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The Sun King is a dazzling double portrait of Louis XIV and Versailles, the opulent court from
which he ruled. With characteristic élan, Nancy Mitford reconstructs the daily life of king and
courtiers during France’s golden age, offering vivid sketches of the architects, artists, and
gardeners responsible for the creation of the most magnificent palace Europe had yet seen.
Mitford lays bare the complex and deadly intrigues in the stateroom and the no less high-
stakes power struggles in the bedroom. At the center of it all is Louis XIV himself, the
demanding, mercurial, but remarkably resilient sovereign who guided France through nearly
three quarters of the Grand Siècle.Brimming with sumptuous detail and delicious bons mots,
and written in a witty, conversational style, The Sun King restores a distant glittering century to
vibrant life.

“Irreverently lifts the skirts of the dolls of Versailles and rummages about underneath, exposing
one gem of irresistible detail after another. . . . A glorious tribute to a glorious age.” — The Irish
Times“[Mitford’s] interest is focused on the human beings whose hopes, frustrations, and
tragedies are hidden behind the stiff brocade of the period. The splendid century had its seamy
side, and her racy narrative alternates between the glory and the grime, the ermine and the
vermin.” — The New York Times“History, like the kingdom of heaven, has many mansions,
Nancy Mitford’s being, I suggest, a ravishingly pretty one, where anyone would be happy to
spend time—and many have.” — Antonia Fraser“Nancy Mitford excels in depicting both the
brilliant romantic showcase and the recessed world of power. . . . No historian writing in English
has given a better pen-picture of Versailles in its heyday.” —Time“A brilliant son et lumière
performance.” —Guardian "Nancy Mitford was particularly well-equipped to write about Louis
XIV: She spent much of her adult life in France and possessed a sharp eye for detail." —
Washington Post Book World “Nancy Mitford gives vivid, indeed searching, portraits of the
Grand Monarch, and of his awe-struck relations and courtiers . . . she summarizes a wealth of
information about the king’s long, eventful life at Versailles . . . Readers will wish that her book
were twice as long.” — Sunday Times (London) --This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.About the AuthorNancy Mitford (1904–1973) was born into the British
aristocracy and, by her own account, brought up without an education, except in riding and
French. She managed a London bookshop during the Second World War, then moved to Paris,
where she began to write her celebrated and successful novels, among them The Pursuit of
Love and Love in a Cold Climate, about the foibles of the English upper class. Nancy Mitford
was also the author of four biographies: Madame de Pompadour (1954; available as an NYRB
Classic), Voltaire in Love (1957), The Sun King (1966), and Frederick the Great (1970). In 1967
Mitford moved from Paris to Versailles, where she lived until her death from Hodgkin’s
disease.Philip Mansel is the author of six books dealing with French history, including a life of
Louis XVIII (1981), The Court of France, 1789–1830 (1989) and Paris Between Empires
(2001). He is currently at work on a life of Louis XIV. --This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.
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NANCY MITFORD (1904–1973) was born into the British aristocracy and, by her own account,
brought up without an education, except in riding and French. She managed a London
bookshop during the Second World War, then moved to Paris, where she began to write her
celebrated and successful novels, among them The Pursuit of Love and Love in a Cold
Climate, about the foibles of the English upper class. Nancy Mitford was also the author of four
biographies: Madame de Pompadour (1954; available as an NYRB Classic), Voltaire in Love
(1957), The Sun King (1966), and Frederick the Great (1970). In 1967 Mitford moved from
Paris to Versailles, where she lived until her death from Hodgkin’s disease.PHILIP MANSEL is
the author of six books dealing with French history, including a life of Louis XVIII (1981), The
Court of France, 1789–1830 (1989) and Paris Between Empires (2001). He is currently at work
on a life of Louis XIV.THE SUN KINGLouis XIV at VersaillesNANCY MITFORDIntroduction
byPHILIP MANSELNEW YORK REVIEW BOOKSNew YorkCONTENTSBiographical
NotesTitleINTRODUCTIONTHE SUN KINGACKNOWLEDGMENTS1. THE HOUSE2. THE
BUILDERS3. THE MORTEMARTS4. THE ENVELOPE5. THE GOVERNESS6. POISON7. A
CITY OF THE RICH8. THE GRAND DAUPHIN9. THE QUEEN’S STAIRCASE10. THE YOUNG
GENERATION11. THE NEW RÉGIME12. THE FACULTY13. SAINT-CYR, THE SCHOOL14.
SAINT-CYR, THE CONVENT15. LORD PORTLAND’S EMBASSY16. THE TURN OF THE
CENTURY17. MOURNING18. MARTIAL NOISES OFF19. THREE IN ELEVEN MONTHS20.
THE ENDSOURCESINDEXCopyright and More InformationINTRODUCTIONOn October 16,
1928, Nancy Mitford wrote to her brother Tom: “Have you been to Versailles yet? It is my
spiritual home and at this time of year is the most divinely melancholy place in the world.” The
passion revealed in these words found its finest expression in the publication in 1966—thirty-
eight years later—of The Sun King. An ideal marriage of author, subject, and format, on
publication it sold 250,000 copies, was translated into seven languages (including French) and
has never been out of print in England.Versailles was more than a royal palace. It was also a
seat of government; a national job center and social security office, distributing hundreds of
appointments and pensions; an information center receiving couriers from throughout Europe;
a year-round reception, ball, concert, and fashion parade; a marriage market and finishing
school; and a hub of creativity inspiring music, plays, operas, letters, diaries, and memoirs (by,
in the reign of Louis XIV, among many others Lully, Rameau, Racine, Molière, Madame de
Sévigné, and the Duc de Saint-Simon). In addition to staterooms and hundreds of apartments,
it also housed the royal family’s art collections and scientific laboratories; a chapel, where the
king attended religious services most days of the year; kitchens serving hundreds of meals;
and vendors’ stalls. Its outbuildings contained the ministries of war and foreign affairs, guards’
barracks, stables, riding schools, and hunt kennels. The palace was surrounded on the east by
parade grounds for the king’s household troops and court officials’ houses, on the west by a
sweep of gardens and parks. Versailles also functioned, as preachers in the chapel often
lamented, as a gambling den and a brothel.To this multidimensional universe, more varied and
stimulating than the Internet today, Mitford brought her novelist’s interest in human nature and
physical detail; her gift for narrative and entertainment; and the passion for “that celestial land,”
France, which had been one reason for her move from London to Paris in 1946, and which
drives her books Madame de Pompadour (1954) and Voltaire in Love (1957) and her novels
The Blessing (1951) and Don’t Tell Alfred (1960). The other reason was her love for the French
politician, and confidant of de Gaulle, Gaston Palewski.Reproducing many phrases culled from
contemporary letters and memoirs, Mitford begins with the king’s love affair with Louise de La



Vallière, which helped spur him to visit Versailles in the 1660s. She then describes the
subsequent mistresses going up and down “the Queen’s staircase.” Madame de Maintenon,
“the Governess,” whose combination of piety, world-liness, poor judgment, disloyalty towards
friends, and mismanagement of the girls’ school that she founded at Saint-Cyr, is analyzed with
distaste. One chapter, “The Faculty,” describes the incompetent doctors under whom, then as
now, while “the strong survive; the weak, after much suffering and expense both of money and
spirit, die.” She does not neglect the royal artists Le Vau and Le Brun and the gardener Le
Nôtre, nor the king’s rival ministers Colbert and Louvois. Separate chapters are devoted to “the
younger generation” of the king’s bastards, cousins, and nephew. “Three in eleven months”
describes the deaths of the king’s son the Dauphin and his grandson and granddaughter-in-
law, the Duc and Duchesse de Bourgogne in 1711–12. Throughout the book Mitford shows that
the court of Versailles consisted not just of the king and his family and friends but of an entire
society of ministers, diplomats, officers, preachers, gardeners, and other professions: a
microcosm of France. Below the appearances of deference, they could manipulate as well as
serve the king.Physical details are telling. While the king, “the viceroy of the Almighty,” faced
the altar as he worshipped God in the chapel, the courtiers stared at the king. The king held a
stick across a door in Saint-Cyr, only lowered for those who had truly been invited to a
performance of Racine’s play Esther in January 1689. The princes of the House of Condé
became so physically small and mentally strange that they resembled “little black beetles.” “The
melancholy smiles of Mary of Modena” were the only satisfactions Louis XIV derived from his
decision to recognize her son “the Old Pretender” as king of England. The opening sentence is
famous: “Louis XIV fell in love with Versailles and Louise de La Vallière at the same time;
Versailles was the love of his life.”Mitford describes Versailles, correctly, as “a shop window, a
permanent exhibition of French goods,” which “made an enormous contribution to French
supremacy in the arts.” The hereditary system for offices, from ministers to gardeners, was its
foundation: “he built the greatest palace on earth but it always remained the home of a young
man, grand without being pompous, full of light and air and cheerfulness—a country house.”
She describes the Galerie des Glaces as the palace’s “main street” or “market place.” Not all
readers, however, will agree that this gallery, which contains more images of the monarch it
glorifies than any other, is “one of the beauties of the western world.”If she idealizes the palace,
it is not true that she idealizes Louis XIV. She describes him as “a man of iron,” unbowed by
deaths or defeats. He was secretive, ruthless, indifferent to the sufferings of peasants and
galley slaves, capable of inspiring terror and making blunders such as the revocation of the
Edict of Nantes and the imposition of the papal bull Unigenitus on the French bishops. “Hardly
had he assembled his most interesting and important subjects under his roof than he retired
into almost private life with an ageing spouse [Madame de Maintenon] and her circle of
excellent nonentities”—although Louis XIV’s private life still resembled other people’s public
life.The text was checked by two historians, John Lough and Ian Dunlop, but there are
exaggerations. Lord Portland, sent as ambassador to Louis XIV by William III in 1698, is
unlikely, unless he had a very silent marriage, not to have spoken “a word of English.” He
preferred French but could understand, and write, English, and his wife, a member of the
Villiers family, was English. The place in the order of succession to the throne to which Louis
XIV elevated his bastards is exaggerated (they came after, not before, the princes of the
blood); and he is absolved, implausibly, from knowledge of the ravaging of the Palatinate.
Nevertheless The Sun King has helped inspire many other historians of the court, including the
author of this introduction.The original edition of The Sun King was also an outstanding early
example of the “coffee-table book,” showing, at the appropriate moment in the text, not only



photographs of the palace and portraits of its inhabitants but also objects made by Louis XIV’s
craftsmen, now dispersed to museums or private collections. Thus it revived, in twentieth-
century commercial form, the tradition of the royal illustrated book much practiced by the court
it described. The first book to commemorate Versailles had been the volume showing scenes
from Les Plaisirs de l’île enchantée of 1664, one of the early entertainments organized there
by Louis XIV.The credit, and the original idea for The Sun King, are due to the pioneer of book
packaging George Rainbird and the “indispensable” picture researcher, Joy Law. Mitford wrote:
“the book in its present form would never have seen the light of day but for her.” She became a
friend to whom, in gratitude, the author left her house in Versailles.Versailles, which Mitford had
loved so much, also helped to kill her. In 1967, as she had long planned, she moved from Paris
to Versailles, to 4 rue d’Artois. In 1969 Gaston Palewski married his mistress of many years,
Violette de Talleyrand. She was heiress of a family that had held court offices in Versailles and
she owned the magnificent eighteenth-century château of Le Marais, south of Paris. Soon
thereafter Mitford developed the rare form of Hodgkin’s disease from which she suffered four
years of agony until her death, in her house in Versailles, on 30 June 1973. Her strictures on
doctors in The Sun King proved all too prescient.Nevertheless The Sun King remains, as her
friend Harold Acton, another English historian of Bourbons (The Bourbons of Naples, 1956;
The Last Bourbons of Naples, 1961), wrote in his biography of Nancy Mitford, “the most
entertaining introduction to its subject in English.” Like much else in English history and culture
(for example, the Wallace Collection of French pictures and furniture in London, or the career
of her great-uncle Sir Winston Churchill), The Sun King also shows that Francophilia is just as
English as Francophobia.—PHILIP MANSELTHE SUN KINGDedicated to Raymond
MortimerACKNOWLEDGMENTSThe author’s grateful thanks are due to Mr Raymond
Mortimer, Comte Jean de Baglion, Mr Ian Dunlop and Professor John Lough for kindly reading
and advising upon the text. M. Gerard van der Kemp, Conservateur en Chef at Versailles; M.
Jean Féray, Inspecteur Général des Beaux Arts; Mme Chantal Coural of the Conservation at
Versailles; Prince Clary; Mr Francis Watson, Director of the Wallace Collection, London; Mr
Tom Wragg, Librarian of Chatsworth; Mr John Hadfield; Mme Gaudin; Miss Irene Clephane;
Mrs St John Saunders and the Librarian and staff of the London Library have all given valuable
assistance. Comtesse Carl Costa de Beauregard harboured the author for months while the
work was in progress. Finally Mrs Joy Law has been indispensable; the book in its present form
would never have seen the light of day but for her.1. THE HOUSEEt l’on peut comparer sans
crainte d’être injusteLe siècle de Louis au beau siècle de Auguste.CHARLES PERRAULTLouis
XIV fell in love with Versailles and Louise de La Vallière at the same time; Versailles was the
love of his life. For years before he lived there it was never out of his mind. When he was at the
seat of government or away on hunting visits or with his army at the front he had to be sent a
daily report on the work in hand on his house down to the tiniest details; and he never stopped
adding to and improving the place while there was breath in his body. This ‘undeserving
favourite’ as the courtiers called it is part of his legend but in fact the Sun King only lived there
during the meridian and the sunset years: in his great morning he held his court, consisting of
a few dozen officials, at the Louvre and Saint-Germain-en-Laye, where he was born, with visits
to Chambord, Fontainebleau and Vincennes. Like a feudal king, he was always on the move,
generally at war, and his court was a bivouac between two campaigns.Nobody ever knew
when this secret man first conceived the design by which his father’s little hunting lodge was to
become the hub of the universe, perhaps as early as 1661 when he began to give parties in
the gardens there for his young mistress and a band of friends, whose average age at that time
was nineteen. He was twenty-three, had been married for a year and already had a son, but his



kingdom had hitherto been governed by Cardinal Mazarin his godfather; and his behaviour was
still regulated by his mother, Queen Anne of Austria. He liked to disport himself away from the
eye of the older generation and Versailles was a perfect place in which to do so, though the
parties there had to take place in the garden; the house was much too small. The weather was
always fine in those happy young days, the freshness of evening a welcome change from the
heat of noon.Louis XIII’s house at Versailles had some twenty rooms and one big dormitory for
men. It was perched over a village which clustered round a twelfth-century church, (where the
Orangery is today; the Pièce d’Eau des Suisses was the village pond). Some poor little hamlets
in the neighbourhood were called Trianon, Saint-Cyr, Clagny. Versailles, on the main road from
Normandy to Paris, was more prosperous than they were; farmers and their cattle passed
through it and it possessed three inns. The surrounding country was full of game, and Louis
XIII who, like most Bourbons, practically lived on horseback, so often found himself at
Versailles after a day’s hunting that he built the house to save himself the choice between
staying at an inn or riding home to Saint-Germain after dark.No doubt Louis XIV’s famous visit
to Vaux-le-Vicomte gave him his first idea of what Versailles might become. Like many people
of mixed blood he was a strong nationalist; at the newly-built Vaux he first saw the perfection of
contemporary French taste, free from that Italian influence which had hitherto been
fashionable. Its master, Nicolas Fouquet, gave a house-warming there, 17 August 1661, and
invited six thousand people to meet the King. It proved to be his own farewell party; the King,
with mingled admiration and fury, examined the establishment in all its sumptuous detail and
decided that Fouquet’s ostentation (luxe insolent et audacieux) was unsuitable for a subject
and intolerable for a minister of finance. He did not modify this view as the evening wore on
and such gifts as diamond tiaras and saddle-horses were distributed to the guests. Louis
returned Fouquet’s hospitality by clapping him in gaol and we seldom hear of other people
giving parties for the King. Mazarin had just died and Fouquet’s real crime was ambition: he
was intriguing to make himself head of the government. Had Louis XIV been the man
everybody supposed him to be Fouquet would have ruled both King and country; Louis
however had other ideas and to put them into practice he was obliged to get rid of this clever,
unscrupulous statesman. He thus gave a second indication of his own implacable ambition, the
first having been his marriage with Marie-Thérèse of Spain when the wife he wanted was
Mazarin’s niece, Marie Mancini. She said to him as they parted ‘You are the King; you love me
and yet you send me away’. He was always to be the master of his mistresses and of himself,
as well as of France. Marie-Thérèse eventually brought the crown of Spain to the Bourbons —
who shall say that Mazarin’s brains would not have been a greater prize? They were to prove a
precious legacy to many another family.So Fouquet went to his long martyrdom in the fortress
of Pignerol. His sins were not visited on his children. His daughter, the Duchesse de Béthune,
was always kindly received at Court; under Louis XV, his grandson the Maréchal de Belle-Isle
became a rich and respected soldier while his (Belle-Isle’s) son, Gisors, was a French Sir
Philip Sidney. But the King took a certain amount of loot from Vaux-le-Vicomte and thought
himself justified by the fact that its contents had been paid for out of public money, in other
words his own. Archives, tapestry, brocade hangings, silver and silver gilt ornaments, statues
and over a thousand orange trees found their way to the royal palaces. The orange trees alone
represented a considerable sum; a sizeable one even nowadays costs a hundred pounds. The
King was passionately fond of them and had them in all his rooms, in silver tubs. (Perhaps if
one were exiled from France the single object most reminiscent of that celestial land would be
an orange tree in a tub.) Eight of Louis XIV’s own trees still exist in the Orangery at Versailles
to this day. He also appropriated the three remarkable men who had created Vaux: Le Nôtre



the gardener, Le Vau the architect and Le Brun the artist of all work. He needed them to help
him in the realization of a project which was now beginning to occupy his thoughts.Louis XIV
seems to have known that he would live to be old. His plans, both artistic and political, were for
a long term; they ripened slowly and were confined to nobody. Why, having decided to build
himself a house, he chose Versailles as a situation remains mysterious. The material difficulties
of building on a large scale there were considerable. He insisted on keeping his father’s little
lodge, poised on a sandy knoll whose surface was forever shifting, and building his own
mansion round it. As the house became more and more vast the hill itself had to be enlarged.
The water supply, too, was always a problem. Then why, as he wanted a house of his very own,
to be a monument to his reign, did he build on to an existing one, whose style had become
unfashionable? His architects all begged him to pull down the old house because it made their
work so difficult. His answer was that if the old house disappeared for any reason he would
immediately build it up again brick by brick. No doubt Versailles had some special charm for
him; his courtiers never could imagine what it was; their complaints and criticism grew more
and more vociferous as his purpose, which was to make them all live there with him, became
evident. As much as they dared they even protested to his face. ‘There is no view.’ But he loved
the view, so typical of the Ile de France: a great cutting through woodlands quietly rolling away
to the western horizon and ending in two poplar trees. It had always been the same, and
though he was to lighten it with the canal he never would put statuary to replace the poplars.
‘There is no town’ was another complaint. So much the better — wherever the King lives a town
will spring up; this one can be properly planned and laid out. ‘It is unhealthy.’ The King feels
perfectly well there.More serious objections were put forward by Colbert, the King’s chief
political adviser. Backed up by Chancelier Séguier, a grand old man for whom Louis had
considerable respect. Colbert wanted to see the King of France living in his capital. Quite
naturally, in that age of building, Louis XIV would want a modern country residence, but why
choose Versailles? In the early days Colbert had no notion of what the house would become;
even so he grudged the money and the manpower which, in his view, ought to have been used
to make the Louvre a fitting residence for a great King. But Louis had no intention of living in
Paris. He was not afraid of the Parisians as has sometimes been said — fear was left out of his
nature. Nor did he neglect Paris; on the contrary he lavished care and attention on all aspects
of its development, turning it from a medieval slum into a beautiful and supremely habitable
city. True he had no intention of allowing another Fronde, the civil war between the great nobles
which had raged during his childhood putting him, his mother and his brother in awkward, if not
dangerous, situations. Too much stress may have been laid on the traumatic effect the Fronde
had on the King’s young psychology; no doubt it was his policy to keep power out of the hands
of the aristocrats, and he liked to have them under his eye, but with his dominating personality
he could have done so wherever he chose to hold his court; that was not a question of
geography.Louis XIV was a country person. He excelled at all sport and could hardly bear to be
indoors; he spent hours every day hunting or shooting. The year before his death he brought
down thirty-two pheasants with thirty-four shots, a considerable feat with the primitive gun of
those days. He thought nothing of riding from Fountainebleau to Paris, going to see the building
in progress at the Louvre and Vincennes, dining with his brother at Saint-Cloud, inspecting the
improvements there and riding back to Fountainebleau. In old age he became more and more
interested in gardens. Such a man would have been miserable, cooped up in a town.Having
fallen in love with Versailles the King never made the mistake of improving away the very
atmosphere which had attracted him in the first place. He built the greatest palace on earth but
it always remained the home of a young man, grand without being pompous, full of light and air



and cheerfulness — a country house. Indeed it is called le Château, never le Palais. (Château
in French means gentleman’s seat, a castle is château-fort.) To begin with he did more work in
the gardens than in the house, following the lines already laid out by Louis XIII, greatly
enlarged and elaborated and with the addition of much water; he added more and more green
rooms which led off the central alley or tapis vert and which he used for ever larger, more
elaborate parties. These had nothing in common with the fêtes champêtres of the next century;
there was no whiff of hay, the farmyard played no part in them; nature was kept in her place
and the trellised drawing-rooms were decorated and furnished with oriental luxury. It may be
imagined how passionately invitations to these parties were desired; the King had already
begun to enslave his nobility by playing on the French love of fashion. In 1664 he gave a fête
called Les Plaisirs de l’Ile Enchantée which lasted from 7 to 13 May. This really caused more
pain than pleasure for the guests had nowhere to sleep and were obliged to doss down as best
they could in local cottages and stables. In 1665 he was spending one day a week at
Versailles, generally coming over from Saint-Germain to see how the work was getting on, to
hang a few pictures in the house, run round the gardens and then divert himself with his
friends.This was the time of Bernini’s visit. He was invited to France to make plans for finishing
the Louvre which was then an amorphous cluster of buildings, of many different dates, more
like a village than a palace. The King was bent on tidying up Paris and he succeeded with the
town but there has always been something unsatisfactory about the Louvre, beautiful as are
many of its component parts. Bernini’s plans were not liked; the King thought them too
baroque, unsuitable for the sober skies of northern France, while Colbert raised practical
difficulties such as where would the servants sleep? How was the food to be brought from the
kitchens? The King got on well with Bernini, cleverly allowing him to think that his failure was all
Colbert’s doing; but Bernini was rude and arrogant with the French artists, architects and civil
servants, whom he thoroughly disliked and who loathed him — the old story of Frenchmen and
Italians unable to appreciate each other’s merits. After some months he went home, loaded
with money and thanks; his voyage would have been a waste of time had he not made a bust
of Louis XIV which is one of the greatest treasures of Versailles and the only effigy to illustrate
contemporary descriptions of the King’s appearance.Unfortunately the pictures of Louis XIV
are not attractive, possibly because of the periwig which always seems frowsty, very different
from the flowing curls of the bust. If one looks carefully at the face it often has a humorous and
kindly aspect (for instance in the Mignard of the Louvre) but is never handsome — in some
portraits it is decidedly oriental (Louis XIV most probably had both Jewish and Moorish blood
through the Aragons). But the many people who wrote about him at first hand, either, like the
Venetian ambassadors, to describe him to their governments (a physical description of those in
power was considered important) or in diaries or memoirs intended to be published after his
death, if at all, or in letters, do not seem to have noticed an alien or exotic look. They agree that
he was tall and dark, with an excellent figure, perfect legs, feet and hands, small but brilliant
eyes which he hardly ever opened wide but which gave the impression, truly, of seeing
everything. The salient feature was his nose; it was a good shape, though rather pinched above
the nostrils; it only became Jewish when he was old. All speak of his noble look and
extraordinary grace; he never made an ill-considered or meaningless gesture so that he
seemed like a deity (or, according to some, an actor of genius ever on the stage). These
characteristics are evident in Bernini’s bust and such was the appearance of Louis XIV. It is to
be hoped that his strange character will emerge during the course of this book.He was
delighted with the bust and commissioned an equestrian statue of himself which Bernini was to
create at his leisure when he got back to Rome. It arrived at Versailles some nineteen years



later and was unpacked in the Orangery. The King hated it. He prided himself on his excellent
horsemanship and thought that he was portrayed as sitting all wrong in the saddle. He wanted
to break up the statue. In the end he got Coysevox to make a few alterations so that it
appeared to represent, not the Sun King but a Roman emperor and banished it to the end of
the Pièce d’Eau des Suisses where it still is, gloriously beautiful in spite of a near-by railway
line, much litter and the scribblings of Versailles plebeians. It is too seldom visited.The King’s
existence as a grown-up, independent man only began in 1666 after the death of Anne of
Austria. She was old enough to have been his grandmother, having been married for twenty-
three years when he was born, and was a highly civilized, polite person whom he greatly
admired. She held a court better than any queen in Europe and had always been too lazy, or
too clever, to have anything to do with politics. During the long minority of Louis XIV, who came
to the throne when he was five, she had left the conduct of affairs entirely in the hands of
Cardinal Mazarin who was perhaps her lover, possibly her husband. It was a measure of Louis
XIV’s own exquisite politeness that he waited to become the ruler of France until the Cardinal
had died in 1661 — unlike his ancestor, the Emperor Charles V, in similar circumstances. He
was careful, too, never to shock his mother or hurt her feelings — his mistress and bastards
were carefully kept out of her way. He knew that she feared petticoat influence for him.Anne of
Austria’s death was distressing; she was eaten with cancer. At the end, when the King and
Queen knelt, weeping, by her bed she murmured: ‘Such children—.’ But really they were both
twenty-eight, not children at all. Queen Marie-Thérèse had good reason to cry, her best friend
was leaving her. She was Anne’s brother’s daughter and the King’s first cousin twice over since
her mother was the sister of Louis XIII; Anne was fond of her, perhaps the only person in
France who was, and always took her part. The King, with whom, unfortunately for her, she
was in love all her life, was not bred to be a faithful husband, either on the Spanish or on the
French side. The family tree of the Aragons is an amazing succession of illegitimacies while in
France it had long been the custom for the King to have a wife and a declared mistress who
was almost a second queen. Henri IV’s bastards, powerful dukes, were a living proof of this as
they swaggered about the Court; the last of his sons only died in 1682.As soon as his mother’s
sufferings were over, the King stopped crying. (In the whole of his long life he was only to be
affected by one death, that of the Duchesse de Bourgogne.) He immediately recognized Mlle
de La Vallière as his titular mistress, made her a duchess and legitimized their baby daughter,
Marie-Anne. Their first child had just died at the age of three; he had been called Louis de
Bourbon, with no title. Modest Louise, who blushed to be a mistress, a mother, a duchess, was
now brought into the glare of public life; it did not suit her. She was a woman to be kept hidden
away, visited by moonlight at her house in the rue de la Pompe, at Versailles or encountered as
by chance in some forest glade while the hunt went crashing by — a simple country girl, an
excellent rider, puzzled and perplexed in the Byzantine atmosphere of the Court, though by no
means averse from the financial benefits to be picked up there. She is supposed to have been
responsible for more placets (petitions to the King usually concerned with obtaining some
lucrative sinecure, which were a feature of Court life), on all of which she took a comfortable
percentage, than any of the other mistresses. In the early days of love, when she ought to have
been happy, since the King, whom she worshipped, was at her feet, her large blue eyes used
to fill with tears for no particular reason. Then her tears had melted his heart; now they bored
him. Inadequate in the rôle of declared mistress, she was not the mate for a Sun King.The King
seems to have put off his major schemes for Versailles until after his mother’s death. This
occurred during the Guerre de Dévolution with which he sought to implement his wife’s claim to
the succession of the Spanish Netherlands. Having conquered Flanders and signed the Peace



of Aix-la-Chapelle (1668) he set to work in earnest on his house. He gave a Divertissement to
say good-bye to the old establishment, during which Molière produced his George Dandin for
the first time. Three hundred of the women present were invited to a sit-down supper. Louise
de La Vallière, pregnant, melancholy and dull, was next the King; his look was not upon her but
on another table which the Marquise de Montespan and Mme Scarron, her great friend, were
keeping in a buzz of laughter. They were the two liveliest women in society at that time. Years
later, people remembering the Divertissement said it had contained the past, the present and
the future.The pattern of the King’s three principal love affairs was the same, the new mistress
was provided unwittingly by the existing one. When his flirtation with his sister-in-law Madame
(Henrietta of England) began to cause gossip she told him to pretend that he was courting one
of her ladies, Louise de La Vallière for instance. The pretence became reality. He had not cared
for Mme de Montespan at first but Louise could not be without her. He saw her every day and
she was determined to conquer him; she stirred up Satan himself and triumphed. As she was
the most beautiful and most brilliant woman at the Court she ought to have been able to
succeed without the help of such a compromising ally, but it is a curious fact that she was
making no headway until she brought him into the affair. Then Mme Scarron, the future Mme
de Maintenon, was thrust upon the King by Mme de Montespan. He could not endure her but
she stirred up God and triumphed in her turn, though she took longer. Louise de Le Vallière
was the youngest of the three, three years younger than Mme de Montespan who was six
years younger than Mme Scarron. None of these women really shared the King’s aesthetic
tastes. Mme de Montespan patronized artists in a desultory way; the others took no interest in
the arts — indeed Mme de Maintenon grudged the money which was spent on beautifying the
King’s houses; Louis XIV never had a Mme de Pompadour.A few days after the Divertissement,
Versailles was given over to workmen and what was called the enveloppe put in hand. The
King had decided, with the collaboration of Le Vau, to envelop his father’s house, like a
precious jewel, in his own. Le Vau left the east front of brick and stone as it was, flanking it with
wings and leading up to it with pavilions which were to house the ministers. For the west, or
garden side, he designed a new stone front in a more majestic manner, to consist of two wings
joined by a terrace on the first floor. The King also turned his attention to the town. It was laid
out by Le Nôtre and land was given to people who undertook to build houses to an approved
specification. Three wide avenues starring out from the Place d’Armes were planted.During the
years which followed the Divertissement of 1668, the King gave himself over to his favourite
occupations, war and building. Having bought the alliance of his English cousin Charles II, he
set about conquering Holland. In those days it was hardly realized that if two rich countries
lived side by side in peace, greater prosperity for both could result. A state of war was the
natural condition of nations; during the whole of the seventeenth century there were only seven
years of peace in Europe. As soon as trade began to expand, it was choked off by cut-throat
quarrels.Co-operation with the Dutch did occur to Louis. He offered his baby daughter Marie-
Anne to be the wife of William of Orange and received a humiliating rebuff. William said that in
his family one married the legitimate daughters of kings, not their bastards. (He was the son of
one Mary Stuart and about to be the husband of another.) So Marie-Anne stayed at home,
married the Prince de Conti and became an ornament of her father’s court. Louis XIV, always
touchy on the subject of his illegitimate family, never forgave William the insult. He had three
further reasons for disliking the Dutch: the republicanism which seemed ingrained in their
character, their Protestantism and their pamphlets. His own press was strictly censored, but
disagreeable observations on himself, his policy and his family never stopped coming off the
printing presses of The Hague and Amsterdam. Furthermore he was always obsessed by the



Rhine. His foreign policy never altered in its main objective which was to secure, as France’s
frontiers, the Rhine, the mountains and the sea. Leibniz was forever saying that Louis XIV had
no need to fight for France to become mistress of the world and rich beyond dreams, he only
had to stay quietly within his existing frontiers; but that if he must go to war, to occupy the
young men, why not do so in other parts of the globe? Egypt, Asia and America were all
waiting to be conquered, far more interesting prizes than a few German villages. But Louis
cared not a fig for these exotic places and who, nowadays, can blame him for that? It was the
frontiers that interested him, the mountains and above all the Rhine. Each time his eye slid
down this river on the map he was annoyed to be reminded of little Holland. He put on his
feathered hat and went off with his great generals Condé and Turenne to bring her down.
When he thought he had succeeded and was within sight of Amsterdam, the brave Dutch
opened the dykes and the King found himself at the edge of an inland sea. Holland was saved,
though at a dreadful cost. Various countries now came to her assistance and the tide turned
very slightly against the French. Under the leadership of William of Orange the Dutch were
never conquered, though there were at least two occasions on which Louis seemed to have
them in his power. Each time he turned away at the crucial moment: as usual with him there
was no explanation. The year 1675 saw the death of Turenne, killed in battle to the despair of
his soldiers who loved him so much that the whole French army was sobbing and crying that
night. This loss was followed by the retirement of Condé. The Peace of Nimeguen, 1679, gave
Louis XIV Franche-Comté and most of the Spanish Netherlands; it marked the apogee of his
military glory.Meanwhile Versailles had become an enormous workshop. The house was
covered with scaffolding and buried in dust: the gardens were like a quarry, full of mud, stones,
drain-pipes, men and horses. Thousands of good-sized forest trees were being planted; those
which died, about half, were immediately replaced. Marble and bronze statues lay about
waiting for the King to say where he wanted them. He was in such a hurry to see the results
that the building still suffers from hasty, ill-completed work. He dragged the Court there from
time to time; the courtiers slept where they could and he himself was not comfortable. By the
grandeur of the new schemes it was beginning to be clear that Versailles was intended to be
one of the main royal residences.At this time France, in the words of Lord Macaulay, had ‘over
the surrounding countries at once the ascendancy which Rome had over Greece and the
ascendancy which Greece had over Rome’. Louis XIV’s great house was to be the outward
and visible sign of that ascendancy.2. THE BUILDERSC’est la voix de génie de toutes les
sortes qui parle au tombeau de Louis; on n’entend, au tombeau de Napoléon, que la voix de
Napoléon.CHATEAUBRIANDThere were four men without whose collaboration the King could
never have built Versailles: Colbert, Le Vau, Le Nôtre and Le Brun. They were all much older
than he, must indeed have seemed to him like old men; remarkable as they were, he
dominated them and was the spirit of the whole tremendous enterprise. He knew exactly what
he wanted; his eye had been trained by Mazarin who had surrounded him in childhood with
beautiful objects, and he had a personal taste which developed and improved year by year,
stamping itself on everything he undertook.When Mazarin died he left his fortune to the King,
saying that the pictures, the books, the houses, the eighteen enormous diamonds known as
les Mazarins and the money (even, he might have added, the nieces) were nothing — the
precious legacy was Colbert; and so it proved. He was the most remarkable minister in the
history of France. If the French are divided into Franks and Gauls — Franks, serious and rather
cold, the builders, and Gauls, adorably frivolous, the destroyers of this nation — Colbert was
the very type of the Frank. He was born in 1619, the son of a wool merchant of Rheims. His
emblem was the humble grass snake — the antithesis of Fouquet’s squirrel which can be seen



climbing higher and higher, all over Vaux-le-Vicomte. Unlike Fouquet who was a jolly man of
the world and a great lover of women, Colbert concealed his brilliance beneath a dour
reserved manner — he frowned more often than he smiled, and never tried to charm. But
people knew where they were with him; and those who, hoping to get off paying some tax,
went behind his back to the King, to be received with infinite grace and told, with a delightful
laugh, ‘Sir, you will have to pay!’, would say they rather preferred Colbert’s frown. Early in life
he saw that economics are a sure if unspectacular road to power; he began his career by
putting order into the private affairs of Mazarin which he found in an incredible muddle; then,
still under the Cardinal, he turned his attention to the national finances and established them
on a solid foundation. When the King was a boy he taught him to keep accounts; he was the
first king of France who had ever done such a thing. Colbert made him write down how much
money he had got at the beginning of each year and then subtract expenses from it. When it
ran out too soon, as it always did, he would borrow for him, from Mazarin! He realized that a
new world was dawning in which a country must export or die; and he instituted a Council of
Commerce, presided over by the King, which met every fortnight. He hated Versailles, but he
alone was capable of producing the enormous sums of money which it swallowed and as soon
as he saw that the King was determined to live there he bowed to the inevitable and began to
think of ways in which the house could be made to further French commerce.The prestige of
Louis XIV and the fame of Versailles mounted year by year; other European princes and
magnates wanted a Versailles of their own, down to the smallest details of its furnishings;
Colbert exploited this fashion to help his exports. He erected a rigid customs barrier, nothing
was allowed to be imported that could be made in France. Factories were set up to supply the
linen, lace, silk, glass, carpets, jewellery, inlaid furniture and other articles of luxury that used
to come from foreign lands, mostly from Italy; all these were soon of a superior quality to any
that had been seen, since French craftsmen, then as now, were the best in the world. The
finest examples of their work went to Versailles and were shown to the foreign visitors who
flocked there; the château became a shop window, a permanent exhibition of French goods. It
made an enormous contribution to French supremacy in the arts, as nowadays some great
aeroplane, not in itself a paying proposition, can advance the technical progress of aeronautics.
But soon there were not enough workmen so Colbert took measures to increase the working
population. Families of over ten children were exempt from tax. He thought too many young
people were taking religious vows and raised the age at which they might do so. Workmen
were forbidden to emigrate and foreigners, especially Protestants who were persecuted in their
own countries, were encouraged to come to France. He always said that the men should not be
too strictly directed but allowed to do what they thought best. He had difficulties with the Gauls
however. The great nobles refused to invest in his companies for trading overseas; the
workmen were not easy, they refused to give up their sixty public holidays a year (apart from
Sundays), and there were strikes. He himself worked fifteen hours a day seven days a week
and his holographs would fill a hundred volumes. Though his only real interest was commerce,
he ran every government department except that of war. His work bore fruit; in the ten years
between 1661 and 1671 the national revenue was doubled. In 1683 it was four times that of
England and nearly ten times that of the Venetian republic. But the richest of all European
countries was Holland. The prosperity of this tiny state, troubled by England beyond the sea, by
the sea itself and by its European neighbours (the Spanish menace hardly over when the
French menace began) was a perpetual source of wonder. Colbert, like his master, but for
different reasons, was obsessed by Holland. The Dutch had two citizens to one peasant, and
that one produced heavier crops to the acre, fatter pigs and higher yielding cows than were to



be found anywhere else. Like bees, the Dutch seemed to gather honey from all around them:
Norway was their forest, the banks of the Rhine and the Dordogne their vineyard; Spain and
Ireland grazed their sheep; India and Arabia were their gardens and the sea their highway.
Their enormous riches and enviable way of life were achieved by commerce, banking (the
Bank of Amsterdam dates from 1609), insurance, printing and the fact that they were a
seafaring nation situated between the new world and the old. Also there were no Gauls in
Holland. Colbert would have loved to rule such a land! His greatest handicap was the war that
raged on the frontiers during the whole of Louis XIV’s reign. A hundred and fifty thousand men
were kept under arms even in peace time — men whom Colbert could have employed over
and over again on different schemes for enriching the country. He hated war, and not out of
humanity, for he had none in his make-up. He did little or nothing to help the French peasants
through a period of agricultural depression; indeed low farm prices suited his policy of cheap
exports. The gap between the peasantry and the rest of the population first became serious
under Colbert; it was not bridged, as in England, by country gentlemen. He encouraged the
slave trade and though he did insist on certain humanitarian measures, this was only to keep
down the death rate of such valuable cattle. Worst of all, perhaps, he increased the number of
galleys in the French navy from six to forty, each containing two hundred unhappy souls. Since
black people were useless for manning them (they had no stamina and died at once) he
employed French criminals and Turks caught in the Barbary wars. When the Turks were worn
out they were sold in America for what they would fetch. Young, solid Frenchmen accused of
capital offences were often sent to the galleys for life instead of being executed. Minor
criminals, if they were able-bodied, were never released at the end of their sentences — they
could only be freed if their relations could afford to buy a Turk to replace them. Colbert thought
that too many of his galley slaves died — the Intendant of the Galleys swore that they were
well fed but said they died of grief and boredom. We can imagine these two rich, comfortable
courtiers conversing together on the subject in some golden drawing-room.A profound
knowledge of literature, science and the arts was part of this extraordinary man’s make-up,
though possibly he regarded them as an adjunct to trade, part of the French prestige which
was to attract the world markets. He was a member of the Académie Française and the famous
fauteuils there were due to him. (The fauteuil had an almost mystical significance in
seventeenth-century France. The only people ever allowed to sit in one when the King was
present were his wives, King James II of England and the King’s grandson, Anjou, when he
became King of Spain.) Some noble Academician brought one for himself to the Académie
when it was in session; next time he came he found that Colbert had provided fauteuils for all
forty Academicians. Colbert created the French school of painting and sculpture in Rome; the
Observatory in Paris, bringing the astronomer Cassini to work there; he founded the Académie
des Sciences; he brought quantities of books to add to the royal library. Finally, as Surintendant
des Bâtiments, he directed the works at Versailles.Colbert had one expectedly romantic side to
his nature: he was a snob. His ancestors, the wool merchants, bored him and he began to look
for something better. To the general merriment, the Northumbrian St Cuthbert was brought into
play and Colbert deposited various old deeds with d’Hozier, the King’s genealogist, which were
supposed to prove that he descended from the saint and his ‘Scotch wife Marie de Lindsay of
Castlehill, Inverness’. Unkind people said that these deeds looked as if they had been at the
bottom of the sea for years, they were mildewed and illegible; however they served their
purpose and the genealogy was duly registered. (It only took him back to the wool trade after
all — one wonders if Colbert knew that St Cuthbert was the son of a shepherd.) Then he
removed his grandfather’s tomb at Rheims, on which the word ‘wool’ figured, and replaced it



with an old stone inscribed, in the language of a former age, with the virtues of one Colbert, of
Scotch descent: ‘Cy gist ly preux chevalier Richard Colbert dit l’y Ecossois. Priez pour l’âme de
ly. 1300.’ Some time later the great man and his three sons-in-law, all dukes, were seen
kneeling by it in fervent prayer. Nevertheless, Mlle d’Aligre whom the King forced to marry
Colbert’s eldest son, the Marquis de Seignelay, died of a broken heart at having made such a
mésalliance. Colbert had six sons; they were a worry to him in youth but after their father’s
death turned out well. Seignelay was Ministre de la Marine, the Marquis de Blainville,
Surintendant des Bâtiments; there were three soldiers, all killed in battle, and the Archbishop of
Rouen. They were all rather lazy. Of his brothers, one was a bishop, one a general and the
third, Colbert de Croissy, an able diplomatist.Though Colbert was twenty years older than the
King he was deeply in awe of him. When he left his country house, Sceaux, to go to Versailles,
this powerful, authoritarian personage before whom all France trembled, would take a piece of
bread down to his park and throw it at the canal. If it got to the other side it meant that Louis
XIV would be in a good temper; if it fell in the water Colbert knew that the day would be
stormy.Colbert’s hatred of war was only equalled by his hatred of Louvois, the war minister.
This horrible man was the King’s evil genius. He and Colbert were obliged to meet and
collaborate every day under the eye of Louis XIV, who used their rivalry for his own ends and
was not above teasing them. On one occasion Louvois, who wanted the Foreign Ministry for
himself, ruined the existing minister, Pomponne, by stealing letters he had written to the King,
and then pretending that the King had purposely been kept in the dark as to their contents.
Louis knew quite well what had happened; but he used the affair to get rid of Pomponne who
was not very brilliant. Then, to the fury of Louvois, he gave the ministry to Colbert’s brother,
Colbert de Croissy.At the beginning of Louis XIV’s reign, the French army was a disorganized
mob which had never been taken in hand since feudal times. It was turned into the first-class
fighting machine with which the King implemented his foreign policy, by two men, Le Tellier and
his son Louvois, who became his father’s chief assistant, at a very early age, in 1654. Able as
he was, Louvois was not a genius. If he had been, he would have reformed the army from top
to toe; but he winked at many abuses which grew worse and not better and which finally
became a stone round the neck of Louis XV. For years the King, who thoroughly understood
the art of war, kept him well under control; unfortunately as they both grew older Louvois began
to conceal things from Louis who, perfectly truthful himself, was always too much inclined to
believe what he was told. The two greatest scandals of the reign, the atrocities in the Palatinate
and those committed against the Protestants in the south-west of France, were the
responsibility of Louvois. When Louis XIV found out the horrors which were going on in the
Palatinate he went for Louvois with the fire irons of his room. Probably he never really knew the
full extent of the Protestant persecutions. Louvois had a part in the building of Versailles since,
at the death of Colbert in 1683, he took over as Surintendant des Bâtiments.Le Brun was born
the same year as Colbert, and worked with him most of his life. The two men shared the
capacity for turning their hand to any job. Le Brun was found at the age of ten by the
Chancelier Séguier, painting scenes from the Apocalypse, on vellum. The Chancellor put him
into Vouet’s studio. At fifteen he was already painting for Cardinal Richelieu and at twenty-three
he and Poussin went to Rome together; Poussin stayed there for most of his working life but Le
Brun returned to France after four years, having been profoundly influenced by the Carracci
gallery in the Palazzo Farnese. His first important commission, in 1649, was the decoration of
the Hôtel Lambert, the Paris house of a rich magistrate. Then he worked for Fouquet at Vaux-le-
Vicomte; in 1662 he was appointed the King’s painter-in-chief and put in charge of the
decorative art at Versailles. He was director of the Gobelins, the great factory which made not



only the tapestry but nearly all the furnishings for Versailles. Le Brun was never more than a
second-class painter but he was a decorator of genius. He himself designed everything for the
château, chairs, tables, carpets, panelling, silver and tapestries, even keyholes; he painted the
ceiling of the Galerie des Glaces and those of the Salons de la Guerre et de la Paix, and the
façade of the King’s little house at Marly; he decorated the prows of galleys and the settings for
fêtes. He also found time to paint immense pictures with religious and mythological subjects.
He loved allegories and battle scenes and was rather indifferent to nature.Le Brun and Le Vau
worked in perfect harmony. Le Vau’s best-known buildings are Vaux-le-Vicomte, the Hôtel
Lambert and the Collège des Quatre Nations which was built to his design after his death by
Darbay. Most of his work at Versailles has been covered up by that of Mansart but the
inspiration is his, greatly enlarged and one must say not improved. His château, when the
enveloppe was finished, was a gem.Of these men, the greatest charmer was Le Nôtre. He was
born and bred to be a royal gardener; his grandfather spread manure in the parks of Marie de
Médicis; his father was head gardener at the Tuileries and his sisters were married, one to
Anne of Austria’s nursery gardener and the other to the man who tended her orange trees. Le
Nôtre thought he would like to be a painter and started life in Vouet’s studio but he soon went
back to gardening. He succeeded his father at the Tuileries and gave a new aspect to the
gardens there. Fouquet then took him off to Vaux where Louis XIV saw the quality of his work
and immediately made him director of all the royal gardens. We owe him not only the park of
Versailles but also those of Chantilly, Saint-Cloud, Marly, Sceaux, the celebrated terrace at
Saint-Germain-en-Laye, many private parks and gardens, Bossuet’s garden at Meaux, in the
shape of a mitre, and the great sweep up the Champs Elysées from the Louvre. He also laid
out the town of Versailles.Le Nôtre was one of the people Louis XIV liked best in the world. He
felt more at ease with his servants than with the sophisticated aristocrats and pompous
bourgeois by whom he was surrounded — in a way Le Nôtre was to him what John Brown was
to Queen Victoria. He had a perfectly direct natural manner and never minded disagreeing with
his master. In 1678 he went to Italy to study the gardens there and obtained an audience with
the Pope. Somebody told the King that Le Nôtre had given the Holy Father a good hug; the
King said he was not at all surprised; ‘he always hugs me when I come back from a journey’.
He offered Le Nôtre a coat of arms but the idea was treated with derision: ‘I’ve got one already,
three slugs crowned with cabbage leaves.’Le Nôtre hated flowers as much as the King loved
them. He greatly objected to the parterres which he was obliged to plant in front of the royal
palaces, saying they were fit for nursery maids to look at, out of upper windows. Neither
nursery maids nor their charges ever got so much as a whiff of fresh air in those days, and Le
Nôtre had no doubt seen white faces behind glass looking wistfully down at his bedding-out.
The King’s passion for flowers led to the building of the first Trianon, a pavilion in blue and
white porcelain, which was embowered in blossom. His favourites were tulips — when he was
not at war with Holland he used to import four million bulbs a year from the Dutch nurseries —
then came orange blossom, tuberoses, stocks and wallflowers (both of which are called
giroflées in French), daffodils and jasmin.Le Nôtre never lost his interest in painting and the
arts, and his lodging at the Tuileries was full of beautiful things, including much Chinese
porcelain. When he was out, this delightful man would leave the key of his house on a nail so
as not to disappoint any amateurs who might call to see his collection.A minor figure at
Versailles was M. de La Quintinie who made the King’s kitchen garden there. He began life as
a lawyer at Poitiers but his only interest was fruit trees and vegetables. His book, Instructions
pour les Jardins Fruitiers et Potagers must be one of the best gardening books ever written; it
makes the reader long for a kitchen garden; the instructions are so precise that a child could



follow them; the work for every month is clearly set out. La Quintinie is interested in soil — he
notices that when you transplant a tree it is no longer nourished by its old roots but by small
new ones which it puts out. His greatest love is for pears. He lists every one of the five hundred
best pear trees in the King’s garden; his favourite is Bon Chrétien d’Hiver on which he writes a
poetic eulogy. For one thing there is its ancient lineage — it was already known to the Romans
who called it Crustumeria; and it always figured at their banquets — then its illustrious name,
given in the early days of Christianity. Thirdly, nature has bestowed on us no more beautiful
fruit than this pear, so surprisingly large and symmetrical, often weighing more than a pound,
and of a lovely yellow colour, with a pink blush on the side which gets the sun. It can easily be
kept four or five months in a greenhouse, rejoicing the eyes of those who come to look at it, as
they might visit a jewel or a treasure. As for taste, it is incomparable, with brittle, slightly
scented flesh and sugary juice. It is not true to say that this pear can only succeed against a
wall; M. de La Quintinie gives many reasons and much data disproving this universal belief —
but he does think that if it is kept in the eternal calm of the greenhouse it will bear a great
abundance of fruit. As for other sorts of pears, there are good, less good and mediocre but he
does not know of any bad tempered (méchante) pear. He goes on to say that a true gardener
will spend the public holidays walking round the beds with his assistants, pointing out their
failures and noticing their successes.The King was very fond of M. de La Quintinie, ennobled
him, gave him a house in the kitchen garden and often went there for his daily walk. It is still
quite unchanged today, including the door labelled ‘Public’ where the burghers of Versailles
came to take away, free of charge, those vegetables not wanted at the château. Until 1963
when they had to be dug up, two of M. de La Quintinie’s pear trees still existed at Versailles. In
the nineteenth century many of them flourished there, surviving winters which killed other fruit
trees. When La Quintinie died he was succeeded by his son.The hereditary system was the
foundation of the Versailles social structure from the highest to the humblest. The great
appointments of the Court went from father to son, as well as the ministries, if the son was
considered adequate — if he did not take on his father’s charge, he sold it. Public offices,
including the military ones, were inherited or bought, with the King’s consent. The same
applied to menial jobs. The mole-catchers were always of the Liard family. The engineers who
built fountains were called Francine, pronounced ‘Franchin’; they descended from an Italian
Francini brought to France by Henri IV as an expert on waterworks. His grandson, François
Francine, designed the fountains at Versailles as well as the aqueduct of Arcueil which brought
water to Paris (a good deal less of it than was used in the King’s gardens). The Francines
emigrated during the Revolution and the family is now established in America. Jean-Baptiste
Bontemps was valet de chambre to Louis XIII, his son Alexandre to Louis XIV; his grandson
Louis-Alexandre, his great-grandson Louis and great-great-grandson Louis-Dominique were all
valets de chambre to Louis XV. The Bontemps came to an end in 1766 with the death of Louis-
Domnique after more than a hundred years in their powerful position. They were known as Les
Bontemps de Tout Temps. Mouthier le jeune was Mme de Pompadour’s cook; he was the son
of Mme de Montespan’s Mouthier l’aîné whose father, Mouthier l’ancien, was one of the Grand
Condé’s cooks. Such examples could be given indefinitely.3. THE MORTEMARTSEt vous,
conspirez à la joieAmours, jeux, ris, grâces, plaisirs,Et que chacun de vous s’emploieA
satisfaire ses désirs.RACINE‘You know,’ the King once said to his sister-in-law, ‘I like clever,
amusing people’ (les gens d’esprit). This was true of him all his life. Nobody could have been
cleverer and more amusing than Athénaïs de Montespan and the other members of the
Mortemart family. She, her two sisters and their brother were always together; they were
extremely brilliant. They had a way of talking which has unfortunately never been precisely



described but which people found irresistible. Their lazy, languishing, wailing voices would build
up an episode, piling unexpected exaggerations upon comic images until the listeners were
helpless with laughter. Among themselves they used a private language. They were malicious,
but good-natured; they never really harmed anybody; they liked laughing and had the precious
gift of making other people sparkle.Mme de Montespan was christened Françoise but, rightly,
considered that the name did not suit her and changed it to Athénaïs. She first came to the
Court in 1660, the year of the King’s marriage, and was maid of honour to his sister-in-law, the
first Madame. Nearly all his women originated in the household of his brother’s wives, so that
this came to be known as ‘the nursery garden of the mistresses’. Three years later she married
Montespan, but she always had her eye on the King and must have found it hard to bear that
he should have picked another flower, Mlle de La Vallière, out of the same garden. Athénaïs
cleverly courted Louise and became her greatest friend so that she saw the King every day.
But years went by and she got no further with him. At last she felt the need of a little
supernatural assistance. She firmly believed in God, was in fact very devout, but unfortunately
it is against the rules to ask Him to give one the chance of committing double adultery. So she
went to consult the fashionable fortune-teller, Mme Voisin; what happened between the two
women is not known for certain but the present writer believes it to have been more or less as
described in the following pages.Mme Voisin, whose kind, motherly face in her portrait by Le
Brun shakes one’s faith in the art of physiognomy, did not live in some sordid back alley. She
was a comfortable bourgeoise and had a villa in its own grounds near Saint-Denis, where she
gave elegant parties to the music of resident violinists. She had friends in many walks of life;
minor noblemen and the public executioner were among her lovers; her daughter’s godmother
was the respectable Mme de La Roche Guyon. She gave excellent advice to her clients and
did what she could to help them, catering for little feminine desires such as larger breasts and
smaller mouths, white hands and luck at cards. When unwanted babies were on the way she
was very understanding. If wishes concerned an inheritance there were certain powders; for
unrequited love, various forms of magic. No doubt she began by advising Mme de Montespan,
by talking over the situation — and who, longing to be loved, can have enough of such talks
and such advice? But nothing happened; the King remained indifferent. At last Mme Voisin said
they had better try spells. Unfortunately any really efficacious spells entailed calling in Satan,
with the attendant risk of hellfire. In those days faith, which was general, included belief in the
Devil. There he was, just round the corner, with his horns and his tail and his dreadful
fascination, waiting to pounce. If God refused a prayer, Satan might well grant it, though at the
price of eternal flames. Athénaïs, young and healthy and with all her life before her was not,
yet, unduly preoccupied by the next world: her thoughts were centred on this one. In 1667 she
had been married for four years and had two children; the time had come to realize her
ambitions.Mme Voisin knew a priest who was willing to help. He read the Gospel over Mme de
Montespan’s head; there was some nonsense with pigeons’ hearts under a consecrated
chalice; and she prayed: ‘Please let the King love me. Let Monseigneur le Dauphin be my
friend and may this love and this friendship last. Please make the Queen sterile; let the King
leave La Vallière and never look at her again; let the Queen be repudiated and the King marry
me’. It was all rather harmless and undeniably successful. The King seemed to become aware
of Athénaïs for the first time. He went off to besiege Lille (June 1667), taking her in the capacity
of lady-in-waiting to the Queen. Louise de La Vallière was not invited. In despair she followed
the royal party and caught up with it as the camp was being pitched. When she came face to
face with the King he put on a terrifying manner and said: ‘Madame, I don’t like having my hand
forced.’ She had to go away again, deeply humiliated. During this campaign Mme de



Montespan became his mistress. Her sacrilegious prayer seemed well on the way to being
answered. The King loved her now; so did the Dauphin, aged eight (and his affection never
changed). The King’s looks in the direction of La Vallière were getting fewer and colder, though
this did not prevent him from giving her another baby as a parting present. The Queen was far
from sterile; she had six children, but all except the Dauphin were dead by 1672, two as infants
and the other three at a few years old. They were murdered, not by Mme de Montespan’s
spells but by the Court doctors. As for the King’s remarriage, the time for that was not yet.So
the Divertissement of 1668 to usher out the old Versailles ushered in a new mistress, but the
King had to be careful that this should not be too apparent. In the eyes of the Church and of his
subjects, double adultery was a far greater sin than a love affair with an unmarried woman.
Athénaïs, Marquise de Montespan, was not only a wife but a mother; furthermore M. de
Montespan, unlike the usual run of men whose wives were honoured by the King and who built
up enormous fortunes on this favour, minded. He made a song and dance. He boxed his wife’s
ears; when he was with the King he talked loudly about David and Bathsheba; he drove to
Saint-Germain-en-Laye with a pair of horns wobbling about on the roof of his coach and there
took leave of his friends and relations. Then he went into mourning and referred to the
Marquise as his late wife. The King, who very much disliked being embarrassed, was furious;
but Mme de Montespan only laughed and said scornfully that her husband and her parrot
seemed to amuse la canaille about equally.Montespan’s uncle was the Archbishop of Sens; he
took his nephew’s side. He found a married woman, in his bishopric, who was living in open sin
with another woman’s husband and made her do public penitence. He put up notices in all his
parishes drawing attention to the laws on adultery. The French bourgeoisie was made aware,
by these and other means, of what was happening; it was shocked. However the King had his
own way. He forced the Paris Parlement to sanction a deed of separation solicited by Mme de
Montespan; finally, as scandals do, the scandal lost its interest and everybody got used to the
situation. But at first there were some nervous moments. The lovers were driven to pretending
that the King was still attached to Louise de La Vallière while Mme de Montespan was in full
fling with the Comte de Lauzun. Lauzun was the great amuser of the King’s little set; he and the
Marquise played their parts with enthusiasm; but Louise suffered. The others really could not
see why; she was a rich duchess; Mme de Montespan was adorable to her, walked arm-in-arm
with her and turned on full charm. For some reason none of this made up to Louise for the King
passing through her room to find his new love and throwing her his little dog as he went. In
1671 she could bear it no more; she fled to Chaillot, the famous convent where the Palais de
Chaillot now stands, and wrote to the King to say that, having given him her youth she wished
to sacrifice the rest of her life to God. The King cried. He sent Colbert, bearing vague threats to
the Mother Superior of what might happen to Chaillot if the nuns kept Mlle de La Vallière there.
She was returned to Saint-Germain. Louis was alone with her for an hour and then, both
crying, they went to see Mme de Montespan who was in floods of tears; she held out her arms,
Louise fell into them and there was a total reconciliation all round. After this she stayed on, in
good odour with the King and seeming much happier. Mme de Sévigné describes her at a
Court ball with her beautiful little girl Marie-Anne, aged six, dressed in black velvet. Mme de
Sévigné noticed that they called each other ‘Mademoiselle’ and ‘Belle Madame’.
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reading man, “Great Read. This book recommends itself if you know anything about Nancy
Mitford.I merely want to say that I think this edition, without the many illustrations in the coffee
table version of the book, is arguably better for the general reader without a coffee
table.Reading Lucy Norton's translation of Saint-Simon simultaneously (preferably the one
volume SAINT-SIMON AT VERSAILLES first, then, as a counsel of perfection, the 3 volume
translation of the MEMOIRS) will add immensely to your knowledge and pleasure.”

John D. Cofield, “Elegantly Entertaining. Nancy Mitford is best known as an author of witty,
elegant novels like The Pursuit of Love and Love in a Cold Climate. In the 1950s and 1960s
she also produced a number of historical works, of which The Sun King is one of the best.The
Sun King is a personal biography of Louis XIV. It does not deal in great detail with the political,
military, or economic issues of Louis XIV's reign but primarily focuses on his personal life and
that of his family. Louis married his double first cousin Marie Therese of Spain (she being his
genetic sister for all intents and purposes, the reader is amazed that his family turned out as
strong and healthy as they did). He also had three major mistresses and a string of casual
acquaintanceships which produced a number of illegitimate children. His numerous relations
also produced a quantity of children and had many extramarital relationships.A major part of
the book deals with the construction of Versailles. Indeed the book seems almost to be a
biography of the chateau. The profuse illustrations, including many photographs of the chateau
and its grounds, add immeasurably to the pleasure of reading this work.But the most
compelling reason for reading The Sun King is to enjoy Mitford's elegant, witty, prose style,
which is as much in evidence here as in her novels.”

J. Kara Russell, “A very satisfying book.. I greatly enjoyed this book. To start with, it is a nice
size and has many many color reproductions of paintings of the people and places... since they
were royalty, this is often great art, so the larger size qualifies it as a small art/picture
book.There is, of course, well written, engaging text on the lives of these people and the
intertwinings of public and personal history. In this story, we see how the seeds of revolution
were sown by moving the royals away from the city, so that two generations later we have
people who are completely unfamiliar with real life outside Versailles.Some will find this
confusing and frustrating because so often names were similar or honorific titles overlapped.
Person A is called "Monsieur" by person B, but person C calls him "Sir John" and person D
calls him by his title, the second Earl of the Whoosie. Do be prepared to flip back and forth to
clarify whether is is the Duke of Borne or the Duke of Burne (I just made that name up, but you
get the idea), especially when they are married to each other's sister, and every other woman
is named Marie Thereses or Anne Marie. All this to say it does require some attentiona and
committment from the reader.The reward is a rich history where personal piques shaped the
lives of hundreds, and in many cases, misshaped the lives more than a corset misshapes the
body. The writing is often witty but we see enough of their foibles to care about these folks too.
Informative and enjoyable.”

fred sill, “and Frederick the Great of Prussia. Nancy Mitford has the gift of bringing life and
personality to otherwise distant historical figures, such as Louis IV, and Frederick the Great of
Prussia. An added bonus --- her biographies are lavishly illustrated, so the reader not only
learns fascinating facts about her subjects, but can see what they looked like over the years,
the palaces they lived in ("then" and "now"), how they dressed, favorite pets, etc.”

Ebook Tops Reader 444, “The good, the bad, the ugly, the beautiful, and the magnificent of a



great monarch's reign.. So readable. This will be best enjoyed by those who already know
something about this period but it is totally readable for anyone. Many many minor characters
are vividly sketched. You may not always agree with Mitford's perspective but you will enjoy
considering it.  A very few historical errors, but on the whole solidly reliable.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Biography of Louis XIV & Versailles. Nancy Mitford is fun to read and I
was looking for a biography of Louis XIV, so I bought it. And enjoyed reading it. Although
Mitford did provide the biography of Louis XIV that I was looking for, this book is also a
"biography" of Versailles, which I was less interested in. I enjoyed this book very much and
recommend it to others who are interested in either Louis XIV or Versailles. On the other hand,
I wish Mitford had spent more time on Louis and less time on Versailles.”

David McAllister, “Very entertaining. For real historical analysis certainly a more scholarly work
would be preferable, but this is delightful. It focuses more on court life and the personalities and
strife surrounding the man, rather than on the state of France, the politics, etc. but it is
entertaining, with lots of strange and intriguing stories. I would read another book by this
author, or maybe by another Mitford, on the basis of this one.”

Stephen Bentley, “Sparkling.. I have this & Pomp and Fred on Kindle. Very glad I am to have
them too. Kindle or Vintage are missing a trick though because if, like me, you are old enough
to remember Coffee Table Books chances are your first sight of this book would have included
all the pictures. I miss them. The writing sparkles though just as you would expect. When this
book was first published in the 1960's it was greeted with scorn by professional historians and
joy by the general public - so much so that Miss Mitford never had to work again. I'm not a
historian but I have read several other biographies of Louis and I have to say that none of them
combine ease of reading with historical accuracy as well as this one does. I've seen it quoted
safely in the obscurity of various indices. So you aren't going to be short changed on either
front. My opinion of Miss Mitford's opinion fluctuates. This time around I have noticed sharper
comment. Do not be deceived by the chattiness.”

John Hopper, “colourful story of the man and his court. This is a colourful, engaging and
gossipy book about the life of Louis XIV, as its title suggests centred around his famous court
at Versailles. As such, there is little analysis of his domestic or foreign policy, and those looking
for a scholarly analysis must look elsewhere. The main events of the last 40-50 years of the
reign are covered, though, albeit from the point of view of Louis and his relatives more
specifically; that said, as the leading autocrat of his day ("L'Etat c'est moi" was not said without
good reason), there is a very close identity between the man and his country. The author's
style is occasionally a little cruel in terms of her physical descriptions of some of the individuals
and her own aristocratic prejudices show through in places. Nevertheless, this is a very
engaging read with a large number of (sometimes confusing) names. It reads like a novel, with
bizarre events such as the Affair of the Poisons, affairs galore, and tragedy with the deaths of
three generations of Louis's own heirs towards the end of his life. Finally, this original 1966
hardback edition (picked up in a charity shop ten years ago) is lavishly illustrated with colour
and black and white pictures. There is a list of sources, but not footnotes/endnotes. Finally, a
genealogical table would have been helpful.”

Persephone, “Did the sun always shine at Versailles?. Nancy Mitford's review of the social life
of Louis XIV's court at Versailles is masterly. She has researched the multifarious



contemporary and later works on this era with loving care. While it is fascinating to learn the
details of the building of the palace, with its attendant parks and gardens, it is also revealing to
discover that, in spite of some people urging of him to take care of the poorer French citizens,
he never undertook that necessary task. Indeed, Mitford points out that he seemed to think his
various adulteries were greater crimes than his neglect of the needs of the people.The
voluptuous life of the court was kept far apart from the "canaille". it is no surprise that the
French people eventually rebelled. Perhaps, if Louis XIV had made some effort to help those in
need, the Revolution might never have happened.Nevertheless it is impossible not to be
carried away by the details of the courtiers' lives, with their various scandals - not just their
amours, but the vicious cycle of poisonings of those who were deemed to be in the way.The
details of the medical "skills" of the time are also mind-blowing. The violent surgical "cures"
must have killed as many people as they saved. It was a tough era.Mitford does not review the
political ethos of the time, merely mentioning that - after a career of yearly wars against his
neighbours - Louis advised the great-grandson who followed him on to the throne: "Do not
copy me in my love of ... warfare: on the contrary, try to live peacefully with your neighbours."
He, on the contrary, had spent the winters in hunting - which was the main sport of the nobles -
and the summers in sending armies to fight the other European countries.It is an era which,
thankfully, has now vanished: but Mitford's book allows us a glimpse into the opulent and
violent world of Versailles.”

Aurelia Dante, “Vintage biography of the Sun King - but Kindle edition has no illustrations!. Well
written and easy to read - sometimes the names get a bit confusing and the Kindle edition has
no illustrations - could have used a who's who guide to the courtiers - but very interesting with
lots of fascinating information.”

ChristopherM, “Sun Kings Sinks In. Very readable, rather gossipy account of life in the court of
Louis XIV. The style is understandably dated and I'm not sure what a professional historian
(which I am not) would make of its rigour. Nevertheless, it's very entertaining, and I felt better
prepared for a trip to Versailles immediately after I'd read it.”

The book by Nancy Mitford has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 195 people have provided feedback.
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