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Duc de Saint-Simon

AN ASSESSMENT OF LOUIS X1V

Louis de Rouvroi, duc de Saint-Simon (1675-1755), was an astute' observer of
'Louis XIV and his court. The following description of Louis XIV comes from

Saint-Simon’s extensive Memoirs.

Louis XIV was made for a brilliant Courr. In the
midst of other men, his figure, his courage, his
grace, his beauty, his grand mien, even the tone of
his voice and the majestic and natural charm of all
“his person, distinguished him il his death....
The superior ability of his early ministers and his
early generals soon wearied him. He liked nobody
to be in any way superior to him. Thus he chose his
ministers, not for their knowledge, but for their ig--
norance; not for their capacity, but for their want of
ir. He liked to form them, as he said; liked to teach
them even the most trifling things. It was the same
with his generals, He took credit to himself for in-
structing them; wished it to be thought that from
his cabinet he commanded and directed all his
armies. Narurally fond of trifles, he unceasingly oc-
cupied himself with the most petty details of his
troops, his household, his mansions. This vanity,
this unmeasured and unreasonable love of admira-
tion, was his ruin. His ministers, his generals, his
mistresses, his courtiers, soon perceived his weak-
ness. They praised him with emulation and spoiled
him. Those whom he liked owed his affection for
them, to their untiring fatteries. This is what gave
his ministers so much authority, and the opportuni-
ties they had for adulating him, of attributing
everything to him, and of pretending to learn
everything from him. Suppleness, meanness, an ad-
miring, dependent, cringing manner—above all,
an air of nothingness—were the sole means of pleas-
ing him.

Though his intellect, as I have said, was be-
neath mediocrity, it was capable of being
formed. He loved glory, was fond of order and
regularity; was by disposition prudent, moder-
ate, discreet, master of his movements and his
rongue. Will it be believed? He was also by dis-
position good and just! God had sufficiently
gifted him to enable him to be a good King;

perhaps even « folerably grear King! All the evil
came to him from elsewhere. His early educa-
tion was . . . neglected. He was scarcely taught
how to read or write, and remained so ignorant,
that the most familiar historical and other facts
were urterly unknown to him! He fell, accord-
ingly, and sometimes even in public, into the
grossest absurdities.

He was exceedingly jealous of the atrention
paid him. Not only did he notice the presence of
the rnost distinguished courtiers, but those of
inferior degree also. He looked to the right and
to the left, not only upon rising but upon going
to bed, at his meals, in passing through his.
apartments, or his gardens of Versailles, where
alone the courtiers were allowed to follow him;
he saw and noticed everybody; not one escaped
him, not even those who hoped ro remain unno-
ticed. He marked ‘well all absentees from the
court, found out the reason of their absence, and
never lost an opportunity of acting towards

" them -as the occasion might seem to justify.

With -some of the courtiers (the most distin-
guished), it was 2 demerit not to make the court
their ordinary abode; with others ‘twas a fault to
come bur rarely; for those who never or scarcely
ever came it was certain disgrace. When their
names were in any way mentioned, “I do not
know them,” the King would reply haughmly
Those who presented themselves but seldom
were thus. characterised: . “They are people I
never see”; these decrees were irrevocable. He
could not bear people who liked Paris {betcer
than Versailles].

- Louis XIV took great pains to be well in-
formed of all that passed everywhere; in the
public places, in the private houses, in society
and familiar intercourse. His spies and tell-tales
were infinite. He had them of all species; many

who were ignorant that their information reached
him; others who knew ir; others who wrote to
him direct, sending their letters through chan-
nels he indicated; and all these letters were seen
by him alone, and always before everything else;
others who sometimes spoke to him secretly in
his cabinet, entering by the back stairs. These
unknown means ruined an infinite number of
people of all classes, who never could discover
the cause; often ruined them very unjustly; for
the King, once prejudiced, never altered his
opinion, or so rarely, that nothing was more
rare. He had, too, another fault, very dangerous
for others and often. for himself, since ir de-
prived him of good subjects. He had an excel-
lent memory; in this way, that if he saw a man
who, twenty years before, perhaps, had in some
manner offended him, he did not forget the
man, though he might forger the offence. This
was enough, however, to exclude the person
from al] favour. The representations of a minis-
ter, of a general, of his confessor even, could not

- move the King. He would not yield.
The most cruel means by which the King was .

informed of what was passing—for many years
before anybody knew' it—was that of opening
letters. The prompitude and’ dexterity with
which they were opened passes understanding.
He saw extracts from all the letters in which there
were passages that the chiefs of the post-office,
and then the minister who governed it, thought
ought to go before him; entire letters, too, were
sent to him, when their concents seemed to jus-
tify the sending. Thus che chiefs of the post, nay,
the principal clerks were in a position to suppose
what they pleased and against whom they
pleased. A word of contempr against the King or
the government, a joke, a detached phrase, was
enough. It is incredible how many people, justly
or unjustly, were more ot less ruined, always
withour resource, without rrial, and w1thout
knowing why. .. .

Never was man so naturally polite, or of a po-
liteness so measured, so graduated, so adapted ro
person, time, and place. Towards women his po-
liteness was without parallel. Never did he pass

. the humblest petticoat without raising his hat;
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even to chambermaids, that he knew to be such,
as often happened at Marly. For ladies he cook
his hat off completely. . . . He took it off for the
princes of the blood, as for the ladies. If he ac-
costed ladies he did not cover himself unril he
had quitted them! All this was out of doors, for
in the house he was never covered. . . .

The King loved air and exercise very much, as
long as he could make use of them. He had ex-
celled in dancing, and at tennis and mall [2 lawn
game}. On horseback he was admirable, even at a
late age. He liked to see everything done with
grace and address. To acquit yourself well or il! be-
fore him ‘was a merit or a fault. . . . He was. very
fond of shooting, and there was not a better or
more graceful shot than he. He had always in his
cabinet seven or eight pointer bitches, and was fond
of feeding them, to make himself known to them.
He was very fond, too, of stag hunting. . . .

Heliked splendour, magnificence, and profu-
sion in everything: you pleased him if you shone
through the brilliancy of your houses, your
clothes, your table, your equipages. _

As for the King himself, nobody ever ap-
proached his magnificence. His buildings, who
could number them? At the sarme time, who
was there who did not deplore the pride, the
caprice, the bad taste seen in them? St. Germains,
a lovely spot, with 2 marvellous view, rich forest,
terraces, gardens, and water he abandoned for
Versailles; the dullest and most ungrateful of all
places, withour prospect, without wood, withour
water, without soil; for the ground is all shifting *
sand or swamp, the air accordingly bad. . . .

Let me now speak of the amours of the King
which were even more fatal to the state than his
building mania. ]

Louis XIV in his youth more made for love
than any of his subjects—being tired of gather-
ing passing sweets, fixed himself at last upon La
Valligre.! The progress and the result of his love
are well known. .

!Frangoise-Louise de La Valliere was Louis XIV's mistress
from 1661 o 1667; she held great influence over him and
was the ‘mother of four of his children. After being dis-
carded as his mistress she retired to a convent in 1674,
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When the King travelled his coach was always.
full of women; his mistresses, afterwards his bas-
tards, his daughters-in-law, sometimes Madame,
and other ladies when there was room. In the
coach, during his journeys, there were always all
sorts of things to ‘eat, as meat, pastry, fruic. A
quarter of a league was not passed over before the
King asked if somebody would not eat. He never
ate anything between meals himself, not.even
fruit; but he amused himself by seeing others do
5o, aye, and to bursting. You were obliged to be
hungry, merry, and to eat with appetite, otherwise
he was displeased and even showed it: And yet af-
ter this, if you supped with him at table the same
day, you were compelled to eat with as good a
countenance as though you had tasted nothing
since the previous night. He was as inconsiderate
in other and more delicate matters; and ladies, in
his long drives and stations, had often occasion to
curse him. The Duchesse-de Chevreuse once rode
all the way from Versailles to Fontainbleau in such

extremity, that several times she was well-nigh
losing consciousness. . . . .

At ten o'clock his supper was served. The
captain of the guard announced this to him. A
quarter of an hour after the King came to sup-

per, and from the ante-chamber of Madame de

Maintenon? to the table again, any one spoke to
him who wished. This supper was always on a
grand scale, the royal household (that is, the
sons and daughters of France), at table, and 2
large number of courtiers and ladies present, sit-
ting or standing. . . .

During all his life, the King failed only once
in his attendance at mass. It was with the army,
during a forced march; he missed no fast day,
unless really indisposed. Some days before Lent,
he publicly declared that he should be very
much displeased if any one ate meat or gave it to
others, under any pretext.

2Frangoise d'Aubigné (Madame de Maintenon) was the
widow of a celebrated poer when she became governess to
ewo of the king's children in 1669. He provided her withan
estate and later married her secretly.

Liselotte von 'der Pfalz

(Elizabeth Charlotte d’Orleans)
A SKETCH OF COURT LIFE

Deprived of power and usefulness, many great nobles lived a frivolous, if not
debauched, existence at Versailles. The letters of Elizabeth Charlotte, Duchesse
d'Orleans (1652-1722)—her German name was Liselotte von der Pfalz—describe
this lifestyle. A native of Germany, the duchesse was married to Louis XIV’s only
brother and spent fifty years at the king’s court. During this period she wrote exten-
sive letters, some of which are reprodubed below, to her German relatives.

Versailles, 13 February 1695

Where in the world does one find a husband who
loves only his spouse and does not have someone,
be it mistresses or boys, on the side? If for this rea-
son wives were 1o go in for the same behavior one
could never be sure, as Godfather so rightly says,
that the children of the house are the rightful
heirs. Does the young duchess* not know that a

woman’s honor consists of having commerce with
no one but her husband, and that for a man it is
not shameful to have mistresses but shameful in-
deed to be a cuckold? . . . .

#*Electress Sophie’s daughter-iri-law, who was caught i.u a
scandalous adultery with Count Christoph von Koenigs-
marck.

v

Your Grace would not believe how coarse and
unmannerly French men have become in the last
twelve or thirteen years. One would be hard put to
find two young men of quality who know how to
behave properly either in what they say or in what
they do. There ate two very different causes for
this: namelj, all the piety at court and the de-
bauchery among men. Because of the first, men
and women are not allowed to speak to each other
in public, which used to be a way to give young
gentlemen polish. And secondly, because they
love the boys, they no longer want to please any-
one but one another, and the 'most popular among
them is the one who knows best how to be de-
bauched, coarse, and insolent. This habit has be-
come so ingrained that no one knows how to live
properly any longer, and they are worse than peas-
ants behind the plough. . . . :

Ir is a great honor to sit next to the King dur-

" ing the sermon, but I would be happy to cede this

honor to someone else, for His Majesty will not
permit me to sleep. As soon as I go to sleep, the
King nudges me with his elbow and wakes me up;
thus I can never really go to sleep nor really stay
awake. And that gives one a headache.

Paris, 14 May 1695

At every gathering here in France people do noth-
ing but play lensguenet. ‘This game is all the rage
now. . . . The 'stakes are horrendously high here,
and the people act like madmen when they are
playing. One bawls, another hits the table with
his fist so hard that the whole room shakes, and a
third one blasphemes to make one’s hair stand on
end; in short, they show such despair thar one is
frightened even to look at them.

Saint Clond, 15 September 1695

The story of Saint Cyr is worse than it is written in
the book,! and funnier, too. The young maids

tA book that had been sent to Madame by her aunt: among

other things, it conrained negarive accounts of the convent
school of Saint-Cyr, which had been founded by Madame de -
‘Maintenon.
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there fell in love with each other and were caughc
in committing indecencies together. They say that
Madame de Maintenon wept bitrer tears abour
this and had all the telics exposed in order to drive
out the demon of lewdness. ‘Also, a preacher was
dispatched to preach against lewdness. But he
himself said such filthy things that the good and
muodest gitls could not stand it and walked out of
the church, while the others, the guilty ones, were
so taken by the giggles that they could not hold
them in.

Versailles, 7 March 1696

I will tell . . . how everything is here, and I will
begin with Monsieur. All he has in his head are
his young fellows, with whom he wants to gorge
and guzzle all night long, and he gives them
huge sums of money; nothing is too much or too
costly for these boys. Meanwhile, his children and -
I barely have what we need. Whenever I need
shirts or sheets it means no end of begging, yet at
the same time he gives 10,000 za/ers to La Cartet
so that he can buy his linens in Flanders. And
since he knows that I am bound to find out where
all the money goes, he is wary of me, afraid that I
might speak about it to che King, who might
chase the boys away. Whatever I x\nay do or say to
show that I do not object to his life, he still does
not trust me and makes trouble for me with the
King every day; even says that I hate the King. If
there is any bad gossip, Monsieur tells the King
that I have started it and even adds a few stout lies
of his own, and sometimes he himself tells me
about the terrible things he has said about me.
Thereby he so turns the King against me that I
can never be in his good graces. Monsieur also
continually stirs up my children against me; since
he does not want my son to realize how lictle is
being done for his future, he always indulges him
in his debaucheries and encourages them. Then if
1 suggest to my son thar he should try‘to please
the King more and abstain from vice, Monsieur
and my son laugh in my face, and in Paris both of

1One of Monsieur's favorites, a parcicularly greedy char-
acter.
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them lead an absolutely shameful life. My son's
. inclinations are good, and he could make some-
thing of himself if he were not corrupted by Mon-
sienr. My daughter, thank God, he does not drag
into debauchery, and to tell the cruch, the gisl
does not have the slightest propensity for
galanterie [firtations and love affairs}. But Mon-
sieur does not let me have control over her, always
takes her places where Iam not, and surrounds
her with such rabble that it is a miracle that she
_has not been corrupted. Moreover, he is inculcat-
ing her with such hatred of the Germans that she
can barely stand to be with me because I am Ger-
man, and that makes me feel that she will end up
like my son. . . . It is true that in public Monsieur
is polite to me, but in fact he cannot stand me. As
soon as he sees that any of my servants, be they
male or female, become atrached to me, he con-
ceives an urter dislike for them and does them
harm whenever he can; those who despise me, on
the other hand, have all his favor. Monsieur is do-
ing everything he can to make me hated, not only
by the King, bur also by Monsieur Le Dauphin,
and everyone else too. . . . Indeed, the King is so
well aware that Monsieur likes me to be treated
"with contempt that whenever there is trouble be-
rween them, the reconciliation always amounts to
extra favors for Monsieur’s beloved boys and bad
treatment for me. All the silvérware that came
from the Palatinate Monsieur has melted down
and sold, and all the proceeds were given to the
boys; every day new ones show up, and all of
his jewelry is being sold, pawned, pledged, and
given to the young men so that if—God forbid—
Monsieur should die today, tomorrow I would be
thrown upon the King's mercy and not know
where to ind my daily bread. Monsieur says quite
loudly and does not conceal from his daughter
and from me that since he is getting old now, he
feels that there is no time to lose and that he
means to spare no expense to have a merry time
until his end: he also says that those who will live
longer than he will just have to see how they can
get along and that he loves himself more than he
loves me and his children. And indeed he prac-
tices what he preaches. If I were to tell Your
Grace all the details, I would have to write a

whole book. Everything here [at court} is pure
self-interest and deviousness, and that makes life
most unpleasant. If one does not want to get in-
volved in intrigues and galanteries, one must live
by oneself, which is also quite boring. In order to
clear my head of these dismal reflections, I go
hunting as often as possible, but this will come to
an end as soon as my poor horses can no longer
walk, for Monsieur has never bought me any new
ones and is not likely to do so now. In the past the
King used to give them to me, but now times are
bad. . .. The young people are so brural that he
has to be afraid of them and does nor feel like hav-
ing anything to do with them: the old ones are
full of politics and only seek one’s company after
they see that one has the King’s good graces.

Versailles, 2 'Febrzzarj/ 1698

I firmly believe that the wild life that my son
leads, carousing all night long and not going to
bed until eight in the morning, will do him in
before long. He often looks as if he had been
pulled out of the grave: this is sure to kill him,
but his father never wants to reprimand him.
But since nothing I could say would do any
good I will be quiet, although I do want to add
that it is truly a shame that my son is being
dragged into this profligate life, for if he had
been accustomed to better and more honorable
ways, he would have become a better person. He
is not lacking in wit, nor is he ignorant, and
from his youth he had every inclination for that
which is good, commendable and befitting his
raiik; but ever since he has become his own mas-
ter, a lot of contemptible wretches have attached
themselves to him, making him keep company
with, begging your leave, the vilest kinds of
common whores, and he has changed so much
that one does not recognize either his face or his
temperament, and since he leads this life he no
longer takes pleasure in anything; his pleasure
in music, which used to be a passion, is gone
too. In short, he has'become quite insufferable,

and I fear that in the end he will lose his very life

over it.

Versailles, 16 March 1698

Monsieur is keener than ever on the boys and
now takes lackeys out of the antechambers;
every last penny he has is squandered in this
way, and some day his children will be complete
beggars, but he does not care about anything
bur providing for these pleasures of his. He op-
poses me in everything and avoids me at all
times; he lers himself be ruled completely by
these rakes and everything in his and my house
is being sold for the benefit of these fellows. It is
shameful what goes or here. My son has been
completely captivated by Monsieur’s favorites;
since he loves women, they act as his pimps,
sponge off him, gorge and guzzle with him, and
drag him so deeply into debauchery that he can-
not seem to get out of it; and since he knows
that I do not approve of his ways, he avoids me
and dqes not like 'me at all. Monsieur is glad
thar my son likes his favorites and not me and
therefore puts up with everything from him. My
son’s wife does not love her husband; just as long
asheis away from her, she is content, and in this
respect they are well matched; all she cares
about is her brothers' and sisters’ grandeur. That
is how things are here; so Your Grace can imag-
ine what a pleasant life it is for me.

Versailles, 8 March 1699

Yesterday ar table we talked about the Duchesse
de Lesdiguitres, who certainly has a strange tem-
perament. All day long she does nothing bur
drink coffee or tea; she never reads or writes, nor
does she do. needlework or play cards. When she

REVIEW QUESTIONS
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takes coffee, her chambermaids and herself must
be dressed in the Turkish manner; when she
takes tea, the servants who bring it must be
dressed in the Indian manner. The chamber-
maids often weep birrer tears that they must
change their clothes two or three times a day. If
anyone comes to call on the lady, her antecham-
ber is full of pages, lackeys, and noblemen; then
one comes to a locked door, and when one
knocks, a great big Moor wearing a silver turban
and a big sabre comes to open up and lets the
lady or gentleman; whoever it may be, enter, but
all alone. He leads the caller to a second door,
which is also locked, and it is opened by another
Moor who bolts it after the people have gone
through, just as the first one had done. The same
thing happens in the third room. In the fourch
one there are two valets who lead the caller to
the fifth room, where one finds the Duchess all
by herself. All the portraits in her room are of
her coach horses, which she had painted. These
she has led one by one into the courryard every
morning and watches them from the window
wearing spectacles, for she does not see well. In
her room she also has a painting of the conclave,
done in an unusual manner: the Pope and all the
cardinals are depicted as Moors, and she also has
a piece of yellow silk embroidered with a whole

" lot of Moors. In her garden, which is very beau-

tiful, there is 2 marble column with an epitaph
to one of her deceased cats which she had loved
very much. If her son wants to see her, he must
ask for an audience, and so must his wife: after
they have inquired six or seven times whether
they might be permitced to see her, she receives
them, but with the same ceremonies as if they
were strangers.

1. Ac‘cording t©o Saint—Sirhon, what were Louis XIV's likes and diglikes?
2. What were the Duchesse d'Orlearis’ major complaints about her life at coure?




