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Absolutism

L’etat c’est moi or 
It’s Good to be the King

Unit 2, Class 20

His natural talents were below mediocrity, but he 
had a mind capable of improvement, of receiving 
polish, of assimilating what was best in the minds 
of others without slavish imitation, and he profit-
ed greatly throughout his life from having associ-
ated with the ablest and wittiest persons, of both 
sexes, and of various stations. He entered the world 
(if I may use such an expression in speaking of a 
King who had already completed his twenty-third 
year), at a fortunate moment, for men of distinction 
abounded. His Ministers and Generals at this time, 
with their successors trained in their schools, are 
universally acknowledged to have been the ablest in 
Europe, for the domestic troubles and foreign wars 
under which France had suffered ever since the 
death of Louis XIII had brought to the front a num-
ber of brilliant names, and the Court was made up 
of capable and illustrious personages.... Glory was 
his passion, but he also liked order and regularity 
in all things, he was naturally prudent, moderate, 
and reserved; always master of his tongue and his 
emotions. Will it be believed? he was also naturally 
kind-hearted and just. God had given him all that 
was necessary for him to be a good King, perhaps 
also to be a fairly great one. All his faults were pro-
duced by his surroundings. In his childhood he was 
so much neglected that no one dared go near his 
rooms. He was often heard to speak of those times 
with great bitterness, he used to relate how, through 
the carelessness of his attendants, he was found one 
evening in the basin of a fountain in the Palais-Roy-
al gardens....
 His Ministers, generals, mistresses, and 
courtiers soon found out his weak point, namely, 

Court of Louis XIV
described by Duc de Saint Simon

his love of hearing his own praises. There was noth-
ing he liked so much as flattery, or, to put it more 
plainly, adulation; the coarser and clumsier it was, 
the more he relished it. That was the only way to ap-
proach him; if he ever took a liking to a man it was 
invariably due to some lucky stroke of flattery in the 
first instance, and to indefatigable perseverance in 
the same line afterwards. His Ministers owed much 
of their influence to their frequent opportunities for 
burning incense before him.... 
 His mind was occupied with small things 
rather than with great, and he delighted in all sorts 
of petty details, such as the dress and drill of his 
soldiers; and it was just the same with regard to his 
building operations, his household, and even his 
cookery. He always thought he could teach some-
thing of their own craft even to the most skilful 
professional men; and they, for their part, used to 
listen gratefully to lessons 
which they had long ago 
learnt by heart. He imagined 
that all this showed his inde-
fatigable industry; in reality, 
it was a great waste of time, 
and his Ministers turned it to 
good account for their own 
purposes, as soon as they 
had learnt the art of manag-
ing him; they kept his atten-
tion engaged with a mass of 
details, while they contrived to get their own way in 
more important matters.

From The Memoirs of the Duke de Saint-Simon, ed. F. Arkwright 
(New York Brentano’s, n.d.), Vol. V, pp. 254, 259-63, 271-274, 276-
278

Part One: Homework Handout
Purpose: Is absolute power possible?
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Part Two: Homework Check
1. Was the nobility “domesticated”?  Would Saint Simon support this idea?
2. How successful was Colbert in solving the financial problems of France?
3. List the four majors wars in which Louis XIV was involved.  Were the expenditures of time and money 
worth the territorial gain?

Name: ______________________________    Period:  1   2    5    6     
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Part Three: Life in the France of Louis XIV
Section A: The Person of the King
Examine the picture below and watch the video excerpt.  Afterwards, describe life in the presence of the 
King.

Section B: The King and the Noblemen
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Referring to Louis XIV, the Duc de 
Saint-Simon wrote, ‘with an alma-
nac and a watch, even at a distance of 
three hundred leagues, you could say 
precisely what he was doing’. A king’s day had to be 
perfectly timed so that the officers serving the mon-
arch knew exactly what they should do, when, and 
how. The court was regulated like clockwork.

Levee  
8.30 am: ‘It is time, Sire’, declares the First Valet de 
Chambre, waking the king. The levee, or ceremo-
nial rising, thus begins. Doctors, family and a few 
favoured friends successively enter the King’s Bed-
chamber where he is washed, combed, andÑevery 
other dayÑshaven. The Officers of the Chamber and 
the Wardrobe then enter in turn for full levee, during 
which the king is dressed and has a breakfast of broth. 
The most important officials of the kingdom are ad-
mitted; it is estimated that the usual number of people 
attending numbered one hundred, all male.
  
Mass
10 am: On leaving the king’s apartment, a procession 
forms in the Hall of Mirrors. The king leads the pro-
cession of courtiers through the Grand Apartment. 
The public can now see the king and even petition 
him with a written request. In the Chapel Royal, the 
king occupies the tribune. Mass lasts roughly thirty 
minutes. The choir known as the Chapel Music, fa-
mous throughout Europe, always sings new music 
composed by Lully, Lalande, and others.
  
Council
11 am: Returning to his apartments, the king holds 
council in his cabinet. Sundays and Wednesdays are 
devoted to Councils of State; on Tuesdays and Satur-
days, finances are dealt with; Mondays, Thursdays and 
Fridays, another Council of State might replace a Dis-
patch Council (domestic affairs) or Religious Council, 
or perhaps the king will decide to focus on his build-
ing programme. Five or six ministers usually advise 
the monarch who speaks little, listens a great deal, and 
always decides.
  
Dinner
1 pm: The king dines alone in his bedchamber, at a 
table facing the windows. This meal is theoretically 
private, but Louis XIV admits the men at court, mak-

ing attendance similar to the levee.
  
Promenade or Hunting
2 pm: The king always announces the afternoon pro-
gramme in the morning. If he has decided on a prom-
enade, it might be taken on foot in the gardens or in 
a carriage with ladies. On the other hand, hunting ac-
tivities the Bourbons’ favourite pastime will take place 
on the grounds (if the king goes shooting) or in the 
surrounding forests (riding to hounds).

Social Gathering or Work
6 pm: Louis XIV often leaves his son to preside 
over the private social gatherings known as soirées 
d’appartement. The king himself might sign the many 
letters prepared by his secretary, then go to Madame 
de Maintenon’s quarters where he might study an im-
portant file with one of his four secretaries of state.
  
Supper
10 pm: A crowd fills the antechamber of the King’s 
Suite to witness this public supper. The king is joined 
at table by the princes and princesses of the royal fam-
ily. Once the meal is over, the king returns to his bed-
chamber to say ‘goodnight ladies’ then retires to his 
cabinet where he can indulge in conversation with his 
close acquaintances.
  
Couchee
11.30 pm: The couchee, or public ritual of retiring, is 
a reverse, shortened version of the levee. 

The Sun King’s daily timetable was incumbent on 
Louis XV and Louis XVI, but neither of them could 
bear court ceremonial. They tended to flee to their 
private apartments or smaller chateaus nearby. Levees 
and couchees became increasingly rare, as did public 
suppers. Courtiers complained that the king was no-
where to be seen.

A Day with 
the Sun King

http://www.chateauversailles.fr/en/311_A_Day_with_the_Sun_King.php
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Section C: The King and Colbert

Section D: The King and War Expenditures
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