Document 1: Richelieu Evaluates the State of the French Monarchy
Richelieu (1624)

At the time when your Majesty resolved to admit me both to your council and to an important place in your
confidence for the direction of your affairs, I may say that the Huguenots shared the state with you; that the
nobles conducted themselves as if they were not your subjects, and the most powerful governors of the
provinces as if they were sovereign in their offices.

I may say that the bad example of all these was so injurious to this realm that even the best
regulated parlements were affected by it, and endeavored, in certain cases, to diminish your royal authority
as far as they were able in order to stretch their own powers beyond the limits of reason.

I may say that every one measured his own merit by his audacity; that in place of estimating the benefits
which they received from your Majesty at their proper worth, all valued them only in so far as they satisfied
the extravagant demands of their imagination; that the most arrogant were held to be the wisest, and found
themselves the most prosperous.

I may also say that the foreign alliances were unfortunate, individual interests being preferred to those of the
public; in a word, the dignity of the royal majesty was so disparaged, and so different from what it should
be, owing to the malfeasance of those who conducted your affairs, that it was almost impossible to perceive
its existence.

It was impossible, without losing all, to tolerate longer the conduct of those to whom your Majesty had
entrusted the helm of state; and, on the other hand, everything could not be changed at once without
violating the laws of prudence, which do not permit the abrupt passing from one extreme to another.

The sad state of your affairs seemed to force you to hasty decisions, without permitting a choice of time or
of means; and yet it was necessary to make a choice of both, in order to profit by the change which necessity
demanded from your prudence.

Thoughtful observers did not think that it would be possible to escape all the rocks in so tempestuous a
period; the court was full of people who censured the temerity of those who wished to undertake a reform;
all well knew that princes are quick to impute to those who are near them the bad outcome of the
undertakings upon which they have been well advised; few people consequently expected good results from
the change which it was announced that I wished to make, and many believed my fall assured even before
your Majesty had elevated me.

Notwithstanding these difficulties which I represented to your Majesty, knowing how much kings may do

when they make good use of their power, I ventured to promise you, with confidence, that you would soon
get control of your state, and that in a short time your prudence, your courage, and the benediction of God
would give a new aspect to the realm.

I promised your Majesty to employ all my industry and all the authority which it should please you to give
me to ruin the Huguenot party, to abase the pride of the nobles, to bring back all your subjects to their duty,
and to elevate your name among foreign nations to the point where it belongs.
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Document 2: Richelieu and Louis XIII Demolish Feudal Castles
Louis XIII
(1626)

Whereas formerly the assemblies of the estates of this realm and those of notable persons chosen to give
advice to ourselves, and to the late king, our very honorable lord and father, on important affairs of this
realm, and likewise the assembly of the estates of the province of Brittany held by us in the year 1614, have
repeatedly requested and very humbly supplicated our said lord and father and ourselves to cause the
demolition of many strongholds in divers places of this realm, which, being neither on hostile frontiers nor
in important passes or places, only serve to augment our expenses by the maintenance of useless garrisons,
and also serve as retreats for divers persons who on the least provocation disturb the provinces where they
are located; ...

For these reasons, we announce, declare, ordain, and will that all the strongholds, either towns or castles,
which are in the interior of our realm or provinces of the same, not situated in places of importance either for
frontier or defense or other considerations of weight, shall be razed and demolished; even ancient walls shall
be destroyed so far as it shall be deemed necessary for the well-being and repose of our subjects and the
security of this state, so that our said subjects henceforth need not fear that the said places will cause them
any inconvenience, and so that we shall be freed from the expense of supporting garrisons in them.
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Document 3: The Sun King Describes the State of France at the Dawn of His Reign
Louis XIV (1661)

From my early infancy the very name of rois faineants or maires du palais [1] displeased me when
mentioned in my presence. But I must point out the state of affairs: grievous disturbances throughout the
kingdom before and after my majority; a foreign war in which these troubles at home had lost to France
thousands and thousands of advantages; a Prince of my blood and of great name at the head of my enemies;
many Cabals in the State; the Parliaments still in the possession and enjoyment of a usurped authority; at my
Court very little disinterested fidelity and, on this account, my subjects, though outwardly most submissive,
as much a responsibility and cause of misgiving to me as the most rebellious; a minister re-established in
power despite so many factions, very skilful and very adroit, but whose views and methods were naturally
very different from mine, whom, nevertheless, I could not gainsay, nor abate the least portion of his credit,
without running the risk of again raising against him by some misleading appearance of disgrace those very
storms which had been allayed with so much difficulty. I myself was still very young, though I had reached
the majority of kings, which the State laws anticipate in order to avoid still greater evils, but not the age at
which mere private persons begin to regulate freely their own affairs. I only knew to its full extent the
greatness of my burden, without having yet learned my own capabilities. ...

I made a beginning by casting my eyes over all the different parties in the State, not indifferently, but with
the glance of experience, sensibly touched at seeing nothing which did not invite and urge me to take it in
hand, but carefully watching what the occasion and the state of affairs would permit. Everywhere was
disorder. ...

The finances, which give movement and action to the great organisation of the monarchy, were entirely
exhausted, so much so that we could hardly find the ways and means. Much of the most necessary and most
privileged expenses of my house and my own privy purse were in arrears beyond all that was fitting, or
maintained only on credit, to be a further subsequent burden. At the same time a prodigality showed itself
among public men, masking on the one hand their malversations by every king of artifice, and revealing
them on the other in insolent and daring luxury, as though they feared I might take no notice of them.

The Church, apart from its usual troubles, after lengthy disputes on matters of the schools, a knowledge of
which they allowed was unnecessary to salvation for any one, with points of disagreement augmenting day
by day through the heat and obstinacy of their minds, and ceaselessly involving fresh human interests, was
finally threatened with open schism by men who were all the more dangerous because they were capable of
being very serviceable and greatly deserving, had they themselves been less opinionated. ...

The least of the ills affecting the order of Nobility was the fact of its being shared by an infinite number of
usurpers possessing no right to it, or one acquired by money without any claim from service rendered. The
tyranny exercised by the nobles over their vassals and neighbours in some of my provinces could no longer
be suffered or suppressed save by making severe and rigorous examples. The range for dueling—somewhat
modified by the exact observance of the latest regulations, over which I was always inflexible—was only
noticeable in a now well advanced recovery from so inveterate an ill, so that there was no reason to despair
of the remedy.

The administration of Justice itself, whose duty it is to reform others, appeared to me the most difficult to
reform. An infinity of things contributed to this state of affairs: the appointments filled haphazard or by
money rather than by selection and merit; scant experience and less knowledge on the part of some of the
judges; the regulations referring to age and service almost everywhere eluded; chicanery firmly established
through many centuries, and fertile in inventing means of evading the most salutary laws. And what
especially conduced to this was the fact that these insatiable gentry loved litigation and fostered it as their
own peculiar property, applying themselves only to prolong and to add to it. Even my Council, instead of
supervising the other jurisdictions, too often only introduced disorder by issuing a strange number of
contrary regulations, all in my name and as though by my command, which rendered the confusion far more
disgraceful.
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All this collection of evils, their consequences and effects, fell principally upon the people, who in addition,
were loaded with impositions, some crushed down by poverty, others suffering want from their own laziness
since the peace, and needing above all to be alleviated and occupied. ...

[1] “Do-nothing kings” and mayors of the palace: terms dating from the time of the weak Merovian kings of
France and their Carolingian successors.



Document 4: Saint-Simon Describes Louis XIV
Duke of Saint-Simon
(c. 1695)

The king’s great qualities shone more brilliantly by reason of an exterior so unique and incomparable as to
lend infinite distinction to his slightest actions; the very figure of a hero, so impregnated with a natural but
most imposing majesty that it appeared even in his most insignificant gestures and movements, without
arrogance but with simple gravity; proportions such as a sculptor would choose to model; a perfect
countenance and the grandest air and mien ever vouchsafed to man; all these advantages enhanced by a
natural grace which enveloped all his actions with a singular charm which has never perhaps been equaled.
He was as dignified and majestic in his dressing gown as when dressed in robes of state, or on horseback at
the head of his troops.

He excelled in all sorts of exercise and liked to have every facility for it. No fatigue nor stress of weather
made any impression on that heroic figure and bearing; drenched with rain or snow, pierced with cold,
bathed in sweat or covered with dust, he was always the same. [ have often observed with admiration that
except in the most extreme and exceptional weather nothing prevented his spending considerable time out of
doors every day.

A voice whose tones corresponded with the rest of his person; the ability to speak well and to listen with
quick comprehension; much reserve of manner adjusted with exactness to the quality of different persons; a
courtesy always grave, always dignified, always distinguished, and suited to the age, rank, and sex of each
individual, and, for the ladies, always an air of natural gallantry. So much for his exterior, which has never
been equaled nor even approached.

In whatever did not concern what he believed to be his rightful authority and prerogative, he showed a
natural kindness of heart and a sense of justice which made one regret the education, the flatteries, the
artifice which resulted in preventing him from being his real self except on the rare occasions when he gave
way to some natural impulse and showed that,—prerogative aside, which choked and stifled everything,—he
loved truth, justice, order, reason,—that he loved even to let himself be vanquished.

Nothing could be regulated with greater exactitude than were his days and hours. In spite of all his variety of
places, affairs, and amusements, with an almanac and a watch one might tell, three hundred leagues away,
exactly what he was doing. ... Except at Marly, any man could have an opportunity to speak to him five or
six times during the day; he listened, and almost always replied, “I will see,” in order not to accord or decide
anything lightly. Never a reply or a speech that would give pain; patient to the last degree in business and in
matters of personal service; completely master of his face, manner, and bearing; never giving way to
impatience or anger. If he administered reproof, it was rarely, in few words, and never hastily. He did not
lose control of himself ten times in his whole life, and then only with inferior persons, and not more than
four or five times seriously. ...

Louis XIV’s vanity was without limit or restraint; it colored everything and convinced him that no one even
approached him in military talents, in plans and enterprises, in government. Hence those pictures and
inscriptions in the gallery of Versailles which disgust every foreigner; those opera prologues that he himself
tried to sing; that flood of prose and verse in his praise for which his appetite was insatiable; those
dedications of statues copied from pagan sculpture, and the insipid and sickening compliments that were
continually offered to him in person and which he swallowed with unfailing relish; hence his distaste for all
merit, intelligence, education, and, most of all, for all independence of character and sentiment in others; his
mistakes of judgment in matters of importance; his familiarity and favor reserved entirely for those to whom
he felt himself superior in acquirements and ability; and, above everything else, a jealously of his own
authority which determined and took precedence of every other sort of justice, reason, and consideration
whatever.
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Document 5: Saint-Simon Describes the Consequences of the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes
Duke of Saint-Simon
(1685)

The revocation of the Edict of Nantes, without the slightest pretext or necessity, and the various
proscriptions that followed it, were the fruits of a frightful plot, in which the new spouse was one of the
chief conspirators, and which depopulated a quarter of the realm; ruined its commerce; weakened it in every
direction; gave it up for a long time to the public and avowed pillage of the dragoons; authorized torments
and punishments by which many innocent people of both sexes were killed by thousands; ruined a numerous
class; tore in pieces a world of families; armed relatives against relatives, so as to seize their property and
leave them to die of hunger; banished our manufactures to foreign lands; made those lands flourish and
overflow at the expense of France, and enabled them to build new cities; gave to the world the spectacle of a
prodigious population proscribed without crime, stripped, fugitive, wandering, and seeking shelter far from
their country; sent to the galleys nobles, rich old men, people much esteemed for their piety, learning, and
virtue, people carefully nurtured, weak, and delicate;—and all solely on account of religion; in fact, to heap
up the measure of horror, filled the realm with perjury and sacrilege, in the midst of the echoed cries of these
unfortunate victims of error, while so many others sacrificed their conscience to their wealth and their
repose, and purchased both by simulated abjuration, from which without pause they were dragged to adore
what they did not believe in, and to receive the divine body of the Most Holy whilst remaining persuaded
that they were only eating bread which they ought to abhor!

Such was the general abomination born of flattery and cruelty. From torture to abjuration, and from that to
communion, there was often only a space of twenty-four hours; and executioners were the guides of the
converts and their witnesses. ... The king received from all sides detailed news of these conversions. It was
by thousands that those who had abjured and taken the communion were counted; ten thousand in one place,
six thousand in another,—all at once and instantly. The king congratulated himself on his power and his piety.
He believed himself to have brought back the days of the apostles, and attributed to himself all the honor.
The bishops wrote panegyrics of him; the Jesuits made the pulpit resound with his praise. All France was
filled with horror and confusion; and yet there was never such triumph and joy, such boundless laudation of
the king.
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