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Hyacinthe Rigaud. Louis XIV, 1701, oil on 

canvas 

 

Louis XIV (1638-1715; reigned 1643-1715) 

of France embodied the seventeenth-

century ideal of the absolutism of kings. 

The “age of absolutism” in the second half 

of the seventeenth century was both a 

reaction against the turmoil of the Thirty 

Years War (1618-48) and a reflection of 

the increasing desire among European 

peoples for the stability and security that 

had been absent earlier.   

 

Convinced that weak governments led to 

anarchy, most seventeenth-century 

Europeans were prepared to accept that 

good government was achievable only by 

monarchs who wielded absolute powers.  

Most seventeenth-century Europeans 

were also willing to believe that the ruler 

of a nation was a representative who was 

appointed by God and who governed 

according to God’s will.  



1655 portrait of Louis, the Victor of the 

Fronde, portrayed as the god Jupiter 

 

The long-awaited child of Louis XIII of 

France and Anne of Austria, Louis 

became king at the age of four upon his 

father’s unexpectedly early death.  

During the early years of Louis’s life, 

the survival of the French monarch was 

threatened both by internal revolts 

among the middle and upper classes 

and by protracted wars with Germany 

and Spain.   

 

In the middle of a night in 1651, the 

thirteen-year-old king was awakened in 

his bedchamber by an angry Parisian 

mob that had stormed the royal palace 

in search of the monarch.  Louis never 

forgot the feat and turmoil of his 

childhood.  He resolved that France 

would be a powerful nation second to 

none and that he would be the foremost 

ruler in Europe. 



Gianlorenzo Bernini. Bust of Louis XIV, 1665. 

 

At the age of twenty-three, Louis XIV surprised 

his French subjects by declaring his intention to 

assume direct control of the French government 

rather than delegating the administration of the 

country to a prime minister.  Guided by a firm 

conception of the nature of kingship, Louis 

devoted himself unremittingly to his self-

imposed task.   

 

For the next fifty-four years, he spent six to 

eight hours every day laboring patiently at state 

affairs.  In a departure from the French crown’s 

traditional practice, he governed without 

depending upon the nobility.  Instead, Louis 

employed middle-class administrators, 

organized according to an elaborate bureaucratic 

system of councils and offices.  As a result, the 

government became increasingly effective in 

performing its functions and increasingly secure 

from the threat of revolt. 



This portrait by Hyacinthe Rigaud (1659-

1743) depicts the French king standing 

majestically in an elaborate costume of 

ermine and blue velvet with gold fleurs-

de-lys signifying French royalty. Rigaud 

positions two things on the cushioned 

stool next to Louis: Charlemagne’s sword 

called La Joyeuse, and the scepter with 

its Hand of Justice.  These emblems, 

along with the numerous fleurs-de-lys, 

create an ambiance rich with regal 

messages. Whereas seventeenth-century 

philosophers debated the differences 

between appearance and reality, 

statesmen and princes realized that 

appearance was reality.  As Louis, like 

the other leaders of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, pursued his 

absolutist policies (suspending the French 

parliament in the 1660s, for example), he 

realized that he was, quite literally, the 

“head” of state and that his physical 

appearance and surroundings must 

embody that status.  



Claude Perrault, Louis Le Vau, and Charles Le Brun.  

East Façade of the Louvre (Paris), 1667-70 



Louis XIV’s chief minister, Jean-

Baptiste Colbert (seen bottom left), 

organized the arts in the service of the 

monarchy.  Their purpose was to 

glorify Louis’s achievements and 

enhance his power and splendor in the 

eyes in the world.  To this end, the 

building industry and the crafts guilds 

were subjected to a central authority.  

An Academy was established to create 

a national style which would reflect the 

glory of France and its king. 

 

The first task of Louis and Colbert was 

to complete the rebuilding of the 

Louvre in Paris.  Now the city’s 

principal art museum, the Louvre was 

then a royal palace. 



Bernini submitted a series of proposals and was summoned to work on the Louvre 

project. His final proposal was rejected, however, on the grounds that it did not 

match the existing structure or conform to French taste. The eventual design for 

the east façade was the work of three men- Charles Le Brun (Director of the 

French Academy), the architect Louis Le Vau, and Claude Perrault, a physician. 

The restrained, classicizing symmetry of the façade, in contrast to Bernini’s plan 

for a curved wall, occupies a long horizontal plane, and set the style for French 

seventeenth-century architecture. 



A colonnade of paired, two-story columns separates the windows and is linked by 

a continuous entablature.  The flat roof is hidden by a surrounding balustrade, 

which accents the horizontality of the building.  The central pavilion, resembling 

a Roman temple front, is crowned by a pediment, which is echoed by the small 

individual pediments above the windows.  The main floor rests on a ground floor 

presented as a podium. It is lightly rusticated. 



Engraving of Claude Perrault 

 

The East Front of the Louvre 

signaled the victory of French 

classicism over the Italian Baroque 

as the royal style.  It further 

proclaimed France as the new Rome, 

both politically and culturally, by 

linking Louis XIV, with the glory of 

the Caesars.   

 

The design combines grandeur and 

elegance in a way that fully justifies 

its fame.  In some ways its suggests 

the mind of an archaeologist, but one 

who knew how to choose features of 

classical architecture that would be 

compatible with the older parts of the 

palace.  This antiquarian approach 

was Perrault’s main contribution.  



The philosophy and organization of the 

French Academy was as hierarchical as 

Louis’s state. Artists were trained according 

to the principle that tradition and convention 

had to be studied and understood.  Art 

students drew from plaster casts, and copied 

the old masters.  They were steeped in the 

history of art and of their own culture. 

 

Another issue of philosophical importance to 

the Academy was the role of nature in the 

concept of the “ideal.” Artists, if properly 

trained, should be able to produce the ideal in 

their work.  The representation of emotion 

through physiognomy, expression, and 

gesture was also discussed at length by 

Charles Le Brun (left), who headed the 

Academy for twenty years.  All such 

considerations were subjected to a system of 

rules, which was derived partly from Platonic 

and Renaissance theory, and partly from the 

French interest in the creation of an esthetic 

order of art and of their own culture. 



Above Left: Aston Webb. East Façade of 

Buckingham Palace(London), 1913 

 

Above Right: Inigo Jones.  

Banqueting House (London, Whitehall), 1619-

1622 

 

Below Left: Top Left: United States Treasury, 

Washington, DC 



Louis Le Vau and Jules 

Hardouin-Mansart. Palace of 

Versailles, begun 1669 



In 1667 the French king Louis XIV 

decided to move his court to Versailles, 

a small town about 15 miles southwest 

of Paris.  This involved moving not 

only the vast royal household but also 

the whole apparatus of government.  

Versailles was the site of a hunting 

lodge built in 1624 by Louis’s father, 

Louis XIII, and enlarged from 1631-

1636. 



Versailles was built by Louis XIV to prevent a repeat of the civil rebellion known as the 

Fronde that occurred from 1648 to 1653 during his minority by forcing the aristocracy to 

live under royal control outside of Paris. For both political and sentimental reasons, the 

old Versailles chateau was left standing, and the new building went up around it.  

 

The terrain around the palace became an extraordinary work of art and a visual delight 

for its inhabitants.  The garden designer’s neatly contained stretches of lawn and broad, 

straight vistas seemed to stretch to the horizon, while the formal gardens at the rear of 

the palace became an exercise in precise geometry.  



The town of Versailles was laid out to the east of the palace along three 

radial avenues that converge on the palace structure itself; their axes, in 

a symbolic assertion of the ruler’s absolute power over his domains, 

intersected in the king’s bedroom. 



Above the main entrance, at the center of the palace, was the King’s bedroom.  Here, 

Louis enacted his daily ceremonies of lever (getting up) and coucher (going to bed), 

which identified him directly with the rising and setting sun. 



The three glazed doors into the Hall of Mirrors at the back were blocked off so as to 

form an alcove for the bed, with a carved and gilded wood balustrade separating the 

alcove from the rest of the chamber and over the bed a stucco allegory of France 

watching over the King in his slumber by Nicolas Coustou. It was likewise in this 

chamber that Louis XIV died in 1715 after reigning for 72 years.  

 

The ceiling painting by Charles de la Fosse, represents Apollo in his sun chariot with 

the figure of France in the foreground dressed in a blue robe with the fleur-de-lis 

patterned on it. In the center are representations of the seasons. 



This salon, as well as Diana’s Salon, 

formed the main access to the Grand 

Apartment. On evening soirees, tables 

were set up covered with baskets of 

flowers, pyramids of fresh, rare fruit such 

as oranges and lemons as well as 

crystallized fruit and marzipan. Like all 

the following rooms, this salon takes its 

name from a planet, the theme linked to 

the solar myth which inspired all the 

decor of Versailles in the 1670s.  

 

This  room was part of a prestigious 

seven-room enfilade meant to serve as a 

parade apartment, that is, as a venue for 

the sovereign’s official acts. Therefore it 

was sumptuously decorated according to 

the model of former Italian palaces. 

During the day it was open to all, French 

people and foreigners, who came to see 

the king when he traversed it on his way 

to the Chapel. On three evenings a week 

it was reserved for the Court. 



This chamber is the main room of the apartment, the one where the Queen spent most of 

her time. She slept here, often joined by the King. In the morning, she received here 

during and after her Toilette, which constituted a Court event as regulated by etiquette 

as the “Lever du Roi” or “Rising of the King”. It was here, too, that births took place in 

public: nineteen "Children of France" were born here. When the palace was invaded by 

the rioters on October 6, 1789, Marie-Antoinette managed to escape from them through 

the little door on the left of the alcove.  



Gardens and palace of Versailles in 1746, by the abbot Delagrive 

 



The whole center block contains a 

single room, the famous Galerie 

des Glaces (Hall of Mirrors).  At 

either end are the Salon de la 

Guerre (War) and its 

counterpart, the Salon de la Paix 

(Peace).  

 

The Galerie has seventeen large 

arched mirrors, which 

constituted a literal wall of glass.  

They multiplied the sunlight 

entering the windows opposite, 

and reflected the glittering 

splendor of Louis and his court. 

 

Political success is demonstrated 

by thirty compositions in the arch 

painted by Charles Le Brun, 

which illustrate the glorious 

history of Louis XIV in the first 

eighteen years of his government, 

from 1661 until the Peace of 

Nijmegen. 

Left: Relief 

of Louis 

XIV as 

Apollo in 

the Salon 

de la 

Guerre 





 

The Galerie served daily as a 

passageway and a waiting and 

meeting place, frequented by courtiers 

and the visiting public. Political 

success is demonstrated by thirty 

compositions in the arch painted by Le 

Brun, which illustrate the glorious 

history of Louis XIV in the first 

eighteen years of his government, from 

1661 until the Peace of Nijmegen. 

Military and diplomatic victories, as 

well as reforms in view of the 

reorganization of the kingdom, are 

portrayed in the form of antique 

allegories.  

 

Economic prosperity is demonstrated 

by the dimensions and quantity of the 

three hundred and fifty-seven mirrors 

that decorate the seventeen arches 

opposite the windows, attesting that 

the new French production of mirrors, 

which at the time were luxury objects, 

is capable of stealing the monopoly 

away from Venice. 



The present chapel of the Palace of 

Versailles is the fifth in the history 

of the palace. These chapels evolved 

with the expansion of the chateau 

and formed the focal point of the 

daily life of the court during the 

Ancien Regime. This is the view as 

seen from the “tribune royale”, 

where the king and members of the 

royal family heard mass.  

 

Dedicated to St. Louis, patron saint 

of the Bourbons, the chapel was 

consecrated in 1710. The palatine 

model is of course traditional; 

however, the Corinthian colonnade 

of the tribune level is of a classic 

style that anticipates the neo-

classicism that evolved during the 

18th century.  



In French monarchy, the king was chosen by 

God and through his coronation became his 

“lieutenant” on earth. The paintings and 

sculptures in the chapel at Versailles evoke 

that idea in a series which starts at the nave 

and ends at the gallery where the king would 

sit. 

 

Louis XIV only used this chapel for five years 

since it was only completed in 1710. The one 

he went to most often, built in 1682 on the 

site of the Hercules salon, quickly proved to 

be too cramped. The wars however delayed 

the construction of the large chapel, opened 

in 1689 by Hardouin-Mansart.  

 

Each day, generally at 10 a.m., the Court 

would attend the king’s mass. The king 

would sit in the royal gallery, surrounded by 

his family. The ladies of the Court occupied 

the side galleries. The “officers” and the 

public sat in the nave. The king would only 

go down to the nave for important religious 

celebrations. 



The design of the gardens by Andre Le Nôtre is so strictly correlated with the plan of 

the palace that it continues the architectural space.  Like the interiors, these formal 

gardens, with their terraces, basins, clipped hedges, and statuary, were meant to 

provide a suitable setting for the king’s appearances in public.   

 

They form a series of “outdoor rooms” for the splendid fetes and spectacles that Louis 

XIV so enjoyed.  The spirit of absolutism is even more striking in this geometric 

regularity imposed upon an entire countryside than it is in the palace itself.  



The sun was Louis’ special symbol and the sun-god, Apollo, his allegorical 

alter-ego.  At Versailles the presence and power of the Sun-King was 

expressed in a variety of different forms.  Jean-Baptiste Tuby created the 

famous statue of the sun-god Apollo emerging from the sea on his chariot, for 

the Basin of Apollo at the eastern end of the Grand Canal.  



The palace is filled with tangible 

reminders of Louis XIV’s 

pronouncement that ‘L’etat c’est moi’ 

(‘I am the state’). The sun was Louis’ 

special symbol and the sun-god, 

Apollo, his allegorical alter-ego.  At 

Versailles the presence and power of 

the Sun-King was expressed in a 

variety of different forms.  



Nicolas Larmessin. Siamese 

Ambassadors paying tribute to 

Louis XIV, 1686 

 

The king himself, covered in gold, 

diamonds, and feathers, received 

important guests seated on a nine-

foot, canopied silver throne. Four 

hundred ninety-eight people were 

required merely to present the king 

with a meal. “We are not like 

private people,” said the king. “We 

belong entirely to the public.” Visual 

impact took precedence over 

creature comforts in the palace.  

 

The grounds contained a private zoo 

with elephants, flamingos, and 

ostriches, a Chinese carousel turned 

by servants pumping away 

underground, and gondolas on the 

mile-long Grand Canal.  



Closer to the palace is a fountain by the Marsy brothers which depicts the legend of 

Latona, the mother of Apollo, who was mocked by peasants as she tried to drink at 

a Lycian lake, and responded by calling on Zeus to turn her tormentors into frogs- a 

witty but unquestionable warning to the King’s subjects.  



As the 1660s wore on and the 

King’s gardener, Andre Le 

Notre, continued to extend the 

gardens, the chateau was 

dwarfed by an immense 

western axis with parterres, 

temples, and grottos, a grand 

canal, and a host of other 

waterworks.   

 

(There were about 1,400 

fountains in the grounds by 

the time Le Notre had 

finished.)  





And also in the grounds, to the northeast of the palace, stood the Grotto of Thetis, a 

monumental pavilion housing a life-sized statue by Francois Girardon of Apollo at 

rest.  The Grotto provided courtiers and foreign visitors to Versailles with a 

statement of the palace’s function; like the gun-god himself, the Sun-King came here 

to rest and put aside his cares. 







Versailles also expresses the rationalistic creed- based on scientific advances, such 

as the physics of Sir Isaac Newton and the mathematical philosophy of Rene 

Descartes - that all knowledge must be systematic and all science must be the 

consequence of the intellect imposed on matter. 



Descartes was one of the first to believe 

that science could save humanity.  His 

enthusiasm was infectious, but he moved 

too fast.  He reduced the universe, 

including the body of man, to a 

mathematically intelligible machine.  To 

do this he had to take mind out of the 

world of matter entirely and define it as 

a separate substance that comprehended 

the world of matter but did not exist in 

it.   

 

His generalizations in astronomy, 

physics, and anatomy were often 

premature, and his passion for system 

building went beyond his capacity to 

check by experiment.  But his 

enthusiasm for scientific “method,” his 

belief that everything could be reduced to 

mathematical terms, and his insistence 

on systematic doubt of all earlier theories 

left a profound mark on the thinking of 

scientists in the next two centuries . 



Versailles became- and remained- the 

standard by which all other royal building 

projects were judged, just as Rome was the 

empire by which all other empires were 

measured. Even William of Orange, who 

rejected Louis’ expansionism, his Catholicism, 

and his concept of absolute monarchy, 

attempted to rival Versailles, first at Het Loo 

(above) in the Netherlands and then, after his 

accession to the British throne in 1689, at 

Hampton Court (left).  



Marie-Antoinette, seeking to flee 

the Court of Versailles, ordered the 

construction of her hamlet in 1783. 

There, she regularly found the 

charms of country life, surrounded 

by her lady's companions. It 

became a veritable farm, directed 

by a farmer, whose products 

supplied the kitchens of the 

Palace. 





Since 1992, the gardens have 

been gradually replanted, and 

after the devastating storm of 

December 1999, the work 

speeded up to such an extent 

that quite a few sections have 

already been restored to their 

original appearance. 
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The palace complex of 

Versailles and the 

governmental buildings and 

monuments of Washington, 

D.C. are both laid out on an 

axial plan.  

 

What are some probable 

reasons for the use of an axial 

plan in Washington, D.C.? 



Create a drawing of a Baroque 

place with the following 

features: 

 

1. Pavilions 

2. Podium 

3. Dormer Windows 

4. Mansard Roof 

5. Quoins  

6. Pilasters 

7. Balustrade 



Heliocentrism is the astronomical model in which the 

Earth and planets revolve around a relatively 

stationary Sun at the center of the Solar System. 

 

It was not until the 16th century that a fully predictive 

mathematical model of a heliocentric system was 

presented, by the Renaissance mathematician, 

astronomer, and Catholic cleric Nicolaus Copernicus of 

Poland, leading to the Copernican Revolution. In the 

following century, Johannes Kepler elaborated upon 

and expanded this model to include elliptical orbits, 

and supporting observations made using a telescope 

were presented by Galileo Galilei. 

 

With the observations of William Herschel, Friedrich 

Bessel, and others, astronomers realized that the sun 

was not the center of the universe and by the 1920s 

Edwin Hubble had shown that it was part of a galaxy 

(the Milky Way) that was only one of many billions. 

 

How might these scientific discoveries of the 16th 

century impacted Louis XIV’s concept of himself as the 

Sun King in the 17th century, BEFORE the time of 

Edwin Hubble? 



Versailles clearly demonstrates an 

inequality in wealth that eventually 

led the country of France into 

decline. What do you think the 

wealth distribution in America is 

today? 

 

Wealth Inequality in the US 

http://www.utrend.tv/v/9-out-of-10-americans-are-completely-wrong-about-this-mind-blowing-fact/

