AP European History
Primary Document Analysis — Louis XTIV

The reign of Louis XIV (1643-1715) played a vital role in the evolution of the modern state. Louis claimed that as King of

France he was entitled to make and carry out alf the lmys of the realm. One of the ways in which he reinforced his
position was by conducting a magnificent court life at his palace of Versailles. There, nobles hoping for favors or
appointments, competed for his attention and increasingly became dependent upon the king. One of the nobles, the Dike
of Saint-Simon, felt slighted and grew to resent Louis. Saint-Simon chronicled life at Versailles and recorded his
observations in the memoirs from which the following three passages have been taken. (The Memoirs of the Duke de
Saint-Simon, 1704).

The Character of Louis XIV

His natural talents were below mediocrity; buf he had a mind capable of improvement, of receiving polish, of assimilating
what was best in the minds of others without slavish imitation; and he profited greatly throughout his life from having
associated with the ablest and wittiest persons, of both sexes, and of various stations. ... Glory was his passion, but he also
liked order and regularity in all things; he was naturally prudent, moderate, and reserved; always master of his tongue and
his emotions. ... He was also naturally kind-hearted and just. God had given him all that was necessary for him to be a
good King, perhaps also to be a fairly great one.

He wished to reign by himself. His jealousy on this point unceasingly became weakness. He reigned, indeed, in little
things; the great he could never reach: even in the former, too, he was often governed. The superior ability of his early
ministers and his early generals soon wearied him. He liked nobody to be in any way superior to him. Thus he chose his
ministers, not for their knowledge, but for their ignorance; not for their capacity, but for their want of it. He liked to form
them, as he said; liked to teach them even the most trifling things. It was the same with his generals. He took credit to
himself for instructing them; wished it to be thought that from his cabinet he commanded and directed all lris armies.
Naturally fond of trifics, he unceasingly occupied himself with the most petty details of his troops, his household, his
mansions; would even instruct his cooks, who received, like novices, lessons they had known by heart for years.

This vanity, this unmeasured and unreasonable love of admiration, was his ruin. His ministers, his generals, his mistresses,
his courtiers, soon percetved his weakness. They praised him with emulation and spoiled him. Praises, or to say truth,
flattery, pleased him to such an extent, that the coarsest was well received, the vilest even better relished. It was the sole
means by which you could approach him. Those whom he liked owed his affection for them to their untiring flatteries.
This is what gave his ministers so much authority, and the opportunities they had for adulating him, of attributing
everything to him, and of pretending to learn everything from him. Suppleness, meanness, an admiring, dependent,
cringing manner-- above all, an air of nothingness--were the sole means of pleasing him., ....And his Ministers turned it to
good account for their own purposes, as soon as they had learnt the art of managing him; they kept his attention engaged
with a mass of details, while they contrived to get their own way in more important matters.

Counrt Life at Versailles

He availed himself of the frequent festivities at Versailles, and his excursions to other places, as a means of making the
courfiers assiduous in their attendance and anxious to please him; for he nominated beforehand those who were to take
part in them, and could thus gratify some and inflict a snub on others. He was conscious that the substantial favours he
had to bestow were not nearly sufficient to produce a continual effect; he had therefore to invent imaginary ones, and no
one was so clever in devising petty distinctions and preferences which aroused jealousy and emulation...

Not only did he expect all persons of distinction to be in continual attendance at Court, but he was quick to notice the
absence of those of inferior degree; at his Jever, his coucher, his meals, in the gardens of Versailles (the only place where
the courtiers in general were allowed to follow himy}, he used to cast his eyes to right and left; nothing escaped him, he
saw everybody. If any one habitually living at Court absented himself he insisted on knowing the reason; those who came
there only for flying visits had also to give a satisfactory explanation; any one who seldom or never appeared there was
certain to incur his displeasure. I asked to bestow a favour on such persons he would reply haughtity: "I do not know
him"; of such as rarely presented themselves he would say, "He is a man I never see”; and from these judgements there
was no appeal.



He always took great pains to find out what was going on in public places, in society, in private houses, even family
secrets, and maintained an inmmense number of spies and tale-bearers. These were of all sorts; some did not know that
their reports were carried to him; others did know if; there were others, again, who used to write to him directly, through
channels which he prescribed; others who were admitted by the backstairs and saw him in his private room. Many a man
in all ranks of life was ruined by these methods, often very unjustly, without ever being able to discover the reason; and
when the King had once taken a prejudice against a man, he hardly ever got over it....

No one understood better than Louis XTIV the art of enhancing the value of a favour by his manner of bestowing it; he
knew how to make the most of a word, a smile, even of a glance. If he addressed any one, were it but to ask a frifling
question or make some commonplace remark, all eyes were turned on the person so honored; it was a mark of favour
which always gave rise to comment....

He loved splendour, magnificence, and profusion in all things, and encouraged similar tastes in his Court; to spend money
freely on equipages and buildings, on feasting and at cards, was a sure way to gain his favour, perhaps to obtain the
honour of a word from him. Motives of policy had something to do with this; by making expensive habits the fashion,
and, for people in a certain position, a necessity, he compelled his courtiers to live beyond their income, and gradually
reduced them to depend on his bounty for the means of subsistence. This was a plague which, once introduced, became a
scourge to the whole country, for it did not take long to spread to Paris, and thence to the armies and the provinces; so that
a man of any position is now estimated entirely according to his expenditure on his table and other luxuries.

A Day in the Life of the King

At eight o'clock the chief valet de chambre on duty, who alone had slept in the royal chamber, and who had dressed
himself, awoke the King. The chief physician, the chief surgeon, and the nurse (as long as she lived), entered at the same
time; the latter kissed the King; the others rubbed and often changed his shirt, because he was in the habit of sweating a
great deal. At the quarter, the grand chamberlain was called (or, in his absence, the first gentleman of the chamber), and
those who had what was called the 'grandes entrees'. The chamberlain (or chief gentieman) drew back the curtains which
had been closed again; and presented the holy- water from the vase, at the head of the bed. These gentlemen stayed but a
moment, and that was the time to speak to the King, if any one had anything to ask of him; in which case the rest stood
aside, When, contrary to custom, nobody had ought to say, they were there but for a few moments. He who had opened
the curtains and presented the holy- water, presented also a prayer- book. Then all passed into the cabinet of the council.
A very short religious service being over, the King called, they re-entered, The same officer gave him his dressing-gown;
immediately after, other privileged courtiers entered, and then everybody, in time to find the King putting on his shoes
and stockings, for he did almost everything himself and with address and grace. Every other day we saw him shave
himself; and he had a little short wig in which he always appeared, even in bed, and on medicine days. He often spoke of
the chase, and sometimes said a-word to somebody. No toilette table was near him; he had simply a mirror held before
him,

As soon as he was dressed, he prayed to God, at the side of his bed, where all the clergy present knelt, the cardinals
without cushions, all the laity remaining standing; and the captain of the guards came to the balustrade during the prayer,
after which the King passed into his cabinet.

He found there, or was followed by all who had the entree, a very numerous company, for it included everybody in any
office. He gave orders to each for the day; thus within a half a quarter of an hour it was known what he meant to do; and
then all this crowd left directly. The bastards, a few favourites; and the valets alone were left. It was then a good
opportunity for talking with the King; for example, about plans of gardens and buildings; and conversation lasted more or
less according to the person engaged in it.

All the Court meantime waited for the King in the gallery, the captain of the guard being alone in the chamber seated at
the door of the cabinet, At morning the Court awaited in the saloon; at Trianon in the front rooms as at Meudon; at
Fontainebleau in the chamber and ante-chamber, During this pause the King gave audiences when he wished to accord
any; spoke with whoever he might wish to speak secretly to, and gave secret interviews to foreign ministers in presence of
Torey. They were called "secret" simply to distinguish them from the uncomimon ones by the bedsides.




The King went to mass, where his musicians always sang an anthem. He did not go below--except on grand fetes or at
ceremonies, Whilst he was going to and returning from mass, everybody spoke to him who wished, after apprising the
captain of the guard, if they were not distinguished; and he came and went by the door of the cabinet into the gallery.
During the mass the ministers assembled in the King's chamber, where distinguished people could go and speak or chat
with them. The King amused himself a little upon returning from mass and asked almost immediately for the council.
Then the morning was finished.

On Sunday, and often on Monday, there was a council of state; on Tuesday a finance council; on Wednesday council of
state; on Saturday finance council: rarely were two held in one day or any on Thursday or Friday. Once or twice a month
there was a council of despatches on Monday morning; but the order that the Secretaries of State took every morning
between the King's rising and his mass, much abridged this kind of business. All the ministers were seated accordingly to
rank, except at the council of despatches, where all stood except the sons of France, the Chancellor, and the Duc de
Beauvilliers.

Thursday morning was almost always blank. It was the day for audiences that the King wished to give--often unknown to
any--back-stair audiences. 1t was also the grand day taken advantage of by the bastards, the valets, ete., because the King
had nothing to do. On Friday after the mass the King was with his confessor, and the length of their audiences was limited
by nothing, and might last until dinmer. At Fontainebleau on the mornings when there was no council, the King usually
passed from mass to Madame de Maintenon's, and so at Trianon and Marly. It was the time for their teie-a-tete without
interruption. Often on the days when there was no council the dinner hour was advanced, more or less for the chase or the
promenade. The ordinary hour was one o'clock; if the council still lasted, then the dinner waited and nothing was said to
the King.

The dinner was always "au petit couvert, that is, the King ate by himself in his chamber upon a square table in front of the
middle window. It was more or less abundant, for he ordered in the morning whether it was to be "a little," or "very littie"
service. But even at this last, there were always many dishes, and three courses without counting the fruit. The dinner
being ready, the principal courtiers entered; then all who were known; and the gentleman of the chamber on duty
informed the King,

I have seen, but very rarely, Monseigneur and his sons standing af their dinners, the King not offering them a seat. I have
continually seen there the Princes of the blood and the cardinals. I have often seen there also Monsieur, either on arriving
from Saint-Cloud to sec the King, or arriving from the council of despatches (the only one he entered), give the King his
napkin and remain standing, A little while afterwards, the King, seeing that he did not go away, asked him if he would not
sit down; he bowed, and the King ordered a seat to be brought for him. A stool was put behind him. Some moments after
the King said, "Nay then, sit down, my brother." Monsieur bowed and seated himself until the end of the dinner, when he
presented the napkin.

At other times when he came from Saint-Cloud, the King, on arriving at the table, asked for a plate for Monsieur, or asked
him if he would dine. If he refused, he went away a moment after, and there was no mention of a seat; if he accepted, the
King asked for a plate for him. The table was square, he placed himself at one end, his back to the cabinet. Then the
Grand Chamberlain (or the first gentleman of the chamber) gave him drink and plates, taking them from him as he
finished with them, exactly as he served the King; but Monsieur received all this attention with strongly marked
politeness. When he dined thus with the King he much enlivened the conversation. The King ordinarily spoke little at
table unless some family favourite was near. It was the same at hid rising. Ladies scarcely ever were seen at these little
dinners.

I have, however, seen the Marechale de 1a Mothe, who came in because she had been used to do so as governess to the
children of France, and who received a seat, because she was a Duchess. Grand dinners were very rare, and only took
place on grand occasions, and then ladies were present.

Upon leaving the table the King immediately entered his cabinet. That was the time for distinguished people to speak to
him. He stopped at the door a moment to listen, then entered; very rarely did any one follow him, never without asking
him for permission to do so; and for this few had the courage. If followed he placed himself in the embrasure of the
window nearest to the door of the cabinet, which immediately closed of itself, and which you were obliged to open
yourself on quifting the King. This also was the time for the bastards and the valets.




The King amused himself by feeding his dogs, and remained with thetn more or less time, then asked for his wardrobe,
changed before the very few distinguished people it pleased the first gentleman of the chamber to admit there, and
immediately went out by the back stairs into the court of marble to get into his coach. From the bottom of that staircase to
the coach, any one spoke to him who wished.

The King was fond of air, and when deprived of it his health suffered; he had headaches and vapours caused by the undue
use he had formerly made of perfumes, so that for many years he could not endure any, except the odour of orange
flowers; therefore if you had to approach anywhere near him you did well not to carry them.

As he was but little sensitive to heat or cold, or even to rain, the weather was seldom sufficiently bad to prevent his going
abroad. He went out for three objects: stag-hunting, once or more cach week; shooting in his parks (and no man handled a
gun with more grace or skill), once or twice cach week; and walking in his gardens for exercise, and to see his workmen.
Sometimes he made picnics with ladies, in the forest at Marly or at Fontainebleau, and in this last place, promenades with
all the Court around the canal, which was a magnificent spectacle.

Upon returning home from walks or drives, anybody, as I have said, might speak to the King from the moment he left his
coach till he reached the foot of his staircase. He changed his dress again, and rested in his cabinet an hour or more, then
went to Madame de Maintenon’s, and on the way any one who wished might speak to him.

At ten o'clock his supper was served. The captain of the guard announced this to him. A quarter of an hour after the King
came to supper, and from the antechamber of Madame de Maintenon to the table--again, any one spoke to him who
wished, This supper was always on a grand scale, the royal household (that is, the sons and daughters of France) at table,
and a large number of courtiers and ladies present, sitting or standing, and on the evening before the journey to Marly all
those ladies who wished fo take part in it. That was called presenting yourself for Matly. Men asked in the morning,
simply saying to the King, "Sire, Marly." In later years the King grew tired of this, and a valet wrote up in the gallery the
names of those who asked. The ladies continued fo present themselves.

After supper the King stood some moments, his back to the balustrade of the foot of his bed, encircled by all his Court;
then, with bows to the ladies, passed into his cabinet, where, on arriving, he gave his orders.

He passed a little less than an hour there, seated in an armehair, with his legitimate children and bastards, his
grandchildren, legitimate and otherwise, and their husbands or wives. Monsieur in another armchair; the Princesses upon
stools, Monseigneur and all the other Princes standing.

The King, wishing to retire, went and fed his dogs; then said good night, passed into his chamber to the 'ruelle’ of his bed,
where he said his prayers, as in the morning, then undressed. He said good night with an inclination of the head, and
whilst everybody was leaving the room stood at the corner of the mantelpiece, where he gave the order to the colonel of
the guards alone. Then commenced what was called the 'petit coucher', at which only the specially privileged remained.
That was short. They did not leave until be got into bed. It was a moment to speak to him.




Jacques Bossuet was one of France's most prominent churchmen. In 1670 Louis X1V appointed him to be tutor to his son.
In order to instruct the heir to the throne about the position he would inherit on Louis’s death, Bossuet wrote Politics
Drawn From the Very Words of the Holy Scripture, a work which has become known as a classic account of divine right
theory.

It appears from all this that the person of the king is sacred, and that to attack him in any way is sacrilege. God has the
kings anointed by his prophets with the holy unction in like manner as he has bishops and altars anointed. But even
without the external application in thus being anointed, they are by their very office the representatives of the divine
majesty deputed by Providence for the execution of his purposes...

There is something religious in the respect accorded to a prince. The service of God and the respect for kings are bound
together. St. Peter unites these two duties when he says, "Fear God. Honour the king."...

But kings, although their power comes from on high, as has been said, should not regard themselves as masters of that
power to use it at their pleasure... they must employ it with fear and self-restraint, as a thing coming from God and of
which God will demand an account,

The royal power is absolute. With the aim of making this truth hateful and insufferable, many writers have tried to
confound absolute government with arbitrary government. But no two things could be more unlike, as we shall show
when we come to speak of justice. The prince need render account of his acts to no one. Without this absolute authority
the king could neither do good nor repress evil. It is necessary that his power be such that no one can hope to escape him,
and, finally, the only protection of individuals against the public authority should be their innocence.

I do not call majesty that pomp which surrounds kings or that exterior magnificence which dazzles the vulgar. That is but
the reflection of majesty and not majesty itself. Majesty is the image of the grandeur of God in the prince.

God is infinite, God is all. The prince, as prince, is not regarded as a private person; he is a public personage, all the state
is in him; the will of all the people is included in his. As all perfection and all strength are united in God, so all the power
of individuals is united in the person of the prince. What grandeur that a single man should embody so much!

The power of God makes itself felt in a moment from one extremity of the earth to another. Royal power works at the
same time throughout all the realm. It holds all the realm in position, as God holds the earth, Should God withdraw his
hand, the earth would fall o pieces; should the king's authority cease in the realm, all would be in confusion.

Finally, let us put together the things $0 great and so august which we have said about royal authority. Behold an immense
people united in a single person; behold this holy power, paternal and absolute; behold the secret cause which governs the
whole body of the state, contained in a single head: you see the image of God in the king, and you have the idea of royal
majesty.

O kings, exercise your power then boldly, for it is divine and salutary for human kind, but exercise it with humility. You
are endowed with it from without.




PRIMARY SQURCE LOU.iS XIV S Advioe to HiS Son

When he was in his twenties, Louis XIV began writing down his thoughts about
being a ruler. His Mémoires for the Instruction of the Dauphin illuminated how
he became the strongest king of his time, In this excerpt from his book, Louis XIV
shares his recipe for absolute rule with his son,
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commanded the four secretaries of state not to
Isign anything at all any longer without discussing
it with me, the superintendant likewise, and for
nothing to be transacted at the finances without
being registered in a little book that was to remain
with me, where I could always see at a glance,
briefly summarized, the current balance and the
expenditures made or pending,

The Chancellor received a similar order, that is,
not to seal anything without my command, except
for letters of justice. . . .

I announced that all requests for graces of any
type had to be made directly to me, and I granted
to all my subjects without distinction the privilege
of appealing to me at any time, in person or by
petitions. The petitions were initially VEry numer-
ous, which did not discourage e, however. The
disorder into which my affairs had fallen produced
many of them, the idle or unjustified hopes which
were raised by this novelty hardly stimulated a less-
er number. . . . But even in these apparently use-
less things I discovered much that was useful. I
learned thereby many details about the condition of
my people. They saw that I was concerned about
them, and nothing did so much to win me their
hearts. . . .

As to the persons who were to support me in
my work, I resolved above all not to have a prime
minister, and if you and all your successors take iny
advice, my son, the name will forever be abolished
in France, there being nothing more shameful than
10 see on the one hand all the functions and on the
other the mere title of king.

For this purpose, it was absolutely necessary to
divide my confidence and the execution of my orders
without entirely entrusting it to anyone, assigning
these various persons to various functions in keep-
ing with their various talents, which js perhaps the
first and foremost talent of princes.

In order to concentrate the entire authority of
a master more fully in mysel—even though there
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are all sorts of details into which our occupations
and our very dignity do not usually permit us to-go,
I resolved to enter into these with each of the min-
isters whom I would choose, and when ke would
least expect it, so that he would realize that I might
do the same on other subjects and at any time. . . .

It is not so easy for me to tell you,'my son, how
to go about the choice of the various ministers.
Fortune always plays, in spite of us, at least as much
of a part in it as wisdom; and in the part that wisdom
plays, intelligence can do far more than counsel.
Neither of us, my son, is going to seek for these
sorts of positions those whom distance and obscurity
remove from our view, whatever qualifications they
may have. It is necessary to decide from a small
number which chance presents to us, that is, those
already in office or whom birth and inclination
have attached to our personal service.

And as for this art of knowing men, which will
be so important to you not merely on this but also
on every other oceasion of your life, I shall tell you,
my son, that it can be learned but that it can not be
taught,
from Paul Sonnino, twans., Louis XIV: Mémeires for the
Instruction of the Dauphin {New York: The Free Press,

_ 1870}, 30-32.




