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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

French royal absolutism is an insidious historical 

myth. Insidious because it is so seductive, a myth because 

it is a generalization propagated by historians too ready to 

believe Louis XIV's propagandists. Part of the reason for 

the creation and survival of this myth is its role in 

providing a convenient starting point for studying the 

French Revolution. The tale of absolutism in France 

prospered during the nineteenth century because it fit well 

with the pro-republican and anti-monarchical political 

values of many of that era's historians. 1 By the twentieth 

century, the Sun King's absolutism was a firmly entrenched 

part of the historical orthodoxy. This alone ensured that 

historians in the first half of the century continued to 

discuss the seventeenth-century French state within the 

context of absolutism. More importantly, the absolutist 

model survived because it was a product of traditional 

history. History was written, as it had always been, 

primarily as the story of great men and their institutions. 

When a Georges Pages or Gaston Zeller wrote about 

seventeenth-century France, they almost inevitably described 

an absolutist state, using abundant archival evidence of 

lparticularly in the works of the Romantic historians, 
for example, Jules Michelet in History of the French 
Revolution (1847-53). 

1 
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royal attempts to strengthen central institutions to support 

their thesis. Should the historian desire still more 

documentation, he might turn to the theoretical 

underpinnings of absolutism, the work of theorists like Jean 

Bodin or Jacques-Benigne Bossuet. Thus, it is safe to say 

that the first sentences of this paragraph would have been 

almost universally regarded as the most radical sort of 

revisionism only a few years ago. Today this revisionism is 

well on its way to becoming the accepted view.2 

What brought about such a complete change of historical 

opinion? Certainly this is a question well worth asking 

when one considers the depth of the historical literature 

declaring the existence of absolutism. Much of the credit 

for this change must be given to the new generation of 

historians who matured after the Second World War. Many 

historians of this generation were heavily influenced by the 

Annales School of historiography, particularly those who 

chose to specialize in the study of medieval or early modern 

France. The Annalistes and their imitators turned history 

upside down by utilizing a much broader range of sources to 

shift the historical eye from society's great men to its 

2For example, see Roger Mettam, Power and Faction in 
Louis XIV's France (New York: Basil Blackwell Inc., 1988), 
and James Brink's review article, "Provincial Assemblies and 
Parlement in Early Modern France: A Review of Historical 
Scholarship," Legislative Studies Quarterly 11, no. 3 
(August 1986): 429-453. Mettam refuses to use the term 
absolutism, except within quotations, while Brink modifies 
it to the extent that it would not be recognizable by older 
historians. 
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greatly vast numbers of little ones. 3 In the process, many 

historical orthodoxies suffered significant modification, or 

were abandoned altogether. 

In a recent article, for example, Richard Bonney warns 

historians that they must be very careful in using the term 

"centralization" as it is an anachronism contrary to the 

whole of seventeenth-century French political tradition and 

theory. 4 Similarly, the phrase "absolute monarchy" is 

itself an anachronism, and a misleading one at that. In 

many modern minds it conveys a meaning that is roughly 

equivalent to the term "totalitarian state." Aside from the 

obvious impossibility of exercising truly absolute power in 

a society with the relatively low level of transportation 

and communications technology present in early modern 

France, contemporaries who described Louis XIV's reign as a 

monarchie absolue meant only that Louis was better able to 

resist challenges to his authority in the kingly spheres of 

activity. Formulating foreign policy, waging war, and 

maintaining religious harmony were all widely regarded as 

legitimate royal interests in the seventeenth century. In 

many other spheres the activities of the "absolute" monarchs 

were mandated and prescribed by both constitutional law and 

customary royal neglect. 

3And not just men. The "new history" found room for 
women and other groups formerly ignored by most historians. 

4Richard Bonney, "Absolutism: What's in a Name?" 
French History 1 (March 1987): 94. 



Ancien regime France did not possess a formal written 

constitution, but nearly everyone, including the monarchs 

themselves, acknowledged that the king was bound by the so-

called fundamental laws of France. These prevented, among 

other restrictions, the alienation of the royal domain and 

the accession of females to the throne. Nearly as firmly 

established were the monarch's obligations to accept the 

counsel and guidance of his nobles and to preserve Roman 

Catholicism. 5 French kings were also effectively limited 

by the traditional division of responsibility between 

central and local authorities. Excepting only Paris, the 

crown had never customarily concerned itself with the 

routine administration of the towns or of the countryside, 

nor with the maintenance of roads and rivers, with poor 

relief, with the prevention of epidemics, or even with the 

policing of urban areas. Private individuals or local 

governments were responsible in all of these areas. 6 By no 

stretch of the imagination did anyone believe that the king 

had, or should have had, competence over the everyday lives 

of ordinary Frenchmen. 

Ssee Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern 
Political Thought, 2 vols. (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1978), 2:254-301 for a discussion of theoretical 
limitations on royal authority. 

4 

6Mettam, Power and Faction, pp. 15-16, 34. Mettam 
notes that the maintenance of religious homogeneity was not, 
however, so widely seen as falling within the royal 
prerogative, even among Catholics. 
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The most important contribution made by historians of 

the new generation to the debunking of absolutism comes from 

the different perspective from which they view history. 

They remind more traditional historians that the crown and 

its institutions must be studied within the context of the 

society over which they ruled. Most importantly, they 

predicate their studies on the notion that one must look 

beyond the mechanizations of institutions to understand 

fully the nature of authority. Institutions are but one 

means of projecting power. In the world of early modern 

France, institutional authority was, in fact, probably less 

important than indirect authority exercised outside the 

confines of formal institutions. Hence, studies of early 

modern institutions can tell but a fraction of the story. 

They must be supplemented with investigations into the 

state's extra-institutional means of authority. It is in 

this area that traditional historiography is the most 

deficient, and it is this deficiency that is most 

responsible for misleading historians about the true nature 

of the state in the seventeenth century. Fortunately, much 

work has been done in the last two decades to correct this 

shortcoming. The picture of the seventeenth-century state 

is now more complete and better balanced. This fuller 

picture demonstrates that the "absolute" monarchy did not 

rule absolutely; it ruled cooperatively. 
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In the following pages, this paper presents a more 

balanced study of the nature of early modern political 

authority, and hence of the seventeenth-century French 

state, by synthesizing the legacy of older institutional and 

political historians with the recent contributions of 

historians influenced by social history. The first chapter 

begins by reviewing the traditional picture of a 

seventeenth-century institutional revolution, supplementing 

the orthodox view with evidence that this so-called 

revolution was neither as revolutionary nor as effective as 

it has been portrayed. The next chapter explains how the 

crown supplemented its institutional authority by exploiting 

its role as the font of most patronage to fuel pre-existing 

clientage systems and induce them to work in its behalf. 

This involves a description of how clienteles operated, and 

of their members. Finally, the concluding chapter examines 

the fully developed theory of royal absolutism as it is 

presented in Jacques-Benigne Bossuet's classic treatise 

Politigue tiree des propres paroles de l'tcripture Sainte in 

light of this new, more comprehensive picture of early 

modern authority. 



CHAPTER II 

INSTITUTIONAL AUTHORITY 

Although the focus of much of the recent work on the 

French state in the seventeenth century is fixed on the 

extra-institutional ways in which the crown attempted to 

enforce its will within the kingly areas of government, it 

is a mistake to ignore the very real institutional changes 

effected by the crown. Indeed, throughout the century there 

was a struggle to improve the efficiency and accountability 

of royal institutions. Sometimes this involved reforms of 

existing institutions. At other times, the crown allowed 

institutions to retain their traditional structure while 

curtailing any privileges that threatened royal authority. 

In the case of the intendancy, the king tried still a 

different tact, creating a new institution that existed 

alongside its predecessor. In the end, however, these 

efforts failed. As the following review of seventeenth

century institutional developments demonstrates, the 

"absolute" monarchy was never able to completely depend upon 

its institutions to impose its authority. 

The Royal Army 

One logical place to begin a review of impediments to 

the exercise of royal authority in the seventeenth century 

and the institutional "revolution" through which the crown 

sought to overcome them is the royal army. The adjective 

7 



"royal" is important here, as private armies still existed 

in the seventeenth century, although they were in decline. 

These will be discussed in chapter three in connection with 

the nobility. In theory, the royal army was the crown's 

most effective instrument of power. The king's authority 

here was almost unchallenged. Moreover, this is one 

institution in which a real revolution did occur during the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in terms of size, 

organization, and accountability. 

The clearest change in the royal army during the 

seventeenth century is its tremendous growth. A comparison 

of the approximate musters of the army at various stages in 

its development illustrates this point dramatically. The 

compagnies d' ordonnance of Charles VII's reign, for 

example, never exceeded 12,000 men. 1 During the Wars of 

8 

Religion of the sixteenth century as many as 50,000 men were 

under arms. 2 In the seventeenth century the rate of growth 

skyrocketed. The army reached 150,000 in the 1630s and by 

the end of the century as many as 300,000 men served in the 

military. 3 In the last years of Louis XIV's long reign, at 

the beginning of the eighteenth century, the royal army 

!Perry Anderson, Lineages of the Absolutist State 
(London: NLB, 1974}, p. 87. 

2navid Parker, The Making of French Absolutism (New 
York: St. Martin's Press, 1983}, p. 61. 

3parker, Making of French Absolutism, p. 61; Anderson, 
Lineages, pp. 29-31. 



numbered some 400,000 men. 4 These numbers are only 

estimates because many units were filled with phantom 

soldiers "recruited" to allow their captains to claim extra 

funds from the treasury for their maintenance.s They do, 

9 

however, provide an adequate means of comparison because the 

practice of claiming phantom recruits was endemic throughout 

the ancien regime. If anything, it declined during the 

period of our study as the army became more professional, 

meaning that these figures may actually somewhat understate 

the French army's real growth. Additionally, this was also 

a boon period for the royal navy, particularly during the 

ministry of Colbert, who wanted a strong navy to expand 

France's comparatively small colonial empire and to protect 

her merchant shipping from English and Dutch raiders. 

Another profound change in the French army was its 

gradual evolution from a feudal levy into a more modern, 

professional, and permanent organization. This was a slow 

process, beginning as early as the mid to late fifteenth 

century and continuing throughout the ancien regime. One 

aspect of this transformation was the decline of the ban et 

arriere ban. In previous centuries, nobles fulfilled their 

4Geoffrey Parker, "The 'Military Revolution, ' 1560-
1660--A Myth?" Journal of Modern History 48 (June 1976): 
206. 

5Mettam, Power and Faction, pp. 220, 235. Mettam notes 
that this practice was not always due to the captain's 
greed. In many cases it resulted from an honest desire on 
the captain's part to pay his troops as the royal payroll 
was always severely in arrears during wartime. 



traditional function as society's warriors by rallying to 

the king's standard for a fixed period of time. This 

military service was once important to the king because it 

provided him with an unpaid army, and to the nobility 

because it justified their privileged place in society. 

However, by the seventeenth century the ban et arriere ban 

was a useless relic of its former self, a victim of noble 

indifference and tactical obsolescence. 

10 

Noble indifference to military service seems strange, 

even oxymoronic, but actually it is symptomatic of far

reaching changes within the nobility stimulated by the 

paulette. The trickle of officeholders into the nobility 

that began in the sixteenth century became a torrent after 

the promulgation of the paulette. These "new" or "robe" 

nobles differed from the "old" or "sword" nobles in several 

ways. One of the most important differences was that the 

new nobles were more likely to be lawyers than warriors. 

This in turn led to an evolution in the way nobility defined 

itself. Military service gradually lost its place as the 

preeminent mark of nobility as the seventeenth century 

progressed. In its place arose a new theory of nobility 

based upon race and emphasizing cultural refinement rather 

than military prowess. Ironically, even as the remaining 

traditional sword nobles grew more and more out of step with 

the bulk of their contemporaries, society continued to 

consider those nobles whose family's position resulted from 
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distant military renown rather than more recent bureaucratic 

service as the bluest of the bluebloods. Seen in this 

light, and remembering the tactical obsolescence of feudal 

levies, the decline of the ban et arriere ban is no longer 

surprising.6 

Inevitable in the long run, the gradual disappearance 

of the ban et arriere ban was more the result of the 

European-wide military evolution and social changes within 

France than of positive planning. Other changes, however, 

were the result of programs by royal ministers, particularly 

by two successive chancellors in the mid and late 

seventeenth-century, Michel Le Tellier and his son Fran9ois-

Michel, better knpwn as the marquis de Louvois. Under their 

tutelage the army began to receive uniforms, discipline 

improved, and a nascent supply infrastructure developed. 7 

From the population's perspective, the most salutary reform 

implemented by Louvois was the clarification, expansion, and 

enforcement of earlier fifteenth century rules on the 

billeting of troops. These new regulations allowed for a 

financial payment in lieu of actually billeting troops in a 

6Readers who wish a deeper exploration of changes in 
the definition of nobility will find a splendid discussion 
of the topic in Ellery Schalk, From Valor to Pedigree, Ideas 
of Nobility in France in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
1986). 

1J. Russell Major, Representative Government in Early 
Modern France (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), p. 
629; Mettam, Power and Faction, pp. 217-43 passim. 



subject's home. Accompanied by the building of garrisons 

for a small portion of the troops, this reform partially 

relieved the enormous burden that quartering troops on the 

populace placed on a province.a Obviously, some army 

reforms rewarded the population as much or more than the 

state. 

Another aspect of the professionalization and 

regularization of the royal army is an effort to make it 

more accountable to the crown and less susceptible to 

domination by noble factions. Here the crown's task was 

12 

simplified by the fact that war was no longer an exclusively 

noble occupation. The day of the levee en masse was still 

far in the future, but the ordinary soldier was now usually 

a commoner. Also, while many military posts were still 

venal and often effectively hereditary, their transmission 

was not protected by the paulette in the manner of many 

bureaucratic and judicial offices. 9 

Richelieu took advantage of the crown's relative 

freedom of action in the arena of military offices by 

eliminating the very top of the military hierarchy. Upon 

the death of the due de Lesdiguieres the supreme military 

post of connetable was allowed to lapse. He did the same 

BMettam, Power and Faction, pp. 223, 234; William H. 
Beik, Absolutism and Society in Seventeenth Century France: 
state Power and Provincial Aristocracy in Languedoc (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1985), p. 282. 

9The paulette, or droit annual, is discussed below. 
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for the top navy position, the post of amiral-general de 

France, after Henri II due de Montmorency's execution in 

1632. In 1661 Louis XIV followed Richelieu's example by 

allowing one of the two next highest army posts, the office 

of colonel-general de 1' infanterie, to remain vacant upon 

the death of Bernard de La Valette, due d' Epernon. 10 

While the top positions of the military hierarchy were 

left vacant, the powers and duties of those posts remained 

intact, exercised by the king's civilian ministers.ll As a 

result, the font of military patronage shifted from the 

aristocracy to the ministers, particularly the secretary of 

state for war. The crown had a strong motivation for 

instigating this shift. the example of Jean-Louis de La 

Vallet, due d' Epernon and father of Bernard, illustrates 

why. In 1620 he sided with Queen Mother Marie de Medici in 

one of her more serious power struggles with Louis XIII. As 

the current colonel-general de l'infanterie, his defection 

provided Marie with a sizeable military force. Filled with 

Epernon's clients, twelve companies of the "royal" army 

followed him into Marie's camp. 12 Louis was only able to 

regain control of the situation by recalling Richelieu, who 

was at this time still a client of Marie, from his own 

lOMettam, Power and Faction, pp. 43, 123, 219. 

11 Ibid. , p. 222. 

12J. Russell Major, "The Revolt of 1620: A Study of 
Ties of Fidelity," French Historical Studies 14 (Spring 
1986): 394. 



exile. In this instance Richelieu•s role was limited to 

mediating between the king and his mother, but both he and 

Louis must have remembered this episode after Richelieu 

became the first minister. 

14 

With the aristocracy's capability of dispensing large 

blocks of military patronage eliminated, their ability to 

build extensive military clienteles evaporated. Henceforth, 

nobles would have to content themselves with the posts of 

colonel and capitaine. These offices remained venal and did 

allow their holders a degree of military patronage, so it 

was still possible for a noble to build a military 

clientele. However, these clienteles were necessarily 

smaller and, from the crown's standpoint, less dangerous 

because of it. The ministers, on the other hand, were able 

to use their new-found military patronage to position their 

clients throughout the armed forces. The intendants de 1' 

armee were the most important of the ministers• civilian 

military clients. They served their masters in several 

ways: by inspecting units to verify their musters, by 

negotiating contracts for forage and supplies, and by 

working with the provincial governors to reduce corruption 

and the army's burden on the countryside. 13 The overall 

effect of this unofficial ministerial usurpation of the top 

posts of the military hierarchy, then, was to make the army 

13Mettam, Power and Faction, pp. 219-23. 
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truly royal, less burdensome, and less the preserve of great 

sword aristocrats. 

Weaponry was another area in which the seventeenth 

century witnessed important changes. Although French 

industry was not at the forefront of technology during this 

period, her armaments were among the best in the world, 

mostly due to success in attracting foreign experts.14 

The primary benefit of most of these weapons was in 

projecting royal power externally. In the case of 

artillery, though, the benefit to royal power was as much 

internal as it was external: artillery made medieval 

fortifications obsolete. 15 Prominent nobles generally 

fortified at least one of their chateaux. Intended 

primarily for prestige and defense against foreign enemies, 

fortified chateaux also provided recalcitrant nobles with a 

safe haven from unruly peasants and from unfriendly royal 

power. In the case of the latter, effective artillery 

greatly reduced the length of time a noble might expect to 

hold out militarily against a royal siege. Henry IV's and 

Sully's recognition of the imp~rtance of this weapon is 

Hibid., pp. 15, 221, 300. 

15This discussion of artillery is not intended to imply 
that artillery was a new weapon in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, but only that advances in its 
mobility and power made it a more effective tool for the 
projection of royal power. Indeed, every major European 
power had artillery trains by 1500 "for use against its 
neighbors or against its dissident subjects." See G. 
Parker, pp. 203-206. 



reflected in their unsuccessful attempt to achieve a royal 

monopoly over artillery. 16 Moreover, the short-lived Code 

Michaud (1629) evinced continuing royal interest in 

artillery, and in fortifications. Article 174 forbids the 

founding of canon " ... ou autres pieces, de guelgue 

calibre que ce soit, en retenir ou avoir en leurs maisons, 

16 

soit de fonte de notre royaume ou etranqere " without 

royal permission. Written with identical purpose, Article 

176 requires "expresse permission" to fortify a town or 

chateau .17 

While changes in the royal army undoubtedly made it a 

more effective instrument for projecting French power beyond 

16Major, Representative Government, p. 393. In light 
of the effect of artillery on medieval fortifications it is 
ironic that at the end of the century Louvois and Vauban 
presided over a major change in French defensive strategy 
that led to greater reliance on fortifications. Previously, 
French strategy emphasized control over the geographical 
gateways into and out of French territories. Vauban 
abandoned this traditional policy in favor of a static line 
of fortifications. Vauban's forts were, however, very 
different from medieval fortifications and could not be 
replicated on the scale of noble chateaux. For a brief 
discussion of this see Mettam, Power and Faction, p. 228, 
and G. Parker, p. 205. 

17F. A. Isambert, Recueil general des anciennes lois 
francaises depuis l'an 420 jusgu'a la revolution de 1789, 
29 vols. (Paris: 1821-33), 16:275. The Code Michaud was 
the most absolutist document produced in the century. Named 
after its primary author, Louis XIII's Keeper of the Seals 
Michel de Marillac, the Code was never fully implemented. 
While the king was able to force its registration in the 
Parlements of Paris, Bordeaux, Dijon, and Toulouse during 
the spring and summer of 1629, heavy opposition permitted 
only selective execution of its hundreds of articles. It 
was effectively dropped after the Day of the Dupes, when 
Marillac and his faction were disgraced. 
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her borders, it is less clear that they were sufficient to 

transform the royal army into a reliable tool for projecting 

royal power internally. Except in exceptional cases like 

the anti-Huguenot campaigns of the 1620s and 1680s, the 

noble officer corps did not equate fighting domestic 

opponents of the crown with the obtainment of honor and 

glory. Furthermore, both officers and common soldiers were 

customarily more sympathetic towards insurgents defending 

local privileges against a "centralizing" government than 

towards the crown. 18 Frequently the very presence of royal 

troops was itself incendiary. Despite the efforts of Le 

Tellier and Louvois, discipline and supply improved only 

incrementally during the century and the troops were still 

likely to loot and brutalize the population. Hence, the 

population of a province often impeded the army's efforts to 

suppress revolts, particularly if they sympathized with the 

rebels' aims. 19 Also, the spread and improvement of 

artillery did not entirely prevent nobles from retreating 

behind their chateau walls when faced with royal displeasure 

because the crown could only occasionally spare the 

resources necessary to dislodge them, and only in a limited 

18Mettam, Power and Faction, pp. 122, 239-240. 

19For example, when troops were sent out in 1665 to 
quell a revolt in Guyenne that had begun the year before 
over the imposition of a special levy on wines "church bells 
sounded, from village to village, and the whole population 
came out to obstruct their progress." Eventually, the whole 
area was pardoned, and the crown "resigned itself to 
defeat." Ibid., pp. 239, 312-313. 



number of areas at any one time. 20 As a result, it was 

increasingly common for opponents of crown policies to 

profess loyal submission and "fidelity" while continuing 

18 

practical disobedience, a tactic especially effective when 

combined with a hard-to-verify excuse as to why a particular 

royal policy was not being followed. 21 Thus, chateaux were 

still havens except in extraordinary situations when 

circumstances allowed the king to confront one of his nobles 

militarily, usually to provide a paradigm intended to 

dissuade others from imitating the intractable noble. 22 

During normal situations, chateaux gave nobles time to 

maneuver and negotiate their concerns. For all off these 

reasons, then, the military revolution of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries was not itself sufficient to allow the 

crown to rule absolutely. 

20James B. Wood, "The Royal Army During the Early Wars 
of Religion, 1559-1576," in Mack P. Hold, ed., Society and 
Institutions in Early Modern France (Athens, Ga.: The 
University of Georgia Press, 1991), pp. 16-18. Although 
primarily concerned with the sixteenth century, Wood notes 
that "the provisioning of the siege train with powder and 
shot . . . required the resources of practically the entire 
kingdom to mount a single serious siege" (p. 16). 

21Beik, Absolutism and Society, p. 154; Mettam, Power 
and Faction, pp. 179-180, 273; Moote, Louis XIII, p. 55. 

22Kirsten B. Neuschel, Word of Honor: Interpreting 
Noble Culture in Sixteenth Century France (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1989), p. 60. 
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Finances 

The question of whether these dramatic changes in the 

royal army resulted from the frequency that the crown 

employed force, or of the crown used the army so often 

because it was available, is difficult to ascertain. What 

is certain is that the army was indeed used frequently 

throughout the period. The Thirty Years' War and The War of 

the Spanish Succession are but two of the more intensive 

examples of the century-long dynastic struggle between the 

Bourbons and the Hapsburgs. Some of this struggle was 

played out on the negotiating table, but much of it was 

decided on the battlefield. Even when French armies were 

not actually fighting, the Bourbon monarchy supported 

proxies with financial contributions, such as those it gave 

the Dutch and Swedish before France formally entered the 

Thirty Years' War in 1635. 

Another certainty is that the nearly constant warfare 

of the seventeenth century and the tremendous growth of the 

army that accompanied it placed an unprecedented strain on 

the French financial system. This financial system was 

marked more by chaos than by order, and struggled to meet 

the burdens placed upon it even in peacetime. During times 

of high military expenditure the situation was almost 

hopeless. Much of the traditional tale of absolutism is a 

depiction of the state's attempt to reform and regularize 

the tax system and to erode privileges that lessened its 
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ability to squeeze higher taxes from a reluctant population. 

Therefore, before looking at the crown's erosion of 

privileges it saw as obstructionist, it is helpful to 

examine the seventeenth-century crisis in finance and the 

state's reaction to it. 

Exactly how many millions of livres the French crown 

spent subsidizing allies in the seventeenth century will 

probably never be known, 23 but historians have made 

estimates of the level of total military expenditure. 24 

Lloyd Moote says that the crown spent an average of sixteen 

million livres annually during the 1620s on military 

matters. This average obscures individual years when still 

greater sums were spent. The September 1627 to October 1628 

siege of La Rochelle, for example, cost the crown forty 

million livres for that engagement alone, this coming at a 

time when subsidies to allies fighting the Hapsburgs had 

already increased the treasury deficit to fifty million 

livres in 1626. Little could be done to reduce the deficit 

23Richard Bonney, Political Change in France Under 
Richelieu and Mazarin, 1624-1661 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1978), pp. 42-43. Subsidies must, however, have been 
enormous. Bonney estimates the total cost of the war effort 
in 1637 as 108 million livres. If only about thirty-five 
million livres were spent on French forces that year as 
Lloyd Moote suggests (see below), then foreign subsidies 
mush have totaled approximately seventy-three million 
livres! 

24Figures for royal expenditures must remain estimates 
because of the treasury's practice of deferring expenses, 
and of simply keeping them secret. See Dent, Crisis in 
Finance, pp. 30-31. 



during the early 1630s, as military expenses grew to an 

average of about twenty million livres per year. Another 

big jump came after 6 May 1635 when France officially 

entered the Thirty Years' War. That year France spent 

thirty-three million livres on her armed forces. From 

there, the total expenditure on the military slowly 

21 

increased until it reached about thirty-eight million in the 

last years of Louis XIII's reign. 25 Clearly, French 

finances were on the point of collapse by the mid-1620s, a 

full decade before France's official involvement in the 

Thirty Years' War and less than two decades after Henry IV's 

minister Sully finally repaired the damage to the royal 

treasury wrought by the Wars of Religion. 

Where did the crown turn to find funds to cover its 

expenses? Henry IV relied extensively on borrowing from 

foreign sources at the end of the sixteenth century in his 

bid to win the throne. Unfortunately, there was little 

foreign contribution to French finances in the seventeenth 

century, aside from some papal contributions in the 1620s 

that were earmarked for Louis XIII's anti-Huguenot 

campaign.26 No doubt this was due largely to the fact that 

France was at war with the other major European powers 

during most of the century, her allies being smaller 

25A. Lloyd Moote, Louis XIII. The Just (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles: The University of California Press, 1989), pp. 
182, 198, 239-240. 

26Mettam, Power and Faction, pp. 110, 122. 



countries that depended on France to support their own war 

efforts. Another major reason for France's difficulty in 

attracting foreign funds was her unreliability as a 

borrower. The royal treasury could seldom afford to make 

even interest payments on its loans. Twice, the crown 

defaulted on its debuts, once in 1648 and again in 1661.27 

This last fact contributed to an understandable reluctance 

on the part of native Frenchmen to loan their government 

money as well. 

Unable to obtain sufficient funds through traditional 

forms of borrowing, the treasury resorted to other 

expedients. One method was to confiscate the fortunes of 

disloyal grandees, most notably Montmorency's in the 

1630s. 28 Another began after 28 March 1637 when the 
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council of finance decided to "force" towns and provinces to 

contribute to the war effort by "loaning" the treasury 

money. By the end of Louis XIV's reign, forced loans, 

sometimes disguised as free gifts (dons gratuits), rose to a 

level where they seriously threatened the economic life of 

many towns.29 Nonetheless, emergency measures such as 

27Ibid., p. 101. 

28Moote, Louis XIII, p. 231. 

29Bonney, Political Change, pp. 42-44; Dent, Crisis in 
Finance, p. 40. The crown "persuaded" municipalities and 
provinces to make these loans by sending out royal 
commissioners known as intendants to make it perfectly 
clear what the king expected. Somewhat similar to army 
intendants, these commissioners had wider-ranging powers and 
duties. They will be discussed in more detail below. 



these provided only a drop in a very large bucket. The 

earlier promulgation of the paulette in 1604 eventually 

proved to be the foundation of a more dependable source of 

revenue. This financial expedient30 ingeniously allowed 
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the crown to profit from the widespread sale of the state's 

offices to private individuals. 

The paulette, or droit annuel, vastly increased the 

attractiveness and value of offices by legitimizing the 

long-standing practice of transmitting them hereditarily, in 

return for a fee originally set at one-sixtieth of the 

office's value. The financial effect of this edict was 

dramatic and immediate. In the first years after its 

promulgation, the sale of offices accounted for eight 

percent of treasury receipts. This was enough for the crown 

to realize that it had stumbled onto a good thing, and that 

it could prevent the well from ever running dry simply by 

creating more and more new offices. That these offices were 

sinecures with little or no apparent function other than to 

raise funds through their sale was immaterial. Or so it 

seemed at first. During the early 1620s, the treasury 

collected thirty-eight percent of its revenues by selling 

royal offices, and the percentage continued to grow. In 

1637 the treasury collected a total of 57.5 million livres, 

30sharon Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients in 
Seventeenth Century France (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1986), pp. 178-179. 



about fifty percent of which came from the sale of 

offices. 31 Originally a temporary expedient, the paulette 

was in place to stay. 

As dramatic as the paulette's financial effects were, 

they are rivaled by the social and political changes 

augmented by the edict. Private ownership of public 

authority in France began long before 1604. In the 

beginning, the crown sold its offices not to raise money, 

but to save money: it could not afford to provide its 

officers more than a nominal salary. Subjects purchased 

24 

positions based upon the opportunity for economic gain that 

the performance of an office's duties provided. 32 This 

began to change even before the paulette. After about 1570, 

the political and social importance of an office became the 

predominant factor in determining its value, overshadowing 

the impact of strictly economic factors such as the 

opportunity a position provided for lucre. This change is 

reflected in the relative rise in value of a socially 

prestigious councillorship in the Parlement of Rauen as 

compared to a treasurer generalship, the latter an office 

31Anderson, Lineages, pp. 94-95; Moote, Louis XIII, p. 
231. 

32Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, p. 195. 
Perquisites were a normal, everyday part of conducting 
business in the ancien regime and their acceptance was not 
considered corrupt. 



with a relatively high economic return, but low social 

esteem. 33 

Another reason for the relative rise in value of a 

25 

councillorship that also reflects the new social importance 

of offices was the fact that parlementary and similarly high 

offices ennobled their holders. The most important 

positions ennobled in the first degree, meaning that their 

holders obtained transmissible nobility after a tenure of 

twenty years, or passed on their nobility to heirs if the 

officer died in office. Offices that ennobled in the first 

degree were leadership positions in the Court of Requests, 

the Parlements of Paris, Besancon, Dombes, Flanders, and 

Grenoble; the chambers of accounts of Dole and Paris; the 

court of aids and the court of moneys in Paris (after 1719); 

the superior councils of Artois and Dombes; and the bureau 

of finances of Paris. 34 Other offices, such as those in 

the Parlements of Aix, Bordeaux, Dijon, Metz, Navarre, 

Rennes, Rouen, and Toulouse, only ennobled in the second 

degree, requiring that two generations occupy the office for 

twenty years each before the third generation became 

33Jonathan Dewald, The Formation of a Provincial 
Nobility: The Magistrates of the Parlement of Rouen, 1499-
1610 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), p. 143. 

34Guy Chaussinand-Nogaret, The French Nobility in the 
Eighteenth Century. From Feudalism to Enlightenment, trans. 
William Doyle (London: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 
pp. 25-26. 



permanently noble.35 Still, the purchase of even a second

tier ennobling office was the quickest and by far the 

easiest way for a commoner to obtain nobility.36 

Combined with this new importance of offices, the 

paulette reinforced a new social order, or sub-order, the 

26 

robe nobility. The paulette's role in this is due not only 

to its effect on the transmissibility of offices, but also 

on the price of those offices. While originally increasing 

the value of offices, it ultimately reduced their cost on 

the open market, indirectly, thanks to the crown's strong 

proclivity for multiplying the number of offices offered for 

sale. By 1635, existing offices' value had declined by 

fifty percent. 37 Naturally, any reduction in their 

property's value enraged current officeholders, and they 

acted as the only brake on creating still more offices. On 

the other hand, the declining economic value of offices also 

meant than an increasing proportion of the population could 

afford them. As wealthy bourgeois soon discovered, the 

crown's financial difficulties provided an avenue into the 

nobility at a time when it was no longer possible to become 

35rbid., p. 26. 

36The king could, of course, choose to elevate a man to 
the nobility instantly, but this practice was mostly 
reserved to those who spent many years in the crown's 
service, and even then usually closely connected to military 
service. 

37Bonney, Political Change, pp. 168-169. 
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noble by purchasing a fief,38 and nearly impossible for 

would-be nobles to assume noble status by acclamation after 

three or four generations of living in the noble manner. 

Thus, both the crown and wealthy members of the third estate 

benefitted from the paulette, the crown financially and the 

third estate socially. However, the king found his 

financial rewards balanced against the paulette's 

detrimental social effect, the creation of a large and 

unruly bureaucracy. As Roland Mousnier concludes, "la 

monarchie, avec un rei en principe absolu, fut en fait 

une monarchie temperee par la venalite des offices. n39 

The creation of a venal bureaucracy was not the only 

way in which the monarchy sought to increase its revenues. 

While direct taxation's share of royal revenue declined 

during the seventeenth century in relation to that of 

irregular financial sources like the sale of offices, this 

was not because taxation was stable. On the contrary, royal 

receipts from the taille and other taxes40 began to rise 

spectacularly in the sixteenth century, a rise which 

38Michael Bush, Noble Privilege (New York: Holmes & 
Meier Publishers, Inc., 1983), p. 36. This was outlawed by 
the Ordonnance of Blois (1579). 

39Roland Mousnier, La Venalite des Offices Sous Henri 
IV et Louis XIII (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 
1971), p. 666. 

40other direct taxes included the taillon, subsistance, 
etape, Fondes des Marechaussees, Fondes des ponts-et
chaussees, and the ustensile. Interestingly, all of them 
were in various ways intended to pay for the upkeep of the 
army. See Dent, Crisis in Finance, pp. 34-35. 
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continued, with occasional lulls, throughout the next 

century. Even a short review of royal income reveals a 

draconian rise in taxation, with the periods of greatest 

increase coming in the 1570s to 1580s and from the 1620s to 

the 1630s. 

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, in 1514, 

Louis XII had an annual income of 7.6 million livres. 

Thirty years later Francis I collected over 14 million 

livres. In 1574, at the beginning of the first period of 

sharp growth in royal income, the treasury was enriched by 

21 million livres. Just seven years later the crown was 

able to collect about 32 million livres. At this point, 

royal receipts stagnated. As late as 1610 Henry IV's income 

had only grown to about 32.5 million livres, still resulting 

in an overall growth of some 25 million livres, or more than 

four hundred percent, over the course of about a century, 

despite almost no growth in the 1590s and the first decade 

of the new century. Under Richelieu's guiding hand, 

however, royal collections experienced a new burst of 

productivity. By his death in 1643 revenues expanded to 

about 79 million livres, at which point the royal minority 

of Louis XIV and the Fronde ended the second period of 

dramatic growth. Still, royal revenues rose to 84 million 

livres by Louis' assumption of personal rule in 1661. 41 

Obviously, the elevenfold rise in these figures, which 

Uibid., p. 9. 
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represent total royal income, over the period of a century 

and a half reflect not only an increase in taxation, but 

also the influence of other financial expedients discussed 

above. Still, even during the late 1630s when these 

expedients were at their height, the increase in the taille 

approximated the overall growth, almost doubling from 36.6 

million livres in 1635 to 72.6 in 1643.42 

The cases of Dauphine, Provence, and Normandy 

demonstrate what these tax increases meant on a provincial 

scale. In 1629, Dauphine enriched the treasury by 67,055 

livres for the taille alone. Just two years later, the 

taille drained the province of 384,637 livres, more than a 

fivefold increase. The richer province of Normandy suffered 

a similar tax affliction during those years. In 1634, the 

taille amounted to 2 million livers, despite the provincial 

estates having granted only 400,000 livres. Four years 

later, the taille stood at 3 million livres. 43 As for 

province, it paid a taille of 271,000 livres in 1620, over 

1.8 million in 1657. 44 It does not take much imagination 

to realize what tax increases on this scale meant to the 

42Bonney, Political Change, pp. 173-174. 

BMajor, Representative Government, p. 557; Moote, 
Louis XIII, pp. 248-249. 

Hsharon Kettering, Judicial Politics and Urban Revolt 
in Seventeenth-Century France. The Parlement of Aix, 1629-
1659 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978), p. 58. 
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peasantry, who were both the poorest stratum of society and 

the primary taxpayers. 

Unfortunately for the king and most of his subjects, 

only a fraction of tax revenues ever reached the treasury. 

Greed and gross inefficiency in the tax assessment and 

collection machinery combined to give France what must 

surely have been one of the least cost-effective tax systems 

ever seen. Its public and private elements both skimmed 

their "share" of public revenues directly off the top. Part 

of this resulted from acceptable perquisites, part from 

unacceptable inefficiency. 

The tax regime's structure typified its basic 

inefficiency. In fact, the underlying problem with the tax 

system was its administrative diversity. There were, first 

of all, two ways of determining taxable land from tax exempt 

land. All routier land was taxed in areas of the taille 

reelle, regardless of the owner's status. In the areas 

under the taille personnelle, all noble-owned land was tax 

exempt, regardless of whether or not it was a seigneurie. 

There was also a major difference int he institution that 

assessed and collected the taille which roughly corresponded 

to the geographical division between pays d'elections and 

pays d'etats. In the pays d'elections the taille was 

assessed and collected by the royal tax machinery, while in 

most pays d'etats these tasks were carried out by the 



provincial estates general and its officials. 45 The 

following paragraphs aim to illuminate more distinctly the 

differences in the two tax regimes, differences which 

clearly left the pays d'etats far better off than the 

remainder of the realm. 
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The principal royal tax officials were the tresoriers-

generaux de France and their subordinates, the elus. Elus 

staffed geographical units known as elections, several of 

which together formed a generalite, headed by a tresorier. 

Tresoriers were responsible for inspecting each election 

under their jurisdiction to determine local economic 

conditions. Based on that information they allocated the 

taille among the different elections. The elus completed 

the process by dividing each election's total assessment 

among its different parishes.H Similar kinds of officials 

staffed the estates' tax offices, except that they answered 

to a provincial treasurer whose books were verified by the 

procureurs du pays and audited by the cour des comptes, 

before the tax was released to the royal treasury. 47 

Provincial estates brought concrete tax advantages to 

their citizens when they controlled the tax machinery. 

45Normandy, Auvergne, Forez, Bresse, Bugey, and Gex all 
had the unusual combination of a provincial estates and the 
royal tax apparatus. See Major, Representative Government, 
p. 378. 

46Bonney, Political Change, p. 167; Dent, Crisis in 
Finance, pp. 34-35. 

41Kettering, Judicial Politics, p. 59. 
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Conversely, the royal tax apparatus permitted the king to 

extract a disproportionate share of his income from the pays 

d'elections. The pays d'etats without elections comprised 

about one-third of France, but in mid-century contributed 

only about eleven percent of the taille. Moreover, those 

provinces with the strongest estates, particularly 

Languedoc, paid the smallest portion of a11. 48 Faced with 

rising expenses, the crown dreamed of establishing greater 

revenue parity and administrative uniformity between the 

pays d'elections and the pays d'etats by weakening the 

provincial estates and imposing royal tax officials in areas 

without them. 

Most French representative institutions found it 

difficult to defend themselves against royal encroachments. 

They suffered from the lack of well-established rights to 

consent to taxation and to meet regularly. This was 

especially true of the national body, the Estates General. 

This body's consent had never been necessary for new 

taxes, 49 and the point became moot after 1614. Even during 

the Wars of Religion, when the Estates was relatively 

active, it averaged less than one meeting per decade, 

•srbid., p. 58. Taxation was also proportionately 
lighter in Brittany, Burgundy, and Provence. Bonney, 
Political Change, p. 383. 

49Bonney, Political Change, p. 347. In the sixteenth 
century, when the Estates General still met occasionally, 
some theorists did believe that that body had previously 
enjoyed the right to consent to taxation. 
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convening in 1576, 1584, 1593, then not again until 1614. 

The Estates General's next meeting did not occur, as it 

turned out, until 1789. So the crown avoided conflict with 

the national representative body simply by not having one. 

Mirroring the general decentralization of French 

authority, the stronger provincial estates were far more 

active than the moribund Estates General. Weaker or less-

established provincial estates met less often than their 

more robust brothers. When provincial estates did meet, 

they performed a variety of tasks, depending upon their 

vitality. The leading modern historian of French 

representative institutions has found that about eight 

percent of France had estates that voted taxes for their own 

use and had permanent tax officials. Even these estates did 

not normally have the right to set the level of royal 

taxation, 50 only to remonstrate when the king's exactions 

seemed too high. In another twelve percent of the realm 

estates occasionally met to discuss taxes, or to remonstrate 

against them, but not to vote even a token approval of them. 

In the last twenty-five percent of the pays d'etats, the 

50Although long forgotten by the seventeenth century, 
there was a shadowy tradition of allowing some provincial 
estates to consent to taxation. The English threat 
persuaded Philip VI to use representative institutions to 
approve taxes, notably in 1347. In 1428, Charles VII 
formally recognized Languedoc's right to consent to 
taxation, an action extended to Normandy in 1458. See 
Major, Representative Government, pp. 14, 46. 



estates usually met only to elect deputies to the Estates 

Genera1, 51 a duty for which there was no need after 1614. 
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Sometimes the crown's battle against provincial estates 

took the form of simply ignoring them and setting the tax 

level by fiat. 52 More often, estates were brought around 

to supplying the formality of approving royal tax requests 

through hard bargaining by the provincial governor, 

utilization of clientage ties, and pressure on individual 

representatives through lettres de chachet and lettres de 

jussion. Early in the century, Henry IV and Louis XIII 

adopted a more forceful tactic: an attempt to impose the 

royal tax regime in Guyenne, Burgundy, Rouergue, Dauphine, 

Languedoc, Bresse, Bugey, and Gex. 53 Only in weak or newly 

conquered mini-provinces like Bresse or Gex did the crown 

enjoy long-term success. In the other provinces where 

elections were created they lasted only a short while before 

they were retracted. 

The primary reason for the failure of the royal tax 

machinery to take root in provinces like languedoc, 

Burgundy, and Guyenne was that the provincial estates in 

those provinces were able to defend themselves by pointing 

51Ibid., pp. 46, 168. 

52In Normandy, Auvergne, Forez, Bresse, Bugey, and Gex, 
for example, see ibid., pp. 378, 611. 

53Parker, Making of French Absolutism, p. 72; Moote, 
Louis XIII, pp. 231-232; Major, Representative Government, 
pp. 295, 376, 378. 
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to the inefficiency and corruption of royal tax officers. 

One problem with the elus was that they were local men who 

had property interests in their elections. As a result, 

parishes were elus or their families owned land too often 

escaped most of the burden of the taille, forcing other 

areas to take up the slack, especially those parishes that 

had in some way offended an elu. 54 Also, elus were 

reluctant to use troops to coerce payment of the taille, 

fearing that looting troops might damage elu property. 

Especially during the Fronde, this led to a predictably huge 

arrears of 30 million livres in the taille by 1653. Many 

peasants simply refused to pay their rapidly increasing tax 

assessment without coercion. tlus conspired to allow this 

by keeping deliberately confused accounts in order to 

prevent effective auditing of their activities. 55 

The effect of this corruption was to make the royal tax 

system much more expensive than that of the provincial 

estates. For example, the abortive 1628 attempt to 

establish twenty-two elections in Languedoc required a staff 

of seven hundred new officials whose salaries equaled about 

200,000 livres per year. Adding in certain perquisites 

accruing to the elus and tresoriers, the overall cost of 

collecting the taille by royal officials in Languedoc 

amounted to a sum of about 400,000 livres per year, ten 

54 Bonney, Political Change, p. 170. 

55rbid., pp. 175-176. 



times the cost incurred by the estates when they assessed 

and collected the taille. 56 Imposition of elections 
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produced similar results in Rouergue, where costs increased 

from eight thousand livres per year to twenty-seven 

thousand, and in Dauphine, where costs merely doubled.57 

Thus, the royal tax regime made it easier for the crown to 

demand higher taxes, but harder to collect them. 

Typically, the crown's response to the increasingly 

obvious failure of its regular tax officials was to turnover 

the administration of the taille to yet another type of 

royal official, the intendants of police, justice, and 

finance. This process began in December 1633 and was 

formalized by royal edict on 8 August 1642. 58 Henceforth, 

the tresoriers and elus were subordinated to the intendants. 

It was the intendants' task to carry out parish assessments, 

verify the accounts of the tax receivers, and guide the 

bureaux des finances.59 These officials, usually former 

maitres des requ~tes and parlementaires, were more 

dependable and accountable because their authority was 

56Major, Representative Government, pp. 553-554. For a 
brief general discussion of this point see Beik, Absolutism 
and Society, pp. 201-202. 

57 Parker, Making, p. 7 2. 

58Robert Harding, Anatomy of a Power Elite: The 
Provincial Governors of Early Modern France (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1978), pp. 205-206. 

59Parker, Making, pp. 72-73; Bonney, Political Change, 
pp. 184-185. 
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derived from a royal commission, rather than ownership of an 

office. The main advantage of placing the direct tax system 

in the hands of the intendants resulted from their outside 

status. Unlike the elus, intendants were not local men with 

local interests. Moreover, the crown sought to maintain the 

outsider status of intendants by recalling or rotating them 

after terms of about three years. 

The antecedents of the intendancy stretch back to the 

middle years of the sixteenth century when the crown began 

to send agents to the provinces with specific commissions to 

deal with specific problems. 60 These early commissioners 

were temporary expedients who went home when their job was 

finished. At this early stage in their development 

intendants were present in most provinces only sporadically. 

During the first decades of the seventeenth century, the 

tendency was for increased use of commissioners, and for 

those commissioners to assume a wider range of duties. By 

1633, and until the Fronde years of 1648 to 1653, the 

intendants' duties were fairly standardized and their 

presence almost universa1. 61 Intendants were recalled 

during the Fronde, only to be reestablished with even 

greater vigor after that revolt was settled. 

The general rule was to have one intendant per province 

in the pays d'etats and one per generalite in the pays 

60Parker, Making, P. 6 3. 

61Harding, p. 20 5. 



d'elections. Many of the intendants' duties were military 

in nature, and indeed the army intendants discussed above 
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were a more limited type of intendant. As their full title 

suggests, intendants exercised judicial functions and also 

wide-ranging powers to manipulate municipal elections and 

investigate their debts. In fact, conducting investigations 

and reporting back to the royal ministers was one of the 

intendants' primary duties. In 1663, Colbert required his 

intendants to investigate and describe the character of the 

realm's parlementaires. One of the Parlement of Paris 

presidents, De Longueil, is described in a report in this 

way: De Longueil, 

. est interesse et de peu de conscience, habile en 
sa charge, donne pour la cour suivant ses interets; a 
de grands biens, et particulierement du do~aine du roy, 
pour raison desguels on a de grandes prises sur luy. 

The report also notes his friends and enemies. However, 

another president of the court is described as a "homme sans 

=s-=u=f=-=f,_,i,_,s=a=n=c=e'-L,___,s~a=n=s=--=c=r-=e:...::d=i::....:t:....L..-, --=-· ~·---=·-" over whom "M . de Sa veuse a 

pouvoir absolu. "62 This was exactly the type of 

information the ministers needed to use and manipulate 

clientage systems. Due both to their increased efficiency 

as compared to venal officers and also to their direct 

connection with the royal ministry, intendants were the 

62G. B. Depping, Correspondance administrative sous le 
regne de Louis XIV. Collection des documents inedits sur 
l'histoire de France, 4 vols. (Paris: 1850-55), 2:34, 36. 



crown's most important and effective institutional 

innovation. 
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Alongside the intendancy, there was another way in 

which the state sought to bypass the inefficiency of the 

regular royal tax system and the reluctance of the 

provincial estates to vote the king all he wanted. This was 

by encouraging privatization of the financial structure, 

particularly during the periods 1635 to 1661 and 1683 to 

1715. 63 Private financiers dominated French finance during 

these years because they provided quick cash and because 

they assumed most of the risks involved in tax collection. 

The contract between the treasury and a financier, the 

traite, called for the traitant to provide what amounted to 

a loan, or partie. Actually, the crown sold, or farmed out, 

the right to collect a tax or sell a block of offices for a 

lump sum payment based upon the amount of revenue expected 

to be collected, minus a discount. Tax after tax was sold, 

until finally even the taille personelle itself was 

privatized during Louis XIV's minority. In fact, all of the 

direct taxes were lumped together into one huge general farm 

during Louis XIV's time. 

Many traitants made enormous fortunes because any sums 

they collected in excess of their payment was pure profit. 

As a result, tax farmers were assiduous tax collectors, 

using royal troops to aid their collections and generally 

63nent, Crisis in Finance, p. 20. 
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increasing the harshness of the tax system. 64 A letter 

dated 24 May 1673 from Colbert to Louis XIV demonstrates the 

crown's awareness of the benefits to the treasury of leaving 

tax collection in private hands, recommending farming a tax 

rather than using the royal tax apparatus to collect it 

because, "farming is the surer method, and the tax farmers 

would show greater determination than the royal agents we 

would have to send out. "65 Although the treasury was 

forced to deal with financiers because of their economic 

assets, their showy style of living and the unsavory source 

of their profits made financiers universally unpopular. 

Periodically, individual financiers who grew too 

ostentatiously rich were arrested. Still, the treasury 

always found new financiers to deal with because they were 

the indispensable, if shaky, safety net for the royal 

financial system. 

Sovereign Courts 

While the stronger provincial estates were staunch 

defenders of local privileges, their overall effectiveness 

was restricted by their geographical limitation to the pays 

64Moote, Louis XIII, p. 246. Although royal fusiliers 
helped collect taxes, other troops sometimes hijacked tax 
shipments. See Depping, 3:133. 

65pierre Clement, ed., Lettres, instructions et 
memoires de Colbert, 7 vols. (Paris: 1861-82), 
2(i):ccxxxii, in Roger Mettam, ed., Government and Society 
in Louis XIV's France (London: The Macmillan Press, Ltd., 
1977), p. 12. 
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d'etats. The same cannot be said for the sovereign courts, 

whose separate jurisdictions stretched across the whole of 

France. Sovereign courts were courts with the theoretical 

right to register royal edicts that concerned matters 

germane to their respective specialties before those edicts 

became operative within the court's jurisdiction. There 

were four types of sovereign courts. Listed in the 

approximate order of their influence, they were the 

parlements, the chambres des comptes, the cours des aides, 

and the cour des monnaies. By the seventeenth century the 

Parlement of Paris had emerged as the single most 

influential sovereign court, but this was due to its 

proximity to the throne rather than provincial acceptance of 

its national leadership. Actually, the Parisian parlement 

did think of itself as the first among equals, and in fact 

provided leadership during the parlementary phase of the 

Fronde. Generally, however, the relationship among the 

various sovereign courts was characterized by rivalry, each 

institution jealously guarding its prerogatives against 

intrusion from any quarter. 

Disunity allowed the crown to adopt a divide-and

conquer tactic when dealing with sovereign courts, often by 

massaging the egos of the Parisian parlementaries in return 

for a freer hand in the provinces. For example, one of the 

king's intrusions into the sovereign courts' prerogatives 

involved evocation of cases from the sovereign courts to the 



royal council. Particularly during the middle decades of 

the century, the crown preferred to bypass the parlements 

and the cours des aides in cases involving intendants and 
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unpopular financial innovations. On 8 July 1661 Louis XIV 

issued a decree confirming the superior status of the royal 

council in judicial matters, complaining that sovereign 

courts were contesting his authority and implying that 

evocations would continue. 66 While this edict belatedly 

carved out the throne's theoretical position, continued 

opposition to the practice and the king's desire to repair 

his post-Fronde relationship with the Parlement of Paris 

induced the council to restrict its use of evocations to 

cases originating in the provincial sovereign courts, with 

the council usually turning those cases over to the Parisian 

parlement. 67 This had the effect of diffusing opposition 

to the king's remaining judicial usurpations, and of 

strengthening the Parlement of Paris relative to its 

provincial rivals. 68 

The king and the Parlement of Paris did not always 

cooperate so closely, or at all. The courts were untied on 

many issues involving their relationship with the state. In 

general, the crown worked to reduce to a formality the 

66rsambert, 17:403-406. 

67Mettam, Power and Faction, p. 208. 

68The classic examination of the Parlement of Paris 1s 
J. H. Shennan, The Parlement of Paris (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornelliversity Press, 1968). 
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sovereign courts' right to register royal edicts before they 

became operative and to restrict their right of 

remonstrance. As the right of remonstrance, that is, the 

right to voice objections to royal edicts before registering 

them, was derived from the nobility's ancient right to 

counsel the king, these were innovations that no part of the 

judiciary could support. On important issues such as these, 

the crown was thus likely to be faced with a united 

opposition. 

One technique that could be used to overcome judicial 

opposition to royal policies was the manipulation and abuse 

of an innovation attributed to Francis I, the lit de 

justice. In a lit de justice the king appeared in person 

before his sovereign court to register his edicts. Louis 

XIII employed this practice a record twenty times, setting a 

precedent for his successors. 69 His mother, Marie de 

Medici, and his wife, Anne of Austria, also conducted lits 

during their respective regencies, completely novel actions 

of dubious constitutionality that were bitterly resented. 70 

Sometimes lits were used to register edicts that 

further infringed on the courts' prerogatives. Louis XIII's 

69sarah Hanley, The Lit de Justice of the Kings of 
France. Constitutional Ideology in Legend, Ritual, and 
Discourse (Princeton: University Press, 1983), p. 294. 
Louis XIII's reign saw half of the total of forty lits held 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth-centuries. 

70Moote, Louis XIII, p. 252; Mettam, Power and Faction, 
pp. 168, 138, 142. Anne actually began her Regency with a 
lit de justice that abrogated her husband's will. 
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last lit was held on 21 February 1641. Here Louis 

promulgated an edict that limited the Parlement of Paris to 

one remonstrance for judicial edicts and two for financial 

ones. 71 In October 1652 Cardinal Mazarin, acting for the 

minor Louis XIV, also sought to limit the parlement's 

activities, prohibiting them from interfering in affairs of 

state and financial matters. 72 In a move that symbolizes 

the thrust of the throne's attempt to transform the 

sovereign courts, they were renamed superior courts in July 

of 1661. Finally, Louis XIV further restricted the courts' 

right of remonstrance in 1673, this time to the point of 

reducing it to an entirely symbolic act. After that date 

remonstrances could only be issued after, not before, 

registration of the edict in question. 13 

Despite the king's efforts to restrict the privileges 

of his courts, they could still offer resistance to his 

policies. This is particularly true of the Parlement of 

Paris, in part because the crown tended to use this 

institution as a foil against the provincial courts, as in 

the case of evocations. One of the surest ways to arouse 

the parlementaires was to threaten their offices and 

pocketbooks. In 1630 the crown tied renewal of the paulette 

to an additional twenty-five percent fee on the value of 

71Isambert, 16:529-535. 

72Ibid., 17:299-301. 

73Bonney, Political Change, p. 420. 
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offices. The parlementaires wanted the paulette renewed of 

course, but balked at the steep fee. To pressure the throne 

they refused to register financial edicts. They even had 

the nerve to amend a royal edict declaring servants of 

Gaston d'Orleans guilty of treason. Louis XIII tore up the 

amendment and temporarily exiled the leaders of the 

parlementary opposition, but reduced the paulette renewal 

fee for the Parisian parlementaires, while retaining the 

higher fee for other officers. Moreover, the paulette was 

never again threatened. 74 

Another example illustrates the ineffectiveness of the 

royal laws restricting the sovereign courts' traditional 

rights. In December 1655, just over three years after the 

1652 edict that denied the Parlement of Paris any competence 

in financial matters, the Parlement forced the king to give 

up his attempt to devalue the coinage. First, they 

compelled Louis XIV to admit that they and the cour des 

monnaies both had the right to register financial edicts. 

Then the parlementaires reduced the edict's effectiveness by 

upholding litigants' appeals against it. Faced with 

consistent parlementary opposition, as well as popular 

discontent, the crown finally abandoned its coinage 

plans. 75 

HMoote, Louis XIII, pp. 228, 229. 

75Mettam, Power and Faction, p. 166. 
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Even with their right of remonstrance restricted, and 

even without the right to refuse registration of royal 

edicts when the king resorted to a lit de justice, sovereign 

courts could delay registration and implementation of 

legislation for months. This was true even when the 

legislation in question was important to the king or his 

ministers. The fate of the Code Michaud illustrates this 

point perfectly. Louis XII's appearance at a lit de justice 

in support of the Code in January 1629 made its registration 

constitutionally inevitable, but the Parlement insisted on 

tediously working its way through the Code's hundreds of 

articles, delaying publication of the Code until 

September. 76 Still later in the century, in 1653 after 

most of the edicts restricting the courts' privileges had 

already been promulgated in the wake of the Fronde, the 

Parlement of Paris was able to discuss and negotiate 

amendments to fourteen financial edicts that were registered 

through yet another lit de justice. 77 Thus, the crown's 

actions in the seventeenth century did not reduce the 

judiciary to abject submission, and in fact strengthened the 

Parlement of Paris vis-a-vis its provincial rivals. 

However, they did tend to limit, though not eliminate, the 

courts' ability to interfere in public policy. 

76Major, Representative Government, p. 517. 

77Parker, Making, pp. 115-116. 



Privileges 

Even if the king had been blessed with an efficient 

bureaucracy, he would have still found it difficult to 

implement the century's large-scale tax increases in light 

of the network of privileges that pervaded the ancien 

regime. Institutional reform was necessarily only one 

aspect of the crown's effort to increase its ability to 
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collect taxes and impose its will. Equal attention was also 

given to overcoming some of the privileges that combined 

with inefficient institutions to hinder the state's freedom 

of action. This is not to imply that the crown led a 

general attack on the concept of privilege. The first faint 

stirrings of that would, in fact, come in the 1690s, but not 

from the crown and only in theoretical discussions. 78 

Indeed, all of the social groups and corporate or political 

bodies enjoyed privileges of one kind or another, and the 

crown created new privileges even as it suppressed old 

ones. 79 

As befitted servants of God, the first estate, for 

example, enjoyed the right of precedence. This meant that 

their estate led processions and enjoyed priority in such 

78Mettam, Power and Faction, p. 78. 

79while 
eliminated, 
themselves. 
regime were 
overlapping 
p. 17. 

individual privileges were sometimes 
the same was not true of institutions 

None of the important elements of the ancien 
ever eliminated, leaving a patchwork of 
functions and jurisdictions. See Gaubert, 



matters as seating and the order of speaking when they 

participated in representative bodies. As cardinals, 

Richelieu and Mazarin had the right of precedence even in 

the royal council and even over the chancellor.ao 
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Clergymen also had other privileges, such as the right to a 

trial within the ecclesiastical court system and tax 

exemption. 

While the first estate enjoyed the prestige of 

precedence, the most extensively privileged social group was 

the second estate. 81 Many noble privileges were honorific, 

but they were among the most treasured because they gave 

nobles a sense of separateness. Even the humblest noble 

identified himself by carrying a sword, sitting in a special 

pew at church, and perhaps adding turrets or dovecotes to 

his house. 82 Other noble privileges had more direct 

political or economic value. For example, nobles 

administered justice through about seventy thousand 

seigneurial courts. 83 If accused of a crime, their trials 

8°aonney, Political Change, p. 3. 

81The robe nobility are included in the second estate 
here for purposes of discussion, although they were 
considered part of the third estate in Estates General 
meetings. 

82chaussinand-Nogaret, p. 46; Pierre Goubert, The 
Ancien Regime. French Society, 1600-1750, trans. Steve Cox 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1973), pp. 162-163. 

83Not, by the mid-seventeenth century, an exclusively 
noble privilege, as seigneurial rights were attached to the 
seigneurie, which might be owned by anyone. Still, this was 
a right closely identified with the nobility, who still 
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were conducted by one of the parlements. If found guilty of 

a capital offense, they were beheaded, sparing them the 

indignity of the wheel or noose.B4 Their most valuable 

privilege was one they shared with the first estate: 

exemption from direct and many indirect taxes.85 

It is tempting to say that about the third estate's 

only privileges were paying taxes and obeying their 

superiors, but actually many commoners were also privileged 

through their membership in corporate bodies or political 

divisions that had privileges of their own, guilds for 

example. Or they benefitted from citizenship in a town. As 

Pierre Gaubert has written, "a town without privileges is as 

unthinkable as a town without walls. "86 These municipal 

privileges were as varied as the towns themselves, but most 

privileges of this type provided trade monopolies or relief 

from various duties or direct taxes. As a result, the 

primary recipient of third estate privileges was the 

bourgeoisie, followed by artisans and craftsmen, because 

they engaged in the types of activities advantaged by those 

privileges. 

owned most fiefs. 

84Mettam, Power and Faction, p. 205; Bush, p. 67. 

85Bush, p. 32. Tax exemption was valuable not only for 
the obvious economic reasons, but because it was derived 
from the noble raison d'~tre, their role as society's 
warriors. Nobles did, however, pay taxes on any non-noble 
land they owned in the areas of taille reele. 

86Goubert, p. 20 5. 
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The extent of a town's privileges was loosely related 

to its political power and economic importance, but many 

obscure or insignificant villages managed to obtain 

privileges as a reward for some service or another. The 

tiny hamlet of Grizac, for example, was exempt from the 

taille until 1579 because it had the good fortune to have 

been Pope Urban V's birthplace early in the fourteenth 

century. Grizac shared its exemption from the taille with 

several of its larger cousins, including Angers, Beauvais, 

Bordeaux, Paris, and Rouen. 87 In fact, by the eighteenth 

century up to four percent of the non-noble population was 

exempt from the taille, twice as many, in absolute numbers, 

as were exempt due to noble status. 88 Although they were 

the least privileged segment of society, commoners shared in 

many of the privileges that the crown extended to the first 

two estates. They too had a place in the society of 

privilege. 

Naturally, the universal occurrence of privilege 

throughout society made it very difficult for the central 

government to impose any sort of unified rule without 

stepping on someone's toes. For the most part the state was 

willing to respect this limitation upon its authority. 

However, when a group's privileges were so great as to 

87Higgonet, Pont-de-Montvert, p. 6; Goubert, p. 205. 

88 Bush , p . 3 6 . 



constitute a threat to its authority, the crown was much 

less accommodating. 
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In the first quarter of the seventeenth century the 

body whose privileges constituted the greatest threat to 

royal authority was not a social group, but a religious one: 

the Huguenots. The ingrained strength of French 

Protestantism, so evident in the sixteenth century, was 

institutionalized by the Edict of Nantes (1598). Letters 

patent issued in conjunction with this edict guaranteed 

Huguenot safety and religious freedom by creating a separate 

court system for Huguenots89 and by allowing them about 150 

fortresses, or places de surete. Although most were 

insignificant militarily, Montauban and La Rochelle were 

formidable strongholds, so formidable that they could be 

taken only with a large force and at great cost. Moreover, 

the crown's aggressive foreign policy meant that potential 

Huguenot separatist could envision Dutch or English support. 

Thus, while the Edict of Nantes defused the Wars of 

Religion, it also assured the survival of the potential for 

serious confrontation between the state and the Huguenot 

state-within-a-state. 

Always sensitive to real or imagined affronts to his 

authority, Louis XIII could not stomach the continued threat 

of the Huguenot state-within-a-state. Richelieu was of a 

like mind. Writing to his confidant Father Joseph in the 

89The Chambre de !'Edict. 
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mid-1620s, Richelieu revealed three broad goals for his 

ministry, the first of which was 11 
••• de ruiner les 

huguenots et de rendre le Roy absolu dans son 

:!!:tat. II 90 The Huguenots had still further reason to 

worry because Louis was a very different man than his 

father. Henry IV is famous for his flexible religious 

principles, but his son was a devout Catholic. As such, the 

adherence of a large faction of his subjects to the religion 

pretendue sincerely troubled him. Yet, Louis did not 

believe in forced conversions and honored the religious 

aspects of his father's settlement with the Huguenots, while 

dismantling the military and political safeguards intended 

to guarantee their decreed religious freedoms. 

Personally leading his troops in repeated campaigns 

against the Huguenots during the 1620s, Louis adopted the 

tactic of reducing places-de-surete one by one. Often the 

smaller fortresses surrendered when the royal army appeared 

around their walls. The personal presence of the monarch 

was intimidating, especially when he was at the head of his 

army. Other times, a siege was necessary. The fierceness 

of these sieges illustrates both Louis' determination to 

destroy Protestant military power and the need to eliminate 

internal fortifications. In 1621 Louis' policy underwent an 

early test when Montauban successfully endured a four-month-

90Nicholas Goulas, Memoires, ed. Charles Constant, 3 
vols. (Paris: 1879), 2:19-29. 
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long siege, her ramparts absorbing some 16,000 cannonballs. 

Louis learned an expensive lesson when his besieging army of 

30,000 men wasted away to only 12,000 by the time it 

withdrew in November.91 As it turned out, this was only a 

temporary respite for Montauban as the reinforced royal army 

returned the next year, this time succeeding to its task. 

The siege of Montauban, however, proved to be a prelude to 

an even tougher struggle, the siege of La Rochelle. La 

Rochelle, benefiting somewhat from desultory English support 

and more so from the threat of more substantial foreign 

assistance, held out against royal forces for more than a 

year before finally succumbing in October 1628. 92 This was 

the last major Huguenot stronghold, and Louis and Richelieu 

assured the permanence of their work by dismembering the 

corpse of the Huguenot state-within-a-state the next year 

while returning to Paris from the 1629 campaign in support 

of the duke of Mantua. 

In this instance, the reformed royal army did prove to 

be an effective instrument of royal power, largely because 

Catholic soldiers were more willing to fight Protestant 

heretics than they were tax rebels. Nonetheless, Louis' 

actions were within the accepted royal sphere of activity 

91Moote, Louis XIII, pp. 127-128. 

92The best history of the events and circumstances of 
the siege of La Rochelle is David Parker, La Rochelle and 
the French Monarchy. Conflict and Order in Seventeenth
Century France (London: Royal Historical Society, 1980). 
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that required the king to maintain religious and social 

harmony. In the Peace (or Grace) of Alais (June 1629) the 

Huguenots renounced their rights to maintain fortresses and 

cannon, but were allowed to continue Protestant worship 

within the limits imposed by the Edict of Nantes. 93 Thus, 

Louis did not take advantage of his military predominance to 

exceed the commonly accepted boundary of his authority by 

imposing religious homogeneity. 

Still, the destruction of their fortifications left the 

Huguenots at the mercy of the crown. Another generation 

removed from the Wars of Religion and with Huguenot military 

strength a fading memory, Louis XIV would prove less 

merciful than Louis XIII had been. The inherent weakness of 

the Huguenot position after 1629 is evidenced by their 

reaction to the Edict of Fontainbleau (1685), which formally 

revoked the religious toleration enshrined in the Edict of 

Nantes. Unable to mount an effective defense, the Huguenot 

reaction to the loss of their religious freedom was marked 

more by exodus than revolt. 94 Louis XIII and Richelieu had 

indeed "ruined the Huguenots." 

Whether the destruction of the Huguenots "rendered the 

king absolute in his state" is another story. In the case 

of the Huguenots it is impossible to deny that the crown did 

eventually act repressively and absolutely. Louis XIV's 

93Major, Representative Government, pp. 511-512. 

94Mettam, Power and Faction, pp. 233-234. 
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action in revoking the sixteenth-century religious 

settlement went beyond the socially acceptable bounds of his 

authority. As a result, many Frenchmen passively obstructed 

the 1685 Edict by overlooking false conversions or failing 

to report suspected protestants. 95 The imposition of 

religious homogeneity in the 1680s was far more the act of 

an absolute monarch than the more difficult and violent 

destruction of their military power in the 1620s. Still, 

both actions were possible only because the Huguenots were a 

special case: an unpopular religious minority with 

separatist dreams, a demonstrated willingness to invoke 

foreign aid, and the military potential to realize those 

dreams. 

Tragic though it may have been, the Huguenot 

relationship with the crown was atypical. In most 

relationships, the crown balanced occasional coercion with 

the long-term need for cooperation. More typical was the 

relationship between the crown and native organs of the 

Catholic church. Bitter disputes between church and state 

did occur, but these did not lead to a widespread diminution 

of the church's privileges. Far from having a generally 

antagonistic relationship with the crown, the clergy was in 

fact incorporated into the state. Some prelates were as 

much civil administrators as ecclesiastical ones. As a 

group they formed the first of the three traditional 

95see, for example, ibid., p. 235. 



divisions of society, a fact that allowed them to 

participate in the provincial estates. 96 Individually, 

powerful bishops exercised the state's authority as 

administrators of their dioceses and were key figures in 

some of the provincial representative bodies. Archbishops 
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were sometimes ex officio presidents of these institutions, 

giving them the power to aid or hinder the king's business. 

The archbishop of Lyon during Louis XIV's reign, Camille de 

Villeroy, is an example of a prelate who was an important 

civilian administrator. He served as the lieutenant-general 

of Lyonnais during Louis XIV's reign. Like many 

lieutenants-general of this period, the archbishop actually 

exercised the powers of the governorship in the absence of 

his brother the due de Villeroy, who spent his time at court 

as the president of the council of finances. 97 The clergy 

were an inseparable part of the ancien regime state. 

This interweaving of church and state did not prevent 

periods of conflict between either the Church in Rome and 

the state, or between native clergymen and the state. In 

fact, conflict was probably inevitable for several reasons. 

First of all, as members of the international church as well 

as subjects of the French king, prelates naturally had a 

dual allegiance. The basic structure of this divided 

96And in the Estates General as well, had any been 
convened. 

97Mettam, Power and Faction, p. 90. 
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relationship was worked out during the Investiture 

Controversy of the late Middle Ages when the king won the 

right to invest prelates with the symbols of their secular 

authority, but recognized that spiritual authority still 

came from God, via the pope. The Pragmatic Sanction of 

Bourges (1438) and the Concordat of 1516 updated this 

relationship, giving the king the right to nominate 

candidates to vacant ecclesiastical posts. As a result, 

clergymen served two masters, the king and the pope. Still 

worse, the French clergy was divided into two sects, 

ultramontanes and gallicans. The ultramontane party 

believed in the international Catholic church and supported 

the supreme authority of the pope over the national 

churches. Their opposites, the gallicans, wanted to 

establish local control over the Church in France. 

The difficulties presented by a divided church were 

evident in the decade of the 1680s. During this time 

Innocent XI went so far as to excommunicate both the French 

ambassador to Rome and Louis XIV himself, the ambassador 

publicly and king secretly, in response to the annexation of 

the papal lands at Avignon and passage of the four gallican 

articles of 1682. The latter were particularly offensive as 

they asserted not only the king's supremacy in temporal 

matters, but also the gallican church's right to confirm the 

pope's decisions before they took effect in France. 98 This 

9Bibid., pp. 251-253. 
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was a clear challenge to the doctrine of papal supremacy in 

spiritual matters. As such, Louis realized that the 

gallican articles would never win approval in the assemblee 

general du clerge, so he created a special truncated version 

of the assembly composed only of those prelates actually at 

court in November 1681. As these clergymen were those who 

held positions in the royal household or who were at court 

to seek royal favors, they supported the king's gallican 

position. Within four months Louis had the approval he 

sought. This was the point at which Innocent excommunicated 

Louis, a tactic which eventually proved successful. 

Although the situation was not resolved until 1693, the 

papal lands were restored and the gallican articles 

suspended. 99 

When the clergy and papacy united, they could also 

cause problems, as the career of the Cardinal of Retz, Paul 

de Gondi, illustrates. Retz, the nephew, coadjutor, and 

designated heir of the aged Archbishop of Paris, was 

arrested for lese-majeste in December 1652 because of his 

leading role in the aristocratic Fronde, and perhaps more so 

because of his opposition to Mazarin. Based on flimsy 

evidence, lOO this arrest united many disparate elements of 

99rbid., pp. 251-254. 

lOORetz 's arrest flaunted the terms of an amnesty 
granted to the Frondeurs on 22 October 1652. See Richard M. 
Golden, The Godly Rebellion; Parisian Cures and the 
Religious Fronde, 1652-1662 (Chapel Hill: The University of 
North Carolina Press, 1981), p. 22. 
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the French clergy behind Retz and the defense of the Church 

against intrusions by secular authority, especially as many 

Parisian clergymen saw it as an attempt to force Retz to 

renounce his rights to his uncle's archbishopric. As Louis 

XIV's Regent, Anne of Austria and Mazarin had reluctantly 

agreed to nominate Retz as coadjutor and heir of the 

Parisian see in June 1643, but relations between Mazarin and 

Retz deteriorated precipitously as Retz moved more and more 

into the prince de Conde's camp .101 

Tension heightened on 21 March 1654 when Retz's uncle 

died at 4:00 A.M. Still imprisoned in Vincennes, Retz 

realized that Mazarin and the queen mother would try to 

prevent his accession, so he had planned carefully for this 

eventuality. Despite the early hour a special peal of bells 

rang out from Notre Dame. Repeated by a succession of other 

churches, Retz received this signal of his uncle's death 

from the chapel bells of Vincennes. Within an hour of the 

Archbishop's death, an agent of Retz's had appeared in Notre 

Dame, with a previously drawn up procuration authorizing him 

to take possession of the diocese in Retz's absence in hand. 

This procuration was accepted by the cures of Notre Dame, 

enter~d into the episcopal register, and so Retz became, in 

the Church's eyes at least, the new Archbishop of Paris . 102 

101J. H. M. Salmon, Cardinal de Retz. The Anatomy of a 
Conspirator (London: The Macmillan Company, 1969), pp. 157-
161. 

102rbid. , PP. 240-241. 
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In August, Retz escaped his imprisonment, once again 

arousing the enthusiasm of French clergymen. Meanwhile, the 

crown recognized the inevitability of Retz's ascension to 

the Parisian see, but hoped to control events by appointing 

the vicar-general who would actually administer the diocese 

during the Archbishop's enforced absence. Retz predictably 

reserved this right for himself. At this point, Pope 

Alexander VII intervened by personally investing Retz with 

the pallium that signified his new office on 14 May 1655, 

lending unmistakable papal support to Retz. Making matters 

still worse for the crown, the Retzian vicar-general 

remained hidden within the walls of Paris, thumbing his nose 

at royal authority by administering the diocese and issuing 

Retz's letters. The Archbishop of Rauen, Francois de 

Harlay, perhaps the most respected ecclesiastical peer, also 

announced his support for Retz and his vicar-general at this 

time. Next, the general Assembly of Clergy held in October 

1655 added their support. Faced with a united clergy 

supported by a determined pope, Mazarin caved in by 

recognizing Retz's vicar-general, and hence, Retz 

himself.103 Clearly, the church was an intrinsic part of 

the secular state, but it was not a docile organ of royal 

power when its interests diverged from those of the king. 

103Mettam, Power and Faction, pp. 152, 162-165. Six 
years later Retz resigned his archbishopric, reconciled with 
the king, and became a loyal servant of the state. 
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The monarchy's relationship with the second estate was 

similar to its relationship with the first. Mostly very 

supportive of the nobility's place in society, the king 

nonetheless sought to curtail certain individual noble 

customs and privileges that he found prejudicial to his 

authority. the attempt to lessen the independence of 

potentially overmighty noble subjects by eroding their 

military clienteles has already been discussed in a 

different context. Another royal emphasis was on bringing 

the nobility under the rule of law by asserting the king's 

role as the font of justice. Seigneurial courts survived 

untouched, but repeated edicts against dueling testify both 

to the persistence of the practice and the state's serious 

intention to eliminate it. The royal objection to dueling 

was that it led to protracted feuds and allowed nobles to 

settle their disputes outside the justice system. 

Spectacular arrests of powerful nobles or royal ministers, 

such as those of the princes de Conti and de Conde and the 

due de Longueville in January 1650, demonstrated that no one 

was immune from royal justice. Even more telling was 

Montmorency's execution for dueling in the 1630s. However, 

showy arrests like these were only possible at court and 

within the jurisdiction of the Parlement of Paris as 

aristocrats were too powerful to be arrested on their home 



turf, much less convicted by a provincial parlement filled 

with their clients .104 
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Another well-known way in which the independence of the 

nobility was curbed was through the development of the royal 

court. In previous centuries the court was itinerant. By 

the mid-seventeenth century the court normally resided 

within the Ile-de-France. In 1682 the palace of Versailles 

was completed and occupied, allowing the court system to 

obtain its fullest development. Key aristocrats were forced 

to reside at Versailles in order to compete with their peers 

for a share of the royal largesse. Kept occupied with 

ceremonial but socially prestigious household positions, 

aristocrats were increasingly distanced from the real loci 

of political power. 'The system did, however, allow them to 

retain their social importance, and thus most were content 

with their lot. Moreover, most provincial nobles seldom if 

ever saw Versailles, being satisfied with local affairs. 

Of greater concern to the bulk of the nobility was 

Louis XIV's extension of tax liability. Near the end of his 

reign he began to erode noble tax privileges. Nobles had 

never been completely exempt from taxation, they paid feudal 

dues for instance, but Louis introduced a new direct tax in 

1695 for which nobles were liable. This was the 

capitulation, and it was followed in 1710 by another 

104Ibid., pp. 30, 147, 206. 
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precedence-making noble tax, the dixieme . 105 In light of 

the crown's financial difficulties and its determined search 

for ways to increase its revenue, the noble tax privileges 

remained surprisingly strong, however, and the class still 

shouldered a disproportionately small part of the tax load. 

The greatest difficulty in controlling the nobility 

politically was the problem of what to do with its very 

highest echelon, the grandees . 106 Part of the solution 

was, of course, their submission to the court system, but 

the influence within both the rest of the nobility and the 

rest of society of families such as the Montmorencys, the 

Guises, and the Candas made it necessary to treat their 

members with kid gloves. While grandees might be exiled or 

even arrested, the efforts of their noble clients, whose 

status and fortunes depended on their patron, were almost 

always sufficient to lead to their eventual restoration to 

favor. During Conde's exile in the aftermath of the Fronde, 

to give an extreme example, he actually led the Spanish army 

to victory over French forces at the battle of Valenciennes 

in July 1656. Yet he was restored to favor and exercised 

considerable power after 1659. 107 

105Bush, p. 32. 

106rncluding princes of the blood, foreign princes, dues 
et pairs, and dues non pairs. 

107Mettam, Power and Faction, pp. 137, 158. 
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If the crown wished to use grandees as examples to the 

rest of the nobility on occasion, it was equally in the 

interest of the rest of the nobility to prevent that example 

from being overly severe. Moreover, the crown also had a 

stake in their rehabilitation. The king himself was a 

noble, after all, and as such he was deeply interested in 

maintaining the society of orders. He was also personally 

related to many of the grandees. Thus, even when he was 

angry at a particular grandee, he did not question the 

class' fundamental right to participate in the government, 

although under Louis XIV this participation was often more 

symbolic than real. 

On a practical level, Louis and his predecessors had no 

choice in this for there were no obvious replacements for 

the grandees. It was essential that provincial governors 

have the highest social status so that they would be 

socially superior to all of their subjects . 108 It was 

theoretically possible to elevate a lesser man to the 

necessary rank, and both Henry IV and Louis XIII did try 

this. Unfortunately, that too caused problems. In the 

first place, the "new man" would be regarded as a parvenu 

and probably as overly beholden to the king. To the rest of 

the nobility this was unacceptable and certain to incite 

protests on their part. This opposition to parvenues 

resulted in noble demands during the 1626 Assembly of 

lOS Ibid. I p. 48. 



Notables to reserve certain offices to the old sword 

nobility . 109 Secondly, a governor had to be seen as at 
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least partially independent of the crown if he hoped to 

secure the cooperation of local elites. Parvenues' 

dependent status as "king's men" made winning this sort of 

confidence very difficult. Indeed, any new governor 

suffered, if he was an outsider, from opposition on the part 

of local clienteles. Successful governors were usually men 

already well established locally with preexisting social 

prestige and clienteles. 

All in all and despite the obvious exception of 

Montmorency in 1632, it was far better for the crown to 

negotiate with recalcitrant grandees, in private and after 

the passage of a seemly amount of time. Most grandes were 

quite willing to return to the fold, especially if their 

honor could be assuaged with a prestigious post or a 

lucrative pension. Thus, the royal-grandee relationship in 

the cooperative state exemplified many relationships between 

the throne and privileged bodies; delicately balanced 

between leniency and revenge, between family and raison 

d'etat, and between fidelity and self-interest. 

Conclusion 

What then did the crown accomplish over a century of 

"absolutism" and institutional reform? Was the monarchy 

109rbid • 1 pp • 841 851 124 • 
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better able to impose its will in Louis XIV's time than in 

Henry IV's? Was royal authority more "centralized," more 

"efficient," or more "accountable"? In seeking to answer 

these questions I have examined institutional and social 

changes in the army, the crown's attempt to shore up and 

reform a collapsing tax system, the growth of a new class of 

venal officers, and the king's struggle to alter his 

relationship with many social and institutional bodies by 

eroding the most obstructionist of their privileges. 

Clearly, the king's progress was spotty, strongest in those 

areas where his competence to act was already established, 

weakest where he had to innovate. Even where the throne was 

most successful in extending its authority there were 

usually mediating factors that kept authority uncertain and 

diffuse. In terms of the potential for physical coercion, 

the king's power indisputably grew, thanks to a dramatic 

growth in the royal army and a concurrent decline in private 

military forces. However, this force usually had limited 

offensive effectiveness when applied internally. Religious 

feelings, statism, and a lot of determination helped Louis 

XIII overcome the army's limitations and dismantle the 

greatest threat to royal authority, the Huguenot state

within-a-state. Still, religion and willpower were not the 

only reasons for the success of Louis' policy. His actions, 

despite employing violence on a large scale, were reasonable 

to most Catholic Frenchmen because they were necessary to 
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enforce the fundamental laws and thus fell within the 

legitimate sphere of royal competence. Only at the end of 

the century when Louis XIV imposed religious homogeneity did 

the crown act tyrannically. 

The king also succeeded in adding another layer to the 

bureaucracy, one more answerable to royal authority and 

perhaps somewhat more efficient. The creation nd spread of 

royal commissioners did provide a more direct and 

accountable avenue of authority. Unfortunately, this reform 

was both necessitated and partially negated through the 

treasury's greed. Privatization of the regular financial 

and judicial bureaucracies replenished the royal coffers, 

but filled an already bloated bureaucracy with still more 

sinecures, making the system still larger and less cost

effective. The sale of offices also created a permanent new 

social sub-order, permanent because offices were 

transmissible and independent because they were private 

property. This worked directly contrary to the effort to 

defang the nobility. The new officer class, eager to assume 

the mantle of nobility themselves, were more respectful of 

the law than the old nobility had been, but equally as 

independently minded and equally strong in defending their 

privileges. 

So there was no insidious royal plan to impose 

absolutism or centralization on the realm. Generally, the 

state's actions were reactive rather than proactive. To the 



extent that there was any sort of goal to the crown's 

activities, it was to collect higher taxes in support of 

foreign policy. This is why one historian labels 

seventeenth-century France a "Warfare State."110 It is 
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also certain that the changes in the seventeenth-century 

state, even those that did increase the effectiveness of 

royal authority, by no means constitute an institutional 

revolution. Revolutions clear the way for new forms by 

sweeping away old ones. This was seldom, if ever, 

accomplished during the ancien regime. New forms merely 

duplicated the efforts of their predecessors. Upon Louis 

XIV's death in 1715 authority was still decentralized, still 

obstructed by privileged groups, and still conducted outside 

the confines of institutions as often as within them. 

llOLloyd Moote, in Louis XIII. 



CHAPTER III 

PATRONAGE AND POWER 

The previous chapter provides a corrective to the 

antiquated conception of seventeenth-century France as an 

era of institutional revolution and absolute monarchy. As 

that relatively brief survey of obstacles to the crown's 

exercise of authority demonstrates, the king was seldom in a 

position to enforce his will against sustained opposition, 

in spite of growing central institutions, growth significant 

enough to provide the seed from which the myth of royal 

absolutism later germinated. It is for this reason that the 

previous chapter ultimately labels royal institutional 

authority "uncertain and diffuse" (Chapter I). 

However, by emphasizing the significant modifications 

of recent historians to the inaccurate model of absolute 

monarchy formerly prevalent in the historical record, I 

have, inevitably perhaps, distorted the true nature and 

strength of the seventeenth-century state. As precarious as 

institutional authority often still was throughout the 

seventeenth century, it is nonetheless indisputable that the 

monarchy was far better able to impose its will at the end 

of the century than it had been when it began. Compared 

with the monarchs of the second half of the sixteenth 

century, the three seventeenth-century kings appear powerful 

and secure in their authority. Despite the continued 

existence of ineffectual institutions, despite a century 
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filled with foreign wars and popular revolts large and 

small, and despite the strident testimony of dissatisfaction 

with the crown that survives in the cahiers, the king was 

not in a position of overall weakness or general conflict 

with his subjects. Wayward grandees took advantage of the 

century's two regencies to advance their personal ambitions, 

especially during the Fronde of late 1640s, but even the 

Fronde pales in significance when compared to the continual 

civil wars that marked the second half of the sixteenth 

century. Overall support for the monarchy was nearly 

universal. Indeed, all subordinate authorities in the 

seventeenth century recognized the king as the font of their 

prestige and authority, invoking elaborate imagery to 

emphasize their loyalty and proximity to the throne. 1 

Thus, while opposition to the crown on specific issues was 

commonplace, it did not translate into a general animosity. 

to take a large view of affairs, the Bourbon monarchy was, 

in fact, successful in many of its ventures, including the 

difficult task of amassing resources sufficient to carry on 

its struggles with the Hapsburgs and later the Dutch and the 

English. 

What is the explanation for the relative strength of 

the seventeenth-century monarchs? One explanation is that 

institutional innovations, most notably the creation of the 

lwilliam H. Beik, ''Magistrates and Popular Uprisings in 
France before the Fronde: The Case of Toulouse," Journal of 
Modern HistorY 46 (December 1974): 158-159. 



intendancy, did increase the king's authority in the 

provinces. Far more than has generally been recognized, 

however, institutional coercion was supplemented or even 
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replaced by extra-institutional persuasion. And persuasion 

is the correct word here, for the crown depended on 

relationships that were voluntary and beneficial to both 

parties. These relationships were clientage relationships. 

by exploiting its increasing dominance of patronage 

opportunities, the seventeenth-century monarchy induced 

preexisting clientage systems to work on its behalf. In the 

process, clientage was transformed from a system dominated 

by the provincial governors and other great sword nobles and 

tending to promote "overmighty" subjects and factional 

infighting into one in which royal ministers such as Mazarin 

and Colbert were the principal influence. It is this 

transformation of clientage that proved to be the key to the 

crown's ability to govern effectively in the cooperative 

state, not its better known institutional innovations. 

Although Lucien Romier published studies of sixteenth

century France in the 1910s and 1920s that found a place for 

clientage studies, 2 clientage was ignored by most 

historians until the 1971 publication of Roland Mousnier's 

2see Lucien Romier, Les Origines Politigues des Guerres 
de Religion, 2 vols. (Geneva: Slatkine-Megariotis Reprints, 
1974), pp. i-ii. This point is made in Kirsten B. Neuschel, 
Word of Honor: Interpreting Noble Culture in Sixteenth 
Century France (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989), p. 
2. 



La Venalite des Offices sous Henri IV et Louis XIII. This 

seminal study inspired a host of other historians to 

consider the importance of clientage in their own works. 

Since then, historians such as J. Russell Major, William 

Beik, Julian Dent, Robert Harding, and Mack Holt have 

explored clientage's role in the exercise of power in the 
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early modern period. Some, notably Sharon Kettering and 

Kirstin Neuschel, have produced monographs whose central 

theme is the dynamics of clientage.3 Increasingly, any 

study of early modern European society includes at least an 

3william H. Beik, Absolutism and Society in Seventeenth 
Century France: State Power and Provincial Aristocracy in 
Languedoc (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985); 
"Magistrates and Popular Uprisings in France Before the 
Fronde"; Robert Harding, Anatomy of a Power Elite: The 
Provincial Governors of Early Modern France (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1978); Mack Holt, "Patterns of 
Clientele and Economic Opportunity at Court During the Wars 
of Religion: The Household of Francois, Duke of Anjou," 
French Historical Studies 13 (Spring 1984); Sharon 
Kettering, Judicial Politics and Urban Revolt in Seventeenth 
Century France. The Parlement of Aix, 1629-1659 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1978; "Patronage and Politics 
During the Fronde," French Historical Studies 14 (Spring 
1986): 409-441; Sharon Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and 
Clients in Seventeenth-Century France (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1986); Sharon Kettering, "A Provincial 
Parlement During the Fronde: The Reform Proposals of the 
Aix Magistrates," European Studies Review 2 (1981): 151-169; 
J. R. Major, "Henry IV and Guyenne: A Study Concerning the 
Origins of Royal Absolutism," French Historical Studies 4 
(1966): 363-383; J. R. Major, Representative Government in 
Early Modern France (New Haven: Yale University Press); 
J. R. Major, "The Revolt of 1620: A Study of the Ties of 
Fidelity," French Historical Studies 14 (Spring 1986): 391-
408; Neuschel, Word of Honor. 



elementary discussion of clientage. 4 In this, historians 

of France continue to lead the way. 

Clientage in Its Infancy 
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Clientage was in essence a reward system that channeled 

royal patronage from the king into the hands of powerful 

brokers, who in turn distributed the royal largesse to 

provincial elites. 5 Typically found in "nonelectoral 

political systems lacking mass sufferage and . . . 

especially characteristic of traditional, premodern 

societies," clientage served the state in the seventeenth 

century by creating vertical lines of communication between 

Paris and the provinces and by giving the king leverage 

within provincial institutions that as a body often opposed 

royal policies. 6 Also, membership in a clientele 

identified an individual's political loyalties in much the 

same way membership in a political party does in the modern 

world. 7 However, this last fact made clientage in the 

4For example, see David Kaiser, Politics and War. 
European Conflict from Philip II to Hitler (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990), pp. 7-11. 

5Not all of the provincial elite was noble. For a 
brief discussion of this see Ellery Shalk, "Clientage, 
Elites, and Absolutism in Seventeenth-Century France: A 
Commentary," French Historical Studies 14 (Spring 1986): 
445. 

6sharon Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients in 
seventeenth-Century France (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1986), pp. 5, 69, 141. 

7Ibid., p. 72. 



sixteenth century very dangerous to the crown by promoting 

the factionalism already inflamed by the religious 

controversies of that era. 
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Clientage's immediate ancestry lies in the feudal lord-

vassal relationship. In fact, J. Russell Major calls 

nascent clientage in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 

centuries "bastard feudalism." In some respects this 

description is apt as the two forms of association were 

similar. In both cases mutual service and obligation linked 

the two parties. Vassals and clients also both made 

effusive, almost ritualized expressions of friendship and 

fidelity to their benefactors. 8 Indeed, this was one of 

the services a client provided his patron, for a great man's 

honor depended in part upon others' recognition of his 

status. 9 Finally, both relationships linked men of 

considerably different social standing, although both 

parties were members of the elite. 

On the other hand, there were important differences 

between feudal relationships and clientage ties, differences 

that outnumber the similarities between the two. For one 

thing, clientage associations were not as well defined as 

feudal relationships. Whereas a vassal owed his lord 

specific services and duties, such as homage and a set 

8Ibid., p. 14. For a different perspective see 
Neuschel, Word of Honor, pp. 96, 97. 

9Neuschel, pp. 72-76. 



number of days of work or military service, in return for 

the lord's protection, client-patron relationships were 

always a matter of negotiation. 10 This left plenty of room 

for disagreements and disappointments. As a result, 

clientage bonds were much less permanent than those 
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engendered by feudalism since clients and patrons were both 

free to terminate their relationship when a better 

opportunity presented itself. For that matter, many clients 

served more than one patron at a time, sometimes even 

patrons whose politics were diametrically opposed. Kirstin 

Neuschel finds lesser nobles who "professed indebtedness" 

simultaneously to both the radical Catholic Guise family and 

the Huguenot Montmorency family during the Wars of 

Religion. 11 That must surely have required some delicate 

juggling! 

Another difference between vassals and clients was in 

the degree of their loyalty and obedience to their 

benefactor. For most clients obedience went only so far as 

self-interest began. Even the humblest provincial noble saw 

himself as having a "certain independent status vis-a-vis 

the crown ... 12 Nobility was his birthright too, and even if 

he did not enjoy the national distinction of his patron he 

lOKettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, p. 27; 
Neuschel, pp. 151-152. 

llNeuschel, p. 17. 

12 b 0 d 55 I 1 ., p. . 



was likely to exercise a local prominence, a position he 

might well value more than his relationship with his 

patron. 13 It was thus very difficult for a patron to 
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retain his client's loyalty when their personal interests 

diverged. This held true even when the patron in question 

was one of the most powerful figures in the realm, as the 

first prince de Conde discovered during his rebellion of the 

1560s. His Huguenot noble clients fought among themselves, 

made separate truces with the king, and joined or left the 

rebellion at their own discretion. 14 Even Andre de 

Bourbon, sire de Robempre, an illegitimate member of the 

Conde family who served in a royal ordinance company 

commanded by the prince's brother, felt free to abandon the 

Huguenot cause when he disagreed with Conde's strategy. 15 

Unlike the lord-vassal relationship, then, clientage ties 

worked only when they were mutually beneficial. 

The exceptions to this rule were creatures, or fideles. 

Creatures were clients with particularly close, personal 

relationships with their patron, usually the result of 

kinship or a lifelong friendship. Alternatively, creatures 

were clients lucky enough to attract a patron whose social 

13rbid., p. 59. 

Hrbid., pp. 16, 17, 33, 59. 

lSrbid., p. 42. 
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standing was far higher than their own. 16 Creatures were 

much less likely to abandon their patron than other clients, 

or to serve multiple patrons, but most clients were not 

creatures. As a result, the membership of most clienteles 

was quite fluid. 

A final difference between clientage relationships and 

their medieval predecessors lies in what each participant 

expected of the other. Actually, during the sixteenth 

century many clients still offered the same kinds of service 

their grandfathers had performed: they fought under their 

patron's standard or filled positions in his household.17 

However, the range of possible services expanded during the 

sixteenth century. These duties depended upon the client's 

own position and resources. During the Wars of Religion, 

for example, clients of the Guise family made sure that 

their extreme Catholic point of view was given consideration 

in the Parlement of Rouen. 18 Other magistrates in Rouen 

and elsewhere acted as advocates for their respective 

patrons' positions in lawsuits or other legal matters that 

came before the Parlement, an important consideration for 

16Roland Mousnier, The Institutions of France Under the 
Absolute Monarchy, 1598-1789, trans. Brian Pearce (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1979), 1:89-93; Kettering, 
Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, p. 33. 

17Harding, p. 21. 

18Jonathan Dewald, The Formation of a Provincial 
Nobility: The Magistrates of the Parlement of Rouen, 1499-
1610 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), pp. 90-
91. 
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aristocrats who owned extensive estates within the court's 

jurisdiction. 19 Other clients might arrange a loan for 

their patron, advise him on a delicate personal matter, or 

speak to someone else on his behalf. 20 Obviously, a 

potential client with considerable resources of his own was 

likely to find a more attractive patron than his poorer 

neighbor. 

Naturally, clients expected a return for their service. 

In general, patrons attracted and retained clients by 

offering protection and opportunities for advancement. As 

Kettering puts it: "A patron assists and protects his 

clients, providing them with offices, arranging profitable 

marriages, finding places for their children, helping them 

with lawsuits or tax problems." 21 A governor might win an 

appointment to an ecclesiastical benefice for one of his 

clients, or to a prestigious office near the king such as 

gentilhomme de la maison du roi, gentilhomme de la chambre 

du roi, or conseiller au conseil prive. 22 The due 

d'Luynes, who was Louis XIII's favorite, secured the office 

of royal confessor for his own personal confessor. 

19Ibid., pp. 90-91, 146-147. 

20orest Ranum, "Money, Dignity, and Self -Esteem in the 
Relations Between Judges and Great Nobles of the Parlement 
of Paris during the Fronde," in Mack Holt, ed. Society and 
Institutions in Early Modern France (Athens: The University 
of Georgia Press, 1991), p. 117. 

21Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, pp. 3-4. 

22Harding, pp. 82-83. 



Obviously, this appointment was intended to benefit Father 

Arnoux, but also to put him in a better position to serve 

Luynes' interests: Luynes had the good Father dismissed 

when he refused to speak on Luynes' behalf in the 

confessional. Luynes also managed to elevate his two 

brothers from the provincial nobility all the way to the 

exalted rank of duke by arranging very advantageous 

marriages for them.23 A powerful patron could make a man's 

fortune, or break it. 

As the discussion above suggests, the basic unit of 
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clientage was the clientele. Members of a clientele did not 

necessarily have connections to one another. What they did 

share, however, was service to a common patron. During the 

sixteenth century, major patrons were almost exclusively 

drawn from the old sword aristocracy. The most important 

patrons were the provincial governors. The major reason for 

this is clear: until the creation of ministerial clienteles 

in the seventeenth century, governors were the primary 

brokers for royal patronage. This gave governors an 

inestimable advantage over their brethren because it allowed 

them to fund private clienteles with public funds. 

"Household servants and other clients felt recompensed for 

their service to governors," Robert Harding writes, "when 

they were awarded a salaried royal office, charge, or 

23A. Lloyd Moote, Louis XIII, The Just (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles: The University of California Press, 1989), p. 
103. 



commission, or a pension funded on a royal caisse."H 

Other aristocrats were, of course, able to recommend their 

clients for pensions or appointment to royal offices, but 

only on a much smaller scale as compared to the governors. 

Moreover, even in the seventeenth century when intendants 

assumed many of the governor's duties, governors still had 
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more opportunities than other nobles to create clienteles at 

the central government's expense. 

The size of clientele depended upon the credit of its 

leader. A patron's credit resulted from many factors, 

including his family name, past treatment of clients, 

wealth, and influence with the king. 25 The clientele of a 

provincial luminary normally consisted of at lest twenty-

five members, and really important governor might easily 

support one hundred or more clients. 26 In 1578, the Duke 

of Anjou, admittedly a prince of the blood and thus an 

extreme example, maintained a household of some 1,123 souls, 

most of whom can be considered Anjou's clients. 27 

24Robert Harding, Anatomy of a Power Elite: The 
Provincial Governors of Early Modern France (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1978), pp. 37, 135-136; Kettering, 
Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, pp. 91, 144, 176. 

25Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, pp. 43, 
63. 

26rbid., p. 85. 

27Mack Holt, "Patterns of Clientele and Economic 
Opportunity at Court During the Wars of Religion: The 
Household of Fran9ois, Duke of Anjou," French Historical 
studies 13 (Spring 1984): 308. Kirstin Neuschel takes a 
different view, believing that many noble members of 



How were clienteles formed? The core of most noble 

clienteles was the patron's own family, including his in

laws.28 Otherwise, potential patrons were besieged by 

supplicants for their favor, and any meting of men might 

ripen into a formal association, 29 but, the real keys to 
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erecting a clientele were the aristocratic household and the 

gendarmerie. Here was yet another advantage enjoyed by 

governors, for they had the largest households and commanded 

their province's gendarmerie. 30 

The household was important, in the first place, 

because relationships between elites were often first formed 

in childhood when, before adolescence, young nobles went to 

live in other noble households, serving a sort of 

aristocratic apprenticeship. There the apprentice patron 

met other nobles, forming friendships and acquaintances that 

often led in adulthood to client-patron associations. 31 

Furthermore, these acquaintances were drawn from a fairly 

broad cross-section of society. An aristocratic household 

typically included five or ten noble attendants, as well as 

households should not be considered clients. This position 
is consistent with her main argument that clientage ties 
were less determinative of noble behavior than other 
historians believe they were. See Neuschel, p. 183. 

28Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, p. 73; 
Neuschel, p. 89. 

29Neuschel, p. 17. 

30Not including, of course, the royal household. 

31Neuschel, pp. 85-87. 
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perhaps forty commoners. Noble members of the household 

performed the most prestigious tasks, such as helping their 

lord dress, while commoners acted as guards, served food, or 

made clothing. 32 Naturally, some members of the household 

interacted more frequently with the lord than others, but 

the important point is that all lived together in "easy 

familiarity, providing concrete services for each other, .. 33 

and indoctrinating themselves "into the system of royal and 

aristocratic service."34 

The gendarmerie were less important to the formation of 

clienteles than to their maintenance. Inspired by the need 

for better discipline within the army, the king created the 

gendarmerie as a regular, paid military force in 1445. 35 

In this respect the gendarmerie disappointed later monarchs 

for they were poorly disciplined and, worse, developed into 

standing private armies loyal to their captains, the 

provincial governors. 36 

Gens d' armes' loyalty rested with the provincial 

governors because, although soldiers were paid with public 

32rbid., p. 162. 

33rbid., p. 183. 

34Harding, p. 27. 

35rbid., p. 75. 

36Ibid., p. 21. Harding notes that there was no legal 
requirement that governors be captains of the gendarmerie, 
but that all but one of the fifty-two major governors who 
ruled between 1515 and 1560 did serve in that capacity. 
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funds, the governors controlled both recruitment into the 

gendarmerie and promotion within the company. This allowed 

the governors to pervert the gendarmerie's purpose. Instead 

of giving the realm a regular, paid military force, the 

gendarmerie provided the provincial nobility37 with regular 

incomes. Nobles might have repaid the crown with their 

loyalty, but the governors recruited men they could depend 

upon, including many neighbors and family members. 

Illegitimate sons and members of cadet branches of the 

family tree were particularly likely candidates for the 

gendarmerie. 38 For most, there was no question that their 

loyalty lay with their patron rather than with the state. 

A governor's ability to reward his soldier-clients for 

loyal service was significant and not limited to promotion 

within the company. Ideally, in fact, valorous service led 

to recognition from the crown and a position in the royal 

household, or perhaps appointment as a balli or senecha1. 39 

Odet de Verduzun, for example, entered an ordinance company 

in the 1550s. By 1559, he was an officer. In 1561 he was 

appointed senechal of Bazadais and chevalier of the Order of 

St. Michel. His rapid promotion continued, and in 1565 he 

37The gendarmerie, like the noble household, was not 
restricted to the nobility. However, commoners were almost 
always archers, seldom promoted, and rare after 1494. See 
ibid., p. 23. 

3Bibid., pp. 23, 24, 27, 28. 

39Ibid., p. 74. 
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entered the royal household as a qentilhomme de la chambre 

du roi. Finally, in 1567 Verduzun left the gendarmerie as a 

governor himself, of La Reole. 40 Although atypical in its 

degree of success, Verduzun's career was a model for the 

ideal operation of clientage. 

During the sixteenth century, then, clientage was not 

of much benefit to the monarchy. Instead it was the 

aristocracy who reaped clientage's spoils, along with 

clients like Odet de Verduzun. Provincial governors were 

ideally positioned to dominate the system. It was they who 

tended to become, in Robert Harding's colorfully descriptive 

phrase "overmighty subjects." The Condes, Guises, 

Montmorencys, Saulx-Tavannes and their peers were nearly 

sovereign in their provinces. Evidence of recognition on 

the part of provincial representative bodies of the 

governors' role is evidenced by their continual attempts to 

win qoverneurial favor through monetary grants. An edict of 

1541 required royal permission before a governor could 

accept these "gifts" from the estates, but this was normally 

a readily granted formality. 

The Burgundian estates, for example, annually granted 

their governor "dons," "gages," or "pensions" of about 5,500 

livres during the latter 1500s. In Languedoc, the estates 

successfully petitioned for a royal letters patent that 

granted official permission for them to award their governor 

40ibid., p. 72. 
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and his assistants gifts. These ranged from 16,000 livres 

in 1567 to 40,000 in 1620 for the governor, while the 

lieutenant general got five to ten thousand livres annually 

during the same period. Some estates even gave money to 

members of their governor's entourage. The Breton estates, 

for instance, not only gave their governor, the duke of 

Montpensier, 4,000 livres, but voted an equal amount for his 

wife and 2,000 livres for "their gentlemen, ladies, 

secretaries, and servants." 41 Finally, somewhat later in 

the century, the same estates of Brittany spent 1,238,000 

livres on their supporters in the years between 1630 and 

1645. This included 600,000 for their gcvernor, Richelieu; 

138,000 for Richelieu's guards, secretary, and doctor; 

342,000 to their lieutenant general; and a total of more 

than 376,000 to ten other nobles connected to Richelieu. 42 

Other estates similarly enriched their governors, as did 

some of the town councils, although in smaller amounts and 

irregularly. 43 

Estates and other provincial bodies presented their 

governor and his clientele with these enormous sums in 

return for protection. Often, this was money wisely spent. 

The estates of Quercy began to give Galiot de Genovillac, a 

41J., Russell Major, Representative Government in Early 
Modern France {New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), p. 
220. 

42Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, p. 196. 

43Harding, pp. 136-137. 
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local noble favored by the king, an annual salary of 2,000 

livres in the 1520s. This investment paid off in 1539 when 

Genovillac persuaded Francis I not to establish the gabelle 

there, saving the province many times more than they spent 

on his salary. 44 Similarly, in 1630 the dues de Guise and 

de Montmorency opposed the introduction of elections in 

their respective provinces, Provence and Languedoc, "in 

order to preserve the provincial estates from which they 

obtained great sums each year. " 45 On the other hand, the 

estates of Normandy made little or no effort to curry the 

favor of their governor or other influential nobles and 

found themselves in a weak position as a result. 46 

The inevitable results of the aristocracy's control of 

provincial clientage systems during the sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries was a loss of royal authority, a loss 

potentially fatal during periods like the late sixteenth 

century when the crown was already weakened. The first 

prince de Conde's protestantism was sincere, but he would 

have never been able to raise his standard against the crown 

without the support of his military clientele. Nor, for 

that matter, could the Guise family have exercised 

controlling influence on the king without the support of 

their own clients. In fact, " ... a governor rarely went 

HMajor, Representative Government, p. 121. 

45Ibid. I p. 575. 

46Ibid. I p. 362. 
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into revolt unless he was certain that his clientage network 

could be rallied. The due d'Epernon's defection 

to Marie d'Medici in 1620, already discussed in the second 

chapter, is something of an anachronism, but provides a late 

example of how clientage permitted grandees to threaten the 

throne with their private armies. 

Another example drawn from Marie's revolt illustrates 

the potential strength of clientage ties even better. One 

of the nobles who followed Marie was Louis XIII's grand 

prior. The prior left a brave man named Prudent Michaut in 

command of his chateau in Caen. Events soon proved the 

wisdom of this choice. Faced with a siege and threatened 

with a charge of lese majeste, Michaut refused to yield his 

charge unless ordered to do so by his patron, the grand 

prior. Ultimately, this incident ended badly for Michaut 

because his troops mutinied when they discovered that Louis 

was conducting the siege in person. 48 This was one of the 

last times in which a Catholic patron led significant 

numbers of his clients into rebellion against their king, 

but it does illustrate why it was necessary for clientage to 

evolve before it could serve as a beneficial tool to the 

47Richard Bonney, Political Change in France Under 
Richelieu and Mazarin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1978), p. 300. 

48J. Russell Major, "The Revolt of 1620: A Study of 
the Ties of Fidelity," French Historical Studies 14 (Spring 
1986): 401-402. 
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exercise of royal authority. The mutiny of Michaut's troops 

shows that evolution well under way by 1620. 

Clientage in the Cooperative State 

The basic mechanics of clientage changed only a little 

during the seventeenth century. Clients still cultivated 

patrons for the same reasons, and both parties still served 

each other in much the same way, although more clients acted 

in a political or legal capacity and fewer in a military 

one. 49 One of the changes that did occur was a shrinkage 

in the size of clienteles. 50 Julian Dent's examination of 

financial clienteles in the middle part of the century 

suggests that the two largest were those of Nicolas Fouquet, 

one of the two surintendants des finances, who had one 

hundred and sixteen clients, and of Mazarin, who was served 

by one hundred and fourteen clients. Inclusion in the royal 

ministry did not, however, guarantee the creation of a large 

clientele. The Marquis de Sable, Abel Servien, was the 

other surintendant des finances but he attracted a clientele 

of only eleven members. Interestingly, Dent's study also 

demonstrates that noble status was no longer necessary to 

build a clientele. Gruin des Bordes and Gruin de Boucher, 

two brothers who were munitionnaires and tax farmers, 

49Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, p. 209. 

50ibid., p. 222. 



supported the seventeenth largest financial clientele at 

that time, although it included only seven clients.51 

It is impossible to date precisely when these changes 
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occurred. All of them were of an evolutionary nature, and 

hence of long duration. There is, however, one exact event 

which can serve to delineate clientage as it was in the 

sixteenth century and clientage as it was to become in the 

seventeenth century. This is the passage of the paulette in 

December 1604. By making so many offices hereditary, the 

paulette removed large numbers of them from aristocratic 

influence. 52 This in turn was one of the key elements of 

the one truly fundamental change in clientage during the 

seventeenth century: the creation and growth of clienteles 

led by royal ministers at the expense of those headed by the 

provincial governors. 

The paulette was only one reason why the crown wrested 

control of patronage from the hands of the governors. Two 

edicts in the 1590s anticipated this effort by forbidding 

royal officials from accepting positions in noble households 

and officers of the Chamber of Accounts from receiving gifts 

or pensions form the aristocracy. 53 Another important 

51Julian Dent, "The Role of Clienteles in the Financial 
Elite of France Under Cardinal Mazarin," in French 
Government and Society 1500-1850, ed. J. F. Bosher (London: 
The Athlone Press, 1973), p. 50. 

52Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, pp. 177-
179; Major, Representative Government, p. 389. 

53 Ibid. 
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factor was the decline of the governors' military 

capabilities, especially in comparison to those of the king. 

Actually, the decline of the gendarmerie began in the 

sixteenth century. In April of 1562 there were sixty-one 

companies of the gendarmerie with 5,730 combatants. Twenty

three years later there were only twelve companies.54 The 

fate of the already greatly reduced gendarmerie was sealed 

by the tremendous growth in the royal army which has already 

been discussed, but one consequence of that growth that was 

not mentioned above was that it left almost no military men 

free to join the governor's companies.55 Finally, the 

governors' private military forces also shrunk because of 

the increased importance of infantry in military affairs and 

because of the "appalling lack of discipline of the nobles 

in the companies. " 56 Ironically, the very reason for the 

gendarmerie's creation contributed to its demise. 

Another reason for the changes in the composition of 

the governor's clienteles was the development of the royal 

court, first at Fountainebleu, then at Versailles. More and 

more during the seventeenth century, governors left their 

provinces in order to reside in Paris at the court. This is 

reflected in the rising percentage of governors who died 

54Harding, p. 7 4 . 

ssibid. , PP. 203-204. 

56Ibid., p. 75. Since the gendarmerie consisted almost 
entirely of nobles, it was a cavalry force. 
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while in the capitol. In the period from 1515 to 1537 

thirty governors were appointed, only eight percent of whom 

died in Paris. By the middle of the next century, sixty

eight percent of the twenty-three new governors met their 

fate while in Paris. 57 Clearly, most governors were absent 

from their province even before the construction of 

Versailles. 

This migration was voluntary because attendance at 

court was necessary in order to influence the king and 

collect a share of the royal patronage. 58 Prolonged 

absences from the provinces did, however, exact a toll ~n 

the form of looser ties between the governors and their 

clients. Increasingly, governors found themselves promoting 

the careers of people whom they did not know very well. 

Hence, these new clientage relationships were usually less 

emotional and tied even closer than before to satisfactory 

service as a sign of partnership. 59 The natural outcome of 

this was the growth of clienteles whose clients were less 

willing to take personal risks for their patron, 

particularly if it meant joining him in rebellion against 

57Ibid., pp. 171-172. 

58 Ronald G. Asch, "Introduction: Court and Household 
from the Fifteenth to the Seventeenth Centuries," in Ronald 
G. Asch and Adolf M. Birke, eds., Princes, Patronage, and 
the Nobility. The Court at the Beginning of the Modern Age 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 3, 4, 17. 

59Harding, p. 203; Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and 
Clients, p. 65. 
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the king. As a result, all of the great noble uprisings 

during the century failed when the aristocracy found itself 

unable to arouse whole provinces behind them as they had 

done during the Wars of Religion. Epernon, Montmorency, 

Guise, Conde, and de Rohan all failed to attract the 

following that rebellious nobles did a century before. 

Quite simply, most of their clients felt as much loyalty 

towards the king as toward their patron, while others found 

it less risky to abandon their patron rather than the 

king. 6° Conde, who led the aristocratic revolt during the 

Fronde, was not even able to finance his rising without 

Spanish subsidies. 61 This inability to seriously threaten 

the state militarily spelled the end of the aristocracy's 

days as "overmighty" subjects. 

With the governor's military independence destroyed and 

their clienteles weakened, all that remained was for the 

state to fill in the power vacuum. This was to be 

Richelieu's task. Thanks to louis XIII's decision to allow 

him unprecedented control over royal patronage 

opportunities. Richelieu was able to construct clienteles 

answerable to him, and thus to the state. 62 Particularly 

in frontier provinces like Languedoc, Burgundy, and Franche-

60Major, Representative Government, pp. 408-409; 
Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, p. 222. 

61navid Parker, The Making of French Absolutism (New 
York: St. Martin's Press, 1983), p. 102. 

62Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, p. 157. 
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Comte, Richelieu used these clients, most recruited from the 

robe nobility, to manage local provincial institutions. 63 

He found that this mode of operation produced the best 

results with the least disorder, although it did require him 

to engage in some hard bargaining. Mazarin, who was 

Richelieu's chief client, inherited Richelieu's clientele 

and methods upon his death, and in turn passed them on to 

Colbert. 

The event which allowed Richelieu to begin to build his 

ministerial clienteles was the Day of the Dupes. It is true 

that Richelieu experimented a little earlier in the unruly 

province of Languedoc, where Montmorency was the governor. 

In 1628, he had three of his personal clients installed in 

three vital ecclesiastical posts: the archbishopric of 

Narbonne, the bishopric of Mende, and the bishopric of 

Beziers. 64 This case was exceptional, however, for prior 

to the Day of the Dupes Richelieu's position in the 

government was not secure. His primary rival for power was 

Marillac, and Marillac was more still interested in the 

institutional reforms enshrined in his Code Michaud. Only 

with Marillac out of the way and Richelieu secure in the 

king's favor could he begin to implement his program. 

Besides clearing the way politically for Richelieu to 

institute his reforms, the Day of the Dupes also allowed 

63Ibid., pp. 5, 11, 157. 

64rbid., p. 160. 
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Richelieu the opportunity to create positions for his 

clients by removi~g rebel governors from their posts. 

Clients of Richelieu who obtained governorships in the years 

immediately following 1630 included Claude de Lorraine, duke 

of Chevreuse in Picardy; Cardinal La Valette in Anjou; 

Nicolas de l'Hopital, marquis de Vitry in Provence; Jean du 

Caylor, marechal de Toiras in the Auvergne; Charles de 

Schomberg in Languedoc; and Richelieu himself in Brittany. 

Also, Marshal Crequy was sent to Dauphine to help Richelieu 

keep an eye on the governor there, the Count of Scissons, 

because despite his "untrustworthy" nature, Scissons was 

Louis XIII's cousin and therefore untouchable.65 By the 

end of 1632, Richelieu had placed clients in leadership 

positions throughout most of the major provinces. 

Richelieu's clients in the provinces included more than 

just their governors. As he had done in 1628 in Languedoc, 

Richelieu continued to nominate his clients to key 

provincial ecclesiastical offices. Also, most of his 

intendants were selected from among his clients. However, 

Richelieu and his successors selected a specific type of 

person to act as an intendant. Of the one hundred and 

twenty-eight different intendants appointed by Richelieu and 

Mazarin, fifty-six, or almost half, began their careers in 

the Parlement of Paris. Of the seventy-two remaining 

65Moote, Louis XIII, pp. 230-231; Bonney, Political 
Change in France, p. 290. 



95 

intendants, twenty-five had once served in a provincial 

parlement. Thus, eighty-one of one hundred and twenty-eight 

intendants appointed by Richelieu and Mazarin had 

backgrounds in the parlements. 66 Assuredly, the 

predominance of ecclesiastics and former parlementaires in 

the clienteles of these ministers was no accident. 

Richelieu's reasoning behind the heavily judicial and 

ecclesiastical backgrounds of his provincial appointees is 

clear when one remembers his primary purpose in creating 

provincial clienteles. Richelieu, and later Mazarin and 

Colbert, sought to rule the provinces in cooperation with 

provincial estates and sovereign courts. By incorporating 

men who were experienced at the machinations of estates and 

sovereign courts into their governing clienteles, the royal 

ministers hoped to manage these bodies, using their local 

prestige to quiet concerns over royal policies. In this 

task, the provincial governors also played a role, using 

their social prestige to overawe reluctant deputies. 67 

The ministerial technique in the estates and courts 

was, however, more sophisticated than a mere reliance on 

social deference. Part of the approach included 

intimidation. In rare cases, the king pressured a 

provincial institution by appearing in person to demand 

66Ibid., pp. 85, 93. 

67Roger Mettam, Power and Faction in Louis XIV's France 
(New York: Basil Blackwell, Inc., 1988), pp. 270-271. 
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approval of his taxes and registration of his edicts. 68 

More commonly, the governor and intendants visited persons 

thought to be sympathetic to the royal cause in order to 

rally their support. Members who still refused to cooperate 

might be threatened with a formal lettre de cachet.69 

In addition to waving a stick, the crown typically 

offered a carrot. Royal representatives "wined and dined" 

members of the estates, sometimes at considerable expense. 

Once, in August of 1626, the Estates of Nantes managed to 

consume 20,000 litres of wine over the course of seventeen 

days. Later, in 1637, one of the intendants of Brittany 

hosted a dinner for the estates that cost him six hundred 

livres for meat and fruit, an example, incidentally, of a 

case where a client served his patron at considerable 

personal expense. 70 When food and drink failed to sway the 

estates, the crown did not fear to stoop to outright 

bribery. For instance, Colbert rewarded the most 

cooperative deputies in the Estates of Brittany with 60,000 

livres for their good services in 1663. Colbert's pension 

list also included most of the nobles attending the Estates 

of Languedoc after 1670, with each baron receiving 2,250 

68parker, Making of French Absolutism, p. 121. 

69Beik, "Magistrates and Popular Uprisings," p. 306; 
Bonney, Political Change, pp. 378-379; Parker, Making of 
French Absolutism, p. 121. 

70Kettering, Patronage, Brokers, and Clients, p. 171. 



livres per year. 71 Obviously, cooperation with the crown 

brought concrete financial advantages. 
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In fact, clientage relations under the control of the 

royal ministers benefitted all elite members of society who 

chose to participate, even the governors, who continued to 

act as patronage brokers. The king was able to win approval 

of his tax demands and edicts. After 1671 this was 

sometimes accomplished without the need for long 

deliberations. 72 More typically, royal tax demands were an 

occasion for bargaining. This gave local notables the 

opportunity to effectively sell their support in return for 

royal favors. Likewise, clientage under the tutelage of the 

royal ministers benefitted the provincial institutions 

themselves by allowing them to bargain with the crown, 

perhaps agreeing to promote one of Colbert's pet projects by 

reducing barriers to free trade within the province in 

return for a lighter tax assessment. 73 Moreover, the very 

fact that the crown sought its representative institutions' 

approval at all was a recognition of their right to exist. 

Truly, clientage as it existed and evolved in the 

seventeenth century served both the king and his subjects. 

71rbid., pp. 169-170. 

72Beik, "Magistrates and Popular Uprisings," p. 279. 

73Mettam, Power and Faction, pp. 187-188. 
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Conclusion 

By now it is clear that the state was considerably more 

secure in its authority in the seventeenth cent~ry than in 

previous centuries. To a limited extent, this was due to a 

certain amount of institutional reform. Some aspects of the 

administrative machinery did evolve in ways that made it 

more efficient, more answerable to royal authority. Still, 

seventeenth-century institutions remained inadequate, and 

too diffuse for the state to rely upon unaided. Indeed, it 

is doubtful whether any reform could have made ancien regime 

institutions effective in the face of that society's body of 

privileges that served to place many outside the reach of 

institutional authority. 

In light of the inability and unwillingness of the 

monarchy to alter the society of privilege, government by 

clientage makes sense. When subjects can be persuaded that 

cooperation with the state is in their best interests, then 

they are less likely to use their privileges to obstruct the 

smooth flow of authority. At the lest, clientage in the 

seventeenth century provided a method and forum for 

resolving conflicts through negotiation. 

In a sense, the conclusion of older historians that the 

"absolute" monarchy effected an institutional revolution is 

correct. Not, however, in the way one might expect. By 

learning to use clientage ties as a tool for managing 

provincial institutions, the king and his ministers 
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successfully created more effective institutions without 

really reforming their structure. This is the legacy of the 

cooperative state. 



CHAPTER IV 

J.-B. BOSSUET AND THE "ABSOLUTE" MONARCHY 

The preceding pages have argued that the term "absolute 

monarchy" is inappropriate and misleading when applied to 

the seventeenth-century French state. In one sense, 

however, the seventeenth century was absolutist. This is in 

the realm of political theory. In the preceding century, 

there were many different competing strains of political 

theory, but the most important work was done by 

constitutionalists who wished to limit the king's authority. 

Fran9ois Hetman, Philippe Duplessis Mornay, and the other 

Huguenot theorists best exemplify this trend, but even many 

Catholics such as Jean Bodin sought some restrictions on 

royal authority. Similarly, in the eighteenth century the 

theory of the Social Contract by Rousseau and his 

Enlightenment brethren denied that royal power was 

legitimately absolute. Quite a different situation 

prevailed in the seventeenth century, for this was an age 

when the predominate political theories proclaimed the 

absolutism of royal authority in France. 

This preponderance of absolutist theory was one of the 

reasons suggested in the introductory chapter for the 

failure of previous generations of historians to recognize 

the true nature of the seventeenth-century state. If, 

however, the crown was truly less absolute in its power than 

traditionally depicted, then it should bear little 

100 
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resemblance to the monarchy described in the works of 

contemporary political theorists. As a means of conclusion, 

the following chapter tests the accuracy of the new model of 

the state in the Grand Century by comparing it as it 

actually existed with the theory of divine right monarchy as 

it was expatiated by the leading political theorist of the 

age, Jacques-Benigne Bossuet. 

Born in 1627, Bossuet grew up experiencing the 

"fidelite absolue d'une famille de parlementaires au service 

du roi."1 Specifically, his father served in the Parlement 

of Metz. Bossuet's own career, however, was centered in the 

church and the royal court. Ordained as a priest in 1652, 

he rose to the bishopric of Condom in 1669. Later, in 1681, 

Bossuet was appointed bishop of Meaux. 2 Unlike so many 

other prelates of his age, Bossuet was truly devout and took 

his duties seriously. The vast majority of his writings are 

sermons, panegyrics of the saints, and other religious 

pieces. In fact, he was and still is regarded, alongside 

lJacques LeBrun, "Introduction," in Jacques-Benigne 
Bossuet, Politigue tiree des propres paroles de l'~criture 
sainte, ed. Jacques LeBrun (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 1967), 

p. vii. 

2J. H. Burns, ed., The Cambridge History of Political 
Thought, 1450-1700 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991), p. 663. 



Bourdaloue and Fenelon, as the greatest and most eloquent 

preacher in seventeenth-century France.3 

But Bossuet was more than an eloquent preacher. He 

was, in the words of one historian, "the great voice by 
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which the Catholic Apostolic, and Roman religion expressed 

itself in seventeenth-century France in all its strength, 

its harmony, and cohesion."4 This despite his relatively 

low status as a bishop. When his voice was heard, it was 

raised in support of "monarchial absolutism as a bulwark 

against papalist pretensions," to supreme authority over the 

French Church. 5 M II 11 h. k oreover, a 1s wor s ... were 

composed not for art but for action."6 This alone makes 

Bossuet worthy of attention, but his importance to 

seventeenth-century political theory is increased further by 

his influence with Louis XIV, an influence resulting not 

only from his piety, but even more from his 1670 appointment 

as preceptor of the Dauphin. 

This was a turning point in Bossuet's career, for he 

resigned his position as Bishop of Condom upon this new 

appointment so that he could devote his time to the moral 

and religious education of Louis' son. As a tool for this 

3Rev. D. O'Mahony, ed., Panegyrics of the Saints 
{London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 1924), p. vii. 

4Jacques Boulenger, The Seventeenth Century {New York: 
G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1925), p. 387. 

SBurns, p. 663. 

6Boulenger, p. 387. 
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duty, Bossuet began composing his major political work, 

Politigue tiree des propres paroles de l'Ecriture in 1677. 

Progress was slow and halting, especially after 1681 when 

Bossuet resumed his career as a prelate, and the Politigue 

was not ac~ually published until 1709, five years after the 

author's death, and much too late to accomplish its original 

purpose of preparing the Dauphin to rule. 7 It does, 

however, provide the theoretical foundation for the 

"absolute" monarchy. 

For Bossuet, the reason man chooses to live in a 

society is his animal-like depravity in the state of nature. 

Beginning with Cain's murder of Abel, man's passions have 

made him "unsociable." Furthermore, he is divided by the 

diversity of language. 8 In this condition, the individual 

is weak, without protection, and at the mercy of his 

neighbors. As a result, he seeks the safety of numbers with 

other individuals who share the same God, blood, needs, and 

interests. 9 "Otherwise, without association, mankind 

wanders as a dispersed pack, like vagabonds. ulO 

However, man's fundamentally unsociable nature prevents 

him from living in a community without the benefit of 

7Le Brun, pp. xiv-xxii. Bossuet's son Louis pushed for 
publication of his father's work, and did the final editing. 

Baossuet, 1, 2, 1-2 in Le Brun, pp. 11, 13. All 
translations are my own. 

9Ibid., 1, 1, 6 in Le Brun, p. 11. 

lOibid., 1, 3, 3 in Le Brun, p. 19. 
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governmental authority to protect the weak.ll Thus God, 

who is the true king, appoints an earthly sovereign to act 

as his minister. As Bossuet says, " ... the royal throne 

is not the throne of a man, but the throne of God 

himself. "12 This sovereign minister is God's gift to man. 

In him, 

all the forces of the nation converge .... 
Thus, an individual need not fear oppression 
or violence because he has in the person of 
the prince an invincible defender stronger 
without comparison than those people who 
would attempt to oppress him .13 

This sovereign minister is not necessarily a monarch, 

but Bossuet believes that it is better if he is, 

particularly if he is a hereditary monarch. There are 

several reasons for this statement. In the first place, 

Bossuet writes, monarchy is the most natural, durable, and 

strongest form of government, as well as the one most 

opposed to factions. This is proven by the analogy of the 

family. Just as the father is the head of his family, so 

too the monarch is the head of the community. 14 Indeed, 

the king is described as the father and the nation as the 

mother of the people, with the state in a hereditary 

11Ibid., 1 1 3, 2-3 in Le Brun, p. 18. 

12 Ibid. , 3, 2, 1 in Le Brun, pp. 64-65. 

13 Ibid., 1, 3, 5 in Le Brun, pp. 20. 

HI bid. , 2 1 1, 8 in Le Brun, p. 54. 



monarchy being propagated in the same manner as mankind. 15 

The second benefit Bossuet sees in hereditary monarchy is 

based upon the monarch's self-interest. Bossuet believes 
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that the prince will work harder for his state because he 

will also be working to preserve his son's patrimony. 16 

Finally, a monarchy is thought best because the people will 

grow to venerate the royal family, providing an even 

stronger rallying point for the nation.:? However, if God 

has chosen to impose some other form of government, the 

people must accept it because all forms of government, 

Bossuet recognizes, have their flaws and God extends his 

protection to all legitimate governments. 18 Those who try 

to change the form of their government are not only public 

enemies, but enemies of God as we11. 19 

As God's representative the king's person is itself 

sacred. Thus Bossuet describes obedience as a religious 

duty: "The service of God and respect for the kings are one 

thing. n20 It is the subject's duty to obey, and obey 

15Ibid., 2, 1, 10 in Le Brun, p. 56. 

16Ibid. Bossuet believes that women should be excluded 
from the succession in order to prevent their husbands from 
gaining control of the government. 

17 Ibid. 

lBBossuet fails to explain what he means by "legitimate 
governments." 

19Bossuet, 2, 1, 12 in Le Brun, pp. 59-60. 

20Ibid. , 3, 2, 2-3 in Le Brun, pp. 65-67. 
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completely. The one exception to this is if the prince's 

commands are contrary to those of God. In this case, the 

prince has become a tyrant and must not be obeyed. In light 

of man's propensity to disagree as to what constitutes God's 

commands, it is unfortunate that Bossuet provides no clue as 

to whether or not this is a matter of an individual's 

private conscience, nor if a conscientious objector would 

suffer temporal punishment. Certainly this dictum would 

likely cause a great deal of disagreement if it were 

actually applied in a real society. 

The king is also acting tyrannically, Bossuet believes, 

if he enslaves his people or if he fails to respect property 

rights. 21 Nonetheless, even a tyrannical king may not 

be resisted or removed because his reign is by definition a 

part of God's plan to preserve His people, a plan that may 

well include punishment at the hands of a tyrant. "The only 

defense of individuals against the public power," Bossuet 

insists, "must be their innocence. " 22 Although this 

implies that there may be a collective defense against a 

tyrant, Bossuet makes no mention of any such right. 

Bossuet also makes no mention of any right of 

resistance on the part of inferior magistrates acting on the 

people's behalf, a theory common to constitutionalists since 

the sixteenth century. Actually, he implicitly denies the 

21Ibid., 8, 2, 1 in LeBrun, pp. 291-92. 

22Ibid., 6, 2, 6; 4, 1, 1 in Le Brun, pp. 93, 210. 
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possibility of this because he rejects the notion of a 

divided sovereignty. In fact, he allows no one to display 

marks of distinction as these are reserved for the sovereign 

and he permits no assemblies of the people without the 

king's permission. 23 This emphasis on the solidarity of 

the sovereignty is clearly directed against the pope's power 

in France, 24 and against the independent authority of the 

aristocracy, the dangers of which Bossuet observed as a 

young man during the Fronde. 25 

The king is not seen as completely free to act as he 

wishes. Even the king is expected to obey the laws of the 

realm, especially the fundamental laws. This is because the 

example of their sovereign's respect for the law engenders a 

correspondingly greater respect for the law on the part of 

his people. Bossuet does seem to have a tremendous 

reverence for the unchanging nature of fundamental law, 

however, because he believes that society's adherence to law 

and ancient custom are what make the state immorta1. 26 

Still, this placement of the king under the rule of law lS 

more symbolic than real because Bossuet exempts him from 

suffering the penalty of law should he fail to obey. 27 

23rbid., 4, 1, 3 in Le Brun, p. 96. 

HBurns, p. 352. 

25 B · · Le run, p. v11. 

26Bossuet, 1, 4, 8 in Le Brun, p. 28. 

27rbid., 4, 1, 4 in LeBrun, p. 97. 
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Thus, human law offers no real limitation on the monarch. 

Only divine law provides a firm restraint on the sovereign's 

authority, along with the remembrance that it is sacrilege 

to misuse the power which God has entrusted to him.28 

Bossuet's king, free from the penalties of his own laws and 

free from competition from other authorities, is truly 

absolute. 

While Bossuet's monarch is absolute in his power, the 

Bourbon monarchy was not. Still, there are some 

similarities. The king was seen as having a connection with 

God, for one thing, through his coronation ceremony. 

However, Bossuet makes no mention of his king receiving 

God's authority through the intermediary of the priesthood 

as real French kings did. One suspects that Bossuet would 

have denied the church this right in light of his views on 

papal interference in France and the imperative that the 

sovereignty remain undivided. The inability of the Estates 

General and some of the lesser provincial estates to meet on 

their own initiative recalls Bossuet's prohibition against 

public assemblies without royal permission. French kings 

were also legislators and, during a lit de justice, judges 

in much the same way as the monarch of the Politics is. 

Finally, the submission of the aristocracy to the royal 

court at Versailles was in part an attempt to reduce their 

28rbid., 3, 2, 4 in Le Brun, p. 70. 
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independent authority, an action that would likely have met 

with Bossuet's approval. 

In other ways the kings of France failed to meet 

Bossuet's prerequisites for divine monarchy. Perhaps the 

most obvious difference between theory and actual practice 

lies in the force of fundamental law. Whereas Bossuet's 

king used fundamental law as a guideline, the real kings 

could not overcome the limitations it placed upon them. 

Admittedly, there were few occasions when a king had any 

desire or need to challenge the authority of these laws. 

However, without the Salic law perhaps the Valois dynasty 

would have continued beyond the reign of Henry III. 

In France of the seventeenth century sovereignty was in 

theory and practice divided, as the very name of the 

sovereign courts demonstrates. Louis XIV and his father did 

challenge this to some extent, for instance by restricting 

the courts' ability to remonstrate and using lits de justice 

to enforce registration of edicts that might otherwise have 

been refused. Louis XIV's decision to change the courts' 

name to superior courts is symbolic of this attempt. 

However, as shown in chapter two the courts' rights were 

only restricted, not destroyed, and they retained the power 

to kill legislation through delay. 

The nobility also retained, if not a formal share of 

the sovereignty, then at least more freedom of independent 

action than is compatible with absolutism. Again, the 
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seventeenth-century Bourbons worked to make the aristocracy 

less dangerous through the royal court system and by 

changing the orientation of clientage ties. The nobility 

also began to identify themselves more closely as French 

subjects and less as members of a continental elite, 

although this had little to do with positive actions on the 

part of the crown and was moreover by no means completely 

accomplished. Yet there was no attack on the body of noble 

privileges that set them apart from the rest of society and 

thus nobles retained effective authority on their own 

estates and in the provinces, authority symbolized by their 

own marks of nobility. Even at the end of the century, 

nobles still had a certain degree of independence. 

The absolutism of French kings was also limited in the 

century by the venal bureaucracy. Privatization of the 

state's offices had many effects, some beneficial, most 

detrimental. One thing that is certain is that private 

ownership of public offices is inconsistent with absolutism, 

especially in the light of even Bossuet's support for the 

sanctity of property rights. In this aspect, the monarchy 

regressed rather than advanced during the century. 

Finally, seventeenth-century France could not become an 

absolute state as long as it remained a society of 

privilege. Again, this is an area in which nothing was done 

to alter traditional ways. It was not only the nobility who 

profited from this arrangement, but the first estate and 
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parts of the third estate as well. Institutions and social 

groups were defined by their privileges. Thus while Bossuet 

believed that nothing but respect for God and His law should 

impinge upon the authority of a king, Louis XIV's authority 

was everywhere circumscribed by privileges. The seventeenth 

century state was an absolute monarchy in myth only. 
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