
I S BN 978-0-241-96058-5

9 7 8 0 2 4 1 9 6 0 5 8 5

9 0 0 0 0

 U.K. £00.00

PH
ILIP M

A
N

SEL  K
IN

G
 O

F TH
E W

O
RLD

Cover illustration: Vincent 
Burgeon. Author photograph: 
© Neil Spence. 

‘ The best account of the reign 
in any language ... Almost 
everything about Louis XIV – the 
size of his palaces, the length of 
his reign, the height of his heels 
– was on a gargantuan scale 
... Mansel brings this teeming, 
sybaritic, ultra-competitive 
Versailles vividly to life’
J O H N A DA M S O N,  S U N DAY  T I M E S

AN
ALLEN
LANE
BOOK

PENGUIN
HistoryHistory

‘The ultimate biography of the Sun King ... 
teeming with court intrigue, international 
conflict and sexual politics’  
S I M O N S E B AG M O N T E F I O R E ,  B B C  H I S T O RY

‘King of the World will become a classic. King of the World will become a classic. King of the World
Magisterial and definitive, this is the life’s 
work of one of our leading historians’  
J A N E  R I D L E Y,  S P E C TAT O R ,  B O O K S  O F  T H E  Y E A R

‘Time and space both yield before Mansel’s 
authorial ambition on quite as vast a scale as 
Louis’s own territorial, reputational, amatory 
and gastronomic appetites’  
M I N O O D I N S H AW,  DA I LY  T E L E G R A P H

KING
WORLD

LOUIS XIV
The Life of

OF THE

PHILIP
MANSEL

PENGUIN PRESS
KING OF THE WORLD

Date:  12 January 2022
Designer: idc
Prod. Controller: 
Pub. Date: March 2021
ISBN: 9780241960585

SPINE WIDTH:  28.5 MM

• Estimated

• Confirmed

FORMAT

B-format paperbck  

PRINT

••••CMYK
1 metallic pantone 871 C

FINISHES

Regular Coated
Matte varnish to seal

PROOFING METHOD

• Wet proofs

• Digital only

• No further proof required

‘Superb. Historical 
biography does  not get 

better  than this’ 
A. N. WILSON 

9780241960585_KingOfTheWorld_Cov.indd   1,39780241960585_KingOfTheWorld_Cov.indd   1,3 19/01/2022   10:4519/01/2022   10:45Copyrighted Material



PENGUIN BOOKS

KING OF THE WORLD

WINNER OF THE FRANCO-BRITISH SOCIETY  
BOOK PRIZE 2019

‘Mansel . . . treads the line between the academic and the accessible 
effectively . . . No other English-language biography has so success-

fully given us a portrait of him as man and monarch . . . His grasp of 
the sources is superb’ Gareth Russell, The Times 

‘A superb biography . . . wonderfully detailed and fluent . . . Huge 
amounts of information have been digested . . . Mansel is alive to 

every nuance of rank and relation and a master of the mechanics of 
life at Versailles and the other royal palaces. This mastery naturally 

extends to dynastic relations and to the diplomatic history of Louis’s 
reign . . . The portrait of Louis that emerges from this titanic effort is 
compelling: a man of large appetites, capable of intense affection and 

loyalty, vengeful, gracious, vain, hard-working, hardened in the 
exercise of his own will, susceptible to flattery, conceited in his 

isolation, capricious, unforgiving and stubborn . . . It seems hard to 
believe . . . that this biography will ever, in English at least, be 

surpassed’ Hamish Robinson, Oldie

‘Philip Mansel writes shrewdly about the self-styled Sun-
King . . . Excellent though Mansel is on the larger picture – you will 

find no more comprehensive biography of this extraordinary 
monarch – his genius lies in unpacking the complexities of Louis’ 

royal court’ Miranda Seymour, Financial Times

‘Mansel is master of the well-chosen anecdote and of the pithy 
summary. Interesting details sit comfortably within the big picture 
that he portrays . . . this is a scholarly, readable and impressively 
wide-ranging account of the longest reign in history’ Julia Priest, 

Times Literary Supplement 

‘On a scale suitable to its subject, King of the World is in one way an 
extended moral fable . . . Mansel tells the story of these wars fluently 

and fairly’ David Crane, Spectator

‘To do [Louis XIV] justice and encapsulate his person, his plans, his 
successes and his failures, all which involved a dizzying cast of 

characters and a mind-numbing web of relationships, is no easy task. 
With his extensive studies of court ritual and his sympathy for the 

Bourbons, Philip Mansel is the man for the job . . . Mansel’s 
descriptions of how Versailles functioned are masterful and high-

entertaining’ Adam Zamoyski, Standpoint
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‘Appropriately monumental . . . my new book at bedtime’ Michael 
Dirda, The Washington Post

‘Mansel has mastered a bewildering array of primary and secondary 
sources dealing with his man and his time period, and he’s invested 

his entire narrative with a kind of tightly compressed narrative energy 
that has the most unlikely effect imaginable: it turns a 600-page 

biography of King Louis XIV into a genuine page-turner of a reading 
experience . . . a genuinely impressive work . . . one of the year’s 

grandest biographies’ Steve Donoghue, Open Letters Review

‘Great aplomb . . . skill and dynamism . . . a commendable biography 
of such an illustrious ruler’ Andrew Mansfield, French Historical 

Studies

‘As innovative as it is unusual . . . talented and caustic’ Lucien 
Rabouille, Le Causeur

‘We must emphasise the great richness of the book, the abundance of 
knowledge, the solidity of the analyses and the brio of the 

portraits . . . an impressive analysis of the whole of the reign of the 
Sun King’ Franck Le Moal, Le Litteraire

‘a magnificent study of the life of Louis XIV. He shaped his own age 
and, partly because of some of his mistakes, helped to shape the 

future of France as well’ Chris Patten, The Tablet Books of the Year

‘Philip Mansel’s King of the World: The Life of Louis XIV is just a 
masterwork and a superlative delight, written with sensitivity and 
worldliness, political acuity and personal empathy all in Mansel’s 
usual elegant prose’ Simon Sebag Montefiore, Aspects of History 

Books of the Year
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Historical Society, the Royal Society of Literature, the Institute of His-
torical Research and the Royal Asiatic Society, and he is President of the 
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and a Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres.

Copyrighted Material



Philip Mansel

King of the World
The Life of Louis XIV

PENGUIN BOOKS

Copyrighted Material



You are destined to command the entire universe.

Jean-Baptiste Tavernier to Louis XIV, 1676

PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
India | New Zealand | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies  
whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com

First published by Allen Lane 2019
Published in Penguin Books 2022

001

Copyright © Philip Mansel, 2019

The moral right of the author has been asserted

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland,  
Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978–0–241–96058–5

www.greenpenguin.co.uk

Penguin Random House is committed to a 
sustainable future for our business, our readers
and our planet. �is book is made from Forest
Stewardship Council® certified paper.

Copyrighted Material



You are destined to command the entire universe.

Jean-Baptiste Tavernier to Louis XIV, 1676

Copyrighted Material



Contents

  List of Illustrations ix

  Maps xv

  Family Trees xxviii

  Introduction: A Thousand Years of France 1

 1 The Gift of God 13

 2 Our Good City of Paris 27

 3 The Struggle for France 44

 4 M. le Cardinal 62

 5 The Power of Queens 83

 6 Fouquet’s Fall 100

 7 Making France Work 111

 8 The Pursuit of Immortality: The Louvre and Versailles 129

 9 Conquering Flanders 148

 10 Fighting the Netherlands 162

 11 To the Rhine 187

 12 The King Outdoors 208

 13 Inside Versailles 230

 14 Inside Louis XIV 255

 15 The Global King: From the Mississippi to the Mekong 279

 16 The Huguenot Cataclysm 301

 17 England Changes Sides: The Flights of King James 326

 18 France against Europe 344

 19 Spain Changes Sides: The Accession of King Philip 362

 20 The Triumph of Europe 381

 21 Towards the Precipice 399

 22 Nemesis Averted 412

 23 Funeral Games 429

 24 The Shadow of Versailles 444

Copyrighted Material



Contents

  List of Illustrations ix

  Maps xv

  Family Trees xxviii

  Introduction: A Thousand Years of France 1

 1 The Gift of God 13

 2 Our Good City of Paris 27

 3 The Struggle for France 44

 4 M. le Cardinal 62

 5 The Power of Queens 83

 6 Fouquet’s Fall 100

 7 Making France Work 111

 8 The Pursuit of Immortality: The Louvre and Versailles 129

 9 Conquering Flanders 148

 10 Fighting the Netherlands 162

 11 To the Rhine 187

 12 The King Outdoors 208

 13 Inside Versailles 230

 14 Inside Louis XIV 255

 15 The Global King: From the Mississippi to the Mekong 279

 16 The Huguenot Cataclysm 301

 17 England Changes Sides: The Flights of King James 326

 18 France against Europe 344

 19 Spain Changes Sides: The Accession of King Philip 362

 20 The Triumph of Europe 381

 21 Towards the Precipice 399

 22 Nemesis Averted 412

 23 Funeral Games 429

 24 The Shadow of Versailles 444

Copyrighted Material



viii Con t en ts

  Acknowledgements 459

  Notes 461

  Bibliography 525

  Index 573
List of Illustrations

pp. 206–7  Israël Silvestre, perspective view of Versailles from the south 
showing, left to right, the garden, the orangery (foreground), the palace and 
the Grand Commun, from Album Perelle, 1687. Musée du Louvre, Paris. 
© RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre) / Michel Urtado.

pp. 228–9  Israël Silvestre, perspective view of the town, the palace and the 
gardens of Versailles from the west, from Album Perelle, 1687. Musée du 
Louvre, Paris. © RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre) / Michel Urtado.

Plates

1. Pierre Mignard (attr.), Louis XIV during his minority, c. 1643. Château 
de Champs-sur-Marne, France. Bridgeman Images. 

2. Philippe de Champaigne, The Virgin Mary is offered the crown and 
sceptre by the young Louis XIV, attended by his mother Anne of 
Austria and brother Philippe, Duc d’Anjou, 1643, detail. Hamburger 
Kunsthalle, Hamburg. Bridgeman Images.

3. French school (seventeenth century), Gaston, duc d’Orléans in Roman 
dress. Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-
Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/image RMN-GP.

4. Copper token struck in Paris satirizing Cardinal Mazarin, 1651, 
reverse. CGB Numismatics, Paris/www.CGB.fr. 

5. Antoine Herisset, Louis XIV holding a ‘lit de justice’ in the Grand’ 
Chambre of the Parlement de Paris, 1651. Châteaux de Versailles et 
de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/
image RMN-GP.

6. Gobelins manufactory, workshop of Jean-Baptiste Mozin, The Cor-
onation of King Louis XIV, tapestry from the series The History of 
the King, 1665–71. Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. 
© RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/Christian Jean/Jean 
Schormans.

Copyrighted Material



viii Con t en ts

  Acknowledgements 459

  Notes 461

  Bibliography 525

  Index 573
List of Illustrations

pp. 206–7  Israël Silvestre, perspective view of Versailles from the south 
showing, left to right, the garden, the orangery (foreground), the palace and 
the Grand Commun, from Album Perelle, 1687. Musée du Louvre, Paris. 
© RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre) / Michel Urtado.

pp. 228–9  Israël Silvestre, perspective view of the town, the palace and the 
gardens of Versailles from the west, from Album Perelle, 1687. Musée du 
Louvre, Paris. © RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre) / Michel Urtado.

Plates

1. Pierre Mignard (attr.), Louis XIV during his minority, c. 1643. Château 
de Champs-sur-Marne, France. Bridgeman Images. 

2. Philippe de Champaigne, The Virgin Mary is offered the crown and 
sceptre by the young Louis XIV, attended by his mother Anne of 
Austria and brother Philippe, Duc d’Anjou, 1643, detail. Hamburger 
Kunsthalle, Hamburg. Bridgeman Images.

3. French school (seventeenth century), Gaston, duc d’Orléans in Roman 
dress. Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-
Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/image RMN-GP.

4. Copper token struck in Paris satirizing Cardinal Mazarin, 1651, 
reverse. CGB Numismatics, Paris/www.CGB.fr. 

5. Antoine Herisset, Louis XIV holding a ‘lit de justice’ in the Grand’ 
Chambre of the Parlement de Paris, 1651. Châteaux de Versailles et 
de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/
image RMN-GP.

6. Gobelins manufactory, workshop of Jean-Baptiste Mozin, The Cor-
onation of King Louis XIV, tapestry from the series The History of 
the King, 1665–71. Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. 
© RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/Christian Jean/Jean 
Schormans.

Copyrighted Material



x L ist of Illust r at ions

7. Workshop of Henry de Gissey, Louis XIV as La Guerre in Les Noces 
de Pélée et de Thétis, 1654. Musée Carnavalet, Paris. Roger-Viollet/
TopFoto.

8. Robert Nanteuil, Nicolas Fouquet, 1661. Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York.

9. Gabriel Perelle, View of the Château of Vaux-le-Vicomte, c. 1661. 
Musée du Louvre, Paris. © RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre)/
Gérard Blot.

10. Julien-Michel Gué, The Arrival of Anne of Austria and Philip IV of 
Spain at the Island of Pheasants in 1660, 1837. Châteaux de Versailles 
et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Ver-
sailles)/Gérard Blot. 

11. Jacques Laumosnier, The Meeting between Louis XIV and Philip IV 
of Spain at the Island of Pheasants in 1660. Painting after a design 
by Henri Testelin for a tapestry in the series The History of the King, 
1665–71.  Musee de Tessé, Le Mans. © RMN-Grand Palais/Agence 
Bulloz.

12. Jean-Baptiste Martin (attr.), Olympe Mancini, Comtesse de Soissons, 
c. 1668. Rafael Valls Gallery, London. Bridgeman Images.

13. Anon, Louise de La Vallière, c. 1668. Musée de Tessé, Le Mans. 
© musées du Mans

14. Jacob Voet, Hortense and Marie Mancini, c. 1670. Royal Collection 
Trust © Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2019. Bridgeman Images.

15. François de Troy, Marie Thérèse of Austria, Queen of France, second 
half of the seventeenth century. Musée des Beaux-Arts, Angers. © 
Selva/Leemage/Bridgeman Images.

16. Pierre Mignard (attr.), Françoise d’Aubigné, later Madame Maintenon, 
c. 1674. Museé Bernard d’Agesci, Niort. © collections musée Bernard 
d’Agesci/NiortAgglo.

17. Henri Gascard, Madame de Montespan, second half of the seven-
teenth century, detail. Private Collection. Bridgeman Images.

18. Étienne le Hongre, The Breaking of the Triple Alliance: Louis XIV 
as Hercules, 1674. Detail of relief sculpture on the south side of the 
Porte Saint-Martin, Paris. Wikimedia Commons.

19. Charles Le Brun, The Taking of Ghent, 1678. Ceiling painting in the 
Galerie des Glaces, Château de Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais 
(Château de Versailles)/René-Gabriel Ojéda/Franck Raux/montage 
Dominique Couto.

20. Charles Le Brun, Louis XIV, 1668. Musée de la Chartreuse, Douai. 
Bridgeman Images.

21. Claude Lefebvre (attr.), Louis II de Bourbon, prince de Condé, and 

xiL ist of Illust r at ions

his son Henri-Jules de Bourbon, duc d’Enghien, mid-seventeenth cen-
tury. Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand 
Palais (Château de Versailles)/Gérard Blot. 

22. Charles Herault after Jacob Ferdinand Voet, François Michel Le Tel-
lier, marquis de Louvois, 1689. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de 
Versailles)/Gérard Blot.

23. Henri Testelin, Jean-Baptiste Colbert presenting to Louis XIV the 
members of the Académie Royale des Sciences in 1667, c. 1675. 
 Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand 
Palais (Château de Versailles)/Gérard Blot. 

24. Jean Nocret, The Family of Louis XIV, c. 1669, detail.  Châteaux de 
Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château 
de Versailles)/image RMN-GP. 

25. Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Louis XIV, 1665. Châteaux de Versailles et de 
Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/
Gérard Blot.

26. Sébastien Leclerc, The Construction of the East Façade of the Louvre, 
1677. Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris

27. Pierre Patel, View of the Château and Gardens of Versailles, c. 1668. 
Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © Château de Ver-
sailles, Dist. RMN-Grand Palais/Christophe Fouin.

28. Jean-Baptiste Martin, View of the stables at Versailles, 1688. Châteaux 
de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château 
de Versailles)/Daniel Arnaudet/Hervé Lewandowski.

29. Sébastien Leclerc, The Galerie des Glaces at Versailles, c. 1684. 
 Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand 
Palais (Château de Versailles)/Gérard Blot.

30. Jean Lepautre, Fifth Day: Fireworks on the Canal at Versailles in 
August 1674, from the series The Entertainments of Versailles, 1676. 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

31. Antoine Trouvain, A Game of Billiards at Versailles, 1694. Châteaux 
de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais ( Château 
de Versailles)/Gérard Blot.

32. Pierre-Denis Martin, The Château de Fontainebleau, c. 1700. Long-
ford Castle. Longford Castle Collection. 

33. François Desportes, Ponne, Bonne and Nonne, c. 1702. Musée du 
Louvre, Paris. © RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre)/Daniel 
Arnaudet.

34. Guillaume Coustou, Louis XIV on Horseback, north façade of the 
Hôtel des Invalides, 1733–4. © Paris-Musée de l’Armée, Dist. RMN-
Grand Palais/Emilie Cambier

Copyrighted Material



x L ist of Illust r at ions

7. Workshop of Henry de Gissey, Louis XIV as La Guerre in Les Noces 
de Pélée et de Thétis, 1654. Musée Carnavalet, Paris. Roger-Viollet/
TopFoto.

8. Robert Nanteuil, Nicolas Fouquet, 1661. Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York.

9. Gabriel Perelle, View of the Château of Vaux-le-Vicomte, c. 1661. 
Musée du Louvre, Paris. © RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre)/
Gérard Blot.

10. Julien-Michel Gué, The Arrival of Anne of Austria and Philip IV of 
Spain at the Island of Pheasants in 1660, 1837. Châteaux de Versailles 
et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Ver-
sailles)/Gérard Blot. 

11. Jacques Laumosnier, The Meeting between Louis XIV and Philip IV 
of Spain at the Island of Pheasants in 1660. Painting after a design 
by Henri Testelin for a tapestry in the series The History of the King, 
1665–71.  Musee de Tessé, Le Mans. © RMN-Grand Palais/Agence 
Bulloz.

12. Jean-Baptiste Martin (attr.), Olympe Mancini, Comtesse de Soissons, 
c. 1668. Rafael Valls Gallery, London. Bridgeman Images.

13. Anon, Louise de La Vallière, c. 1668. Musée de Tessé, Le Mans. 
© musées du Mans

14. Jacob Voet, Hortense and Marie Mancini, c. 1670. Royal Collection 
Trust © Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2019. Bridgeman Images.

15. François de Troy, Marie Thérèse of Austria, Queen of France, second 
half of the seventeenth century. Musée des Beaux-Arts, Angers. © 
Selva/Leemage/Bridgeman Images.

16. Pierre Mignard (attr.), Françoise d’Aubigné, later Madame Maintenon, 
c. 1674. Museé Bernard d’Agesci, Niort. © collections musée Bernard 
d’Agesci/NiortAgglo.

17. Henri Gascard, Madame de Montespan, second half of the seven-
teenth century, detail. Private Collection. Bridgeman Images.

18. Étienne le Hongre, The Breaking of the Triple Alliance: Louis XIV 
as Hercules, 1674. Detail of relief sculpture on the south side of the 
Porte Saint-Martin, Paris. Wikimedia Commons.

19. Charles Le Brun, The Taking of Ghent, 1678. Ceiling painting in the 
Galerie des Glaces, Château de Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais 
(Château de Versailles)/René-Gabriel Ojéda/Franck Raux/montage 
Dominique Couto.

20. Charles Le Brun, Louis XIV, 1668. Musée de la Chartreuse, Douai. 
Bridgeman Images.

21. Claude Lefebvre (attr.), Louis II de Bourbon, prince de Condé, and 

xiL ist of Illust r at ions

his son Henri-Jules de Bourbon, duc d’Enghien, mid-seventeenth cen-
tury. Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand 
Palais (Château de Versailles)/Gérard Blot. 

22. Charles Herault after Jacob Ferdinand Voet, François Michel Le Tel-
lier, marquis de Louvois, 1689. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de 
Versailles)/Gérard Blot.

23. Henri Testelin, Jean-Baptiste Colbert presenting to Louis XIV the 
members of the Académie Royale des Sciences in 1667, c. 1675. 
 Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand 
Palais (Château de Versailles)/Gérard Blot. 

24. Jean Nocret, The Family of Louis XIV, c. 1669, detail.  Châteaux de 
Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château 
de Versailles)/image RMN-GP. 

25. Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Louis XIV, 1665. Châteaux de Versailles et de 
Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/
Gérard Blot.

26. Sébastien Leclerc, The Construction of the East Façade of the Louvre, 
1677. Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris

27. Pierre Patel, View of the Château and Gardens of Versailles, c. 1668. 
Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © Château de Ver-
sailles, Dist. RMN-Grand Palais/Christophe Fouin.

28. Jean-Baptiste Martin, View of the stables at Versailles, 1688. Châteaux 
de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château 
de Versailles)/Daniel Arnaudet/Hervé Lewandowski.

29. Sébastien Leclerc, The Galerie des Glaces at Versailles, c. 1684. 
 Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand 
Palais (Château de Versailles)/Gérard Blot.

30. Jean Lepautre, Fifth Day: Fireworks on the Canal at Versailles in 
August 1674, from the series The Entertainments of Versailles, 1676. 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

31. Antoine Trouvain, A Game of Billiards at Versailles, 1694. Châteaux 
de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais ( Château 
de Versailles)/Gérard Blot.

32. Pierre-Denis Martin, The Château de Fontainebleau, c. 1700. Long-
ford Castle. Longford Castle Collection. 

33. François Desportes, Ponne, Bonne and Nonne, c. 1702. Musée du 
Louvre, Paris. © RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre)/Daniel 
Arnaudet.

34. Guillaume Coustou, Louis XIV on Horseback, north façade of the 
Hôtel des Invalides, 1733–4. © Paris-Musée de l’Armée, Dist. RMN-
Grand Palais/Emilie Cambier

Copyrighted Material



xii L ist of Illust r at ions

35. Anon., The King, accompanied by his court, visits the Hotel des 
Invalides, from the Almanach pour l’année 1707. Bibliothèque nation-
ale de France, Paris.

36. Hyacinthe Rigaud, modello for a portrait of Louis XIV in ceremonial 
robes, 1701. Museum of Fine Arts, Montreal.  Purchase, gifts of W. 
Bruce C. Bailey in honour of Hilliard T. Goldfarb, and of Dan and 
André Mayer, the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts’ Volunteer Asso-
ciation Fund, the Museum Campaign 1988-1993 Fund, and the Serge 
Desroches, Hermina Thau, David R. Morrice, Mary Eccles, Jean 
Agnes Reid Fleming, Geraldine C. Chisholm, Margaret A. Reid, F. 
Eleanore Morrice, Harold Lawson, Marjorie Caverhill, Harry W. 
Thorpe and Mona Prentice Bequests. The Montreal Museum of Fine 
Arts/Jena-François Brière.

37. Pierre Mignard, Louise de Kéroualle, Duchess of Portsmouth, 1682. 
© National Portrait Gallery, London.

38. Simon-Alexis Belle, Antoine Nompar de Caumont, duc de Lauzun, 
late eighteenth century. © Max Roy/Musées d’Art et d’Histoire de 
La Rochelle.

39. Pierre Mignard, James II and his family in exile at Saint-Germain, 
1694. Royal Collection Trust © Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2019. 
Bridgeman Images.

40. Benjamin von Block, Leopold I, c. 1672. Kunsthistorisches Museum, 
Vienna. akg-images.  

41. James Thornhill, William III and Queen Mary II, detail from the 
ceiling of the Painted Hall, Royal Naval College, Greenwich. James 
Brittain/Bridgeman Images.

42. Workshop of Henri Gascar, The Apotheosis of John III Sobieski, c. 
1691. Wawel Castle, Cracow.  Wikimedia Creative Commons.

43. Jacques Carrey (attr.), Charles-Marie-François Olier, marquis de 
Nointel, with his suite in Athens, 1674. Musée des Beaux-Arts, Char-
tres, on permanent loan to the Museum of the City of Athens/
Vouros-Eutaxias Foundation.  Musée des beaux-arts de Chartres.

44. Charles Le Brun, Reception of the Siamese Ambassadors by Louis 
XIV in 1686. École nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris. © 
Beaux-Arts de Paris, Dist. RMN-Grand Palais/image Beaux-arts de 
Paris

45. François de Troy, Président Toussaint Rose, Marquis de Coye, c. 
1684. Versailles, châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon. © RMN-
Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/Gérard Blot

46. Simon-Alexis Belle, Abbé Gaultier, c. 1712. Sizergh Castle, Cumbria. 
National Trust Photographic Library/Robert Thrift/Bridgeman Images

xiiiL ist of Illust r at ions

47. Pierre Gobert, Marie-Adélaïde de Savoie, duchesse de Bourgogne, 
1704. Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-
Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/Daniel Arnaudet/Gérard Blot.

48. Hyacinthe Rigaud, Philip V, 1700–1701. Châteaux de Versailles et 
de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/
Gérard Blot.

49. François de Lapointe, The taking of Mons in April 1691, from the 
Almanach pour l’année 1692. Versailles, châteaux de Versailles et de 
Trianon. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/Franck Raux.

50. Jérôme Roussel (engraver), Heidelberga deleta medal, 1693. © Kurp-
fälzisches Museum der Stadt Heidelberg.

51. Anon, The Bombardment of the Grand Place, Brussels, 1695. Brus-
sels City Museum, Brussels.  Musée de la Ville de Bruxelles-Maison 
du Roi.

52. Anon., The Blessing of Heaven on the posterity of Louis the Great, 
1704. Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

53. Nicolas de Largillière (attr.), The Duchesse de Ventadour with Louis 
XIV and his heirs, c. 1715–20. The Wallace Collection, London. Bridge-
man Images.

54. Louis Silvestre, Louis XIV receives the Prince of Saxony, 1714. Châ-
teaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais 
(Château de Versailles)/Gérard Blot/Christian Jean.

55. Pierre Denis Martin, detail of Louis XIV in a wheelchair, from A View 
of the Bassin d’Apollon and the Grand Canal of Versailles, 1713. 
Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand 
 Palais (Château de Versailles)/Philipp Bernard.

Copyrighted Material



xii L ist of Illust r at ions

35. Anon., The King, accompanied by his court, visits the Hotel des 
Invalides, from the Almanach pour l’année 1707. Bibliothèque nation-
ale de France, Paris.

36. Hyacinthe Rigaud, modello for a portrait of Louis XIV in ceremonial 
robes, 1701. Museum of Fine Arts, Montreal.  Purchase, gifts of W. 
Bruce C. Bailey in honour of Hilliard T. Goldfarb, and of Dan and 
André Mayer, the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts’ Volunteer Asso-
ciation Fund, the Museum Campaign 1988-1993 Fund, and the Serge 
Desroches, Hermina Thau, David R. Morrice, Mary Eccles, Jean 
Agnes Reid Fleming, Geraldine C. Chisholm, Margaret A. Reid, F. 
Eleanore Morrice, Harold Lawson, Marjorie Caverhill, Harry W. 
Thorpe and Mona Prentice Bequests. The Montreal Museum of Fine 
Arts/Jena-François Brière.

37. Pierre Mignard, Louise de Kéroualle, Duchess of Portsmouth, 1682. 
© National Portrait Gallery, London.

38. Simon-Alexis Belle, Antoine Nompar de Caumont, duc de Lauzun, 
late eighteenth century. © Max Roy/Musées d’Art et d’Histoire de 
La Rochelle.

39. Pierre Mignard, James II and his family in exile at Saint-Germain, 
1694. Royal Collection Trust © Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2019. 
Bridgeman Images.

40. Benjamin von Block, Leopold I, c. 1672. Kunsthistorisches Museum, 
Vienna. akg-images.  

41. James Thornhill, William III and Queen Mary II, detail from the 
ceiling of the Painted Hall, Royal Naval College, Greenwich. James 
Brittain/Bridgeman Images.

42. Workshop of Henri Gascar, The Apotheosis of John III Sobieski, c. 
1691. Wawel Castle, Cracow.  Wikimedia Creative Commons.

43. Jacques Carrey (attr.), Charles-Marie-François Olier, marquis de 
Nointel, with his suite in Athens, 1674. Musée des Beaux-Arts, Char-
tres, on permanent loan to the Museum of the City of Athens/
Vouros-Eutaxias Foundation.  Musée des beaux-arts de Chartres.

44. Charles Le Brun, Reception of the Siamese Ambassadors by Louis 
XIV in 1686. École nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris. © 
Beaux-Arts de Paris, Dist. RMN-Grand Palais/image Beaux-arts de 
Paris

45. François de Troy, Président Toussaint Rose, Marquis de Coye, c. 
1684. Versailles, châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon. © RMN-
Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/Gérard Blot

46. Simon-Alexis Belle, Abbé Gaultier, c. 1712. Sizergh Castle, Cumbria. 
National Trust Photographic Library/Robert Thrift/Bridgeman Images

xiiiL ist of Illust r at ions

47. Pierre Gobert, Marie-Adélaïde de Savoie, duchesse de Bourgogne, 
1704. Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-
Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/Daniel Arnaudet/Gérard Blot.

48. Hyacinthe Rigaud, Philip V, 1700–1701. Châteaux de Versailles et 
de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/
Gérard Blot.

49. François de Lapointe, The taking of Mons in April 1691, from the 
Almanach pour l’année 1692. Versailles, châteaux de Versailles et de 
Trianon. © RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/Franck Raux.

50. Jérôme Roussel (engraver), Heidelberga deleta medal, 1693. © Kurp-
fälzisches Museum der Stadt Heidelberg.

51. Anon, The Bombardment of the Grand Place, Brussels, 1695. Brus-
sels City Museum, Brussels.  Musée de la Ville de Bruxelles-Maison 
du Roi.

52. Anon., The Blessing of Heaven on the posterity of Louis the Great, 
1704. Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

53. Nicolas de Largillière (attr.), The Duchesse de Ventadour with Louis 
XIV and his heirs, c. 1715–20. The Wallace Collection, London. Bridge-
man Images.

54. Louis Silvestre, Louis XIV receives the Prince of Saxony, 1714. Châ-
teaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand Palais 
(Château de Versailles)/Gérard Blot/Christian Jean.

55. Pierre Denis Martin, detail of Louis XIV in a wheelchair, from A View 
of the Bassin d’Apollon and the Grand Canal of Versailles, 1713. 
Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles. © RMN-Grand 
 Palais (Château de Versailles)/Philipp Bernard.

Copyrighted Material



Copyrighted Material



N

0

0 2 miles

5 km

Paris

Louvre

Vincennes

Versailles

Trianon

Marly

Meudon

Saint-Cloud

Saint-Cyr

Saint-Denis

Saint-Germain 

Sceaux

1. Paris and its Environs

Sein
e

Seine

Seine

Se
in

e

Chantilly

Compiègne

Fontainebleau

Maintenon

Rambouillet

Versailles

Vaux

Paris

Versailles

ParisParis

Copyrighted Material



0 100 200 km

0 50 100 miles

B a y  o f
B i s c a y

Mediterranean
Sea

E n g l i s h C h a n n e l

Dordogne

Garonne

Loi
re

R
hô

ne

Seine

M
euse

M
oselle

Rhône

Sa
ôn

e

Rhône

R
he

in

Duran
ce

E N G L A N D

S P A I N

SWISS
CONFEDERATION

PIEDMONT

HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE

Saarbrücken
(Saarlouis)

Angers

Rennes

Bourges

Dijon

Reims

Troyes

Avignon

Grenoble

Douai

Cambrai

Dunkirk

Calais
TournaiLille

Besançon

Bordeaux

Paris

Nîmes

Toulouse

Lyon

Nancy

Le Mans

Metz

Dieppe

Rouen

Nevers

Blois

Orléans

Poitiers

Amiens

Aix

Toulon

Marseille

Perpignan

Saumur

Tours
Nantes

Ghent

Geneva

Basel

Freiburg

Mainz

Heidelberg
Trier

Cologne

Frankfurt

Brussels

Strasbourg

Arras

Richelieu

Gien

Stenay
Montmédy

Saint-Jean
de Luz

Brouage

Montpellier

ANJOU

ALSACE

ARTOIS

AUNIS

AUVERGNE

BERRY

BRITTANY

BURGUNDY

CHAMPAGNE
& BRIE

COMTAT
VENAISSIN

DAUPHINÉ

FLANDERS
& HAINAUT

FOIX

FRANCHE-
COMTÉ

GUYENNE  &  GASCONY

ÎLE DE 
FRANCE

LIMOUSIN

LANGUEDOC

LORRAINE
& BAR

LYONNAIS

BOURBONNAIS

MAINE

MARCHE

METZ &
VERDUN

NAVARRE
& BÉARN

NIVERNAIS

NORMANDY

ORLÉANAIS

PICARDY

POITOU

PROVENCE

ROUSSILLON

SAINTONGE
& ANGOUMOIS

SAMUROIS

TOURAINE

TOUL

N

2. The Kingdom of France, c. 1715

Principal cities visited by Louis XIV

Aix 1660
Amiens 1653
Arras 1654, 1667, 1670, 1673, 1674
Besançon 1674, 1683
Blois 1652
Bordeaux 1650, 1659, 1660
Brouage 1660
Calais 1658, 1677
Cambrai 1677, 1684
Dieppe 1647
Dijon 1650
Douai 1667, 1677
Dunkirk 1658, 1662, 1670, 1671, 1677, 1680
Freiburg 1681
Gien 1652
Lille 1667, 1670, 1671, 1672, 1680
Lyon 1658
Marseille 1660
Montmédy 1657
Nancy 1673
Nantes 1661
Nîmes 1660
Poitiers 1651-2
Reims 1654
Richelieu 1650, 1660
Rouen 1650
Saarbrücken 1683
Saint-Jean de Luz 1660
Stenay 1654
Strasbourg 1681, 1683
Toulon 1660
Toulouse 1659
Tournai 1667, 1670, 1671, 1673, 1680
Tours 1652, 1660 Lorraine was occupied by French troops

between 1670 and 1697. 
The Comtat Venaissin belonged to the Papacy.
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2. The Kingdom of France, c. 1715

Principal cities visited by Louis XIV

Aix 1660
Amiens 1653
Arras 1654, 1667, 1670, 1673, 1674
Besançon 1674, 1683
Blois 1652
Bordeaux 1650, 1659, 1660
Brouage 1660
Calais 1658, 1677
Cambrai 1677, 1684
Dieppe 1647
Dijon 1650
Douai 1667, 1677
Dunkirk 1658, 1662, 1670, 1671, 1677, 1680
Freiburg 1681
Gien 1652
Lille 1667, 1670, 1671, 1672, 1680
Lyon 1658
Marseille 1660
Montmédy 1657
Nancy 1673
Nantes 1661
Nîmes 1660
Poitiers 1651-2
Reims 1654
Richelieu 1650, 1660
Rouen 1650
Saarbrücken 1683
Saint-Jean de Luz 1660
Stenay 1654
Strasbourg 1681, 1683
Toulon 1660
Toulouse 1659
Tournai 1667, 1670, 1671, 1673, 1680
Tours 1652, 1660 Lorraine was occupied by French troops

between 1670 and 1697. 
The Comtat Venaissin belonged to the Papacy.
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= Gaston,
Duc d’Orléans

1608–60

1. The Houses of France and Savoy

Henri IV
1589–1610

(2) Marie de’ Médicis
1575–1642

=

=

=×

Louis XIII
1601–43

LOUIS XIV
1638–1715

Anne of
Austria

1601–66

=

Marie Thérèse
of Spain
1638–83

Mlle de
Nantes

1673–1743

Louise de (1)
La Vallière
1644–1710

Comte de
Vermandois

1667–83

Prince de
Conti

1666–85

Marie Anne
1666–1739

=

Marie,
Duchesse de
Montpensier

1605–27

Anne-Marie-Louise
‘la Grande Mademoiselle’

1627–93

Louis, Dauphin
1661–1711 

Marie Anne
de Bavière
1660–90

=

Louis, Duc de
Bourgogne
1682–1712

Maria Luisa
of Savoy

1688–1714

Philippe,
Duc d’Anjou
(Philip V,  

King of Spain,
1700–24;
1724–46)

1683–1746

 =

Louis XV
1710–74

× Mme de (2)
Montespan
1640–1707

Duc du
Maine

1670–1736

Mlle
d’Enghien

1676–1753

= =Comte de
Toulouse

1678–1737

Duc de
Bourbon

1668–1710

Marie Adélaïde
of Savoy

1685–1712The family trees have been simpli�ed to show
only individuals mentioned in this book.

× = monarch’s relationship with a mistress
by whom he had officially recognized children.
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= =(1) Henriette Anne of England
1644–70

(see Table 3)
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=

 =  =
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Charles Emanuel II,
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= (2) Marie Jeanne
Baptiste de Savoie

de Nemours
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Victor Amadeus II,
Duke of Savoy and,

from 1720,
King of Sardinia
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(2) Elisabeth Charlotte
of the Palatinate
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Duke of Savoy

and King of Sardinia
1701–73

Anne-Marie (1)
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1669–1728
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1676–1744

Leopold Joseph I,
Duke of Lorraine

1679–1729 
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2. Bourbon Cousins: The Houses of Vendôme, Condé and Soissons

Charles de Bourbon,
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=

Jeanne,
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(see Table 1)
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Anne Henriette
de Bavière
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(see Table 3)

Louis III,
Duc de Bourbon

1668–1710

Mlle de
Nantes

1673–1713
(see Table 1)
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Prince de Condé
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Eléanor de
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Henri I
1552–88
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=

=

==

Charlotte Cathérine
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Prince de Conti
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‘King of Poland’
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Comte
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Louis,
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Prince
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of Savoy

1596–1656 
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Prince Eugene
of Savoy

1663–1736
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3. The English Succession

James I
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Anne of Denmark
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1600–49
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James,
Duke of
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× James II
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(1) Anne Hyde
1637–71

Anne
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Prince George
of Denmark
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William Henry,
Duke of Gloucester

1689–1700

(2) Mary of
Modena
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=‘James III’
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1702–35

Charles
Edward
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Henry,
Cardinal of York

1725–1807
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Marie

1692–1712
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1644–70
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Anne-Marie
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(See Table 1) 

Charles Louis,
Elector Palatine

1617–80
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Charlotte of
Hesse-Kassel

1627–86

Edward
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de Bavière
1648–1723

Elizabeth Charlotte
‘Madame Palatine’
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George I
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Augustus

of Hanover
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Sophia
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Dorothea
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Charlotte
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King in Prussia
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George II
1683–1760
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4. The Spanish Succession

=

=

= =

Philip III
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Margaret of Austria
1584–1611

Anne
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Louis XIII
(see also

Tables 1 and 2)

Louis XIV
1638–1715

Marie Thérèse
of Spain
1638–83

Louis, ‘Le Grand Dauphin’
1661–1711

Marie Anne
de Bavière
1660–90

Louis,
Duc de Bourgogne

1682–1712

Marie Adélaïde
of Savoy

1685-1712
(see Table 1)

Kings of France

Philip V
1683–1746

(1) Maria Luisa of Savoy
(2) Elisabeth of Parma

Maria
Amalia

of Saxony
1724–60

Kings of Spain
and Kings of Naples

Dukes of Parma

Philip,
Duke of Parma

1720–65

= Louise
Elisabeth
of France
1727–59

=

Philippe
Duc d’Orléans

1640–1701

Philip IV
1605–65
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1602–44

(2) Mariana of
Austria

1634–96

Carlos II
1661–1700

(2) Elisabeth Charlotte
of the Palatinate

1652–1722

Philippe,
Duc d’Orléans,

later Regent
1674–1723

(see also
Tables 1 and 2)

House of Orléans

Charles III,
King of Naples

(from 1735)
and Spain

(from 1759)
1716–88
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1606–46
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1651–73

Leopold I
1640–1705
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Neuburg

1655–1720
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Joseph Ferdinand
1692–99

Joseph I
1678–1711

Charles VI
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Spanish throne as

‘Charles III’)
 1685–1740

Elisabeth
Christine

of Brunswick-
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1691–1750

Maria Theresa
1717–80

Francis I,
Duke of Lorraine
and Holy Roman

Emperor
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House of
Habsburg-Lorraine
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=
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Introduction: A Thousand Years of France

Louis XIV was both King of France and a global ruler with global amb-
itions. He founded colonies in America, Africa and India, tried to seize 
Siam (as Thailand was then known), sent missionaries and mathematicians 
to the Emperor of China and launched the struggle for France’s global 
markets which continues to this day. The motto he adopted early in his 
reign, in 1662, expressed his hopes and desires: ‘Nec pluribus impar’ (liter-
ally ‘Not unequal to more’), meaning ‘not incapable of ruling other 
dominions’, as well as ‘not unequal to many enemies’.

Louis was a man in pursuit of glory, a king devoted to dynastic aggran-
dizement and a leader bent on national expansion. He is also an argument. 
How could such a civilized man, exceptionally considerate to women (he 
built the best girls’ school of the age, near Versailles at   Saint-  Cyr), order 
acts of barbarism against French Protestants and France’s neighbours? Was 
Louis le Grand, as he was called from 1680, master or instrument of his 
court, his ministers and his � nanciers? Did he leave France stronger or 
weaker? He dominated his age and, since he chose the sun as his symbol, 
later became known as le roi   soleil –  the Sun King. Did he deserve the name?

The present biography has bene� ted from a surge of new books on his 
palaces, 1 household, 2 � nances, 3 diplomacy, 4 ministers, 5 armies, 6 for-
tresses, 7 enemies, 8 Catholic faith 9 and health, 10 from the recently published 
complete correspondence of his second wife, Madame de Maintenon, 11 
and from an account of his itinerary throughout his life, 12 as well as from 
the many books published in 2015 to mark the 300th anniversary of his 
death. 13

Thanks to these and numerous other works, as well as my own 
researches in archives in Paris and London, this biography can take Louis 
out of Versailles (his main residence for less than half his reign, and never 
the only one) and show the view from Lille, Besançon and Strasbourg, as 
well as from London, Madrid, Constantinople and Bangkok. Multiple 
perspectives are needed for, in addition to working for the expansion of 
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3In t roduct ion: A T housa nd Y e a rs of Fr a nce

In 751 Childeric I I I , the last of Clovis’s Merovingian dynasty, had been 
con� ned to a monastery by his Mayor of the Palace, Pepin, who became 
the � rst king of the Carolingian dynasty. From 768 to 814 one of the great 
rulers in European history, Pepin’s son Charlemagne, extended the Frank-
ish kingdom into an empire stretching from the Elbe to the Ebro, and from 
the Baltic to the Mediterranean. He was crowned emperor by the Pope in 
Rome in 800.

The Treaty of Verdun in 843 divided Charlemagne’s Empire between 
his three grandsons. King Charles the Bald ruled the west, called Francia 
after the Franks, although most of the population was of Celtic or   Gallo- 
 Roman stock. The middle land, stretching from the North Sea to Italy, 
was called Lotharingia after its ruler, the eldest grandson the Emperor 
Lothar, who reigned from Charlemagne’s old capital Aachen in the Frank-
ish heartland, near the Rhine. The east was ruled from Regensburg by 
King Louis the German. Absorbing most of Lotharingia after its disint-
egration in the tenth century, by 962 the rulers of the eastern kingdom 
had become emperors. Their territory had begun its evolution into the 
collection of around 300   semi-  independent principalities, bishoprics, cities 
and counties known, in Louis XIV’s reign, as the Holy Roman Empire 
of the German Nation.

After the death of the last Carolingian king of Francia or France, one 
of his relations, a prominent noble called Hugues Capet, was elected king 
by other great nobles in 987. His own domains included only the region 
around Paris, known as the Île de France, stretching from Compiègne 
north of Paris to Orléans to the south. Other regions of France formed 
autonomous � efdoms under rival dynasties, supported by local interests 
and loyalties. Their allegiance to the king of France was little more than 
nominal.

Slowly, however, the kings of France extended their control. One of 
their principal advantages was the prestige of coronation at Reims. The 
ceremony was partly based on that of the kings of Israel, as described in 
the � rst book of Samuel in the Old Testament. Like them, the king of 
France was not only crowned but anointed with holy oil. A dove was 
believed to have descended from heaven to Reims bearing a container or 
‘holy ampulla’ full of oil. The king of France was considered a sacred 
� gure, with the power to heal, by his royal touch, men and women suf-
fering from scrofula.

Other weapons were the growth of their capital Paris into the largest 
city north of the Alps, able to supply an army and administration; a grow-
ing sense of national identity and pride in France, and in being and 
speaking French (a literary language before Italian, English or German); 

2 King of the World

France on the Rhine, the Mississippi and the Mekong, Louis pursued goals 
outside France. They included the restoration of his Stuart cousins to the 
thrones of England, Scotland and Ireland; the election of a French prince 
as king of Poland and grand duke of Lithuania; and the preservation as 
great powers of France’s allies the Ottoman Empire and Sweden. Louis’ 
greatest single mistake, the Revocation in 1685 of the Edict of Nantes 
which had permitted Protestant worship in France, was triggered not only 
by internal French forces, and his own Catholic zeal, but also by his rivalry 
with the House of Austria for the leadership of Catholic Europe.

Similarly, Louis’ most famous single building, Versailles, was created 
not only for France but for the world: to attract and impress foreign visi-
tors, and to surpass all other palaces, past and present. It was a bid for 
global fame, as well as his personal combination of royal residence, gov-
ernment and military headquarters, art gallery, music and ballet festival, 
and   show-  place for French products.

The end of Louis’ reign would be dominated by pursuit of another 
global ambition, the Spanish succession. After his marriage in 1660 to the 
Infanta María Teresa, elder daughter of Philip IV of Spain, he hoped that 
one of their descendants, rather than one of the King’s cousins in Vienna, 
would inherit the entire Spanish monarchy, including its global Empire 
stretching from Mexico to Sicily. Unlike in France, the Spanish monarchy 
could pass through the female line, and his   brother-  in-  law Carlos I I , King 
of Spain from 1665, was a childless invalid.

When Carlos died in 1700, Louis accepted his decision to leave the 
Spanish monarchy to Louis’ second grandson, instead of observing inter-
national treaties which proposed to divide the monarchy and give France 
more territory. Philippe, Duc d’Anjou became El Rey Don Felipe V. Louis 
had put Spain before France, his family before his country. Fighting to 
keep Philip on the throne of Spain against a European coalition, he brought 
France close to collapse. Nevertheless, the present King of Spain, Philip 
VI, is a descendant of Louis XIV.

Louis XIV was able to play a global role because of the power of the 
kingdom of France. His reign and personality were conditioned by the 
geography, history, demography and traditions of the country he ruled. 
When he inherited the throne in 1643, the French monarchy was over a 
thousand years old. Between 481 and 511 Clovis, King of the Franks, one 
of the barbarian tribes which had invaded the Roman Empire, ruled what 
is now northern France and part of northern Germany. Around 497 Clovis 
converted to Christianity, and was baptized in Reims,   north-  east of Paris 
in the Frankish heartland.
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is now northern France and part of northern Germany. Around 497 Clovis 
converted to Christianity, and was baptized in Reims,   north-  east of Paris 
in the Frankish heartland.
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Charles VII from his   power-  base south of the Loire, defeated English 
forces besieging Orléans and led him to be crowned king in Reims. The 
French monarchy was proving stronger than its foes.

The recapture of Bordeaux by Charles VII in 1453 signalled the end 
of the � rst Hundred Years War between the kings of France and England 
(the second would begin under Louis XIV). Tudor monarchs, however, 
still hoped to conquer slices of France. The kings of England continued 
to use the title king of France, and to quarter the   � eurs-  de-  lys of the kings 
of France in their coat of arms, until the Treaty of Amiens between George 
I I I and the French Republic in 1802.

To the north lay another rival of the French monarchy: the Duchy of 
Burgundy. Until the reign of Louis XIV, the kings of France followed 
contradictory dynastic strategies, simultaneously expanding their domain 
and diminishing it, by assigning provinces known as appanages to younger 
sons, in order to support them and enhance their status. Monarchy 
remained a family business. In 1369 Philip the Bold, youngest brother of 
Charles V, who had been created duke of Burgundy, married Margaret of 
Burgundy, heiress of the provinces of Flanders, Brabant, Artois and the  
 Franche-  Comté in the Holy Roman Empire. Further advantageous mar-
riages by his descendants led to the creation of a wealthy composite 
monarchy, a revived Lotharingia called ‘Burgundy’. It soon ruled most of 
the coveted ‘middle land’ between France and the Holy Roman Empire, 
a tangle of small states without clear political, linguistic or geographical 
frontiers, stretching from the North Sea through the fertile provinces of 
the Southern Netherlands and the wooded hills of the Ardennes to Lor-
raine, Alsace and the confederation of cantons beginning to be known as 
Switzerland.

Philip’s   great-  grandson Charles the Bold, Duke of Burgundy (who had 
hoped to unite his dominions into a single Kingdom of Burgundy), died 
in January 1477, his corpse devoured by wolves after his defeat outside 
Nancy, capital of the Duchy of Lorraine, which he had hoped to conquer. 
The Duchy of Burgundy, encouraged by its local assembly or Estates, 
returned to French rule. Flanders, however, and the neighbouring prov-
inces, as well as the   Franche-  Comté, remained united under the Duke’s 
daughter Mary. She married the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I, 
head of the House of Austria. The rivalry between their descendants and 
the kings of France would dominate Louis XIV’s reign and last until the 
French Revolution and beyond.

Meanwhile the kingdom of France continued to absorb outlying prov-
inces. In 1481, after the death of the last Count of Provence, Provence and 
Marseille, formerly owing allegiance to the Empire, acknowledged the 

4 King of the World

and the exceptional fecundity of Hugues Capet’s descendants, the House 
of France. Rival dynasties died out. The many branches of the House of 
France multiplied.

After the conquest of England by the Duke of Normandy in 1066, the 
kings of England became the principal rivals of the kings of France. In the 
second half of the twelfth century Henry I I of England and his sons also 
ruled the duchies of Guienne in the   south-  west and Poitou, Anjou and 
Normandy in the west of France. The Louvre began as a fort built in  
 1190–  1202, at the same time as the city wall, by King Philippe Auguste, 
to protect Paris from English attacks. By 1204, however, as a result of 
English dissensions as well as his own strength, Philippe Auguste had 
conquered all the French possessions of the King of England, except the 
area around Bordeaux.

The French monarchy further increased in power and prestige in   1226– 
 70, during the reign of King Louis IX, who would later become its revered 
patron saint, St Louis. After the ‘Albigensian Crusade’ in   1209–  29 against 
the heretical Cathars, Toulouse and Languedoc were annexed to the royal 
domain. The population of the kingdom of France reached 17 million in 
1300, more than any other country in Europe.

The power and attraction of France were shown by the submission of 
the Archbishop and city of Lyon to French rule in 1312, although Lyon 
had been part of the Holy Roman Empire. In 1349 Humbert I I , the last 
ruler of Dauphiné, sold his province, also part of the Holy Roman Empire 
on the east bank of the Rhône, to the French crown. Henceforth, as he 
had stipulated, the eldest son of the king was called the Dauphin, the 
traditional � rst name of rulers of the province.

The kings of England remained half French in culture and ambitions. 
The Salic Law restricting the French crown to men descended from previ-
ous kings in the male line was invented in   1337–  40 in a vain attempt to 
stop Edward I I I of England claiming the throne of France, through his 
mother Isabella, daughter and sister of kings of France.

By the 1360s the ambition of Edward I I I of England to rule France had 
been thwarted: he was left with the   south-  west corner around Bordeaux, 
and Calais. The Louvre expanded into a forti� ed palace under the culti-
vated King Charles V, who reigned from 1364 to 1380, and also built 
another forti� ed palace at Vincennes east of Paris. In 1420, after a string 
of victories, another king of England, Henry V, tried to create a composite  
 Anglo-  French monarchy. He was declared heir to the mad King Charles 
VI of France, but died in 1422, the same year as Charles himself. For a 
time his son Henry VI ruled northern France, as well as England. In 1429, 
however, an illiterate peasant called Jeanne d’Arc took Charles VI’s son 
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France were encouraged by François I’s sister Marguerite, Queen of Nav-
arre (another woman writer), and his mistress the Duchesse d’Etampes. 14

At least since the marriage of Charles VII I to Anne, Duchess of Brit-
tany, the Queen’s household and apartments had been almost as large and 
magni� cent as the King’s. It was Queen Anne, wrote the French chronicler 
Pierre de Brantôme, author of Vies des dames galantes, who introduced 
‘la grande cour des dames’ and asked for noblewomen to enter her house-
hold in order to educate them and increase her own importance. A court 
without women, he wrote, was like a garden without � owers. 15

Anne of Brittany’s   son-  in-  law François I, who reigned from 1515 to 
1547, spent much of the year away from Paris, surrounded by women in 
his favourite hunting palaces of Fontainebleau, in a forest   south-  east of 
Paris, and Chambord, in a forest near the Loire. The former was an 
ancient royal castle which he expanded and had redecorated by Italian 
artists like Primaticcio and Cellini. The latter was a vast new palace and 
hunting lodge of 440 rooms which he built in   1519–  47, possibly from 
designs by Leonardo da Vinci. 16

Long before Louis XIV’s creation of Versailles, François I made the 
French court a synonym for splendour. In 1544 the Mantuan Ambassador 
wrote: ‘If you have not seen the court of France, you have not seen what 
grandeur is.’ 17 This grandeur came not only from the number of courtiers 
(perhaps 10,000 in all) and the size of the palaces, but also from the luxury 
of the objects inside: pictures, jewels, furniture, tapestries. The court was 
always on the move, particularly between the many royal residences in 
the Île de France and the valley of the Loire, in search of safety, revenue, 
food and hunting. 18 Sometimes, it needed 12,000 horses to transport it. 
One shocked Italian bishop wrote to Cosimo de’ Medici: ‘this court is like 
no other . . . here one thinks of nothing but hunting, women, banquets 
and moving house.’ 19 Louis XIV’s grandfather Henri IV would later boast 
that he had never slept in the same place two nights running. 20

Both when the King was a minor and after he reached maturity, his 
mother publicly exercised or shared his authority. François I’s   daughter- 
 in-  law Catherine de Médicis, widow of his son Henri I I , served as regent 
or a member of the council in   1560–  88 during the reigns of her sons 
Charles IX and Henri I I I . So did Marie de Médicis, widow of Henri IV, 
in   1610–  17 and   1620–  30 during the reign of her son Louis XII I , and Anne 
of Austria in   1643–  61 during the early reign of her son Louis XIV. Anne 
had the largest household of any queen of France (701 members in 1646), 
larger at times than her son’s. 21 Under Louis XIV women would enjoy 
greater power than at any time before the Fifth Republic.

6 King of the World

suzerainty of the King of France, while retaining much of their adminis-
trative autonomy; until 1789 French laws would be promulgated in 
Provence in the name not of the King of France but of the ‘King of France, 
Comte de Provence’.

The Duchy of Brittany had been   semi-  independent since the ninth cen-
tury, with its own language, laws, parliament (known as Estates since it 
contained representatives of the three   estates –  church, nobility and Third 
Estate) and dynasty. In 1491 the heiress to Brittany, Duchess Anne, 
although dedicated to Breton independence, was obliged to marry Charles 
VII I , King of France, who had invaded her duchy. After his death, she 
married his cousin and successor Louis XII. In 1532 under François I,  
 son-  in-  law of Anne of Brittany, the personal union between the Duchy and 
the kingdom was replaced by a perpetual administrative union, although 
the Duchy, like Provence, was allowed to retain many independent institu-
tions. In 1527 after the rebellion of the Constable de Bourbon, a descendant 
of the � fth son of St Louis, his duchy of the Bourbonnais was also united 
to the crown domain. As a further unifying gesture, François I by the Edict 
of   Villers-  Cotterêts of 1539 decreed that of� cial documents such as parish 
registers should be henceforth kept in French, rather than Latin or other 
languages like langue d’oc, the language of the south.

By the Treaty of   Cateau-  Cambrésis signed with the King of Spain in 
1559, François I’s son Henri I I abandoned his claims to the Duchy of 
Milan and the kingdom of Naples, for which kings of France had been 
� ghting since 1494. However, he won control of three cities between Lor-
raine and   Alsace –   Metz, Toul and Verdun. He thereby reasserted the 
French monarchy’s desire for expansion eastwards into the middle land, 
a region which Louis XIV would get to know extremely well, as it would 
be the scene of most of his wars.

After the dynasty, the court was another unifying institution, as central 
to France’s development as Parliament to England or the army to Prussia. 
In addition to the King and Queen, other members of the royal family had 
households of their own, drawn from most classes and regions. The court 
was not only a constellation of households and departments but also a 
dynamic force, strengthening and celebrating royal power and driving 
cultural and religious change. More than any other court, perhaps because 
of a long succession of forceful queens consort and queens regent since 
Isabeau de Bavière, wife of the mad King Charles VI in the early � fteenth 
century, the French court was also a female   power-  base. The Book of the 
City of Ladies, one of the � rst defences of women’s rights, and one of the 
� rst French books by a woman, was written around 1400 by one of Isa-
beau de Bavière’s servants, Christine de Pisan. The � rst Protestants in 
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In 1576 the Duc de Guise, Grand Maître de France or head of the King’s 
household, and a cousin of the Duke of Lorraine, had formed the Catholic 
League. He claimed descent from Charlemagne and, with the � nancial 
support of Philip I I of Spain, had designs on the throne of Charles IX’s 
brother and successor Henri I I I . On 12 May 1588 barricades made of 
barrels and paving stones were erected in the streets leading up to the 
Louvre itself by Parisians infatuated with the Duc de Guise. Royal troops 
lost control of the capital. As Henri I I I � ed to Chartres on 13 May, he 
cursed Paris, which he had once loved more than his wife, and said he 
would return only through a breach in the walls. 30

Through the taille, or land tax on   non-  nobles, and the gabelle, or salt 
tax, the French monarchy had greater permanent annual revenues than 
other monarchs. Since the fourteenth century, the States General, a 
national parliament assembling deputies of the clergy, the nobility and the 
third estate, had been occasionally summoned when the crown needed 
more money. The size of France limited this institution’s usefulness, unlike 
the many local assemblies in provinces like Brittany and Provence. Thanks 
to the Salic Law, France lacked the disputed successions needing validation 
by a national institution which in England in the � fteenth and sixteenth 
centuries increased the importance of Parliament.

Now, in desperation at his loss of power, Henri I I I summoned the 
States General to the royal chateau of Blois on the Loire. They too, how-
ever, favoured the League and the Duc de Guise. More aggressive than 
the English Parliament, they demanded control of appointments to the 
King’s court and his   council –  in other words, a share of executive power. 
They also imposed Catholicism as a condition of succession to the throne. 31 
The King decided to eliminate Guise.

The King used not his Gardes du Corps, since they had been in� ltrated 
by the League, but another force he had created in 1584 ‘for his most reli-
able and faithful guard’. Mainly bachelor nobles from the   south-  west, les  
 quarante-  cinq or les gentilshommes ordinaires du roi, as they were called, 
were directly under the King’s authority (since Guise and his brother the 
Duc de Mayenne controlled much of the royal household through their 
of� ces of grand maître and grand chambellan  ), and guarded him day and 
night. 32 On the morning of 23 December   Guise –  ignoring warnings with 
the boast ‘whom God guards is well guarded’ –  was summoned from the 
council chamber, where he could impose his wishes on the King, through 
the King’s bedroom to the Cabinet Vieux. There the   quarante-  cinq over-
powered and killed the Duke. 33

As he contemplated his enemy’s corpse, Henri I I I is said to have 
remarked, ‘My God, how tall he is! He is even taller dead than alive.’ 34 

8 King of the World

The most important section of the king’s household, far larger than in 
other royal courts, was his guard. The Gardes du Corps, companies of 
mounted gentlemen, had been founded in 1419, when half of France was 
occupied by English troops. So little trusted were the French by the future 
Charles VII that he raised a company of Scots archers ‘ordonnez à la garde 
du corps du roy’: Scotland was a trusted ally in the wars against England. 22 
Three more companies of French Gardes du Corps had been added by 
1514, as well as a company of Swiss guards. 23 King Ferdinand of Aragon 
said: ‘no one in all Christendom had such a guard, nor one which was so 
well ordered.’ 24

Throughout his reign Louis XIV would devote particular attention to 
his guard. His court was distinguished by ‘the incessant aspect of force’, 
wrote the Venetian Ambassador in 1684: ‘never was a sovereign guarded 
with more diligent vigilance,’ both inside and outside Versailles, and along 
its corridors and staircases. 25 The Captain of the Gardes du Corps on duty 
was always beside him, responsible for his security, and for granting per-
mission to individuals who wished to speak to him. 26 Gardes du Corps 
would surround Louis at his coronation in Reims on 7 June 1654, and 
escort his cof� n in the funeral procession from Versailles to   Saint-  Denis 
on 9 September 1715. 27

For the king of France, and Louis XIV in particular, was a military 
leader as well as a sacred monarch. When he was crowned, he was given 
‘the Sword of Charlemagne’ and golden spurs as well as the crown, orb, 
sceptre and hand of justice. One proverb said: ‘Qui retire l’épée, perd le 
sceptre’: ‘Who sheathes the sword, loses the sceptre.’

The ‘wars of religion’ which devastated France after 1560 con� rmed 
that royal power was based on force as well as religion. Great nobles like 
the La Trémoille and La Rochefoucauld families, and the King’s Bourbon 
cousins the King of Navarre and the Prince de Condé, turned Protestant, 
as did an arc of cities stretching from La Rochelle on the Atlantic coast 
down to Nîmes and up to the Protestant stronghold of Geneva. Protestant 
forces under Condé tried to ‘surprise’ or kidnap the court at Meaux on 
28 September 1567. It was saved only by the speed of its horses and car-
riages as it � ed to Paris at two in the morning, and by the loyalty of Swiss 
mercenaries. 28 In reaction to growing insecurity, the Gardes Françaises, 
a regiment of 1,000 foot soldiers, had been formed to help guard François 
I’s grandson Charles IX in 1563. On 24 August 1572, as hatred rose 
between Catholics and Protestants assembled in Paris to celebrate the 
future Henri IV’s marriage to Marguerite de Valois, sister of Charles IX, 
the regiment led the St Bartholomew’s Eve Massacre of Protestants in the 
streets of Paris and the courtyards of the Louvre. 29
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independent Burgundy, his cousin the Duc de Mercoeur to be duke of 
Brittany, and the Duke of Savoy to annex Provence and Dauphiné. Paris 
was ‘puri� ed’ by repeated religious processions. Although the supreme 
French law court, known as the Parlement of Paris, defended the Salic 
Law as the basis of all others, the Council of Sixteen ruling the city asked 
for Philip II of Spain or his daughter the Infanta Isabella (whose mother 
had been a daughter of Henri II) to ascend the throne, and admitted a 
Spanish garrison. Pamphleteers called leaders on both sides vipers and 
scorpions feeding on the corpse of France. 40

Henri IV had to besiege Paris twice, to prove himself an invincible hero 
in battle and to convert to Catholicism (the sixth time that he changed 
religion) before he could � nally enter his capital, on 22 March 1594. Later 
that day he watched the last Spanish and Neapolitan soldiers leave Paris 
by another gate. He too had been helped by foreign forces, German Prot-
estant mercenaries and above all English loans, ships and soldiers: to his 
Surintendant des Finances Maximilien de Sully, he later described Eliza-
beth I as ‘a second self’. 41 After his entry into Paris, he felt obliged to visit 
every parish church in the capital, to reassure Parisians he was neither a 
Protestant nor the devil incarnate. 42

By 1598, when he made peace with Spain, Henri IV controlled the same 
extent of territory as Henri II and Henri III. Despite his apparent triumph, 
he had felt obliged to buy nobles’ and factions’ submission: the Guise family 
for example received 4 million livres in 1593. 43 By the ‘perpetual and 
 irrevocable’ Edict of Nantes of 1598, guaranteeing Protestants the right 
to worship in public in certain localities, he bought their submission. 
Echoing an edict of Henri III in 1576, he had also given them the right to 
garrison certain fortresses as places de sûreté (Saumur, Nîmes, Mont-
pellier, Grenoble and other cities). In areas where they could worship in 
public, he also established mixed   Catholic–  Protestant courts. By secret 
clauses, the King even agreed to pay Protestant pastors, teachers and some 
of their garrisons. Later, contrary to the terms of the Edict banning Prot-
estant services in and around Paris, he permitted Protestant services at 
Charenton just east of Paris. French Protestants, although forming no 
more than around 6 per cent of the population, ran the equivalent of a 
state within the state, with separate assemblies and armed forces. 44

In   1598–  1610 France enjoyed a rare interval of peace. The King could 
concentrate on building projects in Paris and the Île de France. Louis XIV 
would be taught to regard him as ‘Henri le Grand’, a hero as well as one 
of the greatest kings of France.

However, Henri IV’s heart often ruled his head. In 1610 he planned 
war with Spain, partly in continuation of the traditional French struggle 

10 King of the World

Most of France rose in rebellion. The King’s execution of Guise’s brother 
the Cardinal de Guise, who had crowned and anointed him at Reims in 
1575, was considered especially shocking. The university of Paris, the 
Sorbonne, deposed ‘ce misérable bougre de roi’, as ‘the former king’ was 
known, and released his subjects from their oath of allegiance. His name 
was deleted from public prayers. 35 Members of the League wrote that ‘the 
people make kings, not kings the people.’ 36 Henri I I I retained control only 
of the royal heartland of the Loire, Bordeaux and the Dauphiné. Tours 
became the de facto capital of France, as Bourges had been in the previous 
century when the King of England had ruled northern France. 37

On 1 August 1589 Henri I I I was stabbed to death in a revenge assas-
sination by a Dominican friar called Jacques Clément, at   Saint-  Cloud 
outside Paris, which he was besieging. The King had received him in 
private, on the commode, because the friar claimed to have secret infor-
mation for Henri’s ears only. 38 In Paris Guise’s sister the Duchesse de 
Montpensier, one of the leaders of the League, declared, ‘my only regret 
is that he did not know before his death that I had ordered it.’ She then 
drove through the streets in her carriage, proclaiming, ‘Good news, my 
friends! Good news! The tyrant is dead!’ 39

Henri I I I ’s childlessness had been a source of weakness. Under the Salic 
Law his heir was his distant Protestant cousin, Louis XIV’s grandfather 
Henri, King of Navarre, a descendant of the � fth son of St Louis, Robert 
Comte de Clermont, founder of the Bourbon branch of the House of 
France. Navarre was a small kingdom in the western Pyrenees, founded 
in the ninth century by Visigoths � eeing the Arab conquerors of Spain. 
Henri had inherited it from his mother Jeanne d’Albret, Queen of Navarre; 
the southern part, which Navarrese autonomists still regret today, had 
been taken by Castile in 1512.

Although France and Navarre were legally united in 1620, their sep-
arate coats of   arms –  the three golden   � eurs-  de-  lys on a blue background 
of France and the golden wheel on a red background of   Navarre –  were 
thenceforth constantly reproduced (joined under a common crown and 
surrounded by the collar of the royal Order of the Holy Spirit founded by 
Henri I I I in 1578) on the walls of French royal palaces, on the King’s 
of� cial documents and on his personal seal.

In 1589 part of the court and   four-  � fths of France refused to serve the 
new King of France and Navarre, because he was Protestant. Many nobles 
regarded his accession primarily as an occasion to bargain for more 
favours, including regular meetings of the States General. Dreams of pro-
vincial independence revived. The Duc de Mayenne, while governing as 
‘lieutenant-  general of the kingdom’ in Paris, hoped to become duke of an 
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The Gift of God

Even by royal standards, the family into which the future Louis XIV was 
born on 5 September 1638 was a nest of vipers. Louis XII I had many 
reasons to fear his closest relations. His mother Marie de Médicis, and 
his weak and treacherous brother and heir Gaston, Duc d’Orléans, fre-
quently rebelled or plotted against him. Gaston joined at least six separate 
conspiracies. Rebellion remained a French disease. As Louis XII I’s chief 
minister the Cardinal de Richelieu wrote, Protestants behaved as if they 
shared the King’s sovereignty; great nobles as if they were not his sub-
jects; and governors of provinces as independent rulers. 1 His wife also 
conspired.

In Bordeaux cathedral on 25 November 1614, at the age of thirteen, 
Louis XII I had married Anne of Austria, a daughter of Philip I I I , King 
of Spain, of the same age as her husband. At the same time his sister Elisa-
beth of France had married Anne of Austria’s brother, the future Philip 
IV of Spain. The two princesses had been exchanged at a formal ceremony 
at the exact midpoint between their two countries: on the Island of Pheas-
ants, a tiny uninhabited islet of dried mud in the middle of the Bidassoa, 
the river which runs along the frontier between France and Spain down 
to the Bay of Biscay. However varied the kingdoms and provinces they 
ruled, dynasties in Europe retained an acute sense of nationality.

Marriages in Louis’ mother’s family the House of Austria helped create 
many of the states of Europe. In 1506 after the death of Philip the Hand-
some, son of the head of the House of Austria the Holy Roman Emperor 
Maximilian I and Mary of Burgundy, his son the future Emperor Charles 
V (1519–  55) had inherited the Netherlands or ‘Burgundy’, the ancient 
rival of France. Through his mother Juana the Mad, daughter of Ferdi-
nand, King of Aragon, Naples and Sicily and Isabella, Queen of Castile, 
Charles V also inherited those four kingdoms in 1516. After Maximilian 
I’s death in 1519, he was in addition elected Holy Roman emperor: the 
title, in theory elective, had in practice become hereditary in the House 

12 King of the World

with the House of Austria, but also in pursuit of Charlotte de Mont-
morency, Princesse de Condé (later Louis XIV’s godmother), who had 
been taken to Brussels, capital of the Spanish Netherlands, by her husband 
to enable her to evade the King’s advances. 45 On 14 May 1610, Henri IV 
was stabbed to death in his carriage in a crowded Paris street, by Jean 
François Ravaillac, a Catholic fanatic convinced that the King was still at 
heart a Protestant hostile to the   ultra-  Catholic House of Austria: Ravaillac 
had been encouraged by books and sermons arguing, as in the reign of 
Henri I I I , that, for a good Catholic, ‘tyrannicide’ was no crime. 46 Gardes 
Français, who under their commander ‘le brave Crillon’ had helped Henri 
IV recapture his kingdom, kept order in Paris after his murder. 47

Thus antiquity, heredity, coronation and the widely proclaimed belief 
that the kings of France were representatives and images of God himself 
did not protect them from rebellion or assassination. France was a mon-
archy on a   knife-  edge. For a time Parisians had favoured a king from the 
Houses of Austria or Lorraine. Both Henri IV’s son Louis XII I and his 
grandson Louis XIV would be threatened by repeated revolts and haunted 
by fears of new religious wars and acts of regicide.
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Cardinal. Richelieu, however, had remained in power by obeying Louis 
XIII’s order to follow him to Versailles, his hunting lodge 5 miles south of  
 Saint-  Germain. His mother had not gone there herself, since she feared the 
boredom and discomfort. 7 After more disputes, she � ed to the Spanish Neth-
erlands in July 1631. In 1642 she would die in Cologne in the house of her 
favourite painter Rubens (who had decorated the gallery of the Luxembourg 
with pictures of her triumphs), abandoned by most of her household.

To the horror of devout Catholics, in 1631 France allied with the lead-
ing Protestant power Sweden, which was � ghting the House of Austria in 
the Empire. 8 In 1633 French troops occupied Lorraine, in 1634 part of 
Alsace. 9 In 1635 Louis XII I declared war on Anne’s brother Philip IV. 
France planned to break up the Southern Netherlands, then ruled by the 
King of Spain. France would take western Flanders and all   French- 
 speaking areas (present-  day Wallonia), the United Provinces (as the 
northern Netherlands were then called) the rest. 10

Security as well as territory would be secured by French expansion. As 
repeated invasions by English or Spanish armies had shown, no natural 
barriers defend Paris from armies invading from the north and the east. In 
what de Gaulle would call the ‘fatal avenue’ between France and Germany, 
every other town or village is the site of one battle, or more.* To this day 
farmers harvest weapons and bones, as well as crops.

In 1646 Richelieu’s successor, Cardinal Mazarin, would write that 
acquisition of the Spanish Netherlands, Lorraine and   Alsace –  the heart 
of former ‘Lotharingia’ and ‘Burgundy’ – ‘would form an inexpugnable 
bulwark for the city of Paris and it would then be truly called the heart 
of France and it would be placed in the most secure location in the king-
dom. Its frontiers would have been extended as far as Holland, and in the 
direction of Germany, which is where one can also have much cause for 
fear, as far as the Rhine, by keeping Lorraine and Alsace.’ 11 Louis XIV 
would also dream of making France’s eastern boundary the Rhine.

Louis XII I and Richelieu often invoked the ‘the good of the state’ when 
defending their policies and condemning their enemies. ‘The state’ was a 
term much used in France since the dynastic instability and political an -
archy of the period   1570–  1600 had threatened the country’s survival. ‘The 
state’ could refer not to the government and administration of France, but 
in reality to the King’s will and policies. Louis XII I , when refusing to 
follow Marie de Médicis’   pro-  Spanish policies, said that, while he respected 
his mother, he had greater obligation to his state. In 1637 he told the Paris 

* For example, Ramillies, Oudenarde, Malplaquet, Denain in Louis XIV’s reign; later, to 
name only a few, Waterloo, Sedan, Ypres, Verdun, Dunkirk.
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of Austria. Under Charles V, Spain also conquered what are now Mexico 
and Peru.

After his abdication in 1555, his son Philip I I inherited Spain and its 
global Empire and the Netherlands: because Spain was ruled by a branch 
of the House of Austria, Louis’ mother, although an infanta of Spain, was 
called Anne ‘of Austria’. Charles V’s younger brother Ferdinand had become 
king of Hungary and Bohemia, by marrying the heiress to those thrones. 
He also ruled the family’s hereditary lands in and around Austria and was 
elected Holy Roman emperor after Charles V’s abdication. The lands of the 
House of Austria surrounded France and spread across the globe. 2 Hence 
the motto adopted by Charles V: ‘Plus ultra’ – ‘Nothing beyond’.

The   Franco-  Spanish marriages of 1610 had been intended as guarantees 
of peace, prosperity, glory and alliance between the two most powerful, 
and most Catholic, kingdoms in Europe; hitherto they had often been 
enemies. 3 To her Première Femme de Chambre, Madame de Motteville, 
one of the many French courtiers who wrote political memoirs, Louis 
XII I’s wife Anne of Austria was a heroine. One of the beauties of the age, 
she was particularly admired for the ‘extreme whiteness’ of her hands. 4 
Her charm and familiarity won her courtiers’ devotion. 5

Nevertheless for Louis XII I and Richelieu she was a traitor. In 1626 
she had confessed to the King’s council her knowledge of ‘the conspiracy 
of Chalais’ (so named after the chosen assassin the Comte de Chalais, 
Maître de la   Garde-  robe du Roi) to kill the King and the Cardinal and 
marry her to her husband’s brother Gaston. For   twenty-  two years, more-
over, she had failed in the essential duty of a royal consort, to produce an 
heir. A fall on 14 March 1622, running down the long gallery of the 
Louvre with her   ladies-  in-  waiting, had contributed to one miscarriage, 
and she would suffer three more. The Queen’s prayers, pilgrimages and 
many vows to the Virgin Mary and the saints (Francis, Teresa of Avila, 
Anne ‘la royale’ and more) had no effect. 6

One of Richelieu’s greatest triumphs had been the fall of the Protestant 
stronghold of La Rochelle, despite naval and military support from Eng-
land, after a   thirteen-  month siege in October 1628. The following June, 
after more � ghting, the Edict of Nîmes ended the Protestants’ state within 
a state, and their right to garrison towns and hold political assemblies. 
Thereafter Louis XII I and Richelieu pursued an increasingly   anti-  Spanish 
foreign policy.

Desire for peace with Spain, and resentment at her declining in� uence in 
the King’s council, led to Marie de Médicis’ break with Richelieu. After a 
violent scene in the Luxembourg, her palace in Paris, on 11 November 1630, 
Marie de Médicis believed she had persuaded the King to dismiss the 
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* For example, Ramillies, Oudenarde, Malplaquet, Denain in Louis XIV’s reign; later, to 
name only a few, Waterloo, Sedan, Ypres, Verdun, Dunkirk.
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F and the salamander) on the foundations of a   twelfth-  century chateau.  
 Saint-  Germain is a tall, forbidding,   � ve-  sided castle constructed around 
a courtyard, now the Museum of National Archaeology, conveniently 
close to a forest where the King could go hunting. 18 On 1 December, since 
it was the beginning of winter, the royal couple moved to Paris.

Their son’s conception may date from 30 November at   Saint-  Germain; 
the story of a conception after a storm out hunting had driven the King 
to accept   last-  minute hospitality in the Queen’s apartment in the Louvre 
on 5 December is unproven. On 30 January her pregnancy was made 
public. Parisians reacted as if the Messiah was about to be born. 19

Paris under Louis XII I and Louis XIV was so Catholic that it was 
called ‘the second capital of Christendom’. It contained ten abbeys,   eighty- 
 four monasteries, eleven priories,   � fty-  nine parish churches and ninety 
chapels. 20 No Protestant services had been held there since the massacre 
of St Bartholomew’s Eve. A visitor from Sicily wrote of the city: ‘I have 
never seen a more devout people,   better-  behaved priests, a more organized 
clergy or monks giving a better example.’ 21 Parisians regarded the Queen’s 
conception as a miracle, a reward for the King’s dedication of France to 
the Virgin Mary in 1637, in gratitude for her protection of his kingdom 
from the Spanish army in 1636. 22

On 10 February 1638 Louis XII I formally published his dédication, 
declaring the ‘Very Holy and Very Glorious Virgin Mary’ France’s ‘special 
protectress’, to whom he consecrated ‘our Person, our State, our Crown 
and our Subjects’ (the order is   revealing –  in France state and crown were 
already considered separate). He solemnized his dédication or vow by 
registering it in the supreme law court of the kingdom, the Parlement de 
Paris, and building a new high altar in   Notre-  Dame de Paris, the great 
cathedral with a façade decorated with statues of   twenty-  eight kings 
(whether of France or Judah is unclear) symbolizing the union of church 
and crown. His portrait by Philippe de Champaigne was placed on the 
altar. It shows the   dark-  faced King, in coronation robes and watched by 
angels, offering on his knees his crown and sceptre to the Virgin, who 
holds Jesus Christ after his descent from the cross.

Another portrait by Philippe de   Champaigne –  of the young Louis XIV 
offering his crown and sceptre to the Virgin and Jesus Christ, watched by 
his mother and   brother –   as well as the two   life-  size marble statues of 
Louis XII I and Louis XIV still on either side of the high altar of   Notre- 
 Dame, offering their crowns to Jesus Christ and the Virgin, also 
commemorate the vow of Louis XII I . For most Frenchmen in the reigns 
of Louis XII I and Louis XIV, Christianity and monarchy were similar 
cults of hierarchy and obedience. 23 Louis XIV would write to his son that 
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Parlement that new taxes were needed for ‘my State’, not for himself. 12 
Participants in the innumerable conspiracies and revolts, both popular 
and aristocratic, of Louis XII I’s reign thought that in practice his wars, 
by increasing taxation, public misery and revolts, weakened France and 
‘the state’. War with Spain was pursued and Richelieu’s political rivals 
executed, imprisoned or exiled, not to strengthen ‘the state’ but to 
strengthen Richelieu, and his domination of the King. 13 After ‘the year of 
Corbie’ in 1636, when a Spanish army had crossed the Somme and taken 
Corbie 70 miles from Paris, the tide of war turned in France’s favour. Just 
before capturing Arras, capital of Artois, in August 1640, Louis XII I 
himself, lamenting ‘the destruction of the people’, claimed to the Venetian 
Ambassador that he made war only to limit the power of the House of 
Austria and give peace to Christianity. 14

After the outbreak of war in 1635, Louis XII I’s sister Elisabeth of 
France, Queen of Spain, showed herself passionately Spanish, selling jewels 
to raise soldiers for her husband’s army. 15 The Queen of France, however, 
favoured her own dynasty. In August 1637, despite taking communion and 
swearing on the holy sacrament that she had not secretly corresponded 
with ‘enemies of the state’, Anne of Austria had been forced by Richelieu 
and the Chancellor Séguier (who had foraged for incriminating letters in 
the Queen’s bodice) to sign a confession admitting that she had. Using the 
convent she had founded at   Val-  de-  Grâce on the rue   Saint-  Jacques in 1624 
as a letter drop, she had secretly corresponded over many years in Spanish 
or in cipher with Philip IV, with another brother the Cardinal Infante 
Ferdinand, Governor General of the Spanish Netherlands and with her 
exiled favourite the Duchesse de Chevreuse (one of those with the Queen 
in the Louvre when she had a miscarriage), and had tried to prevent agree-
ments being concluded between France, England and Lorraine. One of her 
husband’s premiers valets de chambre, Pierre de La Porte, acted as her 
encrypter. 16 She had to write to Richelieu and Louis XII I to ask forgive-
ness, while admitting she did not deserve it. They forgave her because 
repudiation would have caused a scandal, and the King needed an heir. 
Thenceforth, all her letters were sealed by   ladies-  in-  waiting chosen by her 
husband, and she was forbidden to visit   Val-  de-  Grâce. 17

Despite the Queen’s treason, miscarriages and advanced age (she was  
 thirty-  seven), Louis XII I’s confessor, and his con� dantes Louise de La 
Fayette and Marie d’Hautefort, urged him to continue trying to father 
children. Between 9 November and 1 December the King and Queen were 
together in the Château Vieux of   Saint-  Germain, 11 miles west of Paris, 
built by François I in   1540–  47 (and covered with his symbols of the letter 
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� red so many cannon in celebration that the ladies of the imperial harem 
assumed that Christians had risen in revolt.

Prints commemorated ‘the joy’, ‘the happiness’ and ‘the hopes of France’. 
The King and ‘la reine notre très chère épouse’ were depicted presenting 
the Dauphin to the Virgin in heaven. 30 His birth was compared to that 
of Jesus   Christ –  also born after a miraculous conception. One print called 
Jesus Christ, Son of God, ‘the Dauphin in the skies’ –  Jesus thus named 
after the French Prince, not the other way round. Richelieu wrote to the 
King that ‘God having given him to you, he has given him to the world 
for great things.’ 31 On 6 March 1639 Louis’ birth was further celebrated, 
in a manner especially appreciated at the French court, by a Ballet de la 
Félicité danced before the King and Queen. 32

The Dauphin’s Governess, the Gouvernante des Enfants de France, was 
called Madame de Lansac. She was a protégée of Richelieu, and daughter 
of the Maréchal de Souvré, who had been Louis XII I’s governor. A por-
trait survives of Louis, tightly swaddled in accordance with French 
practice, round his neck the blue ribbon of the grandest French royal order, 
the Order of the Holy Spirit. One large naked breast of his wet nurse, 
‘dame Longuet de la Geraudières’, wife of a royal tax of� cial, is near his 
lips. The young Louis was voracious, with strong teeth, and hurt his wet 
nurses’ nipples: he would run through eight nurses in all. The Swedish 
diplomat Grotius remarked that ‘the neighbours of France should beware 
such a precocious rapacity.’ In September 1640 his mother bore the Dau-
phin a brother, named Philippe, Duc d’Anjou (known as Monsieur, like 
Gaston before him, after Louis XII I’s death in 1643). 33 The Gazette de 
France referred to Louis and his brother as ‘these columns destined to 
assure our conquests’. 34

Starved of affection by her husband, the Queen adored her elder son 
and, far more than most royal mothers of the day, brought him up herself. 
One observer noted in April 1639, ‘The Queen hardly leaves him. She takes 
great pleasure in playing with him and in taking him out in her carriage 
when the weather is � ne. It is her whole amusement; so there is no other 
in her court.’ 35 Another witness wrote that he made a ‘maddening noise in 
the bedchamber of the Queen but that does not bother Her Majesty’. 36

For his part Louis XII I complained in a letter to Richelieu that the 
Dauphin preferred the company of women: ‘from the moment he sees me, 
he cries as if he saw the devil, he always cries for maman. He must . . . be 
taken from the Queen at the earliest possible moment.’ The King followed 
Richelieu’s advice and threatened to send his son to Versailles. Four days 
later, proving the Queen’s survival instinct, he wrote: ‘my son demanded 
forgiveness on his knees and played with me more than one long hour. I 
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all authority was ordained by God, whose lieutenants kings were. The 
king of France was known as ‘the Most Christian King’ and ‘the Lord’s 
Anointed’. For his part Jesus Christ, ‘Son of God’, was ‘King of kings’. 
The Virgin, ‘Mother of God’, was ‘Queen of heaven’, frequently depicted 
seated on a throne and wearing a crown. Until the fall of the monarchy, 
the vow of Louis XII I would be honoured on the king’s orders by proces-
sions throughout France on the feast day celebrating the Assumption of 
the Virgin into heaven. The 15th of August is still a national holiday in 
France today. 24

As the Queen’s pregnancy advanced, the King requested public prayers 
throughout France to implore God to bless ‘la royale et très heureuse 
grossesse de nostre   très-  grande et   très-  Auguste Reyne’ (‘the royal and very 
fortunate pregnancy of our very great and very August Queen’) with a 
son and heir. The holy sacrament was exposed day and night in churches: 
a dauphin would prevent the King’s brother Gaston from ascending the 
throne. Jacqueline Pascal, sister of the philosopher Blaise Pascal, declaimed 
in front of the pregnant Queen verses praising the ‘invincible son of an 
invincible father’, who even in his mother’s womb, by his kicks, ‘makes 
himself feared and desired’. 25 She hoped that his kicks were a foretaste of 
the blows he would strike against France’s enemies. 26

The Queen moved to the Château Neuf of   Saint-  Germain, built in  
 1594–  9 by Henri IV 200 yards east of the Château Vieux. Spectacular 
gardens, grottoes and fountains descended on a series of colonnaded ter-
races from the palace down to the Seine. The site combined the advantages 
of salubrity, proximity to hunting forests and ‘the � nest view in the world’, 
a   180-  degree panorama of Paris and the entire surrounding plain. 27* 
Sometimes called ‘the mountain of good air’, in contrast to the fumes and 
smells of the capital,   Saint-  Germain was the Queen’s main country resi-
dence. In a sign of their mutual distaste, if the Queen stayed in the Château 
Neuf, the King moved to the Château Vieux, and vice versa.

In the Château Neuf of   Saint-  Germain, at 11 a.m. on 5 September 1638, 
after a labour of twelve hours, the miracle occurred. At the age of   thirty- 
 eight, in the presence of praying nuns, holy relics, Princesses of the Blood, 
the King’s brother and the King himself, the Queen gave birth to a healthy 
boy. ‘Sire, c’est un dauphin!’ a midwife told Louis XII I . 28 Te Deums, 
processions and � reworks were arranged throughout France in celebra-
tion. So much wine � owed in fountains at   Saint-  Germain that guards had 
to be posted at the entrance of the town to check the � ood of people com-
ing to drink it. 29 As far away as Constantinople, the French Ambassador 

* Now blocked by the skyscrapers of La Défense.
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of salubrity, proximity to hunting forests and ‘the � nest view in the world’, 
a   180-  degree panorama of Paris and the entire surrounding plain. 27* 
Sometimes called ‘the mountain of good air’, in contrast to the fumes and 
smells of the capital,   Saint-  Germain was the Queen’s main country resi-
dence. In a sign of their mutual distaste, if the Queen stayed in the Château 
Neuf, the King moved to the Château Vieux, and vice versa.

In the Château Neuf of   Saint-  Germain, at 11 a.m. on 5 September 1638, 
after a labour of twelve hours, the miracle occurred. At the age of   thirty- 
 eight, in the presence of praying nuns, holy relics, Princesses of the Blood, 
the King’s brother and the King himself, the Queen gave birth to a healthy 
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* Now blocked by the skyscrapers of La Défense.
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court. Richelieu complained to him of its loss of splendour. ‘Foreigners 
who visited France were often surprised to see a State raised so high and 
a household so debased . . . everything in it was in confusion from the 
kitchens to the study . . . entry to your study has been permitted to every-
one.’ The courts of Spain and England, he continued, were not only more 
digni� ed but more secure. 43

In 1642, when the Dauphin was four, yet another ‘court tempest’ (orage 
de la cour  ) hinged in part on the guards. It showed, as the murder of the 
Duc de Guise had done in 1588, that at the French court every nuance of 
human relationships, and every inch of the royal apartments, could have 
political consequences. The court was a zone of negotiation, and a school 
of psychology, as well as a battle� eld. Since 1637 Louis XII I had been 
besotted with the Marquis de   Cinq-  Mars, handsome, witty and well built, 
who, at nineteen, was half his age. M. de Chavigny, a secretary of state, 
had written: ‘never has the King had a more violent passion for anyone.’ 44 
In 1638   Cinq-  Mars was appointed one of two maîtres de la   garde-  robe, 
in charge of the King’s clothes, with constant access to his person. In 1639 
he rose to be grand écuyer de   France – ‘Monsieur le Grand’ in the language 
of the   court –  a vital post placing him in charge of the royal horses and 
carriages on which the King’s security depended. Henri I I I had been able 
to � ee from Paris to Chartres in May 1588 only because he could use the 
horses and stables which he kept beside the Tuileries garden outside the 
city walls, beyond the control of the master of Paris, the Duc de Guise. 45

Louis XIII complained to Richelieu, who had favoured the rise of   Cinq- 
 Mars, of the impertinence, extravagance and bad temper of ‘Monsieur le 
Grand’.   Cinq-  Mars snapped at the King, said he smelt and continued visit-
ing mistresses in Paris. After their quarrels, he and the King would sign 
treaties, guaranteed by Richelieu, promising ‘to be perfectly contented and 
satis� ed with each other’ (26 November 1639), or not to lose their tempers 
with each other (9 May 1640). Tallemant des Réaux claimed that at night  
 Cinq-  Mars would ‘oil himself for combat’ with the King. 46

Encouraged by the King’s con� dence, and by his frequent complaints 
about Richelieu,   Cinq-  Mars launched a plot to kill the Cardinal, enter the 
council and make peace with Spain. Fellow conspirators included the Duc 
de Bouillon, Gaston, Duc d’Orléans and perhaps the Queen. In January 
1642 a treaty promising peace and an end to France’s alliances with Prot-
estant powers, such as Sweden and the Netherlands, was signed by  
 Cinq-  Mars’ agent Fontrailles with Philip IV. 47

In June that year, however, possibly through Anne of Austria (who as 
a reward retained control of her sons), or more likely through an inter-
cepted Spanish courier, Richelieu made a ‘marvellous discovery’: a copy 
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gave him some toys to play with; we are the best friends in the world.’ The 
following day: ‘since that time he cannot bear to be without me’ and fol-
lowed the King everywhere. 37 Even at the age of two, Louis was a pawn 
in his parents’ marriage. His feelings and manners were used as political 
weapons.

Louis XII I was a soldier king. Gédéon Tallemant des Réaux, author of a 
celebrated collection of anecdotes on the French court entitled Histori-
ettes, remarked of Louis XII I’s control over the guard and army that he 
was ‘more jealous of that than of anything else’. 38The French royal guard 
had been strengthened by Louis and before him by Henri IV with smaller 
units of   Chevau-  légers (1593), Gendarmes (1611) and Mousquetaires 
(1622) de la Garde, later known as the Maison du Roi or Household Cav-
alry, ‘of which the King is extremely fond and which he puts on duty in 
front of his residence in the palaces where he goes’. The King himself was 
captain of each unit, and sometimes chose to serve as a sentry on guard 
duty at night. Louis XII I also added, during a rebellion by his cousin the 
Prince de Condé in 1616, a regiment of 3,000 Swiss Guards. 39

Numbering 6,000 in all, the guards not only protected the King but 
acted as a training school for of� cers and as a shock force on the battle� eld 
where Louis XII I , like Henri IV, spent much of his life. Louis XII I had 
also used his guards to kill another overmighty subject, the Queen 
 Mother’s favourite Concino Concini, Maréchal d’Ancre, outside the 
 Louvre in April 1617. Concini’s corpse was hung on the Pont Neuf, where 
it suffered ‘every indignity’ at the hands of jeering Parisians, before being 
dragged through the streets. On hearing news of the murder, Louis XII I 
had exclaimed, ‘praise be to God, I am now king.’ 40

Guards were ‘a mark of sovereignty’, as the States General had declared 
in 1614 when asking for them to be reserved to the King and his family 
alone. 41 Only Richelieu’s particular combination of authority and vulner-
ability after the conspiracy of Chalais in 1626 had persuaded Louis XII I 
to grant him the unique privilege of maintaining his own foot and horse  
 guards –  about 420   well-  paid and magni� cently uniformed   Chevau-  légers, 
Gendarmes and Mousquetaires. They not only guarded his residences, 
but accompanied him wherever he went, through the streets of Paris and 
to the King’s palaces (although they were not allowed to follow him into 
the King’s apartments). There was a ceremonial changing of the Cardinal’s 
guard every morning in front of the Palais Cardinal, the present Palais 
Royal north of the Louvre, like that of the King’s guard in front of the 
Louvre. 42

Louis XII I devoted more time to his guard and his army than to his 
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commander of his Mousquetaires, and three of� cers of the Gardes Fran-
çaises, suspected of having also offered to kill Richelieu. Richelieu won 
increased powers and the right to enter the King’s apartment with his own 
armed guards. 54

Richelieu had achieved in 1642 what Guise had not in 1588: control of 
the King’s guard. As the Venetian Ambassador wrote on 25 November: 
‘the court is thus purged and Monsieur le Cardinal in the most brilliant 
authority.’ 55 But Richelieu was already dying. The epitome of the over-
mighty minister, he dared to sit in an armchair in the presence of the 
Queen as if he were her equal, when she visited him in his splendid chateau 
of Rueil, halfway between   Saint-  Germain and Paris, to enquire after, or 
gloat over, his health. 56 Richelieu died, widely detested, on 4 December. 
When asked to forgive his enemies, he said he had none but those of the 
state. The day before, Louis XII I , worried for the safety of his sons after 
his death, as he told members of the Parlement, had determined to exclude 
Gaston d’Orléans from any future regency council. In a letter to the Parle-
ment of 9 December he announced that there would be ‘no change’ in his 
policies. 57 He chose as his new principal minister a protégé of Richelieu, 
an Italian called Giulio Mazarini.

The � erce sense of nationality in   seventeenth-  century Europe did not 
exclude � exible identities, as two powerful diasporas of the reign of Louis 
XIV, the Huguenots and the Jacobites, would demonstrate. Europe was, 
for some, an open market, in which states bid for talent as companies do 
today. The French monarchy, despite its commitment to territorial expan-
sion, sometimes preferred to employ foreigners, such as its Scots and Swiss 
Guards. Mazarin, himself an outstanding example of this preference, 
would call foreign troops ‘the surest support of the state’. 58 A new regiment 
of foreign guards, the Gardes Ecossaises, was raised in 1642.

The French court also employed Italians. The Gondi family from Flor-
ence, originally court of� cials (one had attended the council meeting 
which decided on the Massacre of St Barthomew’s Eve), had been bishops, 
then archbishops, of Paris since 1602. 59 Mazarin himself was born in 
Rome in 1602, of a Sicilian father from the minor nobility and a Genoese 
mother. But he put into practice the popular saying al galantuomo ogni 
paese è patria  : ‘to a gentleman every country is a fatherland.’ 60 In Dec-
ember 1639, at the age of   thirty-  seven, this brilliant papal diplomat had 
been persuaded by Richelieu to entered French service. Twice, in April 1639 
and October 1643, in return for ‘commendable and important services’, 
he received letters of naturalization making him legally French. However, 
he continued to acquire property in Rome, to speak French with an Italian 
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of the treaty with Philip IV. 48 At that point   Cinq-  Mars had seemed in 
higher favour than ever. The King was showing him increasing ‘warmth’. 
Richelieu feared assassination and the Papal Nuncio predicted his fall. 49  
 Cinq-  Mars had developed the habit, when Richelieu was away from the 
court, of attending council meetings standing behind the King’s chair in 
his capacity as Monsieur le Grand, literally inching his way to power: the 
embodiment of the court of� cial trying to dominate the   government –  as, 
earlier in Louis XII I’s reign in   1617–  21, another of his handsome courtier 
favourites, the Duc de Luynes, one of Concini’s assassins, had done. 50

On 12 June, returning from the capture of Perpignan, the King was 
staying in the palace of the Archbishop of Narbonne. Chavigny and Sublet 
de Noyers, two secretaries of state, showed the recently intercepted treaty 
to the King in an inner council room, when   Cinq-  Mars was, brie� y, not 
beside him. They convinced him to sign an order for   Cinq-  Mars’ arrest. In 
a crisis the   council –  the   state –  proved more powerful, and more trusted 
by the King, than the court. 51

Even so   Cinq-  Mars was arrested only with dif� culty. For hours he hid 
in the recesses of the Archbishop’s palace. After his capture, he was 
entrusted to John Seton, one of the last Gardes du Corps of Scottish  origin, 
presumably because the King’s French guards were considered unreli-
able. 52 As in previous conspiracies, Gaston, Duc d’Orléans betrayed 
everyone in return for a pardon.

The King had ‘le coeur fort serré’, a heavy heart beset by ‘l’acrimonie 
des humeurs’. Richelieu was furious, as he suspected that the King, tiring 
of the Cardinal’s dominance, had listened to plans for his assassination 
and had appeared to favour them: after seventeen years, this old couple 
knew how to torture each other. The King admitted in a letter to Chancel-
lor Séguier that   Cinq-  Mars had proposed such a plan and had offered to 
kill Richelieu himself. 53 He had not, however, given   Cinq-  Mars an order 
in writing.

  Cinq-  Mars and his adviser de Thou said they had acted only on the 
King’s orders. Richelieu offered to retire to Le Havre, where his niece the 
Duchesse d’Aiguillon was governor, but the King refused to accept his 
resignation. ‘Knowing of the King’s consent he will always be afraid . . . 
as long as those who had been destined for the execution [of the plot 
against his life] will be present [at court],’ wrote Richelieu in a secret letter 
on 6 November; he also referred to ‘matters one cannot write’. For a time 
the Cardinal refused to visit Louis XIII at   Saint-  Germain, fearing the 
hostility of guards ‘implicated in the past machinations of Monsieur le 
Grand’. Finally, much against his will (they were immediately recalled on 
the Cardinal’s death), the King dismissed Troisville, the trusted 
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twelve poor men, as Jesus Christ was believed to have done for the Apostles, 
before helping to serve them a meal inspired by the Last   Supper –   the  
 four-  year-  old Dauphin, replacing his father, was praised for his ‘piety, grand-
eur, vigour and beauty’. 67 His formal baptism took place on 21 April that 
year, in the magni� cent   mid-  thirteenth-  century chapel which survives today 
in the Château Vieux of   Saint-  Germain. Like his father and his successors, 
he was named Louis, after St Louis, the revered patron saint of the French 
monarchy. Instead of the Pope (who had been godfather to Louis XIII) or 
his uncle Gaston, the ‘most eminent personage Cardinal Mazarin’ was 
selected by Louis XIII to be his godfather. His godmother was his second 
cousin the Princesse de Condé, the ‘celestial’ beauty for love of whom Henri 
IV had been planning in 1610 to invade the Spanish Netherlands. 68 In the 
words of the of� cial account of the ceremony, the Dauphin was ‘beau comme 
un ange, modeste et retenu [reserved]’. In his name his mother three times 
renounced Satan and all his works. 69

On 23 April, on the King’s orders, his own declaration of 1 December 
against Gaston (written in Richelieu’s lifetime) was torn out of the registers 
of the Parlement so that he could be named a member of the regency 
council. 70 As he lay dying, he forgave all his enemies except the Queen’s 
friend the Duchesse de Chevreuse, whom he regarded as a devil because 
she had launched so many plots against him. 71 According to his valet de 
chambre Marie Dubois, he addressed his family, and ‘messieurs du parle-
ment’ who were also present, ‘with remarks so touching that they could 
not console themselves’. When he of� cially declared Anne the future 
regent, everyone, including Anne herself, wept.

They saw this King ‘charged with victory’ (his cousin the Duc d’Enghien, 
son of Condé, would win the battle of Rocroi against the Spanish army 
on 19 May), leaving his sceptre and crown ‘with as little regret as if he 
was leaving only a bale of rotten hay’. Looking at his wasted body, he 
said, ‘my God, how thin I am.’ 72 During what was called a ‘conference’, 
Anne talked to him alone for hours: he was giving her his last words of 
advice, probably to trust Mazarin and not to allow him to retire to Rome. 73 
Nine years later Mazarin would remind Anne that the dying King had 
‘twice recapitulated to her my promise which I had made to him and told 
her that he made me godfather of his son to oblige me even more not to 
leave him and begged her strongly to uphold me against all the attacks 
which infallibly people would make against me, to disgust me and oblige 
me to retire’. 74 Then she brought their sons to receive their father’s bless-
ing. ‘Airs of devotion’ were sung as, in great pain, the King received the 
last rites. On 14 May he died. 75

The great preacher and organizer of public charities Vincent de Paul 
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accent (pronouncing both ‘union’ and ‘oignon’ as ‘ougnon’) and to be 
hated as a foreigner. 61

Mazarin was called to the council on 5 December 1642, the day after 
Richelieu’s death. On 16 December the Venetian Ambassador wrote of 
the King’s favour, esteem and con� dence enjoyed by the man he called 
‘notre très cher cousin le Cardinal Mazarini’: the Pope had made Mazarin 
a cardinal in order to honour Louis XII I’s new favourite. He showed 
‘singular industry’ and cleverness, ‘instructed as he has been in the school 
of Rome and in the practices of the court’. The Princes of the Blood and 
the public were hostile, but Louis XII I appeared fonder of Mazarin than 
he had been of Richelieu. 62 The new Cardinal often dined with the King 
in his favourite hunting lodge, Versailles.

The King, however, was wasting away, losing weight by the day, through 
a combination of tuberculosis, intestinal problems (including worms), 
Crohn’s disease and abcesses. Princes and great nobles, with their follow-
ers, gathered ‘in very large numbers’ round the royal deathbed. In January 
Gaston, on bended knee, begged the King’s forgiveness. Louis replied that, 
for the sixth time, he had forgiven and forgotten. 63 When the Queen 
assured him she had never joined the Chalais conspiracy in 1626 or desired 
his death, he answered that in the state he was in he was obliged as a 
Christian to forgive her, but not to believe her. 64

On 13 April 1643 Mazarin appointed the man who would be his most 
faithful ally, and father of the famous minister Louvois, Michel Le Tellier, 
as secretary of state for war. On 20 April in the presence of the royal fam-
ily, ministers, marshals, of� cials and dukes, the King declared his desire 
for Anne to be regent. Her council would be presided over jointly by 
Gaston and the next heir to the throne, their second cousin the Prince de 
Condé: 65 the two heirs next in line to the throne, if the King’s sons were 
to die, were to counterbalance each other. Anne agreed, but, characterist-
ically, sent to a Paris notary a secret protest invalidating her agreement. 
In� uential members of the Parlement also told her they secretly supported 
her. The court was divided between partisans of Queen and Gaston. The 
Queen, in the Château Vieux, held the   trump-  card, her sons.

According to the Gazette de France, the of� cial newspaper founded by 
Richelieu in 1631, Louis XI I I , looking from   Saint-  Germain towards  
 Saint-  Denis, said: ‘Voilà ma dernière maison où je me prépare pour aller 
gaiement.’ Convinced that Anne would be more generous or more mal-
leable than the King, courtiers looked sad when his condition improved, 
cheerful when it worsened. 66

All eyes turned to the Dauphin. In 1643 at the   Cène –  the annual ceremony 
on the Thursday of Holy Week when the King of France washed the feet of 
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Our Good City of Paris

Cities were among Louis XIV’s most persistent adversaries: provincial 
cities with republican aspirations like Marseille and Bordeaux; Protestant 
trading capitals, like Amsterdam and London; enemy cities whose bom-
bardment he ordered, such as Algiers, Genoa and Brussels. Despite the 
acclamations at his entry, however, the most dangerous city of all to Louis 
XIV would be his own capital, ‘notre bonne ville de Paris’, as it was referred 
to in royal edicts.

Louis XIV’s Paris was not one city, but four. Inscriptions on maps 
described it as ‘la cité, ville, université et faubourgs de Paris’. The city’s 
multiple identities help explain its rebelliousness and Madame de Motte-
ville’s remark, echoed by other admirers, that it was ‘an entire world’. 1

The cité was the Île de la Cité, the island in the middle of the River 
Seine, where kings of France had built a palace in the eleventh century, 
the period when Paris became the capital of France: the Gothic master-
piece the   Sainte-  Chapelle and some turrets of the Conciergerie prison are 
the palace’s last physical remains today. 2 By the seventeenth century the 
kings had left ‘le Palais’, as it was called. But their law courts remained: 
the oldest, largest and most independent law courts in France: the  Chambre 
des Comptes (checking government accounts), the Cour des Aides (dealing 
with taxation) and the Parlement de Paris. The Parlement de Paris had 
jurisdiction over most of the kingdom except the south. It applied the 
‘coutumier de Paris’, the local laws � rst codi� ed in 1510, which was later 
the principal source of the Code Napoléon. 3

The Parlement’s location is so convenient that the highest French law 
courts are still there today: ‘le Palais’ remains a synonym for ‘the law courts’. 
About 140 judges and probably 5,000 clerks, lawyers and others worked 
there in the reign of Louis XIV. The building’s halls and courtyards were 
among the main meeting places and shopping centres in the city, ten min-
utes’ walk from the Louvre, on the right bank to the west, which by 1550 
had become the principal royal palace in Paris. In 1644 the diarist John 
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(canonized nearly a century later), whom the King had summoned to his 
deathbed, declared: ‘since I have been on this earth I have never seen 
anyone die in such a Christian manner.’ 76 Mazarin, who had bought 
property in Paris close to the royal palaces the day before the King’s 
death, 77 wrote to Richelieu’s brother: ‘it is impossible to imagine a greater 
spirit in a weaker body.’ The younger brother of the Duc de Bouillon, 
Turenne, later one of Louis XIV’s best generals, wrote to his sister: ‘it is 
true that no one on earth has ever made such a � ne and constant end. As 
for af� iction at court, it has been very mediocre there.’ Indeed there was 
an explosion of joy at the King’s death and the prospect of Anne of Aus-
tria’s regency. 78

Fearing a coup by the large number of followers accompanying Gaston 
and Condé to court, Anne appointed the Duc de Beaufort as commander 
of the guard, and ordered the Swiss Guards to be ready. Beaufort was the 
second son of Henri IV’s illegitimate son the Duc de Vendôme: a bastard 
line with no chance of succeeding could be more trusted than princes who 
might wish to eliminate lives standing between themselves and the crown. 79

On 15 May the new King made a state entry from   Saint-  Germain into 
Paris. It was the � rst time he had seen his capital. He was surrounded by 
his French and Swiss guards, Gendarmes,   Chevau-  légers, Mousquetaires, 
Gardes du Corps and princes, and was preceded by the Duc de   Saint- 
 Simon, Premier Ecuyer and a former favourite of his father, carrying his 
sword. Royal power was based on force but strengthened by emotion. The 
city authorities came outside the walls to present Louis XIV with the keys 
of Paris watched by ‘an innumerable multitude of people who received 
him with great cries and acclamations of joy and happiness’, according to 
the parish registers of   Saint-  Germain. 80 The Queen promised to tell her 
son he should display benevolence to his peoples. 81 The procession then 
advanced through the city to the main royal palace, the Louvre.

Olivier d’Ormesson, a judge in the Parlement de Paris and member of 
a legal family which still possesses the Château d’Ormesson near the city, 
recorded in his diary the emotional charge, close to physical love, which 
could pass between the king of France and his subjects: ‘there was a very 
great shout of Vive le roi as he passed. He displayed great joy to see so 
many people and was not surprised by it although he had not been in Paris 
[before]. I did not see him, but only Monsieur who is the handsomest 
prince you could possibly see. Everyone yearned to see these two princes 
and they argued together over which was the handsomer.’ 82 The King’s 
� rst contact with Paris had gone well.
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