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The ‘personal rule’ of Louis XIV witnessed a massive increase in the size of the French army
and an apparent improvement in the quality of its officers, its men and the War Ministry.
However, this is the first book to treat the French army under Louis XIV as a living politi-
cal, social and economic organism: an institution which reflected the dynastic interests and
personal concerns of the king and his privileged subjects.

The book seeks to explain the development of the army between the end of Cardinal
Mazarin’s ministry and the outbreak of the War of the Spanish Succession. During this period
the army was reshaped, not simply through the assurance of an adequate money supply, the
promulgation of reforming edicts and the imposition of tighter ministerial control. Of even
greater significance was the awareness of Louis XIV and his ministers of the need to pay
careful attention to the condition of the king’s officers, and to take account of those officers’
military, political, social and cultural aspirations.
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The idea of an ‘early modern’ period of European history from the fifteenth to the late
eighteenth century is now widely accepted among historians. The purpose of Cambridge
Studies in Early Modern History is to publish monographs and studies which illuminate the
character of the period as a whole, and in particular focus attention on a dominant theme
within it, the interplay of continuity and change as they are presented by the continuity of
medieval ideas, political and social organisation, and by the impact of new ideas, new methods,
and new demands on the traditional structure.
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Engraving by Pierre Drevet, 1703, of Louis-Auguste de Bourbon, duc du Maine and prince
des Dombes (1670-1736), based on the painting by Frangois de Troy. Author’s collection.

Maine, the eldest surviving illegitimate son of Louis XIV and the marquise de Montespan,
was the king’s favourite bastard. Louis installed him as Colonel-General of the Swiss and
Grison forces in 1674, prince des Dombes in 1681, governor of Languedoc in 1682, General
of the Galleys (1688—94), colonel of the régiment des Carabiniers in 1693, and Grand Master
of the Artillery in 1694. With the exception of the Galleys, he held these titles almost without
interruption until his death.

The portrait sums up the way in which Maine believed the world should see him: as a
soldier and as a sovereign prince of the Dombes, an enclave of disputed status situated north-
east of Lyon. The closed crown and the sceptre make that explicit. The title of the engraving
(Ludovicus Augustus Dei gratia Dombarum Princeps) also reinforced his claim to sovereignty.
But within France there was deep reluctance to see him as anything other than a duke, in spite
of the king’s steps to create a special legal position in society for Maine and his brother, the
comte de Toulouse, who in 1714 were even written into the line of succession to the throne.
In the aftermath of his father’s death in 1715, Maine’s pretensions were a danger to the
stability of the regency for the child-king Louis XV. In particular, Maine’s claims to superior
status and a share in power within the kingdom, when coupled with the extensive role he
played in the army, threatened to undermine the authority of the regent, Philippe II, duc
d’Orléans. Because of the closed crown and sceptre, Orléans had the plate of the engraving
destroyed. Few examples of it survive, though there could be no better representation of
Louis XIV’s dynastic approach to the state, nor of the link between politics, social status and
the administration of the army.
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To my parents, with love

‘We cannot expect, however able we may be, to correct the natural inclinations of
all men to seek their own interest, but it would still be sufficiently glorious for us to
arrange so that they can only find it in honest practices, in meritorious actions, and in

observing the rules of their profession.’
(Louis XIV, Mémaoires, p. 152)
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Map 1 The French provinces under Louis XIV.
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