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‘An impressively researched and crafted book . . . The result is a penetrating psychological study of Louis XIV himself, and an important contribution to the history of his reign’ Sunday Telegraph

‘A wonderfully rounded portrait of the philandering king . . . Fraser has evoked a world by exercising the gifts that make her one of the most brilliant biographers of our time: her scholarship and her great humanity. Precise details bring the past to life’ Daily Telegraph

‘Enthralling . . . her prose veers between the authoritative and the racy and makes excellent use of contemporary sources, creating the most enjoyable domestic biography of Louis since Nancy Mitford’s The Sun King, 40 years ago’ Daily Mail

‘As she demonstrated in previous biographies of Charles II and Marie Antoinette, for esoteric detail, for marrying moments of grace and wit, no other historian is Fraser’s equal’ Independent on Sunday

‘With warmth, humour and not a little gossipy relish, she draws us intimately into the psyche and mores of many ladies who moved, motivated and occasionally mastered the alpha male’ Tribune

‘No one writes about historical women as well as she does’ Daily Express

‘All the scandal and brilliance and bling of Louis and his ladies is shown in context - social, dynastic, political, religious - but depicted so deftly and vividly that you’re there . . . This is an intriguing insight into the shifting roles of aristocratic women in 17th-century France’ Tatler

‘Antonia Fraser is the queen of historical writing’ Sunday Herald

In Love and Louis XIV, Antonia Fraser’s expertise on women in history shines through, bringing a sympathetic warmth to her depiction of the Sun King’s many love affairs, his vast sexual appetite and the sheer variety of female personalities in his intimate circle’ Irish Times

‘A scintillating new book . . . ambitious and original in approach’ Mail on Sunday

‘Fraser’s narrative is balanced, wise and entertaining. This is clearly the book she was born to write’ Literary Review

‘Her delightful book supports the contemporary observation that “court life provides the funniest scenes imaginable”, but the scintillating narrative is underpinned by a serious theme, arising from the conflict between the king’s sex drive and his search for salvation’ New Statesman

‘This lively, compelling book . . . This book is pitch-perfect and should have a wide appeal. Fully alert to developments within the growing subject of court studies, Antonia Fraser draws on a wide range of sources and has an assured sense of context. The result is a balanced, insightful and plausible exploration of the Sun King and his women’ Tablet

‘Antonia Fraser’s enthralling new biography . . . Her prose veers between the authoritative and the racy and makes excellent use of contemporary sources, creating the most enjoyable domestic biography of Louis since Nancy Mitford’s The Sun King 40 years ago’ Daily Irish Mail

‘To her task of recounting and analysing emotions at court, Antonia Fraser brings vast reading, the knowledge of the seventeenth century already shown in her lives of Oliver Cromwell and Charles II and her account of the Gunpowder Plot, and knowledge of the human heart’ Times Literary Supplement

‘Entrancing’ New Statesman

‘This is Louis XIV with the boring bits left out’ BBC History Magazine

‘Fraser brilliantly reconstructs the politics and religion of a lost time. Her generosity and sympathy bring the Sun King and his court vividly to life’ Ruth Scurr, Book of the Year, The Times
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

‘Magnificence and gallantry were the soul of this court’: in writing about Louis XIV and his women, this is the contemporary verdict that I have borne in mind. Certainly I have hoped to convey magnificence in this book. How else could one write about the man who created Versailles in the early part of his personal rule and made it his official seat in 1682? There is extravagance inside and out; feasts to which only the King with his Gargantuan appetite could do justice, huge flower beds with every plant changed daily, multitudinous orange trees - the King’s favourites - in silver pots, terraces where the court was driven indoors at night by the dominant perfume of a thousand tuberoses, money flowing forth like the fountains the King was so fond of commissioning, so that ornamental water itself became a symbol of power . . . There are wildly obsequious courtiers such as the Duc d’Antin, who cut down his own avenue overnight because it impeded the view from the visiting monarch’s bedroom, or the Abbé Melchior de Polignac, thoroughly drenched in his court costume, who assured the King that the rain at Marly did not wet.

And I have certainly depicted gallantry in all the many contemporary senses of the word, from friendship shading to love, the subtle art of courtship, the more frivolous and even dangerous pursuit of flirtation, down to sensual libertinage ending in sex. It is easy to understand why seventeenth-century France was popularly supposed to be a paradise for its women, who enjoyed ‘a thousand freedoms, a thousand pleasures’. But if gallantry - or sex - is one of my themes, then religion is another. It is in the connection between the two that I believe the fascination of Louis XIV’s relationships with his mistresses properly lies. This was the century in which penitent Magdalen was the favourite saint in France: symbolically his mistresses were painted, loose hair flowing, as Magdalen in their prime, while flouting the rules of the Church in the most flagrant manner possible; their attempts to incarnate the saint’s own penitence would come later. Thus the Catholic Church’s struggles for the salvation of the King’s soul strike a sombre note in the celebratory music of Versailles from the King’s youth onwards and cannot be silenced. Lully is there with his graceful allegorical Court Ballets in which the King (and his ladies) danced; but he is also there with his themes of lamentation for the King to mourn.

My study is not however entirely limited to the mistresses of Louis XIV: possibly Marie Mancini, principally Louise de La Vallière and Athénaïs de Montespan as well as the enigmatic, puritanical Madame de Maintenon, whose precise status was doubtful. I had once intended this before my researches led me on to the richer story of his relationships with women in general. These include his mother Anne of Austria, his two sisters-in-law, Henriette-Anne and Liselotte, who were Duchesses d’Orléans in succession, his wayward illegitimate daughters, and lastly Adelaide, the beloved child-wife of his grandson. Inevitably, therefore, the story also reflects something of the condition of women of a certain sort in seventeenth-century France. What were their choices and how far were they, mistresses and wives, mothers and daughters, in control of their own destinies?

A portrait will, I trust, emerge of Louis XIV himself, the Sun King and like the sun the centre of his universe. But as the title and subtitle indicate, this is not a full study of the reign, so fruitfully dealt with elsewhere, in studies both ancient and modern, to all of which I acknowledge my deep gratitude. It was Voltaire, in the first brilliant study of ‘le grand siècle’, published twenty-odd years after the King’s death, who wrote: ‘It must not be expected to meet here with a minute detail of the wars carried on in this age. Everything that happens is not worthy of the record.’ This is a sentiment which one can only humbly echo.

Let the King’s sister-in-law Liselotte, Duchesse d’Orléans, have the last word, the copious correspondent whose outspoken comments cannot help making her my favourite among the abundant female sources of the period, despite the presence of the incomparable letter-writer Madame de Sévigné. ‘I believe that the histories which will be written about this court after we are all gone,’ she wrote, ‘will be better and more entertaining than any novel, and I am afraid that those who come after us will not be able to believe them and will think that they are just fairy tales.’ I have hoped to present the ‘fairy tale’ in such a way that it can be believed.

 

There are many people whose help was invaluable during the five years I spent researching and writing this book. First of all, I must thank Alan Palmer for his Chronological Political Summary. Professor Felipe Fernandez-Armesto also read the book at an early stage, as did my eagle-eyed daughter Rebecca Fraser Fitzgerald. Dr Mark Bryant allowed me to read his (2001) thesis on Madame de Maintenon in advance of his own published work on the subject; Professor Edward Corp drew my attention to important references; Alastair Macaulay advised me on the art he loves; Col. Jean-Joseph Milhiet gave me information concerning the remains of Madame de Maintenon; the late Professor Bruno Neveu was an inspiration; Sabine de La Rochefoucauld arranged illuminating visits to both Versailles and the Louvre; M. Jean Raindre was an enlightening and generous host at the Château de Maintenon, as were Cristina and Patrice de Vogüé at Vaux-le-Vicomte; Dr Blythe Alice Raviola, University of Turin, crucially assisted me over manuscripts, as did M. Thierry Sarmant, at the Archives Historiques de la Guerre, Vincennes. Niall MacKenzie provided translations of Gaelic poetry as well as advice; Renata Propper interpreted Liselotte’s often ribald German; Lord (Hugh) Thomas of Swynnerton translated from the Spanish for the Mexican memorial service of Louis XIV, the text of which was kindly acquired for me by my daughter-in-law Paloma Porraz de Fraser.

I also thank wholeheartedly the following: Mrs H. E. Alexander, the Fan Museum, Greenwich, and Mrs Pamela Cowen; Neil Bartlett, late of the Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith, for his translation of Molière’s Don Juan; Sue Bradbury, the Folio Society; Barbara Bray; M. Bernard Clergeot, Mairie de Bergerac; M. Michel Déon; Father Francis Edwards, SJ; Peter Eyre; Gila Falkus; Charlie Garnett; ‘ma fille française’, Laure de Gramont; Liz Greene, Equinox; Ivor Guest; Lisa Hilton; Diane Johnson; the late Professor Douglas Johnson; Laurence Kelly; Emmajane Lawrence at the Wallace Collection; M. Pierre Leroy; Sylvain Lévy-Alban; Cynthia Liebow; Frédéric Malle for his photograph of the blocked marriage door of Louis XIV; M. Bernard Minoret for allowing me yet again to borrow from his precious library; Graham Norton for information about the history of the West Indies; Dr Robert Oresko, especially for help in Turin; Dr David Parrott for Rantzau discussions; Judy Price for information about Cotignac; Professor Munro Price for a felicitous shared visit to the birthplace of Louis XIV; Professor John Rogister, the Vicomte de Rohan, President of the Société des Amis de Versailles, and Madame Anémone de Truchis, also of Versailles; Mme Jean Sainteny (Claude Dulong); Mme Dominique Simon-Hiernard, Musées de Poitiers; Chantal Thomas; Hugo Vickers; Dr Humphrey Wise, the National Gallery, London; Anthony Wright; Francis Wyndham; the staff of the Archives Nationales and Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, the British Library, the London Library and Kensington Public Library in London.

My editors on both sides of the Atlantic, Nan Talese of Doubleday and Alan Samson of Weidenfeld & Nicolson, were enormously supportive. I thank Steve Cox and Helen Smith for the copy-editing and Index respectively. My PA Linda Peskin, who put the book on disk, must at times have felt like an extra lady-in-waiting at the court of the Sun King. My French family, the four Cavassonis, made visits to Paris an extra pleasure. Lastly, this book is justly dedicated to my husband, as ever the first reader.

 

Antonia Fraser 
Feast of St Catherine, 2004-Lady Day, 2006

 

Note There are three perennial problems writing historical narrative for this period, to which I have offered the following solutions. First, names and titles, so often very similar, can be extremely confusing. For the reader’s sake, I have tried to be clear rather than consistent; the list of Principal Characters, awarding one (slightly different) name to each person, is intended as a guide. Second, dates in England, Old Style (OS), lagged behind those on the Continent until 1752; I have used the French New Style (NS) unless otherwise indicated. Third, where money is concerned, I have included rough comparisons to the present day, again for the reader’s sake, although these can never be more than approximate.



CHRONOLOGICAL POLITICAL SUMMARY

 







	1610

	Accession of nine-year-old Louis XIII as King of France following the assassination of his father, Henri IV. Regency of his mother, Marie de Médicis.




	1615

	Double royal marriage: Louis XIII weds Anne of Austria, daughter of Philip III of Spain; his sister, Elisabeth, weds Anne’s brother, who accedes as Philip IV of Spain in 1621.




	1617

	Louis XIII assumes power, after countenancing murder of his mother’s unpopular favourite, Concini.




	1618

	Thirty Years War begins in Prague with a Protestant revolt against the anti-national Catholic policy of the Habsburg Emperor in Vienna. In 1621 the war spreads to the Rhineland Palatinate and gradually involves all Europe.




	1624

	Cardinal Richelieu becomes King’s chief minister. Over the next eighteen years his ruthless policies impose the autocratic authority of a centralised monarchy, destroying the last fortified strongholds of the French Protestant Huguenots and curbing the rights of the nobility. In foreign affairs he challenges Habsburg hegemony on France’s eastern and southern frontiers.




	1625

	Charles I ascends the English throne; marries Louis XIII’s sister Henrietta Maria.




	1626

	Richelieu subsidises Protestant Sweden’s entry into Thirty Years War against the Emperor and Spain. He authorises the Company of the Hundred Associates to control New France and develop trade along the St Lawrence valley and regions explored by Champlain (who founded Quebec in 1608).




	1635

	France enters the Thirty Years War, grouped with Sweden, Savoy and the Dutch against the Spanish and Austrians.




	1638

	Birth of Dauphin Louis, future Louis XIV.




	1640

	Birth of his brother Philippe, to be known as Monsieur.




	1642

	Richelieu




	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	




	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	







Illustrations
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The château of Saint-Germain-en-Laye where Louis was born in 1638.
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Louis XIV aged about twelve; the beauty of the boy King – the ‘Godgiven’ child – was the subject of general comment, and his flowing, golden brown hair (which darkened with age) particularly admired.
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Louis XIV dancing the role of Apollo, God of the Sun, at the age of fourteen; the image of Louis as the ‘Sun King’ was carefully cultivated.
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Anne of Austria as a young woman was vivacious and attractive, also a noted equestrian, a taste Louis inherited; she had many admirers including the Duke of Buckingham although her intimates believed these flirtations remained chaste.
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Louis XIV in his early twenties, about the time he began his personal rule. By Nicolas Mignard.
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The figure of Reputation holds a medallion of Louis XIV.
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The Grande Mademoiselle as Minerva, patroness of the Arts; she holds a portrait of her father, Gaston Duc d’Orléans.

[image: Image]

Marie Mancini (right), the first love of Louis XIV, with her sister Hortense; although Cardinal Mazarin was her uncle, he was horrified at the possibility of the King making such a comparatively lowly marriage.
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Philip IV greets Louis XIV on the occasion of his wedding to the Infanta Maria Teresa, 1660; her stiff ceremonial attire symbolizes her formal and restricted upbringing at the Spanish court.
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Two Queens of France: Anne of Austria with Marie-Thérèse who was her niece as well as her daughter-in-law, with the Dauphin, from birth a remarkably robust child.
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Queen Marie-Thérèse and her only surviving child, the Dauphin Louis de France, by Pierre Mignard.
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Anne of Austria, mother of Louis XIV, as a widow (her husband died when she was in her early forties); she retained her love of magnificent jewellery, her bracelets in particular drawing attention to her famously beautiful hands.
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The triumphant figure of Louis XIV depicted on a warhorse outside Maastricht which he besieged successfully in June 1673; a new militaristic image as his plans for conquest increased.
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As European opinion turned against Louis XIV and his military ventures became less successful, there were numerous satirical attacks on him. An anonymous engraving of 1693, ‘Louis Retreats with his Seraglio’, shows him with a column of ladies behind him.
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Louise de La Vallière, the virginal young girl whom Louis made his mistress and who bore him several children; no one described her as beautiful but everyone found her appealing.
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Louise de La Vallière as a huntress: despite her seemingly frail physique, Louise was an accomplished rider, something which made her an ideal companion for the King.
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Athénaïs de Rochechouart de Mortemart, Marquise de Montespan, who was the King’s maîtresse en titre for seventeen years; her beauty, including the curling hair admired by Madame de Sévigné and her large blue eyes, dazzled contemporaries. By Louis Elle Ferdinand II.
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Athénaïs reclining in front of the gallery of her château at Clagny; her frequent pregnancies meant that she adopted elegant and languorous loose clothing to conceal her figure.
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Athénaïs by Pierre Mignard.

[image: Image]

The Appartement des Bains where Madame de Montespan and the King relaxed, with a marble bath and couches; depicted on a fan.
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Satirists were happy to mock Athénaïs’s voluptuous figure as it thickened with age; seen here feasting with Louis XIV and attendant goblins and devils. By Joseph Werner.
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Angélique de Fontanges became the King’s mistress at the age of eighteen when he was forty; she died two years later after a traumatic experience in childbirth; some people thought she was the most beautiful girl ever to come to Versailles – ‘like a statue’ – but she lacked intelligence.
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Françoise de Maintenon, showing the attractive young woman whose dark hair and dark eyes were much admired; she also loved fine clothes, contrary to later sneers that she was a prude who always dressed in black.
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Madame de Maintenon with two of Athénaïs’s children to whom she acted as governess in a secret house in the rue de Vaugirard: the Duc du Maine, her favourite, and the Comte de Vexin who died young.
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Engraved frontispiece to the satire Scarron appearing to Madame de Maintenon, 1664; the middle-aged playwright whom she married at the age of sixteen and who died nine years later here regards his widow in all her court finery with dismay.
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Madame de Maintenon with her niece Françoise-Charlotte, daughter of her reprobate brother Charles d’Aubigné; she made Françoise-Charlotte her heir, married her to the Duc de Noailles and gave her the Château de Maintenon.
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’May your fidelity be inviolable to the end…’ The ‘Secret Notebooks’ of Madame de Maintenon which she kept from about 1684 onwards; noting religious texts, bibilical quotations and sayings of the Saints.

[image: Image]

Madame de Maintenon painted as Saint Frances of Rome; contemporaries wondered whether the ‘queenly’ ermine indicated that she was secretly married to Louis XIV; when asked about the fur, the King commented that Saint Frances certainly deserved ermine.
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King David playing on his harp by Domenico Zampieri which Louis acquired from the possessions of Cardinal Mazarin; it shows a more soulful David than the lecherous biblical King regularly denounced by preachers as a covert way of attacking Louis XIV’s adulteries.
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A miniature based on the Saint Frances portrait which Louis XIV carried in his pocket until his death.
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An engraving of the visit of Louis XIV to Saint-Cyr in 1704, the superior establishment for the education of poor but well-born girls founded by Madame de Main tenon; the King took a great interest in Saint-Cyr, enjoying music and theatricals there.
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The Château de Maintenon bought by Madame de Maintenon with money given by the King; later donated to her niece Françoise-Charlotte on her marriage to the Duc de Noailles; as ever the King was interested in making improvements to it. Above, the aquaduct which was abandoned; right, Madame de Maintenon’s bedroom as it is today.
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Marie-Jeanne d’Aumale acted as Madame de Maintenon’s secretary, and is an important source for her later life; the King enjoyed her lively company.
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The Dauphin and Dauphine: the Dauphin was a good-natured man who lived only for hunting; Marianne-Victoire of Bavaria was intelligent and cultured but lacked any kind of beauty. They are shown here with their three sons the Ducs de Bourgogne (right), Anjou (centre) and Berry (on his mother’s lap).
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The betrothal of ‘Monsieur’, the King’s only brother, to his first cousin Henriette-Anne d’Orléans, 1661; from a fan.
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Henriette-Anne of England, first wife of Monsieur, Duc d’Orléans, with her favourite spaniel Mimi, given to her by her brother Charles II; Henriette-Anne loved the dog so much that she even danced holding her in the Court Ballet.
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The royal family of France painted by Jean Nocret in 1670, at the request of Monsieur, in the guise of gods and goddesses. On the left Monsieur (seated) has his own family grouped round him including his first wife Henriette-Anne (standing). Louis XIV has his wife Marie-Thérèse of Spain (seated lower, on his right) patting the Dauphin’s head and his cousin the Grande Mademoiselle (standing, right) at the edge of the picture.
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Henriette-Anne, Duchesse d’Orléans, with a medallion of her husband Monsieur; his appearance shows the dark ‘Medici’ strain which many of the descendants of Henri IV and Marie de Medicis shared.

[image: Image]

Henriette-Anne with her spaniel Mimi on a stool and a musician playing; the toilette of a great lady (held in her bedroom) was a social occasion; from a fan.
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Monsieur holding a portrait of his favourite daughter, Marie-Louise d’Orléans.
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Liselotte, the German princess who became Monsieur’s second wife, known as ‘Madame’, and wrote amusing, often bawdy letters home describing the French court.
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Liselotte, Duchesse d’Orléans, in later life; she herself mocked her vast figure and weather-beaten face, due to hunting for long hours without wearing a mask as was customary for ladies.
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Marie-Louise d’Orléans, niece of Louis XIV and the highest-ranking young woman at the French court, since he had no legitimate daughters; she was married off to the grotesque King Carlos II of Spain for reasons of state; her beauty is a darker version of her mother, Henriette-Anne.
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Marie-Anne, Princesse de Conti, daughter of Louis XIV by Louise de La Vallière, was generally rated the most beautiful of his daughters and he spoiled her; having been widowed childless very young, she declined to marry again but lived a life of happy dissipation at court.
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The two surviving daughters of Louis XIV by Athénaïs de Montespan: Françoise-Marie who married the heir to the Duc d’Orléans and Louise-Françoise who married the Duc de Bourbon and was known as Madame la Duchesse; both scandalised the court with their wayward and often louche behaviour.
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Bénédicte Duchesse du Maine, wife of the King’s illegitimate son; tiny, described by Liselotte as ‘the little toad’, Bénédicte was extremely intelligent with a real interest in the arts which she patronised in her salon at Sceaux.
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Mary Beatrice d’Este, daughter of the Duke of Modena, the Catholic second wife of James Duke of York, later James II; her combination of virtue, dignity and beauty impressed Louis XIV and Madame de Maintenon.
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Queen Mary Beatrice.
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The English royal family in exile at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, as guests of Louis XIV in 1694: (left to right) James Edward Prince of Wales whose birth as a Catholic heir helped to bring about the crisis of 1688 and led to his parents’ ejection; Queen Mary Beatrice; Princess Louisa Maria, born in exile, aged two; James II who was twenty-five years older than his second wife and died in 1701.
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A hunting-party at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, given by Louis XIV ‘to alleviate the misfortunes’ of James II and Mary Beatrice, depicted on a Sèvres vase.
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Letter from Adelaide, Duchesse de Bourgogne to her ‘dear grandmother’ Madame Royale of Savoy when she was fifteen; Adelaide apologises for the fact that the entertainments of carnival have prevented her replying sooner; she is happy to hear that her grandmother has had good reports of her, wishing to please her in everything and preserve the friendship her grandmother has always had for her. From the State Archives of Turin.
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Adelaide Duchesse de Bourgogne.
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Adelaide Duchesse de Bourgogne in hunting-costume (red was a favourite colour) in front of the Grand Canal at Fontainebleau; her slim figure is well displayed.
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The marriage of Adelaide of Savoy and Louis Duc de Bourgogne, grandson of Louis XIV, on 7 December 1697, the day after her twelfth birthday, in the Royal Chapel at Versailles; note the dominating figure of the King compared to the tiny bride and groom. By Antoine Dieu.
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Perspective view of the Château de Versailles in 1668 before it had become the King’s official seat.
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Construction of the Château de Versailles in about 1679; although the King moved there officially in 1682, when he was in his forties, building works continued for most of the reign, causing much discomfort to court ladies, with the noise, the dirt and the smell of wet plaster.
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The Basin at Versailles containing the mute agonised figure of the giant Enceladus with water spouting from his mouth; Louis XIV showed the same fortitude during the ordeal of his operation for a fistula.
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At a court function at Fontainebleau in September 1714, the Duchesse de Berry (born Marie-Élisabeth d’Orléans) can be seen in her black and white widow’s weeds following the death of her husband earlier in the year (fourth from right).
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The Orangerie at Versailles which can still be seen; Louis XIV took much pleasure in his orange trees which he acquired from many sources and also gave as presents to his favourites.
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Louis XIV adored his sporting dogs: Bonne, Nonne and Ponne are here shown; he fed them himself in the luxurious closet known as the Cabinet des Chiens with biscuits specially made by the royal chef.
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Interlaced double L is taken from the wood-carving round the windows of the King’s chamber at Versailles.

[image: Image]

Appartement was a designated evening when theatricals, card games, billiards and music were enjoyed at Versailles; the orchestra can be seen in the box behind the ladies; the Duc de Chartres (later Duc d’Orléans Regent of France) performs with his sister Marie-Élisabeth (later Duchesse de Berry).
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Tobacco was a taste enjoyed by women as well as men, including the illegitimate daughters of Louis XIV, although it scandalised their elders that ladies should smoke pipes ‘like sailors’.
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The cascade at Marly, the pleasure-house of Louis XIV, where formalities were minimal and invitations were coveted.
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The most famous image of Louis XIV in later years by Hyacinthe Rigaud in 1701; the heroic beauty of his youth has vanished while leaving an air of impregnable majesty tinged with melancholy.
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