution for small groups of three or four, based on the death 

of fictional character Jacques Villiers. 

Firstly, explain that their task is to find who is most responsible for the death of 

Jacques Villiers.  The students should then start by reading the cards about the 

‘victim’ Jacques Villiers, and about the four ‘suspects’.  There are four candidates: 

Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette; the local aristocrat – the Marquis de Valmy; the 

local priest – the Abbé Dupont; and Jacques’ father François Villiers.   

The students should then sort the ‘evidence’ cards by placing them nearest the 

‘suspect’ they think it relates to. 

Having sorted the cards, the students should then discuss who was most responsible 

for Jacques’ death by asking each group for their feedback and seeing if the class can 

come to a consensus decision on who they see as most responsible. 
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The ‘victim’ 

Jacques Villiers 

He was found dead on May 22nd 1789 in 
the village of Saint Martin where he 

lived with his mother, father and three 
brothers.  When the doctor was called, 

he said that Jacques had died of 
starvation. 

The ‘suspects’ 

 ‘Suspect’ one 

the Marquis de Valmy 

The aristocrat who owned the 
land and village of Saint Martin.  
Aristocrats like this did not have 

to pay any taxes. 

‘Suspect’ two 

the Abbé Dupont 

The priest of the village of Saint 
Martin. 

‘Suspects’ three 

King Louis XVI and his wife 
Marie Antoinette 

The royal couple who ruled 
France. 

‘Suspect’ four 

François Villiers 

A peasant farmer who grows 
crops, and the father of Jacques. 
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Evidence cards 

Every year François Villiers had to pay 
the taille.  This was a tax paid to the 
king.  François had to pay nearly half of 
all the food he grew every year. 

The Abbé Dupont gave some of the 
money he received in the tithe to his 
bishop.  He kept the rest to pay for good 
food and the servants who worked for 
him. 

There was not enough food to feed all of 
the members of the Villiers family.  
Because Jacques was the youngest he 
was often given the smallest amount.  
Often, he had to miss a meal completely. 

François Villiers needed salt to make his 
bread and preserve the little meat the 
family had.  Salt was expensive.  The 
king put up the tax on salt, called the 
gabelle, in order to raise more money. 

The harvest of 1788 was very bad.  All 
the families in Saint Martin had very 
little food left by May 1789. 

The Marquis de Valmy lived in a huge 
chateau.  He was in charge of the land in 
the village of Saint Martin, and also in 
charge of collecting the taxes. 

François Villiers did not have enough 
money to buy extra food for his family. 

The Marquis de Valmy charged François 
Villiers a tax to use his mill for grinding 
corn into flour. 

François Villiers liked to go to the pub.  
Local villagers said they saw him at the 
pub every Saturday spending money on 
beer and wine. 

The Marquis de Valmy collected the 
taille for the king.  He kept a little for 
himself and sent the rest to Louis XVI. 

Louis XVI spent huge amounts of money 
on clothes, paintings, statues, feasts and 
parties.  By 1789, he was bankrupt. 

It was said in the village that François 
Villiers was a bit of a lazy peasant.  He 
didn’t keep the weeds away from his 
crops. 

Marie Antoinette was very unpopular.  
She spent a lot of money on herself.  It 
was rumoured that she had over 800 
pairs of shoes. 

Every year François Villiers had to pay a 
tithe to the Abbé Dupont.  A tithe was a 
tax of 10 per cent of what you grow 
which was paid to the Church. 

Madame Villiers, Jacques’ mother, had 
been to see the Marquis de Valmy.  She 
had told him how her family was 
struggling to survive and couldn’t afford 
to pay the taxes.  The Marquis said 
everyone had to pay.  If he let one 
person off, then all the peasants would 
want to stop paying. 

 

 


