VERSAILLES: Symbol of French Absolutism

The Palace

Versailles was grand and luxurious, it was also expensive to maintain. It has been estimated that maintaining Versailles, including the care and feeding of its staff and the royal family, consumed as much as 25% of the government income of France[citation needed].  This may seem extraordinarily large, but Versailles was the center of government as well as a residence.  Estimates place the cost of building the palace at approximately 2 billion dollars, adjusted for inflation.

Courtiers

Courtiers were noblemen who gave up the comfort of their own country estates to be at Versailles.  For this honor, they lived in dark, cramped little rooms with their families and their own servants.  The courtiers – and often their wives and other ladies of the court – were expected to attend all formal events.  They had little time off for themselves, and had to eat between the King’s meals.  Louis liked it that way.  They had no time to plot against him.

Life at Versailles

Ten thousand people lived at the chateau of Versailles. The court revolved around Louis like planets around the sun.

Every aspect of the king's life was conducted with pomp and ceremony. He was awakened each morning at eight by his First Valet de Chambre, who slept on a folding bed in the king's room. Then the First Physician, the First Surgeon, and Louis's former nanny entered the room to check the king's health. Fifteen minutes later the Grand Chamberlain and other favored courtiers were admitted to watch the king dress. The valet always handed the royal shirt to the most important courtier in the room, who had the honor of handing it to Louis.  The entire ritual surrounding Louis’ waking and getting dressed (called the “Lever”) usually took about two hours.

Next it was time for the king to kneel and pray, again with the crowd of courtiers watching attentively. Soon Louis made his way to mass with the entire court trailing behind him.

Sometimes Louis even dined in public; anybody who was properly dressed could stand in line to file past the king's table. At "private" dinners he was observed by a crowd of servants and courtiers.  Only Louis's brother was allowed to eat with the king on these occasions; everyone else had to stand and watch. No women were present; the king's wife had her own (equally ceremonial) dinners separately. The king's supper was somewhat more informal. It took place in the presence of the entire court, and the king's family members were allowed to sit and eat with him.  This meal was usually dull and unbearably quiet.  The king did not like to talk while he ate, nor to listen, either.  It took five hundred servants to prepare his meals, largely because he had an enormous appetite.

Louis's life was not entirely ruled by ritual. He worked six to nine hours a day, and is said to have relaxed a bit in the company of his ministers, although his insistence on etiquette never wavered. He also found time for hunting, strolling through his gardens, and spending time with his family. At night he enjoyed concerts, comedies, operas, parties, and gambling.




Court etiquette

Life at the court was narrowly regulated by court etiquette. Etiquette became the means of social advancement for the court. King Louis XIV required everyone at the court to take ballet lessons.

Louis XIV’s elaborate rules of etiquette included the following:

1. People who wanted to speak to the king could not knock on his door. Instead, using the left pinkie finger, they had to gently scratch on the door, until they were granted permission to enter. As a result, many courtiers grew that fingernail longer than the others; 

2. A lady never held hands or linked arms with a gentleman. Besides being in bad taste, this practice would have been impossible because a woman’s hooped skirts were so wide. Instead, she was to place her hand on top of the gentleman’s bent arm as they strolled through the gardens and chambers of Versailles; 

3. When a gentleman sat down, he slid his left foot in front of the other, placed his hands on the sides of the chair and gently lowered himself into the chair. There was a very practical reason for this procedure. If a gentleman sat too fast, his tight trousers might split; 

4. Women and men were not allowed to cross their legs in public; 

5. When a gentleman passed an acquaintance on the street, he was to raise his hat high off his head until the other person passed; 

6. A gentleman was to do no work except writing letters, giving speeches, practicing fencing, or dancing. For pleasure he engaged in hawking, archery, indoor tennis, or hunting. A gentleman would also take part in battle and would sometimes serve as a public officer, paying the soldiers; 

Ladies’ clothing did not allow them to do much besides sit and walk. However, they passed the time sewing, knitting, writing letters, painting, making their own lace, and creating their own cosmetics and perfumes.

