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It is perhaps only fitting that the story of the most legendary king ever to sit on the throne of France should itself begin with a legend. It opens on a bleak December day in 1637 when a small company of riders thunders through the narrow streets of Paris. They have just left the small hunting lodge of Versailles and are now making their way towards Saint-Mandé, on the eastern edge of the city. As they ride along the rue Saint-Antoine, one of them suddenly signals his desire to stop, and the small party comes to a halt outside the convent of the Visitation. The man dismounts and enters the building while the others wait patiently outside.

Within, all is peace and tranquillity, while the unassuming design and austere décor contribute to the general atmosphere of no-nonsense solemnity. The man crosses the floor, making his way towards a wooden door whose only feature is a grille closed from the inside. No one approaches him or tries to impede his progress in any way, for he is a regular visitor to the convent and well known to the nuns. Besides, few would be so bold as to challenge the king of France, who has come to see a close friend, to discuss his problems, and receive her wise counsel.

Out of courtesy, a small stool is placed before the door; he sits and patiently awaits his friend’s arrival. Suddenly the grille slides open and the king looks upon the familiar, exquisite face of the novice. She smiles in greeting. She knows why Louis has come, and she listens with a serenity that belies her youth as he confides to her his secret worries about the state, his dealings with his ministers, and, most poignantly, his difficult relationship with his queen. She offers her advice as best she can, but most of the time she merely allows him to unburden himself. Then, at a carefully chosen point in their conversation, she takes the opportunity to urge him, as she has done so many times before, to reconcile with the queen, for France is very much in need of a dauphin.

After a time, Louis XIII takes leave of his friend and steps into the street to discover that the storm which had been threatening all afternoon has finally broken. Undaunted, he mounts his horse, and the small party resumes its journey amid the gathering darkness. They do not travel very far before the weather, already bad, has deteriorated markedly. The cold and drenching rains whiten into a heavy sleet, which in turn gives way to driving snow, while the blustering winds make it impossible to keep the torches lit. Guitaut, the trusted captain of the king’s guard, suggests that it would be folly to go any farther, and that it might be better to spend the night at the Louvre. This makes sense. The Louvre is still only a short ride away; it is warm and dry, and the hunting party could resume its excursion in the morning. The king, however, is reluctant. He knows the queen is in residence at the Louvre, but they have been estranged for some time; besides, he is expected at Saint-Mandé, and his bed and other necessities have been sent on ahead, while his hosts are awaiting his arrival, as are his servants. Louis looks at the sky and assures Guitaut that the storm will soon pass and they should continue on their way.

Before long, however, it becomes obvious that the storm is growing yet more violent. Guitaut speaks up again, reiterating his proposal that they go to the Louvre for the night. Again the king protests, pointing out that the queen takes her supper and retires too late for him. Guitaut assures his master that she would conform to the king’s wishes in this respect, and Louis, reluctantly, indicates his consent.

As the small company retraces its steps and makes its way towards the Louvre, Guitaut rides ahead to alert the queen of the king’s imminent arrival and state the time at which he would like to take his supper. The queen issues orders to serve the king his favorite dish, and the royal couple shares a warming meal. They then withdraw for the night, and Louis finds that his pillow has been placed on the queen’s bed. Nine months later, the queen, Anne of Austria, gives birth to their son, the dauphin of France. The child is named Louis, but at his formal baptism he will be given a second name, one that reflects the miraculous nature of his arrival: Dieudonné, for Louis XIV of France truly was a gift from God.1

As with all legends, this one has some basis in fact, but not much. However, its author, the Abbé Griffet, was correct to portray the coming of the dauphin as a prodigious event, for the fact was that Louis XIV was born at a time when France had every reason to give up hope that her king would ever produce a much-desired heir—and the circumstances of Louis XIV’s conception and birth are every bit as dramatic as the legend.
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It was a charming scene. In the fairy-tale château at Burgundy, the bride and groom, both of whom were only fourteen years old, came together for the formal solemnization of their marriage. Anne of Austria was “as beautiful as the day,”1 tall, with large blue eyes, luxuriant chestnut hair, and long white hands of which she was especially proud. She wore a velvet gown of royal purple powdered with golden fleur-de-lis, the symbol of her new country. Louis was quite plump and spoke with a stammer; he was “handsome and very well made,” and his appearance “did not displease the queen.”2 His dark hair and deep brown eyes were perfectly set off by a suit of white satin embellished with gold embroidery and a large ruff.3 They exchanged gifts, Louis presenting Anne with a plume from his hat, while she gracefully acquiesced to his request for one of the bows that bound her hair.

The wedding festivities would continue into the night, but first the royal couple was ceremonially put to bed as other members of the royal family and courtiers looked on and a priest blessed the marriage bed in the hope that God would help the couple produce an heir. Where the bride and groom were children, this symbolic “consummation” was all that was required, and the groom, having been placed in the bed beside his wife before witnesses, would then be removed and taken away to his own chamber. The young couple would then continue to live in separate households until it was decided that they were old enough to begin their married life together in the fullest sense. However, Louis and Anne, despite their youth, were deemed old enough to begin living together as husband and wife immediately, and it was here that the problems began.

At the time of his wedding to Anne of Austria,4 Louis XIII of France already had a highly developed aversion towards women. This was largely the result of the schemes and conspiracies of his mother, Marie de Médicis, who proved reluctant to relinquish the power she had exercised as regent, and who had always favored her younger son, Gaston, duc d’Orléans, at the expense of the king. Now, as he stood on the threshold of manhood, Louis appeared disinclined to consummate his marriage.

At five thirty in the afternoon, Louis announced that the wedding ceremonies had tired him out, and he retired to his room. No amount of persuasion would induce him to change his mind, and when his courtiers regaled him with lurid sex stories, they seemingly made a bad situation worse. However, the king’s behavior was merely artifice, part of a larger ritual designed for such a momentous occasion.

When, after almost two hours, Louis had still not emerged from his chamber, Marie de Médicis entered and, as his companions looked on, announced, “My son, it’s not all done in getting married; you have to come to see the queen your wife, who awaits you.” Louis replied, “Madame, I was only waiting for your command. I’m happy to set out with you to find her.” The nervous bridegroom allowed himself to be led by his mother to Anne’s chambers, to find her sitting up in bed. “My daughter,” said Marie, “here is your husband whom I bring to you; receive him into your bosom and love him well, I beseech you.” Anne expressed her eagerness to please Their Majesties,5 before the young king and queen were left in the care of two royal nurses. The sumptuous curtains were drawn around the bed and, after a little over two hours, Louis called for his slippers and dressing gown. He withdrew to his own chamber, announcing that he had done his duty twice.

As it happens, there is some dispute as to whether or not Louis and Anne consummated their marriage that night. Marie de Médicis claimed to have discovered stains on the blankets, which suggested that they had, but rumor had it that the king had been incapable of fully performing his conjugal duty; whatever the case, so distasteful did Louis find the physical side of married life that he left Anne alone thereafter.

No attempt to induce Louis to fulfill his royal responsibility and produce a dauphin seemed to work. A story later told by the Venetian ambassador had it that Louis was invited to the bedroom of his half sister upon her marriage to the duc d’Elbeuf and allowed to watch as they made love several times in the hope that he would be inspired to do the same with the queen. It was to no avail, and the now nineteen-year-old king eventually had to be carried, literally kicking and screaming, to Anne’s bed, when the full consummation of their marriage finally took place.6

The problem was not so much personal dislike for his bride but his aversion to women in general; moreover, Louis had long harbored a deep distrust of the Spanish, which in turn influenced his attitude towards his new queen. This could only make a difficult situation worse, for Louis and Anne were not really compatible. He was reserved and deeply pious. He had received a broad education designed to prepare him for kingship, and he was intelligent, but not an intellectual. Instead of occupying himself with philosophy and political theory, he preferred gardening and sports. A soldier at heart, Louis spent a lot of his time practicing with weaponry of all kinds. His preferred pastime, however, was hunting, and he kept several lodges throughout the Île de France, although none could match his favorite, Versailles, which nestled among the marshes and wild forests of the Val de Gallie.

For her part, Anne was also deeply pious, but she was also fun-loving, with “a fascinating gift for coquetry and an alarming lightness of behavior.”7 Sociable, she indulged a love of gambling and enjoyed parties and being surrounded by her friends, not all of whom exercised a favorable influence on her. The most notorious of her companions was the exquisitely beautiful Marie de Rohan, in turn duchesse de Luynes and duchesse de Chevreuse, who was already well known for the intrigues and conspiracies that would see her exiled from court, and even from France, on several occasions.

Notwithstanding their differences, Louis did manage to do his duty by his queen and his country, and Anne became pregnant more than once. Her first pregnancy ended in miscarriage when, upon returning to the Louvre from a party late one night with her friends, one of whom was La Rohan, she frolicked through the darkened corridors of the château. Slipping on the highly polished floor, Anne crashed in an undignified heap and lost her baby shortly afterwards.8 When another three pregnancies also ended in miscarriage, the king’s distrust of his queen deepened, and he would usually console himself by going to the hunt with an intimate group of favorites, leaving the government of the country to his chief minister and éminence grise, Cardinal Richelieu.

While Louis occupied himself with the chase, Anne had distractions of her own. Several men paid court to her, among them the duc de Bellegarde, an older gentleman who responded to Anne’s beauty as her husband never could. This was nothing more than the innocent flirtation that belonged to the realm of courtly love; however, the attentions of two of the queen’s admirers would be more significant. The first was Cardinal Richelieu, who, among his many other duties, served in Anne’s household as almoner.

More distinguished than good-looking and pressed by burning ambition, Richelieu made it his business to ingratiate himself into Anne’s favor as a means of further advancing his own career. His tactics had succeeded once before, when he had found favor with the queen mother. Now he turned his attention to Anne, with overtures that he described as “fatherly efforts to show her kindness.” The queen was not impressed, but urged by her friend Marie de Rohan, she tricked the cardinal into dancing the fandango while wearing a green costume, complete with bells. Humiliated by their laughter, he never forgot this assault on his dignity, nor could he ever forgive the queen. Anne had made an enemy of him, and thereafter he took every opportunity to discredit her with the king.9

Much later, Anne was pursued by a man who would break all the rules of courtly love and threaten seriously to compromise her virtue—George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham. The handsome and chivalrous duke first came into Anne’s life in 1623 when he and Prince Charles, the future king of England, travelled incognito through France on their way to Spain. Buckingham was enchanted by Anne, and, when he returned to France two years later to accompany Charles’s queen, Henriette, to England, he took full advantage of his mission to renew his attentions to her. The court travelled with Henriette and her gallant escort as they began their journey to Calais, but the queen mother became ill, and the party was obliged to find lodgings so she could rest for a few days. One evening, as Anne was strolling in the garden with her coterie of friends, Buckingham approached and asked to speak to her. Anne’s companions maintained a respectful distance as she and the duke walked along in private conversation. The path led them into a part of the garden that was hidden by shrubbery, and Anne, alarmed to find herself suddenly alone with her English admirer, cried out and brought servants and friends rushing to her aid.

When the court took leave of Henriette, Buckingham bent to kiss the hem of Anne’s gown as she sat in the front of her coach, taking care to hide his face so as to conceal his tears. The two parties went their separate ways, the French court making their way back to Fontainebleau, while Henriette and Buckingham journeyed on towards Calais. Buckingham, however, was tortured by an irresistible urge to see Anne once again and, pretending he had received fresh orders from his master, left his charge at Boulogne and caught up with the French court at Compiègne. Finding Anne in bed and attended by a few of her ladies, he threw himself onto his knees next to the bed and kissed the sheets. Anne, embarrassed and a little annoyed, was unable to speak, and it was left to her lady-of-honor to announce sharply to the duke that such behavior was not the custom in France and that he should rise. Buckingham reasoned that, since he was not a Frenchman, he was not bound to observe French customs; he then spoke tenderly to Anne, but she merely complained of his boldness and ordered him to leave. Yet it was obvious to all that Anne was not as angry with the duke as she pretended to be, and, as he left for England, he announced his intention to return to France as soon as he could.10 Anne later confessed that if a virtuous woman could love a man other than her husband, Buckingham would be the only one who could have pleased her.11

Louis, too, enjoyed tender moments when he became strongly attracted to Marie de Hautefort, a young woman who had recently joined his mother’s household. Known as l’Aurore, the Goddess of the Dawn, she was fourteen years old and highly spirited, with large blue eyes, golden hair, and a dewy complexion; although the king fell in love with her, he continued to admire her from a distance, much to the amusement of his queen and her friends.12

For her part, Mlle de Hautefort was not too impressed with her royal devotee. Although she agreed to spend time with him, she was sorry to report that all the king did was talk about hunting and dogs. On occasion, he would confide his woes about the queen to her, only for her to chide him for treating Anne so badly.

One who noticed Marie de Hautefort’s power over Louis was Cardinal Richelieu, who befriended the favorite with a view to using her to influence the king. Marie, however, would have none of it. She rejected Richelieu’s overtures, rebuking him instead for his ill-treatment of the queen.13

The friendship between Louis and Marie de Hautefort continued for some five years until he became attracted to Louise de La Fayette. She was the queen’s maiden-of-honor, and she possessed every accomplishment that fitted her for the position: she was seventeen and very pretty, with a good singing voice and a talent for dancing; but what attracted the king was her love of outdoor pursuits, especially hunting. Louis and La Fille, as he called her, would often go riding together, when he would regale her with tales of his success on the hunting grounds. Louise had a charming and easy manner, and Louis genuinely fell in love with her, much to the astonishment of the court, for Louis was not the man to take mistresses. The king felt comfortable enough with Louise to confide to her his hopes and worries, and he would discuss everything from the progress of the Franco-Spanish War to his dealings with Richelieu.

Much to Louis’s sorrow, however, the young maiden-of-honor was more devoted to God than to a life at court. He was heartbroken when, after four years of devoted attachment, Louise announced her intention to follow her true vocation, which was to retire from court and enter the Convent of the Visitation as a novice. Reluctantly, Louis let her go, but as he watched her leave, he at least had the consolation of being able to visit her at the convent whenever he liked; during these visits, Louise would urge the king to be kind to his wife so that France might have an heir.14

The personal difficulties between the king and queen might have been alleviated by these diversions, but they did nothing to address what was now becoming a very real problem: France still lacked a dauphin. Until Louis and Anne produced a son, the heir presumptive was Gaston d’Orléans, whose ambition to become king, coupled with his penchant for conspiracies and disreputable associates, made him a very dangerous man. Worse, Gaston had no sons, meaning that upon his death the throne would go to their cousins, the Condés, who wished to drag France back into feudalism, an equally undesirable scenario. At one point, Gaston became involved in a plot to murder Cardinal Richelieu, depose Louis, and force him to annul his marriage, while Queen Anne would marry Gaston, who would then become king. Despite the involvement of her friend Marie de Rohan, Anne was merely a blameless pawn in the conspiracy, but Louis would never be entirely persuaded of her innocence.

Louis’s suspicions seemed to be justified when Anne withdrew to the convent of the Val-de-Grâce. While this had long been her practice, on this occasion she was discovered to be holding secret correspondence with her brothers, Philip IV of Spain, and the cardinal-infante, who was in command of troops in the Spanish Netherlands. The letters, which were passed into Spain through an underground network, were uncovered by Richelieu’s spies; with France and Spain still at war, he felt justified in raiding the queen’s apartments, where more letters were found. Most of these were uncompromising, the natural correspondence of a sister and brother; however, in one, Anne had mentioned a certain monk whom Richelieu planned to send to Spain as an agent. Richelieu viewed Anne’s actions as treason and sent her to Chantilly while her fate was being decided.

Richelieu now had the perfect excuse to finally be rid of a woman he had long regarded as his enemy, an ambition that could only be helped by the fact that she and Louis had been married for twenty-two years and had not yet managed to produce an heir. Anne was acutely aware of her situation, and she had often expressed her fears that she might be repudiated. However, despite his personal feelings, Richelieu knew that the best interests of France could be served only by reconciliation between the king and queen. Taking the matter into his own hands, he confronted Anne with her treason, pointing out the seriousness of her activities and warning her of the consequences both to herself and to France should she persist. He then offered his forgiveness and promised to solicit the king to pardon her, and so Louis and Anne were reconciled.

The king and queen resided at Saint-Germain for three weeks in November 1637 before Anne went to the Louvre, while Louis left to go on a hunting expedition. His first stop was Crosne before moving on to Versailles, where he was installed by December 5. It was during this period that Louis XIV was conceived. An announcement published in the Gazette at the end of January promised good news to come: “All the princes, lords, and people of fashion went to congratulate their majesties at Saint-Germain on their hopes of a happy event, which with God’s help, we will tell you about soon.”15

It was, of course, essential that Anne’s child should be a boy. Although daughters made useful pawns for political alliances, they could not succeed to the throne. With this in mind, Louis requested special novenas to be said in the hope that God would bless France with a dauphin. He also placed France into the hands of the Blessed Virgin and issued orders that the Feast of the Assumption16 should be celebrated each year.

Elsewhere, spiritual assistance was offered by Jean-Jacques Olier, founder of Saint-Sulpice, who took to scourging himself regularly, while Jeanne de Matel of l’Institut du Verbe Incarné prophesied that Queen Anne’s child would be a boy.17 A discalced Augustine, Father Fiacre, urged the queen to make novenas at each of three churches dedicated to the Virgin,18 while the Carmelite Marguerite of the Blessed Sacrament, who claimed to have been visited several times by the Virgin, knew weeks before anyone else that Anne was pregnant.19

Formal confirmation of the happy event came when the Mercure Français announced that “France has hopes of the greatest happiness so far in this august and marvellous reign, namely the birth of a dauphin, destined by God to take place this year.”20 When Anne felt the baby stir for the first time, a fireworks display was held at the Arsenal in Paris to celebrate. As the summer wore on, the queen sent for a precious relic, a fragment of the holy girdle worn by the Virgin as she gave birth. Gifts arrived for the new baby, including a layette and other garments from Pope Urban VIII, while greetings were sent from King Philip of Spain; notwithstanding that their two counties were at war, he was, after all, the baby’s uncle.

A team of wet nurses was engaged, as well as midwives and the royal accoucheur, or obstetrician, Dame Peronne. There was a heightened sense of excitement when Louis returned from the front in August to attend the imminent birth of his first child. However, when Anne had still not given birth by the nineteenth of the month, he grew impatient and angrily wrote to Richelieu stating that he wished he had not arrived so early and that he would prefer still to be with his army in Picardy. He then announced his intention to go to Versailles for two or three days, having found “the female sex as senseless and impertinent as ever” and expressing his desire to “be away from all these women.”21

By August 28, the baby was considered overdue and prayers were said in Paris, while the Blessed Sacrament was displayed in the churches. Anne had already withdrawn to the Château-Neuf of Saint-Germain, the smaller and more comfortable of the two châteaux, for her lying-in. A week later, towards midnight, she went into labor surrounded by her attendants, while witnesses watched her at every moment. Chief among these was Gaston d’Orléans, who had arrived at Saint-Germain in the middle of August; with the integrity of the succession at stake, witnesses ensured that the queen’s child was not substituted for another—a boy exchanged for a girl, or a living baby to take the place of one born dead.

At 11:20 in the morning of Sunday, September 5, the future Louis XIV was born. He was a healthy baby, weighing nine pounds. Upon seeing the child who now took his place in the succession, Gaston retired to his estates and “complained of his misfortune with thousands of tears.”22 Meanwhile, the gentlemen of the court threw their hats into the air as a signal to everyone that the queen had given birth to a boy. Louis fell to his knees and thanked God for the blessing bestowed upon him, although he forgot to kiss his wife until it was pointed out to him that he ought to.

The birth of the dauphin was seen as nothing short of a miracle. For Montglat, the baby appeared to have come from the hand of God.23 Mme de Motteville also credited divine intervention through the medium of the king’s friend, Louise de La Fayette, for Louis, “having stayed with her too late to return to Saint-Germain for the night as he intended, he was constrained to go to the Louvre and share the bed of the queen, who had come to Paris for affairs of no importance; and so it is said that this gave us the king reigning today.”24 This short passage would provide the basis of Griffet’s legend.

The baby was taken and ondoyé; that is, given his first, informal baptism by Dominique Séguier, the king’s chaplain. This was a necessary precaution in times of tragically high infant mortality; it meant that should the baby die, his soul would immediately be admitted into heaven. The child was named Louis after the saintly King Louis IX and Clovis, who had united the tribes to form the country now known as France;25 and his own father, Louis XIII. The king was proud of his son; upon showing him to the Venetian ambassador, he said, “Here is the miraculous result of the grace of Almighty God, for what else may describe such a beautiful child after twenty-two years of marriage and my wife’s four miscarriages.”26

France greeted the new dauphin with rejoicing and celebration. At Saint-Germain, four silver dolphins spewed an endless flow of wine; the air rang with the sound of church bells; in each church the Te Deum was sung and the Blessed Sacrament exposed; cannon were fired in salute and lanterns brightened the windows of every house. On Monday, all the shops remained closed so that everyone might enjoy a holiday.

On the following day, the tiny dauphin held his first audience when representatives of the sovereign courts accepted the king’s invitation to come to the Château-Neuf of Saint-Germain and offer their compliments. The secretary of state then escorted the magistrates into the dauphin’s bedchamber so they could look upon the new infant. Mathieu Molé recalled that the child’s governess, Madame de Lansac, “held the sleeping M. le Dauphin, his face uncovered, on a pillow of white satin and showed him, and said that he would open his eyes to see his faithful servants.”27

Horoscopes were drawn up as attempts were made to determine the character and destiny of the future king.28 It was noted that the dauphin’s constellation was composed of nine stars, signifying “great genius.” Among these were Pegasus, “the puissant cavalier”; Sagittarius, “the infantry”; Aquarius, for “naval power”; and the Swan, or Cygnus, signifying that “poets, historians and orators would sing his praises.” That the constellation touched the equator signified “justice.” Being born on a Sunday, “the Dauphin, like the sun, by his warmth and light will be the happiness of France and her allies.”

In a departure from usual royal protocol, Anne of Austria insisted upon keeping the Dauphin Louis with her at all times, although she did not nurse him. The baby’s voracious appetite showed itself early, when he went through several wet nurses, an uncomfortable experience for them, since he had been born with two teeth. Still resident at Saint-Germain, high above the Seine looking down on Paris, Anne was often found wheeling her son around in his carriage. Meanwhile, the young Louis performed his first official function when, at only sixteen months old, he received a napkin from the maître d’hotel and handed it to the king.

It was at about this time that Anne found herself pregnant again, but the king was now greatly concerned about her influence over their firstborn. Writing to Richelieu, he announced that he was “most displeased with my son. As soon as he sets eyes on me, he yells as if he were looking at the devil and always cries for his mother. He must be cured of these tantrums and taken away from the Queen’s side as soon as possible.”29

A few days later, Louis noted that “thanks to the good offices of Mme de Lansac my son begged my forgiveness on his knees and played with me for an hour and more.” The next day he wrote again, reporting that the child “cannot bear to leave me, he tries to follow me everywhere. I fondle him as much as I can. I think that a little speech I made in front of some people who were sure to pass it on, and the offices of Mme de Lansac have contributed to this change.” Louis had told his household that his son was in the company of too many women, and that they were trying to make the child afraid of men. He had then threatened to remove all the child’s attendants except Mme de Lansac if the tantrums continued, for “I wanted him to see nothing but men from now on.”30 The dauphin was barely two years old.

Anne gave birth to her second child, Philippe de France, on September 21, 1640. The king was even more pleased with his second son than he had been with the dauphin because, as he said, he had not expected the great happiness of being the father of two children, when he had feared he would have no children at all.

Louis, however, continued to be concerned about the attention Anne was lavishing on his sons. On one occasion he arrived home from the hunt and changed into his nightclothes early. The three-year-old dauphin, unaccustomed to seeing his father in a nightcap, took fright and began to cry. The king flew into a rage, chiding the queen for bringing up the child in aversion for his person and threatening once again to take both boys away from her.31

However, Louis XIII was now very ill; the tuberculosis that would kill him within two years was quite advanced, and it did nothing to calm his increasingly irascible temper. Nevertheless, as he prepared to go on a journey with the marquis de Cinq-Mars, his new favorite, he bade farewell to the queen, urging her to take care of his children and never to leave them. The young marquis appears to have brought out a gentler side to Louis’s character.

In time, it became clear that the king was dying. In April 1643, he suffered a “hepatitic flux with a species of slow fever”32 and was put to bed. He was concerned that the dauphin had not yet been christened, and this was rectified in a service at Saint-Germain on April 21, with the princesse de Condé as godmother and Jules Mazarin, Richelieu’s protégé, as godfather. The child was described as “beautiful as an angel, manifesting in all this action a modesty and a self-control extraordinary for one of his age”33 and given the name Louis-Dieudonné, Louis the God-given. A story later told that, when the ceremony was ended, the boy, still wearing his gown of silver taffeta, went to his father’s bedside. “What is your name now?” the king asked him. “Louis the Fourteenth,” the child replied. “Not yet, my son,” the king sighed, “but you will be soon, if that is God’s will.”34

When the king asked how long he had to live, he was told “two or three hours at the most.” He joined his hands in prayer, saying that he consented to it with all his heart. Then he ordered the curtains surrounding his bed to be drawn aside so he could look out the window. Gazing at the distant spire of Saint-Denis, the traditional final resting place of the kings of France, he whispered, “There is where I will go soon, and where I will stay for a long time.”35 Shortly afterwards, he died. It was May 14, 1643, and the long reign of Louis XIV had begun.
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To Educate a Living God
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The little boy’s face was that of a cherub, round and pale with bright blue eyes framed by blond curls1 tied in ribbons and a lace cap complete with an ostrich feather. Over a floor-length gown, he wore a white apron trimmed with lace and adorned by a sky blue ribbon of the Ordre du Saint-Esprit. A blue mantle powdered with golden fleur-de-lis was placed upon his shoulders as Anne of Austria knelt before him in homage. He was only four and a half years old, but Louis XIV was king of France.

It was a new dawn; the rising sun brought with it a renewed hope, filled with promise, but Louis was not safe. He was surrounded by ill-wishers who looked for, and were ready to exploit, any weakness in the new regime. Some were to be found among the gloriously robed magistrates, who concealed their ambition behind smiling expressions of love and oaths of loyalty. Then there was the nobility, whose lineages were at least as long as Louis’s, men who saw their families as the foundation upon which France rested.

These men represented danger enough, but even more treacherous were the princes of the blood, the king’s own relatives who sought to usurp the power that had devolved upon him by an accident of birth. Of these, Gaston d’Orléans posed the greatest threat. A foppish and unscrupulous bon vivant whose ambition had driven him on numerous occasions to agitate against his brother, the late king, Gaston had been heir presumptive for many years before the Dieudonné came. No less dangerous was Henri II de Bourbon, prince de Condé. An intriguer and rebel, his mutinous spirit was calmed for a time by Richelieu, who arranged for Condé’s son and heir to be married to his niece. Finally, there was César, duc de Vendôme, an illegitimate son of Henri IV by his mistress, Gabrielle d’Estrées. He had once joined Condé in rebellion, but his main threat lay in his son, François, duc de Beaufort. Thirty years old, tall, and possessing the blond beauty of a Viking, Beaufort was a hotheaded adventurer, but he was popular with the people, especially the women. This gallant had once praised Queen Anne’s beautiful hands, a sure route to her heart, and she, fearing a coup d’état, now engaged his services in order to protect the young king. Beaufort and a detail of Cent-Suisses formed a cordon around Louis. Anne had ensured her son’s safety in the face of his enemies, but she also saved him from himself: a dark story had it that, as the court waited for Louis XIII to die, a gentleman usher asked the young dauphin if he wished to be king. The child cried, “Non! I do not wish to be king. If he dies, I shall throw myself in the moat of the château.”2 Anne could take no chances.

On May 15, 1643, the court left Saint-Germain, abandoning the dead king to the care of priests, embalmers, and history. Louis XIV made his entrance into Paris, his cortège surrounded by musketeers commanded by M. de Tréville. The journey, which would take about an hour under normal circumstances, took seven. The royal progress was stopped at every turn by endless speeches made by various dignitaries, while the ecstatic crowds pressed on all sides to catch a glimpse of their child-king, to touch his hair and kiss his clothes as he passed. One witness, the magistrate and royal councillor Olivier Lefèvre d’Ormesson, wrote in his Journal that the crowd was enchanted by Louis and his brother, Philippe, and could not agree which child was the more beautiful.3

Louis was unconcerned about all the adulation shown to him. He behaved with astonishing maturity, possessing the gravity and poise of a much older person. Well coached by his mother and his godfather, Mazarin, in the correct way to perform in public, it was frequently noted that he rarely laughed and barely moved.4

The royal family took up residence in the Louvre. The palace, which dated back to the twelfth century, had grounds that sprawled onto the right bank of the Seine. It was still undergoing the renovation work that Louis’s grandfather, Henri IV, had begun almost fifty years before. Once the king and Philippe were settled into their apartments, the first order of business was to summon parlement, and the date was set for Monday, May 18. Its purpose would be to discuss the late king’s will and his carefully laid plans for the regency. Initially, Louis XIII had debarred Gaston from the regency council and would have excluded Anne too, had he not been prevented from doing so by tradition, which granted queens regency powers upon the accession of a minor king. However, he could restrict her power, and, as death approached, he revised his will, appointing Gaston to the council as lieutenant-general of the realm and Cardinal Mazarin as president. A final clause decreed that decisions reached by the regency council would be binding upon Anne, who would be obliged to act upon their recommendations. Anne would be regent, but her powers would be severely restricted.

Louis XIII had satisfied the basic requirements of a king: he had left a son and heir to reign after him; he had appointed a regency council to rule until the young king attained his majority; he had done so while restricting the powers of a wife and queen he had never fully come to trust, yet without breaking with the cherished traditions of the realm. One thing Louis had not taken into consideration was the understanding that kings could not rule from beyond the grave; his will was valid only for as long as he lived.

Anne spent the next two days meeting ambassadors and holding discussions with various officials. She discussed the regency, the composition of the council, and her place in it. The agreements that were reached would be announced at the next day’s lit de justice before being registered by the parlement.5

The lit de justice was a solemn session of parlement originally devised to enforce the registration of a decree or edict that otherwise would have been disputed on the grounds that it was felt to be contrary to the laws and traditions of France. The lit was literally a pile of cushions upon which Louis would be seated. On the morning of May 18, he and his mother, accompanied by the princesse de Condé, the duchesse de Longueville, and Louis’s governess, Madame de Lansac, left the Louvre. The route, lined all the way by cheering crowds hedged by French guards and Cent-Suisses, took Louis across the Pont Neuf before turning towards the Palais de la Cité on the Île de la Cité.

Louis, tiny though he was, was magnificent in the violet robes of royal mourning, their ermine trimming set off by the sky blue cordon of the Ordre du Saint-Esprit. He arrived just after nine o’clock and immediately made his way to the Sainte-Chapelle to attend the mass celebrated by the bishop of Beauvais. At the same time, the gentlemen of the parlement, dressed in the long red robes of their office, had begun to take their seats. They were joined by the prince de Condé and his younger son, the prince de Conti, followed by the chancellor, Pierre Séguier.

Outside the Sainte-Chapelle, four présidents à mortier (second presidents) and eight councillors waited to escort their king and his suite into the Grand Chambre, the entourage being led by guards, with members of the nobility following behind. Louis was carried to the lit de justice by the duc de Joyeuse and supported by the comte de Charost, the captain of the guards, a ritual that served to emphasize the king’s status as a child.

Louis was seated on the lit de justice with the queen regent and the princes of the blood to his right, while the bishop of Beauvais sat to his left. At the king’s feet was his great chamberlain, the duc de Chevreuse, while four captains of the guards took their seats further down. Facing them were the gentlemen of the parlement. Once everyone was in his place, Mme de Lansac lifted Louis onto his throne before one of the captains of the guard called for silence. All eyes were now fixed on the small boy, who, “with a grace uncommon to those of his years,” addressed the assembly. His words were well rehearsed: “Messieurs, I have come to testify my affection and my good will towards my parlement. My chancellor will tell you the rest.”6 The king then stole a glance towards his mother, who smiled her approval.

Omer Talon, the avocat-général, was the first to rise. He likened Louis’s throne to that of the Living God and begged him to consider that the honor and respect the estates of his realm rendered to him were as that to a visible divinity.7 Chancellor Séguier spoke next, urging parlement to overturn the late king’s will and confirm Anne of Austria as regent. As it was, Anne had already secured her position by promising the magistrates that she would grant them automatic ennoblement within eighteen months if they would agree to the suppression of her late husband’s will. She had also come to an understanding with the duc d’Orléans and Condé, who now publicly pledged their loyalty and devotion. Anne then assured the regency council that she would be happy to receive their advice on all occasions.8 With that the business of the day was done. Louis, Anne, and their entourage made their way back to the Louvre, the air filled with acclamations of “Vive le roi.”9 Louis XIV had completed his first official ceremony as king.

A medal commemorating Louis’s accession was designed, bearing the legend FRANCORUM SPES MAGNA: Louis was the “Great Hope of the French.”10 A few days later, news arrived that the duc d’Enghein, Condé’s eldest son, had defeated the Spanish at the battle of Rocroi. The news crowned the dawn of the reign of Louis XIV with glory.

Seated on the throne of the living God he might have been, but Louis XIV was still a child and too young to govern. Anne of Austria immediately began the process of arranging the regency council to suit her own needs. Out went Richelieu’s creatures, Claude Bouthillier and his son, Léon de Chavigny, and in came Nicolas de Bailleul, a président à mortier of the Parlement of Paris,11 while the marquise de Seneçay replaced Mme de Lansac as Louis’s governess. Cardinal Mazarin, who had been Richelieu’s protégé, also expected to be dismissed and was already packing his bags in readiness for his return to Rome when the marquis de Chouppes knocked on his door. The marquis tried to assure his friend that the queen mother would not let him leave, but Mazarin felt certain that she meant to replace him with the bishop of Beauvais, a favorite for whom she had already requested a cardinal’s hat. At that moment, Beauvais arrived and Mazarin braced himself for bad news, but he was to be surprised. Beauvais announced that he had come from the queen with the message that “Her Majesty offers Your Eminence the only post befitting his dignity, that of Prime Minister.”12

Mazarin met Anne of Austria in 1631 during his first visit to Paris. Richelieu introduced him to the queen with the observation, “Madame, you will like him well, he resembles Buckingham.”13 Indeed, Anne did like the handsome and personable man who was about the same age as her, and this did not go unnoticed by Richelieu, who sought to control her through him.14

It is true that there was some resemblance between Mazarin and Buckingham, and Richelieu’s insolent remark has inspired historians to question the true nature of the relationship that formed between the queen and the future cardinal, but any suggestion that they were lovers, or even that they married, remains unfounded.15 Anne’s own words, spoken to Mme de Brienne, show the true depth of feeling she had for Mazarin: “I grant you that I like him, and I may even say tenderly, but the affection I bear him does not go so far as love, or if it does so without my knowledge it is not my senses which are involved but only my mind, which is charmed by the beauty of his.”16 The attraction was obvious: Mazarin was a capable diplomat and administrator dedicated to the service of his adopted country. He and Anne shared much in common, most importantly the duty to preserve the security and integrity of the kingdom inherited by Louis XIV.

Anne of Austria did not feel secure in her role as regent, and she attempted to buy support with favors, governorships, and appointments. This greatly alarmed Mazarin, who quickly grasped her political naïveté and susceptibility to flattery; he warned her that such actions could result in factionalism because “a favor granted to one meant the enmity of the other.”17 Mazarin advised Anne to recall from exile her old friend Mme de Chevreuse, to neutralize any intrigue that might arise. Although Anne no longer had any love for her former companion, she agreed. Meanwhile, the cardinal educated Anne in politics, and they would convene each evening to discuss the business of the day. During their meetings, which lasted half an hour or more, they might have been out of earshot of Anne’s ladies, but they were never out of sight.

Mazarin’s perceived influence over Anne aroused jealousy in those who had hoped that the death of Louis XIII and Richelieu would signal their return to power. A cabal formed, led by the duc de Beaufort, who, worryingly, was soon joined by Mme de Chevreuse. Another who joined their ranks was the duchesse de Longueville, Condé’s brilliant, beautiful, and scheming daughter. Their haughtiness led them to be labelled the Cabale des Importants, and their plan was as dangerous as it was ambitious: to assassinate Mazarin and exert their own influence over the queen regent. Their one opportunity to execute their plan failed because the cardinal happened to be travelling in a coach with Gaston, who would have regarded any violence against his passenger as an affront to his honor. The conspiracy having been uncovered, the leaders were rounded up and imprisoned or sent into exile.

It has sometimes been said that Louis had an unhappy childhood, one marked by neglect,18 but there is no evidence to support this. There are, however, numerous accounts describing Louis’s hauteur and pride, although few realized that such traits masked shyness. On September 5, 1643, Angelo Contarini, envoy extraordinary of the Republic of Venice, saw the king, who was celebrating his fifth birthday. Contarini left a pen portrait praising Louis’s alert mind and “the beauty of his disposition,” which he saw as “an indication of high qualities as yet undeveloped.” He continued:

He is of sturdy build and has an animated if rather serious expression, but it is a seriousness full of charm. He rarely laughs, even at play. He insists that his three-year-old brother, the duc d’Anjou, shall show him respect and obedience. He knows and understands that he is King and intends to be treated as such. And when, occasionally, the Queen his mother reproves him, he replies that the time is coming when he will be master. When the Ambassadors talk to the Regent, he does not listen, but when they address him he is very attentive . . . In short, unless his life and education play him false, he promises to be a great King.19

A few days later, Louis attended a special ceremony in Paris to congratulate his cousin, the duc d’Enghein, upon the capture of Thionville.20 The town, which had been besieged since 1639, had finally capitulated during the summer, one of several towns to do so in a year that had seen mixed fortunes for the French forces. Yet while these victories added to the glory of the new reign, they did nothing to end the ongoing war. The financial burdens caused by the conflict fell heaviest upon the poor, and this led inevitably to unrest. The peasants of the Rouergue were the first to rise up, followed by those of Aunis and Saintonge, where the people were joined by the local nobility. The revolt was swiftly and brutally put down by the marquis d’Aumont, but Mazarin opposed such harsh measures. He persuaded Anne that concord would come only through leniency and compassion, and together they prepared a royal proclamation. In this, the earliest such declaration to be signed by Louis XIV, the king assured his subjects that “the rapidity with which the said provinces have been reduced to submission has led me, on the advice of my Mother, the Queen Regent, to overlook their misdemeanors.”21 Louis was learning a valuable lesson: that the highest attribute of princes was mercy towards those he saw as misguided and unfortunate.

The following day, Louis reviewed his troops for the first time. The occasion had more the air of a family outing than the formal royal duty it actually was. Louis, accompanied by his mother and a small party, sat in a coach in the Bois de Boulogne, to the west of Paris, and watched the Cent-Suisses performing maneuvers.22 The king was expected to be as much a military leader as a political one, and good relations with his troops were vital. This event, the first of many, reinforced Louis’s emerging interest in all things military. Already his play had a distinct martial flavor. He was surrounded by enfants d’honneur, children his own age specially selected from noble families, who would share his games and, later, his lessons. Among these were Louis-Henri Loménie, the future comte de Brienne, who would recall Louis playing with wooden swords and toy guns and banging his drum to the rhythm of the march of the Cent-Suisses.23

At this point Louis was still living at the Louvre, but in early October Anne moved her family into a new home, the nearby Palais-Cardinal. Originally built in the 1630s for Cardinal Richelieu and situated opposite the Louvre in the rue Saint-Honoré, the palace was spacious and filled with light, and it boasted beautiful gardens for the boys to play in. Renamed the Palais-Royal, it would become Louis’s main residence in Paris for the rest of the regency. Mazarin, meanwhile, took over three neighboring mansions, transforming them into a magnificent, ostentatiously decorated residence filled with the minister’s art collection and other treasures.

Louis’s relationship with his mother was unusually close, and he and Philippe would spend most of their day with her, except for playtimes. Considered too young to eat with her, they would nevertheless sit with her while she ate. In the morning, Louis was always present at Anne’s lever, or her rising and dressing ceremony, at which he handed her the chemise in a ritual that should have been allowed to a favored lady.24

At seven, Louis attained the “age of reason,” when he was deemed capable of discerning right from wrong, mature and responsible in thought and action. Now he was taken out of his skirts and dressed in male clothing; at the same time, he was removed from the care of women and placed under the tutelage of men.

Anne wanted her sons to be “instructed in all knowledge.”25 Latin was considered desirable, though not essential, for the education of princes, but history was seen as indispensable, for it “will show them examples, and give them views by which to govern great kingdoms, to control by the same laws people of different natures, to maintain them in peace with their neighbors, and make them feared by their enemies.” Such vital learning as this, however, could not be taught, but must come through experience.

Anne could think of no better instructor for Louis than Mazarin, whom she appointed superintendent of the government and of the conduct of the king, but he could not work alone. He selected Nicolas de Neufville, marquis de Villeroy as governor of the king’s person, while Hardouin de Péréfixe was appointed director of studies. Péréfixe taught the king history and the liberal arts, and attempted to instill in his pupil a desire for peace over war. However, under Péréfixe’s guiding hand, Louis would come to believe that God “made me out of nothing and drew me up out of nothingness where I was, to give me being, life, my kingdom and all the advantages I now possess.”26 It was all heady stuff for so young a person, and the origins of Louis’s self-identification as a divinely appointed king. Focusing on more mundane subjects, other teachers would instruct Louis in writing, reading, arithmetic, and drawing, as well as Spanish and Italian. Latin was not neglected, however, and Louis was made to translate the Commentaries of Caesar.

Louis’s schooling was not entirely of an intellectual nature, for he received lessons in fencing, horsemanship, and, most important of all, dancing. As it was, his first chance to show off his dancing skills came when he made his début appearance at a ball held at the Palais-Royal. Here, the seven-year-old king partnered his cousin, Mlle de Montpensier, “with a grace characteristic of all his actions, but unusual in this respect that it caused everyone to wonder at the way in which this young prince, combining so charmingly dignity with pleasure, comported himself as a king even while dancing.”27

There was one area of her son’s life where Anne refused to relinquish control: religion. She “took great care to maintain in the soul of the young king those sentiments of virtue, honor, and piety, which she had instilled in him from infancy.”28 Anne, with Louis and Philippe in tow, visited churches in Paris and beyond, but perhaps the most important of these was the Val-de-Grâce, her own establishment, which she had renovated as thanksgiving for the birth of the king.

Anne’s faith was deep and sincere, and it was marked by the rigorous and ostentatious observances she had learned as a child in Spain; but hers was a simple faith, which did not require the application of intellectual study. This approach she passed on to Louis, who would always prefer to be guided by carefully selected chaplains rather than his own reading of the Bible and theological works.

When he was six, Louis began to spend his autumns at Fontainebleau, the beautiful château built by François I upon an older structure, much as Louis himself was to do with Versailles. Initially, these sojourns were a means to escape the stifling heat of the Parisian summer, but they had now become a regular feature of the king’s calendar. The royal family would enjoy entertainments in the park and the vast forest that surrounded the château, but most of the time they would don their long gray shifts and bathe in the cool waters of the Seine.29

Of course, the business of the court continued, and Fontainebleau provided the setting for diplomatic audiences and royal visits. One special guest was Charles, prince of Wales, who came in 1645.30 Charles had fought alongside his father and had been appointed nominal leader of the royal forces in England’s West Country. By this time, however, it was becoming clear that the war was not going well for the royalists, and the exile of the young prince grew imperative. At first Charles withdrew to the Scilly Isles before moving on to Jersey and then to France. Here, he was united with his mother, Henriette-Marie, and lived at the expense of the French court.

Despite his presence in France for several weeks, it was not until August 14 that Charles was formally presented to King Louis at Fontainebleau amid elaborate ceremony. Charles was given the honor of riding in the same coach as Louis, on the same side as the king and at his right hand. Royal protocol, however, went only so far, and Charles was accorded no more than the customary three days at court.31

The two cousins met again the following March at the Palais-Royal, where three days of festivities had been laid on for Shrovetide. Already Louis was developing a love of theater, much to the indignation of the rector of Saint-Germain, who thought such amusement to be “a mortal sin and ought not to be permitted.”32 On this occasion, Mazarin offered a spectacular play, complete with moving scenery, magnificent costumes, and “music in the Italian fashion.”33

The high point of the celebrations was a ball held in one of the chambers of the palace, “gilded and lined with great frames in which were pictures painted in perspective.”34 At one end of the hall stood a throne, over which was draped a fringed cloth of estate in shimmering silver and gold. Louis appeared wearing a suit of black satin heavily embroidered with gold and silver thread. His costume was enhanced with cherry-colored plumes and ribbons, which showed off the beauty of the eight-year-old king, with his pale complexion, blond hair, and blue eyes that were marked by a seriousness unusual in one so young.35

As a courtesy to Charles, Louis did not take the throne, offering it instead to his cousin, the duchesse de Montpensier. There was an ulterior motive: some attempt was being made to secure a match between the duchess and Charles, although, by this stage it was becoming obvious to all that neither party was very excited at the prospect.36

Everyone was aware of the troubles in England, but France was enjoying great victories in the field; the duc d’Enghien had just won the Battle of Nordlingen, and he would make further gains in the coming weeks. The continuing war weighed heavily on the treasury, and a lit de justice was held on Louis’s seventh birthday, September 5, 1645, to raise taxes still further.37 The parlement, however, was increasingly hostile towards the regency government, a sentiment driven in no small part by the members’ disdain for Mazarin as a low-born Italian, as well as the fact that promises to ennoble them within eighteen months showed no sign of being fulfilled. At first, parlement attempted to prevent Anne from enforcing edicts in a lit de justice, saying she had no right to do so. Anne, however, pointed out that her right was founded on precedent, that of Marie de’ Médicis.38 To ensure the success of her appeal, Anne waited for the duc d’Orléans to return to Paris.

The last time Louis held a lit de justice, he was carried into the chamber; this time, he walked in, holding his mother’s hand. When he finished speaking, the parlementaires applauded him, but their adulation did not prevent their regaling the child and his ministers with terrible reports of poverty-stricken peasants and the wretchedness that reigned throughout the kingdom. In the end, the edicts were passed, but it was becoming clear to Louis, young though he was, that all was not well in his kingdom.

In the summer of 1647, Louis was taken on a journey to the frontier, where the town of Armentières was currently under siege. This was a vital role for the king, whose presence boosted the morale of his men and the local citizenry, and served to encourage new recruits. The first stop was Amiens, where Louis wrote to his brother, Philippe, signing himself off with “your affectionate and kind petit papa, Louis.”39

On one occasion, Louis misbehaved and his mother threatened to spank him, telling him that it was she who had the authority, not him, and that “it is too long since you have had a beating. I will show you that you can be spanked at Amiens as well as in Paris.” Louis, angry and resentful, wept for quite some time before throwing himself on his knees before Anne, saying, “Maman, I ask your pardon. I promise never to have any other will but yours.” Anne’s heart softened; she kissed her beloved son and the two were friends again.40

The next stop was Abbeville, from which the royal party expected to go on to Rouen. However, this leg of the journey was abandoned because Rouen was found to be “insensible to the honor of the king.”41 Instead, Louis travelled on to the coastal town of Dieppe, where he stayed three days. Here, he inspected a large ship, a gift from Queen Christina of Sweden. A mock naval battle was held, lasting several hours and culminating in the French striking their victory colors, much to the delight of the king.

The people of Dieppe continued to cherish the memory of Louis’s grandfather, Henri IV, and now they were honored with the responsibility of guarding Louis. Everywhere he went, Louis was followed by throngs of his subjects, who boasted that “there were no Ravaillacs among them,”42 while the women poured out endless benedictions on the king.

During his stay at Dieppe, Louis received officials from the parlement of Normandy, the Cour des Aides, and the Chambre des Comptes, but the occasion was overshadowed by a tragic incident. The chief judge of Rys, a man of about sixty and said still to be in good health, took ill as he was leaving the royal presence. Hearing the commotion, Louis rushed out to find the man prostrate on the floor. His efforts to make the man take some remedy were in vain, for he had died instantly.

Having been on progress for much of the summer, the court made its way back to Paris, where it arrived in late August, but it moved on to Fontainebleau after only three weeks. Once again, the court was joined by Prince Charles, whose unhappy state of affairs “made every one regard him with the tenderness that accompanies pity.”43 The king and the prince were awkward together, as though embarrassed by each other’s presence, a state of affairs that was not helped by their shyness and the lack of “freedom of spirit which intercourse with the world gives to private individuals.” Louis, who never lost his serious demeanor, said little “from fear of not speaking well.”44

Shortly after the court returned to Paris, Louis, whose health had previously been good, began to complain of feeling unwell on November 10. He had pains in his lower back accompanied by a high fever, and within a short while it became obvious that he had smallpox.45 Anne moved her bed into Louis’s room, “resolved to be comforted by the loss of his beauty provided his life was saved.”

For the first eleven days, Louis was ill but not dangerously so; however, his condition changed on November 21, when his fever increased still further. Louis fainted and was unconscious for forty-five minutes. At about midnight on that Sunday, his life was despaired of by his doctors because the smallpox had “gone in,” the pustules having been dried by the heat of the fever.

Louis was subjected to four bleedings, but this treatment, far from being helpful, merely served to debilitate him further. Within a few hours, though, the fever reduced and the smallpox came out once more. The child, “whose life was so necessary to France,” began to recover. Still, he was given purges on Monday and Tuesday, at which point the illness rapidly left him and he was completely cured.

Young though he was, throughout his illness, Louis was “wholly inclined to gentleness and kindness, he spoke humanely to all who served him, said obliging and intelligent things, and was docile to all that the doctors desired of him.” Louis gave his mother marks of affection, “which touched her keenly” and, having begged her to stay with him throughout the course of his infirmity, assured her that “her presence lessened his illness.”

Although Anne had insisted on staying with the king, there were those who, not having had smallpox, hurriedly left court. One of those to stay away was the prince de Condé, who ignored several couriers sent by the queen urging his return from the front. Louis, his face still red and swollen, so that even his brother did not recognize him at first, “scolded those who had abandoned him.” Already he had begun to take note of the faces of his courtiers, and he would remember those who absented themselves from his presence.







THREE


The Fronde
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When it came to the education of princes, politics was considered “the true grammar,”1 that essential ingredient for what Louis would later describe as his métier de roi, his profession as king. In this, there was no greater teacher than experience. While lengthy council meetings and endless discussions about war or the finances were beyond his powers of understanding, let alone concentration, Louis would attend short meetings with ministers or join in the occasional longer session. However, as he approached his tenth birthday, a series of events began to unfold that was to have the most far-reaching effect on the young king. Louis was about to learn his greatest lesson in statecraft.

The storm that was about to break over Louis’s kingdom came to be known as the Fronde, named after the catapult or sling that was used in a child’s game. It comprised a series of civil wars lasting from 1648 to 1653 and is one of the most complex events of Louis’s reign.

The Fronde was the culmination of a succession of difficulties that had developed over a period of several years. In one respect, it was an expression of anger on the part of the peasantry and bourgeoisie at the ruinous levels of taxation required to support the ongoing Thirty Years’ War, a situation made worse by the dishonest activities of the tax farmers and frustration over the delayed or limited payment of interest on rentes.2 It shared some similarities with previous uprisings, such as occurred in Normandy in 1639 and more recently in the Rouergue.3

The Fronde was also a response to the gradual consolidation of power to the monarch, or more accurately to his first minister, to the detriment of the parlements and other courts. This process, which had begun under Richelieu, entailed the increasing use of government agents, known as intendants, who went into the provinces to do the work that was traditionally the responsibility of the local courts, and was a major step towards the establishment of an absolute monarchy. Moreover, officeholders were threatened financially by a recent rise in the number of offices created, the sale of which raised money for the treasury but devalued existing posts.

The Fronde, therefore, was also an attempt by the sovereign courts and others in positions of power to reassert the authority they had enjoyed in previous reigns; to protect themselves, the peasantry, and the bourgeoisie against increasingly crushing taxation; and, especially, to resist the advancement of absolutism, whether monarchical or ministerial.

The government inevitably saw the Fronde as a rebellion against the crown, and it is sometimes described as a dress rehearsal for the French Revolution, which would shake the country to its foundations some 150 years later. This view is not entirely accurate, as those involved in the Fronde directed their anger at Mazarin, not Louis.4

Although resentment had been simmering for some time, it reached a critical point in May 1648, when the paulette came up for renewal. This was an annual payment in exchange for which officeholders were allowed to bequeath their offices to heirs or assignees. Seeing it as an opportunity to raise additional funds for the war, Anne and Mazarin decreed that the payment should be increased. The courts appealed to the parlement, which supported their cause.

However, the parlement went one step further and appointed thirty-two delegates to the newly established Chambre Saint-Louis. This was an assembly of representatives from each of the sovereign courts of France—the Parlement of Paris, the Cour des Aides, the Grand Conseil, and the Chambre des Comptes, which sought to reform the government and restore, as they saw it, order to the realm.5 Defying Anne, who accused them of trying to “make a republic within a monarchy,”6 they agreed upon a list of demands.7 These included a version of habeas corpus, the abolition of the intendants, and the preservation of the rights and powers of officeholders. More audaciously, they demanded the right to superintend the crown’s decisions on taxation, which would have made them more powerful than the king and equal to the House of Commons in England.8

Anne, who had sworn to preserve monarchical power and pass it on intact to Louis, refused to grant these demands. Mazarin, however, noted that the French armies were winning significant victories in the field and peace negotiations were going well. Believing that the war, the root of all their troubles, would soon be over, he advised Anne to allow parlement this one triumph. Louis watched as his mother wept with rage, but she saw the wisdom in Mazarin’s words and agreed to remove the intendants, stipulating only that those serving in Picardy, Champagne, and the Lyonnais should stay. Her concession was welcomed by the Chambre Saint-Louis, but not to the extent that they suspended their sittings.

At this point, Louis’s cousin, the prince de Condé,9 the young and charismatic leader of the French forces, won a spectacular victory at Lens.10 The battle had been crucial; the king of Spain knew that a defeated France “would fall prey to his ambition.”11 Condé recognized this too, and he urged his troops on with a stirring rallying cry, leading them to victory against heavy odds.12 Louis, upon hearing the good news, exclaimed that parlement “would be very sorry” for it.

A few days later, Notre-Dame, decked with the captured colors of Archduke Leopold’s Spanish forces, welcomed Louis and his court. They had come to hear the Te Deum in celebration of Condé’s victory; yet, even as the hymn was being sung, three members of the parlement—Blancmesnil, Charton, and Broussel—were placed under arrest: Anne’s revenge for the humiliation heaped upon her and Louis.

The most important of these men was Pierre Broussel, beloved as one of the fathers of the people. When the populace saw him being bundled into a carriage, they immediately began to riot for his release. Before long, they had blocked the roads with bricks, pieces of furniture, and chains. The infamous Day of the Barricades had dawned.

The following day, August 27, saw the situation deteriorate still further, forcing a delegation from the parlement to go to the Palais-Royal to petition for Broussel’s release. Anne listened with disdain as she was urged to surrender to the will of the people. Throughout, the sound of children’s laughter could be heard as Louis and his friends played outside, causing the comte d’Avaux to observe that while the young king played, he was losing his crown.13 The comment was all the more poignant because this scene was taking place against the backdrop of civil war in England, where King Charles I was yet a prisoner.

As the negotiations continued, Anne knew she would eventually have to give way; she issued the order to free Broussel, but her price was that parlement should henceforth attend exclusively to matters of law. This was enough to cause the barricades to be removed and businesses to open again, but the peace that fell upon the city was uneasy. Night brought with it a dark rumor that the royal troops were planning to fire upon the people, and the barricades returned with astonishing swiftness. When news of this latest development reached the Palais-Royal, Philippe began to cry. It was all too much for the eight-year-old, but Louis drew his toy sword and adopted the air of a general. Putting his arms around his brother, he reassured him and tried to cheer him up. He then took Philippe to his room, tucking him safely into bed.14

Although Louis was aware of the troubles that had erupted in his capital, it is uncertain how much of it he understood. It was clearly a frightening time, in which the parlement threatened to seize the person of the king, while the people loathed the thought that he might leave Paris. Public anger and the resentment of the parlement were directed at Mazarin, but even Anne was afraid whenever she had to go out. Something had to be done, and it was decided that the court should retreat to Rueil15 for a while under the plausible pretext that the Palais-Royal required a thorough cleaning.

For the first time, Louis was to be evacuated from his own capital. The plans were kept secret until the last moment when, at six in the morning of September 13, 1648, Louis, who had celebrated his tenth birthday only a week earlier, climbed into a carriage with the cardinal and a small entourage. Anne slowly made her way to the Val-de-Grâce in an attempt to show that nothing was amiss. As the king’s carriage trundled towards the city gates, it encountered “some groups of rascals who shouted, ‘To arms!’ and attempted to pillage the carts that carried his baggage.”16 A panicked Mazarin sent a message from Louis to the queen begging her not to go to the Val-de-Grâce after all but to come straight to Rueil.

After a few days, the court moved on to Saint-Germain, from where Louis sent a declaration to parlement forbidding them to discuss anything except taxes and rentes. Yet the parlement had pressing matters to discuss; a delegation arrived at Saint-Germain, where a peace conference took place. The result was a charter of sorts, signed on October 22, in which most of the demands of the Chambre Saint-Louis were formally accepted.

At first, Anne was reluctant to sign the document because it seriously curtailed Louis’s authority. She added her name to it only when Mazarin assured her that she could infringe it whenever she saw fit. Here was a valuable lesson for Louis in methods to use when dealing with his parlement. Two days after this, the Treaty of Westphalia was signed, a monumental achievement by Mazarin that ended the Thirty Years’ War with the Austrian Habsburgs, but which went almost unnoticed.

The court returned to the Palais-Royal, and it was now that a schism appeared in the Fronde. Many of the bourgeois and senior members of the parlement were eager for peace, while some of the younger members continued to resist Mazarin. These divisions were exploited by the government, which adopted a policy of conciliation; however, this did nothing to stop the appearance of the Mazarinades. Defamatory and insulting to both Mazarin and Anne of Austria, the purpose of these pamphlets was to discredit the cardinal and further stir up opinion against him.17 Their appearance coincided with a new threat to seize the person of the king, as well as a remonstrance against Mazarin, issued by the parlement on January 2, 1649.

There was a clear need for decisive action. Anne had no wish to “continue longer in a place where the royal authority was no longer respected, where her person was insulted daily, and where that of her minister [Mazarin] was threatened with every outrage.”18 After consulting Mazarin, Condé, and Orléans, she decided to remove Louis from Paris and “speak to its people henceforth by the mouth of cannon.”19

January 5 marked the vigil of Epiphany. Life within the Palais-Royal went on as usual.20 Louis sat in his mother’s cabinet playing cards as the queen and her ladies looked on. As the afternoon darkened into evening, Mazarin and the princes paid court, but they left early to take supper with the maréchal de Gramont, who always gave a great feast on this day. Anne spoke to her ladies about her devotions and her plans to spend the next day at the Val-de-Grâce. The Twelfth Night cake was cut for Louis’s amusement, and the bean was found in the Virgin’s slice, so Anne was made the Twelfth Night queen. The ladies then shared a bottle of hippocras and retired to Anne’s dressing room for supper. The talk was light—what the captain of the guards might be serving, Condé’s little violin band, and they laughed at those who thought that Anne meant to leave Paris that night.

Then, just as Anne was about to undress for bed, the chief equerry, Béringhen, arrived, acting on Anne’s secret orders. She told him to order the king’s carriages, but, while Mme de Motteville and the other ladies suspected some plan, nobody except Anne was sure what was to happen. The queen then went to bed as usual, while the gates of the palace were closed “under orders not to open them again.”

At three in the morning, Louis and Philippe were roused from their sleep and bundled into the carriages that stood at the garden gate of the Palais-Royal. Anne joined them, accompanied by the maréchal de Villeroy, Villequier, and Guitaut, captains of the royal guards, and Mme de Beauvais, Anne’s chief lady-in-waiting. The carriages slowly made their way through the darkened streets, stopping at a prearranged rendezvous point to await Orléans, Condé, and members of the royal household. Mazarin’s carriage drew up a few minutes later. Gradually, other members of the royal family converged, aroused at the last minute to flee the capital, so surprised by the orders that they carried no provisions with them. So much was at stake and “never was a night, without assault or warfare, more full of horror and anxiety” than the night of January 5, 1649.

The necessity for secrecy meant that no furnishings or linens had been taken to Saint-Germain in readiness for Louis’s arrival. Mazarin had sent two small beds a few days earlier, one each for Louis and Anne, while he slept on a little camp bed; but the rest of the court and their households had to make do with straw, which rapidly “became so scarce at Saint-Germain that none could be bought for money.”

When the people of Paris woke up to find that their king had left, all was despair and confusion. Those who could, left the city and returned to their country estates, others fled to Saint-Germain “to fulfill their duty.” The duchesse de Montpensier noted that the Parisians would let nothing pass through the city gates, so Louis and Anne were deprived of every necessity.21 They endured the hardship for several days until supplies finally came through.

The parlement saw that “visible marks of the royal vengeance were about to fall”22 upon Paris and ordered the burghers to take up arms, while curses rained down upon Louis, Anne, Mazarin, and the princes. However, both Anne and Louis had written letters to the mayor and sheriffs of Paris, who then transmitted them to the parlement. Louis wrote:

Very dear and well-beloved. Being obliged with keen displeasure to leave our good city of Paris this night, in order that we be no longer exposed to the pernicious designs of the officers of our court of parliament, who, having understandings with the enemies of the State, after attacking our authority in various conjunctures and long abusing our kindness, have now conspired to seize our person, we therefore desire, by the advice of our very honored lady and mother, to tell you of our resolution, and order you, as we do hereby expressly, to employ yourselves, in all ways depending upon you, to prevent that anything shall happen in our said city to disturb its peace, or be prejudicial to our service: assuring you, as we hope, that all good burghers and inhabitants therein will continue in the duty of good and faithful subjects as they have until now, and that such will surely receive good and favorable treatment. We shall let you know within a few days the results of our resolution; meanwhile, confiding in your fidelity and your affection to our service, we shall now say nothing further or more expressly.23

It is easy to forget that this confident and authoritative letter was written by an eleven-year-old. Louis made it clear that he had been aware of his imminent departure from Paris, but the event was traumatic all the same. The memory of that night—the fear of discovery, the cold, unprepared rooms at Saint-Germain, the inconvenience and the indignation of having to flee his own capital for the second time—would remain with Louis for the rest of his life. It instilled in him a dislike for Paris and led ultimately to his permanent removal to Versailles.

Of course, the court knew that friends and allies remained in Paris, officials who owed their posts to the crown or who operated under Mazarin’s command. They had no quarrel with the cardinal and had no other desire than for life to return to normal. Moreover, Condé and a large force besieged Paris, although his efforts were resisted by the frondeurs, who mounted a spirited defense, and the vicomte de Turenne, who led an equally large army and threatened to storm the city and lift the siege. However, as well provisioned as they had been, the frondeurs began to run out of food, and, in the face of starvation, military failure, the threat of Spanish intrigues, and a general weariness, the Fronde began to fragment. News of the execution of Charles I in England brought home to many of the moderates the folly of continuing the uprising, and, on April 1, 1649, the Treaty of Rueil was signed. This was celebrated by a Te Deum and a display of fireworks, but it turned out to be nothing more than a truce. The treaty posed so much restriction on the royal authority that the court had no option but to regard it as a temporary measure.

Despite their insistence to the contrary, Anne feared that the frondeurs had wanted to dethrone Louis,24 and she was naturally concerned about the effect the troubles would have on him. Although he had been forced to leave Paris on two occasions, the young king had at least been spared the libels of the authors of the Mazarinades. All that changed in the summer of 1649, when a pamphlet derided Louis and threatened him with the same fate as Charles I. Shortly afterwards, Le Custode du Lit de la Reine was published.25 The title referred to the relationship between Anne and Mazarin, implying that they were lovers and, implicitly, once again raising questions about Louis’s legitimacy; not for the last time would Louis’s middle name, Dieudonné, be used as a weapon against him.26 Anne’s retribution was swift. Since the pamphlet was anonymous, she sued the printer, Morlot, in the court of the Châtelet, and he was sentenced to be hanged. The scaffold was duly erected in the Place de Grève, but as Morlot’s tumbril approached, the crowd surged forward and beat off his escort with sticks. They then tore down the scaffold, broke the hangman’s ladder, and smashed the windows of the nearby Hôtel de Ville for good measure. Morlot, under cover of the frenzy, disappeared into the mob, never to be seen again.27

Although tensions in Paris remained high, councillors meeting at Compiègne urged Anne to return Louis to his capital. She readily agreed in order to “let the enemies of the State see that neither she nor the king feared anything.”28

On August 18, 1649, after more than eight months away, Louis made a magnificent entry into Paris.29 On the plain of Saint-Denis, which was decorated with triumphal arches, Louis was met by his cheering people. The city officials knelt before him and declared their loyalty before escorting him on horseback to the Palais-Royal.30

On the following Saturday, Louis accompanied his mother to Notre-Dame. It was their first visit for many months and the queen’s carriage was besieged by crowds of the king’s subjects anxious to pay their respects, shower them with blessings and beg their forgiveness. Once inside the cathedral, Louis had to be lifted up so he could be shown to his people; delighted, they responded with shouts of “Vive le roi!”31 Mme de Motteville was struck by the “natural impression of fidelity and love in the hearts of subjects towards their king. It is variable and defective, but it always easily returns.”32

Then, on August 25, Louis went on horseback to the Jesuit church of Saint-Louis in the rue Saint-Antoine.33 He “appeared at his best with his beautiful figure and wearing an admirably handsome suit,” said Mme de Motteville, who described the purpose of the visit as “to awaken as much as possible the love of his subjects towards his person.”34 Louis was accompanied by the prince de Condé and his brother, the prince de Conti, while a number of seigneurs followed on behind. The people lining the streets shouted, “Vive le roi!” as the king, his hat in his hand, saluted princesses, ladies, and anyone who appeared at windows or on the specially erected scaffolding.35 Here, at this Jesuit church, Louis gave “thanks to God, who had preserved France from the evils which had seemed to threaten her.”36

Days later, on September 5, 1649, Louis celebrated his eleventh birthday, and the city of Paris marked the occasion with a huge fireworks display in the Place de Grève. Louis accepted an invitation to a grand ball at the Hôtel de Ville, where he danced the first branle with Mademoiselle, his cousin.37 Amid all the beautiful people in their finest gowns, lace ribbons, and glittering jewels, “the good grace, the majestic bearing, and the flair of the king engaged, in all honesty, all the admiration of the company.”38 After the branle, Louis danced with Mme Le Feron,39 who was followed by Laure Mancini, one of the cardinal’s nieces, and several of the queen’s ladies.

A sumptuous collation was served, complete with confections and excellent fruits; and while the fireworks bejewelled the sky,40 the dancing carried on until dawn. Yet, for all the music and laughter, all was not well. Anne had ordered the whole court to attend the fête specifically “to embarrass the painted ladies, some of whom, belonging to the Fronde, displeased her.”41 More than this, she wanted “to avoid all show of fear, on the king’s part, of his subjects so recently repentant.”42

For a while a sense of calm had descended upon Paris, a feeling that life was returning to normal; but it was ephemeral. Condé, who felt he had not been sufficiently rewarded for his services to the court during the Fronde parlementaire, demanded redress. The immense popularity he had enjoyed following his victories at Rocroi and Lens was destroyed by his arrogance, pride, and cruelty.

Condé, supported by his brother, Conti, and their sister, the duchesse de Longueville, agitated to remove Mazarin from power and from France. The new uprising, the Fronde of the Princes, was driven by entirely selfish reasons, albeit concealed beneath a feigned concern for the interests of the people and the state. “An ill-intentioned prince of the blood is always to be dreaded,” said Mme de Motteville, “his name is a great consideration among fractious minds, and he can be the cause at all times of great evils.”43 Now those fractious minds were demanding places in central government, provincial governorships, the restoration of their sinecures and honors. In short, they wanted a return to the old feudal system in which Louis would merely be the first among equals. The activities of the princes and the nobility demonstrated their political incompetence and fully justified the stance of Richelieu and Mazarin, who sought to exclude them from politics.

Most of the princes were influenced by powerful ladies: the coadjutor de Retz and the arch-intriguer, the duchesse de Chevreuse; Beaufort and the duchesse de Montbazon; Condé and the duchesse de Chatillon; Conti and Charlotte de Chevreuse, the beautiful daughter of the duchesse de Chevreuse. More dangerously, Turenne, who with Condé was one of the finest generals France had ever known, was brought into the new Fronde by his mistress, the duchesse de Longueville. In many ways, therefore, the Fronde of the Princes was as much driven by romantic intrigue as politics. Retz also engaged the services of La Rochefoucauld, who knew how to use propaganda for maximum impact.

Facing increasing hostility, Mazarin determined to continue Richelieu’s work, which was to centralize power held by the king to create an absolute monarchy;44 he would eventually be pressured into granting the princes’ demands in a signed declaration, but his acquiescence would be merely a delaying tactic.

Anne, meanwhile, worried about Louis’s religious instruction. She wanted to ensure that he would live up to his titles of His Most Christian Majesty and the Eldest Son of the Church, and on October 28, 1649, she wrote to the Jesuit father Florent de Montmorency, to ask him to recommend a director of conscience for the king. Their choice fell on Père Charles Paulin, who was thrilled to take on so important a post and vowed to form Louis “in all the piety worthy of so great a prince, to sow and develop in him the seeds of royal, or rather divine, virtue.”45

Paulin would use Godeau’s Catechism royal, in which the Catholic concept of the divine right of kings was upheld, teaching that kings were called to priestly office. However, it failed to offer any intellectual discussion of these concepts and gave no indication of how theologians had arrived at them. Louis, notwithstanding his divinely appointed status, knew the practical application of these concepts but would never fully understand their mystical origin.46

Within weeks, Louis was ready for his confirmation, and the Gazette reported that the young king was confirmed on December 8, 1649, by Dominique Séguier, bishop of Meaux, his first almoner. The service took place at the chapel of Mazarin’s Palais-Cardinal in the presence of Louis’s close family, including Condé, and “many other lords and ladies of high condition.”47

The next step was communion. For several weeks, Anne had toured nearby churches to beg for divine favor for Louis as he prepared for the sacrament. Unusually, the service was due to take place during the Christmas Midnight Mass, rather than at Easter. Two reasons have been put forward as to why Louis’s first communion should be different, the first being that Louis’s piety was such that he could not wait until Easter but was impatient to take the sacrament earlier. Alternatively, to bring the celebration forward to Christmas would associate it with the baptism of Clovis, an event remembered with great affection in France and which, according to tradition, had taken place at Christmas. Could the greatest Christian king have a finer example than that of the first Christian king? wondered the Gazette.48

While Louis’s confirmation had been a private, family affair, his first communion would be a public occasion in which his subjects would share. The royal children of France were, after all, “the children of the people of Paris and of the entire nation.”49 With this in mind, the timing of the service was changed from midnight to earlier in the day. Moreover, it would not be held in the chapel of the Palais Cardinal but in Louis’s own parish church, Saint-Eustache.

At ten in the morning of Christmas Eve, Louis made his confession to Père Paulin before entering his carriage, accompanied by Mazarin, Philippe, and his governor, the maréchal de Villeroy. At the entrance to the church, he was supported by the duc de Mercoeur, Villequier, the captain of the guards, and the chief equerry, Béringhen, on one side, and the comte de Saint-Aignan, the marquis de Chapes, and Montglat on the other. Louis was received by the priests, and, carrying the cross and the holy water, he processed to the choir.

The mass was celebrated by Bishop Séguier, after which the altar was prepared for Louis’s first communion.50 The king approached “with humility and zeal,” while Mazarin presented the Gospels for Louis to kiss. Séguier then offered Louis the bread before receiving the golden, lidded cup of wine from the chef de gobelet, which was then offered to the king.

After dining with Mazarin at the Palais Cardinal, Louis and his cortège went to hear vespers at the Jacobins of the rue Saint-Jacques before he joined his mother at the Val-de-Grâce. Louis’s first communion had been a day of piety and celebration, which he had shared with his family and his people, who had lined the streets to see him, despite the Christmas Eve services that were taking place in every parish.

The first week of 1650 saw Louis performing religious duties. On New Year’s Day, he attended services at Notre-Dame before going to the Maison Professe du Jesuits for vespers and a sermon by Père Guiard, Jacobin of the Grand Convent. Two days later, he was to be found at Sainte-Geneviève, where he accepted an invitation to take a collation with the canons following the office. On the fifth, he presented six consecrated loaves to his parish church of Saint-Eustache, which was decorated for the occasion with streamers bearing the king’s arms.51 Louis’s acts of piety were entirely sincere. He was, and always would be, deeply religious and ever mindful of his divine appointment and his relationship with God. This would lead to much self-reflection and inner conflict in the years to come.

Of course, Louis was not only a king but also a young boy overflowing with energy. While the court was staying at Fontainebleau, Louis was getting ready for bed when he decided he would do a hundred jumps and a hundred somersaults on his bed before he climbed in to sleep. On one particularly high jump, he missed his footing as he landed, which caused him to fly off the side of the bed and bang his head on the platform. La Porte rushed to pick him up and was relieved to find that the king had only a slight injury, having been saved from the worst of the impact by landing on the carpet.52 Needless to say, Louis was banned from turning somersaults ever again, but he loved energetic pastimes, which included playing soldiers in a specially built fort in the gardens of the Palais-Royal.53

In those early days of 1650, when he was not to be found in church, Louis was practising manège, or the art of horsemanship. A special course had been built in the grounds of the Palais-Cardinal, where Louis would tilt at the ring. On this particular occasion, he carried off the ring in five out of seven courses, much to the delight of everyone watching.54

On January 18, 1650, Anne hurried Louis into her oratory, shut the door, and made him kneel down. In the quiet of this sacred space, she explained to the king that she, Mazarin, and the duc d’Orléans had agreed to arrest Condé, who now posed a real danger to the crown. She then ordered Louis to “pray to God with her for the success of the undertaking, the end of which she awaited with much emotion and a beating heart.”55

Condé was arrested as he arrived, so he thought, for a council meeting. At the same time, Conti and the duc de Longueville were taken into custody to prevent their attempting “by a civil war to succor the first.”56 All three were imprisoned in the donjon at Vincennes. The plan, which had been devised under conditions of the utmost secrecy, had been carried out to perfection, and it provided Louis with an indelible lesson in dissimulation. Moreover, since the princes had alienated many of their former friends and supporters in Paris, there was little chance that anyone would come to their rescue. However, they still had loyal supporters in the provinces, where they held governorships and exercised considerable power over the people. As such, Mazarin took Louis on tour of these provinces in order to ensure the support of his subjects.

As king, Louis was seen by his subjects as the guardian of their rights. A prince or a nobleman could pose a tremendous threat to these rights as they robbed, tortured, and murdered the citizenry with impunity. There was no limit to the damage they could do, both to the local economy and to the well-being of the people.57 It was part of Louis’s duty as king to ensure that his subjects were protected.

Louis’s tour was, therefore, in the public interest. The Gazette assured its readers, who were anxious about the king’s absence from Paris, that there was “no reason to be dismayed . . . it is not His Majesty’s purpose to wait until trouble has risen before protecting his subjects against it, for, like a good doctor, he believes that prevention is better than cure.”58

The first stop was Normandy, the governorship of which was held by the duc de Longueville, and which was one of the “market gardens” of France, where much of the food supplied to Paris was produced. In April, Louis journeyed into Burgundy, which was governed by Condé.

Paris, meanwhile, was left in the care of the duc d’Orléans, but his loyalty, which was never strong, was now wavering. When Mazarin compared the behavior of the Parlement and the nobility with that of the English regicides, an outraged Orléans joined the rebellion of the princes.59

When the uprising led by Retz joined the Fronde of the Princes,60 Orléans was appointed leader. His first priority was to free the princes, and the first step to this goal was to secure the exile of Mazarin. The cardinal’s supporters urged Anne to remove Louis to a place of safety, put herself at the head of the army, and force the submission of Orléans and the parlement. She insisted, however, that Mazarin was firmly in charge, adding for good measure that nothing would induce her to release the princes.

On February 4, Retz delivered a rousing speech in parlement, demanding the cardinal’s exile. Confronted by these demands, combined with death threats, Mazarin had little choice but to comply. He left Paris on February 6,61 leaving Anne and Louis in Paris and very alone. Anne confided to Mme de Motteville that she wished “it were always night, for though I cannot sleep the silence and the solitude please me; in the daytime I see none but those who would betray me.”62

Within a day, a rumor spread among the populace of Paris that the queen was planning to remove Louis from the capital, and two squadrons of cavalry were stationed at strategic points in the city.63 Orléans sent M. des Ouches, captain of his Cent-Suisses, to the Palais-Royal to make sure the king was still in residence and to ask Anne to put a stop to the rumor.64 Anne assured Ouches that she had no intention of taking Louis away from Paris, and the proof was that both the king and Philippe were in bed, sleeping soundly. In order that the guard could “bear testimony to the duc d’Orléans,” she bid him go to “see the king in his bed, being certain that the noise would not waken him.” Ouches duly went to Louis’s chamber and, obeying the queen’s command, lifted the curtain and “watched him for some time in a deep sleep.”

Anne’s action persuaded Ouches that she had no desire to leave Paris, and, as he returned to his master he did his best to calm the people in the streets through which he passed, advising them to be quiet because their king was asleep. The populace, however, insisted upon seeing the king for themselves. A number of them entered the Palais-Royal “crying out that the king must be shown to them, for they wished to see him.” Anne, hearing their cries, ordered the doors to be thrown open and the crowd to be conducted to Louis’s bedchamber. “The rioters were enchanted at this frank treatment,” said Mme de Motteville, adding:

They stood around the king’s bed, the curtains of which had been opened, and returning once more to a spirit of affection, gave him a thousand benedictions. They looked at him sleeping for a long time and could not admire him sufficiently. The sight gave them a great respect for him; it increased their desire not to lose his presence, but they now expressed this feeling with sentiments of fidelity. Their excitement ceased, and whereas they had entered the Palais-Royal like furies, they left it full of gentleness, asking God with all their hearts to preserve their young king, whose presence had the power to charm them.65

Although Louis appeared to be asleep throughout this ordeal, he almost certainly was not, and the memory of this incident, more than any other, would remain with him. It would influence his decision to leave Paris for good and establish his court at Versailles, where he could control who could see him and, more importantly, who could not.

Louis was effectively a prisoner in his own capital as Orléans posted armed guards on all the gates of Paris to prevent him from leaving.66 Meanwhile, Anne signed an order for the release of the princes;67 a few days later, parlement registered a royal edict stating that no foreigners, not even naturalized subjects, should be allowed to become a minister. It was a direct attack on Mazarin, who, as he made his way to Germany, had received news of the king’s detention. He made a detour to Le Havre and released the princes before travelling on to Schloss Bruhl, near Cologne. Here, he maintained contact with Louis and Anne through secret agents.

Louis had now been imprisoned inside his own palace for a month. To help ease the tension and introduce a sense of normality, Anne staged a ballet, in which Louis danced the part of a knight in the entourage of Cassandra. This was something of a triumph for Louis, for it was his first solo part. At another time, he played the part of the deity, Bacchante, in Ballet des Fêtes de Bacchus. Louis’s lines looked forward to the future glory that was his as a result of his divinely granted birthright. However, when news of the events reached Mazarin, he sent a message of reproof; he felt it was important to emphasize that Louis and Philippe were depressed by being held against their will.68

Despite the cardinal’s warnings, life did assume a sense of normality, and that summer Louis would often go to the Seine to enjoy a swim. One day, as he was driving along the Cours-la-Reine on his way back to the palace, he met Condé coming the other way. Condé, who had made a spectacular entry into Paris a few weeks earlier but had never paid Louis the courtesy of a visit, was bound by court etiquette to stop, climb out of his carriage, and salute the king. On this occasion, however, he remained in his carriage and merely bowed to Louis as he passed. It was a terrible affront to the king, and one Louis would never forget. Condé was later rebuked in parlement for his insolence, which not only upset the hierarchical order that governed all aspects of life but also brought home to him just how far his power had diminished in the capital. With nothing further to lose, as he saw it, Condé decided on civil war. His ultimate aim was to separate Navarre and Guyenne from France and rule in those regions as king in his own right.69 There was little Louis could do to resist his cousin’s ambition as yet, but he stood on the threshold of a long-awaited milestone in his life, one that would bring about a complete reversal in his affairs and those of the state: Louis was about to attain his majority.

It was eight o’clock in the morning on September 7, 1651.70 Louis was lying in his bed in the Palais-Cardinal when the master of ceremonies came to inform him that the queen was coming to see him. She had with her Philippe, Louis’s only brother, the duc d’Orléans, and many of the dukes and peers, marshals of France, and other nobles of the kingdom.71

Louis, upon receiving the news, sent the duc de Joyeuse, his grand chamberlain, to meet the queen at the door and escort her and her entourage to the alcove of the king’s bed. Louis moved to the opening in the balustrade and received the queen, who bowed to him. He raised her up with a kiss and made a short discourse, at the end of which Philippe gave his brother “a very respectful salutation as for homage,” as did Orléans and all the others in their turn. Louis then ordered Joyeuse to mount everyone on horseback, while observing strict order of rank.

The cavalcade was spectacular. It was led by the chevalier de Saint-Masgrin at the head of a company of one hundred cavaliers of the queen’s light horse, and heralded by four trumpeters wearing black velvet trimmed with silver lace. The chevalier wore a coat embroidered in gold and silver and was mounted upon a white horse, caparisoned, and with ribbons in its mane and tail and a saddlecloth that matched the coat of its rider. Next came the two-hundred-strong company of the king’s light horse under the command of the comte d’Olonne, and heralded by four trumpeters in blue velvet laced with gold and silver. Resplendent in his coat of gold and silver, a baldric adorned with pearls, and “hat with white plumes, dead-leaf and flame colored, with a gold cord around it,” the comte rode a white horse, well caparisoned, with a red saddlecloth embroidered to match his coat. They were followed by the company of the grand provost on foot, the Cent-Suisses, and the aide of the ceremonies. The seigneurs of the court came behind them, with the governors of the towns and the lieutenant-generals of the provinces.

Six of the king’s trumpeters, in blue velvet, marched next, and they were followed by six more heralds on horseback. They wore velvet caps and coats of arms of crimson velvet powdered with golden fleur-de-lis, and they were carrying the caduceus in their hands.72 Behind them came the sieur de Saintot, master of ceremonies, whose job it was to ride back and forth keeping everyone in their place. The marquis de La Meilleraye, grand master of the artillery, followed him with the marshals of France riding two by two. All were richly dressed and riding large horses, whose trappings were “laden with gold and silver.”

The comte d’Harcourt, the grand equerry of France, came next, bearing the king’s sword in a blue velvet scabbard powdered with golden fleur-de-lis. His doublet was of cloth of gold and silver, and he was mounted upon a dapple-gray charger, whose crimson trappings were embroidered with gold in Spanish point, with two scarves of black taffeta for reins. He was followed by a host of pages and valets in an abundance of red, white, and blue plumes, who led the bodyguard on foot, the ushers, and the mace bearers.

It was now that the crowd got its first glimpse of the king. Among the witnesses to this spectacle was the English writer and diarist John Evelyn, who was visiting his friend Thomas Hobbes. Watching from the window, they saw Louis riding an Isabella barb, whose caparison was powdered73 with crosses of the Order of the Holy Ghost, and fleur-de-lis, while:

the king himself, like a young Apollo, was in a suit so covered with rich embroidery, that one could perceive nothing of the stuff under it; he went almost the whole way with his hat in his hand, saluting the ladies and acclamators, who had filled the windows with their beauty, and the air with “Vive le Roi.”74

Evelyn added that Louis “seemed a prince of grave yet sweet countenance.”

The official account noted Louis’s “august countenance and gentle gravity, truly royal, and his natural civility [which] made him observable to all for the delight of the human race.” The king “seemed of such tall stature that it was hard to believe he had not yet completed his fourteenth year.”75 The shouts of the crowds and the general excitement made Louis’s cream-colored barb “rear and curvet, verifying the words of Plutarch, that horses never flatter kings; which gave occasion to our king to show himself one of the best riders in his kingdom.”

Behind Louis were the senior members of his household, and then “the princes followed in great numbers, and the dukes and peers, without precedence of rank and in confusion, closed the cavalcade.” The coach carrying the Regent Anne, Philippe, and various princesses and other ladies came next, and this was followed by the coaches of the “maids-of-honor, the ladies of the Court, and the suite of their Majesties.”

The procession followed the length of the “rues Saint-Honoré, de la Ferronnerie, de Saint-Denis, past the Châtelet, by the rue de Crucifix-Saint-Jacques, the bridge Notre-Dame, the Marché-Neuf” before entering the courtyard of the Palais de la Cité from the rue Sainte-Anne.

With the cries of “Vive le roi” ringing in his ears, Louis dismounted and was received at the foot of the Sainte-Chapelle by the bishop of Bayeux and his clergy. After mass, Louis made his way to the sound of trumpets to the grande chambre and took his seat on the lit de justice. The silence that followed was broken by the calm, clear voice of the king, who announced:

Messieurs, I have come to my parlement to tell you that, following the law of my State, I intend to take the government myself; and I hope by the goodness of God that it will be with piety and justice. My chancellor will tell you more particularly my intentions.

Following a short harangue by the Chancellor Séguier, Anne leaned forward in her seat to the left of the king and said:

Monsieur, This is the ninth year that, by the last will of the late king, my very honored lord, I have taken care of your education and the government of your State; God having, by his goodness, blessed my labor and preserved your person, which is dear and precious to me and to all your subjects. Now that the law of the kingdom calls you to government of this monarchy, I return to you, with great satisfaction, the power which was given me to govern it; and I hope that God will do you the favor to assist you with His spirit of strength and prudence, to render your reign a happy one.

At this, Louis replied:

Madame, I thank you for the care you have been pleased to take of my education and of the administration of my kingdom, I beg you to continue to give me your good advice, and I desire that you shall be, after myself, the head of my council.

Anne now rose from her seat and approached Louis in readiness to bow to him, but Louis stepped down from his lit de justice, “went to her, and, embracing her, kissed her; after which they returned to their seats.”

Next was the turn of Philippe, who knelt before Louis, kissed his hand, and professed his fidelity. He was followed by the duc d’Orléans and the prince de Conti, and then all the other princes, chancellors, dukes and peers, the ecclesiastics, marshals of France, and the crown officers, in their turn.

Then, after a short speech by the chief president, the chancellor ordered the doors to be opened so the people could enter. They heard the sieur Guiet, clerk of the parlement, reading the edicts issued by Louis against blasphemy and duelling, and the declaration of the innocence of the prince de Condé. This declaration was surprising, given Condé’s activities over the past several months; however, Louis was prepared to accept the opinions of his lawyers, and stated that “all warnings that the prince was plotting against the king whether within or without the kingdom, were not believed by His Majesty, who, on the contrary, condemned them as false and artfully invented.” It was, therefore, Louis’s will and pleasure that all writings on the subject that had been given to parlement and other courts should be suppressed and, if necessary, revoked and annulled as false and counterfeit, “so that in future nothing might be imputed to his cousin the Prince de Condé.” Louis’s gesture was one of generosity, an olive branch calculated to placate Condé and restore peace to the kingdom; yet, even as the declaration of his innocence was being read out, Condé was committing treason by amassing an army against the king and negotiating an alliance with Philip IV of Spain, whose country was still at war with France.
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