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THE COURT OF LOUIS X1V

The palace of Versailles was like a great theater in which an elaborate ritual, centering
around the person of an absolute monarch, was acted out in daily life.

Life at Versailles

The Duke of Saint-Simon (1675-1755) lived for many years at the court of Versailles
and left a detailed, gossipy account of day-to-day life there. Why did Louis X1V create
such a court?

From Memoirs of the Duke of Saint-Simon

Very early in the reign of Louis XIV the Court was removed from Paris,
never to return. The troubles of the minority had given him a dislike to that city;
his enforced and surreptitious flight from it still rankled in his memory; he did
not consider himself safe there, and thought cabals would be more easily de-
tected if the Court was in the country, where the movements and temporary ab-
sences of any of its members would be more easily noticed. . .. No doubt that he
was also influenced by the feeling that he would be regarded with greater awe
and veneration when no longer exposed every day to the gaze of the multitude.

His love-affair with Mademoiselle de la Vallidre, which at first was covered
as far as possible with a veil of mystery, was the cause of frequent excursions to
Versailles. This was at that time a small country house, built by Louis XIII to
avoid the unpleasant necessity, which had sometimes befallen him, of sleeping
at a wretched wayside tavern or in a windmill, when benighted out hunting in
the forest of 5t. Leger. . . . The visits of Louis XIV becoming more frequent, he
enlarged the chiteau by degrees till its immense buildings afforded better ac-
commaodation for the Court than was to be found at St. Germain, where most of
the courtiers had to put up with uncomfortable lodgings in the town. The Court
was therefore removed to Versailles in 1682, not long before the Queen’s death.
The new building contained an infinite number of rooms for courtiers, and the
King liked the grant of these rooms to be regarded as a coveted privilege.

He availed himself of the frequent festivities at Versailles, and his excur-
sions to other places, as a means of making the courtiers assiduous in their at-
tendance 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 oth-
ers. 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 imag-
inary ones, and no one was so clever in devising petty distinctions and prefer-
ences which aroused jealousy and emulation. The visits to Marly later on were
very useful to him in this way; also those to Trianon, where certain ladies, cho-
sen beforehand, were admitted to his table. It was another distinction to hold his
candlestick at his coucher; as soon as he had finished his prayers he used to name

From The Mestoirs of the Duke de Saint-Simon, ed. F Arkwright (New York: Brentano's, n.d.), Vol. ¥,
pp. 271=274, 276-278.

the courtier to
rank among the
Not only di
dance at Court,
gree; at his lever.
where the co
eyes to right and
ually living at
who came there
any one who sel
ure. If asked to
do not know
a man I never sa
He always te
in society, in pri
number of spies
that their report
again, who used
others who were
Many a man in
without ever bes
taken a prejudic
No one uné
of a favour by ke
a word, a smile,
a trifling questia
on the person so
comment, . . .
He loved sple
aged similar taste

ings, on feasting

.

tain the honour of
this; by making &
tion, a necessity, B
gradually reduces
This was a plague
try, for it did not
provinces; so that ;
his expenditure o
and ostentation, §
end in nothing

Portrait of a

Saint-Simon belongea
How could this affec




ual, centering

of Versailles
= X1V create

from Paris,
to that city;
ry; he did
= easily de-
porary ab-
pubt that he
greater awe
multitude.
as covered
rsions to
puis X111 to
of sleeping
hunting in
equent, he
better ac-
ere most of
The Court
‘s death,
=, and the
REpe.

his excur-
their at-
nse who
on oth-
were not
timag-
d prefer-
on were
hes, cho-
hold his
to name

L Vol. ¥,

Part 1: The Search for Order—Absolutism and Aristocracy 13

the courtier to whom it was to be handed, always choosing one of the highest
rank among those present. . . .

Mot only did he expect all persons of distinction to be in continual atten-
dance at Court, but he was quick to notice the absence of those of inferior de-
gree; at his lever, his coucher, his meals, in the gardens of Versailles (the only place
where the courtiers in general were allowed to follow him), he used to cast his
eves to right and left; nothing escaped him, he saw everybody. If any one habit-
wally 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 displeas-
wre. If asked to bestow a favour on such persons he would reply haughtily: "I
do not know him”; of such as rarely presented themselves he would say, “He is
& 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,
n society, in private houses, even family secrets, and maintained an immense
mumber of spies and tale-bearers. These were of all sorts; some did not know
that their reports were carried to him; others did know it; 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
faken a prejudice against a man, he hardly ever got overit. ...

Mo one understood better than Louis XIV 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
2 trifling 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 encour-
aged similar tastes in his Court; to spend money freely on equipages and build-
ngs, on feasting and at cards, was a sure way to gain his favour, perhaps to ob-
ain the honour of a word from him. Motives of policy had something to do with
#his: by making expensive habits the fashion, and, for people in a certain posi-
Bon, 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 coun-
fry. 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
Bis expenditure on his table and other luxuries. This folly, sustained by pride
and ostentation, has already produced widespread confusion; it threatens to
end in nothing short of ruin and a general overthrow.

Portrait of a Monarch

Samit-Simon belonged to the old nobility whose power was reduced under Louis XIV.
ow could this affect his portrayal of the king?




