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PREFACE

The title of this book begins with a verb, a choice that reflects our basic
philosophy about history. History is not simply something one learns about;
it is something one does. One discovers the past, and what makes this pursuit
exciting is not only the past that is discovered but the process of discovery
itself. This process can be simultaneously exhilarating and frustrating, en-
lightening and confusing, but it is always challenging enough to convince
those of us who are professional historians to spend our lives at it.

The recognition that history involves discovery as much as physics or
astronomy does is often unshared by students, whose classroom experience
of history frequently does not extend beyond listening to lectures and reading
textbooks. The primary goal of Discovering the Western Past: A Look at the
Evidence is to allow students enrolled in the Western Civilization course to
do history in the same way we as historians do—to examine a group of
original sources in order to answer a question about the past. We feel that
contact with original sources is an excellent means of communicating the
excitement of doing history, but incorporating complete works or a collection
of documents into a Western Civilization course can be problematic for many
instructors.

The evidence in this book thus differs from that in most source collections
in its variety. We have included such visual evidence as coins, paintings,
aerial photographs, cartoons, buildings, architectural plans, maps, and po-
litical posters. In choosing written evidence we again have tried to offer a
broad sample—songs, plays, poems, court records, notarial contracts, statis-
tical data, and work regulations all supplement letters, newspapers,
speeches, autobiographies, and other more traditional sources.

In order for students to learn history the way we as historians do, they
must not only be confronted with the evidence; they must also learn how to
use that evidence to arrive at a conclusion. In other words, they must learn
historical methodology. Too often methodology (or even the notion that
historians have a methodology) is reserved for upper-level majors or graduate
students; beginning students are simply presented with historical facts and
interpretations without being shown how these were unearthed or formu-
lated. They may learn that historians hold different interpretations of the
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Preface

significance of an event or individual or different ideas about causation, but
they are not informed of how historians come to such conclusions.

Thus, along with evidence, we have provided explicit suggestions about
how one might analyze that evidence, guiding students as they reach their
own conclusions. As they work through the various chapters, students will
discover not only that the sources of historical information are wide-ranging,
but that the methodologies appropriate to understanding and using them
are equally diverse. By doing it themselves, students will learn how intellec-
tual historians handle philosophical treatises, economic historians quantita-
tive data, social historians court records, and political and diplomatic histo-
rians theoretical treatises and memoirs. They will also be asked to consider
the limitations of their evidence, to explore what historical questions it cannot
answer as well as those it can. Instead of passive observers, students become
active participants.

Following an approach that we have found successful in many different
classroom situations, we have divided each chapter into five parts: The
Problem, Sources and Method, The Evidence, Questions to Consider, and
Epilogue. The section called “The Problem” presents the general historical
background and context for the evidence offered and concludes with the
central question or questions explored in the chapter. The section titled
“Sources and Method” provides specific information about the sources and
suggests ways in which students might best study and analyze this primary
evidence. It also discusses how previous historians have evaluated such
sources and mentions any major disputes about methodology or interpreta-
tion. “The Evidence” forms the core of each chapter, presenting a variety of
original sources for students to use in completing the central task. In “Ques-
tions to Consider,” suggestions are offered about connections among the
sources, and students are guided to draw deductions from the evidence. The
final section, “Epilogue,” traces both the immediate effects of the issue under
discussion and its impact on later developments.

Within this framework, we have tried to present a series of historical issues
and events of significance to the instructor as well as of interest to the
student. We have also aimed to provide a balance among political, social,
diplomatic, intellectual, and cultural history. In other words, we have at-
tempted to create a kind of historical sampler that we believe will help
students learn the methods and skills used by historians. Not only will these
skills—analyzing arguments, developing hypotheses, comparing evidence,
testing conclusions, and reevaluting material—enable students to master
historical content; they will also provide the necessary foundation for a
productive, meaningful life beyond college.

Discovering the Western Past is designed to accommodate any format of the
Western Civilization course, from the small lecture/discussion class of a liberal
arts or community college to the large lecture with discussions led by teaching
assistants of a sizable university. The chapters may be used for individual
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assignments, team projects, class discussions, papers, and exams. Each is
self-contained, so that any combination may be assigned. The book is not
intended to replace a standard textbook, and it was written to accompany
any Western Civilization text the instructor chooses. The Instructor’s Manual
provided with the book offers further suggestions for class discussion as well
as a variety of ways in which students’ learning may be evaluated and
annotated lists of suggestions for further reading.

In the completion of this book, the authors received assistance from a
number of persons. All three authors would like to acknowledge the initial
work on this project by Professors Carol L. Lansing and Michael J. McDonald
of the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. The organization and concepts
that they proposed for these volumes provided a foundation for the work of
the present authors. Our colleagues and students at the University of Wis-
consin—Milwaukee, Marquette University, and the University of Tennessee,
Knoxville have been generous with their ideas and time. Merry E. Wiesner
(-Hanks) wishes especially to thank Ann Healy and Carolyn Ashbaugh for
their critiques and suggestions and Neil Wiesner-Hanks and Kai Wiesner-
Hanks for their help in maintaining the author’s perspective. Julius R. Ruff
wishes to acknowledge the assistance of the Reverend John Patrick Donnelly,
S.J., Joseph Mikolajczak, Michael Sibalis, Laura B. Ruff, and Julia B. Ruff.
Edwin Trainer of the University of Tennessee, Knoxville has been especially
supportive, as has Palmira Brummett, who offered invaluable assistance on
the non-Western perspective.

We wish particularly to acknowledge the following historians, who read
and commented on the manuscript through its stages of development:

Susan Amussen, Connecticut College

James G. Baughman, Jefferson Community College
Rebecca Boehling, University of Dayton

John Bohnstedt, California State University, Fresno
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CHAPTER ONE

STAGING ABSOLUTISM

FHE PROBEENY

The “Age of Absolutism” is the label
historians often apply to the history
of Europe in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. In many ways
it is an appropriate description; al-
though the seventeenth-century con-
flict between king and Parliament in
England resulted in the Civil War
(1642-1648) and Glorious Revolution
(1688), which severely limited royal
power and created parliamentary
government, most European mon-
archs of this era aspired to absolute
authority in their realms.

The royal absolutism that evolved
in seventeenth-century Europe rep-
resents an important step in govern-
mental development. In constructing
absolutist states, monarchs and their
ministers both created new organs of
administration and built on existing
institutions of government to sup-
plant the regional authorities of the
medieval state with more centralized
state power. In principle, this cen-
tralized authority was subject to the
absolute authority of the monarch;
in practice, royal authority was no-
where as encompassing as that of
a modern dictator. Poor communi-

cation systems, the persistence of
traditional privileges that exempted
whole regions or social groups from
full royal authority, and other factors
all set limits on royal power. Never-
theless, monarchs of the era strove
for the ideal of absolute royal power,
and France was the model in their
work of state building.

French monarchs of the seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries
more fully developed the system of
absolute monarchy. In these rulers’
efforts to overcome impediments to
royal authority we can learn much
about the creation of absolutism in
Europe. Rulers in Prussia, Austria,
Russia, and many smaller states
sought not only the real power of the
French kings but also the elaborate
court ceremony and dazzling palaces
that symbolized that power.

Absolutism in France was the work
of Henry IV (r. 1589—1610), Louis XIII
(r. 1610-1643) and his minister Car-
dinal Richelieu, and Louis XIV (r.
1643—-1715). These rulers established
a system of centralized royal political
authority that destroyed many rem-
nants of the feudal monarchy. The
reward for their endeavors was great:
with Europe’s largest population and
immense wealth, France was poten-
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tially the mightiest country on the
continent in 1600 and its natural
leader, if only these national
strengths could be unified and di-
rected by a strong government. Cre-
ation of such a government around
an absolute monarch was the aim of
French rulers, but they confronted
formidable problems, common to
many early modern states, in achiev-
ing their goal. Nobles everywhere
still held considerable power, in part
a legacy of the system of feudal mon-
archy. In France they possessed mil-
itary power, which they used in the
religious civil wars of the sixteenth
century and in their Fronde revolt
against growing royal power in the
mid-seventeenth century. Nobles
also exercised considerable political
power through such representative
bodies as the Estates General and
provincial assemblies, which gave
form to their claims for a voice
in government. Moreover, nobles
served as the judges of the great law
courts, the parlements, that had to
register all royal edicts before they
could take effect.

A second obstacle to national unity
and royal authority in many states,
in an age that equated national unity
with religious uniformity, was the
presence of a large and influential re-
ligious minority. In France the Prot-
estant minority was known as the
Huguenots. Not only did they for-
swear the Catholic religion of the
king and the majority of his subjects,
but they possessed military power in
their rights, under the Edict of
Nantes,! to fortify their cities.

A third and major impediment to
unifying a country under absolute
royal authority lay in regional differ-

ences. The medieval monarchy of
France had been built province by
province over several centuries, and
the kingdom was not well integrated.
Some provinces, like Brittany in the
north, retained local estates or as-
semblies with which the monarch ac-
tually had to bargain for taxes. Many
provinces had their own cultural her-
itage that separated them from the
king’s government centered in Paris.
These differences might be as simple
as matters of local custom, but also
as complex as unique systems of civil
law. A particular problem was the
persistence of local dialects, which
made the French of royal officials
a foreign and incomprehensible
tongue in large portions of the king-
dom.

The only unifying principle that
could overcome all these centrifugal
forces was royal authority. The task
in the seventeenth century was to
build a theoretical basis for a truly
powerful monarch, to endow the
king with tangible power that gave
substance to theory, and to place the
sovereign in a setting that would
never permit the country to forget his
New power.

To establish an abstract basis for
absolutism, royal authority had to
be strengthened and reinforced by
a veritable cult of kingship. Seven-
teenth-century French statesmen

1. Edict of Nantes: In this 1598 decree, King
Henry IV sought to end the civil warfare
between French Catholics and Hugue-
nots. He granted the Protestants basic
protection, in the event of renewed fight-
ing, by allowing them to fortify some 200
of their cities. The edict also accorded the
Protestants freedom of belief with some
restrictions and civil rights equal to those
of Catholic Frenchmen.

[2]



built on medieval foundations in this
task. Medieval kings had possessed
limited tangible authority but sub-
stantial religious prestige; their vas-
sals had rendered them religious
oaths of loyalty. French monarchs
since Pepin the Short had been
anointed in a biblically inspired
coronation ceremony in which they
received not only the communion
bread the Catholic Church adminis-
tered to all believers, but also the
wine normally reserved for clerics;
once crowned, they claimed to pos-
sess mystical religious powers to heal
with the royal touch. All these trap-
pings served to endow the monarch
with almost divine powers, separat-
ing him from and raising him above
his subjects. Many seventeenth-cen-
tury thinkers emphasized this tradi-
tional divine dimension of royal
power. Others, as you will see, found
more practical grounds for great
royal power.

To achieve greater royal power,
Henry IV reestablished peace after
the religious civil warfare of the late
sixteenth century and Cardinal
Richelieu curbed the military power
of the nobility. With the creation of
loyal provincial administrators, the
intendants, and a system of political
patronage that he directed, the Car-
dinal also established firmer central
control in the name of Louis XIII
Richelieu, moreover, ended Hu-
guenot political power by crushing
their revolt in 1628, and he inter-
vened in the Thirty Years” War to es-
tablish France as a chief European
power.

The reign of Louis XIV completed
the process of consolidating royal au-
thority in France. Louis XIV created

much of the administrative apparatus
necessary to centralize the state. The
king brought the nobility under even
greater control, building in Europe’s
largest army a force that could defeat
any aristocratic revolt and creating in
Versailles a court life that drew no-
bles near to the king, away from pro-
vincial plotting, where their actions
could be observed. The king also
sought to extend royal authority by
expanding France’s borders through
a series of wars and to eliminate com-
pletely the Huguenot minority by re-
voking their religious freedoms em-
bodied in the Edict of Nantes.

The king supplemented his mili-
tary and political work of state build-
ing with other projects to integrate
France more completely as one na-
tion. With royal patronage, authors
and scholars flourished and, by the
example of their often excellent
works, extended the French dialect
in the country at the expense of pro-
vincial tongues. In the king’s name,
his finance minister, Jean-Baptiste
Colbert (1619-1683) sought to realize
a vision of a unified French economy.
He designed mercantilist policies to
favor French trade and to build
French industry, and he improved
transportation to bind the country to-
gether as one unit. The result of
Louis’s policies, therefore, was not
only a stronger king and a more pow-
erful France but a more unified coun-
try as well.

Far more than previous French
monarchs, Louis XIV addressed the
third task in establishing absolutism.
In modern terms it consisted of effec-
tive public relations, which required
visible evidence of the new royal au-
thority. The stage setting for the royal

[3]
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display of the symbols of absolute au-
thority was Versailles, the site of a
new royal palace. Built between 1661
and 1682, the palace itself was mas-
sive, with a facade one-quarter mile
long pierced by 2,143 windows. It
was set in a park of 37,000 acres, of
which 6,000 acres were embellished
with formal gardens. These gardens
contained 1,400 fountains that re-
quired massive hydraulic works to
supply them with water, an artificial
lake one mile long for royal boating
parties, and 200 statues. The palace
grounds contained various smaller
palaces as well, including Marly,
where the king could entertain small,
select groups, away from the main
palace that was the center of a court
life embracing almost 20,000 persons
(9,000 soldiers billeted in the town;
and 5,000 royal servants, 1,000 no-
bles and their 4,000 servants, plus the
royal family, all housed in the main
palace). Because the royal ministers
and their secretaries also were in res-
idence, Versailles was much more
than a palace: it was the capital of
France.

Royal architects deliberately de-
signed the palace to impart a mes-
sage to all who entered. As a guide-
book of 1681 by Laurent Morellet
noted regarding the palace’s art:

SOURCES AND METHOD

This chapter assembles several kinds
of sources, each demanding a differ-
ent kind of historical analysis. Two
works of political theory that were

The subjects of painting which com-
plete the decorations of the ceilings are
of heroes and illustrious men, taken
from history and fable, who have de-
served the titles of Magnanimous, of
Great, of Fathers of the People, of Lib-
eral, of Just, of August and Victorious,
and who have possessed all the Virtues
which we have seen appear in the Per-
son of our Great Monarch during the
fortunate course of his reign; so that
everything remarkable which one sees
in the Chateau and in the garden al-
ways has some relationship with the
great actions of His Majesty.2

The court ritual and etiquette enacted
in this setting departed markedly
from the simpler court life of Louis
XIII and were designed to comple-
ment the physical presence of the
palace itself in teaching the lesson of
a new royal power.

In this chapter we will analyze
royal absolutism in France. What was
the theoretical basis for absolute
royal authority? What was traditional
and what was new in the justification
of royal power as expressed in late
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
France? How did such early modern
kings as Louis XIV communicate
their absolute power in the various
ceremonies and symbols of royal au-
thority presented in the evidence that
follows?

2. Laurent Morellet, Explication historique de ce
qu’il y a de plus remarquable dans la maison royale
de Versailles et en celle de Monsieur a4 Saint-Cloud
(Paris, 1681), quoted in Robert W. Hartle,
“Louis XIV and the Mirror of Antiquity” in
Steven G. Reinhardt and Vaughn L. Glasgow,
eds., The Sun King: Louis XIV and the New World
(New Orleans: Louisiana State Museum Foun-
dation, 1984), p. 111.
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influential in the formation of abso-
lutism open the evidence. To analyze
these works effectively, you will need
some brief background information
on their authors and on the problems
these thinkers discussed.

Jean Bodin (1530-1596) was a law
professor, an attorney, and a legal
official. His interests transcended
his legal education, however. He
brought a wide reading in Hebrew,
Greek, Italian, and German to the
central problem addressed in his ma-
jor work, The Six Books of the Republic
(1576), that of establishing the well-
ordered state. Writing during the re-
ligious wars of the sixteenth century
when government in France all but
broke down, Bodin offered answers
to this crisis. Especially novel for the
sixteenth century was his call for re-
ligious toleration. Although at least
formally a Catholic® and recognizing
unity in religion as a strong unifying
factor for a country, Bodin was un-
willing to advocate force in eliminat-
ing Protestantism from France. He
believed that acceptance was by far
the better policy.

Bodin’s political thought was also
significant, and his Republic immedi-
ately was recognized as an important
work. Published in several editions
and translated into Latin, Italian,
Spanish, and German, the Republic

3. Bodin’s religious thought evolved in the
course of his life. Although he was brought
up a Catholic and was briefly a Carmelite friar,
his knowledge of Hebrew and early regard for
the Old Testament led some to suspect he was
a Jew. Writings of his middle years indicate
some Calvinist leanings. Later in life, his
thought seems to have moved beyond tradi-
tional Catholic and Protestant Christianity. He
was nevertheless deeply religious.

influenced a circle of men, the Poli-
tigues, who advised Henry IV. In
seeking to explain how to establish
the well-ordered state, Bodin contrib-
uted much in the process to Western
political theory. Perhaps his most im-
portant idea was that there was noth-
ing divine about governing power.
Men created governments solely to
ensure their physical and material se-
curity; to meet those needs, the rul-
ing power had to exercise a sover-
eignty on which Bodin placed few
limits.* Indeed, Bodin’s concept of
the ruler’s power is his most impor-
tant contribution to political thought.
In the brief selection from Jean Bo-
din’s complex work, examine his
conception of the sovereign power
required to establish a well-ordered
state in France and contrast this con-
ception with the feudal state stiil par-
tially existing in his time.

The second work of political theory
was written by Jacques Bénigne Bos-
suet (1627-1704), Bishop of Meaux. A
great orator who preached at the
court of Louis XIV, Bossuet was en-
trusted with the education of the
king’s son and heir, the Dauphin. He
wrote three works for that prince’s
instruction, including the one ex-
cerpted in this chapter, Politics Drawn
from the Very Words of the Holy Scrip-
ture (1678).

As tutor to the Dauphin and royal
preacher, Bossuet expressed what
has been called the divine right theory
of kingship: that is, the king was

4. Bodin saw the sovereign power limited by
natural law and the need to respect property
(which meant that the ruler could not tax with-
out his subjects’ consent) and the family.
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God’s deputy on earth, and to op-
pose him was to oppose divine law.
Here, of course, the bishop was
drawing on those medieval beliefs
and practices imputing certain divine
powers to the king. Because Bossuet
was an influential member of the
court of Louis XIV, his ideas on roy-
al authority carried considerable
weight. Trained as a theologian, he
buttressed his political theories with
scriptural authority. In this selection,
determine the extent of the royal link
to God. Why might such a theory be
particularly useful to Louis XIV?
Source 3 is a selection from the
Memoirs of Louis de Rouvroy, Duke
of Saint-Simon (1675-1755). Saint-5i-
mon’s memoirs of court life are ex-
tensive, comprising forty-one vol-
umes in the main French edition.
They constitute both a remarkable
record of life at Versailles and, be-
cause of their style, an important ex-
ample of French literature. As useful
and important as the Memoirs are,
however, they must be read with
care. All of us, consciously or uncon-
sciously, have biases and opinions,
and memoirists are no exception. In
fact, memoir literature illustrates
problems that students of history
should be aware of in all they read.
The way in which authors present
events, even what they choose to in-
clude or omit from their accounts, re-
flects their opinions. Because memoir
writers often recount events in which
they participated, they may have es-
pecially strong views about what
they relate.. Thus, to use Saint-Si-
mon’s work profitably, it is essential
to understand his point of view. We
must also ask if the memoir writer
was in a position to know firsthand

what he or she is relating or is simply
recounting less reliable rumors.

Saint-Simon came from an old no-
ble family recently risen to promi-
nence when his father became a royal
favorite. Ironically, no one was more
deeply opposed to the policies of
Louis XIV, which aimed at destroy-
ing the traditional feudal power of
the nobility in the name of royal au-
thority, than this man whose position
rested on that very authority. Saint-
Simon was, quite simply, a defender
of the older style of kingship in
which sovereignty was limited by the
monarch’s need to consult with his
vassals. His memoirs reflect this view
and are often critical of the king. But
even with his critical view of the king
and his court, Saint-Simon was an
important figure there, an individual
privy to state business and court gos-
sip, who gives us a remarkable pic-
ture of life at Versailles. Analyze the
court etiquette and ritual Saint-Simon
describes as a nonverbal message
from the king to his most powerful
subjects. For example, what message
did the royal waking and dressing
ceremony convey to the most pow-
erful and privileged persons in
France, who crowded the royal bed-
room and vied for the privilege of
helping the king dress? What mes-
sage did their very presence convey
in turn to Louis XIV? Recall Bossuet’s
ideas of kingship. Why might public
religious ritual such as that attending
the royal rising be part of the agenda
of a king not particularly noted for
his piety during the first half of his
life?

Studied closely, the three different
kinds of written evidence pre-
sented—the work of a sixteenth-cen-
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