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About the Book

Legend has it that, in a few busy weeks in July 1789, a despotic king, his freeloading wife, and a horde of over-privileged aristocrats, were displaced and then humanely dispatched.

In the ensuing years, we are told, France was heroically transformed into an idyll of Liberté, Egalité and Fraternité.

In fact, as Stephen Clarke argues in his informative and eye-opening account of the French Revolution, almost all of this is completely untrue.

In 1789 almost no one wanted to oust King Louis XVI, let alone guillotine him.

While the Bastille was being stormed by out-of-control Parisians, the true democrats were at work in Versailles creating a British-style constitutional monarchy.

The founding of the Republic in 1792 unleashed a reign of terror that caused about 300,000 violent deaths.

And people hailed today as revolutionary heroes were dangerous opportunists, whose espousal of Liberté, Egalité and Fraternité did not stop them massacring political opponents and guillotining women for demanding equal rights.

Going back to original French sources, Stephen Clarke has uncovered the little-known and rarely told story of what was really happening in revolutionary France, as well as what went so tragically and bloodily wrong.


About the Author

Stephen Clarke lives in Paris, where he divides his time between writing and not writing.

His Merde novels have been bestsellers all over the world, including France. His non-fiction books include Talk to the Snail, an insider’s guide to understanding the French; How the French Won Waterloo (or Think They Did), an amused look at France’s continuing obsession with Napoleon; Dirty Bertie: An English King Made in France, a biography of Edward VII; and 1000 Years of Annoying the French, which was a number one bestseller in Britain.

Research for The French Revolution and What Went Wrong took him deep into French archives in search of the actual words, thoughts and deeds of the revolutionaries and royalists of 1789. He has now re-emerged to ask modern Parisians why they have forgotten some of the true democratic heroes of the period, and opted to idolize certain maniacs.
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‘In general, may we not say that the French Revolution lies in the heart and head of every violent-speaking, of every violent-thinking French Man?’

Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881), Scottish writer, in The French Revolution: A History (1837)

‘Toute révolution qui n’est pas accomplie dans les moeurs et dans les idées échoue.’

‘Any revolution that does not have sufficiently complete morals and ideas will fail.’

François-René de Châteaubriand (1768–1848), French writer and politician, in his Historical, Political and Moral Essay on Revolutions Ancient and Modern (1797)

‘La révolution est comme Saturne – elle dévore ses enfants.’
Revolution is like [the Roman god] Saturn – it devours its children.’

Pierre Victurnien Vergniaud (1753–93), French politician who pronounced the death sentence on Louis XVI in January 1793 and was himself guillotined ten months later





Fluctuo nec mergor. To all those responsible, merci.




INTRODUCTION (AND JUSTIFICATION)

[image: ]

I MUST START by stressing that I am not a French-style royalist. People who seriously hope that France will one day be ruled again by the descendants of Louis XVI or his relatives are usually so anti-democratic that they regard a British monarch as a dangerous leftie – and a heretical Protestant.

Many of these modern-day French monarchists also believe that anyone who can’t trace their ancestry back to Asterix the Gaul should be deported from France.

For obvious reasons, I am definitely not one of those.

Having said that, there is a lot of romantic nonsense talked and written about the French Revolution – mainly by the French themselves.

Listening to these revo-mantics, one would think that in the space of a few weeks in 1789, every powder-faced aristo was forced to donate his or her wealth to the starving masses; every lazy landowner was dispossessed in favour of a worthy producer of handmade goat’s cheese; and a despotic king and his free-loading wife were displaced (and then humanely dispatched) to make way for a benign bunch of philosophy-reading democrats who gave Liberté, Égalité and Fraternité to everyone in France.

But almost all of that is almost entirely false. And the aim of this book is to explain why.

Liberté, Égalité and Fraternité may have been the initial aims of the Revolution, but for several years the reality was more like Tyranny, Megalomania and Fratricide. And what the French rarely acknowledge, or even realize, is that guillotining royals and aristos was not at all what their revolutionaries originally intended. The fact is that even during the storming of the Bastille, almost no one in France was calling for King Louis XVI to be deposed, let alone decapitated.

The truth is that even before 14 July 1789, a revolution had taken place, and a new, egalitarian Constitution was being drafted by a more or less democratically elected parliament (if male-only suffrage can be called democratic). This Constitution overtly reaffirmed Louis XVI’s position as head of state. He was far from happy with some of the changes being imposed upon him, but he accepted them, and began to work with the new government on creating a reined-in, English-style monarchy.

What was more, once his wife Marie-Antoinette had been forced to stop spending the GDP on parties and necklaces, and the aristocrats were no longer able to tax their peasant tenants to death, Louis XVI was very popular with the average Français and Française. He was the star guest at the ceremony to mark the first anniversary of Bastille Day, during which a mass oath of allegiance was sworn to both king and nation.

Louis XVI’s attendance at the ceremony was heartily cheered by the Parisian crowds – the same people who had spent much of the previous summer rioting. Most ordinary citizens felt that, without the stalling tactics of the aristocrats, Louis would have given them fairer taxation and even a measure of political influence years earlier. This was why in 1790, the King was still seen by the general population as a potential benefactor, a figure of hope.

That same year, an author and former soldier called Antoine Rigobert Mopinot published a project to erect a statue of Louis XVI in Paris, ‘to transmit to future generations the happy revolution that has revitalized France under [his] reign’.fn1 Mopinot went on to assert that the new regime ‘ensures the continuing prestige and stability of the French throne, and gives the French nation complete freedom to observe its laws, with the support of royal power’. He was expressing the general view at the time that there was no contradiction between revolution and royalty. In 1792, Mopinot was still in possession of an unsevered neck, and was again pitching his project to the post-revolutionary parliament, so no one can have thought that his desire to celebrate Louis XVI’s continued existence was particularly subversive.

However, by 1793 this process of peaceful reform had come to a brutal end, and France was charging down the perilous path of civil war, dictatorship and mass public executions. It is estimated that 300,000 French men, women and children were killed by their compatriots, many of them in the most barbarous way imaginable (drowning and bayonetting were especially popular), during the ‘Terreur’ that followed the fall of the constitutional monarchy. And the tragic fact was that by the end of it all, the poorest and most oppressed sections of the population were left even worse off than they had been in 1789.

All of which suggests that something went disastrously wrong with France’s Revolution…



PART I

Pourquoi la Révolution?

‘Le peuple français vous accuse d’avoir commis une multitude de crimes pour établir votre tyrannie, en détruisant sa liberté.’

‘The French people accuse you of having committed a multitude of crimes to establish your tyranny, thereby destroying liberty.’

Accusation put to Louis XVI during his trial in December 1792




Chapter 1

CREATING EUROPE’S GRANDEST PALACE

[image: ]


‘Ce palais immense dont la façade du côté des jardins est ce qu’il y a de plus beau dans le monde, et dont l’autre façade est dans le plus petit et le plus mauvais goût.’

‘This immense palace, of which the façade looking out over the gardens is the most beautiful thing in the world, while the other façade is in the meanest and the worst taste.’

Voltaire (1694–1778), French writer and philosopher



I

IN THE MODERN French psyche, everything changed in 1789. So much so that Louis XVI’s reign, and that of every king before him, is known as the ‘Ancien Régime’ – the ‘Former Regime’.

This wasn’t a name Louis XVI chose for himself, obviously. He had no inkling that his regime was going to be ‘former’. It is a label coined after the Revolution, to describe what went before, and it is still used today when talking about pre-1789 France, even though the country has had plenty of different systems of government since. In the twenty-first century, France is governed by the so-called ‘Fifth Republic’, explicitly admitting that there have been at least four other Anciens Régimes.

‘Ancien’ has a second meaning – ancient. And the French monarchy certainly was that, arguably going back as far as Charlemagne in the eighth century. But the element that caused its downfall was newer. At the time of the Revolution, the class of all-powerful, over-privileged, complacent aristocrats who infuriated the French so much that ‘aristo’ is still an insult today had only existed for a couple of centuries at most. They had moulded themselves into a kind of glass ceiling that prevented any hope of social mobility for the ‘lower’ classes, and also formed a barrier between the King, Louis XVI, and his people. There had been aristocrats before that, of course, but they began to evolve into their mutant form sometime in the sixteenth century, in one specific location in France.

In purely physical terms, the most visible cause of resentment amongst poor French people before the Revolution was the mind-bogglingly immense palace of Versailles. It was an oasis of absurd luxury and scarcely believable excess situated 20 kilometres outside Paris, a flagrant symbol of the distance that the French monarchy and its courtiers had placed between themselves and ordinary people.

In the 1780s, a common sight in the impoverished suburbs and villages around Paris was a carriage-load of drunk aristocratic revellers, their wigs askew and their powdered noses in the air, driving back to Versailles after a night out on the town, just as dawn was breaking and the poor were embarking on another day’s underpaid, overtaxed toil.

By 1789, the palace of Versailles was on the wane, as was the town that had grown up around it to house the thousands of people whose ambition was to be received at court or just to make money out of the royals and their hangers-on. The glory days of the seventeenth and early eighteenth century were over, and Versailles was a sordid shadow of the place that the Sun King, Louis XIV, had turned into a vast temple to his own glory, populated by thousands of his worshippers.

Louis XIV’s great-great-great-grandson Louis XVI had got rid of the worst excesses of royal etiquette, and was even trying to clamp down on his wife Marie-Antoinette’s notorious shopping habit. Even so, by the enforced end of Louis XVI’s reign, Versailles was still a sort of malignant growth on the body of France that large sections of the population wanted to amputate.

But who had created this microcosm of obscene privilege, and who had enabled it to become so bloated?

II

Before the sixteenth century, French kings did not have a settled court. They wandered constantly from château to château, keeping an eye on their properties and reminding the locals who was in charge by showing off their expensive armour and, just as importantly, by collecting taxes. The royal entourage consisted mainly of immediate family and a small army of soldiers, some of whom were there to guard the tax collectors.

This began to change under François I, who reigned from 1515 to 1547. François was a contemporary of England’s Henry VIII, and similar in looks and lifestyle. Even though they weren’t exactly of the ‘make love not war’ school (Henry invaded France, for example, and François grabbed chunks of Italy), they were Renaissance men and aspired to a life of leisure, culture and comfort. François I allowed more women into his entourage (not just as conversation partners, of course), so that his court became less military, more refined and more stylish.

He began to develop a royal life centred on dancing, feasting and generally showing off. There was still plenty of medieval jousting, and the King would risk serious injury by challenging knights to duels with lances, but these tournaments were mainly designed to emphasize that François was the alpha male at the head of a glittering court that outshone all other mortals.

This was the dawning of Louis XIV’s notion of the Sun King, an absolute monarch who ruled by divine right and was therefore worthy of being treated like a god. It was François I who decreed that the man of highest rank present at court should hand the King his shirt when he got out of bed every morning. The ritual was a bizarre mixture of honour and obligation, a system of enslaving members of the royal entourage that Louis XIV would expand into a whole lifestyle.

Under François I, it became a powerful social motivation amongst the aristocracy to be admitted into the King’s inner circle, and staying there required style, money and flattery. Anyone who failed to show enough deference, who spoke ill of the King or his family, or who simply didn’t cut the royal mustard, could be banished from court, meaning that their noble titles would count for nothing (except wealth and a pleasant château, of course).

The poet Jean Dupuys wrote a cautionary verse about this growing desire to be seen at François I’s court:


Vous qui avez le vent à gré,

Et qui savez flatter la cour,

Gardez-vous bien que le degré

A descendre ne vous soit court.

(You who are in favour,

And know how to flatter the court,

Beware of how steep

And sudden your fall might be.)



Given that the King was the focus of court life, it was natural that his minions should come to him and not vice versa, and so François became more sedentary, and built or expanded some of France’s finest châteaux as venues for his life of luxury: Amboise, Blois and Chambord on the Loire; Saint-Germain-en-Laye in the hunting forest west of Paris; and Fontainebleau to the south. He also renovated the Louvre, the royal palace in the centre of Paris, demolishing some of its darker medieval sections. As yet there was no Versailles.

This addiction to parties and palace-building, as well as costly wars against England, Italy and the Habsburg Empire, quickly emptied France’s coffers, so François doubled the tax on agricultural harvests (la taille, or cut, deriving from the notches on the counting sticks used before most of the population could read), and tripled the tax on salt (la gabelle, from an Italian word for a levy), both of which would loom large in 1789. He also introduced duties on moving goods from one French province to another, as well as reforming the tax-collection system so that he could get his hands on his subjects’ money more efficiently.

Even this wasn’t enough, though, and François I was forced to sell royal lands and some of his crown jewels. He also borrowed from French noblemen, at least one of whom, Jacques de Beaune, paid the ultimate price for asking to be reimbursed. De Beaune was the intendant des finances,fn1 the head of France’s treasury, and François I had him executed for corruption, even though poor Beaune proved his innocence at his trial.

In short, by using the nation’s purse as his personal entertainment budget, François I was laying down the foundations of the bloated court of Versailles, and perhaps of the Revolution itself. In 1548, just a year after François’s son Henri II inherited the throne, there was a minor uprising in the southwest of France over the salt tax. It began in the countryside, spread to Bordeaux, and only ended when Henri sent two armies to crush the rebellion and execute 140 people – not just the ringleaders, but also the local officials who had been slow to stem the first stirrings of revolt. The King’s aim was clear – his people had to understand that resistance to royal rule was useless.

III

Perhaps as an attempt to improve the social climate, 50 years later King Henri IV created a very new type of French monarchy, one that would not have been out of place in modern Scandinavia. If Henri IV had had a bicycle, he would have ridden it, Swedish-style, around the streets of Paris – carefully avoiding the open sewers, of course.

Politically, he was a moderate compared to later kings. Having switched religions several times himself, in 1594 he gave Protestants the right to worship freely – much to the fury of the Catholic establishment.

After mopping up a minor religious civil war (largely fomented by Spanish Catholics), Henri IV settled down to become a man of peace, which was a huge relief to his taxpayers. And when he did go into battle, he was a benign victor, ordering that successfully besieged cities should not be pillaged – a risky strategy because the right to rape, murder and rob had long been one of the perks of the combatant’s trade. As a result, Henri spent much of his reign trying to suppress violent gangs of frustrated, unemployed soldiers who terrorized the French countryside.

At court – mainly at the Louvre in Paris – Henri IV was so relaxed about etiquette that once, when his food taster forgot his job description and drank a whole glass of wine, Henri joked: ‘At least you could have drunk to my health.’ (A century later, at the height of Louis XIV’s tyrannical Versailles, the offender would probably have been banished to a trading post halfway up the Mississippi, with a quip about enjoying excess liquid.)

Henri IV was no saint, but he was no hypocrite either. When accused of being too fond of hunting, gambling, womanizing, banqueting and dancing, he replied: ‘As long as one doesn’t go too far, that should be said in praise rather than disapproval.’ And unlike later monarchs, his courtiers were under no obligation to lose to him at cards and dice, and he would often gamble away small fortunes.fn2

No one really disapproved of Henri IV’s frivolities, mainly because he was known to spend long hours with his ministers, and never to shirk work. The results of this dedication to duty were visible to every Parisian, because Henri oversaw extensive modernization of the city, including the construction of a major new river crossing, the Pont-Neuf.

He also promised to help the poor, saying that every family should have ‘une poule au pot’ – ‘a chicken for the pot’. To facilitate the transport of produce, he launched an ambitious scheme to connect France’s three coastlines – the Mediterranean, the Atlantic and the Channel. The plan included the 57-kilometre-long Canal du Briare, linking the Rivers Loire and Seine, a spectacular engineering project that gave work to some 18,000 men.

Conscious of his popularity, Henri IV would often venture outside his palace with only a minimal team of bodyguards. He would tour Paris on horseback or on foot, meeting and greeting his subjects, and enjoying the bustle of street life. He was as unlike the Sun King Louis XIV – or even modern French presidents – as can be imagined.

And this was precisely the reason why the Henri IV model of monarchy didn’t catch on in France. It was during one of his unprotected outings, riding in a carriage with only four guards, that Henri was stabbed through the right lung by a religious fanatic, and died before he could be rushed back the few hundred yards to the Louvre.

His assailant, François Ravaillac, took rather longer to die. He was given a gruesomely detailed death sentence:


His nipples, arms, thighs and the fat of the legs shall be squeezed in a clamp, his right hand that held the knife with which he committed the regicide shall be burnt with hot sulphur, and a mixture of molten lead, boiling oil, pitch, hot resin, wax and sulphur will be poured on the parts that have been clamped. Then his body will be stretched and quartered by four horses.



Sadly for Ravaillac, he was a muscular man, and the execution took all day, including the time wasted while one of the exhausted horses was replaced.

But even this extreme punishment, watched by a large crowd of mesmerized Parisians, was no comfort to the royal family, and future French kings deemed it wiser to distance themselves from knife-wielding plebs. It is probably no coincidence that Henri IV’s successor, Louis XIII, began to convert a poky little castle in Versailles into a royal haven.

IV

In the early seventeenth century, no one could have imagined that Versailles would one day become Europe’s most glamorous palace, or provoke a revolution. Louis XIII’s first equerry, the Duc de Saint-Simon, described it as ‘the saddest and most ungracious of places, with no view, no water and no land, because it is all airless quicksand and marshes’. The only building of any size there was a castle, surrounded by stagnant ponds and accessible from the nearest village by a rutted track.

But this seems to have been exactly what Louis XIII loved about it. Becoming king in 1610 at the early age of eight, he seized power from his mother, the Regent, when he was 15, only for her to start a civil war against him. After her army was defeated, he was persuaded to reconcile the warring factions in France by accepting her back at court. With a disgruntled old queen on the rampage in his royal palaces at the Louvre, Fontainebleau and Saint-German-en-Laye, it was hardly surprising that he began to seek refuge elsewhere.

The young Louis XIII would often ride out from Paris to hunt in the forest close to the old castle, which belonged to the Archbishop of Paris, Jean-François de Gondi. At the end of a day chasing deer, rather than returning to the Louvre, Louis would impose his company on the lucky clergyman, along with a few friends and a small group of servants.

Louis became so fond of the place that in 1624 he bought 117 arpents (an arpent was a measure comprising 220 ‘king’s paces’, or 71.46 metres) of land from 16 landowners, on a small plateau outside the village of Versailles, where he built a modest hunting lodge for himself and a few male companions.

To counter rumours of ‘immoral’ male-only antics, Louis invited his mother Marie de Médicis and his wife Anne d’Autriche (despite her name she was a Spanish princess – it was her mother who was Austrian) to dine there in November 1626. The household was run so modestly that Louis served the meal himself. But he then spoilt the mood of mixed domesticity by sending both ladies back to their bedchambers in Paris. This was a men’s club, he said, and he preferred it that way: ‘A large number of women would spoil everything.’ Which did nothing to dispel the rumours about gay goings-on.

Of course, a modest hunting lodge to a French king was a palace to ordinary people. The first royal building there consisted of a main house with two small wings. According to a detailed inventory made in 1630, it had 26 rooms. The King’s apartments on the first floor consisted of a cabinet (his den), a bedroom, dressing room (which also contained his personal commode, the chaise percée) and a reception room.

All the King’s rooms were hung with tapestries. Those in his bedroom depicted the story of Marc Antony and Cleopatra, while the theme in his cabinet was goddesses. The furniture was relatively simple. There were two hard-backed wooden chairs, six silk-covered wooden stools, a large table, and a leather rug. Louis XIII wanted to sleep in royal comfort, however, so his bed was topped with three cotton-stuffed mattresses.

The cabinet had a sideboard, two chests, a table with two silver candelabras and a leather-topped writing desk. It wasn’t only a workroom, because its central feature was a billiard table. Here Louis also kept his chess and backgammon sets, his roulette wheel and other games such as a jeu de l’oie (a board game) and jonchets (pick-up sticks) – enough amusements for some exciting boys-only nights in the country.

The other rooms were mainly bedchambers for the King’s close male friends, all of them aristocrats, and simple monastic-like cells for the guards. There were also two rooms full of mattresses for last-minute guests.

The only woman allowed to spend any time there was the wife of the full-time concierge.

Louis XIII was so happy with his hideaway that he decided to opt for exclusive ownership of the whole area. In April 1632, he bought the archbishop’s property, which was listed in the sale agreement as ‘an old ruined château, several farm buildings, arable land, meadows, woods, chestnut groves, ponds and other outbuildings’. The price was 60,000 livres tournois, the equivalent of about 4,000 months of a worker’s salary, paid in pieces of 16 sous. Twenty sous made one livre, which meant that the archbishop came away with a heap of 75,000 coins, probably made of silver.

Louis also bought out other landowners in the area, and created gardens around his ‘lodge’, but he never raised Versailles above what a scornful contemporary referred to as ‘a small house of a gentleman living on ten to twelve thousand livres per year’. To give an idea of how disdainful this comment was, 12,000 livres represented about half the salary later paid to the lucky servant whose duty was to carry the chaise percée of the next monarch, Louis XIII’s son Louis XIV, in and out of his bedroom every morning. And it was this next Louis who decided to lift Versailles out of obscurity.

V

When Louis XIV came to the throne in 1643, he was only four years old. His father had died young, partly of the effects of Crohn’s disease, and partly of the 1,200 enemas and 250 laxative purges prescribed by his doctors to cure it. Louis XIV’s mother, Anne d’Autriche, had never approved of her husband’s Versailles bolthole, so at first the future Sun King was kept in the dark about it.

Louis XIV’s troubled childhood became decidedly dysfunctional when he was still only 12 and under his mother’s regency. First, parliament rebelled against the Crown, and a rebel army put up barricades in Paris, forcing the court to flee to Saint-Germain-en-Laye, 20 kilometres west of the Louvre. Then two of Louis XIV’s cousins (and potential claimants to the throne), the Princes de Condé and de Conti, turned against him, and a sporadic civil war raged for three years.

At one point in the period of unrest known as ‘la Fronde’ (‘the Sling’, a mocking name given to the rebels who were likened to children flinging stones), Louis XIV and his mother were captured by a Parisian mob and held prisoner in the Palais-Royal. Luckily for the royal captives, seventeenth-century mobs were less fond of beheadings and lynchings than their eighteenth-century equivalents.

The years of rebellion only came to an end when Conti was imprisoned and the people got tired of Condé’s rebel army pillaging the countryside. So it wasn’t until 1653 that Louis XIV could finally settle down and begin evolving into a tyrannical, absolutist monarch.

Louis XIV was 15 when he emerged from his mother’s regency, and it was hardly surprising that he should look around for a way of keeping parliament, the Parisians and the nobles under the royal thumb. He knew that as things stood, any nobleman wanting to cause trouble just had to whip up the people of Paris to his cause. Louis XIV saw that he needed to domesticate the court, and crush any thoughts of revolution or dissent beneath the sheer weight of his power. He was to be the Roi Soleil, the Sun King – because no one dares to question the movements of the sun.fn3

Gradually, Louis XIV conceived the ingenious idea of moving himself permanently out of range of riotous mobs, while imprisoning his aristocrats (many of whom served in parliament) in luxury. The core of his idea was that he would make it obligatory to attend court, or at least so desirable that to stay away would feel like social exile. Once he had entrapped the nobles, a rigid code of etiquette would regiment their every move, and the dress code would be so outlandish that the richest aristos would have to bankrupt themselves to keep up. He would have aristocrats feeding him, dressing him, even wiping his bottom – and they would fight, or even pay, for the privilege of doing it.

It was a fiendish plan that would eventually bring down both the nobility and the monarchy, but for more than a century, it worked spectacularly well.

Louis XIV introduced phase one of his scheme by saying that he owed it to his family, the Bourbons,fn4 to build a new palace in their honour. The Louvre, Fontainebleau, Saint-Germain-en-Laye, Blois, Amboise and all the rest were very chic, but Louis wanted a home of his own. He also owed it to France to prove that it was the most powerful country in Europe, he said. This he would do by building the most fabulous palace that Europe had ever seen, with him as the most fabulous ruler.

By now the young Louis XIV had discovered his father’s hunting lodge in the forest of Versailles, and had begun using it as a love nest. When he was 22, he started an affair with a maid of honour in his brother’s household. The lucky girl was a teenager called Louise de la Vallière. Not that the affair was very flattering. At the outset, young Louise was meant to be a cover for the more passionate affair that the King was enjoying with his brother’s wife, Henrietta (who was, incidentally, the daughter of King Charles I of England). To make things even more complicated, Henrietta was said to be using Louis XIV to escape from the clutches of her own lover. Even before the royal court reached the peak (or trough) of its debauchery under Louis XV, sexual matters amongst courtiers were pretty torrid.

Unexpectedly, Louis XIV soon became attached to young Louise de la Vallière, and would ride out to Versailles once or twice a week for a romantic rendezvous. Typically though, these were not furtive midnight excursions. Louis would go to Versailles with a dozen or so close friends, all dressed in identical costumes as a sort of code – one that everyone quickly deciphered.

Louis XIV tired of Louise after four pregnancies in five years,fn5 but his affection for Versailles didn’t wane, and he began to put on lavish entertainments there, inviting France’s greatest comic playwright, Molière, to stage several plays, including the premiere of one of his most famous works, Tartuffe.

It was in the 1660s that Louis decided to turn his former love nest into a permanent home – and the gilded cage of all his courtiers. He set his architect, Louis Le Vau, the master of French classicism, to work, and seems to have given him a simple brief: ‘Make it VERY, VERY BIG.’

Le Vau offered Louis XIV two building plans: either demolish the old château and start again, or expand the existing buildings into the gardens at the rear. Like many homeowners, Louis chose extension over demolition, and in 1668, Le Vau’s workmen began turning the former hunting lodge into Europe’s largest palace, with 2,300 rooms.

The central area, which surrounded Louis XIII’s original château, consisted mainly of the King and Queen’s accommodation. Their apartments were built around a courtyard in which only the highest-ranking nobles and members of the royal family were allowed to park their carriages. There was also a chapel (which sounds intimate but was actually a vast, gold-and-marble cathedral), buildings in the forecourt for ministers, and long north and south wings, much of which were given over to cramped accommodation for those honoured with the right to reside in the palace – a convenient privilege when it came to changing costume several times a day for different ceremonies.

At the heart of the project was the Grand appartement for Louis XIV himself, a seven-room collection of generously sized salons. The most luxurious of these was the salon Apollon, or Apollo Room, with its painted ceiling depicting Louis as a sun god on his chariot. The four seasons, the hours (all of them feminine, reflecting the King’s favourite pastime), and the rest of the universe gravitated around him. Modesty was not one of his faults. Originally, the Apollo Room sported a 2.6-metre silver throne, but even Louis XIV eventually found this a bit extravagant, and in 1689 he had it and other pieces of silver furniture melted down to pay for a war against the League of Augsburg.

One of Louis XIV’s favourite salons in the apartment was his billiard room, the salon de Diane (dedicated to the goddess of hunting). The King was skilled with a billiard cue, and he had a balustrade constructed so that women could look down on the table and applaud his good shots. Inevitably, the salon de Diane became known as the ‘applause room’.

This Grand appartement was by no means a private space. Louis XIV lived most of his adult life as the star of a royal pantomime, and performed every bodily function except sexual intercourse in front of an audience. During the daytime, most of his salons would be awash with courtiers, visitors, advisors and attendants. The same went for the Queen’s apartment, a mirror image of his own – Louis and she would eat their evening meal before a carefully selected audience in the Queen’s antechamber, and the Queen even gave birth six times while courtiers looked on.

The most famous room in the new palace was the Grande galerie, since renamed the galerie des Glacesfn6 (the gallery of mirrors and not, as some French children mistakenly believe, the gallery of ice creams). This magnificent, 73-metre reception area stretched for almost the whole width of the new palace, its windows looking out over the gardens, a view that was reflected in the 357 mirrors on the opposite wall.

This was where courtiers and the public waited for a glimpse of the King, and where diplomats would be forced to parade on their way to a royal audience. Accordingly, the whole theme of the decor was Louis XIV’s genius and France’s prestige. The ceiling was conceived as a sort of arc de triomphe glorifying the Sun King, with paintings depicting his military victories (such as his personal command over the troops who captured Maastricht in 1673) and allegories representing his political achievements – ‘Order re-established in finances, 1662’, ‘Protection given to the arts, 1663’ and other such grandiose titles.

The mirrors themselves were a message to the world that France now surpassed even Venice in its skill at glassmaking. In the seventeenth century, huge faultless mirrors were the height of technological achievement. The equivalent today might be a gallery of gigantic 3-D movie screens showing films that celebrate France’s food, wine and nuclear power stations, with built-in odour-producing cells that allow visitors to smell the food and the radioactive emissions. In 1919 the galerie des Glaces, with its gold-encrusted statues and crystal chandeliers, was still considered intimidating enough to be chosen as the venue for the signature of the Treaty of Versailles, the agreement that was designed to scare the Germans off war forever. And the room is still used by modern French presidents to receive official guests, proving that Louis XIV’s notion of self-aggrandizement has never been surpassed.

By 1682 the palace was close enough to completionfn7 for Louis XIV to move the whole of his court and his government out from Paris to Versailles. In the meantime, he had been a very regular visitor to the building site – like every homeowner, he knew that builders take far too many breaks unless you keep an eye on them.

VI

Louis XIV also made sure that a whole new town grew up around the burgeoning palace. For a start, some 1,500 staff were to be accommodated in houses constructed on top of the old village of Versailles, after the previous residents – disposable rustics – had been evicted.

Louis gave away 500 free plots of land to his favourite aristocrats, and granted building permits to everyone else. He went as far as declaring that that houses in Versailles would be ‘insaisissables’, that is, they could not be seized by debtors or the courts. This was a great favour to the many noblemen and-women with gambling addictions, and especially to those who would be forced to overspend on clothes, wigs and the general expense of courtly life. Louis knew that they would need to borrow fortunes to be able to stay at court, and might then be harassed by creditors. Some would probably have to sell their Paris homes to finance their new lifestyles. But at least they could hang on to their Versailles house, even if they had borrowed money to build it and never repaid the loans.

Not that these new properties were entirely safe. Several aristocratic courtiers saw their new mansions demolished on Louis XIV’s orders to make way for two immense stable blocks and a huge Orangerie which, in 1686, caused the visiting ambassador of Siam to remark that: ‘The King’s fortune must be very big if he builds such a marvellous home for his orange trees.’

The ambassador was right – Louis XIV had ambitious plans for his plants. He commissioned his gardener, André le Nôtre, to impose a look of total artificiality on the 830 hectares of parkland, using angular lawns and flowerbeds, dancing fountains and a 1.6-kilometre-long cruciform lake. The palace grounds were to symbolize the triumph of Louis XIV over nature.

Like the galerie des Glaces, the gardens were designed to show off the best of French technology. The 2,000-odd fountains, waterfalls and water spouts were to be powered by hydraulic energy, using a large reservoir built above the level of the fountains, and connected to a network of buried pipes. Some of this water was pumped in from the River Seine, ten kilometres away.

Louis XIV followed every step of this huge gardening project, at one point sending a memo to Jean-Baptiste Colbert,fn8 the man in charge of executing Le Nôtre’s plans, telling him: ‘You must make the Versailles pumps work well, especially those at the top reservoir, so that when I arrive, they don’t break down all the time and upset me.’

When a 200-kilometre network of pipes, aqueducts and diverse watercourses was completed in the late 1680s, Versailles possessed the biggest water system in Europe. Not only did the château have running water, a rare commodity, but with one turn of a tap, simple gravity would produce spectacular displays of water jets in its gardens. It was scarcely an exaggeration to say that the city of Paris was less well supplied with water than the King’s private home. (Much later, Parisians would say the same thing about bread, and start rioting.)

The gardens took as long as the palace itself to complete, and at times mobilized more than a thousand workers, including whole regiments of soldiers who were drafted in to transport 150,000 plants and countless tons of fertile soil, turning the former ‘stinking ponds’ and boggy marshes into Europe’s most sophisticated green space.

Today, the grounds are still spectacular and often crowded with visitors, but they are uneventful compared to Louis XIV’s day. Then, there would have been masses of finely dressed courtiers strolling, loitering, eating or using the more secluded areas of shrubbery for various bodily functions. Louis himself watched over the gardens as keenly as he did the palace, and would walk there very regularly. The fountains were only in full spout when he was present – as he approached, the water features along his route would be turned on; as soon as he was out of sight of a particular fountain, it was to be switched off. When he was inside the château, only the fountains visible to him would be active. Again, the Sun King was showing that he controlled the elements.

Throughout his reign Louis XIV was constantly suggesting improvements to his grounds, the most outrageous of which was to create a ‘royal fleet’ of boats for his Grand Canal.

The Grand Canal, explicitly rivalling Venice’s waterway, was impressive enough on its own: its east–west ‘trunk’ was 1,650 metres long, and the north–south crossbar 1,000 metres. It was 60 metres wide. Seen from the windows of the galerie des Glaces, looking downhill across the gardens, it seems immense – to the modern eye, every bit as long as an airport runway. To seventeenth-century viewers, it would have been the hugest garden feature imaginable, stretching away almost to the horizon thanks to a trick of sloping perspective.

Along the central ‘trunk’ of the canal there were three large octagonal basins where Louis XIV’s garden fleet was moored. These boats included a dozen or so gondolas, four of them donated by the city of Venice and crewed by genuine Venetian gondoliers. There were also rowing barges up to 13 metres long, the largest being designed to hold the King, a small orchestra and a team of rowers. Louis XIV also commissioned several scale models of merchant vessels and warships big enough for a crew of a dozen men.

This miniature royal fleet even included a 13-metre galley complete with 32 cannons. It was a model of the large oar-powered ships used by the French navy until the middle of the eighteenth century, usually rowed by chained, branded convicts. To ensure complete authenticity, the galley in the gardens of Versailles was actually rowed by prisoners sent from Marseille.

Outside the realm of his gardens, Louis XIV’s naval policy was to expand France’s fleet of galleys, so much so that Jean-Baptiste Colbert, his Navy Minister, sent out a message to the country’s magistrates: ‘His Majesty desires to renew his stock of galleys and boost the number of galley slaves, so his intention is that you condemn the greatest possible number of convicts to them.’fn9 Although these prisoners were often guilty of relatively minor crimes, the galley was usually, in effect, a death sentence, thereby saving Louis the cost of building new prisons. The inclusion of a giant model galley in his new palace gardens, rowed by real prisoners, might well have been a none-too-subtle message to any courtiers or Versailles townspeople harbouring thoughts of rebellion.

Louis XIV’s pleasure boats were often built in the grounds at Versailles, being assembled from wooden parts pre-shaped at naval boatyards. As well as carpenters and wood carvers, the boats required upholsterers for the taffeta-covered seats, curtain makers for the gold and silver drapes, and painters to apply gold leaf and to colour in the royal standards that were carved into the wood. The palace’s boatyards were located in a village near the canal that housed boatbuilders, maintenance men and several dozen sailors, most of whom had been recruited in France’s ports. As the number of real gondoliers imported from Venice grew (to 13 in 1681), this inland harbour had more boats and inhabitants than some of France’s real fishing villages, and was christened la Petite Venise.

All the sailors, gondoliers and galley slaves would be mobilized for Louis XIV’s water festivals, when the Grand Canal would look like a miniature Mediterranean, a calm sea of gilded gondolas, ornately carved barges and sailing ships, with the wigs, silks and satins of their aristocratic passengers glowing in the light from torches and the flash of (blank) cannon fire, often accompanied by music written for the occasion, such as the Trumpet Concerto for Parties on the Canal of Versailles by Michel Richard Delalande.

On these occasions, the fleet’s movements would be choreographed by Louis XIV in person, but he was much more than an admiral. With his total mastery of the waters of Versailles, he was presenting himself as the source of life itself. It was exactly this kind of arrogance that would provoke the Revolution a century later.

What’s more, Louis XIV’s overt sovereignty over the elements extended beyond water. With his gigantic firework parties, he gave fire; by remodelling Versailles from a swamp-bound hunting lodge into Europe’s finest castle, shipping whole hillsides of soil to create its gardens, he had dominated the Earth; and of course as the Sun King, he symbolically provided light and a physical focus to French society.

Most crucially of all, though, Louis XIV also controlled time.


Chapter 2

ENSLAVING THE ARISTOCRACY

[image: ]


‘Avec un almanach et une montre, on pouvait à trois cent lieues de lui dire avec justesse ce qu’il faisait.’

‘With an almanac and a watch, one could, even at a distance of 300 leagues, say exactly what he was doing.’

Said of Louis XIV by Louis de Rouvroy, Duc de Saint-Simon (1675–1755), in his memoirs



I

AT THE END of the seventeenth century, Louis XIV’s court consisted of about 10,000 people, almost all of them constantly clamouring for royal attention. The Italian writer Primi Visconti, who spent eight years at Louis XIV’s court, wrote that the spectacle of the King emerging from his palace for a tour of the grounds reminded him of ‘the queen bee when she goes out into the fields with her swarm’.

Some of these drones would be asking for a serious favour – the 1996 French film Ridicule, for example, tells the credible story of a young nobleman, with the wonderfully aristocratic name Grégoire Ponceludon de Malavoy, who has to jump through a succession of protocol hoops to beg Louis XIV for a grant so that he can drain the marshes on his land and save his peasant tenants from malaria.

More often, though, the petitioners would be jostling in the corridors of Versailles in the hope of obtaining an honour such as the right to hold the King’s candlestick while he went to bed – a job that they would be willing to pay for.

Performing the most menial tasks for the King and his courtiers were about 7,000 servants, all of them permanently guarded (or kept under control) by some 4,000 infantrymen and 4,000 cavalry. On an average day when Louis XIV was in residence, there might be a crowd of 15,000 people flowing around the palace and the grounds – all of them living according to the King’s timetable.

When the Duc de Saint-Simon wrote of Louis XIV that ‘with an almanac and a watch, one could, even at a distance of 300 kilometres, say exactly what he was doing’ he did not disapprove. He found this predictability and stability reassuring. At least you knew where you were with Louis XIV – literally. Just as the sun determines what time of day it is, the Sun King decided what all his courtiers and the members of the royal family – all his most credible rivals for power – were doing at any given time.

From dawn till dusk and into the night, life at Versailles was centred on Louis XIV’s movements and desires. The rigorous palace schedule meant that everyone’s attention was focused on what was happening in ten minutes’ time, an hour later, that evening, or the next day. Courtiers had to change clothes, move from room to room, wait around, be ready to appear before the monarch. They had to learn the rules of behaviour for each different ceremony, and spend vast amounts of money on exactly the right costumes for each one. No ambitious prince or nobleman had time or money left for raising a revolutionary army. In any case, their plotting skills were exercised trying to work out how to beat a rival to a key post at court, or even how to get admitted to a specific event. Weeks might be wasted starting a malicious rumour or plotting to trick someone into a faux pas. At Versailles, etiquette was the opium of the aristocracy.

If you were invited to attend court at Versailles, it was impossible to refuse, even if it meant moving out of your château or spacious Paris mansion and into a cramped apartment at the palace. If you weren’t at Versailles, you were nobody. If you didn’t know the rules of etiquette, you were an uncultured slob. Everywhere outside Versailles was a dead zone. As the nineteenth-century writer Stendhal put it, ‘Louis XIV’s masterpiece was to create the boredom of exile.’

II

A look at the Sun King’s typical daily routine suggests that attendance at court wasn’t exactly exciting, either.

At seven o’clock, his valet de chambre got up from a camp bed in Louis XIV’s room (the King usually slept alone, behind the curtains of a four-poster), and returned at seven fifteen with servants to open the shutters. If it was cold enough (which it often was, with the palace’s large windows and high ceilings), attendants called feutiers (from the French feu, for fire) would light a fire. At seven thirty precisely, the valet de chambre went to the royal bedside and announced, ‘Sire, voilà l’heure.’

The premiers gentilshommes de la chambre (first gentlemen of the bedchamber) would then enter and open the royal bed curtains. The premiers gentilshommes were a team of four, each man being on duty for one year in a four-year cycle. This annual changeover didn’t happen just because opening the bed curtains was too exhausting. It was a highly sought after position amongst French noblemen. The premier gentilhomme on duty was in charge of the budget for the King’s bedroom, so he could siphon off money from the purchase of candles, curtains, sheets, etc. He also had the power to invite people into the royal bedroom or – equally important – exclude them. Influence was the most valuable currency at Louis XIV’s Versailles and the premier gentilhomme possessed enough of it to stuff a mattress.

Once the bed curtains were successfully drawn, the premier médecin (first doctor) entered the room. He would give Louis a quick check-up, and maybe pass on a piece of Versailles gossip (especially if he had been bribed to do so by some intriguer). At the same time, musicians – usually violinists and oboe players – would pipe up one of the King’s favourite tunes beneath his bedroom window.

At 8.15 a.m., it was time for the entrée familière – not a meal but the entrance by selected members of the royal family – and the grande entrée of Louis XIV’s closest servants – the grand chambellan (Godefroy-Maurice de la Tour d’Auvergne), his longest-serving and most intimate advisor, keeper of his seal, second in rank when receiving ambassadors, and – a key role – the man who would hand the King his shirt in the morning (as long as no high-ranking royal was present).

With the grand chambellan came the grand maître, head of Louis XIV’s household, and the maître de la garde-robe (master of the wardrobe). The grand chambellan would bring a small font so that Louis could bless himself, before a 15-minute religious service was held for all those in the room.

By now, the King had been awake for an hour, but he was still not out of bed. At eight thirty his hairdresser (valet du cabinet des perruques) would enter, to shave Louis (every other day) and choose his headgear for the early part of the morning – his perruque du lever, or ‘getting-up wig’. Louis would now rise, put on a dressing gown and slippers, and go to sit by the fireplace to be coiffed.

After a few minutes, the seconde entrée would be announced, and a new crowd of people would crush in. They included an ‘ordinary’ doctor and surgeon, secretaries, readers, the silverware keeper (contrôleur de l’argenterie), more wardrobe valets, and other carefully selected gentilshommes.

By this time, Louis might well be perched on his commode, or chaise d’affaires, but no one would bat an eyelid, or a nostril. The monarch was a public personage, as visible as the sun itself, and his bowel movements would always be observed by an uncritical audience of highly fortunate witnesses. The privilege of watching Louis defecate was reserved for people who had been granted the necessary certificate, called a brevet d’affaires, which cost around 200,000 livres, the equivalent during Louis XIV’s reign of the price of about 1,000 houses in an average French town – payable to the King, of course. The man with the honour of carrying the commode in and out of the bedroom and emptying it, the porteur de chaise d’affaires, had paid Louis 20,000 livres for the job. The salary was only 600 livres per year, but it was hereditary, so over the generations it was an investment. In short, Louis XIV was living proof that where there’s muck there’s brass.

Once the royal stools had been recorded and approved by the doctors, and the commode taken away, the huissier (bailiff) at the door could begin to announce the lucky ‘people of quality’ who had been selected to attend the grand lever, or ‘grand getting-up’ – including women. This entry ceremony was performed in strict order of protocol, so that no mere marquis could elbow in front of a duchesse. By 9 a.m. the room often contained about 50 people, and was so full that a lesser noble could hardly get through the door, and almost certainly could not see Louis XIV. But at least they were present, and their name had been called out across the crowd of wigs.

Next, the people who could actually see the King were allowed to watch him having his breakfast, usually one or two cups of bouillon (broth) or herbal tea – which had been tasted beforehand to check for poisons, and individually announced on arrival in the room as though they were guests: ‘Le bouillon du Roi!’

Invigorated by this light refreshment, Louis would take off his own dressing gown and nightshirt, and remove the lucky charms he wore in bed – which were mainly religious relics. According to his second wife, Madame de Maintenon, one of these was ‘from the real cross, and apparently authenticated by the best [experts]’.

To cover up the royal nudity, the person of highest rank would give the King his shirt. Resorting to some rare self-sufficiency, Louis would tie his own tie before selecting two handkerchiefs from three offered to him, perhaps adding an element of suspense for his spectators.

He then prayed again, kneeling by his bed. Despite rumours of dissolute goings-on at court, Louis XIV himself always tried to impose religious order at Versailles, and would even check up on who was observing Lent. If he heard reports of any courtier eating meat during the fasting season, the unfortunate aristocrat might be deselected from the grand lever crowd – a humiliating demotion.

After his personal moment of prayer, Louis XIV would lead a procession though the galerie des Glaces towards his chapel, attended by his cortège of close servants and courtiers, for a ten o’clock mass. This was when most courtiers got their first daily glimpse of the King, and throngs of France’s chicest aristos in their finery would line the route, hoping to say a word in the royal ear or catch his eye. Women would often hold a candle to look devout – but also to provide soft lighting for their faces.

Daily mass was obligatory for all Louis XIV’s closest entourage. After all, he was monarch by divine right, so everyone had to pay homage to the source of his power. As the satirist Jean de la Bruyère put it, describing the crowds in the chapel: ‘The people worship the King and the King worships God.’

Louis XIV was unquestionably devout, but he made sure that his daily religious routine was never boring by constantly commissioning new music for the services from the royal composer Lully or rivals for his post. Morning mass at Versailles was where the country’s best new music was to be heard.

Only after mass would Louis finally go to his office, the cabinet de travail, having taken more or less three hours to get up. Despite this apparent inefficiency, the whole government of France happened in that office, mainly in morning sessions. As Louis XIV said, ‘L’État, c’est moi.’ (‘I am the state.’)

Given that he celebrated mass every day, Louis seems to have thought it unnecessary to observe the Sabbath, and worked on Sundays, when he usually held his Council of State. On Tuesdays and Saturdays, he presided over the Council of Finances, and on Wednesdays a second Council of State. Mondays, Thursdays and Fridays were flexible, and would be given over to urgent matters of state, or to meetings with his architects and gardeners. Building work continued during most of his lifetime, and the renovation of Versailles was given the same importance as politics.

Nevertheless, Louis took his country’s political affairs seriously – the proof of this was that during his councils, ministers were actually allowed to sit down in his presence. Elsewhere in the palace everyone had to remain standing while Louis XIV was in view – even his own brother could only sit if expressly instructed to do so by the King.

At 1 p.m. Louis walked back to his bedroom, his route again lined by courtiers hoping to be noticed. Getting a prime spot between the cabinet and the bedroom was a huge honour because if you had a request – a relative to be promoted, a marsh to be drained, an invitation to be obtained – now was the time to put your case. Everyone knew that if first impressions worked, the lucky courtier might receive a private audience, and if their pitch was good enough, the King might grant them the funds and the royal seal of approval for their project.

For this to work, you had to look good – Louis might notice a tall or particularly well dressed man and stop to ask one of his attendants who this person was. But looks weren’t enough. The object of the King’s attention then had a few seconds during which to impress, preferably with a piece of quotable flattery. The diarist and courtier Saint-Simon said that shameless obsequiousness was the only way to approach Louis XIV: ‘The crudest [pieces of flattery] were well received, and the most degrading were enjoyed even more.’

Louis XIV liked to feed people a line to see how quick-witted they were. He once famously asked the painter Charles Le Brun, ‘Do you not think I have aged?’ Le Brun came back with, ‘Sire, all I see are a few more campaigns on Your Majesty’s forehead.’ Not exactly flattering, but highly effective because Louis loved to be thought of as a successful general. It was surely no coincidence that Le Brun became director of the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture and one of the men hired for the interior decoration of Versailles.

Similarly, the playwright Jean Racine was asked to go to Holland to watch the King’s army at work, presumably to get inspiration for one of his grandiose plays in which rulers battle for supremacy. Rashly, Racine didn’t go, and on his return to Versailles, Louis confronted him: ‘Didn’t you want to go and watch a siege?’, to which Racine quipped that he had ordered a new set of campaign outfits from his tailor, but ‘when he delivered them, the towns that Your Majesty was besieging had been taken’. A piece of repartee that saved Racine – and his career – from royal disfavour.

Sometimes these attempts at flattery would go wrong, because even Louis XIV had his limits. The Duc d’Uzès became a laughing stock at court for repeating the same barely credible flattering remark at every occasion. The King once asked Uzès when his wife’s baby was due, and the duke replied absurdly: ‘Oh, Sire, whenever Your Majesty wishes.’ While watching a scientific experiment, Louis was pleased with the chemist’s servile ‘Sire, these two gases will now have the honour of decomposing before Your Majesty,’ but less impressed when Uzès added: ‘If Your Majesty will permit it.’ Worst of all, though, when the Queen asked Uzès what time it was, he told her: ‘The time that Your Majesty wishes.’ It sounds as though she set him up just to create some gossip.

Louis XIV’s lunch, called dîner,fn1 was eaten in his bedroom, alone – if you don’t count the horde of spectators. Again, a select crowd of courtiers would be allowed in to stand and watch the King eating at his small square table, where he would tuck in to soup (often taking three or four bowls), ham, mutton, game, hard-boiled eggs, salad, fruit and pâtisseries.

The dishes sound simple enough, but the chefs were as keen to impress as everyone else at Versailles. The King’s cooks invented delicacies like filets de cerf aux perdreaux truffés (fillets of venison with truffle-stuffed partridges), and would sometimes flavour his food with violets. The gardeners also had to raise their performance and provide perfect seasonal produce – at the height of Louis XIV’s reign, his gardens grew seven varieties of melon and six of strawberries. Of course, when Louis favoured a certain fruit or vegetable, everyone in Versailles had to follow suit, and the town’s shopkeepers would take full advantage – during a craze for peas in the 1660s, prices went up to 130 livres per pound, almost a year’s salary for an average worker.

The food at Versailles was subject to etiquette every bit as rigid as the rules guiding the palace’s human residents. Each dish was brought from the kitchen accompanied by a dozen or so attendants – and any courtier seeing the convoy would have to bow to the King’s meal. Different dishes and drinks would have their own processions because they came from separate departments in the King’s kitchens, which were housed in a vast building that Louis XIV had constructed on the site of the church of the old Versailles village. The kitchens preserved a holy aspect, because the building contained a chapel dedicated to St Roch, who was believed to protect against epidemics and bad food – the patron saint of salmonella and unrisen soufflés. Six priests served in this chapel, blessing the dishes and those who prepared them.

The kitchen workers and waiters numbered about 500. For example, it took three people just to pass Louis XIV a glass of wine. The gentilhomme with the honour of serving the King at table would call out ‘à boire pour le Roi!’ (‘a drink for the King’). The chef d’échansonnerie-bouche (head wine server) would then give the gentilhomme a golden tray carrying a glass and two flasks – one of wine, the other of water to dilute it. The two men, followed by the aide de gobelet échansonnerie-bouche (assistant goblet and wine server) would bow before the King’s table, and then pour a little mixture of wine and water into cups for tasting. If none of the three tasters collapsed foaming at the mouth, the gentilhomme would then give the King the two flasks, and Louis would mix his own drink in his glass.fn2

The whole rigmarole with the flasks and glasses had to be repeated every time the King wanted a refill, because the drinks were kept on a chest of drawers set against the wall.

After his dîner, the King got changed (again, watched by a few courtiers), and then went about his afternoon activities. These he decided upon almost at the last minute, only giving his orders in the morning, and thereby obliging the courtiers who were to be honoured by his presence to rush off and put on their walking, riding or hunting outfits – while also keeping people on tenterhooks to see who would be invited.

In younger life, Louis XIV would go shooting in the park at least twice a week and hunt deer on horseback in the nearby forest at least once. He was by all accounts an excellent marks-man – the Duc de Saint-Simon wrote that ‘there was no better shot than he’ (although in French, the word tireur was also a crude double entendre). Louis XIV could bag 250 birds in a single day. This was not surprising, though, as 2,000 pheasants and 5,000 partridges might be released from the royal pheasant house to ensure that the King would not be frustrated.

Louis XIV would often give the dead birds to ladies present, who would wear the bloody corpses on their belts as trophies, and return to the palace still showing these gruesome signs of royal favour.

The King’s afternoon riding expeditions provided slightly different opportunities to stain his courtiers’ clothing. Legend has it that Louis XIV was blessed with an abnormally large (or patient) bladder, and could ride for hours without stopping. Naturally, while he rode, everyone else in his party had to ride. There were no comfort breaks unless Louis himself took one, and because he rarely did so, any courtier whose bladder was bursting had a painful choice – either cork it or wet themselves in the saddle. A quick stop behind a tree – however discreet – would be noticed and the offender banished from future hunting parties.

On clement afternoons, Louis also loved to promenade around his gardens, which, as we have already seen, would come to life before his eyes. Fountains would spring up as he walked, and hats would come off – he was the only person permitted to cover his head when he was present. Music would also start up, because music, along with flattery, was one of Louis XIV’s true loves, and just like flattery, he wanted to hear it everywhere he went. Louis himself played the lute, harpsichord and guitar (brilliantly, of course, according to his courtiers).

On his walks, Louis was either accompanied by strolling musicians or would come across small orchestras posted at strategic points around the grounds. When performing in windy weather, the court composer Jean-Baptiste Lully would have to increase the number of musicians in his ensemble so that they could make themselves heard.

Naturally, every orchestra, marching band and choir at Versailles had to play the King’s favourite songs, adding still more layers to the repetitive tedium of the courtiers’ lives. Elisabeth-Charlotte, the German wife of Louis XIV’s gay brother Philippe d’Orléans, once described a typical concert at court as ‘a tune from an old opera that we have heard a hundred times before’. And she was an avowed admirer of Louis XIV.

The King would return to the palace at about 5 p.m. and change clothes again, donning his most flamboyant costume and largest wig of the day, before visiting his queen or official mistress for a little tête-à-tête.

Three times a week, between seven and ten in the evening, Louis held his ‘appartement’. This was the courtiers’ favourite time of day, because the King hosted entertainments accompanied by a generous buffet of ice creams and pâtisseries at which everyone would help themselves. It was all very relaxed, with Louis mingling, talking about that day’s hunting, listening to music, dancing, watching card games and playing billiards.

Even so, with Louis present, relaxation was a relative concept. Betting was allowed at court, although forbidden in Paris, and it was a dangerous pursuit at Versailles, because players were willing to raise the stakes to ruinous levels just to attract the King’s attention. When they hit a losing streak, their fate would be sealed if Louis joined the game while they were trying to win their money back, because it was not polite to beat the King.

Playing billiards against Louis XIV provided another excellent chance to flaunt one’s talent for obsequiousness. It was said, for example, that a politician called Michel Chamillart was made Secretary of State for War and Minister of Finance purely thanks to his skill at losing to Louis at billiards. Chamillart was notoriously bad at both jobs and was dubbed by a wit as ‘a hero at billiards, a zero at the ministry’.

The worst thing about these ‘informal’ evenings, though, was that in hot weather, the huge crowd would create such a hammam that ice creams would melt instantly and bewigged, overdressed courtiers would suffer heat exhaustion.

In fact, Louis himself often couldn’t stand the heat, and would frequently leave these evening entertainments to his son (also called Louis, though destined never to reign, because he died of smallpox in 1711 before he could inherit the throne). The King, meanwhile, might be with his mistress enjoying his own overheated soirée.

The evening entertainments over, Louis XIV would retire to his antechamber from 10 to 11p.m. to eat his souper, a formal meal for which he would be seated in an armchair and watched by courtiers, including a row of especially favoured people who were allowed to stand behind him. Again, musicians might well be playing in the background.

Louis would sometimes use a meal like this to cause ructions at court. On 5 January 1685, for example, the diarist the Marquis de Sourches noted that: ‘The King gave a souper for the ladies. But they were only a small number, to the great displeasure of those who were not invited.’ Louis XIV was a master of divide and rule.

After supper, it was back to the bedroom with the same elite group who had attended his lever. The ceremony was the same as in the morning, only performed backwards, and with extra prayers. The only new element in the evening was the ceremony of the candlestick. The chaplain would hand it to the premier valet de chambre, who would carry it over to the King’s armchair. Louis would then select one of his courtiers to take off one glove and hold the candlestick while he got undressed.

The King climbed into his bed, the curtains were drawn, the premier valet de chambre would lie down on his camp bed, and everyone else would leave the room knowing that at seven o’clock the next morning, it would all begin again. If they were very lucky, tomorrow they would be invited to watch the King eat, maybe even from behind his chair; they might get the chance to utter some self-abasing flattery, lose at billiards, and hear the same tune for the thousandth time; and if they were amongst the most favoured in the realm, they might even get to watch the Sun King perform a bowel movement.

III

The elite in the King’s bedroom weren’t the only courtiers at Versailles to be subjected to waste products. When Louis XIV was in residence, the palace was so crowded that bodily functions became an embarrassing problem. According to an inventory of royal furniture, between 1664 and 1705 there were about 350 chaises de commodité (commodes) kept in garde-robes à chaise (literally, ‘chair wardrobes’) all over the building – but this was not enough to cope with the crowds, and not always convenient when courtiers were waiting at a key spot for the King to pass by. Hence the many stories of chic French aristocrats disappearing into bushes in the gardens, peeing in staircases or behind curtains, or getting servants to hold chamber pots and vases so that they could relieve themselves whenever they needed to. It is said that some men would go into bedrooms and use shaving and washing bowls – an unpleasant surprise for the occupant who later returned to their room to freshen up.

Even the clergy got in on the act – it was said that the aged Bishop of Noyon (who was also an aristocrat) was once caught short while alone on the upper level of the chapel at Versailles, and urinated over a balustrade. The guard on duty below heard the sudden cascade and rushed over to see a man of the cloth with his cloth hitched up. The guard quickly reported the matter to Louis XIV’s valet. Louis, though, had a soft spot for the old bishop, who was often present for his evening prayers, and did nothing to punish this desecration.

The palace must have reeked, especially on hot days, so that standing in smelly corridors, next to urine-soaked curtains, while bursting to use a chaise, in the vague hope of catching the King’s eye, must have been a source of constant humiliation for the crème de la crème of civilized French society. Most of all, though, one has to pity the servants whose job it was to lift the collecting bowls out of all the chaises de commodité and empty their contents into 30-odd cesspits dotted about the grounds.

On top of all this, the prospect of being in Louis XIV’s presence became less and less enticing as his reign went on.

It is often said that Louis XIV never bathed because his doctors believed that washing was dangerous. There was a widely held theory at the time that hot water could enter the body via the pores and poison it. One of Louis XIV’s physicians, Théophraste Renaudot, said that ‘bathing exterminates the body and fills the head with vapours’.fn3 Then again, water quality was not always perfect, so there might have been something in this theory, especially in cities like Paris where until the nineteenth century most household water came direct from the River Seine, which was also the main sewer.

However, the stories about Louis XIV’s body odour are often exaggerated. As we saw when discussing his fountains, some of the water piped into Versailles came from springs, so the quality could be relatively good. Louis himself loved swimming in rivers when he was a young man, and took frequent baths when he was older. In the 1670s he built himself a ‘bathing apartment’ with a tub that would be replenished by a small army of servants carrying jugs of hot water from a nearby boiler room.

Accounts of how often Louis XIV bathed tend to vary according to the strength of the writer’s belief in an absolute monarchy, but it is likely that he would have wanted to wash off the smell, sweat and blood after hunting – meaning that he would have bathed several times per week in younger life.

Not all Louis XIV’s courtiers followed his example. Many aristocrats believed in the dangers of washing, and would content themselves with a quick morning swab of the face and hands with a cloth moistened with water or vinegar – only the visible parts of the body had to look clean. To reduce body odours, they had creams and strong perfumes (musk and patchouli were favourites), and the better-off aristocrats who had rooms at the palace could change their shirts and undergarments several times a day. Even so, with the mix of body odours and perfumes, the crowded corridors of Versailles would definitely have set the nostrils twitching.

Despite the many portraits depicting Louis XIV as a demi-god, in later life his physical presence was far from pleasant. Like many people of the time, his dental hygiene left much to be desired, so that from the age of 38, in the late 1670s, his teeth began giving him serious problems. In 1678, one of his doctors, Antoine d’Aquin, noted that the King’s ‘right cheek and gum were swollen, and the abscess, having suppurated … was lanced and pus was withdrawn’.

By 1685, d’Aquin was reporting that a botched operation to have teeth removed from Louis XIV’s upper left jaw ‘sometimes caused a flow of bad-smelling purulent matter’. The doctor described ‘a hole in this jaw which, every time he drank or gargled, let the water enter his nose, from which it flowed like a fountain’. One has to pity the lucky courtiers chosen to observe the royal meals.

The hole was eventually cauterized after an agonizing session with red-hot irons and no anaesthetic, but thereafter, Louis was apparently a victim of ‘a strong, almost cadaverous odour when he blew his nose’.

By the time he was 47, Louis XIV had lost all his upper teeth but one, while all his lower teeth were partially rotten. This was just after his second marriage, to Madame de Maintenon. Never can ‘you may now kiss the bride’ have sounded so threatening. Not that the ceremony would have included those words – it was held in secret and was by all accounts a sombre mass.

In short, Louis XIV became a sort of Picture of Dorian Gray in reverse. The royal portraits stayed eternally glamorousfn4 while the real man lost his teeth and emitted cadaverous odours – and his courtiers were obliged to pretend it wasn’t happening.

IV

The question is, why did this daily regime of tyranny and pretence not provoke a rebellion amongst the courtiers?

Were none of these proud aristocrats – some of whom traced their families back to Charlemagne or William the Conqueror, or who were members of other European royal families – sick of the stench and the self-degradation? And why was there no Versailles revolution against the crushing boredom?

Surely it would only have taken direct action by a few influential figures, supported by Louis XIV’s ambitious younger brother, Philippe d’Orléans, to have put an end to the whole absurd ‘emperor’s new clothes’ regime. If a few hats had been defiantly kept on heads in the gardens of Versailles, a few aristocratic backsides planted on seats while the King was dining, or groans of disgust heard when he sat on his commode, then the spell would have been broken. The rebellious nobles could have convinced the Parisian mob that things were going to change, malcontents everywhere would have refused to pay their abusive local tax collectors, and Louis XIV’s sun would have set.

But it didn’t happen.

There seem to have been several reasons why Versailles never became unbearable for Louis XIV’s courtiers – at least, not until the very end of his reign, when he was ill and increasingly under the sway of his religious wife.

For a start, boredom breeds gossip, and the aristocrats at Versailles spent their days and nights starting, passing on and elaborating salacious rumours about each other. The young wife of an aged duke was pregnant? Bets would be taken on who was the real father, especially after the baby was born and illicit resemblances could be alleged.

The King’s various coucheries also provided plenty of entertainment, though he was so open in his infidelities that remarks about his mistress would mainly be jealous backbiting rather than moral accusations.

Not even the Queen, Marie-Thérèse, escaped the Versailles rumour mill – when she gave birth to a daughter in 1664, witnesses at the delivery remarked that the newborn girl was dark-skinned. One of the ladies-in-waiting, Madame de Motteville, described the baby as ‘une mauresse’, ‘a black North African’. To scotch rumours, the doctors blamed the infant’s dark complexion on the long labour and even on the Queen’s fondness for chocolate (she had started the fashion for drinking it in Paris), but there was so much gossip that 40 days later, some courtiers refused to believe the report that the baby had died. A few years afterwards, it was suggested that a young black servant girl at Versailles was the daughter, who had been hidden away. There were also stories that the girl was the fruit of an encounter between Louis XIV and a Caribbean maid.

Yet the rumours at court weren’t all sexual tittle-tattle. With Louis governing France from one room at Versailles, courtiers felt flattered to be at the heart of national affairs. Today, French politicians seem to love nothing better than being filmed or photographed in hushed conversation with each other, underlining their status as members of an in-the-know in-crowd. At Louis XIV’s court it was no different.

Courtiers could see and hear the King giving out orders, watch foreign ambassadors arrive and judge how they had been received, or witness ministers and generals being appointed and dismissed. In his diaries, the Marquis de Sourches constantly noted rumours that today would be thought of as security leaks. On 11 March 1690, for example, de Sourches talked about the ‘rumeur’ that ‘twelve thousand of the Holy Roman Emperor’s best troops on the Rhine had left for Hungary’ (this retreat by France’s enemy in the Nine Years War was good news), though he added that ‘perhaps the number was not so great and, ostensibly, the truth was that he had only marched away five or six thousand’. Clearly everyone was openly swapping hearsay about troop movements.

This story is accompanied by a long list of newly appointed army officers (all of them aristocrats), complete with their family background, because being selected for one of the King’s elite regiments was confirmation of the family’s noble status.

Sourches wrote similar entries for decades, especially during Louis XIV’s frequent wars, suggesting that the corridors of Versailles constantly echoed to the sound of official proclamations and only semi-hushed revelations. Insider knowledge like that is the basis of modern politicians’ whole careers, and must have fascinated the thousands of aristocrats in seventeenth-century Versailles.

Another reason why the nobility tolerated the Sun King’s blinding self-aggrandizement was baser: money. There were fortunes to be made and lost at Versailles, and not just from gambling.

The idea of selling state jobs wasn’t new. It was created by Henri IV in 1604, but Louis XIV turned it into a growth industry that earned him a fortune. When he created the post of percepteur des taxes d’enlèvement d’ordures à Paris (collector of taxes to pay for rubbish collection), for example, it was sold for a vast sum – 75,000 livres. The new recruit was guaranteed to cream off his percentage of the tax, and had the power to hold whole Parisian neighbourhoods to ransom if they didn’t pay up. Louis, meanwhile, received not only the 75,000 livres and his share of the taxes, but also an annual payment from the tax collector so that he could keep his job. It was win-win-win.

As bathing in hot water became more fashionable (or less risky) towards the end of Louis XIV’s reign, he decided to raise money by making it necessary to buy a licence to set up a high-class bathhouse – a sort of seventeenth-century urban spa – where the well-off residents of most major towns in France could pay a small fortune to wash, get a shave, have their wig powdered and deloused, and even undergo minor operations.

These licences sold so well that in 1689 Louis issued an edict creating 200 more. The 200 existing spa owners, known technically as the barbiers-perruquiers-baigneurs-étuvistes (barbers-wigmakers-bathers-steamroom operators) were horrified at the idea of so much competition – and certain that the market would not support so many of these spas – so they clubbed together and paid the King a ‘voluntary contribution’ of 100,000 livres to have the edict withdrawn. This was the equivalent of 1,000 years’ salary for a common soldier or coachman, so the earnings at stake must have been immense.

Just like a modern free-market economy, the aristocrats knew that some of the profits from Louis XIV’s lucrative jobs and licences would trickle down to them. The problem was that to stand a chance of cashing in, they had to bow and scrape to the King. Invitations to join him at his second home at the nearby château de Marly were as sought-after as tickets to a World Cup final. Courtiers would mutter a two-word plea – ‘Sire, Marly?’ – as he passed them in the gardens or the corridors, and the going rate to get one’s name on the guest list by other means was apparently 6,000 livres, payable to the Princesse d’Harcourt, a cousin by marriage of Louis XIV. The aristocrats paid up, partly so that they would be perceived as influential members of the in-crowd, but also for the opportunity to earn their cash back.

Sometimes Louis even made people’s mere presence at Versailles a blatant moneymaking scheme. In 1681 he organized a national lottery, nominally in aid of the poor, and obliged his courtiers to be generous, though this time he was offering large prizes in return. Participants bought as many tickets as they could afford, wrote their name on them, and put them in collecting boxes, with some gamblers trying to improve their chances by scribbling flattering messages to the King on the outside of their folded ticket. One was apparently inscribed with a clever, obsequious pun: ‘One Louis can make my fortune’ (a Louis was a coin as well as the King’s name).

The take-up was massive, with collection boxes arriving from all around the country – though there were complaints that some provincial boxes had not arrived in time for the draw. In any case, it came as no surprise when a ticket belonging to Louis XIV won the main prize of 100,000 livres. Sportingly, or because he thought that such obvious cheating would scupper future lotteries, he refused to accept his winnings, and put the money back in the pot. But, coincidentally or not, other large prizes were won by Louis XIV’s son, brother, wife and several other prominent courtiers.

In short, it was very worthwhile for aristocrats to stay on at Versailles, within range of all this money. But not everyone at court had the cash to buy a job, an audience with the King, or even enough hats to keep up with fashion. So, predictably, some courtiers resorted to theft. There were unimaginably rich pickings at the palace, and everyone knew that the jewellers in town never asked where sellers had obtained the diamonds, brooches or odd pieces of gold and silverware that they were peddling.

One evening, a skilful blade cut a large diamond button from the dress of Marie-Adelaïde de Savoie, the mother of the future King Louis XV, taking a neat square of material with it. She didn’t notice anything until it was too late, and when she reported her loss, news was put about that the perpetrator must have been a common gatecrasher, no doubt to preserve the court’s reputation.

At a ball on 11 December 1697, the Chevalier de Sully caught a young nobleman trying to steal a jewel from his outfit. The King was informed, but nothing was done in order to protect the thief’s family’s name. The young man was simply exiled from court, which was considered punishment enough. Even so, the young criminal knew that with a little well-placed flattery, bribery or (if really necessary) bravado on the battlefield, the exile could be rescinded.

Money flowed down through Versailles society in other forms, too. Any dishes served to the King that he didn’t finish were resold in town by the serdeaux – as their name suggests, they were originally the King’s water servers, but later became more general servants, often from noble families, whose job was to clear away the tables after a meal or party. Along one side of the place d’Armes in Versailles, just outside the palace entrance, market stalls would sell royal dishes, often untouched, to townspeople or down-on-their-luck courtiers who were looking for a cheap meal. Not surprisingly, serdeau was another job title that had to be bought.

Thanks to Louis XIV, the whole town of Versailles became an El Dorado, with canny residents able to make fortunes from the palace run-off. Chief amongst these were the hotel and inn owners providing board, lodging and prostitutes for the permanently incoming tide of builders, craftsmen, merchants, con artists and hangers-on. By 1700 the huddle of streets around the palace contained more than 100 hotels and inns.

Surprisingly, the fortune hunters who were most at risk were those who worked in the rag trade – any kind of tailor, seamstress, shoemaker, milliner, wigmaker or haberdasher.

They might have been expected to prosper the most, because fashions at court were so absurd that no garment could be bought ready-made. At the start of Louis XIV’s reign, for example, men’s garters and shoes were swathed in so many ribbons that courtiers were in real danger of somersaulting down staircases – Louis himself popularized the use of the walking stick to counter this. Naturally, vast stocks of ribboned garters had to be hand-sewn, and the walking sticks had to be personalized with jewels or gold handles as a mark of rank. Louis also decreed from time to time that certain courtiers would be allowed to wear a certain colour, so that new uniforms had to be ordered at top speed.

Women at the palace were encumbered with heavy dresses consisting of three skirts – la modeste, la friponne (or ‘mischievous’, because a lover might lift it) and la secrète. At court, they had to wear a train, the length of which depended on their rank – these could reach 12 feet (the French didn’t start measuring in metres until the Revolution) for a duchess, up to 44 feet for the Queen.

Under obligation to wear these customized costumes, both male and female courtiers spent half their lives getting measured and fitted, and begging the best cloth cutters and needle-workers to give priority to their new outfit. But this didn’t help the workers themselves, and the most frequent bankrupts in the town of Versailles were tailors.

This was because, despite the huge demand for clothes and accessories of all sorts, the nobles rarely paid in full for the finery they ordered. A shopkeeper who sold a pair of shoes, a cane or gloves might be able to demand cash, but large, complicated creations would be supplied on credit, and bills would often be ignored. And even if the courtiers were sued for payment, ultimately they were protected, thanks to Louis XIV’s decree making their houses inviolable property. If a Versailles aristocrat pleaded cash-poverty, no creditor could force him or her to sell their valuable mansion, so that a nobleman or-woman with huge debts could stay at court, living on credit, and angling for the glance or word from the King that might make him or her rich for life – or for generations.

Meanwhile, the tailors they bankrupted would have to pawn the tools of their trade, which would be bought by another fortune hunter.

In short, Louis XIV created a self-perpetuating market economy based on the notion of his own glory. It was totally corrupt but highly efficient. The proudest aristocrats in France would obey his every whim in the hope of earning prestige and its associated cash. This probably explains why, after the troubles at the start of his reign, Louis never entertained any doubts about the justification for his absolutist regime.

In a way, though, his self-confidence was a mistake, because by rewarding aristocrats for self-abasing obedience, Louis XIV seems to have sown the seeds for the demise of the monarchy.

After all, if you were an aristocrat who had been forced to humiliate yourself, and then pay a fortune, to land a lucrative job, you would be more than keen to hang on to it. If that job involved wielding power as, say, a tax collector or a judge, and making a rich living out of corruption, this keenness would become an obsession. And if you had also bought the right to pass your job on to future generations of your family, staying in your position of power would become your entire dynastic raison d’être.

So Louis XIV might have thought he was enslaving his aristocracy, but he was in fact giving it a very good reason to bite the royal hand that fed it. Thanks to Louis XIV, the aristocracy could feed itself, and had less reason to show allegiance to the monarch. What’s more, taxing the less fortunate had now become the aristocrat’s whole way of life.

This was the situation that would cripple Louis XVI’s attempts to reform French society before 1789, and that would end up sending him and many aristocrats to the guillotine.

Louis XIV was so sure of his unshakeable authority that he once even felt comfortable enough to joke about a riot. When his first grandson was born in 1682, the people of Versailles came to the palace to celebrate, but things quickly got out of hand. Building work was still going on, and the mob began to tear down wooden scaffolding and set light to it, throwing tarpaulins and old clothes on to the celebratory bonfire to get it really roaring.

Anxious courtiers advised Louis XIV to send soldiers to disperse the mob and put out the flames, but the King quipped: ‘Let them carry on, as long as they don’t burn us.’

It would be another century before his joke would turn sour.


Chapter 3

MORAL AND FINANCIAL BANKRUPTCY

[image: ]


‘La naissance n’est rien où la vertu n’est pas.’
‘Birth is nothing where there is no virtue.’

Molière (1622–73), French playwright, in Dom Juan



I

THE GANGRENE OF the leg that killed Louis XIV in 1715 spread throughout Versailles almost immediately.

Rotting slowly on his deathbed, Louis XIV received the future king, his five-year-old great-grandson. The dying 76-year-old had outlived two generations of heirs, and, with the wisdom of melancholic hindsight, told the boy to avoid war at all costs, because ‘it is the ruin of peoples’.

In French ‘la ruine’ is usually financial, and Louis XIV knew what he was talking about, because the decade-long Spanish War of Succession, during which France had fought against practically the whole of Europe, had emptied the country’s coffers. Taxes, already heavy, had become crippling – though not for the nobility, of course, who didn’t pay tax. Meanwhile, French farmers and agricultural labourers, some of the poorest in Europe, were losing 10 per cent of their harvest to their (usually noble) landlord, another 10 per cent to the Church (which didn’t pay tax), a percentage of all produce they transported across toll bridges (which usually belonged to an aristocrat), as well as paying levies on salt and alcohol, and giving workdays for whatever projects the King wanted doing, but which might also benefit the local aristo. Urban workers weren’t much better off – they escaped the taxes on harvests, but their basic wage was far lower than that of workers in London and Amsterdam, for example.

Overall, Louis XIV’s advice to his great-grandson was coming a little too late. He was leaving his country in deep financial ruine.

Almost the only reason why the people of France didn’t rise up in the last years of Louis XIV’s reign, apart from the threat of brutal repression, was that some two million people, almost 10 per cent of the population (at the poorer end of the social ladder, naturally), died in the winter famines of 1693 and 1709. The people just didn’t have the energy or the numbers for a revolution.

After this cataclysmic end to the longest reign in French history, the new king, the infant Louis XV, and more particularly his regent, Louis XIV’s nephew Philippe d’Orléans,fn1 had a great opportunity to usher in an era of peaceful growth under a less crippling tax regime and a fairer system of government.

At first, Philippe showed good intentions. He wrote an open letter to his provincial tax collectors announcing that he intended to introduce a fairer system of taxation. Philippe also restored the right of parliament to contest a royal law – the droit de remontrance – which Louis XIV had abolished in 1673.

Symbolically, Philippe abandoned Versailles. The great symbol of royal decadence and profiteering was emptied almost overnight, and the new Finance Minister, Adrien de Nouailles, even suggested burning it down, though that might have been to fumigate the place after poor Louis XIV’s slow death from advancing gangrene of the leg.

The Palais-Royal in central Paris became the seat of government, while the infant King Louis XV was sent to live in the château de Vincennes, just outside the eastern fringes of the capital.

Leaving Versailles suggested that the royal family had finally recognized that their life of flagrant decadence was over.fn2

All in all, the post-Sun King era seemed to be starting promisingly. But you don’t grow potatoes on an ornamental rose bush, and 41-year-old Philippe quickly showed that he was a typical product of his royal upbringing, a lover of sex parties and gambling who was totally disconnected from the everyday realities of running an economy.

The Palais-Royal became the scene of even more outrageous decadence than Louis XIV had ever managed. Philippe’s ‘soupers’ (‘suppers’) became notorious, usually ending up – or even starting off – as orgies. In his memoirs, the Duc de Saint-Simon wrote that the Regent spent his suppers ‘in very strange company. His mistresses [the Regent had five or six, and enjoyed playing them off against each other], sometimes an opera girl, often Madame du Berry [Philippe’s own daughter], and a dozen men.’ Saint-Simon lists a few revellers’ names, before adding ‘men he [the Regent] had just met, a few ladies of dubious virtue, and unknowns who shone by their wit or debauchery … They drank, became heated, talked loudly and dirtily, outdid each other’s impieties, and when they had made enough noise and got drunk enough, they went to bed.’

The rumours of an incestuous relationship between Philippe and his daughter were rife, and the fact that he was having affairs with half a dozen women was public knowledge, but Philippe didn’t seem to care. Saint-Simon said that ‘the scandal surrounding this public harem, and the depravity and impiety of his suppers, was extreme and spread everywhere.’

Unjustly perhaps, it was Philippe’s daughter, who nowadays would be seen as a victim of abuse, who became the biggest figure of hatred in Paris. She was grossly overweight, which was bad enough in sophisticated Parisians’ eyes (as well as those who couldn’t afford to eat and drink as much as her), and was nicknamed ‘La Jouflotte’ (‘Fat cheeks’). It was rumoured that she would sleep with any available man, including most of the male servants and guards at her home at the palais du Luxembourg in Paris. When she cut off public access to the Luxembourg gardens, the city’s satirists dropped any finesse from their usual wit, and turned grossly insulting. It was alleged that she had done this so that she could cavort about naked, and in his memoirs, the Comte de Maurepas quotes a song of the time that went:


They’ve closed the door to the Luxembourg gardens,

It’s fat Jouflotte’s fault,

She would have done better, the tart,

To close the hole nearest her backside,

Where all her guards get to play.



Not exactly subtle, even if it did rhyme in French:


On nous a fermé la porte

Du jardin du Luxembourg.

C’est la grosse Joufflotte

Qui nous a joué ce tour.

Elle eût mieux fait, la bougresse,

De boucher le trou

Le plus voisin de ses fesses,

Par où ses gardes font joujou.



The Regent Philippe’s daughter was the ultimate victim of his debauchery, and died in 1719 aged only 23. When a post-mortem was performed, she was found to be pregnant for the seventh time, just three months after a miscarriage. One of her last acts was to reopen the Luxembourg gardens to the public.

II

The French have never been convinced by the Anglo-Saxon view that their political leaders need to be squeaky-clean sexually,fn3 so sex addiction and even incest didn’t prevent Philippe d’Orléans running the country.

But Philippe’s detractors were convinced that his behaviour endangered the country. Saint-Simon says that during the infamous soupers, the palace was ‘so heavily barricaded that it was useless to try and get to the Regent, no matter what kind of problem arose. I don’t mean just the unexpected affairs of an individual, but matters which might have endangered the state.’ Saint-Simon can’t have been the only person in Paris to channel his moral disapproval through concerns about state security.

Saint-Simon also thought that Philippe’s lackadaisical attitude to life meant that even if he put in relatively long working hours compared to other members of the royal family – he sometimes worked all morning and then until five in the afternoon – he wasted a lot of time:


A thousand private affairs, as well as government business that he could have dealt with in half an hour, and then taken a firm decision, were prolonged, either through weakness or because of his terrible desire to cause divisiveness. He would sometimes admit that his favourite maxim was the toxic ‘divide and rule’. Most matters revealed his defiant attitude to everything and everybody.



Philippe was not the ideal leader, then. It was a case of personality over politics, with a dysfunctional personality at the helm. Perhaps it was out of sheer indolence that Philippe pursued a strategy of peacemaking – apart from a short war with Spain between 1718 and 1720 caused by suspicions that the Spanish wanted to claim the French throne. Even this war involved little French action outside of a brief incursion across the Pyrenees, and a bout of skirmishing over ownership of Florida. Nothing very costly for the taxpayer.

In a spectacular turnaround, Philippe actually signed an alliance with France’s traditional enemy, England, which was a major money-saver in terms of land and sea battles not fought. He even turned his back on the traditional Auld Alliance by withdrawing French support for the Stuart pretenders – a sure way to make peace with London.

However, Philippe’s biggest downfall was economic, and probably linked to the aristocratic love of gambling that had been nurtured amongst the courtiers at Louis XIV’s Versailles.

In 1715, seeing that Louis XIV had left France in dire need of money, Philippe d’Orléans did what many people in his position might do, if they didn’t have an efficient government to advise them against it – he contacted an old friend who seemed to be very handy at accumulating cash.

In Philippe’s case, this was a Scotsman called John Law.

Despite his moral-sounding name, Law was a conman and gambler who had been deported by several European countries – including France. During Louis XIV’s reign, the Scotsman had introduced a card game, faro, to Versailles, where it had become immensely popular amongst the richest courtiers – including Philippe d’Orléans – because it was relatively easy for the banker/dealer to cheat. Often, of course, that banker was Law himself, and it didn’t take very long for the losers to complain that Law’s winning streaks were getting too frequent. Eventually, Louis XIV signed his deportation order.

The question is: when Philippe d’Orléans invited the card cheat Law to return to France and become his chief financial advisor, was it a sign of desperation? Or was it a canny sense that Law might be able to wheedle cash out of the aristocrats, as he had done before at the card table?

In any case, the scheme that Law came up with was so bold, and generated so much financial activity, that he has inspired swindlers ever since, right down to the American Bernie Madoff, whose fraudulent schemes cost his investors an estimated $18 billion, and who in 2009 was sentenced to 150 years in prison.fn4

Law’s scheme was legal enough. It was based on the theory that money breeds money. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, most money in France was stagnating. It was locked away in aristocrats’ safes or in banks, in the form of gold and silver coins or jewellery. The rich lived off interest, off the taxes from their tenants, or bribes generated by the jobs they had bought.

Law explained to Philippe d’Orléans that this cash could be put to use to generate wealth amongst the population at large. For example, aristocratic Parisian A has 1,000 livres and gives it to his mistress. The mistress spends her money on a diamond ring; the jeweller buys champagne; the wine seller gets himself a wig and a suit; the tailor has to pay for treatment against syphilis; the quack gets his horses reshod; and so on, until a large chunk of the money ends up back in the pocket of aristocratic Parisian A in the form of taxes or bribes. But meanwhile everyone has benefited.

In a way, it was the system that Louis XIV had been using at Versailles by letting his cooks and servants sell off his half-eaten meals, by selling jobs that would allow the incumbent to accept bribes, or by letting thieves get away with jewel theft.

Law launched his system in 1716. He set up a Banque générale, which began issuing a new currency of paper banknotes, under-written by royal silver and gold, and by Philippe’s official patronage. The new banknotes caught on so well that in 1718 Law was allowed to change the name of the bank to the Banque royale. However, even then the fraud had begun, because the face value of its banknotes already outweighed its bullion.

Nevertheless, money was circulating, and wealth was trickling out of the aristocracy into a new and growing bourgeoisie. As Saint-Simon put it in his memoirs: ‘People rushed to change their lands and houses into paper.’ The Regent himself was doing his best to get the paper money into circulation by doling it out as gifts to his friends, relations and political allies. What was more, according to Saint-Simon, ‘in the evening, his mistresses and cronies … grabbed it [paper money] out of his pockets, because all these gifts were in notes, which were worth their weight in gold, and were even preferred to it.’

At the same time, Law set up companies aimed at making a fast buck out of France’s colonies. His Compagnie d’Occident (Company of the West) was given exclusive trading rights between France and Louisiane, which comprised much more than the modern state of Louisiana – it stretched right up the Mississippi from the Gulf of Mexico to the Great Lakes and west as far as French settlers had roamed into Wyoming, Colorado and Texas.

By vastly overstating the wealth of minerals, timber and furs to be had in Louisiane, and by shipping out thousands of poor, press-ganged ‘settlers’, most of whom would die of starvation or be massacred by Spanish troops and Native Americans, Law’s company began attracting investors and selling worthless swampland.

The Compagnie d’Occident did so well that Law was given permission to repeat his exploits and set up a worldwide operation under the propitious-sounding name Compagnie perpétuelle des Indes orientales. He merged this with the Banque royale, and even contrived to lend the state a billion of his paper livres. Public confidence in Law’s business acumen was so great that in the first three months of 1720, the price of shares in the company rose from 500 to 20,000 livres, a 40-fold increase.

Predictably, with share prices so absurdly high, some people began to decide that it might be time to cash in on their investment. A few of them made vast sums of money, especially thanks to some blatant insider dealing. A grandson and a godson of Louis XIV, both young men in their twenties, were well informed enough to convert millions of livres of banknotes into gold before the rush started. But after these huge payouts to the in-crowd, the defaults began, leading to a frantic run on the paper currency.

In Paris, the bank at Palais-Royal announced that it would open at 6 a.m. on 17 July to give coins in exchange for one ten-livre note per person, a relatively small denomination, but enough to buy a couple of sheep at market. The trouble was that Parisians have never been keen on queuing, and as soon as the gates to the bank courtyard opened, the crowd surged forward, killing five or six people at the front of the line.

The bodies of three victims were being carried out into the place du Palais-Royal when, by an ironic coincidence, Law’s carriage was passing by.
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