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SEEING HISTORY FROM A DIFFERENT ANGLE. An
education in history involves more than facts concern-
ing the rise and fall of kings, the conquest of lands, and
the major battles fought between nations. While these
events are pivotal to the study of any time period, the
cultural aspects are of equal value in understanding the
development of societies. Various forms of literature,
the philosophical ideas developed, and even the type of
clothes worn in a particular era provide important clues
about the values of a society, and when these arts and
humanities are studied in conjunction with political and
historical events a more complete picture of that society
is revealed. This inter-disciplinary approach to studying
history is at the heart of the Arts and Humanities Through
the Eras project. Patterned in its organization after the
successful American Decades, American Eras, and World
Eras products, this reference work aims to expose the
reader to an in-depth perspective on a particular era in
history through the study of nine different arts and
humanities topics:

• Architecture and Design

• Dance

• Fashion

• Literature

• Music

• Philosophy

• Religion

• Theater

• Visual Arts

Although treated in separate chapters, the connections
between these topics are highlighted both in the text and
through the use of “See Also” references to give the reader
a broad perspective on the culture of the time period.
Readers can learn about the impact of religion on liter-
ature; explore the close relationships between dance,
music, and theater; and see parallel movements in ar-
chitecture and visual arts. The development of each of
these fields is discussed within the context of important
historical events so that the reader can see history from
a different angle. This angle is unique to this reference
work. Most history books about a particular time period
only give a passing glance to the arts and humanities in
an effort to give the broadest historical treatment possi-
ble. Those reference books that do cover the arts and
humanities tend to cover only one of them, generally
across multiple time periods, making it difficult to draw
connections between disciplines and limiting the per-
spective of the discipline’s impact on a specific era. In
Arts and Humanities Through the Eras each of the nine
disciplines is given substantial treatment in individual
chapters, and the focus on one era ensures that the analy-
sis will be thorough.

AUDIENCE AND ORGANIZATION. Arts and Human-
ities Through the Eras is designed to meet the needs of
both the beginning and the advanced history student.
The material is written by subject experts and covers a
vast array of concepts and masterworks, yet these con-
cepts are built “from the ground up” so that a reader
with little or no background in history can follow them.
Technical terms and other definitions appear both in the

ix
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text and in the glossary, and the background of historical
events is also provided. The organization of the volume
facilitates learning at all levels by presenting information
in a variety of ways. Each chapter is organized accord-
ing to the following structure:

• Chronology covering the important events in that
discipline during that era

• Brief overview of the development of that disci-
pline at the time

• Topics that highlight the movements, schools of
thought, and masterworks that characterize the
discipline during that era

• Biographies of significant people in that discipline

• Documentary sources contemporary to the time
period

This structure facilitates comparative analysis, both be-
tween disciplines and also between volumes of Arts and
Humanities Through the Eras, each of which covers a
different era. In addition, readers can access additional
research opportunities by looking at the “Further Refer-
ences” and “Media and Online Sources” that appear at
the back of the volume. While every effort was made to
include only those online sources that are connected to
institutions such as museums and universities, the web-

sites are subject to change and may become obsolete in
the future.

PRIMARY DOCUMENTS AND ILLUSTRATIONS. In
an effort to provide the most in-depth perspective pos-
sible, Arts and Humanities Through the Eras also includes
numerous primary documents from the time period,
offering a first-hand account of the culture from the
people who lived in it. Letters, poems, essays, epitaphs,
and songs are just some of the multitude of document
types included in this volume, all of which illuminate
some aspect of the discipline being discussed. The text
is further enhanced by 150 illustrations, maps, and line
drawings that bring a visual dimension to the learning
experience.

CONTACT INFORMATION. The editors welcome
your comments and suggestions for enhancing and im-
proving Arts and Humanities Through the Eras. Please
mail comments or suggestions to:

The Editor

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras

Thomson Gale

27500 Drake Rd.

Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535

Phone: (800) 347-4253

x Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800)
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ONE PERIOD, MANY DESCRIPTIONS. The seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries have long been described
as the culmination of the “early-modern world,” a des-
ignation that calls attention to the period’s role in form-
ing the institutions, economies, and societies that we
associate with the modern West. The rise of science and
technology, the birth of industrial capitalism, and the
appearance of new political theories that eventually in-
spired the French and American Revolutionaries were
just a few of the many important developments in the
years that anticipated the consumer-oriented, mass
democracies of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Eu-
rope. At the same time the early-modern period was a
curious amalgam of the old and the new, and for this
reason historians have coined numerous terms and
phrases in the hopes of describing its many conflicting
features. Many scholars have long referred to both the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as “Europe of the
Old Regime,” a phrase that draws attention to the wide-
spread religious intolerance, economic inequities, aristo-
cratic dominance, and political absolutism that were
realities in the period. The challenge of finding a suit-
able terminology to describe these centuries has also led
historians to separate the seventeenth century from the
eighteenth that followed it. The earlier century, for ex-
ample, has often been treated in ways that call attention
to its many religious conflicts, its authoritarian political
systems, and the generally dismal tenor of life. It has
been described, for instance, as the Age of Absolutism,
the Age of Religious Wars, or the Age of Confessions.
Some historians have treated this same period as the
“Crisis of the Seventeenth Century,” or a time that was

“in search of stability.” In more poetic terms, too, it has
even been dubbed the “Iron Century.” The eighteenth
century, though, generally fares considerably better in
such summations, for it has most often been called the
“Age of Reason,” or the “Century of Light.” The fun-
damental disparity of these terms points to an underly-
ing fact about the two centuries. Although many
common threads link them, both periods have their own
distinctive character, but a character that is hard to sum
up in the description of a few words. This book pri-
marily treats artistic and intellectual developments in
these two centuries, and consequently the text engages
in discussion of political, social, and economic changes
only when they are necessary to illuminate cultural de-
velopments. Consequently, we have avoided those labels
that call attention to political, religious, or social issues
in the period, and have instead decided to opt for the
title, “The Age of Baroque and Enlightenment,” a title
that calls attention to the two pervasive cultural move-
ments of the age, movements that had far-reaching ef-
fects on intellectual life and the arts.

THE ORIGINS OF THE BAROQUE. Like the term
“Gothic,” the word “Baroque” was originally a pejorative
term used to condemn the arts of seventeenth- and early
eighteenth-century Europe. The word may derive from
a Portuguese word barroco that had long been used to
describe pearls that were rough and heavily encrusted
with sediment. Or its origins might lie in the Italian
baroco, a term that referred to a thorny problem in logic.
Its use can be first traced to the 1730s, when it began to
be used almost simultaneously to describe both music
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and architecture that were heavily ornamented or overly
complex. In the first century and a half after the word
“Baroque” entered into European languages, it was uni-
versally applied in a negative way, a term of derision that
attacked the prevalence of ornate decoration in the sev-
enteenth and early eighteenth centuries. The origins of
these judgments lay in the new spirit of neoclassicism, a
more restrained movement in art and architecture that
began to flourish in the mid-eighteenth century. It was
not until 1888 that the art historian Heinrich Wölfflin
rehabilitated the word “Baroque,” treating the art and
architecture of these years not as a period of decline and
tasteless ornamentation, but as an age with many dy-
namic and positive attributes. In his Renaissance and
Baroque he described the elements of the Baroque style.
Importantly, he showed that the Baroque was not a de-
based or degraded form of High Renaissance art, as many
had long imagined it, but was instead the product of a
new aesthetic sensibility that was daring and creative.
The chief elements of this Baroque style, Wölfflin ar-
gued, derived from an underlying spirit of creativity, a
Zeitgeist, meaning literally a “spirit of the age,” that had
shaped the arts in Baroque Europe as definitely as a
Gothic or Renaissance spirit had molded those of the
periods that preceded it. Since the late nineteenth cen-
tury, historians have generally discarded arguments like
Wölfflin’s that make use of the concept of a Zeitgeist, an
amorphous spirit that could be said to pervade and shape
artistic production in a period. Instead they have
searched for the causes of an era’s style in the social, cul-
tural, and political realities of that time. But while the
notion of a Baroque Zeitgeist may now be discredited,
Wölfflin’s work has continued to be important since it
helped to sanction the notion of the Baroque era as a
discrete time period in Europe’s cultural life. Since the
late nineteenth century, in other words, the notion of a
Baroque era that flourished in Europe between 1600 and
1750 has only rarely been called into question, and his-
torians have come to speak of art, architecture, and mu-
sic in this period as displaying both great variety and
certain common underlying characteristics.

RISE OF THE BAROQUE STYLE IN THE VISUAL

ARTS AND ARCHITECTURE. In art and architecture the
rise of the Baroque style can be traced to the city of
Rome, and to forces that were at work there around
1600. One of the most important sources of inspiration
for sponsoring this new style in the visual arts and ar-
chitecture was the Catholic Reformation and its search
for an art that might provide a clear and forceful state-
ment of religious truth and at the same time stir the emo-
tions of the faithful. Although Baroque artists were often

united in their aims of fulfilling these demands, the direc-
tions their creativity took them were still extremely varied.
In Roman painting, the Baroque embraced the classical
naturalism of figures like Annibale Carracci, the gritty
realism of Michelangelo da Caravaggio, and the sweep-
ing and swirling complexities of Pietro da Cortona.
Somewhat later in Northern Europe, the divergent paths
of the visual arts similarly produced the monumentally
dramatic paintings of Rubens, and the quiet intimacy
and inwardness of Rembrandt and other Dutch painters.
In architecture, too, the developing style admitted both
the more classically inspired works of Gianlorenzo
Bernini alongside the tempestuous and willful designs of
Francesco Borromini. Despites such disparities, certain
common features can be seen in the new architectural
monuments of the age. These included a new sense of
movement in buildings, a flow that was created through
curved lines and spaces that frequently invited admirers
to walk around these structures. Baroque buildings were
often created on a massive scale that was intended to awe
the viewer; yet despite their size, a coherent unity was
achieved in the best of these structures by massing many
complex decorative elements to grant them a sense of
dramatic climax. This new architectural language was
often imposing, larger than life, and it came to be pre-
ferred by many seventeenth-century kings and princes
since it gave expression to their pretensions and desires
to exercise absolute authority over their states. Yet as
Baroque architecture made its way from Italy to North-
ern Europe it also developed numerous regional varia-
tions, and frequently encountered resistance from native
forces that resisted its attractions. In France, an endur-
ing classicism inherited from the Renaissance—exempli-
fied in Louis XIV’s Palace of Versailles and other famous
monuments he built in Paris around the time—discour-
aged the adoption of many elements of Italian Baroque
style. In Catholic Germany and Austria, the Baroque
style was accepted late, in large part because of the wide-
spread devastation that occurred in the region as a result
of the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648). When those
troubles receded, though, the Baroque was enthusiasti-
cally accepted, particularly in Catholic central Europe,
where it was often molded into a fanciful and exuberant
style that frequently outdid in ornament earlier Roman
monuments. Although Protestant states in Germany
eventually adopted Baroque architecture for palaces and
some churches, England and the Netherlands—coun-
tries heavily influenced by sixteenth-century Calvinism
and the rise of a new commercial ethic—proved rela-
tively resistant to the new style’s imposing monumen-
tality. Despite a few efforts to imitate the new Baroque
fashion, a Palladian-influenced classicism adopted at the
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end of the Renaissance persisted in England and the
Netherlands, and an enduring faithfulness to this style
eventually provided a welcoming atmosphere for the
more restrained neoclassical architecture that emerged in
the mid-eighteenth century. Thus the very multiplicity
of architectural styles that co-existed in Baroque-era Eu-
rope points up a critical fact of the age: the increasingly
diverse and heterogeneous character of the continent’s
various regions and national cultures. If the enormous,
human-dwarfing palace of Schönbrunn just outside Vi-
enna is a typical embodiment of Baroque Catholic ab-
solutism, the new Town Hall of seventeenth-century
Protestant Amsterdam displays an entirely different aes-
thetic, but an aesthetic that was nevertheless an equally
important component of the Baroque era. Fashioned on
a human scale and built for a society that prized com-
merce, republican government, and comfort as its every-
day values, Amsterdam’s Town Hall seems today to
invite participation in public life, while the enormous
spaces of Schönbrunn and Versailles at the same time
express a desire to overawe the subject. By the later sev-
enteenth century the increasingly divergent paths that
religious, social, and economic changes had produced in
Europe were making such contrasts between absolutist
states and the new commercial and urbanized societies
of places like Amsterdam, with its large class of middle-
class merchants, more obvious.

THE BAROQUE IN MUSIC. In music, the produc-
tion of the first operas in Florence around 1600, and
somewhat later in other Italian cities, has similarly been
seen as a “defining moment” in fashioning Baroque
music. In contrast to the polyphonic music popular in
the late Renaissance in which many musical lines were
simultaneously sung or played, the new operas, cantatas,
and oratorios of the emerging Baroque style often fa-
vored the solo voice. Baroque music was influenced by
the Renaissance past all the same. Opera, one of the most
popular of the Baroque arts, arose from the attempt of
late-Renaissance humanists to recreate the dramatic in-
tensity and power of ancient tragedies, which these schol-
ars believed had been entirely sung. The rise of the new
art at the end of the Renaissance also helped to sponsor
the use of the basso continuo, or “figured bass” style of
composition, an innovation that became one of the
defining features of Baroque music. In this technique a
composer wrote out the melody line and the lowest note
of the accompanying bass. Through notated figures en-
tered above the bass tone, the accompanying ensemble,
keyboard, or lute player, derived the other notes that ac-
companied the melody in chords. This use of basso con-
tinuo first flourished in opera, but soon it was almost

universally adapted in the ensemble instrumental music
of the Baroque era. And although operas began primar-
ily as an elite pastime in Italy’s courts, they soon escaped
from those rarefied circles to become one of the era’s
most popular urban entertainments. New commercial
opera houses appeared, first in Italy, but relatively
quickly in northern Europe. But just as was the case in
the visual arts and architecture, not every country was
seduced by the new Italian medium. England resisted
Italian opera until very late, although attempts were
made by native composers like Henry Purcell to nour-
ish the development of a native form. Somewhat later,
Georg Frideric Handel presented successful Italian op-
eras in London, but after laboring for more than twenty
years to establish the art form as a permanent force on
the city’s scene, he gave up. London’s rise to become one
of the world’s great capitals of the art was to be post-
poned until the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In
France, Italian opera was similarly resisted, despite the
attempts of Louis XIV’s Italian-born minister Cardinal
Mazarin to nourish its development in the 1650s. With
his death in 1661, Italian opera withered on the vine in
France, until another Italian-born but French-influenced
composer, Jean-Baptiste Lully, fashioned a native French
form of the art in the 1670s that was widely admired at
court. This new French form eventually spread to other
parts of Europe, where it competed against Italian opera,
although it was never successful in overtaking the latter.
In most places, particularly in central Europe, Italian
opera remained the clear leader throughout the eigh-
teenth century, so much so that Mozart and other late
eighteenth-century composers continued to write more
works in Italian than in their native languages.

OTHER MUSICAL FORMS. Opera was perhaps the
most quintessentially Baroque form of music since, like
the era’s architecture, it satisfied a taste for imposing,
monumental drama, and in its fondness for spectacular
arias it nourished the age’s fascination with complex
patterns of ornamentation and elaboration At the same
time, the musical genres and styles of the Baroque were
as varied as those evidenced in architecture and the vi-
sual arts. Great regional and national variations devel-
oped in Baroque-era music, most notably between the
patterns of music composed and in the performance
practices used in Italy and in France. But everywhere,
native schools of musical composition and performance
flourished, so much so that the performance practices of
northern Germany were often very different from those
of the south and from Austria. While operas, oratorios,
and cantatas satisfied the taste for vocal music that made
use of tuneful, ornamented melodies, the old polyphonic
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music of the Renaissance did not die out. The poly-
phonic tradition, sometimes called the “old style” (stile
antiche), persisted, and inspired some of the greatest
musical writing of the age, including the fugues and
polyphonic chorales of Johann Sebastian Bach, works
that might be seen as the finest expression, and in many
ways the culmination, of the lingering tradition of Re-
naissance polyphony. In music the Baroque era thus
saw the persistence of the old, as well as the rise of the
new, and it was these two factors working in tandem
that inspired the great vitality of the art in this age.

THE LITERARY BAROQUE. While scholars have long
seen certain parallels between the visual arts, architec-
ture, and music of the era between 1600 and 1750, it
remains considerably more difficult to classify European
literature of this period as “Baroque.” In literature, the
expansion and stylistic developments of the national
languages continued apace in the seventeenth century.
In most places, the triumph of native literature over the
neo-Latin poetry and prose of the later Renaissance
had already been assured by 1600. At the same time the
styles and rhetoric that flourished in England, France,
Germany, Italy, and Spain were so various and diver-
gent that a common classification of them as “Baroque”
often seems meaningless. In every country the seven-
teenth century saw the vigorous publication of devo-
tional texts as well as newer forms of secular verse, fiction,
and journalism; the steady increase in these secular
genres continued in the eighteenth century. While some
attempts have been made to classify certain writers of
the era—figures like Martin von Opitz in Germany, Gi-
ambattista Marino in Italy, or John Donne in England—
as “Baroque poets,” the lack of a common thread of style
that was shared by these figures, and between them and
other writers of the era, has discouraged the effort to
establish a notion of a European “Baroque literature.”
In France, classicism, an effort to establish clear and
distinct rules for the writing of prose and poetry based
upon the models of the ancients, dominated many au-
thors’ styles. In England, the later seventeenth century
saw the appearance of the Augustan style, a clear, lucid,
and relatively unadorned form of expression that con-
tinued to flourish throughout most of the eighteenth
century. Thus the dynamics of literary production in
much of Europe ran counter to the Baroque aesthetic
sensibility, with its fondness for ornamentation, drama,
and complexity.

THE ROLE OF SCIENCE. The façades of Baroque
palaces or churches may have presented to their viewers
a vision of a secure, unchanging, and assured worldview,
yet behind such structures, profound forces of change

were transforming life and thought in early-modern
Europe all the same. The great questions of the age asked
philosophers and intellectuals to harmonize the received
wisdom of Christianity and ancient learning with the
newer insights derived from the developing Scientific
Revolution. Copernicanism, with its powerful model
of a sun-centered universe, was just one of the many
challenges that the new science posed to Western
thinkers in the seventeenth century. The rise of the new
discipline often proceeded in fits and starts. Copernican
theory, for instance, found its first great exponent in
the figure of Galileo Galilei, who fashioned proofs for
the sun-centered solar system through the revolutionary
act of experimentation: he peered through the lens of a
telescope. But the astronomer’s condemnation by the
Inquisition in 1633 stunted the acceptance of Coperni-
canism for almost another two generations. When Isaac
Newton returned to the problem, and provided a set of
proofs for the laws of gravity and centrifugal motion in
his Principia (1687), the heliocentric theory came rather
quickly to be favored in intellectual circles throughout
Europe. Newton, like Galileo before him, saw no con-
test between his Christian beliefs and his bold new por-
trait of a universe held together by a balance of opposing,
mechanistic forces. But those that followed him were
soon to see the cracks that Newton’s brave, new world
was revealing in the traditional, Christianized view of the
cosmos. For the first time in European history, it had
become possible to envision the world as a product of
purely automatic forces rather than as a system held
together by the efforts of a beneficent deity. Could this
new view of the physical universe be harmonized with
the long-standing Christian notion that the earth and
the stars had been fashioned for the purpose of enacting a
human drama of sin and redemption? This and similar
questions prompted philosophers and religious thinkers
to reassess the traditional Christian worldview. And in
turn, these questions inspired the development of new
religious movements like Deism, which taught that God
could be known through His works in nature, and that
although he had fashioned the universe’s system, He had
now left humankind to enjoy and manage His Creation.
For most of the eighteenth century most philosophers
and intellectuals still tried to find ways to harmonize
Christianity with the new scientific discoveries, although
science had now, for the first time in human history,
opened up the possibility of atheism as an intellectually
respectable option to religious belief. Although denying
the existence of God remained a minority position
among intellectuals throughout the eighteenth century,
the new mechanical view of the universe nourished a sec-
ular spirit all the same, a spirit in which the traditional
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structures, doctrines, and religious practices of Europe’s
churches could seem increasingly irrelevant to the edu-
cated. As a result, society and politics now were exam-
ined in many cases without the traditional lenses of
Christian theology. It is no coincidence that the age that
saw the publication of Newton’s Principia also produced
John Locke’s powerful new vision of politics freed from
traditional Christian moral considerations. Instead of
concentrating on the state of human nature as wickedly
depraved by sin, Locke expressed a newfound faith in
the fundamental goodness of the individual, in the
virtues of human freedom, and in the values of hard
work—ideas that placed him, despite his professed
Christian orthodoxy, firmly in opposition to the tradi-
tional church. His views concerning human psychology
and of the politics human beings might produce in a
society where greater freedom could flourish were very
different from those that had long been nourished by
the Christian notion of Original Sin, a force that the-
ologians had persistently argued doomed all efforts to
improve society. Locke’s ideas proved to be every bit as
revolutionary as Newton’s, although he was just one of
the first of a number of figures that championed the new
notion of human perfectibility.

CHANGING NATURE OF EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY

SOCIETY. Yet other changes underway in eighteenth-
century society stretched far beyond the confines of
circles of philosophers and scientists like Newton and
Locke, and these transformations helped to create an
audience for the developing ideas of the Enlightenment,
the great European-wide intellectual movement that
aimed at the reform of society along the lines promoted
by human reason. Throughout the eighteenth century
Europe’s economy continued the rapid expansion that
had begun in the final quarter of the seventeenth, and
although this growth occurred unevenly across the

Continent, it produced rapid urbanization almost
everywhere. Vast numbers of the poor were to be found
in the swelling cities of the era, but Europe’s commer-
cial success and its incipient industrialization was creat-
ing a larger middle class than ever before, many of whom
lived off invested capital and thus possessed significant
leisure to pursue their interests. Alongside the new plea-
sure gardens, variety theaters, and other amusements that
Europe’s cities now had on offer, reading and the intel-
lectual discussions it fostered played a greater role in
urban society than ever before. In this new urban land-
scape the coffeehouse was one of the most universally
popular features, particularly among those who possessed
leisure to enjoy reading and discussion. Informed men
poured into the new coffeehouses, where they gathered
to read the latest news and commentary upon the issues
of the day, and to discuss their ideas while they smoked
tobacco and drank Europe’s newest exotic beverage im-
port. In London, Paris, and other cities throughout the
continent, journals and newspapers appealed to this new
social set and the traffic in ideas—witnessed in the rise
of journalism as a profession—had now become a com-
modity in an increasingly consumer-oriented age. These
transformations left their imprint on the literature of the
period. The emergence of new groups of “middle class”
readers, for instance, forged an audience for the ideas of
Enlightenment thinkers, the great public intellectuals of
the day, even as they nourished a new taste for the every-
day concerns of the “bourgeois” dramas and novels of
the period. The rise of this audience also influenced the
fashions and art of the era, helping to sponsor the pop-
ularity of Neoclassical domestic architecture, interior
design, decorative arts, and clothes that expressed the
developing sensibilities of the age for clarity, restraint,
and a relief from the authoritarian formalism of the
Baroque age.
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1598 In France, Henri IV promulgates the
Edict of Nantes, a decree granting French
Calvinists or Huguenots a limited degree
of religious toleration.

Philip II, who ruled over vast territories in
the New and Old Worlds, dies in Spain.

1600 The British East India Company is char-
tered to undertake trade with the Far East.

In Japan, the shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu
defeats Itshida Mtsunari at the Battle of
Sekigahara, preparing the way three years
later for the rise of his own Tokugawa
Shogunate, the beginning of the so-called
Edo period in Japanese history.

1602 The Dutch East India Company is estab-
lished in the Netherlands, with six offices
in the country’s major trading cities.

The English explorer Bartholomew Gos-
nold is the first European to discover
Cape Cod in North America.

The English explorer James Lancaster sails
into Achin harbor with the English East
India Company’s fleet on the island of
Sumatra.

1603 In England, Elizabeth I dies and is suc-
ceeded by James VI of Scotland. A mem-

ber of the Stuart dynasty, he will rule Eng-
land as James I.

The first performance of Kabuki theater
occurs in Japan.

In the Ottoman Empire, Ahmed I suc-
ceeds Mehmed III. Ahmed will conduct
unsuccessful campaigns in Eastern Europe,
and eventually retire to a life of pleasure,
a path that will prove detrimental to the
empire’s presence on the international
scene.

1604 Guru Arjan sets down the Sikh religion’s
scriptures.

French settlers establish their first suc-
cessful colony at Acadia in North Amer-
ica, as well as a settlement in Guiana on
the northern coast of South America.

The Spanish explorer Luis Vaez de Torres
becomes the first European to sail through
the Torres Strait, the gulf of water that sep-
arates modern New Guinea from Australia.

1605 In England, the Gunpowder Plot is un-
covered. This alleged Catholic plan aimed
to blow up the Houses of Parliament in
Westminster when the king and members
were present. Anti-Catholic sentiment
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grows in England as a result of the foiled
plot.

Polish troops occupy Moscow. For the
next seven years, Poland will try to deter-
mine the course of events in Russia.

1606 The Treaty of Zsitva-Torok ends the war
between the Ottoman Empire and the
Austrian Habsburgs.

1607 The Jamestown settlement is established
in Virginia. Although the first years of the
colony will be difficult, the settlement will
manage to survive.

England’s Popham Colony is established
in what is present-day Maine; it fails af-
ter one year.

1608 The first telescope is invented by Hans
Lippershey, a maker of lenses from the
Netherlands.

The first official representative of the
English crown arrives at Surat, in the
western Indian territory of Gujarat.

Samuel Champlain founds Quebec, the
oldest still-existing European settlement
in North America.

1609 The Italian astronomer Galileo performs
the first observations of the revolution of
the planets with the aid of a telescope.

The English explorer Henry Hudson is the
first European to sail into Delaware Bay.

1610 The Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci dies
in China, after having translated many
ancient European classics into Chinese.

In France, the Catholic fanatic Ravaillac
assassinates Henri IV, hoping to set off a
reaction against the crown’s policy of tol-
eration of the Protestant Huguenots. In-
stead, Henri’s wife, Marie de’ Medici,
assumes power as regent, and France’s
state successfully weathers this crisis.

1611 In Japan, the Emperor Go-Yozei abdicates
in favor of Go-Mizunoo. During Go-

Yozei’s reign, the first presses using mov-
able type were brought to the country.

The Authorized Version of the Bible,
popularly known as the King’s James Ver-
sion, appears in England.

1612 In Russia, the gentry rebel against Polish
rule, touching off a civil war that will end
one year later with the election of Michael
Romanov as czar. He will establish the
Romanov dynasty that will endure until
the 1917 Revolution.

1614 The Native American Pocahontas marries
the Virginia settler John Rolfe, establish-
ing a generation-long peace between Eng-
lish settlers and natives in the colony.

In France, the Estates General, the coun-
try’s parliament, meets for the last time
until the onset of the Revolution in 1789.
In the coming decades, France’s kings will
successfully establish their absolute author-
ity over the political life of the country.

1615 The Japanese shogun issues the Boku
Shohatto, a code of conduct aimed at
regulating the behavior of the country’s
aristocrats.

1616 Nurhachi becomes leader of the Manchus
and begins a series of invasions into China;
within five years, he will control much of
the northeastern part of the country.

1618 The Thirty Years’ War begins in Central
Europe. The conflict is produced by the
still lingering religious controversies of the
Reformation and Counter-Reformation,
and the devastation that the war brings
will soon lay waste to much of Germany.

Aurangzeb, last of India’s great Mogul
emperors, assumes the throne. His reign
will be noteworthy for its intolerance of
Hinduism.

1619 In colonial Virginia, the House of
Burgesses, colonial North America’s first
representative assembly, meets for the first
time.

xx Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800)

Chronology of World Events

69742_AHTE_EEfm_iv-xxxii.qxd  9/21/04  1:34 PM  Page xx



The first slaves appear in England’s New
World colonies.

England establishes its first colonial out-
post in India.

1620 The Pilgrims establish Plymouth Colony
in North America. By the end of the first
winter, almost half of all the English set-
tlers there will have died.

Protestant defeat at the Battle of White
Mountain outside Prague paves the way
for the re-catholicization of Bohemia by
the Habsburgs.

1622 One-third of all English settlers are killed
in the “Jamestown Massacre” in Virginia.

The French explorer Étienne Brûlé is the
first European to visit Lake Superior.

1623 Murat IV is installed as the Ottoman em-
peror following a palace coup that dis-
places Osman II. In the early years of
his reign, his mother will dominate gov-
ernment, but in 1630, Murat will seize
control and begin a campaign against gov-
ernmental corruption.

England establishes a colony on the
Caribbean island of St. Kitts.

In Baghdad, the Turkish tribe of the
Safavids regains control of the city and
surrounding region.

1624 The Dutch establish a trading colony on
the island of Taiwan at Kaohsiung.

1625 The Dutch trading center of “New Am-
sterdam” is chartered on the site of the
future city of New York.

1626 Spain establishes a trading colony on the
island of Taiwan.

1628 Salem Colony is founded north of what
is the modern city of Boston. One year
later, the Massachusetts Bay Colony will
found the city of Boston.

In England, William Harvey publishes
his findings confirming the circulation of
blood.

1629 Woman performers are banned from the
Kabuki theater in Japan on moral grounds.

1632 In India, the Mogul Emperor Shahjahan
begins the construction of the Taj Mahal
as a memorial to his deceased wife, Mum-
taz Mahal.

The Caribbean islands of Antiqua and Bar-
buda are first colonized by the English.

1633 Galileo is forced to recant his support for
the heliocentric theory of Nicholas
Copernicus after an inquiry conducted by
the Inquisition.

Ethiopian leader Negus Fasilidas expels
foreign missionaries from that African
country.

1634 In France, the first meetings of the French
Academy, an institution organized by
Cardinal Richelieu with the intentions of
standardizing literary French, are held in
Paris.

King Ladislaus IV of Poland defeats the
Russian army at the Battle of Smolensk.

The first English settlers arrive in the new
colony of Maryland under the leadership
of Lord Baltimore.

1635 The Caribbean islands of Guadaloupe
and Martinique are first settled by the
French.

1636 The Puritans establish Harvard College at
Cambridge near Boston.

1637 France sends its first missionaries to the
Ivory Coast in Africa.

1638 The Ottoman Emperor Murat IV captures
Baghdad from the Safavids; as a result of
the treaty concluding these hostilities the
boundaries between Iran and the Ottoman
Empire (modern Turkey) are firmly fixed.

Spanish explorer Pedro Texeira sails up the
Amazon River and travels as far as Quito,
Ecuador.

English sailors shipwrecked in Central
America found the settlement of Belize.
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The first settlers arrive in New Sweden,
the modern state of Delaware.

The Dutch found a trading colony on the
island of Mauritius in the Indian Ocean.

1639 The Japanese shogunate closes the borders
of the country to all outsiders, the most ex-
treme measure taken yet to protect Japan
from Western missionaries and traders.
Only the Dutch are allowed to remain in
the country.

In Scotland, Archbishop William Laud’s
plans to establish an episcopal govern-
mental structure over the Church of Scot-
land precipitate the Bishop’s War.

Russian forces cross the Urals, continuing
their campaign of conquest to the Pacific
Ocean at Okhotsk.

The colony of Connecticut adopts its first
written constitution.

1640 The Ottoman Emperor Murat IV dies
and is succeeded by his brother Ibrahim
the Mad. Ibrahim suffers from depression
and is overshadowed by his mother for a
time. Eventually he rallies, though, to
conduct unsuccessful wars against the
Republic of Venice.

The first book is printed in colonial North
America at Cambridge, Massachusetts.

In England, Charles I calls the “Short Par-
liament,” a meeting that lasts only a
month. After realizing the dire state of his
finances, though, he reconvenes Parlia-
ment in the same year. This “Long Par-
liament” will eventually sit for almost two
decades, and its members will sentence
the king to his death in 1649.

1641 Dutch traders establish a colony at De-
jima in Japan.

In the same year, Dutch forces also seize
the colony of Malacca in modern Malysia
from Portugal.

1642 The Dutch explorer Abel Tasman and his
crew are the first Europeans to see the is-
lands of New Zealand and Tasmania.

In France, Blaise Pascal invents the “Pas-
caline,” history’s first adding machine.

French settlers found the city of Montreal
in Canada.

1644 In China, the Manchus overthrow the
Ming Dynasty and establish the new Qing
lineage, a government that will make ma-
jor colonial expansions into Central Asia.

In Japan, Miyamoto Musashi, one of
Japan’s greatest samurai swordsman, dies.
In the year proceeding his death, Musashi
retired and lived as a hermit, writing the
classic text, The Book of Five Rings, a med-
itation on his career and philosophy.

1645 The Chinese rebel Li Zicheng dies, either
from assassination or suicide. Li Zicheng
led a rebellion that helped to bring down
the Ming Dynasty, but with the rise of
the Manchus to power, his forces were
defeated.

The Maunder Minimum, a solar phenom-
enon later discovered by the astronomer
E.W. Maunder, begins. During the sev-
enty years following 1645, sunspots became
extremely rare, depressing the world’s
temperature even further during this time
in the “Mini-Ice Age,” the coldest period
in recorded history that lasted from the
fifteenth to the early eighteenth century.

In England, Parliament outlaws use of the
Book of Common Prayer in the country’s
national church.

1648 The Peace of Westphalia is signed in
Münster, Germany, bringing to a close
the Thirty Years’ War. The terms of the
Peace recognize Calvinism as a legal reli-
gion, but uphold the principle that Ger-
many’s territorial rulers may define the
religion of their subjects. The separate
Treaty of Münster signed at the same time
by the Netherlands and Spain finally rec-
ognizes Dutch independence and ends 80
years of war between the two powers.

In Paris, the Fronde, a rebellion waged by
French nobles and prominent urban fac-
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tions, begins. Although the movement is
eventually suppressed, it will color the
young king Louis XIV’s attitudes toward
the aristocracy.

Mehmed IV ascends the throne as Ot-
tomon Sultan. During his reign, he will
concentrate most of his efforts on hunting.

In Paris, the rebellion of the Fronde begins
among the nobility and members of the
city’s Parlement or representative body.
The rebellion will last for almost five
years, and will, on one occasion, force the
king and his family to leave the city.

1649 In England, Stuart King Charles I is exe-
cuted by Parliament. In the years that fol-
low, the country will be ruled by a Puritan
Commonwealth, over which the Protec-
tor Oliver Cromwell will eventually assert
forceful control.

1651 The English political theorist Thomas
Hobbes publishes his Leviathan, a work
that supports a strong ruler as an antidote
to the aggressive nature of humankind.

The English scientist William Harvey lays
the foundations for modern embryology
through his Essays on the Generation of
Animals.

The Battle of Beresteczko is fought in the
Ukraine between native forces and the
Poles. It is perhaps the largest battle ever
waged in the seventeenth century. Al-
though the Poles are massively out-
manned by Ukranian forces, they manage
to win when the Ukrainian’s allies, the
Tatars, abandon the battlefield.

1652 The Dutch East India Company estab-
lishes a center for resupplying their ships
near the Cape of Good Hope in southern
Africa.

The English colony of Rhode Island be-
comes the first in North America to out-
law slavery.

The first Anglo-Dutch War begins be-
tween England and the Netherlands when

Parliament passes measures outlawing the
importation of goods into the country
except in ships that are English-owned.
This trade dispute precipitates tensions
between the Dutch and English that will
worsen over the coming decades.

Young boy performers are banned from the
Kabuki theater in Japan on moral grounds.
From this point onward, this form of the-
ater will become male-dominated and will
develop into a highly stylized and artifi-
cial form of drama.

1654 The rebel Bohdan Chmielnicki leads a
revolt against Polish forces in Ukraine. To
assure their territory’s security, the revolt’s
leaders sign a treaty with Moscow that
will eventually lead to their region’s an-
nexation into the Russian Empire.

1655 Emperor Go Sai ascends the throne in
Japan.

New Sweden (modern Delaware) is seized
by Dutch forces.

1656 Masuria, a region in modern northeastern
Poland, is laid waste by marauding hordes
of Poles and Tatars. This attack is one of
the worst blows during the “Deluge,” a
period of troubles in Poland in which the
country came to be devastated by a series
of external invasions. As a result, the re-
gion’s population declined by as much as
a third.

1660 The “Long Parliament” is disbanded in
England and the Stuart heir Charles II is
restored to the throne.

1661 King Charles II of England marries
Catherine Braganza of Portugal. As part
of Catherine’s dowry, she brings the
colonies of Bombay and Tangiers, which
become English colonies.

The Dutch abandon their colony on Tai-
wan, after the Qing dynasty invade the
island.

1662 Charles II founds the Royal Society in
England; this institution will be a major
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force in popularizing the Scientific Revo-
lution among the country’s intellectuals.

In China, Emperor K’ang Hsi assumes
the throne at the age of eight. The fourth
in the line of Manchu emperors, he will
eventually become a great statesman,
scholar, and warrior.

1663 Queen Nzinga of Ndongo and Matamba,
territories in southwestern Africa, dies.
During her long life, she had attempted
to limit the depredations of the slave trade
in her lands by negotiating treaties with
the Portuguese, converting to Christian-
ity, and, when necessary, conducting skill-
ful military campaigns against the traders.

1664 The Netherlands surrenders New Amster-
dam (modern New York) as well as other
New World colonies to the English.

1665 The last outbreak of the plague in Western
Europe strikes London. One year later,
much of the city will be destroyed by the
Great Fire.

Portuguese forces kill King Garcia II of the
African state of Kongo (modern Angola),
ending that country’s independence.

1667 Poland gives up control of Smolensk,
Kiev, and Ukraine to Muscovy. From this
date forward, these possessions will be-
come integral parts of the Russian empire.

1668 The English East India Company takes
control of the port of Bombay in India.

1669 In India, the Mogul Emperor Aurangzeb
bans Hinduism and burns several temples,
inciting a rebellion.

Famine in the northeastern Indian state
of Bengal claims as many as three million
lives.

1670 King Charles II charters the Hudson Bay
Company to undertake trade with native
Americans in Canada in all those regions
where the rivers flowed into the great bay.

England assumes control over the island
of Jamaica in the Caribbean.

1672 Forces of Louis XIV’s France invade the
United Dutch Provinces, touching off the
“Dutch War.”

The future Peter the Great, czar of Rus-
sia, is born.

Charles II issues the Royal Declaration of
Indulgence in England, granting tolera-
tion to Catholics and Protestant Dis-
senters. The measure is opposed by
Parliament, and the king is eventually
forced to negate it.

Simon Dezhnev, a Russian cosack and ex-
plorer who was the first to navigate the
Bering Strait, dies.

1673 In Japan, the Kabuki actor Sannjuro
Ichikawa invents the Arigato style, which
features the central character of mascu-
line, superhuman war god.

Father Marquette and Louis Joliet explore
the Mississippi River in North America.

The Mitsui family founds a banking and
trading house in Japan.

1674 Jan Sobieski is elected to serve as King John
III of Poland after having waged success-
ful battles against the Ottoman Empire.

Father Marquette founds a mission on the
banks of Lake Michigan at the site of the
future city of Chicago.

1676 The Danish Astronomer Ole Romer con-
ducts the first measurements of the speed
of light.

Feodor III becomes czar of Russia. Sickly
and childless, he will rule for the next six
years largely from his bed.

1677 In England, Elias Ashmole makes a gift
of manuscripts and books to the Univer-
sity of Oxford that will become the Ash-
molean Library, one of the world’s great
research institutions.

The Dutch scientist Anton van Leuwen-
hoek observes human sperm under a mi-
croscope for the first time.
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1679 In North America, the French priest
Louis Hennepin discovers Niagara Falls
while sailing on the Great Lakes.

The French inventor Denis Papin creates
the first “pressure cooker,” a discovery
that will be useful as later European sci-
entists try to capture the power of steam.

1680 King Sivaji, ruler of the Maratha kingdom
in western India, dies after a life spent
conducting wars against the Mogul rulers
of the subcontinent.

The first Portuguese governor is appointed
to control the trading colony of Macau in
China.

1681 Charles II gives a grant of land to William
Penn to develop as a colony; it will later
become known as Pennsylvania, “Penn’s
Woods.”

France seizes the city of Strasbourg in
Germany.

1682 The Palace of Versailles outside Paris is
officially named the home of France’s
government.

Peter the Great and his brother Ivan V
become co-rulers of Russia.

Ihara Saikaku publishes The Life of An
Amorous Man, a work that initiates a new
genre of fiction that treats the concerns of
commoners.

1683 The city of Vienna is besieged by an enor-
mous force of the Ottoman Empire.
Three months later, the siege is broken
when reinforcing Polish, German, and
Austrian troops arrive, and sent the Ot-
toman forces packing. The victory marks
a turning point in the war, as Austria
begins to repel the Turks from Eastern
Europe.

1684 After the assassination of his chief minister,
Hotta Masatoshi, the Shogun Sunayoshi’s
government flounders. Sunayoshi’s im-
practical pronouncements and laws create
grave hardships for the Japanese people.

China grants the English East India Com-
pany the right to establish a trading colony
at Canton.

1685 Louis XIV of France revokes his country’s
Edict of Nantes, forcing Protestant sub-
jects to convert to Catholicism or go into
exile.

In Germany, a change of succession in the
Rhineland Palatinate forces the conversion
of this important territory from Calvin-
ism to Catholicism. Just as in France,
many German Calvinists will immigrate
over the coming years to northern Ger-
many, England, and North America.

1687 Isaac Newton’s Principia appears. It ex-
plains the concepts of gravity and centrifu-
gal force, thus resolving the controversy
that has long raged about Copernicus’
heliocentric theory.

The French explorer Robert La Salle is
killed by his own men while searching for
the source of the Mississippi River in
North America.

1688 The Catholic James II is forced from the
English throne; one year later, Parliament
will call his daughter Mary and her hus-
band William from Holland to serve as
co-regents in the so-called Glorious Rev-
olution.

Louis XIV declares war on Holland and
invades the Holy Roman Empire, hoping
to conquer the Rhineland for France.

The one-time pirate turned English ex-
plorer William Dampier is the first Euro-
pean to discover Christmas Island in the
Pacific.

In Japan, the Genroku Era, a period of
great achievement in the arts and popu-
lar culture, begins.

1690 The Battle of the Boyne occurs in Ire-
land between supporters of James II, the
deposed Stuart King, and his son-in-law,
William III, who is now king of England.
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The Ottoman sultan Suleiman II is killed
in battle against Habsburg forces while
trying to retake Hungary.

1692 In colonial Massachusetts, the Salem Witch
Trials begin, a generation after such per-
secutions have stopped in Europe.

1693 The College of William and Mary, the
second English institution of higher edu-
cation to be established in North America,
is founded at Williamsburg in Virginia.

The Ottoman emperor Mehmed IV dies.
He was responsible for waging a number
of costly, and ultimately unsuccessful
campaigns to extend Ottoman authority
into Eastern Europe and the Eastern
Mediterranean.

The Academy of Hard-Working Fellows,
an organization dedicated to scientific
study, is founded in Slovenia.

1695 Mustafa II becomes the sultan of the Ot-
toman Empire, beginning an eight-year
reign that will end in his being deposed
by his brother.

1696 Peter the Great becomes the sole czar of
Russia following the death of his brother,
and co-regent Ivan V. Peter will embark
on an ambitious plan of Westernization.

John III of Poland dies after a generally
successful reign in which he helped to re-
claim some of the country’s former glory
through military successes.

1697 The Ottoman emperor Mustafa II at-
tempts to turn back the advance of the
Austrian Habsburgs in Eastern Europe by
trying to recapture Hungary. Two years
later, he recognizes defeat when he cedes
control over both Hungary and Transyl-
vania to Austria.

Spain conquers Tayassal, the last inde-
pendent native state in Central America.

1698 In Russia, Peter the Great imposes a tax
on men who wear beards.

The English inventor Thomas Savery
patents a steam engine capable of pump-
ing water out of mines.

Prince Constantin Brâncoveanu of Mol-
davia and Wallachia names the city of
Bucarest his capital in what is now mod-
ern Romania.

Arabs wrest control of the city of Mom-
basa, in what is now southeast Kenya,
from the Portuguese.

1699 The first French settlement is founded on
the Mississippi River in North America at
Biloxi.

The Treaty of Karlowitz concludes hos-
tilities between Austrian and Ottoman
forces, bringing to an end Ottoman in-
cursions into Eastern Europe.

In India, the tenth Sikh master, Guru
Gobind Singh, establishes the rite of
Amrit, a baptism for followers of the re-
ligion, a radical sect that practices com-
plete social equality among its members.

After a gruesome 33-month siege, the
Portuguese Fort Jesus at Mombasa is
surrendered to the Sultan of Oman.
Within the next two years, the Portuguese
presence on the east coast of Africa will
disappear.

1700 The Great Northern War breaks out
when Russia, Denmark, Poland, and Sax-
ony declare war and invade Sweden. In
the Battle of Narva in the same year, King
Charles XII of Sweden will defeat the
forces of Peter the Great of Russia.

1701 The death of the Spanish king Charles II
without an heir touches off the War of
the Spanish Succession. One of the first
truly international wars in which trade
and merchant interests come to dominate,
it eventually involves most major Euro-
pean powers, and is fought, not only in
Europe, but in the North American
colonies, too.

The French colony of Detroit is founded
in what is modern-day Michigan.
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The Hanoverian Queen Anne succeeds to
the throne of England, and Parliament
passes the Act of Succession stipulated
that the English monarch must be a
Protestant.

Yale College is founded at New Haven,
Connecticut.

1702 In Japan, 47 ronin, samurai warriors,
commit suicide after avenging the unjus-
tified ritual suicide forced upon their
leader. The event will come to sum up the
epitome of the samurai’s code of bushido
or loyalty.

1703 In Russia, Peter the Great founds the city
of St. Petersburg; his ambitions are to
open up Russian life and culture to in-
fluences from Western Europe, and the
city will eventually become one of the
most beautiful in European Russia.

In the Ottoman Empire, Ahmed III rises
to power following the abdication of his
brother, Mustafa. Ahmed cultivates good
relations with England as a counter to
the encircling threat that he feels from
Russia.

1704 Native Americans invade the settlement
of Deerfield, Massachusetts, killing its in-
habitants.

In Japan, the Genroku Era, known for the
brilliance of its popular culture, draws to
a close.

The British Duke of Marlborough wins
the battle of Blenheim and seizes the Rock
of Gibraltar from the Spanish.

1705 The British astronomer William Halley
predicts the return of the famous comet
that has since that time born his name.

1706 The American patriot and revolutionary
Benjamin Franklin is born in Boston.

The great philosopher Pierre Bayle, who
was a source of inspiration for the subse-
quent Enlightenment, dies in exile from
France at Rotterdam.

1707 The Act of Union joins Scotland and
England into the United Kingdom.

1708 In the Polish province of Masuria as much
as one third of the population die in an
outbreak of the bubonic plague.

The city of Kandahar in modern
Afghanistan is conquered by the Afghan
leader Mir Wais.

In China, Jesuit missionaries complete the
first accurate map of the country.

1709 Czar Peter the Great of Russia defeats
Sweden at the Battle of Poltava, bringing
the Scandinavian country’s period of in-
ternational greatness to an end.

1712 Peter the Great moves his capital to his
newly created city of St. Petersburg.

1713 The Treaty of Utrecht ends the War of
the Spanish Succession and the legitimacy
of the Bourbon monarchy in Spain is up-
held. Spain cedes the Netherlands to the
control of the Austrian Habsburgs, while
several New World colonies of France in
Canada are transferred to Great Britain.

1714 The Elector of Hanover ascends to the
English throne as George I; during much
of the Hanoverian period that follows the
Whig party will control English Parlia-
ment, and will continue to advocate a
thoroughly constitutional monarchy.

Chikamatsu Monzaemon, known as
Japan’s Shakespeare, dies.

France receives the island of Mauritius in
the Indian Ocean from the Dutch.

1715 King Louis XIV of France dies, ending a
72-year reign. He is succeeded by his
grandson Louis XV. Philippe d’Orléans,
the boy’s uncle, serves as regent for the
five-year old king.

The future Peter II, the grandson of Peter
the Great, is born in Russia.

1716 The first dictionary of the Han form of
the Chinese language appears under the
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title, The Kangxi Dictionary; it is named
for the Qing Emperor Kangxi.

In Japan, the Kyoho reforms begin. These
measures are designed to make the shogu-
nate more financially responsible by ac-
commodating commercial enterprises
within a traditional Confucian ethic.

1717 Portuguese colonists began to settle near the
modern city of Montevideo in Uruguay.

The future Marie-Theresa of Austria is
born.

1718 The Treaty of Passarowitz is signed be-
tween Austria, Venice, and the Ottoman
Empire. Venice loses certain possessions
in the eastern Mediterranean, while
Turkey cedes parts of Bosnia and Serbia
to Austria.

In London, James Puckle receives a patent
for the first machine gun.

Blackbeard the pirate is killed in a naval
battle with the English off the coast of
colonial Virginia.

1719 In England, the South Sea Company’s
stock climbs to new unprecedented
heights. The company has been charged
with developing trade with South Amer-
ica, and the price of its stock rises to hith-
erto unheard of heights. Within a few
years, though, the South Sea bubble will
have burst, and its shares will be worth-
less.

In Paris, the Scottish financier John Law
develops a similarly popular scheme for
the development of the Mississippi terri-
tories. Law succeeds in enriching a num-
ber of Parisian aristocrats and members of
the bourgeoisie before the city’s investors
sour on the plan.

1722 Hyder Ali, an Islamic warrior who will
prove to be the most successful challenger
of British authority in India, is born.

The French settlers begin to colonize
Mauritius.

1724 The Treaty of Constantinople partitions
Turkey, with Russia and the Ottoman
Empire dividing the territory.

1725 The first reported case of a European
scalping Indians is recorded in the New
Hampshire colony in North America.

1726 Spain establishes the city of Montevideo
in Uruguay in an effort to discourage
Portuegese settlers from colonizing the
region.

1727 The Hanoverian King George I dies and
is succeeded by his son, George II, who
will rule until 1760.

The Czarina Catherine I dies in Russia.

The first coffee plantation is founded in
Brazil.

1729 Portuguese forces briefly occupy the city
of Mombasa again before losing it to Arab
forces.

Diamonds are discovered in Brazil.

1730 In Turkey, Mahmud I becomes sultan of
the Ottoman Empire. His reign, which
will last until 1754, will be marked by fre-
quent wars with Russia over Persia.

1732 James Oglethorpe establishes the colony
of George in colonial North America
with the intention of providing refuge to
debtors.

1734 After a long siege Russian troops succeed
in taking possession of the port of Danzig
on the Baltic.

In colonial North America, the Great
Awakening, a religious revival that had
begun the previous year in the town of
Northampton, Massachusetts, is spread-
ing through the colonies.

Frederick Augustus II, the Elector of Sax-
ony, is named King of Poland with the
support of Russian and Austrian troops
that are in attendance.

1735 Nadir Shah, the advisor to the Persian
Safavid ruler, defeats forces of the Otto-
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man Empire and captures Tiflis, modern
Tbilisi, in Georgia.

1736 Nadir Shah deposes the last of the Safavid
rulers of Iran and installs himself as shah.

The properties of rubber are discovered in
Peru.

1739 Nadir Shah of Iran invades India, cap-
turing Delhi and Lahore and carting off
vast treasures from the country. In the
years that follow he extends Iran’s bound-
aries to their largest extent. The Great
Northern War breaks out when Russia,
Denmark, Poland, and Saxony declare
war and invade Sweden. In the Battle of
Narva in the same year, King Charles XII
of Sweden will defeat the forces of Peter
the Great of Russia.

1740 The War of the Austrian Succession begins
when Maria Theresa becomes Empress of
Austria. King Frederick II, refusing to rec-
ognize her claim to the throne, seizes Sile-
sia, thus precipitating the eight-year war
between Austria and Prussia. Within a
year, all of Europe’s most important pow-
ers will become involved in the conflict.

1743 The English King George II defeats
French forces at the Battle of Dettingen,
a crucial engagement in the War of the
Austrian Succession.

1745 Francis I is elected Holy Roman Emperor
through the offices of his wife, the Em-
press Maria Theresa of Austria.

British forces of King George II defeat the
French on Cape Breton Island and seize
Fort Louisbourg. It will be returned to
France at the conclusion of the War of
the Austrian Succession in exchange for
holdings France seized in Madras, India.

1746 The brutal battle of Culloden ends the
Jacobite Rebellions in Scotland. In the
years that follow, England begins repres-
sive measures to suppress the clan system
in the Scottish highlands.

In colonial North America, the College of
New Jersey is founded by Presbyterians.

It will eventually become known as
Princeton University.

The Mazrui dynasty at Mombasa, in what
is now modern Kenya, establishes its in-
dependence from the Sultan of Oman.

1748 The Treaty of Aix-le-Chapelle concludes
the War of the Austrian Succession. The
provisions recognize Maria Theresa’s
right to her Austrian lands, but she is
forced to cede certain Italian territories.
Prussia is allowed to retain Silesia.

1753 French settlers begin to move into the
Ohio River Valley in North America.
Their presence will help to produce the
French and Indian War that begins one
year later.

1755 A massive earthquake strikes Lisbon,
Portugal.

In North America, General Braddock is
unsuccessful in wresting Fort Duquesne
near present-day Pittsburgh from the
French.

A massive smallpox epidemic in southern
Africa almost completely obliterates the
Khoisan people.

1756 The Seven Years’ War breaks out and
eventually gives births to two alliances:
Prussia, England, and Hanover waged
war against France, Sweden, Russia, and
Austria. It is sometimes called the first
“world war,” because it is fought exten-
sively in Europe’s colonial outposts as well
as on the continent.

The Nawab of Bengal seizes Calcutta
from the British East India Company and
imprisons 146 people in an airless room.
By the next morning, most are said to be
dead. The exploitation of the story
throughout the English-speaking world
is used in the coming years to portray
Indians as base and tyrannical.

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart is born in
Salzburg, Austria.

1757 Robert Clive commands forces of the
British East India Company to victory
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over Nawab of Bengal at the Battle of
Plassey.

Frederick the Great of Prussia defeats
French and Austrian forces at the Battle
of Rossbach during the Seven Years’ War
that pits Austria and France against Prus-
sia and England.

1759 The British General Wolfe captures the
French Canadian cities of Montreal and
Quebec during the French and Indian
War. Later in the same year, he and his
French adversary, General Montcalm,
will die as a result of wounds they received
in battle.

The first life insurance company is estab-
lished in Philadelphia in North America.

1760 King George III begins a sixty-year reign
in England with decisive victories over the
French and Austrians in the Seven Years’
War.

1761 The British capture Pondicherry in India
from the French, continuing their rise to
power in the subcontinent.

1762 The Empress Go-Sakuramachi rises to
power in Japan. She will be the last em-
press to rule in the country, abdicating in
favor of her nephew in 1771.

In Russia, the German-born Catherine
the Great assumes control of the govern-
ment; although her reign will be marked
by notorious sexual scandals, it will see
the unprecedented flowering of Russian
learning and culture as well.

1766 Britain’s Parliament repeals the Stamp Act
in the American colonies, after colonists,
incited in part by Benjamin Franklin’s
propaganda against the act, protest and
“tar and feather” the Crown’s officials.

Burmese forces invade the Ayutthaya king-
dom in modern Thailand, laying waste to
its capital.

The Treaty of Paris cedes all of French
Canada to Great Britain, a development
that will permanently cripple the coun-
try’s efforts to colonize in North America.

1767 Catherine the Great convenes the Legis-
lation Commission in Russia to reform
the country’s legal codes.

1768 Captain Cook sets sails for the South Pa-
cific, eventually exploring New Zealand
and parts of Australia.

1769 A massive famine wreaks devastation on the
population of the Indian state of Bengal.

1770 British troops kill five American colonists
in the Boston Massacre, an event that will
enflame already brittle relationships be-
tween England and Massachusetts settlers.

Marie-Antoinette of Austria marries the
Dauphin Louis, the heir to the throne of
France, at Versailles.

Captain James Cook lays claim to eastern
Australia as a colony for the British.

1771 The Swedish pharmacist Karl Wilhelm
Scheele discovers oxygen. His discovery
is confirmed three years later by another
experiment conducted by Joseph Priestley
in England.

1773 A rebellion of cossacks in the Russian
army is brutally suppressed.

The British Parliament passes the Tea
Act, granting the East India Company the
exclusive right to export tea to the North
American colonies, a measure that soon
irritates colonists.

The Mamluk Sultan Ali Bey, who success-
fully challenged the power of the Ottoman
Turks and who established his own sul-
tanate in Egypt for a time, dies in Cairo
after losing his power.

1774 The First Continental Congress is con-
vened at Philadelphia to discuss worsen-
ing relations with Great Britain.

The British East India Company appoints
Warren Hastings the first Governor Gen-
eral of India.

Peasant revolts break out in many parts
of Russia and, as the revolutionaries
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march toward Moscow, they are brutally
crushed by government troops.

1776 The Declaration of Independence is
signed by the Continental Congress in
Philadelphia; in the next few months
open warfare breaks out in the colonies.

The Spanish Franciscan Father Palou
founds a mission at what will later become
San Francisco, California.

The British economist Adam Smith pub-
lishes his The Wealth of Nations, a work
arguing against government intervention
in the economy.

1778 The English explorer Captain James Cook
explores several of the Hawaiian Islands,
naming them the Sandwich Islands.

In France, the Enlightenment thinker
Voltaire dies.

1779 The world’s first iron bridge is constructed
across the Severn River in England.

Boer settlers clash with the Xhosa in what
is today South Africa.

1780 Francis Scott Key, who will grow up to
write the words to the “Star-Spangled
Banner,” is born.

Empress Maria Theresa dies in Austria
and is succeeded by her son Joseph II,
who desires to reform Austrian society
along the lines advocated by Enlighten-
ment thinkers.

1781 Los Angeles is founded as “El Pueblo de
Nuestra Senora La Reina de Los Angeles
de Porciuncula (City of the Queen of the
Angels) by 44 Spanish settlers.

General Cornwallis surrenders his English
forces after the Battle of Yorktown in Vir-
ginia.

1783 The Treaty of Versailles draws an end to
hostilities between the British and Amer-
icans. Britain recognizes the indepen-
dence of its thirteen colonies, and many
European countries soon grant diplo-
matic recognition.

Russia annexes the Crimea and begins to
develop a major port there at Sevastopol.
One year later the Ottoman Turks will rec-
ognize Russian sovereignty in the region.

1784 American patriot Benjamin Franklin in-
vents bifocals.

In Japan, a famine rages that may pro-
duce as many as 300,000 deaths.

Revolution in Transylvania prompts the
Austrian emperor Joseph II to suspend the
Hungarian constitution in the region.

Ann Lee, a leader in the American Shaker
movement, dies.

In England, John Wesley draws up a char-
ter for Methodist churches.

1785 The United States adopts the dollar as its
monetary unit, becoming the first state to
use a decimal coinage in history.

In France, the exposing of the Affair of
the Necklace, a scheme hatched by sev-
eral con men and women, tarnishes the
reputation of Queen Marie-Antoinette.

1787 Delegates meet at Philadelphia to fashion
a new constitution for the United States.

Catherine the Great of Russia declares war
on the Ottoman Empire.

1788 The British name New South Wales a
penal colony and begin deportations of
convicted felons there.

The English King George III suffers from
one of two bouts with insanity brought
on by porphyria, an enzymatic disorder.
The second will begin in 1811 and last
until his death in 1820.

Fire ravages the French settlement of New
Orleans, destroying more than 850 build-
ings.

1789 The storming of the Bastille begins a mil-
itant phase of the French Revolution in
Paris.
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1790 The National Assembly of France passes
the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, abol-
ishing centuries-old clerical privileges and
tax exemptions and subjecting priests,
monks, and nuns to the same laws as lay
people. When thousands of the clergy
refuse to swear allegiance to the national
government in the years that follow, many
are persecuted and even executed.

1791 The United States Mint is established.

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart dies in Vienna.

The Metric System is developed in France
and replaces the medieval systems of
weights and measures long used in the
country.

1792 Russia is rebuffed when it tries to estab-
lish trade relations with Japan.

1793 The radical Jacobins unleash the Reign of
Terror against “counter-revolutionaries”
in Paris.

King Louis XVI is sentenced to death by
a one-vote majority in the National Con-
vention. The deciding vote is cast by the
aristocrat, Philippe d’Orléans, now known
as the revolutionary Philippe d’Egalité,
Philip Equality. Ten months later, Louis’
wife and France’s queen, Marie-Antoinette,
will follow her husband to the guillotine.

1794 Eli Whitney receives a United States
patent for his invention of the cotton gin.

In France, Maximilien Robespierre falls
from grace as a leader of the revolution.
After inspiring the executions of 17,000
Frenchmen and women during the terror,
he himself is put to death.

1795 Conservatives in the National Conven-
tion seize control over the course of de-
velopments in the Revolution in France;
eventually, they establish the government
of the Directorate, which brings a retreat
from the bloodletting of previous years.

Russia, Austria, and Prussia partition
Poland and annex its territories into their
own states.

British forces seize the Cape Colony in
Africa from the Dutch.

The Scottish explorer Mungo Park sets
out to discover the source of the Niger
River in Africa.

1799 Napoleon Bonaparte effectively stages a
coup against the French government of
the Directorate. As a result, he will even-
tually rise over the coming years to the
position of Emperor of the French.

The fourth Qing Emperor Qianlong dies
in China three years after abdicating in
favor of his son.
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I M P O R T A N T  E V E N T S
in Architecture and Design

1603 Carlo Maderno’s influential façade for the
Church of Santa Susanna is completed at
Rome.

1606 Work begins on the façade of St. Peter’s
Basilica at Rome along designs completed
by Carlo Maderno.

1622 Inigo Jones’s Banqueting House is finished
in Whitehall, London. The severe Palladi-
anism of the building will continue to in-
fluence London’s Baroque architecture in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

1631 Construction begins at Venice on the
Church of Santa Maria della Salute, de-
signed by Baldassare Longhena.

1635 Work commences on François Mansart’s
designs for the Orléans Wing at the
Château of Blois in France.

1638 Francesco Borromini designs his innovative
Church of San Carlo alle Quatro Fontane,
or St. Charles of the Four Fountains.

1640 Inigo Jones’s recently completed Queens
House at Greenwich sets a new standard
for classical architecture in England.

1642 Work begins on the Church of Sant’Ivo
della Sapienza at Rome, designed by
Francesco Borromini.

1652 Gianlorenzo Bernini’s Cornaro Chapel is
completed in the Church of Santa Maria
della Vittoria in Rome.

1653 The Church of Sant’Agnese is begun in
the Piazza Navona in Rome, according to
the designs of Francesco Borromini.

1656 Work begins on Gianlorenzo Bernini’s
designs for the Colonnade of St. Peter’s
at the Vatican. When completed, the
massive space this structure encloses will
be capable of accommodating crowds of
hundreds of thousands of people.

1657 Nicholas Fouquet, a commoner who rose
to serve as finance minister to King Louis
XIV, commences construction of his lav-
ish Château of Vaux-le-Vicomte.

1663 The Church of the Theatines, a structure
heavily influenced by the Roman Baroque,
is begun in the city of Munich in Germany.

1666 The Great Fire destroys most of the city
of London, the core of the ancient me-
dieval city. During the coming decades
Sir Christopher Wren and other English
architects will design many churches and
public buildings for an ambitious plan of
rebuilding.

1667 Guarino Guarini’s completes his designs
for the Chapel of the Holy Shroud within
the Cathedral of Turin, and building
commences. The work will include an
intricate and imaginative interlacing of
arches that create an imaginative web.

Work begins on a new classically-inspired
façade, designed by Claude Perrault and
Louis Le Vau, for the Palace of the Louvre
in Paris.

1669 King Louis XIV decides to move his court
from Paris to his hunting lodge at Ver-
sailles. Work begins on transforming this
humble structure into the grandest palace
in Europe.

1675 Building commences on the new Cathe-
dral of St. Paul’s in London. When com-
pleted in 1710, it will be the largest
church in England and one of the largest
in Europe.

1676 In Paris, construction of the Church of
the Invalids begins on the grounds of a
military hospital. The church will be com-
pleted according to designs set down by
Jules Hardouin-Mansart, and its gilded
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dome will be a recognizable landmark
on the Parisian cityscape for centuries to
follow.

1679 Construction begins on Guarini’s lavish
façade for the Palazzo Carignano at Turin.

1687 Louis XIV begins construction on the
Grand Trianon, a weekend retreat con-
structed to replace a small porcelain dec-
orated pavilion on the grounds of the
Palace of Versailles. The new palace is
designed by Jules Hardouin-Mansart.

c. 1700 The taste for elegant palaces that imitate
the design of the Château of Versailles,
begins to spread throughout Europe.

1702 Construction begins on Jakob Prand-
tauer’s imposing designs for the Benedic-
tine Abbey of Melk in Austria.

1705 The Neoclassical Greenwich Hospital,
designed by Sir Christopher Wren, is
completed in England.

Work commences on John Vanbrugh’s
plans for the Baroque Blenheim Palace
near Woodstock in England.

c. 1710 The Rococo architect Daniel Pöppelmann
designs Baroque structures for the electors
of Saxony’s capital at Dresden.

1716 Johann Bernhard Fischer von Erlach de-
signs the Karlskirche or Charles Church
at Vienna.

1719 In Würzburg, capital of an important
German diocese, Balthasar Neumann de-
signs a new lavish residence for the town’s
bishops.

1722 The Upper Palace of the Belvedere is be-
gun at Vienna according to the plans of
Johann Lukas von Hildebrandt. The gar-
den will be one of the most sumptuous
in Europe.

1725 The Spanish Steps are completed in Rome,
an attractive promenade that connects ma-
jor thoroughfares in the city and links the
Church of Trinità dei Monti with the

Piazza di Spagna. The Steps are designed
and their construction supervised by the
architect Francesco de Sanctis.

1726 James Gibbs’ classical Church of St.
Martin’s-in-the-Fields is completed in
what later becomes known as Trafalgar
Square in London.

1733 In Munich, the architect Egid Quirin
Asam begins construction on the Church
of St. John Nepomuk. Asam and his
brother pay for the structure, which will
eventually be completed in the highly
ornate style of the Rococo.

1736 Filippo Juvara, designer of a number of
innovative and elegant buildings in and
around the Italian city of Turin, dies.

1738 Archeological excavations of the ancient
Greek city of Herculaneum commence in
southern Italy. Excavations will follow at
Paestum and Pompei, ancient towns in
the same region and will foster a fashion
for a purer classicism throughout Europe.

1739 James Gibbs designs the circular, domed
Radcliffe Library at Oxford University.

1743 The Frauenkirche or Church of Our Lady
is completed in Dresden, one of the
grandest Rococo churches in Europe and
one of the largest Protestant structures on
the continent.

1745 At Potsdam outside Berlin the building of
the Rococo pleasure palace, Sansouci
(meaning “without a care”), begins on the
grounds of the Prussian king’s principal
country palace.

1752 The fantastically ornate and elegant
Cuvilliés Theater is completed for the
kings of Bavaria in Munich. After this
date the fashion for the ornate and fan-
tastically decorated Rococo style will be-
gin to fade in favor of greater naturalism
and classical detail.

1757 The building of the Panthéon begins at
Paris according to designs set down by
Germain Soufflot. The church is intended
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to commemorate King Louis XV’s recov-
ery from serious illness, but will eventu-
ally become a shrine to the great thinkers,
artists, and authors of France.

1762 Robert Adam designs a series of classical
rooms for Syon House outside London
that will have great impact on interior
design throughout Europe and America.

The Trevi Fountain is finished in the city
of Rome.

1763 The Place Louis XV is laid out in Paris
according to designs of Ange-Jacques
Gabriel. The site will eventually become
the Place de la Concorde which will serve
as the place of execution of many French
aristocrats and priests during the French
Revolution.

1768 Louis XV begins building a small retreat,
the Petit Trianon, on the ground of Ver-
sailles for his mistress, Madame du Pom-

padour. Eventually, the relaxed atmosphere
the small structure affords will make it
one of Queen Marie-Antoinette’s favorite
retreats.

c. 1780 The English taste for the “picturesque”
in garden designs has become popular
throughout Europe, prompting a new
fashion for seemingly naturalistic garden
settings with architectural focal points. In
reality, these more casual surroundings
are intricately planned and executed by
European designers.

1789 The naturalistic but grand English Garden
is laid out in Munich. When completed
in the early nineteenth century, the mas-
sive park will include elements of Neo-
classical and oriental architecture and will
provide a space that mimics the country-
side within the city.

Work begins on the classical Brandenburg
Gate in Berlin.
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O V E R V I E W
of Architecture and Design

RELIGIOUS RENEWAL. The rise of the Baroque style
in architecture had intricate connections to the religious
dilemmas and problems of sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century Europe. Few great projects of church construc-
tion had been undertaken in sixteenth-century Europe,
the one notable exception being the reconstruction of
St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome. Chronic money shortages
as well as the religious controversies of the sixteenth
century diverted the attentions of the Papacy and other
high-ranking officials of the church away from many of
the grand projects begun during the High Renaissance.
As the seventeenth century approached, however, a re-
vival of spirit became evident in the Roman Catholic
Church. This Catholic Reformation saw the foundation
of many new religious orders like the Jesuits, Theatines,
and Capuchins, who worked for religious renewal. Dur-
ing the half-century following 1570, these groups led a
dramatic resurgence in Catholic piety. The new orders
demanded religious architecture that focused worship-
pers’ attentions on the sacraments and key elements of
Catholic worship, that appealed to the senses, and that
was an enhancement to parishioners’ religious lives. One
of the first churches to reflect these new spiritual values
was the Gesù, the home church of the new Jesuit order
in Rome. Although its interior decoration did not ini-
tially make use of the techniques that Baroque design-
ers developed, its physical layout mirrored the style of
church construction that became common during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This structure’s
enormous size and massive barrel vault provided broad
expanses of wall and ceiling space on which painters pre-
sented images that celebrated and defended Catholic
truth. Inside the Gesù the focus of worshippers was
drawn to the High Altar and the pulpit, the two sources
of religious authority Catholic Reformers promoted as
vital to the faith. As a number of new churches appeared
on the Roman horizon around 1600, many made use of
this plan’s coherent and unified design. These structures
were even more ornate and imposing than their original
source of inspiration.

ELEMENTS OF THE BAROQUE STYLE. Whereas
High Renaissance architects favored rational and intel-
lectually conceived spaces, the architects of the early
Baroque violated many canons of classicism. They placed
broken pediments as frames for windows and doorways,
a departure from the classically-inspired canons of the
Renaissance. Similarly, other decorative elements they
used on their façades and in their interiors stepped out-
side the traditional canons of Renaissance classical de-
sign. Baroque architects also massed their decorative
elements to create dramatic focal points and an impres-
sion of climax in their buildings. This attempt to har-
ness a worshipper’s gaze often began at a church’s door
and continued along the path that led to the church’s
altar. From the very start, the Baroque presented Euro-
peans with a variety of faces. Imaginative designers like
Francesco Borromini and Guarino Guarini relied on
complex geometrical patterns in their structures, patterns
that were more imaginative and complex than the static
and serene symmetries of High Renaissance design.
Their bold works inspired departures from classicism in
many parts of Europe, and at the same time they were
rejected in other regions as being too radical. A second
face of the Italian Baroque was evident in the more
conservative works of figures like Carlo Maderno and
Gianlorenzo Bernini. In Rome, these architects created
grand interiors that awed the city’s many pilgrims with
symbols of the Roman Catholic Church’s power.
Maderno, Bernini, and other Baroque designers also set
themselves to the task of transforming Rome’s cityscape.
They laid out impressive squares and broad avenues, and
created monuments and fountains that provided Rome
with attractive focal points. Their emphasis on grand
urban planning and design had numerous imitators in
Northern Europe as Baroque design became an interna-
tional style favored throughout the continent.

RISE OF ABSOLUTISM. Features of the political
landscape of seventeenth-century Europe also favored
the rise of the Baroque. The seventeenth-century wit-
nessed a dramatic increase in the power of kings and
princes over their subjects. The new theories of abso-
lutism stressed that a king was the sole source of politi-
cal authority in his realm, as monarchs in France,
England, Spain, and in scores of smaller principalities
throughout the continent grew anxious to assert their au-
thority over their subjects and to wrest power from their
nobilities. Often the elaborate pretensions of seventeenth-
century kings to power were more illusory than real,
yet in a large and prosperous country like France, the
rise of a more centralized state with power focused in
the hands of the king and his ministers is undeniable.
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In this climate, one in which kings and princes were de-
sirous to present an image of their muscle, Baroque ar-
chitecture provided an important visual language for a
monarch’s self-representation. The most dramatic ex-
ample of the ways in which the Baroque enhanced the
power and reputation of a king was the Palace of Ver-
sailles outside Paris. Originally built as a hunting lodge,
this modest structure had grown to become the very cen-
terpiece of royal government by the late seventeenth cen-
tury, an expensive stage for the spectacles of royal power.
An elaborate protocol and etiquette governed every as-
pect of the nobility’s lives at Versailles and many flocked
there to be near the king. An unwieldy formality pre-
vailed, not only in social life, but also in the grand ar-
chitectural spaces that Louis’s designers built in the
palace and its gardens. Versailles’ reputation for formal-
ity and grand monumentality spread quickly through-
out Europe, as scores of smaller and less powerful courts
throughout the continent imitated its style.

THE IMPORTANCE OF CITIES. While the designs of
country and suburban palaces celebrated the rituals of
state and court, the Baroque period also witnessed an
unprecedented growth in Europe’s cities. Many of the
fastest growing cities were located in the northwestern
part of the continent, particularly in the Netherlands,
where rapidly expanding commerce and colonial ven-
tures quickly transformed the region into the most urban-
ized part of Europe. Both London and Paris witnessed
dramatic growth, as did many of Spain’s cities at the
time, but the most advanced of the many urban renewal
and expansion projects undertaken in the seventeenth
century occurred in Amsterdam, the population of which
increased fourfold during the seventeenth century to top
200,000 by 1700. In support of the town council’s de-
cision to open up new areas for settlement in 1612, work-
ers dug three grand canals to provision the city, and
residential and commercial quarters were separated from
other parts of the town dedicated to crafts and industry.
While other cities emulated Amsterdam’s careful plan-
ning, fast-growing towns like London and Paris took a
more random approach. In these cities new, planned
squares, filled with attractive brick and stone edifices,
gradually replaced the half-timbered, wooden houses
that had long been the primary feature of the urban land-
scape. One catalyst for change in London was the city’s
Great Fire in 1666 that destroyed the vast majority of
the city’s houses and churches. Sir Christopher Wren’s
ambitious plans to rebuild London as a city of broad
streets and classical buildings could not be achieved. The
expense of his designs, as well as long-standing traditions
and laws guarding private property, ensured that most

of London continued to be a tangled web of dark streets
and alleyways. Despite its lack of planning, London’s late
seventeenth-century growth was enormous. By 1700, it
had emerged as Europe’s largest metropolis.

THE ROCOCO. With the death of Louis XIV in
1715, a new decorative style, eventually called the Ro-
coco, began to dramatically change the houses of nobles
and the wealthy in France. Long judged a merely deco-
rative and sometimes even corrupt period in the history
of art and architecture, the Rococo’s history has more
recently been re-assessed. The movement arose at a time
of rapid change in Western history. The tastes of Louis
XIV’s age had long shown a propensity, on the one hand,
for a symmetrical, austere, and commanding classicism,
and on the other, for interior spaces created to serve the
rituals of France’s secular religion of royalty. In the years
immediately following the monarch’s death many noble
families returned to Paris from Versailles to build town-
houses or to redecorate their ancient homes within the
city. New fashions for extensive but delicate gilt orna-
mentation and for elaborately sculpted plaster were two
of the most distinctive elements of the early Rococo.
Designers of the period produced some of the first cab-
inets, small drawing rooms that were spaces of relative
privacy in a world that to this point had provided little
opportunity for intimate gatherings. The rise of the
Rococo proceeded apace with the development of salons
in France, gatherings of elites and intellectuals that even-
tually became a major vehicle for the dissemination of
Enlightenment thinking. The Rococo opened up new
vistas, then, in providing spaces that were suitable for
the elevated discussions that occurred within the small
galleries and drawing rooms of eighteenth-century Paris.
As the movement traveled beyond France, its influence
spread to interior design and decoration elsewhere in
Europe, but most particularly in Germany and Austria.
Here Rococo designers like François Cuvilliés, a French
emigré, and native architects like Dominikus Zimmer-
mann and Johann Michael Fischer unlocked more of the
movement’s architectural potentials. In a series of works
created during the 1730s and 1740s these figures created
striking spaces, less angular and hard-edged than those
of the Baroque, into which they poured an exuberant,
even festive wealth of ornamentation. The culmination
of their efforts bore fruit in a number of churches long
recognized in Germany as Gesamtkunstwerke, master-
works that combined architecture, painting, sculpture,
and other decorative arts so that their creative fusion was
greater than their constituent parts.

NEOCLASSICISM AND ROMANTICISM. During the
mid-eighteenth century new waves of interest in the
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architecture of ancient Rome and Greece attracted the
attention of Europe’s most sophisticated designers and
patrons. In Italy, archeological excavations were uncov-
ering a more historically accurate picture of the archi-
tecture of the ancient world. A key figure in this revival
was the Italian designer, Giovanni Battista Piranesi, who
throughout his career did much to promote antique
architecture. His etchings of Roman and Greek monu-
ments demonstrated an understanding of the ways in
which ancient peoples had built their structures, and
Piranesi’s strikingly beautiful, yet idealized vision of
ancient architecture captured the imagination of patrons
and architects alike to spark the neoclassical movement
in the mid-eighteenth century. This movement also fit
neatly with the ideas of Enlightenment philosophers, and
their advocacy of a new social order based around prin-
ciples of human freedom. These thinkers perceived the
virtues of the ancient Roman Republic or the Greek
polis as an antidote to the corruption and decadence they
saw around them. Not surprisingly, too, many Enlight-
enment philosophers celebrated England as the greatest
political culture of the age, sensing in its limited monar-
chy a model for political reforms that should be adopted
throughout Europe. Neoclassicism found a ready home
in this island country, where an early eighteenth-century
revival of Palladian classicism began to give way to the
more austere vision of neoclassicists after 1750. In
France, the movement likewise mingled with the pre-
existing taste for classical architecture, producing the
designs of figures like Soufflot and Gabriel, which were
notable for their great restraint in ornament and deco-
ration. Neoclassicism, though, was just one of a series of
revival styles that became popular throughout Europe,
as new waves of fashion attempted to recreate the archi-
tectural visions of previous ages. Gothic architecture, too,
witnessed a surge in popularity. The romantic impulses
of the period can perhaps nowhere be more brilliantly
witnessed than in the garden and landscape architec-
ture of the later eighteenth century. A new fashion for
naturalistic English gardens spread quickly throughout
Europe, as designers and patrons desired to emulate the
freedom and seemingly unplanned character of the Eng-
lish country landscape. At the same time they poured
into these spaces artificial lakes and rapids, Chinese
pavilions, ancient ruins, Gothic chapels, and other struc-
tures that provided “picturesque” focal points for con-
noisseurs as they moved through their gardens.
Ironically, the fashion for the English garden revealed
some of the underlying contradictions and ironies of
the age, as eighteenth-century men and women enjoyed
spaces that were models of both human freedom and
restraint.

FROM BAROQUE TO CLASSICISM. European design
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries contin-
ually drew from the great designers of the Renaissance
as well as new innovations in form and aesthetics pio-
neered by the great contemporary figures of the age.
Successive waves of classicism gradually revived a more
historically accurate picture of the architecture of previ-
ous ages. At the end of the eighteenth century innova-
tions in design championed a new informality that
departed from the formalistic architecture that had pre-
vailed throughout much of the Continent since the early
seventeenth century. The underlying impulses of this
movement were consonant with the waves of dramatic
change that convulsed Europe following the outbreak of
the French Revolution in 1789.

T O P I C S
in Architecture and Design

THE RENAISSANCE INHERITANCE AND

CATHOLIC RENEWAL

TERMS. In Italy, architecture and urban planning
began to move in a grander direction in the years around
1600. Since the eighteenth century this style has been
known as the “Baroque,” a word that comes to us from
the Portuguese baroco. Originally, this term referred to
pearls that were rough and heavily encrusted with sedi-
ment. When the neoclassicists of the eighteenth cen-
tury adopted the word to describe the architecture of
the period that preceded their own, they did so to crit-
icize the imposing grandeur and often heavily orna-
mented style that had been popular throughout Europe
in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. They
found this style decadent and corrupt; in its place, they
longed to develop a purer classicism with simpler and
more harmonious features. The label the neoclassicists
applied to the period stuck, although today it retains
little of its negative connotations. While the word
“Baroque” still sometimes disapprovingly suggests an
art, architecture, or literature that is overly complex, styl-
ized, or contrived, modern historians of art and archi-
tecture have come to realize that the designs of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries possessed consid-
erable variety and vitality. Today, in other words, the
architecture of the Baroque has been restored to its im-
portant place in the history of Western culture, and the
designs of the architects and urban planners of this pe-
riod have come to be valued on their own terms as well
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as for their important role in shaping modern notions
about cities and urban planning.

ORIGINS OF BAROQUE ARCHITECTURE. In sixteenth-
century Italy, two important styles of building—High
Renaissance classicism and the more willful and artful
designs of later Renaissance Mannerism—rose to promi-
nence. High Renaissance classicism first began to
emerge in Milan, Florence, and Rome in the late fif-
teenth and early sixteenth centuries, and its design ele-
ments had been articulated most forcefully in the works
of Donato Bramante (1444–1514). Bramante’s design
principles stressed restraint in ornament, harmonious
proportions derived from an intellectually conceived
program, and monumental scale. The period of the
High Renaissance was short, lasting only for about three
decades following 1490. While these years saw the con-
struction of a number of important structures in north-
ern and central Italy, political and financial realities
frequently dogged High Renaissance projects, as did
issues of sheer technical complexity and scale. Many of
the great designs of the period were too large to be com-
pleted without armies of laborers and artisans, and, given
the political, financial, and religious instabilities of the
time, their sponsors soon shelved or abandoned them
even before they moved beyond their initial stages. The
largest and most important of building projects under-
taken at the time were in and around Rome. At the be-
ginning of his pontificate, Pope Julius II (r. 1503–1513)
signaled his determination to transform Rome into a
grand capital of all Christendom. During the Middle
Ages the city had grown into a tangled web of dark,
winding streets filled with mud huts and brick tene-
ments. Julius wanted to redesign Rome, to transform it
into a city of squares, impressive churches, and impos-
ing public buildings that made use of developing archi-
tectural ideas. While few of his projects fulfilled his lofty
vision, he set the agenda that would dominate architec-
ture in Rome for the century that followed by demol-
ishing the ancient St. Peter’s Basilica, a structure that
had stood since the fourth century on the Vatican Hill
outside the city. He chose Bramante to serve as the chief
designer for the church’s rebuilding, and although nei-
ther figure lived to see the project carried forward be-
yond its initial stages, Bramante and Julius fixed the scale
and proportions of the church by constructing four great
piers to support its planned dome. In the century that
followed, the greatest architects of the age, including
Michelangelo, Carlo Maderno, and Gianlorenzo Bernini,
perfected and enhanced Bramante’s plans. At times,
political realities, religious crises, financial problems, and
sheer technical complexity stalled the project. And in an

indirect way, the construction of the new St. Peter’s
Basilica even contributed to the rise of the Protestant
Reformation, since Julius’s successor, the Medici Pope
Leo X (r. 1513–1521), resorted to corrupt and un-
scrupulous sales of indulgences in order to carry on
construction of the new building. The marketing of
these indulgences prompted Martin Luther to attack
the church in his famous Ninety-Five Theses, one of the
documents that precipitated the rise of religious contro-
versies throughout Europe. Those disputes, as well as the
Sack of Rome at the hands of German armies in 1527,
cooled for a time the artistic and architectural ambitions
of those within the church’s capital. Despite the con-
troversial nature of the project and the problems that
stalled its completion, the construction of the building
dominated architectural achievements in Rome until the
mid-seventeenth century.

MANNERIST COMPLEXITIES. In the relatively brief
period of the High Renaissance, designers like Bramante
favored a language of restrained and imposing classicism
and they planned buildings and urban squares that might
have impressed their viewers by their austere noble pro-
portions and sheer monumental scale. As the High Re-
naissance began to fade, a new fashion for buildings
that were less classical in spirit developed. Historians call
this style “Mannerism” and the word has long been used
to refer to developments both in architecture and the
visual arts. Many Mannerist artists followed the lead of
the willful and highly personal style that Michelangelo
developed during his middle age. During the 1510s and
1520s, he had spent much of his time working for the
Medici family in Florence, designing the family’s mau-
soleum in the Church of San Lorenzo in that city, as
well as the Laurentian Library at the same site. While
his architecture in this period made use of classical de-
sign elements, the artist played imaginatively with these
features to create spaces that made use of repetition and
a seemingly strange juxtaposition of objects. Michelan-
gelo later rejected his own highly personal style when
he became overseer of the construction of the new St.
Peter’s in the mid-sixteenth century. At this time his
designs returned to the more thoroughly classical style
of the High Renaissance. Yet his works in and around
Florence inspired a taste for Mannerist design continued
by architects like Giorgio Vasari, Giulio Romano, and
Bartolommeo Ammanati. These figures continued to
violate the norms of High Renaissance classicism in fa-
vor of designs that were elegant, willful, and often arti-
ficial. In contrast to the severity and monumentality of
the High Renaissance, these Mannerist architects favored
the repetition of purely decorative elements and played
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with the language of classical architecture, remolding it
to create new and unexpected features that appeared
on their façades and in their interiors. While the High
Renaissance style never completely died out in Italy,
Mannerism came to compete against it, particularly in
Florence and other Central Italian towns. Both styles—
Mannerism and High Renaissance classicism—became a
wellspring of inspiration to later Baroque architects as
they created a number of new buildings in Rome at the
end of the sixteenth century.

ROME RESURGENT. Elements of Baroque style first
began in the many churches under construction in Rome
during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.
Following Rome’s Sack in 1527, few great churches had
been built in the city, a result not only of the depression
that the attack caused, but also of the Protestant Refor-
mation, which had criticized the costly outlays on church
building that had occurred in the later Middle Ages.
Toward the end of the century, though, a broad and
ever-deepening movement within Catholicism gathered

strength. Known as the Catholic Reformation, this
movement matured in Italy sooner than in other parts
of the continent, in part because of the peninsula’s cen-
tral position within Roman Catholicism. The Catholic
Reformation inspired a number of new religious orders,
groups like the Jesuits, Theatines, Capuchins, and the
female order of teaching nuns known as the Ursulines.
These groups dedicated themselves to renewal in the
church, and as they became officially recognized, many
began to build new churches in Rome to commemorate
their newly acquired status as official orders within
Catholicism. As they set up institutions elsewhere in
Italy and throughout Europe, groups like the Jesuits
also commissioned scores of new churches throughout
the continent. The stimulus that the new orders thus
gave to church construction soon inspired elites in
Rome and in Catholic cities throughout the continent
to patronize church building projects, too. As a result,
many medieval and Renaissance churches came to be
rebuilt or remodeled in the new style, one that favored
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CHARLES BORROMEO ON CHURCH DESIGN

INTRODUCTION: The influence of St. Charles Borromeo, a lead-
ing figure in spreading the doctrines of the Catholic Re-
formation, touched almost every area of religious life
in Catholic Europe during the later sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. His advice to architects—that they
abandon the central style of church construction much
favored in the Renaissance—was not always heeded. But
the seventeenth century did return to favor the tradi-
tional Latin cross he recommended. Among the most
notable of the many churches that were to be finished
in the shape of a Latin cross was St. Peter’s Basilica in
Rome, where the Renaissance plans for a central style
structure were abandoned to fit with the increasingly
conservative tastes of Catholic Reformers.

There are a great many different designs, and the
bishop will have to consult a competent architect to select
the form wisely in accordance with the nature of the site
and the dimensions of the building. Nevertheless, the
cruciform plan is preferable for such an edifice, since it
can be traced back almost to apostolic times, as is plainly
seen in the buildings of the major holy basilicas of Rome.
As far as round edifices are concerned, the type of plan
was used for pagan temples and is less customary among
Christian people.

Every church, therefore, and especially the one whose
structure needs an imposing appearance, ought to be

built in the form of a cross; of this form there are many
variations; the oblong form is frequently used, the others
are less usual. We ought to preserve, therefore, wherever
possible, that form which resembles an oblong or Latin
cross in construction of cathedral, collegiate or parochial
churches.

This cruciform type of church, whether it will have
only one nave, or three or five naves as they say, can con-
sist not only of manifold proportions and designs but also
again of this one feature, that is beyond the entrance to
the high chapel, on two more chapels built on either side,
which extended like two arms ought to project to the
whole of their length beyond the width of the church
and should be fairly prominent externally in proportions
to the general architecture of the church.

The architect should see that in the religious decora-
tion of the façade, according to the proportions of the
ecclesiastical structure and the size of the edifice, not only
that nothing profane be seen, but also that only that
which is suitable to the sanctity of the place be repre-
sented in as splendid a manner as the means at his dis-
posal will afford.

SOURCE: Evelyn Carole Voelker, “Charles Borromeo’s Instruc-
tiones Fabricae et Supellectilis Ecclesiasticae, 1577. A Transla-
tion with Commentary and Analysis” (Ph.D. diss., University of
Syracuse, 1977): 51–52 and 63; in Baroque and Rococo: Art
and Culture. Ed. Vernon Hyde Minor (London: Laurence King,
1999): 78.
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elaborate adornment, display, and imaginative new shapes
and decorative elements. Through this style, architects
aimed to impress worshippers with an image of the church
as a powerful celestial and earthly institution—to capture
the imagination, in other words, and lift a worshiper’s
mind towards Heaven. Much Baroque church architec-
ture was thus monumental in spirit, and even when the
scale of religious architecture was small, architects aimed
to create spaces that might inspire and awe viewers.

CATHOLIC REFORM. The developing ethos of the
Catholic Reformation also stressed the importance of
the sacraments—particularly the Eucharist—as central

elements of Catholic life. The movement embraced ef-
fective preaching as an important goal of the priesthood,
while at the same time teaching that an individual’s par-
ticipation in the process of working out salvation was
necessary. Catholic reformers vehemently rejected one of
the central tenets of Protestant teaching—that salvation
was a free gift of God’s grace—and instead taught that a
diligent participation in the life of the church as well as
frequent good works paved the road to Heaven. Archi-
tects tried to give visual expression to these teachings as
well. One of the first places that the effects of Catholic
reform can be seen is in the Gesù, the home church of
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THE PRINCE OF DESIGNERS

INTRODUCTION: Gianlorenzo Bernini ruled over the artistic life
of Rome for much of the seventeenth century. A figure
similar to the great Renaissance men of the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries, he was simultaneously a sculptor,
painter, architect, musician, and dramatist. His artistic
vision, while more conservative than Filippo Borromini’s,
mingled exquisite craftsmanship with a new dynamism
that had not been characteristic of the Renaissance.
Like Michelangelo and Raphael, the scope of Bernini’s
achievements was widely recognized during his lifetime.
Shortly after the artist’s death, Filippo Baldinucci pub-
lished a biography from sources that Bernini himself had
compiled while living. Baldinucci’s work continually
stressed that the designer’s star had never fallen from
favor in seventeenth-century Rome. In truth, the archi-
tect’s undertakings at St. Peter’s were widely credited
during his lifetime with weakening the integrity of
Michelangelo’s grand dome, and for a short while,
Bernini did fall afoul of the papacy. Of the many creative
figures active in seventeenth-century Rome, though, his
influence over the Baroque style was incomparable.

The sun had not yet set upon the day which was the
first of Cardinal Chigi in the Highest Pontificate, when he
summoned Bernini to him. With expressions of affectionate
regard, he encouraged Bernini to undertake the great and
lofty plans that he, the Pope, had conceived of for the
greater embellishment of the Temple of God, the glory of
the pontifical office, and the decoration of Rome.

This was the beginning of a new and still greater
confidence that during this entire pontificate was never to
be ended. The Pope wished Bernini with him every day
mingling with the number of learned men he gathered
around his table after dinner. His Holiness used to say
that he was astonished in these discussions how Bernini,
alone, was able to grasp by sheer intelligence what the
others scarcely grasped after long study.

The Pope named him his own architect and the 
architect of the Papal Chamber, a thing which had never
before happened to Bernini because each former pope
had had his own family architect on whom he wished to
confer the post. This practice was not observed by popes
after Alexander VII because of the respect they had for
Bernini’s singular ability, so that he retained the office as
long as he lived.

… Bernini, with a monthly provision of 260 scudi
from the Pope, began to build the Portico of St. Peter,
which in due time he completed. For the plan of this
magnificent building he determined to make use of an
oval form, deviating in this from the plan of Michelangelo.
This was done in order to bring it nearer to the Vatican
Palace and thus to obstruct less the view of the Piazza
from that part of the palace built by Sixtus V with the
wing connecting with the Scala Regia. The Scala Regia is
also a wonderful work of Bernini and the most difficult
he ever executed, for it required him to support on piles
the Scala Regia and the Paolina Chapel, which lay directly
over the stairs, and also to make the walls of both rest on
the vault of the stairs. Furthermore, he knew how to bring
by means of a charming perspective of steps, columns,
architraves, cornices, and arches, the width of the begin-
ning of the stairway most beautifully into harmony with
the narrowness at its end. Bernini used to say that this
stairway was the least bad thing he had done, when one
considered what the stairway looked like before. The sup-
porting of these walls was the boldest thing he had ever
attempted, and if, before he applied himself to the task,
he had read that another had done it, he would not have
believed it.

SOURCE: Filippo Baldinucci, “The Life of Cavalier Giovanni
Lorenzo Bernini,” (1682) in Michelangelo and the Mannerists;
The Baroque and the Eighteenth Century. Vol. II of A Documen-
tary History of Art. Ed. Elizabeth G. Holt (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:
Prentice Hall, 1957): 117–119.
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the Jesuit Order in Rome. Il Gesù was a massive, barrel-
vaulted church completed in the city during the later
sixteenth century, and later Baroque designers imitated
many of its design features. The church’s plan provided
for broad expanses of ceiling and wall space, ideal sur-
faces on which seventeenth-century painters and sculp-
tors could celebrate the richness and variety of the
church’s history and its teachings. At the same time the
sight lines of Il Gesù led inexorably to the church’s choir,
the place in which the Eucharist was commemorated at
the High Altar. The complex of side aisle chapels that
had long existed in many medieval structures was thus
downplayed at the Gesù and in the many buildings that
imitated its plan. Instead the attention of worshippers
who visited these places was focused on the altar and the
pulpit, the sites from which the sacraments and preach-
ing issued. Following the example of the Gesù, early
Baroque architects labored to lend drama and a climac-
tic force to their creations. Many of their constructions
frequently suggested movement, underscored by the
massing of decorative details at a church’s door and along
the path to the structure’s culminating altar. Thus in
contrast to the serene and often static character of High
and Late Renaissance buildings, Baroque architecture
was, from its very inception, dynamic—an architecture,
in other words, that embraced movement.

INFLUENCE ON THE CITYSCAPE. As Rome revived
from the flagging morale with which it had been afflicted
in the mid-sixteenth century, the city began a host of new
grand public works projects. These projects began under
the reign of the “building” pope, Sixtus V (1585–1590).
The enthusiasm with which Sixtus approached the re-
construction of Rome encouraged the church’s major
officials as well as Rome’s noble families to pursue new
projects as well. This program of rebuilding intensified
after 1600, as one of Sixtus’s successors, Pope Paul V
(r. 1605–1621), brought new sources of water to the
capital by restoring the ancient Roman aqueducts that
had once supplied the city. Rome now had a guaranteed,
sufficient supply of water that lasted for a century. To
celebrate the achievement in providing fresh water, Paul
began to build a series of new fountains throughout the
city to call attention to this achievement. Thus he helped
to create one of the most attractive features of modern
Rome: its many fountains set within attractive city
squares. Paul commissioned plans for many new
churches to minister to the throngs of pilgrims return-
ing to Rome at the time. His architects planned broad
avenues to link the city’s major pilgrimage churches, and
they set ancient artifacts like obelisks as focal points
within squares throughout the city. In the years follow-

ing Paul’s pontificate, the resurgence evident in Rome
did not diminish. Instead, by the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury Rome gained even more construction sites. As a
result, it became a city populated with an almost in-
comprehensible number of jewels of Baroque archi-
tecture. These monuments included many new and
remodeled churches, impressive private palaces, civic
buildings, and new quarters for the church’s bureau-
cracies. In this process of expansion and refurbishment,
Rome emerged as a model for other European capitals,
and rulers throughout the continent soon evidenced a
desire to imitate elements of the city’s revitalization.
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THE RISE OF THE BAROQUE STYLE

IN ITALY

QUALITIES OF ROMAN BAROQUE. The buildings
constructed as a result of the Baroque architectural re-
vival displayed both great variety as well as certain
common traits. The first architect to express many of
the features of the new style was Carlo Maderno
(1556–1629). In the façade he designed for the Church
of Santa Susanna in Rome (1597–1603), he imitated
many of the design elements from the earlier Jesuit
Church of the Gesù, while giving these a completely new
interpretation. Both structures were two-stories high,
decorated with a profusion of columns or pilasters, and
were crowned with central pediments. Maderno, how-
ever, massed his decorative detailing on the façade of
Santa Susanna in such a way as to accentuate the cen-
tral door of the church. He set the sides of the façade
back to make the doorway to the church appear to pro-
trude outwards, a welcoming effect to worshippers as
they approached the structure. To enhance this impres-
sion, Maderno used double columns on both sides of the
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door while placing single rounded columns at the cen-
tral bay’s sides and barely visible squared pilasters at
the façade’s corners. In the earlier Church of il Gesù,
the designer had finished the structure with a rounded
arch that contained within it a triangular-shaped pedi-
ment, an awkward device that Maderno avoided at Santa
Susanna. Instead he crowned the building with a simple
gabled pediment, and he repeated this triangular shape
above the door as well. These details made the struc-
ture’s sight lines all seem to converge on the church’s
portal. Maderno’s designs for Santa Susanna’s façade in-
cluded a wealth of decorative detailing, yet curiously this
ornamentation never seems to be out of control. Rather,
these decorative elements appear to enhance the critical
design features of the structure. This search for ways to
mass ornament and decoration to create dramatic effects
and to suggest movement soon became a central quest
of other Baroque architects working in the city.

ST. PETER’S. Even before he completed the façade
for Santa Susanna, Maderno became chief architect for
St. Peter’s, a position that had been held by the sixteenth-
century cultural giants Donato Bramante and Michelan-
gelo Buonarroti. Bramante had originally designed the
church in the shape of a Greek cross, that is, as a struc-
ture in which the four radiating arms were of equal
length. His plans intended to crown the Vatican hill, the

site of St. Peter’s martyrdom and tomb, with a monu-
mental domed temple that was thoroughly classical in
spirit. Subsequent architects abandoned many features
of his designs, although Michelangelo revived and rein-
stated the crucial features of Bramante’s plans. Workers
finished the construction of the dome during the pon-
tificate of Sixtus V. Michelangelo’s designs, while rein-
stating the spirit of Bramante’s original plans, also treated
the dome and the church like a gigantic sculptural mass.
Today this feature of his work can only be appreciated
from the rear, that is, from the Vatican Gardens, a place
that few tourists ever see. The masking of his achieve-
ment occurred for several reasons, all of which served the
demands of the Catholic Reformation that was under-
way during the seventeenth century. Although the con-
struction of St. Peter’s was well advanced by the time of
Maderno’s appointment in 1605, Pope Paul V (r.
1605–1621) was anxious to cover all the ground at the
site that had originally lain within the ancient basilica,
and thus he commissioned the architect to extend the
church’s nave. In this way the shape of the church con-
formed to the more traditional pattern of a Latin cross,
a style recommended by influential reformers like St.
Charles Borromeo. This considerable expansion, how-
ever, was incompatible with Michelangelo’s immense
dome, since it obliterated views as worshippers ap-
proached the church toward its main entrances. The re-
sulting compromise, however, increased the scale of the
church to truly monumental proportions and made St.
Peter’s undoubtedly the largest church in Christendom
for many centuries to come. In the façade he designed
for the building, Maderno again massed design elements,
as at Santa Susanna, to make the center doorway the
focal point and he emphasized the entrance again with
a triangular pediment. But the addition of an upper story
to the façade was another departure from the original
plans set down by sixteenth-century architects, and one
again that was not in keeping with the spirit of the orig-
inal plans. It further obliterated views of the massive
dome. Religious rituals like papal blessings, though, ne-
cessitated a loggia, or gallery, from which the pope might
appear before the crowds who gathered in the square
below, and so Maderno obliged by adding an upper story
onto his façade. His plans also called for two bell tow-
ers to flank the façade at both ends, structures that might
have relieved the horizontal emphasis of the structure as
it stands today. These towers, though, were not imme-
diately built. Somewhat later, Gianlorenzo Bernini, one
of Maderno’s successors at the site, commenced their
construction, although he extended their height even
further. When the first of the bell towers was built, its
foundations soon proved inadequate. Fearing that it
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might collapse, Bernini had the tower torn down, and
the project was soon completely abandoned. Thus, since
the seventeenth century the façade of St. Peter’s has
stood as a compromise, one that, although imposing and
grand, is not completely in keeping with its original
plans. If the exterior of St. Peter’s presents a not alto-
gether satisfying appearance, Maderno’s interior deco-
ration remains an unsurpassed example of Baroque
ornamentation. With the extension of the church, the
architect faced the task of decorating a vast expanse of
vaulting overhead as well as the massive columns and
piers that supported the structure. In the additions he
designed for the church, Maderno opened up broad vis-
tas from his nave by using enormous arches. These arches
provided views into the side aisles, which he decorated
with broken pediments set atop columns of richly col-
ored marble. To deal with the enormous expanse of
vaulted ceiling, Maderno designed an elegant pattern of
gilded coffering. Later architects at St. Peter’s added to
his decoration. Most notable among these additions were
those of Gianlorenzo Bernini, who guided the design
team that completed the massive bronze and gilt bal-
dachino, a canopy that soars almost 140 feet over the
church’s high altar. Bernini also paneled the columns of
the church’s main aisle in richly colored marbles, and he
placed many sculptures as decorative elements through-
out the church. Yet the dominant decorative spirit within
St. Peter’s is Maderno’s, and the use he made there of
richly colored marbles mingled with much gilded orna-
mentation had numerous imitators in other architects of
the period.
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THE ACHIEVEMENTS OF

GIANLORENZO BERNINI

DOMINATED SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY ART. While
Maderno’s designs proved to be influential in shaping
the direction of the Baroque style, it was Gianlorenzo

Bernini who dominated artistic and architectural devel-
opments in Rome for much of the seventeenth century.
Bernini was in many ways similar to the great “univer-
sal men” of the Renaissance. An accomplished sculptor,
architect, and painter, he also wrote for the theater and
composed music. By his mid-twenties he had produced
a string of sculptural masterpieces, and was beginning to
undertake architectural commissions for Pope Urban
VIII (r. 1623–1644). These included the famous bal-
dachino and sculptural decorations for St. Peter’s as well
as a series of tombs for Roman notables, and a large num-
ber of stunning fountains located throughout the city. A
student of urban design, Bernini’s sculptural fountains
ennobled many Roman squares and gave the city nu-
merous attractive focal points. In this way he achieved
one of the visions that Renaissance designers had longed
for: the creation of handsome monuments set in attrac-
tive public squares where city dwellers might meet and
congregate.

ST. PETER’S COURTYARD. While Bernini decorated
the city as a grand canvas, his most important architec-
tural achievement was the courtyard he created in front
of St. Peter’s Basilica, an enormous public space capable
of holding crowds of hundreds of thousands of people,
yet made inviting by its enveloping colonnades. He in-
genuously designed the shape of these structures to hide
less attractive buildings within the papal complex. Un-
like many more highly decorated colonnades at the time,
Bernini’s design was far simpler, calling for four rows of
simple Doric columns progressing out from the basilica,
first in a straight line and then bowing to form a circu-
lar shape. In all, there are 300 columns in this massive
structure. They enclose a square with two large circular
fountains at the sides and an Egyptian obelisk in the cen-
ter. Atop the colonnade’s simple, unbroken entablature
Bernini placed a large number of statues of the saints of
the church. While massive and severely unadorned, the
colonnade nevertheless suggests the “arms of mother
church,” Bernini’s own phrase to describe the space he
wished to create.

PARISIAN INTERLUDE. As a result of achievements
on this truly massive scale, King Louis XIV recruited the
architect to plan his remodeling of the medieval and
Renaissance palace of the Louvre in Paris. A jumble of
conflicting wings and buildings had collected at this site
from the Middle Ages onward, and Louis initially be-
lieved that Bernini was the architect who might bring
order out of this architectural chaos. When he first ar-
rived in Paris, he pronounced the Louvre beyond re-
demption, and argued that it should be torn down. Over
time, though, he became convinced that the façade of
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the enormous palace might be rebuilt to give the struc-
ture unity and coherence. One of his designs for the
structure was highly imaginative and included a curved
façade, although Bernini eventually altered that design
to reflect the more severe and classical tastes of the king
and court. While he participated in the ceremony to lay
the new foundation stone for the remodeling of the
palace, his plans were rejected immediately after his de-
parture from Paris. Back in Rome after only five months
abroad, Bernini continued to sculpt, to design, and to
supervise many projects until his death at the age of
eighty. He remains one of the most prolific artists of the
seventeenth century, and as an architect he was especially
important for his grand contributions to urban planning
and design. His plans for buildings are fewer in number
than other great architects of the day and included only
three small church projects built in Rome. Yet these
structures demonstrated imaginative uses of the more
fluid shapes Baroque architects championed at the time.
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THE TEMPESTUOUS AND

FANCIFUL BAROQUE

BORROMINI. An altogether more tempestuous spirit
and highly imaginative genius animated the architec-
tural visions of Francesco Borromini (1599–1667), the
architect of a number of churches in and around Rome
in the mid-seventeenth century. Unlike the amiable
Bernini, Borromini was a loner who was quick to take
offense and who eventually ended his life in suicide.
While his competitor Bernini reveled in interiors filled
with opulent displays of gold, colored marbles, and
sculpture, Borromini’s designs usually called for stark
white, highlighted only by touches of gilt. Into these
spaces he poured strange symmetries, curving walls and
entablatures, and concave pediments—in short, shapes
that had never been seen before in such close juxta-
position. Trained as a sculptor like Michelangelo and
Bernini, he obsessed over small details in his designs,

treating buildings as if they were sculptural forms. His
plans almost always reveal his sophisticated knowledge
of geometry. One of the best examples of his unusual
architecture is the small Church of San Carlo alle Quat-
tro Fontane, a structure in which Borromini used many
intersecting elliptical shapes. Inside, these shapes give the
viewer the impression that the church is alive because of
the constantly shifting dynamic flow of its curved lines.
A more mature and larger work resulted from Borro-
mini’s designs for the Church of Sant’Ivo, a domed
structure unlike any built up to this time in Europe. Bor-
romini built the church at the end of a long courtyard
for a school that later became the University of Rome;
from the outside, the structure’s dome and cupola ap-
pear as if they were a ziggurat, an ancient stepped pyra-
mid dating from Mesopotamian times. These designs
had become known in Europe during the sixteenth cen-
tury, but only Borromini ventured to make such bold
use of this shape. The footprint of the church is in the
form of a six-pointed star, although, inside, Borromini’s
alterations to this shape quickly become apparent. Rather
than ending in the angular shapes of a triangle, three
alternating points of the star are rounded into semi-
circular niches, a motif repeated even more forcefully in
the dome above. Thus, as one stands inside the church
in any direction the shapes constantly oscillate against
each other, and the form that is behind one is exactly
the opposite of that which is in front. This highly in-
tellectual architecture had many admirers, particularly in
a seventeenth-century world fascinated by the properties
of mathematics and geometry. Yet Borromini’s works
also evidenced a playful and unexpected side, too. In the
Church of Sant Agnese he designed in the Piazza Navona
in Rome, the architect made the façade appear as if it
was a traditional church with side aisles and a nave. He
strengthened this illusion by the placement of towers at
both ends of the façade. Once inside, however, the viewer
finds that the shape of the church is an ellipse that runs
parallel, rather than perpendicular, to the square outside.
The façade at Sant’Agnese, too, manages to complete
Michelangelo’s vision for unobstructed views of a
church’s dome. Flanked by its corner towers, the dome
of the church soars above and is framed by high towers,
thus accomplishing what the papacy’s revisions in the
design of St. Peter’s destroyed at the great basilica. Here,
as in most of his structures, Borromini also played with
the traditional language of architecture to create a space
notable for its decorative imaginativeness as well as its
undeniable beauty. While he was not the only Italian
Baroque architect to have a profound effect in Northern
Europe, his works were especially revered in Germany
and Austria, and knowledge of his achievements even-
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tually inspired a climate of experimentation and inno-
vation in these regions.

RICCHINO AND LONGHENA. The development of
a dynamic Baroque architecture soon occurred in other
places throughout Italy. At roughly the same time that
Bernini and Borromini began their careers in Rome, sev-
eral figures—working primarily in Venice and Milan—
began employing design techniques similar to those
taking shape in Rome. At Milan, Francesco Maria
Ricchino (1583–1658) experimented with combinations
of rectangles and octagons within the Church of San
Giuseppe. Designed in the early seventeenth century, the
structure broke away from reigning conventions to in-
clude a central-style interior composed of two octagons.
The resulting structure bore great resemblance to the
curving, undulating lines that Borromini developed at
roughly the same time in Rome. Ricchino, once dubbed
“the most imaginative” of seventeenth-century Baroque
architects, inspired a native school of Baroque architec-

ture in Milan that developed roughly contemporane-
ous with the more familiar and famous Roman style.
Slightly later in Venice, the designer Baldassare Longhena
(1598–1658) made similar experiments with the Baroque
style in the Church of Santa Maria delle Salute, a struc-
ture prominently placed at the end of the city’s Grand
Canal. Begun in 1631, the church was intended to com-
memorate the cessation of a recent outbreak of the plague
in the city. The building was constructed in the central
style, that is, it radiated outward as an octagon from a
single point at its center, a form of construction gener-
ally disfavored by ecclesiastical leaders at the time. In-
side, the interior was fairly typical of churches built at
the time, yet on its exterior Longhena massed 125 dec-
orative sculptures, rounded volutes, or scroll-shaped
decorations, that served as buttresses, and other orna-
mental elements so that the entire structure took on the
effect of a gigantic sculptural confection. It remains one
of the most fanciful churches on the Venetian scene to
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this day, providing the city with one of its most unfor-
gettable and dramatic views, and one that is strategically
placed in an important crossroads at the city’s center. It
is, in other words, an effective, grand note of drama and
whimsy at Venice’s core.

GUARINO GUARINI. In a somewhat different vein
the architecture of Guarino Guarini (1624–1683) made
use of elements drawn from Borromini, although he de-
ployed these to a completely different effect. A member
of the Catholic reform order of the Theatines, Guarini
spent his youth in Rome, where he became aware of the
experiments with new forms and styles being conducted
by Maderno, Borromini, and Bernini. As he came to ma-
turity, he became one of the great traveling architects of
the seventeenth century, designing buildings in Sicily,
Paris, and at Lisbon, as well as completing from a dis-
tance designs for churches at Munich and Prague. Later
he moved to Turin, where he planned many buildings,
most of which unfortunately have been destroyed since

that time. A few examples of his work do survive, how-
ever. Although in some regards his use of curved shapes
and unusual juxtapositions of geometric figures was
similar to Borromini’s and shows his influence, Guarini
became even more obsessed with geometric patterns in
his work. Much of this inspiration he derived from the
knowledge he acquired of Islamic architecture while
working in Sicily and Spain. In addition, late Gothic or
Flamboyant architecture with its highly decorative vault-
ing provided another source of inspiration. In the designs
for two domes he created in Turin, for example, he made
use of intricate webs of triangles. For the Chapel of the
Holy Shroud in Turin’s cathedral, Guarini created a
complex pattern of ever-shifting hexagons that move up
the dome and frame its culminating oculus, a window
which is in itself made up of a kaleidoscope of circles,
semi-circles, and triangles. This pattern refracts and
throws the light that enters the chapel in a way no less
spectacular than in the greatest of Gothic cathedrals.

16 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800)

Architecture and Design

VILE ARCHITECTURE

INTRODUCTION: The imaginative spaces and shapes of Italian
Baroque architecture did not please everyone. Writing
in 1672, the Roman art historian Giovanni Pietro Bellori
attacked the newfangled ideas of seventeenth-century
architects, ideas that deformed the noble artistic synthe-
sis accomplished by the ancients and recreated by High
Renaissance masters. Bellori dedicated his work to Louis
XIV’s chief minister Colbert, who actively supported clas-
sicism in that country by encouraging the king to found
the Royal Academy in 1671.

As for architecture, we say that the architect ought to
conceive a noble Idea and to establish an understanding
that may serve him as law and reason; since his inventions
will consist of order, arrangement, measure, and eurythmy
of whole and parts. But in respect to the decoration and
ornaments of the orders, he may be certain to find the
Idea established and based on the examples of the an-
cients, who as a result of long study established this art,
the Greeks gave it its scope and best proportions, which
are confirmed by the most learned centuries and by the
consensus of a succession of learned men, and which
became the laws of an admirable Idea and a final beauty.
This beauty, being one only in each species, cannot be
altered without being destroyed. Hence those who with
novelty transform it, regrettably deform it; for ugliness
stands close to beauty, as the vices touch the virtues.
Such an evil we observe unfortunately at the fall of the

Roman Empire, with which all the good Arts decayed, and
architecture more than any other; the barbarous builders
disdained the models and the Ideas of the Greeks and
Romans and the most beautiful monuments of antiquity,
and for many centuries frantically erected so many and
such various fantastic phantasies of orders that they ren-
dered it monstrous with the ugliest disorder. Bramante,
Raphael, Baldassare [Peruzzi], Giulio Romano, and finally
Michelangelo labored to restore it from its heroic ruins to
its former Idea and look, by selecting the most elegant
forms of the antique edifices.

But today instead of receiving thanks these very wise
men like the ancients are ungratefully vilified, almost as if,
without genius and without inventions, they had copied
one from the other. On the other hand, everyone gets in
his head, all by himself, a new Idea and travesty of archi-
tecture in his own mode, and displays it in public squares
and upon the façades: they certainly are men void of any
knowledge that belongs to the architect, whose name
they assume in vain. So much so that they madly deform
buildings and even towns and monuments with angles,
breaks and distortions of lines; they tear apart bases,
capitals, and columns by the introduction of bric-a-brac of
stucco, scraps, and disproportions; and this while Vitruvius
condemns similar novelties and puts before us the best
examples.

SOURCE: Giovanni Pietro Bellori in Michelangelo and the Man-
nerists; The Baroque and the Eighteenth Century. Vol. II of A
Documentary History of Art. Ed. Elizabeth G. Holt (Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1958): 104–105.
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Guarini’s creations were, above all, intellectual exercises
in the deployment of geometric figures to create spaces
that strike their observers as suave, elegant, and highly
intellectual. In their wealth of decorative ornamentation
and flamboyant detailing, Guarini’s works anticipate the
elegance of the Rococo style of the eighteenth century.

DIFFUSION OF THE BAROQUE STYLE BEYOND

ITALY. Through the travels of figures like Gianlorenzo
Bernini and Guarino Guarini, the accomplishments of
Italian seventeenth-century design came to be known
throughout continental Europe. The popularity of en-
graved architectural etchings and theoretical treatises
written by Italians also spread knowledge of the inno-
vations underway in the peninsula, as did the travels of
European designers in Italy, too. Throughout the con-
tinent, many of the features of Italian design inspired
similar experiments with space, ornament, and monu-
mental scale. The Baroque, as it developed elsewhere in
Europe, was not just slavishly copied or imitated from
Italian examples. The breakthroughs of figures like Bernini
and Borromini were instead assimilated to varying degrees
within native styles. One of the chief accomplishments of
Roman Baroque architects in the first half of the seven-
teenth century had been to create a dynamic architecture
that suggested movement—movement bolder than the
passive, static, and intellectualized spaces favored by the
designers of the High Renaissance and Mannerist peri-
ods. Baroque buildings invited viewers to enjoy their
complexities from multiple angles. The asymmetrical
lines and the curving spaces of their interiors demanded
that viewers walk about these structures to explore the
many facets of their interiors. All of these elements,
though, were carefully calculated to produce a climactic
impression, an impression that often bespoke of power
and authority. In the many churches that sprouted on
the cityscapes of Rome and other Italian cities, this ele-
ment of power had been carefully harnessed to support
the resurgence of religion underway as a result of the
Catholic Reformation. Elsewhere, the use of the new dy-
namic and monumental techniques of Baroque archi-
tecture found their way into an almost innumerable
number of urban palaces, country villas and châteaux, as
well as churches and civic buildings. For their abilities
to command the environment and to suggest control,
buildings constructed in the Baroque fashion quickly be-
came the preferred style for seventeenth-century kings
and princes desiring to present an image that coincided
with their absolutist political rhetoric and theories.
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ARCHITECTURE IN FRANCE IN THE

SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

A CENTURY OF GREATNESS. The later sixteenth
century had been a time of great troubles in France, with
religious and civil wars threatening on many occasions
to tear the country apart. The accession of Henri IV
(r. 1589–1610) paved a way for an era of greater peace
and stability. Henri’s conversion to Catholicism in 1593,
and the granting of a limited degree of religious tolera-
tion to French Protestants through the Edict of Nantes
(1598) were both controversial measures at the time. Yet
both royal actions provided a foundation for France’s
relative domestic peace and stability in the seventeenth
century. Although Henri IV was to die the victim of an
assassin’s dagger in 1610, France weathered this crisis
and did not return to the chaotic civil conflict of the
kind that had raged in the sixteenth century. As a result,
the seventeenth century saw a period of unprecedented
growth in royal power and authority, a growth reflected
in the architecture of the period. The new political
goals and ideology of the age have frequently been called
absolutism, meaning that the king was the sole source
of political authority in the realm. In practical terms, this
meant that seventeenth-century French kings aimed to
strengthen their power by reforming the government’s
finances and administration, by weakening the local
control of the country’s nobles, and by enlarging French
territory and the country’s role on the international scene
through military engagements. The emerging Baroque
style in architecture provided an ideal way in which to
express the enhanced power of France’s royal govern-
ment, and for much of the seventeenth century it was
the city of Paris that benefited architecturally from the
wealth and resources that France’s new stability afforded.
In Paris, the seventeenth-century French monarchy
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supported a number of new projects that made use of
the developing tenets of Baroque design. At the same
time the Baroque in Paris re-interpreted the dramatically
imaginative and irregular spaces Italian designers favored
so that monuments built in Paris during the seventeenth
century displayed a more severely classical, if no less
monumental imprint.

PARIS IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY. In 1600
Paris was one of continental Europe’s largest cities. Al-
though the developments that most tourists associate
today with Paris—the city of attractive squares, public
monuments, and grand boulevards—were largely cre-
ations of the nineteenth century, Paris was still one of
Europe’s fastest growing seventeenth-century cities, and
one that was beginning to be shaped by the techniques
of urban planning. At the time, new districts and sub-
urbs were continually being opened up for settlement,
and many projects undertaken in these areas anticipated,
if on a smaller scale, the grand Paris of modern times. A
growing willingness, too, to attack and surmount the
problems that nature presented is evident in many of the
projects undertaken during the Baroque period. Two dis-
tricts—the Marais and the Île Saint-Louis—show the
appetite that existed for land for development close to

the heart of the city. Though they were less-than-ideal
sites, their proximity to the medieval core of Paris made
them prime locations for townhouses for the city’s nobles
and wealthy burghers. The Marais—meaning literally
“swamp” or “marshland”—lay directly east of Paris’s
early medieval walls. During the Middle Ages, the
Knights Templar and several other religious orders had
drained the area of its swamps, and set up religious
houses in the district. Eventually, the area was brought
within the town’s walls, and Paris’s Jews were allowed
to settle there. In the fourteenth century, two royal res-
idences were built at the north and south edges of the
district, making the Marais a center of artistic and cul-
tural life in the later Middle Ages. By the late sixteenth
century, though, much of the Marais was still suscepti-
ble to flooding, and its previous medieval and Renais-
sance glory had languished as the court had again taken
up residence in the Louvre. Henri IV decided to rein-
vigorate the area, and he devised a plan to construct
Paris’s first purpose-built square, the Place Royale, later
known as the Place des Vosges. Plans for the area had
already been set down during the time of Catherine
de’ Medici in the 1560s but, given the turbulence of
the later sixteenth century in France, they had not been
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undertaken. In 1603, Henri began to sell plots to buy-
ers who agreed to construct their houses along the pre-
determined designs for the site. The result produced one
of Europe’s most dignified and attractive city squares, a
site that has changed little since the seventeenth century.
The houses of the Place des Vosges were constructed
from stucco and brick. Facing inward toward the square,
the buildings were united by a single continuous colon-
naded arcade with the projecting stories of the houses
that lay above providing shelter from the elements. On
both sides of the square, two taller and larger houses
were reserved for the king’s and queen’s use, while the
other houses cannot be distinguished from one another,
except by looking at the lines of the mansard, or steeply
pitched, roofs. Elaborate festivities commemorated the
inauguration of the site in 1612, and the square quickly
became a favorite for nobles and wealthy burghers who
served the court. By the mid-seventeenth century, Henri
IV’s foresight had reinvigorated the Marais as the center
of Parisian life and culture. In the mid- to late century
one of its more famous residents was Madame de Sevigné,

a noblewoman and author of a voluminous correspon-
dence with her daughter, one of the most revealing
records of upper-class French life at the time.

THE ÎLE SAINT-LOUIS. Only a few years after the
death of Henri IV, his wife, the regent Marie de’ Medici,
undertook a similarly ambitious project on a long-
neglected island adjacent to the Marais in the Seine. At
the time, the island was known as the Île Notre Dame,
since it had once belonged to the canons of Notre Dame
and lay directly beside the city’s cathedral on the Île de
la Cité, the heart of medieval Paris. The Île Notre Dame
had long served as pasture land and a place where Paris’s
washerwomen beat clothes on the river shores. The is-
land’s dubious notoriety had also been sustained by its
venerable status as a dueling ground. Low lying, the area
was regularly subjected to flooding, and a channel dug
through it in the fourteenth century cut one side of it
off from the other. It was, in fact, a poor site for a res-
idential quarter, although the aplomb with which these
problems were solved suggests some of the ingenuity and
determination with which Baroque architects and urban
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A ROYAL BUILDER

INTRODUCTION: During the early years of Louis XIV’s reign the
king was constantly involved with new architectural pro-
jects as a way of enhancing his own kingly status. Later,
the king decided to shower most of his attentions on the
Palace of Versailles. But in the years just after he emerged
from his minority, he concentrated more on quantity
than quality.

However, the young king had not as yet made any
definite choice of his favourite place. He was building,
enlarging and making alternations nearly everywhere,
even in Paris which he had never liked since the Fronde.
It was his firm belief that glory and reputation were also
to be gained by magnificent buildings. In January 1664
he made his Intendant of Finance, Jean-Baptiste Colbert,
Superintendent of Buildings as well. But as early as 1661,
he had already acquired the unrivalled team of men who
had built Vaux for Fouquet: Le Nôtre, Le Vau, Lebrun, the
‘engineers’ of the waterworks and even the orange trees.
Very soon he had repairs, enlargements and new build-
ings going on practically everywhere: at Fontainebleau,
Vincennes, Chambord and Saint-Germain with its marvel-
lous terrace. With the Pope’s permission he brought
Bernini from Rome to complete the Louvre in the Italian
style but then changed his mind and chose Claude Perrault

whose colonnade was begun in 1667. Also in Paris, the
portes Saint-Denis and Saint-Martin, the Collège Mazarin,
the Observatory and the Invalides were gradually taking
shape. Versailles to begin with had been turned from a
hunting lodge into a park and pleasure gardens. Groves,
a labyrinth, grottos, a lake and waterways, the first orna-
mental and allegorical statues, the first fleets of boats
and the first menageries were all designed by Le Nôtre.
The house itself was scarcely touched. Le Vau, who
wanted to pull it down, was obliged to be satisfied with
padding it out a little while one of the earliest follies in
the shape of a Chinese pavilion, the porcelain Trianon,
was built at a little distance. In 1670, much against Col-
bert’s wishes, Louis decided to move in. In 1671 it was
decided to transform the neighbouring hamlet into a
royal town. But Le Vau was dead, leaving countless plans
behind him, and others were to build the Versailles of
the king’s mature years. Le Nôtre, too, redesigned his
park.

Like Colbert and the learned Chapelain, Louis consid-
ered that buildings alone were not enough for his glory.
All the arts, letters and sciences must come together, as in
the time of Augustus, to glorify his person and his reign,
and all naturally, in perfect order and obedience.

SOURCE: Pierre Goubert, Louis XIV and Twenty Million French-
men. Trans. Anne Carter (New York: Random House, 1970):
80–81.
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planners aimed to conquer nature. In 1614, the crown
awarded the island to a partnership consisting of several
military engineers and financiers hired to supervise the
filling in of the channel and its development as a resi-
dential quarter. The group’s finances were always shaky,
and a portion of those who had bought land on the is-
land eventually took over the project’s control, ensuring
that, by 1650, the channel between the two parts of the
island had been filled in and that a series of quays 32
feet high now kept the river at bay. On this safe surface
above the Seine, grand rows of townhouses began to take
shape, while a bridge conveniently connected the island
with the Marais that lay to the north. On this small
site—less than 120,000 square feet—towering town-
houses became an undeniable testimony to Paris’s wealth
and the seventeenth-century’s will to surmount nature.
The arrangement of these houses, too, points to a chang-
ing sensibility among Paris’s upper class about the River
Seine, a changing sensibility that has defined Parisian life
since the seventeenth century. For centuries, the river’s
role in Paris had been either lamentable or utilitarian.
On the one hand, the Seine had been a highway for
provisioning the city; on the other, it had been an ever
present cause of misfortunes made palpable in perpet-

ual dampness, flooding, and disease. Now on the safe
promontory that the island’s quays provided, the promi-
nent designers Le Vau, Mansart, and Le Brun built ele-
gant houses for the city’s wealthy that looked outwards
toward the river. Nature, tamed in the way it had been
in the middle of the Seine, now served as an enhance-
ment to real estate.

OTHER PARISIAN VENTURES. Attentions similar to
those showered on the development of the Marais and
the Île Saint-Louis focused elsewhere throughout the city
of Paris in the seventeenth century. During the reign of
Louis XIII (r. 1610–1643) many of these projects con-
tinued along the lines of the Mannerist style that had
been popular in late sixteenth-century France, including
the construction of the Luxemburg Palace (b. 1615), just
outside the Latin Quarter on the Left Bank of the Seine.
The palace became home to the Queen Mother Marie
de’ Medici. Its style, however, was largely traditional and
there was as yet little of the elegant garden that eventu-
ally so enhanced the palace’s rather small scale. Another
project of Louis XIII’s reign imitated the style of early
Baroque newly ascending to popularity in Rome: the con-
struction of the Chapel of the Sorbonne, the university’s
church designed by the architect Jacques Lemercier and
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begun in 1635. This domed structure largely copied the
Church of San Carlo ai Catinari, completed in Rome in
1620. Cardinal Richelieu, Louis’ powerful minister, en-
sured that this building could be properly seen from its
street angle by demolishing a group of medieval build-
ings that had stood on the site. In flavor, though, the
building remains a conservative imitation of the grand
Italian style, and nowhere in Paris does one find the kind
of daring uses of dramatic and unusual shapes and spaces
like those that prevailed in the architecture of Borromini
and Guarini in Italy. Instead, the native French Baroque
architects of the time looked conservatively to late Re-
naissance models or to those of the early Baroque, rather
than to more innovative designs. Although more con-
servative in spirit, the buildings of the period never-
theless embraced a monumental scale similar to those
being constructed in Italy at the time. Examples of this
monumentality can be seen in the new additions and
remodeling undertaken at the Palace of the Louvre. This
grand structure, the largest urban palace in Europe, was
almost continually in a state of repair, refurbishment,
and remodeling until the nineteenth century. Renais-
sance alterations at the site had included the destruction

of the medieval tower of the original castle, and the
construction of two new wings according to designs set
down by Pierre Lescot. These structures were the first
truly Renaissance designs in the city of Paris. Slightly
later in the sixteenth century, Catherine de’ Medici took
up residence in the Louvre and began to construct a sec-
ond enormous building, the Palace of the Tuileries, to
the west of the original Louvre complex. Although a mob
eventually burnt down that palace during the Revolt of
the Paris Commune in 1871, a long Gallery constructed
during the reign of Henri IV joined both the Tuileries
and Louvre together. Louis XIII and Louis XIV continued
to add to the palace, with Louis XIII beginning the con-
struction of the massive Cour Carrée, the square court-
yard that was four times larger than the original internal
courtyard of the Renaissance palace. This enormous
project consumed the efforts of the architect Jacque
LeMercier for many years before finally being completed
under the direction of Louis Le Vau. By the 1660s, and
the reign of Louis XIV, the only major project left at the
Louvre included the construction of a new façade for
the palace’s East Wing, an important part of the entire
venture since it faced eastward toward the city of Paris.
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To complete this project, Louis first imported the Ro-
man architect Bernini, who drew several plans for the
site—plans that, if they had been undertaken, might
have completely altered the Renaissance appearance of
the structure. Not entirely convinced of the wisdom of
Bernini’s designs, the king’s ministers solicited plans
from French designers, too, and soon after Bernini’s re-
turn to Rome, the king selected designs drawn up by
the architect Louis Le Vau and Claude Perrault, a physi-
cian, scientist, and scholar, as well as a writer on archi-
tectural theory.

THE FOUNDATIONS OF FRENCH CLASSICISM. The
project for the East Wing of the Louvre was of major
significance in setting design standards that prevailed in
public buildings in France for much of the rest of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. While massive in
its proportions, the façade’s arcade of paired columns ris-
ing above a story of simple arched windows suggests a
thorough knowledge of Roman temple architecture. The
only break in the entablature running across the entire

façade is in the single pediment that stands in the cen-
ter, while at both ends of the structure simple pavilions
with three windows, the center one arched in a Palladian
manner, complete the structure. The serene and majes-
tic face of the building became a premiere example of
French “good taste” in construction. Shortly after the
building’s completion in 1670, Louis XIV’s minister,
Colbert, made the bold move of establishing the Royal
Academy of Architecture in France, an academic body
charged with meeting regularly to discuss and set the
canons for public buildings. This body rejected the ex-
travagantly ornamental forms favored by architects like
Guarini and Borromini, and instead insisted that the
canons of French architecture that had prevailed since
the Renaissance should be safeguarded. Usually, the body
supported “French restraint” in building as superior to
Italian Baroque innovations. In particular, the academy
rejected broken pediments and other Italian innovations,
and instead insisted on the use of a harmonious and ra-
tionally understandable classicism inspired by Antiquity.
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It generally supported the use of the steep French, or
mansard, roof as generally well adapted to the country’s
northern climate. In addition, the French Academy’s in-
fluence penetrated into the building industry itself, as it
became a body charged with establishing standards for
construction and for the materials used in buildings as
well as for stipulating correct building practices.

FROM VAUX-LE-VICOMTE TO VERSAILLES. The
foundation of the Royal Academy of Architecture in
Paris established the canons of French classicism as nor-
mative in public building projects undertaken in the
country during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
At the same time, the construction of private residences
and country châteaux displayed considerable variety as
well as a taste for extravagance. One of the most signif-
icant of the many country retreats built in this period
was the Château of Vaux-le-Vicomte, constructed for
Louis XIV’s chief minister of finance, Nicholas Fouquet.
This massive project, perhaps the most comprehensively
successful of the many French country châteaux com-
pleted in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, was a
collaborative project undertaken by the architect Louis
Le Vau, the interior designer Charles Le Brun, and the
garden designer André Le Nôtre. Although Vaux-le-
Vicomte’s extravagance eventually spelled disaster for
Fouquet, the structure was important in that it was one

of the first highly successful integrations of outdoor land-
scaping, architecture, and interior design. Seen from its
gardens, Vaux embodies many qualities of elegance, par-
ticularly its domed central salon adapted from Italian
Baroque architecture of the period. Less exuberant than
similar palaces constructed in Italy at the time, the struc-
ture and its gardens, nevertheless, were the envy of
French nobles at the time. Shortly after completing the
structure in 1661, its owner, Fouquet, entertained the
king and the court at a lavish celebration, which included
impressive fireworks and even a specially commissioned
comedy written by Molière. Even before the king ar-
rived, however, Fouquet’s undoing had been planned.
Convinced that Foquet had long embezzled from the
royal treasury, Louis accepted his minister’s hospitality
before imprisoning Fouquet for life two weeks later.
The king seized Fouquet’s pride, the Château at Vaux-
le-Vicomte, as well as his other possessions. The extrav-
agant displays that he had seen while in Vaux-le-Vicomte
steeled Louis’ resolve to punish the extravagant upstart.
While at Vaux, though, Louis was so impressed with the
quality of the château’s garden, its interior decoration,
and façades that he recruited the team of designers—Le
Vau, Le Brun, and Le Nôtre—to join his service. Within
a few years, these three collaborated on the greatest pro-
ject of the age: the Palace of Versailles.
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THE BEAUTIFUL AND THE UGLY

INTRODUCTION: The Duc de Saint-Simon (1675–1755) was one
of the most trenchant observers of the court life of Louis
XIV’s reign. In his Memoirs, which fill more than 25 thick
volumes, he commented on almost every aspect of the
life of the nobility, often calling attention to the way
that squalor existed side-by-side at court with imposing
grandeur. His comments here attack Louis’ poor choice of
Versailles’ site, the violence the king wreaked on nature
in his gardens, and the bad taste on display everywhere
at the château.

He liked splendour, magnificence, and profusion in
everything: you pleased him if you shone through the
brilliancy of your houses, your clothes, your table, your
equipages.

As for the King himself, nobody ever approached
his magnificence. His buildings, who could number them?
At the same time, who was there who did not deplore
the pride, the caprice, the bad taste seen in them? St.
Germains, a lovely spot, with a marvellous view, rich

forest, terraces, gardens, and water he abandoned for
Versailles; the dullest and most ungrateful of all places,
without prospect, without wood, without water, without
soil; for the ground is all shifting sand or swamp, the air
accordingly bad.

But he liked to subjugate nature by art and money.
He built at Versailles, on, on, without any general design,
the beautiful and the ugly, the vast and the mean, all
jumbled together. His own apartments and those of the
Queen, are inconvenient to the last degree, dull, close,
stinking. The gardens astonish by their magnificence, but
cause regret by their bad taste. You are introduced to
the freshness of the shade only by a vast torrid zone, at
the end of which there is nothing for you but to mount
or descend; and with the hill, which is very short, termi-
nate the gardens. The violence everywhere done to nature
repels and wearies us despite ourselves. The abundance of
water, forced up and gathered together from all parts, is
rendered green, thick, muddy; it disseminates humidity,
unhealthy and evident; and an odour still more so.

SOURCE: Duc de Saint-Simon, Memoirs, in Louis XIV. Ed. H. G.
Judge (London: Longmans, 1965): 48.
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A ROYAL HUNTING LODGE. The building that be-
came known as the wonder of the age, Versailles, began
as a simple hunting lodge, constructed for the pleasure
of Louis XIV’s father in 1624. Its rise to prominence as
the seat of the French monarchy began in the 1660s for
a variety of reasons, not least of which was the restive-
ness of the country’s nobility, which had recently been
evidenced in the Fronde of 1648–1653. This series of
rebellions of French nobles and parlementarians oc-
curred in and around the city of Paris during Louis XIV’s
minority. Since he had acceded to the throne when he
was only five years old, Louis’ government had been
largely presided over by his mother, Anne of Austria, and
her chief minister, the Italian Cardinal Mazarin. Their
actions to strengthen the power of the crown and set
royal finances on a firmer footing angered the Parlement
of Paris, which rose up in revolt in 1548 and 1549.
Slightly later, a faction of nobles rebelled, too, raising an
army against the crown and succeeding in driving the
king, the Queen Regent, and Cardinal Mazarin from
Paris. For a time the city fell under blockade, but the
successful quashing of the rebellion actually enhanced
royal authority. Although Louis had been only ten years

old when these disturbances began, he never seemed to
forget his humiliation at the hands of the country’s
nobles, and his later decision to move his government
to Versailles, away from the Parisian nobles, was in large
part inspired by the embarrassment of the fronde. With
the death of his chief minister Mazarin in 1661, Louis
resolved to rule alone, and, particularly, to bring into
submission the French nobility. When he first began to
visit his father’s small hunting lodge at Versailles in the
1660s, though, Louis considered it no more than a place
of diversion. To make the site more suitable to royal
entertainment, the king enlisted Le Nôtre to design lav-
ish gardens there for court festivities. A few years later,
in 1668, Louis decided to extend the small château that
stood at the site, adding three large wings constructed
from stone rather than the original brick and stucco.
With these additions, he completely dwarfed the rather
modest structure that had originally stood at the site. In
truth, Versailles was always a poor choice for the con-
struction of Louis’ ambitious designs. The land was
marshy and had to be extensively drained. An inadequate
supply of fresh water meant that a complex system of
pumps had to be built to bring water miles from the
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Seine to the château in order to feed its 1,400 fountains
as well as its enormous canal. The palace that Louis built
had an unyielding symmetry and logic, and this made
Versailles a cold and drafty place, where opposing win-
dows and cold marble floors produced many a chill and
pain in the joints. Equally unwieldy was the complex
and highly contrived court etiquette that developed for
the courtiers who attended the king there. Every move
of the court and the king had to be choreographed ac-
cording to an unbending etiquette that lasted long after
Louis had died. The king intended these intense displays
of court ritual to tame his nobles, to make them into
obedient subjects. Curiously, perhaps the only one that
Louis showed deference to at Versailles was his father:
he carefully preserved his father’s original hunting lodge
as the core of the château, continuing to build around it
for the rest of his life, even though its style was greatly at
odds with the Italianate palace that sprang up around it.

THE SEAT OF GOVERNMENT. The Roman Baroque
style of the period heavily influenced the interiors of this
palace, although in subsequent alterations, parts of Ver-
sailles took on a more classical flavor. The huge structure
and its surrounding gardens always remained a hodge-

podge of conflicting elements and styles, yet they all
curiously adhered to each other by virtue of the palace’s
overwhelming grandeur and scale. At the center of this
structure there was one constant: the king’s bedroom,
where his rising and going to bed became one of the cen-
tral rituals of the state. At the height of the society Louis
created there, more than 10,000 courtiers were often in
attendance at court. During the late seventeenth century,
Versailles was almost constantly under construction.
Within a decade of the major expansions begun in 1668,
a second set of alterations began, this time with the pur-
pose of moving the court and royal government perma-
nently to Versailles. Thus, between 1677 and the transfer
of government to Versailles in 1682 a small city sprang
up around the palace to serve the king and his courtiers.
The king’s architect, Jules Hardouin-Mansart supervised
this second expansion, which included two gigantic
wings built at the north and south of the structure. These
radiated off at perpendicular angles from the U-shaped
block that now stood at the center, and they brought the
total width of the palace’s front façade to more than 600
yards. Seen from this angle, Versailles remains a not-
altogether pleasing construction, although one that
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nevertheless continues to amaze and confound visitors
by its sheer size. It is from the gardens, however, where
the palace’s design clearly shines. The geometric patterns
created by the gardens’ many walks and broad avenues
and the placement of the fountains and more than 4,000
pieces of sculpture combine to make the palace’s enor-
mous garden façade appear strikingly beautiful, even
delicate, against the sky. As in the palace proper, the cen-
tral placement of the king’s bedroom and the daily path
of the sun from east to west were the major principles
around which the gardens were organized. Known as
the “Sun King,” Louis ensured that this motif of the sun
recurred in many other places at Versailles.

OTHER CONSTRUCTIONS. As Louis and his court
settled in Versailles as a permanent residence in the
1680s, even the king began to tire of the elaborate pro-
tocol and uncomfortable spaces of his creation. In 1687,
he commissioned his chief architect, Jules Hardouin-
Mansart, to build a smaller palace at the far edges of Ver-
sailles’ garden, where a small village known as Trianon
had once stood. This “Marble Trianon” replaced a small
Chinese pavilion constructed at the site in the 1670s.
Louis intended the Grand Trianon, as it later became
known, to be a private retreat, where he might bring
ladies from the court for private suppers. The gardens

were more informal and the scale of the small palace less
forbidding than the great château. Unlike the many-
storied creation of Versailles, the Trianon had a single
story of family bedrooms and drawing rooms. When
completed, the palace had two large wings separated by
a marble colonnade. As Louis mended his wayward
marital habits later in life, the Trianon took on more the
nature of a family house in which the king, his children,
and wife might escape the pressures of court life. In these
later years the king also constructed Versailles’ sumptu-
ous royal chapel, an oval two-storied construction where
the king heard Mass from the balcony above. The lines
of this high building can be seen today towering above
the town façade of Versailles, and even at the time of its
construction the chapel was criticized for destroying the
view of the palace from the front courtyard. Inside, how-
ever, was one of Hardouin-Mansart’s most beautiful and
restrained creations. Below, a colonnade of Roman-style
arches are decorated with simple, yet elegant reliefs,
while, above, on the second-story balcony, plain white
Corinthian columns support a broad entablature that
runs around the structure’s oval shape. Simple arched
windows emit a striking light into the chapel, whose ceil-
ing is decorated with gilt and murals. The royal chapel
was the first freestanding church to be built upon the
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grounds at Versailles, although five smaller chapels had
preceded it. It was completed only in 1710, five years
before the king’s death. Its light and airy spaces reflect
the developing tastes that made Rococo architecture so
widely popular among nobles and wealthy city dwellers
in France in the early eighteenth century. Still, the over-
whelming feeling that the chapel presents is of a re-
strained classicism, one that since the mid-seventeenth
century French architects had been anxious to develop
as a native style. Louis reputedly built the structure to
satisfy his second wife, the commoner Madame de Main-
tenon, whose piety was well recognized at the time, and
who helped wean Louis away from his self-indulgent
nature. Nevertheless, the structure is fully consonant
with the aims of Versailles, which were, in large part, to
create spaces befitting of a monarch with grand preten-
sions and a love for the adulation of his subjects. The
daily hearing of Mass that occurred within the space was
in and of itself one of Versailles’ most important rituals.

ASSESSMENT. Even in his own day, Louis XIV’s
Versailles was often criticized as a palatial stable, and it
was attacked for its bad taste and lack of comforts. Yet
despite the frequent aesthetic judgments that have been

made against the structure from the seventeenth century
onward, it is difficult to overestimate Versailles’ influence
on the palace architecture of Europe during the early
eighteenth century. In Germany and central Europe, in
particular, where scores of territorial princes competed
against one another for political advantage and glory,
Versailles came to be widely imitated. A host of smaller
Versailles, in other words, soon popped up on the Euro-
pean landscape. The widespread emulation of the French
model involved more than just creating public spaces and
gardens that imitated Versailles, for courtly taste adopted
the elaborate etiquette and rituals that prevailed in the
French palace, too. Versailles, in other words, embodied
the absolutist and courtly aspirations of the age.

PARISIAN DEVELOPMENTS. The king’s and court’s
move to Versailles, some fifteen miles southwest of the
center of Paris, consumed an inordinate amount of
France’s state treasury at the time. As a result, few great
architectural projects could be completed in France’s
largest city in the later seventeenth century, although
there were several important exceptions. In 1670, Louis
founded the Hospital of the Invalids, a home for France’s
war veterans. Over the years, this complex grew in the
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western part of the city to accommodate more than
4,000 veterans. A handsome addition to the complex was
the construction of its massive, domed church, designed
by Jules Hardouin-Mansart and begun in 1687. At Les
Invalides, as it has long been known, Hardouin-Mansart
used a design detail, the cut-off ceiling, adopted from
the repertory of his uncle François Mansart. In the in-
terior of the high dome, in other words, he included an
inner dome that was much lower than the external struc-
ture, yet cut off at the top to allow views to the much
higher structure above. The result creates an impression
of soaring height and a dramatic vista from the floor of
the church below. The exterior of this structure, too,
makes use of the severe classicism that French designers
favored at the time. The project of Les Invalides, taken
up in the west of Paris and on the Left rather than the
Right Bank of the Seine, also signaled an important shift
in the city’s population. As the court congregated more
and more outside the city at Versailles, the wealthy and
cultivated elites that remained began to move from the
Marais and other districts on the edge of Paris’ me-
dieval core westward, particularly into the regions
around St. Germain-des-Pres, an ancient abbey that had

once stood on the western fringes of the city. At the end
of the seventeenth century the area began to be filled
with handsome townhouses. Further south of the heart
of medieval and Renaissance Paris, new suburbs began
to spring up on the Left Bank, too. This shift in resi-
dential development in the city continued throughout
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, making the Left
Bank one of the most desirable locations for residences
in the city, while leaving the former residential areas of
the Right Bank open more and more to commercial de-
velopment. One final important project begun during
the late seventeenth century was the construction of the
Place Vendôme, under the direction of the royal archi-
tect Hardouin-Mansart. This planned square stood at
the time on the Right Bank north and west of the Lou-
vre, in an as yet little settled area. The square had been
planned as early as 1685 to accommodate a group of
public buildings, but the project stalled because of lack
of funds. Eventually, Hardouin-Mansart laid out the
square and began to build a series of classical façades,
but a royal shortage of funds forced the king to sell the
entire project to the city of Paris. At this point, the pro-
ject languished until the 1720s, when the French king’s
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Scottish financier, John Law, succeeded in precipitating
a real-estate boom in and around the square through the
skillful sale of stock in its development. From Law’s time,
the classically inspired square has managed to remain one
of the most stylish areas of Paris.
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DIFFERENT DIRECTIONS IN ENGLAND

MODEST MEANS. In comparison to France, Eng-
land had always been a relatively poor country, where
the rituals of court and government had long been cel-
ebrated on a far more economical scale. The country’s
population—about four million in 1600—was only one
quarter of that of France. Although the grandeur of the
Tudor court might appear considerable to modern ob-
servers, Elizabeth I (r. 1558–1603) was notoriously tight-
fisted by the standards of her era. With the accession of
James I (r. 1603–1625) and the rise of the Stuart dynasty
upon her death, greater luxury and opulence did come
into fashion in the circles that surrounded the crown.
Still James’ wealth was considerably more limited than
that of the French king. He may have desired to present
an elegant face to the outside world, and he did try to do
so, but the shortage of funds was an endemic problem
and one that always threatened the monarch’s efforts to
create architectural monuments on a grand scale. Still,
in the years of his reign several important projects, de-
signed mostly by the talented architect Inigo Jones, laid
the foundation for English classicism, a style that was
persistently revived over the following two centuries and
molded to fit the changing tastes of the time. Jones’s
style was considerably more restrained than the Italian
Baroque and less monumental in scale than the French
classicism of the time. He imitated many elements of the
sixteenth-century architecture of the northern Italian,
Andrea Palladio (1508–1580). During his long career
Palladio had created a number of important public build-
ings and country villas, as well as several influential
churches in the Venetian Republic. His ideas for a rela-
tively unadorned architecture that nevertheless made use
of elegant, often sinuous lines had been communicated

in Northern Europe through the publication of his im-
portant architectural treatises. Nowhere, however, did
these ideas take root more forcefully and pervasively than
in England.

INIGO JONES. Born in 1573 in London, Jones had
few of the advantages of the great gentlemen architects
that came after him in England. Despite his humble sit-
uation as the son of a clothmaker, he managed to travel
to the continent in 1603, his visit perhaps financed by
a nobleman. Somewhat later he returned again to Italy
where he made a detailed study of ancient Roman archi-
tecture. Largely self-taught, he rose in the court circles
of Stuart England, and together with Ben Jonson he
staged some of the most elaborate court masques of the
early seventeenth century. These entertainments required
great skill in staging as well as a thorough knowledge of
design. Under both James I and his successor Charles I,
Inigo Jones received a number of commissions for large-
scale houses and he began work on the Queen’s House
in Greenwich outside London during 1616. Slightly
later, Jones received the commission for the Banqueting
House in Whitehall. Both structures survive and demon-
strate the architect’s thorough mastery of Palladian design
principles. They are two of the first buildings to inte-
grate the High Renaissance style in England, although
by the standards of the time they might have looked
rather severe and small in scale to continental observers.
The Queen’s House—intended for James I’s wife, Anne
of Denmark—was built on the grounds of the royal
palace at Greenwich, although that larger palace has since
been destroyed. Jones ingeniously devised the Queen’s
House to provide a bridge over a local road that cut the
royal park in two. To solve this problem he built an H-
shaped structure with two wings joined at the upper story
by a bridge (the crossbar in the H). Later this design fea-
ture was covered up when the road was redirected and
the center portion filled in. The ground floor of the
structure was constructed from rusticated stone, with
simple squared pediments as the only decoration above
the windows. On the second floor, Jones used smoother
masonry, yet repeated the same simple windows. A
balustrade finished the structure. The entire mood of the
Queen’s House is somber, yet elegant, and thoroughly
Palladian in its elements. The appearance of the Ban-
queting House, by contrast, is less severe, and the struc-
ture makes use of a greater range of decorative details.
Although its interior is a single block, the structure ap-
pears from the street as a three-story structure with a rus-
ticated ground floor. The first floor that rises above has
alternating circular and triangular-pedimented windows
and its columns are of the Ionic order, while on the floor
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above Jones used the Corinthian order and squared ped-
imented windows. To finish the structure, he created a
decorative garland frieze and a simple balustrade. At the
time of the building’s construction in London in the
early 1620s, nothing this classical in spirit had ever been
seen before on the streets of England’s capital. While
Jones received many commissions during his long career,
none of his subsequent work ever matched the influence
of these two projects, although one of his most impor-
tant achievements was his design of Covent Garden in
London beginning in 1631. This was, like the Place des

Vosges in Paris and several earlier examples in Italy, a
purpose-built square, the first in London. It derived
many of its features from the earlier Parisian example. It
was to be followed in the later seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries by many other handsome squares, most
of them built in the western part of the city. In those
years, Jones’s architectural examples also inspired a string
of designers who were even more accomplished in apply-
ing Palladian classicism to the English environment.

REBUILDING LONDON. The greatest of Baroque
English architects was Sir Christopher Wren (1632–1723),
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THE THREE PRINCIPLES OF 
MAGNIFICENT BUILDING

INTRODUCTION: The art and architectural theorists of the
Baroque era frequently engaged in heated disputes
about the precise style that was most aesthetically
pleasing to the eye. French theorists, in particular, were
anxious to weigh their own developing architectural tra-
ditions against those of the Italians, very often finding
their own classicism superior to the innovation and ex-
perimentation of southern European designers. In Eng-
land and the Netherlands, the shape of much writing
about architecture was decidedly more practical. Rather
than treating aesthetics, Balthazar Gerbier (1592?–1667),
a Flemish architect and diplomat who settled in London
in 1617, showed his readers how to garner the maximum
architectural effect economically. Gerbier’s A Brief Dis-
course Concerning the Three Principles of Magnificent
Building set out solidity, conveniency (or convenience),
and ornament as the chief principles that should govern
a patron’s choices in building. In a highly practical vein
Gerbier also informed his readers about the best possi-
ble building practices to use, and he showed them how
to safeguard themselves from the tricks of cost-cutting
artisans and laborers. In this passage he treats the proper
mixture of mortar to make cement.

The Romans are very curious in their tempering of
mortar, and in the laying it as thin as they possibly can to
prevent the sinking and bending of their walls, which the
laying of their mortar too thick doth cause; and experi-
ence doth show, that when some walls are taken down
in England, half of the substance is sand and dust.

The Romans (as likewise the Greeks before them) did
not make use of their lime at the same time it was flaked,
but for six months’ time did suffer it to putrify, and so
putrified composed a cement which joined with stone (or
brick) made an inseparable union, and such work as I have
seen iron tools break on the old mortars of the amphithe-
aters at Verona and Rome.

Their manner of preparing lime is to lay it in cisterns,
the one higher than the other, that the water (after it has
been so stirred as it is well mixed and thoroughly liquid)
may drain from one cistern to the other, and after six
months’ time (the lime having evacuated its putrefaction)
remains purified, and then they mix two parts lime with one
part of sand, and makes that strong and perfect mortar,
which if practiced in England, would make a wondrous
strong union, especially if the clay makers did bend the
clay as it ought to be, the English clay being better than
the Italian, nay the best in the world.

They are very careful in making large and deep foun-
dations, and to let the walls raised on the foundations
rest and settle a good while before they proceed to the
second story.

Some of our carpenters have learned to lay boards
loose for a time, the Italians and other nations are not
sparing therein. They nail them as if for good and all, but
rip or take them up again, to fit them for the second
time.

As I said before, no building is begun before a 
mature resolve on [decision is made based upon] a model
of the entire design; the builder having made choice of his
surveyor, and committed to him all the care and guidance
of the work, never changeth on the various opinions of
other men, for they are unlimited, because every man’s
conceits are answerable to his profession and particular
occasion.

A sovereign or any other landlord is then guided by
natural principles, as well as by his own resolve, taken on a
long considered model, because they know by experience
how sudden changes are able to cause monstrous effects.

SOURCE: Sir Balthazar Gerbier, A Brief Discourse Concerning
the Three Principles of Magnificent Building: Solidity, Conve-
niency, and Ornament (London: n.p., 1664): 19–22. Text mod-
ernized by Philip M. Soergel.
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a figure who left a major imprint on London after the
city’s catastrophic fire of 1666. Wren was the son of an
eminent clergyman who eventually became the Dean of
Windsor, the site of England’s largest royal castle. Thus,
the young Wren moved in powerful circles from an early
age; his playmates were members of the royal family, and
by virtue of his superior education, he matured into
something of a Renaissance man. He attended Wadham
College, Oxford, at the age of sixteen, where he worked
under a brilliant anatomist and conducted some of the

first experiments in the use of opiates as anesthesia.
When he completed the Master of Arts degree, he re-
ceived a prestigious fellowship to All Souls College, also
at Oxford, a position he held for the next twenty years
and which allowed him to pursue his research interests
in astronomy. While still a fellow, he also accepted an
academic appointment at Gresham College in London,
where he gave regular lectures in Latin and English.
While in London, he and a close friend founded the
Royal Society for the Promotion of Natural Knowledge,
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IN PRAISE OF ST. PAUL’S

INTRODUCTION: In 1677 the massive rebuilding of St. Paul’s
Cathedral was just getting underway following the build-
ing’s devastation in the Great Fire of 1666. The follow-
ing poem, published in London, celebrated the effort to
rebuild the church, an effort it compared to the great
architectural achievements of the ancients and of the
Roman Renaissance. Something of the excitement that
the unprecedented building produced on the London
scene can be gleaned from the poem’s elaborate rhetor-
ical flourishes.

What Miracle of Art will grow from hence,
And challenge through the World a Parallel,
When the bare Model only for Expense,
And real Value does so far excel?

But something more Majestic than even this
May we with solid reason expect,
Where to the Work, a C H A R L E S auspicious is:
A help so great can have no small effect.

Hereafter, how will every Generation
Bless that dear name, when from Records they know
This City’s Beauty, Glory of the Nation,
To th’ pious greatness of his soul they owe.

Nor shall Posterity forget the least
Of those, who such a Monument shall raise;
For when from their surviving Work they rest,
Eternal Fame shall mention their due Praise.

What did I say—only, eternal Fame?
Better Records are to such merit given;
Angels shall write with their own quills, each name
In the everlasting Registers of Heaven.

While in the front of those deserving men,
As the Conductor of this beauteous Frame,
Stands England’s Archimedes, Learned Wren,
Who builds in Paul’s a Trophy to his Name.

Earth’s Cabinet of Rarities, famed Rome,
Shall now no more alone possess what’s rare;
Since British Architecture dares presume
To vie with the most celebrated there.

Britain, who, though perhaps, the last she be
To imitate what’s great in Foreign Parts,
Yet when she that hath done, we always see
Th’ Inventors she excels in their own Arts.

Ah happy Englishmen! if we could know
Our happiness, and our too active fears
Of being wretched, did not make us so!
What cause of grief, other than this appears?

France, and the neighboring Europe, flame in War,
Seeking by Arms each others rest t’ invade;
But while they burn and bleed, we only, are
Rich in an envied peace, and Foreign Trade.

While there, nor Church, nor Sanctuary can
Shield the rich Merchant from the armed rout,
Nor Virgin from the Lust of furious man.
Our Island one Asylum seems, throughout

Sacred and Civil Structures there decrease,
And while to Arms their lofty heads submit,
We are employed in the best Works of Peace,
And erect Temples to the God of it.

Rise noblest Work, rise above Envy’s eye,
Never in thy own Ruins more to lie,
Till the whole world finds but one obsequy.

Rise to that noted height that Spain, and France,
Nay, Italy, may by their confluence
To our North Wonder, thy great Name advance.

And, what’s to Protestants of better sense,
Make them confess our English Church expense,
And Beauty, equals their Magnificence.

SOURCE: James Wright, Ecclesia Restaurata: A Votive Poem to
the Rebuilding of St. Paul’s Cathedral (London: Henry Brome,
1677): 4–6. Text modernized by Philip M. Soergel.
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the institution that remained England’s premiere national
academy for scientific research. Appointed to a presti-
gious professorship at Oxford in 1661, Wren began to
dabble in architecture after his uncle, the bishop of Ely,
asked him to design a chapel for Pembroke College,
Cambridge. Several small commissions followed, but his
rise to prominence began soon after the Great Fire of
1666 destroyed more than two-thirds of the City of Lon-
don, including the medieval core. Within a few weeks
of this catastrophe, Wren presented the king with com-
prehensive plans for rebuilding London. As a result of
Wren’s travels in Europe, he longed to remake London
into a city filled with monuments in the French classi-
cal and Italian Renaissance styles. The king and court
admired his plans, but decided they were too costly to
ever be completed. Wren wanted to demolish much of
what was left in London and fill the rebuilt city with
grand avenues and broad squares. Charles II instead ap-
pointed him to the post of Surveyor General, a position
he held for half a century. Like Paris, London had out-
grown its medieval core by the seventeenth century, al-
though the area destroyed in the fire had been the center
of commerce and of civic and religious life. Eighty-nine

of London’s almost 100 churches had been destroyed in
the fire. Wren’s plans for rebuilding included designs for
only 51 churches. Thus, his architectural renewal had a
long-lasting effect on the city’s spiritual life, since his
design resulted in an ambitious, but very controversial
program of parish consolidation. Today, only a portion
of the handsome churches Wren created survive; many
were lost in bombing raids during the Second World War
while others have been destroyed by terrorist attacks
since the 1970s. Still, enough of Wren’s achievement
survives to point to the vibrancy of his architectural style,
as well as its ready adaptability to many different kinds
of circumstances.

WREN’S STYLE. The architect’s crowning achieve-
ment was his plan for the rebuilding of St. Paul’s Cathe-
dral, a structure that imitates the massive proportions of
the Baroque, yet in most respects owes much to the High
Renaissance designers Bramante and Palladio. Initial
plans had called merely for the repair of the surviving
Gothic church at the site. Wren soon realized that the
destruction was too considerable to be repaired, and so
he planned a central-style church to be constructed in the
form of a Greek cross. The canons of St. Paul’s, however,
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reacted bitterly to the design as impractical for the de-
mands of worship. Wren responded by adopting the more
traditional Latin cross as the basic shape. The final struc-
ture demonstrated his encyclopedic knowledge of the
major buildings constructed during the previous century
in continental Europe. While much of the flavor of the
building derives from the High Renaissance, the build-
ing’s dramatic sense of energy seems more a feature of
the Baroque. This emphasis on drama can be seen in the
two-storied portico that Wren designed for the building’s
west façade. Here he grouped paired columns together,
as in Perrault and Le Vau’s east wing of the Louvre. As at
that structure, he included a central pediment as a culmi-
nation point, although he placed this pediment between
two bell towers that borrowed from the Roman architect
Borromini’s plans for the Church of Sant’ Agnese in
Rome. The dome that rises to be seen through this por-
tico is more than 35 stories high, and its design again
shows much indebtedness to continental models, espe-
cially to those pioneered by Michelangelo and Bramante.
The dome’s drum is encircled with a colonnade in the
manner of Bramante’s High Renaissance Tempietto at
Rome (constructed in 1502), while the shape of the struc-
ture that rises above it is pure Michelangelo. In short, the
building long appeared to many observers as the perfect
integration of many Renaissance and Baroque design el-
ements, and for this reason it influenced many other
structures in Britain and throughout the English-speaking
world. It was the only truly monumental Protestant
church to be constructed in Northern Europe during the
seventeenth century, although, inside, some of the weak-
nesses of the union between Protestant theology and
monumental church architecture become apparent.
Queen Victoria, for instance, dubbed the interior dreary,
and many have agreed. In comparison with similar
Catholic churches of this magnitude, the absence of gilt
and of decoration—rejected by Protestants as too osten-
tatious and wasteful—makes the interior appear severe.
These problems became accentuated over the decades,
since the inferior-quality stone of the massive building
required that the church interior be painted to hide its
flaws. Rather quickly over time, the pristine white walls
of the church grew gray with soot, a grime that is only
now beginning to be removed by a painstaking process
of restoration. Still, the details of Wren’s interior show a
faithful integration of the Corinthian order as well as
other classical design elements. In the long Gothic space
of the church, though, these elements prove to be inad-
equate to sustain the visual interest of most viewers.

OTHER PROJECTS. There are a number of other
masterpieces among the fifty other churches that Sir

Christopher Wren created to replace those burned in the
London fire of 1666. At St. Mary Le Bow, for instance,
Wren used the church’s pre-existing foundation, as he
often did in the rush to complete these structures. Since
these medieval foundations were of varying height and
width, he sometimes imaginatively deployed these irreg-
ular spaces in his creations. At Mary Le Bow, he designed
his first great steeple, which again made use of the me-
dieval belfry’s foundations. Palladian-arched windows
adorn the first upper level of the belfry, which is deco-
rated with classical pilasters. Above a round, colonnaded
temple, similar to Bramante’s famous Tempietto in
Rome, supports a smaller second colonnaded structure
from which rises a final obelisk as a steeple. Wren’s fer-
tile mixing of Renaissance, Baroque, and classical ele-
ments as in the Church of St. Mary Le Bow, was for
many years one of the most distinctive features of the
London skyline. Before the advent of the twentieth-
century glass and steel skyscraper, the forest of steeples
with which Wren endowed London was one of the city’s
most recognizable elements. These steeples, too, were
widely copied wherever English settlers moved, finding
their way into the town squares of villages throughout
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North America and in places as distant as Australia and
New Zealand.
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CLASSICISM AND CITY PLANNING IN

THE NETHERLANDS

RESTRAINED GRANDEUR. As in England, a severe
classicism free from a great deal of ornamentation was
typical of most Dutch architecture in the seventeenth
century. As a trading empire, the country’s merchants
were in frequent contact with the world that lay beyond
their canals, dikes, and interior seas. Dutch traders and
architects were frequent visitors to Italy, France, and
England, although they generally shunned the elabo-
rately ornamented spaces of the Roman Baroque as well
as the severe grandeur of the court culture of nearer Ver-
sailles. During this Golden Age in the country’s history,
a fondness for classical design, much of it influenced
by the relative severity of figures like Inigo Jones and
Andrea Palladio, prevailed. The country’s ethos—shaped
by Calvinism and the sixteenth-century fight for inde-
pendence from Catholic Spain—meant that the seven-
teenth century was not a great age in Dutch history for
the construction of churches. As a rule, Dutch Protes-
tants merely took over Catholic churches from the later
Middle Ages, often whitewashing over the structure’s
murals and removing their sculptures. As population
increased in the country’s cities during the seventeenth
century, new churches, often built in a style known
today as “Dutch Palladianism,” were constructed, but
Calvinism, with its radical distaste for religious art and
decoration, assured that many of these structures had
only simple interiors. Dutch artists of the time like Ver-
meer and Saenredam documented the severe interiors
that were common in the country’s churches. Cleansed
of their “idolatrous” religious art, these structures pre-
sented a severe face, with simple white walls and austere

but massive spaces as their defining characteristics. Often
the only ornamental elements that survived in these
churches were their Gothic vaulting or their more mod-
ern carved and handsome pulpits, this later feature sug-
gesting the primary importance given to the scriptures,
the Word of God, in the new reformed faith.

DOMESTIC ARCHITECTURE. By contrast, the Dutch
displayed a more decorative taste in their civic buildings
and houses, drawing on a repertory of Palladian deco-
rating elements on the handsome exteriors of these struc-
tures. In the seventeenth century most Dutch houses
were built from brick, rather than stone, although stone
façades tended to increase as Dutch prosperity climbed
during the century. Unlike Italy, where merchant princes
had long built great urban palaces, Dutch houses were
considerably more modest. Large tenement buildings
that housed several families were also uncommon. In-
stead, the Dutch house was a place in which a single
family or extended family lived. Most were quite small
and were built in a way similar to modern “row houses.”
In Amsterdam and other cities near the water, they faced
onto a canal, the main arteries for commercial deliveries
at the time. They were usually about 25 to 30 feet wide
and four to six stories high with decorated gables that
faced toward the street or canal. This design allowed the
maximum number of merchants access to a city’s thor-
oughfares, but it also shaped and limited the domestic
spaces inside. Most houses were only one or two rooms
wide, although they were considerably deeper, stretch-
ing back from the street or canal. The Dutch house of
the time was often used for both business and domestic
pursuits, with cellars and attics functioning as commer-
cial storehouses. Great families sometimes joined two or
more of these smaller houses into a single space. Grand
mansions built over several city lots were not as com-
mon in the Netherlands as they later became, although
Amsterdam did acquire quite a number of these struc-
tures in the later seventeenth century.

CITY PLANNING. Between 1600 and 1700, Ams-
terdam’s population increased fourfold. Although its
growth was the most dramatic in the region, rapid in-
crease was the rule in most parts of the country. The
Dutch’s success in their sixteenth-century war of inde-
pendence against the Habsburgs had left the country
free to develop as a commercial center. To the south in
Flanders and France, and to the east in Central Europe,
religious repression continued to be the rule through
most of the seventeenth century. In the Netherlands, by
contrast, relative tolerance became the rule. Although
the law officially prohibited Catholicism and some other
religions, in practice Dutch local officials permitted a
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considerable degree of religious freedom. As a result,
Jewish settlers from throughout Europe streamed into
the country, as did Mennonites, Anabaptists, French
Huguenots, Catholics from Flanders, Germany, and
France, and even Orthodox Christians from Greece and
the Near East. The Netherlands had long been a coun-
try that was exceptional by European standards; much
of its land was low-lying, large parts of it were even
below sea level, and for centuries, the country had been
claiming territory from the water through the skillful
draining of marshes and the construction of dikes. This
tradition of public engineering continued in the seven-
teenth century, yet at the same time a new method of
urban planning was taking shape in the country’s cities.
To accommodate the influx of new settlers in Amster-
dam, the town council devised the Three Canals Plan in
1612 to increase the city’s size and manage its growth.
In essence, the plan expanded the town walls to enclose
four times more space than they had previously, and
called for three new canals to provide merchants and
artisans with an outlet to the sea. Tough new restrictions
drew a distinction between areas where “noisy” indus-
tries and crafts might be pursued and other parts of the
town intended for residences and quieter commercial
transactions. They divided the undeveloped land with
mathematical precision into lots that were each 25 feet
wide, and carved the new water thoroughfares with geo-
metric regularity so that all roads led inexorably to the
town’s center. Handsome townhouses soon appeared in
the new quarters, with prominent families streaming into
these districts to take advantage of the relative peace and
quiet. They decorated the new town walls with impres-
sive gates at the major entrances and exits to the city,
and along this string of walls, massive new fortifications
protected the city from attack. Thus, in comparison to
the relatively piecemeal plans for urban development
then in use in London and Paris at the time, the Dutch
model of urban planning was notable for its thorough-
ness and rationality.

PUBLIC ARCHITECTURE. During the Baroque pe-
riod, Dutch burghers, that is city dwellers, continued to
build imposing town halls, a tradition that stretched back
through the Renaissance to the later Middle Ages. Of
the many civic projects undertaken during the Nether-
lands’ seventeenth-century Golden Age, the greatest was
the construction of a new town hall in Amsterdam to
replace an older medieval building that had served this
purpose. When the burghers of the city began this pro-
ject in 1648, they had merely desired to expand their
pre-existing civic offices. In the initial phases of remod-
eling, however, the medieval structure at the site burnt

down. Thus Jacob van Campen, the new building’s ar-
chitect, had a blank slate with which to work. The struc-
ture that he created survives today as an imposing
testimony to the wealth of the time. The hall covered an
entire city block, almost 300 feet wide and more than 230
feet deep. Above a ground floor, Campen designed two
high-ceilinged stories, so that the entire structure, minus
its enormous cupola, soared to a height of more than 100
feet. The central portion of this building projected out-
ward towards the surrounding square and culminated in
a pediment. Inside, an enormous Great Hall made use of
the full potential of the building’s grand height. Like Inigo
Jones’ Banqueting Hall in early seventeenth-century Lon-
don, this hall was a single monumental block of space,
one of the largest public halls built during the Baroque.
While it employed more restraint in its decoration than
the exuberant ostentation typical of Italian buildings at
the time, the massive scale of the structure makes it a
building of undeniable grandeur.

HIDDEN CHURCHES. Another feature of seventeenth-
century Dutch life presents a curious adaptation to the
continuing religious controversies of the period. While
the Netherlands was an island of relative religious toler-
ation in the seventeenth-century world, the law still of-
ficially forbade the practice of Catholicism. As a result,
large numbers of “private” churches sprang up in the
country’s cities, usually accommodated in the attics of
townhouses. The degree of toleration granted to these
institutions fluctuated over time and from place to place,
although in most places bribes and even a system of fines
meant that Catholics enjoyed relative freedom to prac-
tice in these private churches. Many of Holland’s secret
churches spanned the attics of several houses, and their
artistic decoration was often quite flamboyant. The no-
bles, wealthy merchants, and foreign Catholic traders
who patronized these institutions saw to it that these
private chapels had elaborate murals, frescoes, and gilt
ornament similar to the ostentation common in the con-
tinent’s leading Baroque churches. In spite of their sta-
tus as a subculture within the predominantly Calvinist
cities of the region, the number of these secret churches
was often considerable. Amsterdam had about twenty,
Leiden eight. The potency of the Baroque interiors that
survive from this period demonstrate the appeal that this
style had for Catholics who existed in a state of relative
isolation from the broader world of Roman religion.
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THE BAROQUE IN CENTRAL EUROPE

WARFARE AND EXTERNAL THREATS. In compari-
son to the relative peace and stability of the Netherlands,
the seventeenth century in Central and Eastern Europe
was a time of great tribulation. Religious disputes marred
the first half of the century, as the Thirty Years’ War
(1618–1648) raged in much of Central Europe. This
great conflict involved almost every major European
power, although Germany and parts of Bohemia were
its primary battlegrounds. The Thirty Years’ War pro-
duced widespread poverty, famine, and disease, and re-
sulted in the depopulation of large areas of the
countryside. As internal religious strife receded in Ger-
many, the region began a slow process of recovery. To
the east, however, in the Habsburg lands of Austria and
Hungary, a renewed threat to security arose in the later
seventeenth century. During the 1660s, the Ottoman
Empire reinforced its positions in Hungary and renewed
its drive up the Danube into Austria, laying siege to
Vienna in 1683. Eventually, the Habsburgs succeeded
in expelling Ottoman forces from their homelands, but
not without expending considerable financial and mil-
itary resources. As a result of these protracted religious
crises and external threats, fewer great architectural pro-
jects were undertaken in the region than in Italy or
Western Europe during the seventeenth century. As sta-
bility returned, though, the way was paved for an enor-
mous building boom throughout Central and Eastern
Europe.

THE BEGINNINGS OF REVIVAL. While the warfare
that had afflicted much of Germany and Central Europe
left the economies of many areas depressed, devasta-
tion also brought new opportunities for renewal and re-
building. In 1622, for example, the town of Mannheim
in southwestern Germany had been destroyed as a result
of the conflicts of the Thirty Years’ War. It was soon re-
built, although French forces destroyed it yet again in
1689. As the local prince prepared to reconstruct his cap-
ital, he adopted a comprehensive plan influenced by the
ideas of Baroque architects and town planners. His new
city included broad avenues, handsome squares, harmo-
nious buildings, and a grid system for its streets that was
similar to that which was later to be adopted in New
York City. During the Second World War, most of the
town was destroyed in bombing raids, only to be rebuilt
again largely in a functional modern style. Even now,
though, Mannheim’s street system largely continues to

adhere to the original Baroque grid pattern laid out in
the late seventeenth century. Very few modern observers
find the overall effect of the town as it now stands sat-
isfying when compared against the city of handsome
squares and palaces that existed for more than two cen-
turies as a monument to the intelligence and sophis-
tication of Baroque planners. At the same time, it is
important to note that the ideas of those designers re-
flected certain notions about power, and Baroque ar-
chitecture has often rightly been treated as a tool of
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century rulers anxious to
establish greater authority over their subjects. At
Mannheim, these intentions produced relatively happy
results. Elsewhere in Central Europe the Baroque be-
came a tool for establishing cultural and religious uni-
formity with mixed results. In the wake of the Thirty
Years’ War, the Austrian Habsburgs established hege-
mony over the Czech citizens of Prague. Since the fif-
teenth century the inhabitants of the city had provided
a safe haven for many reform movements critical of the
Roman church. As the Habsburg dynasty moved to es-
tablish its authority over the city, they labored as well to
re-establish Roman Catholicism as the sole religion in the
region. Habsburg church and state authorities remod-
eled Prague’s churches, transforming the town’s once
spare and severe Protestant-styled churches into models
of Baroque display and ornamentation. Authorities ex-
pelled those townspeople who continued to practice
Protestantism and seized their properties, often selling
their houses for a fraction of their worth to new German-
speaking settlers. This plan of resettlement thus paved
the way for large portions of Prague to be rebuilt in the
new ornate fashions of the Baroque. Thus in Prague the
Baroque became synonymous in the minds of native
Czech inhabitants with the establishment of Austrian
political hegemony and Catholic religious authority.

CHURCHES. Where affections for Roman Catholi-
cism ran deeper in Central and Eastern Europe, they
soon gave birth to an unprecedented boom in the con-
struction of new churches and religious institutions. In
Italy, the rise of the Baroque had been accompanied by
the construction of scores of new religious edifices, tes-
timonies to the renewal of a spirit of self-assurance typ-
ical of the Catholic Reformation. In Central Europe,
the conclusion of the Thirty Years’ War similarly left
Catholic rulers and their subjects re-invigorated. As the
economy revived and stability returned, numerous
church building projects were begun. While the more
ornate and imaginative styles pioneered in Rome and
Northern Italy had begun to spread in Central Europe
quite early, the trials of the Thirty Years’ War had stalled
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the fashion’s general acceptance. In 1614, for instance,
the archbishops of Passau had begun the reconstruction
of their Cathedral at Salzburg along plans set down by
early Italian Baroque designers. Undertaken to replace a
basilica that had been destroyed by fire at the end of the
sixteenth century, the town’s new Baroque-styled Cathe-
dral was consecrated in 1628. As warfare worsened in
the region, the style of Salzburg’s new Cathedral was not
to be immediately imitated. In the second half of the
seventeenth century, though, many Catholic patrons,
bishops, and monasteries began to rebuild their churches
in the grand Baroque style and the Baroque architectural
language. At its very core, the elaborate and sumptuous
interiors of the Baroque church were a counterattack on

Protestant sensibilities, which stressed restraint and a
relatively unadorned style as most befitting to Christian
worship. As the Baroque spread in Central Europe, it
demonstrated considerable variety, although certain
constants continued to recur in most of the movement’s
churches. As in Italy, a taste for dramatic spaces devel-
oped in which all parts of the structure were subordinate
to the greater goal of achieving a climactic impression.
Rich ornamentation and gilt, curved shapes, broken ped-
iments, and other elements that were not strictly classi-
cal in origin prevailed. In place of the relatively restrained
vocabulary of decoration that was present in England,
the Netherlands, and Protestant Germany, the Italian
and native architects who practiced in Central Europe

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800) 37

Architecture and Design

THE
Sacred Landscape

The period following the conclusion of the Thirty
Years’ War was followed by an unprecedented construction
and remodeling boom in Catholic churches throughout
southern Germany and Austria. Inspections of local churches
in the wake of the conflict made obvious the deficiencies
in church architecture. But the boom in remodeling and
reconstruction arose from a surge in the people’s piety,
since many of these projects were initially financed by a
broad segment of the Catholic population. As this surge
in popular religiosity intensified, the Catholic elite also
supported many projects aimed to beautify churches
throughout the countryside after 1700.

Many churches needed new furnishings in the after-
math of the Thirty Years’ War. All the visitations conducted
in the 1650s, and even the 1660s, focused on the need
to use resources to replace utensils, pictures, and statues
lost and stolen during the war. The recovery from the war
was followed by a wave of redecorating and redesigning
which began in the last two decades of the seventeenth
century.

In many ways, developments inside churches and
chapels mirrored the development of the sacral landscape
itself. As the number of churches and sacred sites increased
after 1650, so too did the number of altars, the quantity
and quality of furnishings, the number of statues and
paintings, and the general density of decorations in the
churches. The effect of denser furnishings was also to
provide a greater variety of settings for religious practice.

The Catholic population, church patrons, and secular
authorities all supported the adornment of churches. The
driving force appears to have been the village community,

especially in the late seventeenth century. In 1669 the
Gemeinde [community council] of Schönau in the Black
Forest rebuilt the interior of the chapel at Schönenbuch,
removing St. Blasien as the patron and replacing him with
St. John the Baptist, probably to the displeasure of the local
lord, the Abbey of St. Blasien. In 1683 the Gemeinde of
Mindersdorf asked its parsimonious lords, the Teutonic
Knights in Mainau, for help in paying for new bells for the
parish church. The Knights were never enthusiastic about
such expenditures and the Mindersdorfer had to engage in
the typical long process of appeal, especially to the bishop,
to try to squeeze some money out of the parish patron.
Such disputes had been the pattern since the sixteenth
century, and probably before. While parish patrons often
had some obligation to pay for the upkeep of parish
church, village communities frequently were the only ones
willing to pay for the decoration of chapels.

Beginning around 1700, however, many parish 
patrons, especially the monasteries, became active, and
even enthusiastic, about decorating village churches and
chapels. Not surprisingly, of course, abbots and abbesses
preferred dramatic projects such as the construction of
the new shrines at Steinhausen and Birnau. At the same
time, however, the constant need to refurbish parish
churches and local chapels provided further opportunities
to patronize the arts. Although ecclesiastic patrons always
sought to avoid new financial obligations, in the eighteenth
century they often responded positively to requests for
new decorations. The cooperation between villagers and
church institutions reflects the unity of rural Catholicism,
as well as the desire for self-promotion and religious rep-
resentation that characterized the world of the Catholic
elite.

SOURCE: Marc Forster, Catholic Revival in the Age of the
Baroque (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001): 78–79.

69742_AHTE_EE1_001-068.qxd  9/21/2004  2:24 PM  Page 37



frequently created spaces that were colorful and en-
livened by a festive spirit. Their free flowing, dramatic
shapes owe a great deal to the innovative designs of fig-
ures like Guarini and Borromini, and generally the
Baroque architecture of the region derived more inspi-
ration from Italian rather than French examples.

MAJOR PROJECTS. Among the most important
church monuments of the early Baroque in Central
Europe were the new Cathedral at Passau (begun after
a fire destroyed the existing structure in 1662), the
Church of the Theatine Order in Munich (begun in
1663), and the Cathedral at Fulda (begun in 1704).
Great Baroque churches multiplied even more profusely
throughout Central Europe during the first half of the
eighteenth century. The numbers of new projects under-
taken at the time still manages to astound modern visi-
tors to the region. In the century that followed 1650,
almost all of the Catholic parish churches in southern
Germany, Austria, and Switzerland were either rebuilt
or redecorated in the Baroque style. As a result of this
architectural renewal, central features of the Catholic
Reformation’s teachings—particularly of the Jesuits and
other counter-reforming orders—were given architec-
tural expression. Since the mid-sixteenth century these
orders had argued that religious worship should take
place within sacred spaces that captivated the human
imagination and prepared the soul for union with God
in the sacraments. Visibly, the Baroque churches of
Central Europe attempted to achieve this aim with spaces
that merged architecture, painting, and all the visual and
decorative arts in ways that inspired the soul to under-
take the pursuit of Christian perfection.

PILGRIMAGE CHURCHES. Another popular feature
of the church architecture of the age was the construc-
tion of both great and small pilgrimage churches. Dur-
ing the sixteenth century, Protestants had attacked the
medieval custom of making pilgrimages to the graves,
relics, and religious images long associated with the saints.
In the later seventeenth century this custom experienced
a renewal in the Catholic regions of Central Europe,
eventually becoming an important element of the reli-
gious identity of the period. During the later seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries, hundreds of pilgrimage
churches were consequently erected or remodeled through-
out Central Europe. Many of these places were quite
small, but the greatest often had monasteries attached to
them, and their pilgrimages became significant sources
of income to the surrounding economy. In southern Ger-
many, Vierzehnheiligen, the Wieskirche, and Altötting
were among the largest pilgrimage centers. At each, mas-
terpieces of Baroque architecture were created to deepen

the piety of the pilgrims who visited these sites. Similar
great churches were constructed in Austria in places like
Maria Zell and Maria Plain and in Switzerland at Ein-
siedeln. These pilgrimage churches often provided large
interior spaces and imposing central squares at which the
faithful might congregate for religious rituals and wor-
ship. Notes of charm and whimsy were also present in
the hundreds of edifices constructed at the time. In 1716,
the Benedictine monks of Weltenburg Abbey, a site lo-
cated along a narrow, cliff-bound stretch of the Danube
River in Bavaria, commissioned the famous architects,
Cosmas and Aegidius Asam, to remodel their church in
the Baroque style. The Asam brothers created a fantas-
tic interior that presented pilgrims with the illusion of
being caught up in the heavens. The visual techniques
of the building even extended to the confessional boxes,
which were sculpted out of plaster to appear as if they
were clouds. This playful note recurred in many places
in southern Germany during the Baroque period, and as
the stylistic movement endured, architects made use of
a great range of decorative sophistication and creativity.

PALACES AND CITIES. As greater stability returned
to the region, numerous country villas and palaces also
began to be constructed in the Baroque style through-
out Central Europe. If Baroque church architecture was
popular primarily in Catholic regions as a counterattack
on Protestant sensibilities, both Protestant and Catholic
rulers proved to be enthusiastic builders of palaces in the
Baroque style. The political realities of Central Europe
bred a climate ripe for the construction of innumerable
palaces and country retreats. For centuries, the political
heart of the region had been the Holy Roman Empire,
a multi-lingual, multicultural, but nevertheless weak
confederation of about 350 separate principalities, free
cities, and territories ruled by officials of the Roman
Catholic Church. During the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, political disintegration had made the empire
into ever more of a fictional power, as the largest terri-
tories became more like autonomous states and the em-
peror ever more an honorific figurehead. By the later
seventeenth century any pretensions of his power to rule
over this unwieldy set of states had largely been destroyed,
especially by the specter of the internecine destruction
that had raged during the Thirty Years’ War. In the now
largely independent territories that made up the Holy
Roman Empire, rulers increasingly adopted the trap-
pings of absolutist rule, ignoring or disbanding the rep-
resentative assemblies that had long served to limit their
power. At the same time, these princes became anxious
to surround themselves with the kinds of sumptuous dis-
plays and ostentation that were common in far wealthier
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and more powerful states like France. Scores of grand
palaces, hunting lodges, and country villas thus sprang
up on the landscape as an enduring testimony to this
political reality. When compared against the standard of
late seventeenth-century Versailles, many of these struc-
tures were quite modest, although given the large num-
ber of territories in the region, Central Europe today is
populated with a far larger number of Baroque monu-
ments than other continental regions. What is equally
remarkable about the Baroque style here is the ambitious
plans it inspired to remake many of the region’s cities.
As imposing country palaces and urban residences for
the nobility grew in popularity, however, other minor no-
ble families and wealthy merchants imitated the style,
and thus the fashion for imposing Baroque buildings
soon spread to influence the appearance of entire towns.
Prague, Salzburg, Vienna, and Passau managed largely to
preserve much of their Baroque core against the devasta-
tion of the Second World War. Other not-so-fortunate
cities such as Warsaw, Dresden, and Berlin had to re-
construct many of their monuments. Even the depreda-
tions of World War II, which destroyed the majority of
the historical centers of these towns, have proven insuf-

ficient since then to erase the imprint Baroque design-
ers left on these places. In Warsaw, the Baroque core of
the city was lovingly reconstructed over a number of
years following its destruction in World War II. In Berlin
and Dresden, the campaign to restore the monuments
of the Baroque continues even in contemporary times,
and the absence of many major buildings from the
Baroque era is still felt by many people in these cities as
a palpable loss. Perhaps in no place except Rome, then,
has the Baroque style’s effects on urban life continued
to cast such a long shadow as in Central Europe.

AUSTRIAN ARCHITECTS. The numerous monu-
ments produced in Germany, Austria, Bohemia, and
Poland resulted from a talented group of designers who
came on the scene rather quickly after 1700. While Ital-
ian and French architects were imported to design some
of these structures, native designers produced most of
them. In Austria the most important architects in-
cluded Johann Fischer von Erlach (1656–1723), Jakob
Prandtauer (1658–1726), and Johann Lukas von Hilde-
brandt (1668–1743). Von Erlach even received a minor
noble title from the Habsburg emperor for his efforts to
beautify Vienna and to create stunning palaces for the
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royal family and nobility. His major commissions in-
cluded the massive Karlskirche in Vienna, a structure that
was a charming, but rather unusual mixture of architec-
tural design elements that ranged across periods from
Antiquity to the Baroque. Another important set of
structures Fischer von Erlach created was the complex
of buildings at the Belvedere Gardens on the outskirts
of Vienna. He undertook these commissions for Prince
Eugene of Savoy, a war hero from Austria’s campaigns
against the Turks, and the charming summer palaces and
garden architecture that von Erlach created there were
often imitated in later years. By contrast, the most im-
portant works that Jakob Prandtauer undertook were
several imperial abbeys built along the Danube River.
Among these, the lofty grandeur of Cloister Melk is the
most impressive, sitting as it does perched high on a dra-
matic outcropping of rocks above the river. Prandtauer
adapted his plans for Melk—which included a series of
ceremonial rooms intended for imperial visits—to other
powerful churches and religious institutions in the re-
gion. The grandest project of the age, though, proved to
be the continual construction and rebuilding of the
Schönbrunn Palace outside Vienna. A country house had
been located at this site since the fourteenth century and
had been remodeled in 1548. Toward the end of the
sixteenth century, the estate came into Habsburg pos-
session and the family began to rebuild it to serve as a
retreat and hunting lodge. A grander structure was built
at this place, in what are now suburbs of Vienna, in the
mid-seventeenth century, although Turkish forces de-
stroyed that structure in the siege of the city that took
place in 1683. By 1700, the Habsburgs had recon-
structed much of the building on an even more monu-
mental scale, although the extensive plans made for the
site by the architect Johann Fischer von Erlach were
never undertaken in their entirety because they were too
costly. Finally, in 1742, the family decided to extend the
palace once more, destroying parts of the von Erlach
design in the process. Over the next five years the build-
ing expanded at such a rate as to be the equivalent of
the Versailles. During the Empress Maria Theresa’s long
reign, it eventually became the center of government,
an enormous structure whose more than 1,400 rooms
rivaled the French palace. While Maria Theresa’s most
important residence, it was only one of an impressive
collection of palaces, villas, and country retreats that the
monarchy used at the time.

GERMAN DESIGNERS. Similar patterns of profligate
ostentation were also the rule among the greatest Ger-
man princes of the age. Throughout this region an even
larger number of Baroque architects practiced their

trade. The country’s major Baroque designers included
Georg Bähr (1666–1738), Daniel Pöppelmann
(1662–1736), Georg Wenzeslaus von Knobelsdorff
(1699–1759), Andreas Schlüter (1659(?)–1759), and
Balthasar Neumann (1687–1743). Bähr, Pöppelmann,
and von Knobelsdorff were all active in Dresden during
the first half of the eighteenth century, where they served
the ambitions of the electors of Saxony, who were anx-
ious to transform their capital into a model of Baroque
elegance. It was during this period that Dresden began
its rise to prominence as an artistic center that eventu-
ally earned the town the reputation for being the “Flo-
rence on the Elbe.” One of the most unusual projects
begun during this time was the building of the
Frauenkirche, or the Church of Our Lady, a massive
domed structure that once stood at the center of the city,
and which is presently being rebuilt with a painstaking
attention to detail. Although Dresden was Lutheran, and
Lutheran church architecture usually avoided sumptu-
ous display, Georg Bähr created an enormous structure
with a grand interior. By contrast, most of the monu-
ments that Daniel Pöppelmann left behind were of a
secular nature. For many years he reigned as the chief
architect in and around the city, where he produced such
famous landmarks as the Zwinger Palace, a masterpiece
of the high Baroque and Rococo style. As Dresden de-
veloped into a town of incomparable Baroque elegance,
the designers Andreas Schlüter and Georg Wenzeslaus
von Knobelsdorff transformed the Hohenzollern capital
Berlin and its surrounding countryside with the design
of similar monumental creations. Von Knobelsdorff is
chiefly responsible for the Hohenzollern dynasty’s mas-
terpiece, the Palace of Sansouci, a pleasure villa con-
structed at Potsdam, Berlin’s suburban counterpart to
Versailles and Schönbrunn. To construct this and other
monuments in and around Potsdam, an entire popula-
tion of stoneworkers and artisans had to be settled in
the town. The enormous façade of the Palace of San-
souci, a pleasure structure more than 300 meters long,
recalled the Grand Trianon in the gardens of Versailles,
although by the time of its construction its confectionary
of decorative details and greater plasticity of line and
form had departed far from the relative restraint of the
French example. Numerous Baroque buildings were also
under construction in the city of Berlin at the time, and
those that survived the Second World War suggest the
elegance of the Baroque city. Major features of Berlin’s
cityscape that date from this period included Von Kno-
belsdorff’s designs for the Opera as well as many of the
other impressive monuments that lined the city’s elegant
core avenue Unter den Linden. To the south, in Catholic
Bavaria, the Wittelsbach rulers continually remodeled
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their Munich palace, the Residence, and created broad
and handsome squares to beautify the city. Outside the
city at Nymphenburg and Schleissheim they created a
series of country retreats, some on a smaller scale than
Versailles, Sansouci, or Schönbrunn, while others like
the New Palace at Schleissheim were said to rival these
creations. This brief snapshot of major Baroque palaces
cannot begin to suggest the scores of even smaller pro-
jects undertaken throughout Germany at the time.
While minor nobles might not hope to compete in
grandeur with the Wittelsbachs, Habsburgs, and Ho-
henzollern, most princes equipped with even modest re-
sources tried to surround themselves with the elegant
and ornate trappings of Baroque structures. Perhaps the
greatest architectural figure of the German Baroque was
Johann Balthasar Neumann, a designer who worked for
many years in southern Germany, primarily in the dioce-
san capital of Würzburg. There he built a number of
structures, including his masterpiece, the Residence, an
urban palace for the town’s prince bishops, which con-
tained the largest and most sumptuous staircase ever
built during the period. Although the palace itself was
not the grandest of Germany’s Baroque creations, the

entire complex is, nevertheless, one of the era’s most at-
tractive and completely realized. Its appealing qualities
arise from its integration of new French design and dec-
orative elements drawn from the developing Rococo
movement with a thorough understanding of the mas-
sive and monumental possibilities of the Italian Baroque.
Neumann’s career opened up new vistas in the Baroque
in Germany, and in his relatively long career he pro-
duced many buildings notable for their sinuous, undu-
lating lines and their dramatic uses of light. These spaces
seem to breathe, and as a consequence they reflect an
appealing organic dynamism. Among his best works was
the pilgrimage church of Vierzehnheiligen (constructed
between 1743 and 1772), although Neumann created a
number of handsome churches throughout southern
Germany. He was also notable for his urban planning
efforts at Würzburg, efforts that helped to transform the
city into one of the more completely harmonious
Baroque cities in the empire. As in his buildings, Neu-
mann planned broad and curving streets and squares,
and he created a number of ingenious regulations that
encouraged building in the ornamented Baroque style.
At his behest, for example, the town granted tax ex-

Palace of Sansouci, Potsdam, Germany. © BOB KRIST/CORBIS.
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emptions of twelve years to anyone who added a Baroque
façade to their house or business. Measures like these
also contributed to Neumann’s own trade, and in his
years at Würzburg he obliged the town’s burghers with
a number of buildings.

BAROQUE VARIETY AND UNITY. As it left Italy, the
Baroque style came to be invigorated by national tradi-
tions and to be molded to the religious and political
demands of the states of Northern Europe. Great vari-
ety characterized the national styles of architecture,
with England and the Netherlands generally avoiding
the sumptuous and ornate decorative dimensions of the
movement in favor of a more restrained classical vocab-
ulary. In France, a grander and more ornate form of that
same classicism continued to hold sway throughout
most of the seventeenth century, particularly in the
public buildings constructed in and around Paris. In
Central Europe, though, the plastic forms and decora-
tive impulses of the Baroque that had first developed in

Italy came to full fruition, producing monuments that
astounded their viewers with their complexity, free-
flowing lines, and festive spirit. One feature, though,
that was shared by architects in all regions of Europe
in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries was a
new attention to details of urban planning, as purpose-
built squares, broader avenues, and handsome public
buildings came to be prized as expressions of a civic
ethos as well as the state’s power to accomplish change
on the urban landscape. If Baroque architects and their
patrons thus dedicated themselves to the task of mak-
ing over many European towns and cities, they were
also no less determined to create elaborate pleasure
palaces and retreats set in idyllic, yet highly formalized
gardens on the outskirts of Europe’s growing cities. This
tension between ideal visions of rural and urban exis-
tence was one of the defining characteristics of the age,
and continued to endure long after the Baroque style
had faded in favor of new influences.
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THE ROCOCO IN THE

EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

FRENCH ORIGINS. In the years immediately fol-
lowing the death of King Louis XIV, design in France
began to take on an entirely new feeling. On the one
hand, public buildings continued to be constructed us-
ing the classically influenced designs that French archi-
tects and royal patrons had favored since the early
seventeenth century. On the other, domestic spaces
quickly became more elegant. This style is known in
English by the Italian word that described it, “Rococo,”
although the French word rocaille had the same mean-
ing. It referred to “rockwork,” or plaster sculpted to ap-
pear as if it was stone. Since the sixteenth century, these
techniques had been employed to create fanciful grot-
toes from stucco in the gardens of palaces and country
villas. Around 1700, though, rocaille techniques began
to move indoors, and French plasterers made extensive
use of the techniques in palaces and townhouses. Rocaille
now referred to delicate scrolling patterns of stucco in
swirls and arabesques, designs that were reproduced over
and over again on walls, ceilings, and wood paneling
during the first half of the eighteenth century. These
patterns first appeared at Versailles and in other royal
residences around 1700, and in a decade or two, rocaille
became fashionable in the decoration of homes in Paris.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE ROCOCO. The fashion for
plaster decoration sculpted in the new fanciful shapes that
rocaille techniques offered was just one of several changes
in taste and fashion that occurred in France soon after the
death of King Louis XIV in 1715. As one of the move-
ment’s most important decorative devices, the term rocaille
summed up the entire decorative impulses of the age. Out-
side of France, this period in architectural and decorative
design has been referred to by its Italian equivalent rococo
since the eighteenth century. The rise of the new style re-
veals a rather sudden shift in aesthetic values, a shift in-
spired by important changes underway in French elite

society. The vast interior spaces of the seventeenth-century
Palace of Versailles had favored dark and sonorous colors
and the use of paneling crafted from dramatic polychromed
marbles. The palette of the Rococo was altogether lighter,
favoring white or ivory walls decorated with low-lying re-
liefs trimmed with gilt. Subtle shades of pastels figured
prominently in the paintings that were hung in these
rooms, or which were executed as frescoes on the walls. A
fashion for mirrors intensified the bright light in these
spaces, also. In sum, the feeling of a Rococo interior was
considerably gayer and less forbidding than that of seven-
teenth-century spaces. The scale of these rooms, too, was
often smaller, given more to quiet, intimate gatherings than
the formal reception areas of the earlier period.

PARIS. It was in Paris that these new fashions took
hold most quickly, and there the new elements of inte-
rior design decorated many salons in the mid-eighteenth
century. The development of the Rococo came at a time
when Paris regained an important status in the early years
of Louis XV’s reign. In the years between 1715 and 1722,
the young king centered his government, not at Ver-
sailles, but in France’s largest city, as the regent, Philippe
d’Orléans, preferred the town to the country. This brief
re-establishment of government in Paris did much to
stimulate a flurry of interior decoration and building, as
nobles who had taken up residence in Louis XIV’s seat
of power at Versailles returned to the capital to be closer
to the court. Instead of the elaborate angular and sym-
metrical formality of Louis XIV’s age, the Rococo de-
signers of Paris in these years produced rooms that were
models of restrained and decorative delicacy. Much of
this elegance, though, could not be seen by the general
public since the façades of many fine townhouses built
at the time continued to use the classical forms that had
been popular in Paris since the seventeenth century. The
Rococo fashion was an almost exclusively upper-class
phenomenon, one that by 1735 had become the reign-
ing style of interior decoration. In that year, Germain
Boffrand created two striking rooms in the interior of
the Hôtel de Soubise in Paris: the Oval Salon and the
Salon of the Princess. These spaces survive today and
demonstrate many of the central features of the style as
it moved to a high point of development. In place of
the angular symmetry that had prevailed during the time
of Louis XIV, Boffrand’s rooms feature a creative and
curving asymmetry. Delicate, low relief ornament cover
the walls, yet these surfaces are not nearly so heavily en-
crusted with decoration as the Baroque interiors that pre-
ceded them. Instead great patches of white show through
Boffrand’s scheme of elaborate swirling, gilt patterns.
Through the repetition of vertical lines used throughout

44 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800)

Architecture and Design

69742_AHTE_EE1_001-068.qxd  9/21/2004  2:25 PM  Page 44



these spaces the designer called attention to these rooms’
high, decorative ceilings, even as he used windows to
catch and refract the light off the many gilt surfaces.
The result produced a jewel box effect. While Boffrand’s
rooms still rank among the greatest achievements of
the fashion, numerous upper-class townhouses in Paris
and throughout France were being remodeled as tastes
changed. While most of these spaces were not nearly so
elaborate as those at the Hôtel de Soubise, typical Ro-
coco rooms came to be paneled with wood painted white
or ivory and decorated with the typical patterns of gilded
plaster. Elaborate stucco decoration also figured promi-
nently, with many plaster decorative reliefs being used
prominently at the boundary between ceilings and walls.

THE ROCOCO CONQUERS VERSAILLES. Even at
Versailles, a palace once filled with imposing and dark
interiors, the royal family remodeled many rooms to fit
with the changing fashion. In the years after 1722, Louis
XV reestablished government in the seventeenth-century
palace, although by the 1730s he had grown tired of the

forbidding decoration of many of Versailles’ rooms. In
1735, Louis XV decided to redesign his private apart-
ments within the palace. He chose the lighter Rococo
fashion to replace the dark decoration that had previ-
ously filled these rooms, and he divided his apartments
into several smaller cabinets that included a bedcham-
ber, clock room, private office, and bathroom, eschew-
ing the elaborate bedchamber of his great-grandfather,
Louis XIV. But once his new accommodations were
completed, Louis XV did not return to that uncomfort-
able bedchamber. He favored instead the smaller scale
of his new, more private surroundings. The king thus
evidenced the same desire for intimate settings as did the
elites of Paris and other French cities.

SALONS. The rise of the Rococo style of decoration
coincided with the development of the salon as an insti-
tution of French culture. In the first half of the eighteenth
century these cultured meetings of elites and intellectu-
als became increasingly important in the social life of
Paris. While the salon eventually played a key role in
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SHIFTING
Family Values

With the death of Louis XIV in 1715 and the removal
of the court to Paris during Philippe d’Orléans’ regency …
the building of magnificent but nonetheless discreet town
houses or hôtels in Paris announced a shift in the values
of French domestic architecture. This shift, in turn, opened
up opportunities of painters to represent these interiors
in ways that took advantage of the social meanings of
greater intimacy and familiarity.

Before the bottom fell out of his fiscal schemes,
John Law (1671–1729), a Scottish monetary reformer in
the employ of Philippe d’Orléans, helped to earn many
Parisians instant wealth, which sent them on buying
sprees the like of which had not previously been set out-
side of the royal family. Philippe had hoped to reduce the
enormous public debt incurred during the later years of
the reign of Louis XIV, and initially Law’s plans worked.
He supervised the founding of a bank that would issue
notes, replacing scarce gold and silver currency, and paper
money was issued in large quantities. Before the paper
currency lost most of its value, Law’s strategy had a sig-
nificant impact on building activity in Paris. Suddenly, it
seemed, many had the means to build or renovate exist-
ing structures, and furnish them with paintings, marble
busts, and the beautiful cabinetry, sofas and chairs pro-
duced by the craftsmen who had once been in the em-
ploy of Louis XIV.

Jacques-François Blondel (1705–1774), Louis XV’s
architect, became a spokesman for how domestic archi-
tecture should look and function in eighteenth-century
France. Blondel claimed to be a follower of Vitruvius, the
first-century Roman architect and theorist, in endorsing
what Blondel called “commodity, firmness, and delight.”
The idea of commodity means not just the useful and
convenient, but also the commodious or comfortable.
Although a building should hold true to sturdy traditions
of architecture (“firmness”) and display the aesthetics of
the age (“delight”), it must also be comfortable. Comfort
was hardly a quality sought by Louis XIV and his architects.
Nor, as we have seen, was it of primary importance to
the prosperous salon society of early to mid-eighteenth-
century Paris.

Blondel understood that the French nobility needed
homes that would have a grand room for ceremonial pur-
poses, a reception room that was smaller yet still public,
and private appartements for the members of the family.
The Rococo hôtel was constructed for a family, a husband,
wife, and children. Domestic servants were kept in sepa-
rate rooms (often above the low-ceilinged bedrooms) or
in their own apartments. Therefore, the private spaces—
even the salon, which was both a reception room and a
place for banquets—were built on a scale that would easily
accommodate but not overwhelm the nuclear (rather than
extended) family and their occasional guests.

SOURCE: Vernon Hyde Minor, Baroque and Rococo. Art and
Culture (London: Laurence King Publishing, 1999): 342–343.
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the rise of the Enlightenment and later of the French
Revolution, it was, at its base, a place where large groups
of cultivated individuals who prized wit and speech, the
social graces, and connoisseurship of art and music could
gather. By 1750, a large city like Paris had about 800
salons that met regularly to discuss issues of civic, philo-
sophical, or artistic importance. The craze for decoration
in the Rococo, then, was one consequence of the emer-
gence of these salons, as wealthy families competed
against one another to create spaces worthy of the lofty
discussions that occurred within their homes. In these
new social groups members of the nobility mingled
alongside merchants and students in the new private
spaces that Rococo architecture offered. Women often
presided over the discussions that took place in these
salons, a sign of the rising status they acquired at the time
as leaders of intellectual discussion as well as arbiters of
domestic taste and consumption. The undeniably femi-
nine character of much of the Rococo derived in large
part from the new role that wealthy women played as
consumers of art and the refined accessories of domes-
tic living. The movement’s designs also embraced a taste
for the foreign, even as they made use of motifs that were

rustic and surprisingly mundane. For exotic inspiration,
designers turned to the Near and Far East, adopting
decorative details from elements of Chinese and Arabic
design. At other times they reached out to idealize rural
life, filling their rooms with scenes of landscapes, hunts,
or country life. Fabric printed with these scenes became
popular at the time, much of which had still to be im-
ported into France from other countries at mid-century.
To avoid squandering the country’s resources, Louis XV
chartered a royal factory for producing the popular cloth
in 1762 at Jouy-en-Josas, a small village near Versailles.
The village name contributed to the modern term “Toile
du Jouy” or just merely “toile” to indicate a kind of
fabric filled with narrative scenes of daily life.

THE STYLE SPREADS. The primarily decorative di-
mension that the Rococo took in France is undeniable.
As a result, architectural historians have long debated
whether the Rococo merits any consideration as an “ar-
chitectural” period at all. Outside France, though, the
Rococo developed a more pronounced architectural di-
mension, particularly in Germany and Austria. By con-
trast, the style was unpopular in England, where except
for a small number of rooms decorated in this fashion,
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the Rococo’s influence remained limited. In Rome, ar-
chitects and designers remained impervious to the fash-
ion’s popularity and continued to produce buildings and
monuments that used the grand, imposing proportions
of the Baroque. Elsewhere in Italy, small pockets of
Rococo-influenced architecture were to be found, most
notably in the capital of the duchy of Savoy, Turin, and
in Naples, Italy’s largest city at the time. Thus of all the
places to which the Rococo traveled outside France, it
was in Central Europe, particularly in Germany and
Austria, where the movement produced its greatest land-
marks. In that region, the Rococo developed, not just as
an interior fashion, but as an architectural phenomenon
as well. A key figure in encouraging the popularity of
the style in this region was François de Cuvilliés
(1695–1768), a French-speaking designer whose family
originally hailed from Flanders. Cuvilliés came to work
in the city of Munich through an extraordinary set of
circumstances. In 1711, he became a court dwarf in the
service of the Bavarian duke Maximilian II Emmanuel
while that prince served out a term of exile from his
native country. Several years later, Cuvilliés returned
with the duke to Munich, where he eventually received
an education in the court. By 1720, the duke’s official

designer was schooling him in architecture. He soon left
for Paris, where he stayed for five years to finish his
studies. Thus Cuvilliés was a student in Paris during the
early years of Rococo’s rise to popularity among aristo-
crats and the wealthy. When he returned to Munich in
1725, he attained a position of prominence among the
many accomplished designers practicing in southern
Germany at the time. During his long career his most
celebrated accomplishments included a series of pleasure
villas constructed for the Bavarian dukes in the gardens
of the Nymphenburg Palace outside Munich, rooms
designed in the suburban palace at Schleissheim, and the
Residence Theater in Munich. This last structure, care-
fully rebuilt after its devastation in the Second World
War, is known affectionately today in Munich merely as
the “Cuvilliés.” The theater is ornate and decorative in
the extreme since the architect relied on ornamental
features to make obvious the distinctions between the
various levels of aristocrats who visited the theater. He
massed the greatest decorative details, for instance, on
the ducal box and first balcony that surrounded it, which
was reserved for the highest levels of society. In the bal-
conies above, these decorations diminished with each
level. While his design was highly decorative, Cuvilliés
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was an astute student of theatrical design and provided
a space that was an excellent venue for good drama. It
continues even now to serve its original purpose as home
to many theatrical productions in Munich.

CUVILLIÉS’ INFLUENCE. As a student, Cuvilliés had
acquired a firsthand knowledge of the ways in which
Parisian plasterers produced their stunning rocaille ef-
fects. In the years that he served as court architect in
Munich, his influence ensured that these techniques
became a fixture of architecture in Bavaria and southern
Germany. By mid-century designers used the new skills
to stunning effect in their creation of buildings that ap-
pear like sculptural masses constructed out of the fluid
shapes that rocaille techniques afforded. At this time,
architects in southern Germany also made use of the
Rococo’s possibilities for creating churches that were
brilliantly filled with light. Thus, the Rococo in the re-
gion developed into far more than a fashion for domes-
tic interior design. Throughout Central Europe, many
buildings originally begun in the Baroque style, like
the Zwinger Palace in Dresden or the Residence in
Würzburg, acquired Rococo detailing. The Rococo
achieved its most pronounced developments as an inde-

pendent architectural movement, however, in Bavaria
and the German south.

MAJOR DESIGNERS. The use of light, the creation of
festive interiors, and the predominance of sinuous lines
encrusted with ornament were central features of the new
style, and these played a particularly dynamic role in the
works of Germany’s two most accomplished Rococo
designers: Dominikus Zimmermann (1685–1766) and
Johann Michael Fischer (1712–1766). Zimmermann’s
greatest work is his Church of the Wies (meaning
“meadow”), outside of the village of Steingaden in the
Bavarian Alps. Begun in 1743 for a nearby monastery,
this church housed a miraculous image of the flagella-
tion of Christ, to which a pilgrimage had developed.
Zimmermann developed the nave of the church as an
elongated oval supported by eight columns that melded
into the structure’s ceiling in a riot of encrusted decora-
tion. The Corinthian columns of some of these supports
take on the effect of jewelry, sculpted as they are out of
plaster and decorated with touches of gilt. Above, in the
space where a cornice or entablature might normally sep-
arate the walls of the church from the ceiling, Zimmer-
mann created a fluid space decorated with stucco and gilt
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encrustations so that it is difficult for the eye to tell where
the walls end and the ceiling begins. Light floods into
the space through the broad and elongated windows. The
sinuous treatment of lines continues in the exterior,
where the architect used long, flowing detailing to set
off the windows. Modest, refined decoration also seems
to drip from the building’s pilasters and upper surfaces.

OTTOBEUREN. Like Zimmermann, Johann Michael
Fischer already had a reputation as an accomplished ar-
chitect when he began to create spaces using the Rococo
style. He had designed a number of Catholic churches in
Bavaria and throughout southern Germany since the late
1720s. In his mature work, though, he began to adapt the
new style to a series of monastic churches he created dur-
ing the 1740s. The largest and most famous of these was
Ottobeuren in the small town of the same name in the
German southwest. Previous architects had already estab-
lished the monumental size of this structure and they had
fixed its shape as a Greek cross. Fischer revolutionized their
design by building two huge towers on the church’s ex-
terior and setting a convex central portion between them.
These two towers frame the elaborately decorated gable
that runs above the central entrance to the church.
Columns set on both sides of the entrance further enhance
the strongly vertical lines of the exterior. Inside, Fischer
made the most of the Greek cross space by setting huge
windows in the enormous walls and allowing light to fill
the structure. The central piers that support that struc-
ture’s main dome are decorated with colored faux marble
pilasters so that they appear even larger than they really
are. Throughout the interior Fischer left broad patches of
walls, spaces later decorated with paintings by Johann and
Franz Zeiler and sculptures by Johann Joseph Christian.
These decorative elements skillfully enhanced the monu-
mental lines developed by Fischer in the structure. As a
result, Ottobeuren stands as one of the premier monu-
ments of the German Rococo, an archetype for what Ger-
mans have long called a Gesamtkunstwerk, a masterpiece
in which the imaginative fusion of all the arts work to-
ward a single, greater goal.

IMPLICATIONS OF THE ROCOCO. Great works of
Rococo architecture like the Wies or the monastic church
at Ottobeuren seem today to sum up the imaginative
possibilities as well as the limitations of Rococo as an
architectural and stylistic movement. In these structures,
decoration combined with skillful architectural design to
create works of incomparable beauty and greatness. In
the hands of lesser lights, though, the fashion for en-
crustation led to many considerably less imaginative
spaces. Fashion had sustained the rise of the Rococo since
its beginnings in early eighteenth-century Paris. As the

second half of the eighteenth century approached, and
as Rococo design moved to its final stage of ornate elab-
oration, fashions just as quickly began to change. In the
second half of the eighteenth century Neoclassical spaces,
often serene and severe, revolutionized domestic, church,
and public architecture throughout Europe just as
quickly as the Rococo had changed fashions in the first
half of the century.

SOURCES

Anthony Blunt, ed., Baroque and Rococo: Architecture and
Decoration (New York: Icon Editions, 1982).

Julius S. Held and D. Posner, Seventeenth and Eighteenth
Century Art (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall,
1971).

Vernon Hyde Minor, Baroque and Rococo. Art and Culture
(London: Laurence King, 1999).

Katie Scott, The Rococo Interior: Decoration and Social Spaces
in Early Eighteenth-Century Paris (New Haven, Conn.:
Yale University Press, 1995).

SEE ALSO Visual Arts: The Rococo

THE DEVELOPMENT

OF NEOCLASSICISM

REACTION AGAINST THE ROCOCO. Even as fanci-
ful patterns of Rococo decoration and architectural cre-
ation achieved great popularity in many wealthy circles
throughout Europe, people began to react negatively
toward the style. By 1750, many architects and patrons
viewed the movement as corrupt and decadent, and
began to embrace a broad, Neoclassical revival in place
of the Rococo. The forces that inspired Neoclassicism
arose from numerous intellectual, economic, and social
sources. By the second half of the eighteenth century,
though, a rising fascination with Antiquity is undeniable
throughout Europe. One force that helped to create this
fascination was the phenomenon of the Grand Tour, a
circuit that intellectuals and wealthy cultivated men and
women often made through Europe’s main capitals. The
Grand Tour was particularly popular among English
elites, and during the eighteenth century it became an
event that was seen as necessary to complete one’s edu-
cation. Many people published accounts of their tours,
and as later cultural pilgrims imitated the tours of others
who had gone before, the Grand Tour became increas-
ingly formalized as a social convention. Of course, elites
from throughout Europe had long visited the continent’s
major capitals, and since the Renaissance they had been
especially anxious to make the journey to Italy. Whereas
earlier generations of intellectuals had frequently wanted
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to witness firsthand the cultural achievements of Renais-
sance humanists and artists, however, refined society in
the eighteenth century desired to see firsthand the power
and austere beauty of the ancient ruins in Rome as well
as other antique sites. For many, the city of Rome was
the high point and often the culmination of the Grand
Tour for its wealth of ancient monuments. Literary and
historical works that celebrated the achievements of
Antiquity had whetted tourists’ appetites for these sights.
In the English-speaking world the greatest of these works
was Edward Gibbon’s The Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire, first published in 1788; but, as elsewhere in Eu-
rope, Gibbon’s superb statement of eighteenth-century
classical history had long been preceded by a number of
other works that treated life in the ancient world. At its
foundation, this fascination with all things classical arose
from a deeply felt desire to imitate the cultural greatness
of Rome and Greece.

STUDY OF ANTIQUITY. One important result of this
fascination was the rise of archeology as a new discipline
at the time. As a result of scholarly attention, the arti-
facts and buildings of the ancient world were subjected
to a new, more detailed examination. A key figure in
popularizing the achievements of ancient builders was

Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720–1778). During a forty-
year career spent mostly in Rome, he fostered close con-
tacts with many European architects and patrons who
visited the city. Piranesi acquired an unparalleled un-
derstanding of ancient architecture through the studies
he undertook at archeological digs in Italy, and he spread
this knowledge through a series of skilled and undeni-
ably beautiful etchings of ancient monuments. Later in
his career he also shaped the course of European archi-
tecture by publishing a series of polemical works that
advocated an eclectic and practical adoption of ancient
designs. Piranesi’s voluminous and archeologically in-
formed knowledge of the ancient world placed him in a
uniquely powerful position to influence the Neoclassical
revival. In his written works, for instance, he argued that
ancient design had been practical, adopting influences
and practices from throughout the Mediterranean to fit
the changing needs and circumstances of people. Such
arguments shifted the terms of the debates that had long
raged about ancient architecture. Piranesi rejected long-
standing questions about whether the architecture of the
Greeks had been superior to that of the Romans. Instead
he celebrated the ancient monuments that existed in Italy
from the time of the Etruscans as practical and well suited
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to the needs of each culture’s own time. Implicit within
this defense of classical architecture, though, was a crit-
icism of the highly ornamental and decorative styles of
building that flourished in many places in Europe at the
time. In this way his writings and etchings undermined
the popularity of Baroque and Rococo styles of ornamen-
tation. Fascinated by the images he presented of histor-
ically accurate ancient buildings, patrons and designers
began to emulate the simpler, less adorned styles of
Antiquity.

NEOCLASSICISM IN FRANCE. During the high tide
of the Rococo’s popularity in Paris, townhouses and pub-
lic buildings in the city had continued to be constructed
with restrained façades, and many of the elements of
these structures had their origins in the classicism of the
Renaissance. In the later years of Louis XV’s reign, an
increased severity and gravity became the rule in many
of the royal projects undertaken in Paris as the new, more
historically informed Neoclassicism spread through
Europe. The reigning architects of the second half of the
eighteenth century were Germain Soufflot (1713–1780)
and Ange-Jacques Gabriel (1698–1782). Soufflot was
originally from Lyons, France’s second largest city, where
he designed a number of country houses and public
buildings before moving to Paris in the 1750s. In 1755,
work began on his designs for the Church of Ste.-
Geneviéve (now known as the Panthéon), although nu-
merous problems plagued this church’s completion and
the structure remained unfinished until 1790. This
building commemorated Louis XV’s recovery from an
illness after he made a vow to the saint. Constructed on
a hill overlooking the Left Bank of the Seine, the church
commands the site by virtue of its enormous classical
dome. The structure’s classicizing tendencies bear greater
resemblance to the architecture of the High Renaissance
than they do to the exuberant and more decorative style
of the seventeenth-century French Baroque. Through-
out the church Soufflot deployed the sophistication he
had acquired in classical design while a student in Rome.
The exterior and interior surfaces of the church are
largely unadorned and its porticos might have appeared
on public buildings constructed in the Roman forum.
By contrast, Ange-Jacques Gabriel (1698–1782) was a
French-trained architect who became the palace archi-
tect at Versailles. During his tenure he completed many
works of reorganization at the château for Louis XV, a
monarch obsessed with achieving greater privacy in the
mammoth spaces of the palace. While constantly involved
in projects of remodeling at Versailles, Fontainebleau,
and other royal residences, Gabriel also designed several
buildings that were notable for their use of the new, more

severe Neoclassicism. In Paris, Gabriel designed two new
public buildings that faced the Place Louis XV (now the
Place de la Concorde), then just west of the Tuileries
Palace. While consonant with the façades that had been
constructed for the nearby Louvre in the seventeenth
century, Gabriel included details more in keeping with
ancient than Baroque architecture. His colonnades, for
instance, are comprised of rows of single, rather than
paired columns, and the culminating pavilions of these
buildings are each crowned with a pediment, rather than
the elongated and solitary structure that stretched over
the east façade of the Louvre.

PETIT TRIANON. At about the same time Gabriel
was completing plans for the buildings of the Place Louis
XV, he was also creating his great masterpiece, the Petit
Trianon at Versailles. He built this small retreat on the
fringes of the garden of the Grand Trianon, the much
larger haven that Louis XIV had built to escape Versaille’s
formality. This was one of the most notable buildings of
the eighteenth century because its scale and layout very
much resembled that of modern houses. In this relatively
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small house, Gabriel improved upon the Rococo’s tech-
niques for providing families with greater privacy. Built
as a hideaway for the king and his mistress Madame de
Pompadour, the building’s small scale and perfection of
decoration made it a fitting tribute to Pompadour, who
avidly supported the Neoclassical style’s development in
France. With her banishment from court and the death
of Louis XV, the property became a favorite retreat of
Queen Marie-Antoinette, who found the structure’s in-
formality more attractive than the vast and cold spaces
of nearby Versailles. The queen likely admired the struc-
ture because its use of space was completely different
than most of the royal residences of the time. In his
design Gabriel combined all the functions and spaces
necessary for a nuclear family to live in relative quiet and
seclusion. On the ground floor he located the kitchens
and other facilities necessary to support the family, who
lived above. On that upper story the bedchambers and
bathrooms were segregated to one side, while the more
sober drawing and dining rooms were found at the op-
posite end. All rooms offered attractive vistas into the

gardens below. Relying on this logic of seclusion and pri-
vacy, a logic that had now intensified even from the time
of Rococo interiors, Gabriel created a space that Marie-
Antoinette prized because it afforded her the opportu-
nity to control how much access visitors had to her inner
sanctum. The house, for instance, was too small to pro-
vide accommodations for her ladies-in-waiting, who had
to return to their rooms in nearby Versailles at the end
of their visits with her.

NEOCLASSICISM IN ENGLAND. While Italian and
French contributions to the classical revival were con-
siderable, it was in England that the new style developed
most decidedly. During the course of the eighteenth cen-
tury, England exercised a powerful influence over intel-
lectual life and fashions throughout Europe. The country
acquired a role similar to that which France had played
in the seventeenth century. In continental Europe the
philosophers of the Enlightenment celebrated the genius
of English constitutional government, seeing in it a sys-
tem that provided greater freedom and that consequently
fostered human ingenuity and creativity. Under the
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AT HOME WITH THE QUEEN

INTRODUCTION: The fashion for intimate interiors in the first
half of the eighteenth century gave rise in later years to
an intensified demand for small, private spaces that pro-
vided a focus for family life. Many members of the royal
family and the court rejected life at Versailles in favor of
newer and smaller-scaled residences. These houses were
nevertheless decorated with sumptuous interiors, but at
the same time they offered natural gardens and interiors
constructed on a human scale. In the later years of her
short reign as queen of France, Marie-Antoinette all but
abandoned the great Palace of Versailles, and instead
took up residence with her children in the Petit Trianon
at the far reaches of the château’s gardens. The queen’s
isolation attracted great controversy as rumors circulated
that orgiastic parties occurred there. After the queen’s
execution, Madame Campan, a member of her aristo-
cratic inner circle, tried to put to rest these rumors by
reminiscing in her memoirs about Marie-Antoinette’s
intensely private family life in the small spaces of the
Petit Trianon.

The king, always attentive to the comfort of his
family, gave Mesdames, his aunts the use of Château de
Bellevue, and afterwards purchased the Princess de
Guéménée’s house at the entrance to Paris for Elisabeth
[Louis XVI’s sister]. The Comtesse de Provence bought a
small house at Montreuil; Monsieur already had Brunoy;

the Comtesse d’Artois built Bagatelle; Versailles became,
in the estimation of all the royal family, the least agree-
able of residences. They only fancied themselves at home
in the plainest houses, surrounded by English gardens,
where they better enjoyed the beauties of nature. The
taste for cascades and statues was entirely past.

The Queen occasionally remained a whole month at
Petit Trianon, and had established there all the ways of
life in a château. She entered the sitting-room without
driving the ladies from their pianoforte or embroidery.
The gentlemen continued their billiards or backgammon
without suffering her presence to interrupt them. There
was but little room in the small Château of Trianon.
Madame Elisabeth accompanied the Queen there, but
the ladies of honour and ladies of the palace had no 
establishment at Trianon. When invited by the Queen,
they came from Versailles to dinner. The King and Princes
came regularly to sup. A white gown, a gauze kerchief,
and a straw hat were the uniform dress of the Princesses.
Examining all the manufactories of the hamlet, seeing the
cows milked, and fishing in the lake delighted the Queen;
and every year she showed increased aversion to the
pompous excursions to Marly [a country retreat originally
built by Louis XIV].

SOURCE: Jeanne Louise Henriette Campan, Mémoires of
Madam Campan. Vol. 1 (Paris and Boston: Grolier Society,
1890): 266–268.
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Hanoverian kings, limited monarchs who came to Eng-
land from Germany, the country entered an era of un-
deniable prosperity. London became Europe’s largest
city, and England’s trade contacts stretched to the fur-
thest reaches of the globe. Although the groundwork for
these transformations had been laid in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, rapid growth and change charac-
terized the eighteenth century. The period became
known for its many cultural achievements. In art, liter-
ature, and architecture, it is often called England’s Au-
gustan Age, a term that calls attention to the undeniable
greatness of works produced at this time, but also to their
self-conscious emulation of ancient Rome.

CLASSICAL INFLUENCES. England offered one of
Europe’s most receptive climates for the development of
Neoclassicism for a variety of reasons. Its Baroque ar-
chitecture, crafted by figures like Christopher Wren and
John Vanbrugh, had included many important classical
elements, while the suave elegance of the Rococo had
made few inroads into English palaces and houses. Thus,
as English designers tried to recapture an archeologically
correct classicism in the second half of the eighteenth
century they had less ground to cover than many of their

continental counterparts. The country’s economic growth
created a ready class of consumers, aristocrats, gentlemen
farmers, merchants, and—as the century progressed—
new industrialists who were anxious to surround them-
selves with stylish buildings. The most visible testimonies
to England’s economic expansion at the time were in the
countryside and in London. In rural England a boom in
the construction of country homes hit soon after 1700.
As new fortunes multiplied, and as older money became
enriched by investment in the new ventures the age of-
fered, England became a land filled with hundreds of
country estates. At the same time, London acquired ever
more the character of a metropolis. During the early eigh-
teenth century, a characteristic pattern of development
emerged in the city, particularly on its western fringes. In
Piccadilly, Mayfair, Marylebone, and other once outlying
suburbs, handsome new squares filled in with rows of
attractive and harmonious Georgian townhouses became
a noted feature. In this regard the aristocratic architect
Robert Boyle, the third earl of Burlington, did much to
impress a Palladian identity on the city in the eighteenth
century. Born in 1694, he made his Grand Tour in 1714,
returning home with over 870 pieces of luggage filled
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with Roman antiquities, drawings from the hands of
Palladio, and other souvenirs of his journey. While in
northern Italy, the grace of Palladian architecture capti-
vated him, and back in London he decided to use the
style in the construction of Burlington House in afflu-
ent Piccadilly. In the years that followed, he trained him-
self as an architect, acquiring a following among the
country’s aristocracy. He constructed his own country
seat at Chiswick House, just outside London, during the
1720s, and made use of Palladio’s own famous plans for
the Villa Rotonda, near Vicenza in northern Italy. He
crowned the simple, yet cubicle mass with a dome, and
the structure did much to popularize Palladian architec-
ture among English aristocrats. Elements of its design
were frequently copied in the English-speaking world,
most notably by Thomas Jefferson who used the designs
of both Villa Rotonda and Chiswick House to inform
his Monticello on the American frontier. Burlington’s
architecture, like that of James Gibbs and other archi-
tects then active on the scene in London, was important
in establishing a taste for classicism. Although the build-
ings produced in this first wave of Palladian classicism
were not highly original, they had the great advantage

of creating undeniably attractive public thoroughfares
and squares. The Palladian Revival of the early eigh-
teenth century also laid the groundwork for the more
thoroughly classical architecture that became popular
throughout Britain in the second half of the century.

CHANGE IN DIRECTION. The significance of the
changes in English architecture during the eighteenth
century can be gauged by comparing the monuments
constructed around 1700 with those built just a few
decades later. Blenheim Palace, begun in 1705, was the
largest Baroque house ever built in England. This enor-
mous structure at Woodstock just outside Oxford was
constructed at great taxpayer expense to honor the Duke
of Marlborough, John Churchill, for his recent military
victories. Blenheim was to be both a country seat for
Marlborough and a national monument at the same time
that was worthy of the country’s growing international
reputation. Unfortunately, the public purse was not able
to withstand the weight of Marlborough’s ambition, re-
quiring the duke to underwrite the building’s comple-
tion. When Blenheim was finally finished, the building
and its courtyards stretched over seven acres and the cost
had reached almost £300,000, an astonishing figure at a
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time when most English families survived on less than
£100 per year. Designed by the Baroque architect John
Vanbrugh, Blenheim’s exteriors and interiors made use
of classical elements, but there is scarcely anything “clas-
sical” about the palace’s feel. The massive facade, almost
500 feet wide, can scarcely be taken in in a single view.
Its enormous colonnades dwarf the human form, and
reveal the typically Baroque tendency to overawe view-
ers. In scale, Blenheim is similar to the great country
palaces of the Habsburgs and the Bavarian Wittelsbachs,
but its effect offers little of the charm of those palatial
country retreats. It is a monument to ambition, both
national and personal, and its Baroque, stage-like set-
tings disregard all thoughts of attractive scale or com-
fort. Even at the time that Blenheim Palace was being
completed in the 1720s, its era was already passing, and
the designs seemed to the practicing architects at the time
to be passé. Few of Blenheim’s features found imitation
in the decades that followed. Instead, the Palladian re-
vival fueled the construction of more modest structures,
built on a human scale, that, like their French Rococo
counterparts, did much to offer families and their guests
intimate spaces for domestic life and entertaining. The
interiors of these structures might have seemed severe

and unadorned to continental European visitors at the
time, yet their undeniable elegance continues to capti-
vate even today. The Palladian style’s quick rise to pop-
ularity, too, is evident in the ways in which it was quickly
adapted to transform, not only London and the English
countryside, but growing towns like Philadelphia, New
York, Edinburgh, and Dublin.

ROBERT ADAM. While Palladian-styled homes con-
tinued to be popular in England and the colonies, new
waves of a more historically accurate Neoclassicism
swept through the English-speaking world after 1750.
Key figures in establishing the popularity of this style
were Robert Adam (1728–1792) and William Chambers
(1723–1796), the two greatest British architects of the
later eighteenth century. Adam was a Scot who made his
Grand Tour in 1754 and on his return set up shop as
an architect in London. A cosmopolitanite, he was in
touch with the best French and Italian architects of his
day, and he applied his firsthand knowledge of the ex-
cavations underway in Italy to interiors and exteriors
he created in England. When his younger brother James
completed his Grand Tour in 1763, he joined his
brother’s firm in London, and the two established a suc-
cessful partnership, catering to aristocratic and wealthy
British clients. His remodelings and interior design work
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undertaken in country houses was particularly notewor-
thy, and in these he brilliantly used color and a chaste
decoration. One of his masterpieces was a series of rooms
he remodeled in Syon House, just outside London. The
entrance hall he constructed there demonstrated his un-
derstanding of how Roman houses might have looked.
He set about this space a series of brilliant copies of an-
cient sculptures. In fact, Adam’s interiors were notable
for their great restraint, while those of ancient Rome had
been filled with decoration. Yet Adam’s austerity cap-
tured the imagination of the age, and it was the vision
that many continued to associate with Antiquity, a vision
of spare white walls and reserved decoration. Although
William Chambers (1723–1796) came from a Scottish
family, he grew up in England and completed his Tour in
1749–1750. On that circuit he first undertook studies
in Paris before moving on to Rome, where he came in
contact with Giovanni Battista Piranesi. For a time he
seems even to have lived in the Italian architect’s studio.
He set himself up in business in London just a few years
before Adam, and soon received commissions from the
crown. During the 1760s Chambers and Adam became
the sole two architects within the Office of Works, the
English body charged with completing commissions for
the king. From this vantage point, both Chambers and
Adam held an unusual degree of influence over building

in England, not only for the government, but for wealthy
aristocrats and merchants also. Like Adam, Chambers’s
remodeling work and designs for new London town-
houses and country villas were widely popular among
aristocrats and the wealthy. An important theorist, he
edited Vitruvius Brittanicus, a mostly Palladian architec-
tural handbook that had served as a textbook for the first
wave of English classical designers of the early century.
Chambers set down the plans for Kew Gardens, a plea-
sure garden popular with Londoners in the late eighteenth
century, and for Somerset House, a classically inspired
building purposely built to house various public records’
offices. The structure still stands today as a repository
and spans a large space between the River Thames and
the Strand. Chambers’s structures, like Adam’s, were
notable for their great restraint and severity of detailing.
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REVIVALS AND ROMANTICISM

NOSTALGIA AND THE FASHION FOR THE EXOTIC.
Even as Neoclassicism continued to increase in popu-
larity in England, France, Italy, and other parts of the
continent, a new wave of romantic architecture appeared.
As a movement, Romanticism arose from sources of sen-
timent similar to those of Neoclassicism. Its appeal lay,
in part, in a longing, even nostalgia, for times that were
simpler and more virtuous. Much the same impulse had
fueled the revival of classical architecture in England and
many parts of continental Europe, as designers, patrons,
and intellectuals had sensed that a world of austere and
elegant simplicity was to be found in Antiquity. Research
into the precise nature of classical art and architecture
since the eighteenth century has shown that many of the
ideas of these Neoclassicists were incorrect. The pristine
white, unadorned spaces present in many eighteenth-
century Neoclassical designs were not an accurate re-
flection of antique tastes. Ancient buildings, in fact, had
been decorated with a riot of color and ornament. Yet
the affection that many Neoclassicists felt for the world
of Antiquity was inspired all the same by a sense of the

vigor and simplicity they felt had been present in the an-
cient world. This same longing to reproduce the visual
qualities of past, more virtuous ages fueled a revival of
Gothic architecture in Europe from the early 1740s. One
of the most notable of the many Gothic houses con-
structed in England at the time was Horace Walpole’s
Strawberry Hill, which he began outside London in
Middlesex in 1748. Walpole was the son of Britain’s
longest-serving prime minister, a writer, and an amateur
authority on numerous subjects, including medieval
chivalry. In order to complete this rambling, fanciful
structure, he required help from some architects, who
supplemented his designs. The craze for Gothic spaces
was widespread enough to produce at least one textbook
in English that informed readers how they might build
their own house in this style. In Germany, too, archi-
tectural manuals of the time almost always debated the
question of the relative merits of medieval and ancient
architecture. Like Neoclassical structures, the taste for
the Gothic was not always historically correct, with ele-
ments of the era’s churches being freely adapted onto
homes whose scale was far grander than those of the
Middle Ages.
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ENGLISH GARDENS. Another sign of the eighteenth
century’s yearning for simplicity can be seen in garden
architecture. By the second half of the century the
grounds that surrounded many country houses through-
out Europe were being remodeled to take account of a
new fashion for natural settings. In many places these
more relaxed spaces became known as “English gar-
dens.” The primary feature of an English garden was a
bucolic, easy flow of brooks, forests, and meadows,
rather than the hard edges of clipped hedges and foun-

tains. The taste for gardens constructed in an English
style revealed the spread of Enlightenment ideas, which
celebrated England’s constitution at the time as the most
natural, free, and virtuous in Europe. The English gar-
den, eighteenth-century philosophers told their readers,
was a cultural embodiment of the country’s genius, for
in its confines nature was not tortured and made to con-
form to human artifice, but allowed to proceed on its
own course. The English Garden in Munich, laid out
in 1789 by the American-born physicist Benjamin
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THE CHINESE FASHION

INTRODUCTION: William Chambers was one of the great ar-
chitects of the neoclassical revival in England. He and
Robert Adam served together for many years as royal
architects, and both designed a large number of neo-
classical townhouses and country estates. The taste for
classical design did not prevent the architects of the time
from indulging a fashion for other more exotic structures.
Many neoclassical designers also produced buildings in
the Chinese and Gothic styles. In 1757, Chambers pub-
lished in both French and English his Designs for Chinese
Buildings, Furniture, Dresses, Machines, and Utensils. The
work was of major importance in sustaining the popu-
larity of things Chinese throughout Europe. Although
Chambers was quick to point out the inferiority of Chi-
nese architecture when compared to European antiquity,
he nevertheless recommended the Chinese style as a way
of adding visual interest to large houses and gardens. His
emphasis on the way in which Chinese architecture might
add picturesque interest to a large garden was a typical
feature of late eighteenth-century design.

These which I now offer to the publick are done
from sketches and measures taken by me at Canton some
years ago, chiefly to satisfy my own curiosity. It was not
my design to publish them; nor would they now appear,
were it not in compliance with the desire of several lovers
of the arts, who thought them worthy the perusal of the
publick, and that they might be of use in putting a stop
to the extravagancies that daily appear under the name of
Chinese, though most of them are mere inventions, the
rest copies from lame representations found on porcelain
and paper-hangings.

Whatever is really Chinese has at least the merit of
being original: these people seldom or never copy or imitate
the inventions of other nations. All our most authentick
relations agree in this point, and observe that their form of
government, language, character, dress, and almost every
other particular belonging to them, have continued with-
out change for thousands of years; but their architecture

has this farther advantage that there is a remarkable
affinity between it and that of the antients, which is the
more surprising as there is not the least probability that
the one was borrowed from the other.

In both the antique and Chinese architecture the
general form of almost every composition has a tendency
to the pyramidal figure: In both, columns are employed
for support; and in both, these columns have diminution
and bases, some of which bear a near resemblance to
each other; fretwork, so common in the building of the
antients, is likewise very frequent in those of the Chinese
… There is likewise a great affinity between the antient
utensils and those of the Chinese; both being composed
of similar parts combined in the same manner.

Though I am publishing a work of Chinese Architec-
ture, let it not be suspected that my intention is to pro-
mote a taste so much inferiour to the antique, and so very
unfit for our climate: but a particular so interesting as the
architecture of one of the most extraordinary nations in
the universe cannot be a matter of indifference to a true
lover of the arts, and an architect should by no means
be ignorant of so singular a stile of building: at least the
knowledge is curious, and on particular occasions may
likewise be useful; as he may sometimes be obliged to
make Chinese compositions, and at others it may be judi-
cious in him to do so. For though, generally speaking,
Chinese architecture does not suit European purposes; yet
in extensive parks and gardens, where a great variety of
scenes are required, or in immense palaces, containing a
numerous series of apartments, I do not see the impropri-
ety of finishing some of the inferiour ones in the Chinese
taste. Variety is always delightful; and novelty, attending
with nothing inconsistent or disagreeable, sometimes
takes place of beauty.

SOURCE: Sir William Chambers, Designs of Chinese Buildings,
Furniture, Dresses, Machines, and Utensils (London: 1757) in
Michelangelo and the Mannerists; The Baroque and the Eigh-
teenth Century. Vol. II of A Documentary History of Art. Ed.
Elizabeth G. Holt (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1958):
295–296.
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Thomson, is the largest and most famous of these many
landscapes. Thomson’s political views—he supported
the Crown during the American Revolution—forced his
emigration to Europe, where he practiced a number of
professions in the years that followed. At Munich, his
plans for the English Garden made use of an enormous
space, a block almost one and a half miles square. Into
it, he poured streams with rapids, meadows, Chinese
pavilions and antique temples to create a pleasurable
space on the city’s outskirts. Although not quite the
naturalistic setting that philosophers had intended, the
garden survives today as one of Munich’s most trea-
sured spaces.

THE PICTURESQUE. The English Garden in Munich
reveals a great deal of the underlying irony of the late
eighteenth century’s attitudes toward nature and design.
On the one hand, nature was believed to function best
when allowed to follow its own course. Nature was most
appealing when it was unadorned, spare, and untouched
by human artifice. On the other hand, patrons and de-
signers could not escape the human tendency to em-
bellish. As at Munich, gardens constructed after the new
English taste were often decorated with numerous pavil-
ions designed to appear as buildings from other cultures

and eras. Carefully placed Greek, Roman, and Gothic
ruins gave the landscape the appearance, not of a natural
setting, but of having long been settled and tamed by
human inhabitants. Chinese and Japanese tearooms, too,
were set down in these gardens at places where they might
add maximum effect, while streams, rapids, and lakes
were carefully sculpted to appear as if they were not the
product of the human hand. While seemingly embrac-
ing nature as virtuous, then, the eighteenth-century
English Garden was one of the most highly artificial of
constructions. Sustaining its popularity was a new fash-
ion for spaces that were “picturesque,” a word that was,
in fact, coined at the time to describe this phenomenon
of carefully constructing gardens in a naturalistic way
with vistas that offered a maximum of visual interest.
Along a trek laid out by a garden’s designers, the land-
scape presented to connoisseurs numerous views that
appeared as if they might have been painted. During the
1770s and 1780s the French queen Marie-Antoinette
created one of the most notable of these gardens around
the Petit Trianon at Versailles. The walks that led
through the garden included focal points of grottoes, a
Belvedere, a Tempe of Love, and eventually a medieval
French hamlet. This last addition was begun in 1783
and completed two years later to include a village of
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twelve farmhouses and outbuildings, carefully con-
structed to appear as if they were of a venerable age. The
artifice of Marie-Antoinette’s Hameau was complete,
including as it did real flocks of sheep, herds of cattle, a
pond and fishery, and a group of seeming peasants who
were imported to live there. The central focal point of
this village was the Queen’s cottage, a structure that ap-
peared from the outside as a substantial peasant’s house,
but which indoors was decorated with the extreme re-
finement typical of aristocratic houses of the time. Here
Marie-Antoinette fled the cares of court to indulge her
taste for a simpler, less artificial life. Ironically, this
Hameau was perhaps the eighteenth-century’s most
man-made illusion, and the queen had little time to en-
joy it. Its completion in 1785 came only several years
before the beginning of the French Revolution that even-
tually toppled the monarchy.

CONCLUSION. During the eighteenth century new
architectural movements swept across Europe as the tastes
of architects and patrons began to change. Although late
Baroque and Rococo styles continued to survive in some
places, new waves of Neoclassicism and other revival styles
vied for the attention of designers and their patrons. The
Neoclassical revival that began in Europe at mid-century
made use of new insights drawn from archeological ex-
cavations in Italy. This Neoclassicism developed most
vigorously in those countries in which a strongly classical
bent to design had been most evident during the Baroque
era. In England, for instance, Neoclassicism followed a
widespread Palladian revival that had already begun to
transform the appearance of London and other British
cities in the early eighteenth century. In France, the long-
standing taste for classically inspired façades provided a
foundation on which the taste for the more thoroughly
ancient elements of Soufflot’s and Gabriel’s designs de-
veloped. Central Europe proved more resistant to the
new stylistic tendencies and the Rococo tended to sur-
vive longer there than in the West. In Munich, Berlin,
Vienna, and other capitals in the region, new churches,
private houses, and public monuments began to appear
in the Neoclassical style during the later decades of the
century. Neoclassicism expressed the longing of the eigh-
teenth century to escape the confines of contemporary
history and to foster a more virtuous society, something
to which the great upheavals of the French Revolution
aspired as well. The histories and literary works of the
age celebrated Rome and Greece for the vigor of their
cultural achievements as well as for the austerity and
elegant economy of their artistic vision. New revival
styles throughout the eighteenth century also made use
of similar feelings of nostalgia for bygone eras. A taste

for the exotic, an affection that had long been embraced
by Baroque and Rococo designers, persisted in the con-
tinued popularity of structures that made use of elements
of Eastern and Near Eastern design. In both England
and the continent, Gothic Revival style appeared at
around the same time as Neoclassicism, and its rise
demonstrates the importance that Romantic sentiments
and longings had on the architectural scene at the end
of the eighteenth century. Perhaps nowhere is the influ-
ence of this Romanticism more evident than in the
gardens of the later century that consisted of Chinese
pagodas, ancient temples, and Roman and Gothic ruins
set within a landscape that appeared as if it had been
untouched by human hands. At the same time a careful
progression of “picturesque” views provided a backdrop
for the musings of those who made their way through
these highly artificial, yet seemingly natural spaces. Thus
while the eighteenth century desired to escape its his-
tory, and to rewrite its culture in a way that abandoned
the Baroque tendency toward elaborate adornment,
human artifice returned nevertheless to produce designs
that were no less artificial than those of the ages that had
come before.
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SCOTTISH UPBRINGING. Robert Adam, the man
who revolutionized English classical design in the course
of the eighteenth century, was born into a family of
educated Scots in Edinburgh in 1728. Adam’s father was
also a successful architect, and the young Adam mastered
the skills of this trade early in life, joining his father’s
firm for a time in the years immediately after he finished
university. When his father died in 1748, Adam con-
tinued the practice with his brother John, and together
they undertook many successful commissions through-
out Scotland. These included buildings constructed in
the then-popular Gothic Revival style as well as forts and
other military fortifications intended to quell recent up-
risings in the country. With his fortune strengthened,
Adam embarked on his Grand Tour in 1754, making a
circuit similar to other cultivated British gentlemen of
the age. His journey lasted four years, a large portion of
which he spent in Italy. In Rome, he came into contact
with the discoveries that were being made about ancient
architecture from excavations underway in Pompeii and
Herculaneum, the ill-fated towns destroyed by the erup-
tion of Mt. Vesuvius in 79 C.E. In 1758, Adam returned
to Britain from his journeys and settled in London, where
he soon became a fashionable designer of interiors and
structures for the English aristocracy and gentry.

CHANGING TASTES. Commissions came slowly at
first for Adam in London, although his business quickly
improved with his election to the Royal Academy in
1761 and his selection, together with his rival William
Chambers, to serve as co-architect of the King’s Works.
By 1763, his practice was successful enough to accom-
modate his two brothers, who joined the firm in London.
During the years between his arrival in the capital and
1765, Adam mastered the Neoclassical style, and in his
later life he seldom designed buildings in the Gothic
Revival style that he had practiced in his youth. One of
his chief achievements from the early years in London
was the completion of the remodeling of Syon House, a
Tudor-era convent located outside London. Over the
previous generations, this building had been remodeled
to increase its comfort as a private house. Adam, how-
ever, cleared away many of the previous additions, and
in their place designed classical rooms notable for their
severity and restraint. He laid out these spaces in an
unusual configuration of patterns drawn from his knowl-
edge of Roman baths, and he made use of dramatic con-
trasts of color. The impressive designs he realized at Syon
House earned him great acclaim and Adam received
many new commissions for remodeling and new struc-
tures at the end of the 1760s. Chief among the many
country houses he designed at this time were Osterley

Park in Middlesex, and Kenwood House, a brilliant little
gem of Neoclassical architecture located on Hampstead
Heath on the fringes of London. Osterley Park was a
pre-existing Tudor house that Adam redesigned to fit
with the Neoclassical fashion. To do so, he built a dra-
matic classical portico around the structure’s courtyard,
raising the vertical lines of the house to a new, more
dramatic height and decorating the rooms with a series
of motifs drawn from Antiquity. These included cof-
fered Roman ceilings, apses, pilasters, and even ancient
grotesques. One of the most distinctive elements of his
remodeling at Osterley Park was his inclusion of an
Etruscan dressing room. The Roman architect Piranesi
had done much to popularize the style of the ancient
Etruscans—the civilization that had preceded the Roman
Empire in Italy—and Adam’s use of the style is among
the finest eighteenth-century adaptations to survive. At
Kenwood House, he created a small-scale classical country
house that made use of new techniques in the execution
of stucco. He decorated the garden façade of this struc-
ture with pilasters crafted from a recently discovered
technology that allowed for greater delicacy of execution.
The vaulted library of Kenwood has often been hailed as
one of Adam’s most beautiful creations. With its gentle
palette of blue offset by white columns and touches of
gilt, it manages to achieve a delicacy and sophistication
unknown to the age except in its finest porcelains.

OTHER COMMISSIONS. Even as Adam left his im-
print on the country landscape of Britain, he was busy
remodeling and redesigning urban houses in London.
His commissions for these projects rose quickly around
1770, and a number of examples of the innovations that
he made in interior design still survive in London. Lon-
don houses presented a special challenge to an architect.
Instead of the vast spaces that many country houses af-
forded, the typical London townhouse sat on a narrow
lot and stretched back from the street. The grand enter-
taining that became increasingly common during the
London season in the eighteenth century demanded
interiors that were handsome and well proportioned.
Adam’s created spaces were models of refined elegance
in these houses, relying on attenuated lines to grant his
drawing rooms a feeling of greater spaciousness when
expansion was impossible. Besides his work for the king,
Adam also undertook the design of many public-planning
projects, laying out squares in London and other British
cities. His innovative plans for the expansion of the town
of Bath, a major resort city at the time, were not to be
followed, nor was a proposal that he presented for the
reconstruction of the Portuguese capital of Lisbon fol-
lowing the city’s destruction in a devastating earthquake

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800) 61

Architecture and Design

69742_AHTE_EE1_001-068.qxd  9/21/2004  2:26 PM  Page 61



in 1755. Adam generated the majority of his revenues
from residential projects, a sign of the increasing im-
portance that the eighteenth century accorded domestic
architecture.

IMPACT. As one of the king’s directors of the Royal
Works, Adam had special responsibility over royal pro-
jects in Scotland. In addition to his success in England,
the architect continued to produce numerous designs for
houses and urban projects in Scotland. Most notably, his
influence can be seen today in the city of Edinburgh,
where Adam designed many structures and decorated
many interiors in the New Town, Edinburgh’s massive
eighteenth-century expansion project. Adam was also an
important figure because of his methods of creating ar-
chitectural designs. Like a modern architectural firm, his
London practice employed numerous draftsmen and
assistants who executed ideas set down by Adam and his
brothers. In this way the Adam style proved to be easily
reproducible and adaptable to many different architec-
tural situations. The architect’s firm also played the role
of a general contractor, as Adam and his associates kept
employed a regular group of craftsman who were familiar
with his work and were thus able to execute the office’s
plans quickly and with a minimum of retooling. In all
these ways, Adam modernized the practice of construc-
tion in eighteenth-century England and he set patterns
for architectural practice that persisted in the English-
speaking world until modern times.
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FRANCESCO BORROMINI

1599–1667

Architect

A TEMPESTUOUS SPIRIT. Born Francesco Castelli,
this northern Italian eventually took his mother’s name
Borromini to distinguish himself from the many other
members of his family who were active throughout Italy
in the building trades. As a child he served an appren-
ticeship as a mason in Milan before moving to Rome in
1619 when he was twenty. Through family connections
he succeeded in being hired onto the largest project in
the city at the time, the construction of the mammoth
façade of St. Peter’s Basilica, which had been designed

by his relative Carlo Maderno. Given to frequent bouts
of melancholy, the mason Borromini spent much of his
free time in mastering the art of drawing, and he appears
to have copied many of the works of Michelangelo in his
efforts to improve his ability as an artist. His work paid
off when, within a few years of his arrival in Rome, his
qualifications as a draftsman had resulted in his promotion
from mason to an architect working in Maderno’s office
at the Vatican. During the 1620s one of the projects in
which he participated was Bernini’s construction of the
massive Baldachino, or canopy, to cover the High Altar
of the church. His participation in this and other major
work underway at St. Peter’s assured his rise to promi-
nence, and he was asked to collaborate on a number of
other projects being built around Rome at the time.

INDEPENDENT COMMISSIONS. Borromini’s first
independently produced design was for a monastery and
church for the Trinitarian Order in Rome. This early mas-
terpiece, the Church of San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane
(or St. Charles of the Four Fountains), was notable for
several reasons. The Trinitarian order was one of the
poorer religious groups to take up residence in Rome
during the renewed spiritual fervor of the Catholic Refor-
mation, and they had few funds to build an impressive
complex. Working within these constraints, Borromini
nevertheless provided the order with a structure that
made a noble impression on seventeenth-century Rome.
It was also a highly unconventional structure. To this
day, architectural scholars continue to debate the sources
for Borromini’s unusual design, which seems to make
use of the superimpositions of the forms of a cross, an
oval, and an octagon into the same small space. Into this
tightly-defined area, Borromini poured decorative shapes
of semi-circular apses, ovals, and columns, combined in
such a way to present an impression of dramatic expan-
sion and contraction. In the years that followed, he built
upon the initial breakthroughs that he had at San Carlo
to create a number of structures notable for their viola-
tions of classical architectural design principles. In this
process he created a dramatically new and powerful kind
of design that continued to stir controversy throughout
the Baroque period. While his works were emulated in
Rome, and his style eventually melded to the conventions
of Roman Baroque, his architecture was alternately ad-
mired or rejected in other parts of Europe. In England,
France, and the Netherlands, architects utilized little of
Borromini’s style, while in Central Europe and Spain,
his influence was widespread.

ST. IVO AND ST. AGNESE. The highly geometric use
of space that Borromini developed in his mature creations
is brilliantly displayed at St. Ivo, a church built to serve
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as the chapel for a school that eventually became the
University of Rome. An unusually shaped leftover space
had been reserved for the structure, and Borromini
turned what might have been an artistic deficit into a
great asset. He filled the space with one of the most un-
usual domes ever seen in Rome at the time. Unlike the
domes in fashion since the High Renaissance, the struc-
ture that the architect designed to crown this church did
not rest on a drum, but rested instead on the unusually
shaped structure of the building itself. The sources of
inspiration for his design continue to be debated, but in
effect the building’s floor plan resembles a six pointed
star, three points of which have been cut off and the
remaining alternating angles transformed into concave
semi-circles. In any direction the viewer faces inside the
structure, he or she sees a shape that is exactly the op-
posite of that which is behind. In this way one must look
up to the dome above, where the pattern is repeated, to
understand the plan in all its complexity. Borromini fol-
lowed the undeniably strange, but nevertheless beautiful
construction of St. Ivo with a series of commissions un-
dertaken for the popes, including the Church of Sant’
Agnese in the Piazza Navona. Great difficulties plagued
this last project, which was undertaken initially to serve
as a family mausoleum for the reigning pope. By the time
the architect arrived at the site, ten feet of the church’s
foundations had already been built. Borromini devel-
oped an ambitious and complex design, the most inno-
vative parts of which were rejected by his papal patron.
The church as it now stands, though, continues to pre-
sent a series of imaginative solutions to the problems that
arose from its small site. Here, too, Borromini managed to
present Rome with a smaller version of what Michelangelo
had intended with his designs for St. Peter’s. Flanked
on either side by two towers and a concave façade, his
dome manages to soar above the church and to be seen.
At St. Peter’s, by contrast, the expansions that the pa-
pacy demanded in the structure’s original size obscured
Michelangelo’s grand dome to those who approached its
main entrance.

LATER DIFFICULTIES. Borromini’s unusually com-
plex ideas as well as his temperament eventually resulted
in his dismissal from the project at Sant’ Agnese. Other
commissions followed, but the architect’s designs were
always controversial. Widely admired in his youth for
his good looks and refined manners, Borromini grew
more introverted and melancholic as he matured. In his
final years he was said to have preferred his own solitude
to the company of friends and associates. He grew sus-
picious and withdrawn, although he continued to have
many advocates who passionately defended his art in his

final years and even after his suicide. Largely self-taught,
he managed to acquire more than a passing familiarity
with philosophical and theological problems, and he ap-
pears to have been a disciple of the Roman Stoic philoso-
pher Seneca. His library included more than 1,000 books,
a truly enormous collection for a man of his income and
schooling. Yet, like Michelangelo and Caravaggio, his
status as a commoner often left him ill at ease in the
great social circles in which he traveled. In the genera-
tions following his death his imaginative architectural
solutions to design problems allowed his reputation to
soar in some quarters, even as his violation of the clas-
sical tenets of design continued to condemn his vision
to attacks and criticism. Since the late nineteenth century
scholarship has universally tended to revere the enormity
of Borromini’s imagination.
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FRANÇOIS DE CUVILLIÉS

1695–1768

Architect
Interior Designer

EARLY LIFE. Born at Hainault near Brussels in 1695,
François de Cuvilliés entered into the service of Duke
Maximilian II Emmanuel of Bavaria as a court dwarf
when he was eleven. At the time, the duke was in exile
from his duchy, but when he returned to Munich in
1714, he brought Cuvilliés with him. Over the years
that followed, Maximilian looked after his servant’s ed-
ucation, apprenticing him eventually to serve as a drafts-
man to his court architect. With Maximilian’s financial
support, Cuvilliés left Munich for Paris in 1720, and
during the next four years he completed his architec-
tural studies there. At the time that Cuvilliés was a stu-
dent in the city, the early Rococo style was becoming
fashionable in France. The young architect studied un-
der Jean François Blondel, one of the most important
of the early French Rococo designers. In Paris, he also
studied the techniques of French rocaille or “rockwork”
plaster, and on his return to Bavaria he began to use
them in his architectural creations. His first project was
at the Wittelsbach’s country palace, Schloss Schleissheim.
Pleased with his creativity, Duke Maximilian granted
Cuvilliés a position within his court architect’s office.
Somewhat later, under Maximilian’s successor, Carl
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Albert, Cuvilliés began to receive a series of more im-
portant commissions.

MATURE STYLE. In Cuvilliés’ greatest works he
outshined the merely decorative conventions of Rococo
style and surpassed the many competent designers who
practiced in the style in France. Some of his work has
been destroyed since the eighteenth century, but two of
the greatest of his creations—the Amalienburg in the
gardens of Schloss Nymphenburg and the Residence
Theater in Munich—survive. The Amalienburg was a
small pleasure villa built between 1734 and 1739. From
the outside the structure appears as a model of courtly
refinement. Once inside, though, its extreme ornateness
becomes quickly evident. Like many Rococo structures,
the rapidly floating and swirling spaces of stuccowork
at the boundary between the ceilings and walls make it
difficult to tell where one ends and the other begins.
While filled with decorative detailing, the relatively
limited palette of pale colors provides a sophisticated,
rather than merely ornate, air to the rooms. The Resi-
dence Theater in Munich is, by contrast, a riot of sump-
tuous ornament. Built in 1751–1752, the palette of
bright red, gold, and white has splashes of ornament to
demarcate the social hierarchy of the nobles and
courtiers who attended the productions staged there.
The Wittelsbach box and the balconies that surround
it have the most decoration, while on the levels above
simpler ornamentation becomes the rule. While ornate
in the extreme, Cuvilliés’ theater was also a very practi-
cal environment in which to perform plays, and it was
adaptable to other uses as well. The theater was origi-
nally equipped with a mechanism that allowed the slop-
ing floor of its auditorium to be lowered into a flat
position so that court balls could be held there. Of the
many theaters built during the Baroque and Rococo
periods, it remains one of the favored spots for the per-
formance of period dramas and operas.

INFLUENCE ON DESIGN. The Amalienburg and
Residence Theater are only two of the many structures
that Cuvilliés worked on during his long career in Bavaria.
In 1740, his patron at the time, Duke Carl Albert, rose
to the office of Holy Roman Emperor, and at that time
the architect received the largely honorific title of “Im-
perial Architect.” While the empire was largely a fictional
power by this time, Cuvilliés’ position close to its heart
still won him many commissions outside Bavaria. These
included plans for numerous additions to Schloss Wil-
helmstal near Kassel, the country palace Seraing for the
bishop of Liége in modern Belgium, and a palace for the
aristocratic Fugger family. In addition, he completed
plans for the Residence at Würzburg as well as an urban

plan for the city of Dresden, which acquired its delicate
late Baroque and Rococo character at the time. The ar-
chitect was also an enthusiastic collaborator, and during
his career he worked with Johann Baptist Zimmerman
and other southern German architects, helping to spread
knowledge of the decorative techniques he had acquired
while a student in Paris. In 1738, Cuvilliés began an-
other project that firmly established his influence among
other architects practicing throughout Europe. In that
year he began to produce a series of bound engravings
illustrating the proper ways to ornament and decorate
buildings and furniture. When completed in 1755, this
project totalled 55 books of engravings published in
three separate series. These works had wide circulation
throughout the continent, and even influenced later
Rococo decoration as well as the construction of furni-
ture. Cabinetmakers, for instance, enthusiastically stud-
ied Cuvilliés’ designs for inspiration as they created
sophisticated works for their aristocratic clients.
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LOUIS XIV
1638–1715

King of France

A FIVE-YEAR-OLD KING. Born the only child of
King Louis XIII and Anne of Austria, Louis succeeded
to the throne when he was only five years old. He spent
his early years, then, in a long period of regency in which
his mother and Cardinal Mazarin wielded power in
France. The experience of the Fronde, a series of rebel-
lions staged by members of the Parlement of Paris and
French nobles that occurred between 1648 and 1653,
left a lasting impression on the king. At one point in
these disturbances Louis and his mother had to flee the
capital, an insult that the king never forgot and that con-
tinued to color his relationships with many members of
the nobility years later. In 1661, Louis finally assumed
his royal powers, and shortly thereafter, his confidante
and chief minister Cardinal Mazarin died. As a result,
the king took his royal duties more seriously. The key
features of his policies as they developed in the follow-
ing years aimed to focus all political authority in France
firmly in the hands of the king and his ministers, to
assault the lingering power of the nobility and local
assemblies throughout France, and to accrue glory for
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the state through wars waged against other powers in
Europe. The legacy of Louis XIV’s reign thus established
royal authority on a firmer footing than it had been
previously, even as it bred financial and administrative
corruption and other problems that lingered long after
Louis’ death.

ART AND ARCHITECTURE. The visual arts and
building were also key to the king’s plans to enlarge royal
power. Over the course of Louis’ reign the arts played a
central role in the monarch’s efforts at self-promotion,
even as his lavish commissions and expenditures on art,
jewelry, and buildings became increasingly symptomatic
of the king’s tendency toward indulgence. In the pros-
perous years of the 1660s and 1670s, Louis managed to
satisfy both his tastes for lavish consumption and display
and his appetite for foreign wars. As the seventeenth
century drew to a close, however, the increasing military
burdens that Louis’ international intrigues placed on
France required the king to curb his expenditures on art
and building. The lion’s share of Louis’ great architec-
tural achievements thus date from the first half of his
reign, the period of France’s greatest prosperity. During
these years royal bureaucracy defined and executed Louis’
commissions. A series of ministers, including Jean-
Baptiste Colbert and later the architect Jules Hardouin-
Mansart, held the position of Superintendent of
Fortifications, Art, and Royal Manufactories, the chief
post entrusted with supervising all aspects of the king’s
commissions of furniture, tapestries, buildings, and forts.
Two other positions, the King’s First Artist and the
King’s First Architect, were entrusted with defining a
suitable style for the monarch’s consumption, while
within the royal household a number of other posts
oversaw entertainment and supervised the running of
Louis’ various palaces. Beyond these institutions con-
centrated in the monarch’s household, the Royal Acad-
emy of Painting and Sculpture and the Royal Academy
of Architecture defined the training of artists as well as
the theory of art and architecture that prevailed during
the king’s long reign. These heavily encrusted layers of
bureaucracy and royal administration make it difficult
to discern the precise contours of Louis XIV’s own artis-
tic and architectural tastes. His mother and Cardinal
Mazarin, formative influences on the young monarch,
were sophisticated admirers of art, but the king some-
times confided in his ministers later in life that the press
of royal duties had prevented him from becoming a true
connoisseur. The styles favored in the court in the com-
missioning of buildings and the visual arts demonstrated
an undeniable propensity for projects that were sump-
tuous and served the monarch’s grand pretensions.

MAJOR ARCHITECTURAL PROJECTS. The early
period of Louis’ reign saw most of the king’s efforts as
a builder concentrated in the city of Paris. Chief among
the projects undertaken at the time was the completion
of the remodeling of the Palace of the Louvre, a project
that had preoccupied many French kings since the early
sixteenth century. Francis I, a great connoisseur of art
and architecture, had originally desired to transform this
defensive fortress that lay outside Paris’ walls into a
stylish palace, and the work on this transformation had
continued for much of the sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries. In the reign of Louis XIII much had
been done to bring a sense of order to the tangled web
of confused wings that Francis, Catherine de’ Medici,
and Henri IV had built at the site, and the project of
constructing the huge palace continued during the early
years of Louis XIV’s reign. The culmination of this work
consisted in the commissioning of the East Wing, the
structure’s most important façade, since it faced toward
the city of Paris. While Louis XIV’s ministers originally
imported the accomplished Italian architect Bernini to
guide the project, they eventually decided to follow a
native design apparently set down by Claude Perrault
and Louis Le Vau, figures later key in the establishment of
the Royal Academy of Architecture. The style chosen for
the work, a severe but monumental classicism, defined
French public buildings over the course of the century
that followed.

VERSAILLES. The most imposing project that the
king undertook continually throughout his reign was the
construction of the new royal palace at Versailles. As at
the Louvre, Louis followed the time-honored principle
among French kings of adding on to an existing struc-
ture—in this case, a hunting lodge his father had built
at this site about twelve miles southwest of Paris. Dur-
ing the 1660s Louis began to concentrate more of his ar-
chitectural attentions at this palace, an area that was
always unsuitable for the construction of a grand coun-
try estate due to the marshy land and lack of a secure
source of water. To solve the latter problem, Louis’ ar-
chitects designed a complex set of machinery to pump
water from the Seine, which lay miles away, to feed Ver-
sailles’ gardens and palace. In the 1660s the designer Le
Nôtre began to expand the gardens to meet Louis’ de-
mands for a place suitable for staging royal spectacles,
while the royal architect, Louis Le Vau, greatly expanded
the small hunting lodge beginning in 1668. Le Vau
added three new wings to surround the original build-
ing, although the character of Versaille’s original hunt-
ing lodge—constructed from brick, stucco, and stone—
was carefully preserved at the center. The expansion of

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800) 65

Architecture and Design

69742_AHTE_EE1_001-068.qxd  9/21/2004  2:26 PM  Page 65



the gardens continued throughout the late seventeenth
century, and one of the key elements there was the con-
struction of the Grand Canal, an enormous reservoir, the
perimeter of which is more than four miles long. Here
mock sea battles and entertainments were sometimes
staged. Beginning in 1678, another round of additions
greatly expanded the palace to provide sufficient hous-
ing for royal ministers and government officials. In 1682,
Louis transferred his government to the site, making Ver-
sailles his official residence, a role it served for the monar-
chy almost continually until the French Revolution. In
embracing this site outside Paris Louis aimed to exercise
greater control over his fractious nobility. To entice
noble courtiers to take up residence at his splendid new
court, he awarded freedom from bankruptcy prosecu-
tion to those who lived at Versailles, sparking a build-
ing boom in the small town. Such plans, though, enticed
only about 3,000 of France’s 200,000 nobles to live
there. Still, all roads to the government—to the award-
ing of contracts and key positions in the government—
more and more led to the palace. Nobles who desired
preferment from the crown increasingly had to journey
to Versailles. The system of etiquette and protocol that
developed in this highly artificial court also played a key
role in taming the once rebellious French nobility.

INFLUENCE OF VERSAILLES. Although it was just
one of many royal residences that Louis maintained dur-
ing his long reign, Versailles became a potent symbol of
absolute monarchy in the seventeenth century. Kings
and princes throughout Europe often tried to imitate
the palace’s elaborate courtly etiquette and imposing
grandeur. Comfort was of little importance in the grand
palaces that became increasingly common in Europe
during the Baroque period, and Versailles was perhaps
one of the most forbidding and draughty of the many
architectural creations of the age. Its scale, too, meant
that the royal family and courtiers who took up residence
there spent a great deal of their lives in a palace that
was continually under construction. But while hardly
approaching modern standards of comfort, the château
still manages to astound its visitors with the grand pre-
tensions of its builder.
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CHRISTOPHER WREN

1632–1723

Architect
Scientist

A CULTIVATED UPBRINGING. At an early age
Christopher Wren moved in elevated social circles.
When the young Wren was still a boy, his father became
the Dean of Windsor. Windsor was the site of England’s
largest royal castle, and the young Wren had royal play-
mates there. He attended Westminster School in Lon-
don for five years, and then was tutored privately before
entering Wadham College, Oxford. At Wadham, Wren’s
interests focused on the sciences, and he conducted some
of the first experiments that used opiates as anesthesia.
By 1651, he had graduated with a Master’s degree and
he received an appointment as a Fellow of All Souls
College, also at Oxford. This position allowed him to
pursue his research interests in astronomy and the phys-
ical sciences with relative freedom. In 1657, Wren ac-
cepted a post as a professor of astronomy at Gresham
College, London, and in 1660, he and some close asso-
ciates founded the Royal Society, an institution that
survives in Britain today as the most important organ
of scientific research in the country.

THE TURN TO ARCHITECTURE. Christopher Wren
was a brilliant mathematician and astronomer, who in
his own day was considered the greatest scientist in
England, although the somewhat later accomplish-
ments of John Newton have tended to obscure the sci-
entific reputation of Wren. In 1663, Wren began to
dabble in architecture when his uncle, the bishop of
Ely, asked him to design a new chapel for Pembroke
College, Cambridge. When he finished that project two
years later, Wren departed England for Paris, where he
stayed for nine months. Wren had timed his visit to
France to make contact with Gianlorenzo Bernini, who
was in Paris at the time working on designs for the
Louvre. He also made the acquaintance of Mansart, the
most successful French designer of the day, and he stud-
ied the classically influenced buildings of Paris. Wren
did not travel in continental Europe beyond Paris, and
the voluminous knowledge that he acquired of Italian
Renaissance and Baroque architecture came largely sec-
ondhand from engravings. His reading and short sojourn
in Paris, though, evidently equipped him for the pro-
fession that he adopted in the wake of London’s Great
Fire of 1666.

RESHAPING LONDON. On 2 September, a great
conflagration began in the medieval center of London.
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Before the fire was extinguished several days later more
than 430 acres and 13,000 houses had been devastated.
Sensing the opportunity for rebuilding the city on a
grander and safer footing, Christopher Wren set himself
to the task of fashioning a plan for London’s rebuilding.
The substantial reputation he had already earned from
his scientific endeavors meant that he had the ear of King
Charles II, who admired Wren’s plans, but who did not
have the money to finance them. Instead of pursuing
such a grandiose rebuilding of the city—a rebuilding
which might have required the king and government to
wage war on the venerable English concept of private
property—Charles appointed Wren to serve as Surveyor
General of the King’s Works. From this vantage point,
the budding architect left an indelible imprint on the
public buildings of London. Eighty-nine churches had
been destroyed in the city’s fire; Wren’s plan included
designs for reconstructing only 51 of these structures.
The first four of these buildings were hastily rebuilt fol-
lowing the blaze, but the remaining churches were more
carefully reconstructed with designs that Wren and his
assistant Robert Hooke crafted. Wren did not lavish the
same degree of attention on every church in Central
London. Some, like St. Mary Le Bow and St. Clement
Danes, are clearly superior designs, but the indelible
imprint of his style remains fixed in the characteristic
steeples that he crafted for the group as a whole. Before
the advent of the modern skyscraper, Wren’s forest of
London church steeples was one of the most distin-
guishable features of the cityscape. Besides the wealth of
imaginative decorative detailing that the architect in-
cluded on his church exteriors, his plans for these
churches were handsome and highly practical. As the
son of a clergyman and a family that long had ties to
the Anglican Church, Wren well understood the neces-
sities of space for providing a suitable environment for
Protestant worship. In a position paper he shared with
the government concerning his plans for rebuilding,
Wren made it clear that a church must always be laid
out with suitable sight lines and acoustical features that
allowed worshippers to see and hear the service. Galleries
and balconies skillfully placed above the side aisles of
the main floor amplified the seating capacities of his con-
structions. Characteristically, his structures were usually
outfitted with clear glass windows, making a bright light
shining upon white or off-white walls one of their defin-
ing attributes. Many of the church sites in Central Lon-
don had been small and irregularly shaped, hemmed in
by other plots of private property. In these confined
spaces Wren often used the pre-existing medieval foun-
dations of the church to create classically inspired spaces.
His amazing inventiveness solved many thorny architec-

tural problems, yet the demands of providing a suitable
space for worship were a constant feature his designs tried
to address.

ST. PAUL’S CATHEDRAL. Wren’s undeniable mas-
terpiece was his plan for the reconstruction of St. Paul’s
Cathedral, a project that proceeded slowly and engen-
dered some controversy. Initially, the plan had called
only for repairing the medieval Gothic church that had
stood at this site, but as the project went forward it soon
became evident that a completely new structure was
needed. Disagreements with the cathedral’s canons about
the church’s precise shape further delayed the rebuild-
ing, as did a shortage of funds. By the time the project
went forward, Wren had been forced to make a number
of concessions. He had longed to rebuild St. Paul’s as a
central-style church in the manner of Bramante’s and
Michelangelo’s High Renaissance designs. But just as
the papacy and its officials at Rome had altered these
plans to the shape of a Latin cross, the diocese of Lon-
don resisted such design innovations. Wren conceded
and rebuilt the structure with the shape it had in the
Middle Ages. While traditional in this respect, Wren
brilliantly demonstrated his knowledge of both Renais-
sance and Baroque architecture on the church’s exterior.
For his massive dome, he found inspiration in Bramante’s
1502 Tempietto at Rome. The entrance façade of the
church quoted from the recently completed East Wing
of the Palace of the Louvre in Paris, while the towers
that flanked the central portico came from Borromini’s
plans for the Church of Sant’ Agnese in Rome. Inside,
the church may not be as successful a creation as St.
Peter’s in Rome, but its underlying design elements fit
with Wren’s philosophy of providing a space suitable to
the spare and relatively austere demands of Protestant
services. Although the London skyscrapers that now sur-
round it dwarf St. Paul’s, it remains perhaps the most
noble and appealing building ever to have been con-
structed in the city. The cathedral, together with Wren’s
other handsome London churches, established a taste for
classical architecture in England that long outlived the
great seventeenth-century scientist and architect.
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D O C U M E N T A R Y
S O U R C E S

in Architecture and Design

Germain Boffrand, Livre d’architecture (1745)—A work of
architectural theory written after its author had become
a key figure in the Royal Academy of France. While
Boffrand had been one of the foremost designers of
Rococo interiors, he eventually rejected the style and
instead argued that nobility of form, common sense,
and simplicity of design should be the key determinants
in designing space. His defense of these concepts thus
exercised a formative influence on the Neoclassical re-
vival in France.

Colen Campbell, Vitruvius Brittanicus (1715)—A multi-
volume collection of engraved illustrations of classically
influenced architecture built in England since the six-
teenth century. Campbell was the editor of this hugely
successful publishing venture, and his influential intro-
duction to the first volume attacked the overly ornate
Baroque style and instead advocated greater simplicity
in building based upon the early seventeenth-century
Palladianism of Inigo Jones.

Paul de Fréart, Diary of the Cavaliere Bernini’s Visit to France
(1665)—A diary account written by Paul de Fréart relat-
ing the details of the Roman Baroque architect’s five-
month visit to Paris during 1665. Louis XIV appointed
de Fréart as an aide to the artist while he lived in France.
The work provides a view onto the world of high stakes
architectural creation at the height of the Baroque.

Guarino Guarini, Archittetura civile (1737)—This collection
of the great Italian architect’s theoretical writings was
collected and published years after his death. It shows
the architect’s concern with elaborate decorative vaulting
techniques and sets out his theory that great buildings
must, above all, appeal to the senses.

William Halfpenny, The Country Gentlemen’s Pocket Compan-
ion (1752)—One of 22 practical architectural manuals
written by this author in the mid-eighteenth century. It
included plans for building houses and garden structures
and showed its readers how to make architecture an ex-
pression of gentlemanly “good taste.” Halfpenny also
treated the subject of siting buildings in the landscape

so that they took advantage of vistas and other natural
features. His other works treated subjects as diverse as
the building of structures in the Gothic style as well as
the proper way to construct a Chinese pagoda. Taken
as a group, Halfpenny’s widely distributed “how-to”
books inspired the fashion for “picturesque” gardens
and structures that became a prevailing fashion in the
English architecture of the later eighteenth century. His
works were also particularly important in the American
colonies where their practical, no-nonsense instructions
fed the fashion for neoclassicism.

Louis XIV, The Way to Present the Gardens of Versailles
(1689–1705)—A manuscript written by the great French
king himself in six different editions over a period of
sixteen years. Louis constantly revised the work to
take account of his ongoing building in Versailles’
park, although his guide continually advised how best
to approach the various monuments, fountains, and
sculptures that lay in the great gardens of the palace
complex. Thus, Louis’ guide provides an unparalleled
introduction to the Sun King’s own aims in laying out
his grand gardens.

Andrea Palladio, Four Books on Architecture (1570)—This
definitive statement of the Renaissance architect’s 
theories and style continued to be avidly read through-
out the Baroque period. It was also translated into
other European languages and laid the foundation for
the Neoclassical revival of the eighteenth century.

Claude Perrault, Ordonnance for the Five Kinds of Columns
after the Ancients (1688)—This guide to the five archi-
tectural orders of Antiquity was particularly important
in establishing the canons of French classicism in the
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The
author, a physician, was a major figure in the establish-
ment of the Royal Academy in France, and has long
been credited as the driving force behind the creation
of the classical façade for the East Wing of the Louvre.

Duc de Saint-Simon, Memoires (1691–1755)—These volumi-
nous journals and reminiscences of daily life in Versailles
and among the French nobility provided an unparalleled
account of court life and a window on the greatest palace
of the age. The duke also freely offered his opinions con-
cerning the lavish display and bad taste he sensed was
rampant in Louis XIV’s court.
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I M P O R T A N T  E V E N T S
in Dance

1600 Fabritio Caroso’s The Nobility of Ladies is
printed at Venice. The work treats the
rules dancers must master for success on
the ballroom floor and includes a num-
ber of choreographies for popular dances
of the day. It will be re-issued in a second
edition in 1605.

The marriage of King Henri IV to Marie
de Medici is celebrated at Florence. As
part of the festivities an opera is per-
formed with a series of interludes or in-
termedi mounted between the acts. These
intermedi require more than 100 per-
formers and 1,000 men to control the
elaborate stage machinery. Dance figures
prominently throughout the production.

1602 Cesare Negri publishes the second of his
dance manuals at Venice entitled The
Grace of Love. Negri’s work will be re-
published two years later in a new edition
and, with Caroso’s The Nobility of Ladies,
will dominate ballroom dancing styles in
courtly societies in Italy and elsewhere in
Europe for the first third of the seven-
teenth century.

1605 Ben Jonson’s The Masque of Blackness is
performed in London at court. The work
is the first to be produced through Jon-
son’s partnership with the architect Inigo
Jones. Over the next 25 years the two will
produce almost thirty such productions,
making use of imaginative scenery, dance,
music, and poetry grouped loosely around
a theme.

1610 King Henri IV is assassinated in Paris and
his nine-year-old son, Louis XIII, assumes

the throne under the regency of his
mother, Marie de Medici. During Louis’
long reign he will expand the crown’s pa-
tronage of the ballet de cour, a form of
spectacle performed at court that mixed
dance, music, and poetry around a loose
theme. The ballets are staged and per-
formed by members of the court and the
king and queen. Royal patronage of the
late-Renaissance form will continue dur-
ing the first half of Louis’ son and suc-
cessor’s reign.

1617 Ben Jonson introduces the continental
custom of performing an antimasque as an
interlude in his court masques. In con-
trast to the elevated themes that were
common to the English masques, the
anti-masques were notable for their bur-
lesque humor and their improvised
dances which were performed by profes-
sional troupes of comedians and dancers,
usually before the masque’s conclusion.

1623 François de Lauze’s Apology for Dance is
printed in France, heralding the develop-
ment of a new style. The work includes
instructions for new steps as well as move-
ments of the upper body. It also is the
first dance manual to include a descrip-
tion of the plié and elevé, two stretching
exercises used to this day that also became
important elements of Baroque dance.

1634 King Charles I of England demands that
the Inns of Court produce the masque en-
titled “The Triumph of Peace” at a cost
of £21,000. Hundreds of musicians and
dancers participate.

c. 1635 The courante and sarabande reign as two
of the most popular courtly dances of the
mid-seventeenth century.

1640 In Spain, Juan de Esquivel Navarro’s
Sober Discourse on the Art of Dancing is
published. Like de Lauze’s earlier treatise,
it outlines a greater range of movements
that will become popular in the social 
and professional dancing of the Baroque 
period.
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1650 Pierre Beauchamp, an accomplished
dancer, is appointed to supervise dances
and the ballets de cour performed in the
royal court of France. Beauchamp is cred-
ited with creating the five classic positions
used in ballet, although he may have only
codified existing practices of his day.

1651 John Playford publishes The English Danc-
ing Master in England. The work will be-
come important in spreading knowledge
of English country dances throughout
Europe, particularly in France, where
country dancing known as contredanses
will become the fashion by the end of the
century.

1653 Louis XIV appoints Jean-Baptiste Lully as
his court composer. One of Lully’s chief
duties will be to compose music for the
many ballets de cour performed in the
French court.

1660 Charles II is restored as king of England;
French dancers begin to make their way
to England to perform professionally for
the court.

1661 The Royal Academy of Dance is founded
in France. Like other French academies,
this institution will establish standards
that will aid in the professionalization of
dance as an art form.

1668 The Royal Academy of Music, later to 
become known merely as the Opera, is
founded in France. This institution will
have widespread influence on the devel-
opment of French music, opera, and 
ballet.

1670 King Louis XIV gives up dancing in court
spectacles and productions. During the
coming decades his refusal to participate
in the French ballets de cour inadvertently
aids the rise of professionally performed
ballets at court.

Molière’s play The Bourgeois Gentleman is
first performed for the king at Versailles.
Like many of the dramatist’s plays writ-
ten around this time, the plot makes fre-
quent use of dance.

1672 The first professional ballet dance troupe,
led by Pierre Beauchamp, is founded at
Paris. The troupe will perform at the Opera
in the city and for the king at Versailles.

1681 The first women dancers join the ballet
troupe of the Opera in Paris and dance in
Lully’s production of the Triumph of Love.

1687 The death of the influential court com-
poser Jean-Baptiste Lully allows dancers
and choreographers greater independence
from opera in the French theater. In place
of dance’s former use as a mere divertise-
ment or diversion inserted between the
acts of opera, new opera ballets, or merely
“ballets” for short, quickly begin to be
performed. The plots of these ballets are
still revealed via singing, but the trend is
to an ever greater dominance of dance in
the production.

1688 The Marriage of the Great Cathos is per-
formed at Versailles. André Philidor
wrote the music and Jean Favier choreo-
graphed the work’s dance. Although
within the traditional genre of ballets 
de cour, the work displayed a heightened
intermingling of dance, plot, and music.

1697 André Lorin’s Book of Country Dances Pre-
sented to the King appears in France.
Lorin’s work is the first to include
schematic diagrams of how the different
figures should be created on the ballroom
floor.

1700 Raoul-Auger Feuillet publishes his Chore-
ography. The work is the first to make use
of a system of notation for laying down
the various steps used in a dance. Because
of its clear method of presenting the var-
ious dances it outlines, it is enthusiasti-
cally received throughout Europe and
translated into English, Spanish, and Ital-
ian, thus helping to spread knowledge of
French practices throughout eighteenth-
century Europe.

1704 The Opera’s ballet troupe in Paris num-
bers 21 members, including ten women
and eleven men.
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1706 John Weaver translates Feuillet’s Chore-
ography from French into English, pub-
lishing it in the same year as
Orchesography. In its English edition it
will become one of the most widely dis-
tributed books on dance of the eighteenth
century. Weaver’s translation will subse-
quently be re-translated into German in
1717.

c. 1710 In England, the dance choreographies of
Mister Isaac are popular among members
of the court. These dances are printed in
short, easy-to-understand versions that
make use of the new practices of dance
notation.

1713 A school for training adult dancers is
founded at the Opera in Paris.

1717 John Weaver’s choreographed panto-
mime The Loves of Mars and Venus is first
performed in London. During the com-
ing decades Weaver will experiment with
ballet d’action, ballets without words in
which the story is entirely told through
dance and mimed gestures.

1720 The young King Louis XV dances in a
ballet de cour staged at court. This will be
the last time that the king and amateur
members of the court perform in one of
these spectacles. By this time, theatrical
dances at court have become increasingly
the preserve of professionals.

1725 Pierre Rameau’s The Dancing Master is
published in France. The work describes
a number of steps and is one of the great-
est sources of information on eighteenth-
century dance. In a second book published
around the same time Rameau tries to im-
prove upon the system of dance notation
first pioneered by Feuillet around 1700.

1728 John Essex translates Pierre Rameau’s The
Dancing Master into English.

1734 The French ballerina and choreographer
Marie Sallé performs a radically new ver-
sion of the ancient legend of Pygmalion
at London. Sallé chooses to dance with-

out the traditionally confining corset used
by women and without the masks that
dancers commonly donned at the time.

c. 1735 The minuet reigns as the most popular
courtly dance of the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury. It is a couple’s dance performed to
music written in triple time. In various al-
tered forms the dance will survive into the
twentieth century.

1748 The important dance theorist Pierre
Rameau dies in France.

c. 1750 In France, the Royal Opera’s dance
troupe now numbers eighteen men and
twenty-four women professionals.

The operas of the composer Jean-Philippe
Rameau grant a heightened importance to
ballet, and the dances inserted into these
works often rival the sung drama for dra-
matic effect.

1753 The dance master Jean-Georges Noverre
arrives in Paris and displeases audiences
there with his unconventional produc-
tions of pantomime ballets. He moves on
to Stuttgart in Germany, where he devel-
ops new ballets d’action in a more con-
ducive atmosphere.

1754 Louis de Cohusac publishes his Ancient
and Modern Dance in France. The work
advocates greater dramatic expressiveness,
and its impact is to be felt in many new
works of dance drama that appear in the
coming years.

1758 Gasparo Angiolini is appointed to direct
the ballet at Vienna. During his tenure
he will produce many ballets d’action
(dance dramas that reenact a story line)
in imitation of the dances of the ancient
Greeks.

c. 1760 In court circles in France a new fondness
for country dances performed in squares
develops. The fashion will eventually su-
persede the popularity of the elaborate and
complex couple’s dances that had been
popular in the first half of the century.
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1763 The Opera burns in Paris and will not be
reopened for seven years. The company
performs in the meantime in the Tuileries
Palace nearby.

Jean-Georges Noverre experiences a great
success at Stuttgart with the production
of Medée et Jason. The work will be widely
performed throughout Europe.

1767 Jean-Georges Noverre assumes the posi-
tion of court ballet master at Vienna. His
duties include the supervision of dance in
Vienna’s two court theaters. There he
stages a number of successful works of
ballet d’action.

1770 The Paris Opera re-opens with a perfor-
mance of Rameau’s 1749 work, Zoroastre.
In the coming years newer forms of bal-
lets d’action will gain greater popularity in
this important theater, an institution that
by this time had become one of the most
staid in Europe. A number of other the-
aters flourish in Paris at the same time
that make vivid use of the new narrative
dance styles.

1776 Jean-Georges Noverre receives the posi-
tion of dance master at the Paris Opera.
His experimental ballets d’action will fail
to please Parisians, forcing his resignation
a few years later.

1779 In Paris a ballet school is founded at the
Opera for the training of children in
dance techniques.

1781 Fire breaks out in the Paris Opera at the
Palais Royale during a ballet production.
Disaster is narrowly averted. In the same
year the Opera moves to new quarters in
a specially built theater. Far from the cen-
ter of town, the poor roads leading to it
will mean that audiences dwindle during
periods of poor weather.

1789 Revolutionary crowds force the closure of
the Opera on 12 July, two days before the
storming of the Bastille.

1790 Louis XVI’s financial difficulties cause
him to abandon his patronage of the
Opera in Paris. Administration of the in-
stitution is handed over to the city of
Paris.

1792 Ballet productions at the Paris Opera re-
flect the new revolutionary sentiments of
the Parisian populace. Many aristocratic
patrons of dance have by now fled the
country or will soon be executed.

1793 Financial necessity and the Revolution in
France force Jean-Georges Noverre to
spend two seasons working as a choreog-
rapher in London. His productions are
warmly received.

A number of dancers and choreographers
in France fall under suspicion in the new
Revolutionary order. Their ties to the aris-
tocrats of the Old Regime often mark
them as counter-revolutionaries.
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O V E R V I E W
of Dance

INHERITANCE. By the beginning of the Baroque era
considerable development had already occurred in the
art of dance throughout Europe, and dance was both a
form of social entertainment and an art that was widely
used to accompany theatrical productions. The staging
of balls was a common diversion at European courts and
among the wealthy societies of the Continent’s cities. At
the same time dance played a vital role in the many spec-
tacles that were staged at Renaissance courts. During the
sixteenth century these festivities had grown ever more
complex, and kings and princes had come to hire an in-
creasing number of professionals to dance and perform
acrobatics in them. In larger courts dance masters were
frequently hired to stage these spectacles, and the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries had produced a number
of new manuals of dance theory. While much of the 
information contained in these treatises was practical 
in nature, Renaissance dance theorists also searched
through the corpus of antique writers in search of ideas
to support their art’s rising status. From Aristotle, they
acquired the notion that graceful deportment and the
measured, careful performance of steps were a represen-
tation of the Golden Mean; moderation in one’s outward
appearance, in other words, played a vital role in demon-
strating one’s virtue and one’s mastery of the body. The
rise of Platonism as a philosophy during the later Re-
naissance also left its mark on dance during the sixteenth
century. Since Plato’s philosophy taught that a higher
realm of ideals governed the human mind as well as life
on earth, dance was re-interpreted at this time as an ex-
pression of the movements of planets and of the celestial
harmony that prevailed in the Heavens. A key compo-
nent of Renaissance Platonism’s ideas toward dance cel-
ebrated the art as a “school for love,” seeing in the ideal
motions of couples on the dance floor an experience that
might teach men and women the arts of refined and com-
patible living.

TOWARD THE BAROQUE. No immediate changes
in dance theory or in dances themselves are evident in

the period around 1600 as styles in art and architecture
in Europe began to change from those of the late Re-
naissance to the early Baroque. Dance continued to play
the role that it had for the previous two centuries in
courtly entertainment and spectacles, although the rise
of the opera in the last decades of the sixteenth century
was to be a decisive development for the subsequent
transformation in dance that occurred during the sev-
enteenth century. The Opera, a form of art that mixed
sung recitatives with arias, had originally begun to
emerge out of the discussions of the Florentine Camer-
ata in the 1570s. The members of this group desired to
revive the performance practices and theatrical genres
that had existed in ancient Greece. From their studies of
the ancient dramatists, they discovered that ancient
tragedies and other dramatic forms had been delivered
in a declamatory style of chant, and the new art of recita-
tive, in which singers proclaimed their texts on rising
and falling notes, was an attempt to recapture this lost
art. Musical theorists of the time, too, came to realize
that ancient tragedy had mixed dance, song, and other
forms of music, and so in the developing operas of early
Baroque Italy, dance eventually played a vital role. An-
other venue for theatrical dance in both Renaissance and
Baroque Italy was the intermedio, an interlude that oc-
curred between the various acts in a comedy or tragedy.
The performance of songs and elaborate dances was a
common feature of these intermedi. By the late sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries, scores of performers
were necessary to stage the most sophisticated of these
diversionary entertainments in Italian court productions.
In France, England, and elsewhere in Europe similar
types of dance entertainments had appeared in the six-
teenth century, and many of these were, as in Italy, also
touched by the new scholarship of the Renaissance and
the early Baroque. In late sixteenth-century France, for
example, the ballets de cour, an elaborate type of royal
entertainment, appeared that mixed song, dance, poetry,
and pantomime together, while in England the masques,
a form of court pageant introduced by the Tudor
monarch Henry VIII, underwent a dramatic expansion
and elaboration under the new Stuart kings. Both the
masques and the ballets de cour treated loose themes or
myths that served to link the various dances, songs, and
tableaux together, but they were not usually integrated
dramas that presented a single plot or story line. Rather
loose ties and motifs served to bring together the hours
of dancing and songs that these productions presented.
Masques and ballets de cour, too, were ephemeral pro-
ductions, that is, they were performed once to satisfy a
desire for spectacle and entertainment. Once staged, they
were not revived, although music and dances from one

74 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800)

69742_AHTE_EE2_069-106.qxd  9/21/2004  2:28 PM  Page 74



production were sometimes adapted to later productions.
The performers in these theatricals, too, were largely drawn
from the members of the court, although professional
dancers and acrobats sometimes were hired to augment
their participation. In France, the Bourbon kings Henry
IV, Louis XIII, and Louis XIV danced in these spectacles,
usually performing in the concluding ballet that drew the
evening’s entertainment to a close. While the Puritans were
largely to outlaw masques in England during the period of
the Commonwealth (1640–1660), the ballets de cour sur-
vived in France, and had become by the late seventeenth
century a popular art form in royal circles.

IDEALS OF GRACE. Baroque forms of intermedi,
masques, and ballets de cour made use of the popular so-
cial dances of the day, including forms like the sarabande,
courante, passepied, and in their later forms the popular
minuet. While new dances were created for these pro-
ductions that were performed by solo dancers as well as
couples, the dance masters who created these special
dances did so using a repertory of steps that was well
known to the amateur performers who participated in
them. In France and England, masques and ballets de
cour had originally been staged in large halls rather than
on a proscenium stage. Thus the emphasis of those who
choreographed was on creating elaborate figural compo-
sitions. Dancers frequently moved through a series of
steps that inscribed certain signs and symbols on the
dance floor. In France, bleachers placed around the room
allowed those who watched the performance to read
these signs and to relate them to the evening’s overar-
ching themes. The dances of the Baroque were also per-
formed in clothing that greatly restricted and reduced
the possibilities of free movement. The emphasis of
choreographers and dancers was thus on refined foot-
work, while the upper body was kept largely stationary
and highly controlled. This idea of deportment was con-
sidered a fundamental social grace, and courtiers who
were not able to master the refined movements of the
dance floor faced ostracism and mockery.

THE AGE OF LOUIS XIV. During the later seven-
teenth century France emerged as the dominant abso-
lutist monarchy in Europe, and trends at its court of
Versailles were widely copied and imitated throughout
Europe. In these years the country proved to be the ma-
jor source of inspiration for new dance forms, as well.
An example of the country’s fertility in the arena of dance
can be seen in the rise of the contredanse throughout Eu-
rope. Originally, these “country dances” had been per-
formed in England. By the mid-seventeenth century the
French aristocracy’s appetite for new kinds of dance
brought them into French ballrooms where French tastes

refined the simple square dance into an elegant expres-
sion of cultivated living. Reinterpreted through the lens
of French culture, then, the contredanse spread through-
out Europe, becoming by 1700 one of the most popu-
lar forms of dance throughout the Continent. Another
example of France’s influence on European patterns of
dancing can be seen in the foundation of the Royal Acad-
emy of Dance and the Royal Academy of Music, both of
which were founded in the second half of the seventeenth
century. The absolutist ambitions of Louis XIV affected
many areas of life and arts in seventeenth-century France.
Louis and his ministers, for instance, divided up all the
arts—visual, plastic, dramatic, and literary—into new
academies that were charged with setting standards in
their various disciplines and with training those who
were gifted in a particular art form. The Royal Academy
of Dance was founded in 1661, and its thirteen profes-
sional dance masters trained dancers and produced bal-
lets for the entertainment of the court. Its role came
increasingly to be subsumed into the Royal Academy of
Music, an institution founded in 1672 and placed un-
der the direction of the court composer Jean-Baptiste
Lully (1632–1687). The Royal Academy of Music soon
became known merely as the Opera, the chief institu-
tion in France for staging this art form. By this time
Lully had already collaborated with many dramatists to
produce music for comedy-ballets and other light pro-
ductions that mixed song, dance, and drama. During
the later years of his life, though, Lully satisfied the grow-
ing tastes of the king and his circle for more serious and
elevated entertainments. In a series of thirteen tragedies
he produced before his death, Lully forged a union be-
tween music, dance, and song that was hailed by con-
temporaries as a brilliant expression of French culture.
These productions made frequent use of complex bal-
lets, and to stage them the Opera formed a professional
troupe of dancers. While membership was originally
open only to men, women soon joined the troupe’s
ranks. In the decades after Lully’s death, his operas as
well as new productions in his mold continued to be
staged by the company. The rising popularity of ballet
in these productions meant that more and more time
had to be devoted to dance in the operas of the early
eighteenth century. In many cases the ballets that punc-
tuated the evening were joined only by the loosest ties
to the main operatic dramas’ plots, but in the hands of
figures like Jean-Philippe Rameau (1683–1764) the
union of dance and song achieved a great degree of artis-
tic finesse and unity.

PROFESSIONALISM SPREADS. The successful devel-
opment of a courtly operatic theater and ballet in Paris
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soon was imitated elsewhere in Europe. During the eigh-
teenth century Vienna, Stockholm, Dresden, Warsaw,
St. Petersburg, and Berlin were just a few of the many
European cities in which similar institutions emerged.
The foundation of a city opera company at Hamburg in
1679 was another important development. This opera
company was paid for and administered by the town’s
government, rather than by a royal court. While Ham-
burg became a force in North Germany for the devel-
opment of opera and dance, other towns did not
immediately follow suit and imitate Hamburg’s exam-
ple. Opera and ballet remained in much of northern Eu-
rope a phenomenon largely nourished and paid for by
monarchs and aristocrats. In the course of their devel-
opment the new operas formed professional ballet
troupes, which were invigorated with the French exam-
ples of Lully, but also by trends in Italy. There, a dif-
ferent pattern of adaptation had arisen between the tastes
for opera and ballet. During the eighteenth century
dance masters from Italy and France toured Europe and
accepted posts in the new institutions. The rising affec-
tion for professional dance can be seen in the steadily
increasing numbers of performers that were hired in
many opera houses. To stage the diversionary ballets that
were increasingly used in operatic productions, many
opera houses founded schools which, like the Paris
Opera’s academy, existed to ensure a steady stream of
talent. Great dancers achieved celebrity throughout Eu-
rope, and the cultivated urban audiences closely followed
their careers. In France, the prima ballerinas Madame de
Camargo and Marie Sallé became fashion trendsetters,
responsible for new styles in hair, shoes, and hats.

DEVELOPMENT OF BALLETS D’ACTION. Dancing
also acquired an increasing theoretical sophistication.
Figures like Camargo and Sallé mingled with the most
prominent thinkers of the Enlightenment, and new
dance authors like Jean-Georges Noverre and Gasparo
Angiolini considered the deeper meanings of dance and
the aesthetics that should govern its performance.
Noverre and Angiolini responded to the criticisms that
French Enlightenment thinkers made of the contempo-
rary art. In the mid-eighteenth century, for instance, the
French philosophes frequently observed that contempo-
rary dance was badly in need of reform. Figures like
Voltaire and Diderot observed that the art had degraded
into nothing more than a form of gymnastic athleticism.
To remedy this situation, dance masters like Noverre and
Angiolini insisted that dance had great dramatic force
and that it should be merged with pantomime to pro-
duce new narrative ballets, works that soon became
known as ballets d’action. By the 1750s and 1760s the

centers for much of this innovation in dance had moved
from France eastward into Germany and Austria, where
the opera ballets at Stuttgart and Vienna were produc-
ing some of the most daring forms of the new pantomime
ballets. Although these departures were originally resisted
at the Paris Opera, even that venerable company began
to produce works in the new genre by the 1770s. In this
way ballet acquired a new force and independence by
virtue of its abilities to narrate stories and to lend these
stories even greater emotional depth than might have
been possible with words.

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION. The political up-
heavals and transformations that began in France in 1789
had far-reaching effects on the practice of both opera and
ballet. Throughout Europe, opera had long been an art
form that had flourished in close connection to the
hereditary aristocracy and royal governments. In the fis-
cal crisis that had preceded the rise of the Revolution in
France, King Louis XVI was forced at first to scale back
his support for the Paris Opera and its ballet, and then,
eventually to curtail his expenditures on the company al-
together. The ballet was transferred to the control of the
city of Paris, but the popularity of the company’s pro-
ductions continued to ensure its survival. In the course
of the French Revolution, too, political leaders sensed in
the ballet a force of support and promotion for their re-
publican pretensions. As the new government solidified
its hold over Paris and the country, many new festivals
were proclaimed and celebrated with the commissioning
of ballets and elaborate celebratory dances. Performed to
the strains of revolutionary hymns, these productions en-
sured professional dancers of a new audience, as opera
and ballet were cut off from their patronage links to the
now increasingly proscribed nobility. The relatively new
form of ballet d’action also provided a ready medium with
which to praise the democratic principles of the politi-
cal movement. In this way ballet was assured of a 
continued audience, despite the enormous political up-
heavals that occurred in France and throughout Europe
at the end of the eighteenth century.

T O P I C S
in Dance

SOCIAL DANCE IN THE BAROQUE

RENAISSANCE INHERITANCE. No immediate change
in styles of dance or in attitudes to the art are percepti-
ble between the late Renaissance and the early Baroque
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periods. The seventeenth century inherited from the Re-
naissance a widespread perception of dance as a necessary
social grace, a sign of distinction that accomplished men
and women needed to master to participate in society.
During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries Europe’s first
works of dance theory had appeared. While these treatises
outlined the necessary steps and skills that a good dancer
had to master, they also reached back to Antiquity in
search of theories that might support dance’s general pop-
ularity in courtly society. In Aristotle, Europe’s dance the-
orists had located part of the rationality for dance’s
aesthetic appeal, arguing that the art displayed the mind’s
ability to subject the body to its disciplines. The popu-
larity of Platonic thought during the later Renaissance also
left its marks on artistic theory, as dance came to be treated
in many literary works, conduct manuals, and aesthetic
treatises as an expression of the concept of Platonic ideals.
The philosophy of Plato taught that a higher, heavenly

realm of universal concepts or ideals governed life on
earth, and thus dance represented in the works of its most
vigorous advocates, an expression of the harmony that
prevailed in a higher realm. In his poem, “Orchestra,”
first published in 1594, the English author Sir John
Davies celebrated dance for its ability to express the well-
ordered relationships that prevailed in the heavens, and
Davies saw in the highly choreographed revolutions of the
planets the origins of human dance. His extravagant praise
of dance as “love’s proper exercise” found many echoes
in the world of the late Renaissance and the Baroque.
Dance was a motif found in the plays of Shakespeare and
other writers and was often used to express the ideals of
sociability, civility, and love. Similarly, dance figured
prominently in the many conduct manuals of the age.
These recommended the art as a necessary accompani-
ment to courtship, seeing in the ideal movements of the
dance floor skills that might teach the art of love.
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IMPORTANT SOCIAL SKILL. For nobles and the
wealthy in Europe’s cities, dancing was thus an essential
social skill and the mastery of the most popular social
dances of the day was necessary for participation in elite
society. In his voluminous memoirs of life in the court
of Versailles, for example, the Duc de Saint Simon re-
lated the story of a provincial noble who was so unfa-
miliar with the dances of court that he was jeered off the
dance floor. Dance was so important in noble circles that
the great aristocratic households of Europe frequently
employed dance masters to teach the young members of
the household these skills. These masters also coached
adults in new dances, even as they choreographed dances
for special occasions. Dance masters often fulfilled a va-
riety of other roles in royal and noble households, too.
They planned spectacles, designed stage sets and interi-
ors, and they sometimes taught horseback riding, gym-
nastics, and deportment. Europe’s most successful dance
masters wrote texts on their art, and the second half of
the sixteenth century saw a number of these appear that
continued to dominate dancing styles during the decades
of the early Baroque. In the mid-seventeenth century

new patterns of dancing helped to produce another spate
of new dance manuals published in Italy, France, Spain,
and England. In this way knowledge of new steps and
dances popular in one part of Europe was able to spread
rather quickly throughout the continent. Travelers, too,
carried knowledge of the latest dance fashions, so that
despite regional variations, the patterns of social danc-
ing practiced in Europe’s courts and “high societies” was
relatively homogenous by the seventeenth century. In the
continent’s cities, dance schools were another avenue
that disseminated knowledge of the art, and these trained
the sons and daughters of successful merchants, men of
commerce, and bankers in the latest steps. In Catholic
Europe, the Jesuit schools also provided instruction in
dancing to their male students, since dance was thought
to be an essential skill for courtship. In England and
other places in which the rigorous Christian doctrines of
Calvinism held sway, moralists and preachers attacked
dancing, and in some places dancing was officially 
prohibited. Yet even during the years of the Puritan
Commonwealth in England (1649–1660), dancing in-
struction continued in the country’s elite public schools.
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EMBARRASSED BEFORE THE KING

INTRODUCTION: Louis de Rouvroy, the Duke of Saint Simon
(1675–1755), wrote one of the most voluminous memoirs
of life at the court of Versailles, totaling sixteen large
volumes in its modern edition. In the following excerpt
he describes the embarrassment that occurred when a
young nobleman was not up to the challenge of danc-
ing at a court ball.

On Shrove Tuesday, there was a grand toilette of 
the Duchesse de Chartres, to which the King and all the
Court came; and in the evening a grand ball, similar to
that which had just taken place, except that the new
Duchesse de Chartres was led out by the Duc de Bour-
gogne. Everyone wore the same dress, and had the same
partner as before.

I cannot pass over in silence a very ridiculous adven-
ture which occurred at both of these balls. A son of
Montbron, no more made to dance at Court than his fa-
ther was to be chevalier of the order (to which, however,
he was promoted in 1688), was among the company. He
had been asked if he danced well; and he had replied
with a confidence which made every one hope that the
contrary was the case. Every one was satisfied. From the
very first bow, he became confused, and he lost step at

once. He tried to divert attention from his mistake by af-
fected attitudes, and carrying his arms high; but this
made him only more ridiculous, and excited bursts of
laughter, which, in despite of the respect due to the per-
son of the King (who likewise had great difficulty to hin-
der himself from laughing), degenerated at length into
regular hooting. On the morrow, instead of flying the
Court or holding his tongue, he excused himself by saying
that the presence of the King had disconcerted him; and
promised marvels for the ball which was to follow. He
was one of my friends, and I felt for him, I should even
have warned him against a second attempt, if the very in-
different success I had met with had not made me fear
that my advice would be taken in ill part. As soon as he
began to dance at the second ball, those who were near
stood up, those who were far off climbed wherever they
could get a sight; and the shouts of laughter were min-
gled with clapping of hands. Every one, even the King
himself, laughed heartily, and most of us quite loud, so
that I do not think any one was ever treated so before.
Montbron disappeared immediately afterwards, and did
not show himself again for a long time. It was a pity he
exposed himself to this defeat, for he was an honourable
and brave man.

SOURCE: Louis de Rouvroy, The Memoirs of the Duke of Saint
Simon on the Reign of Louis XIV and the Regency. Vol 1. Trans.
Bayle St. John (Philadelphia: Gebbie and Co., 1890): 19–20.
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PATTERNS OF SOCIAL DANCING. While many
dances were common throughout Europe, there was still
great variety in the kinds of dances that were performed.
Dances, in other words, existed to express all kinds of
emotional states and for all tastes and occasions. A ball
opened with a number of dignified processional dances,
including pavans and branles. A series of couples dances
usually followed in which only one couple at a time
danced. Rank governed the progression of these dances,
with the highest-ranking members present dancing be-
fore those of lesser status. For most of the seventeenth
century the most popular of these couples dances was
the courante, but toward the end of the century, the
minuet began to supplant its popularity. Other dances
popular at the time included the bourrée, gavotte, and
passepied. In all these dances the emphasis was on
sprightly, yet contained and disciplined footwork and
on the repetition of rigorously defined steps with sub-
tle modulations. Generally, seventeenth-century dances
kept the upper body rigid and erect and the arms and
hands remained contained, their movements stylized.
Besides the dignified character of dances like the min-
uet and courante, a number of more theatrical and dra-
matic dances were performed. These included the
sarabande, chaconne, and gigue (in English known as the
jig), dances that had an air of exoticism about them.
The sarabande, for instance, was believed to have been
a dance alternately of South American or Saracen Turk-
ish origins, and was originally wildly energetic. While
it grew more staid and dignified as it entered aristo-
cratic society, the rhythmic schemes of its music still
featured lively syncopated motifs that were frequently
repeated. In addition to these standard dances per-
formed in elite societies throughout most of Europe,
balls often featured special dances that were choreo-
graphed for the occasion. These specially created dances
were often intended to display the skill of a single cou-
ple and they were consequently highly complex, calling
for sophisticated amateurs to memorize a number of
steps and their progression in the days and weeks that
preceded a ball.

DANCE MUSIC. The dances of aristocratic society
in seventeenth-century Europe were largely international
in flavor, although subject to regional variations. Greater
variety characterized the music played to accompany
dances throughout Europe. In France, violins and vio-
lin variants were most often used at balls, the most fa-
mous French ensemble being the “24 Violins of the
King,” an ensemble of strings employed at court to en-
tertain at royal balls. In Italy, collections of dance mu-
sic published for the lute were particularly popular, while

in Spain the guitar often predominated. Dancing mas-
ters often doubled as violinists, lutists, and guitar play-
ers, and if a great deal of music has survived from the
period, it must also be remembered that much of the
dance music intended to accompany balls was heavily
improvised and has consequently not survived. Of that
which survives, numerous printed collections of dance
music exist for solo instruments, and vocal pieces, too,
sometimes accompanied dancing, although far less fre-
quently than instrumental music. Dance suites—that is,
instrumental music composed for small ensembles that
recreated the rhythms familiar to social dancers—became
enormously popular throughout the seventeenth cen-
tury, and survive from every European region. The mu-
sic recorded in this way, however, was intended primarily
to be heard and did not accompany balls.

RISE OF FRENCH STYLE. As in other areas of cul-
tural life, the example of French aristocratic and court
society came to dominate the dancing practices of much
of Europe during the course of the seventeenth century.
This taste for French dancing was particularly strong in
the second half of the century, as Versailles became a
model for courtly practices almost everywhere in Eu-
rope. One consequence of this dominance was the rise
and spread of “country dances,” forms of figure danc-
ing that were originally English in origin but which were
transformed by French taste into the contredanses that
became popular in Europe around 1700. In the 1650s,
the English dancing master John Playford began to pub-
lish a series of short books entitled The English Dancing
Master that informed their readers about how to per-
form “country dances.” In style, these dances were amaz-
ingly simple, their repertory consisting of no more than
a few steps. Their appeal rather consisted in the intri-
cate figures that four or more couples made on the dance
floor as they progressed through the country dance’s fig-
ures. As knowledge of these dances spread to France,
they had an enthusiastic reception in elite societies, but
were soon transformed by French taste for more intri-
cate and refined footwork. From the foothold that coun-
try dancing gained in France, however, the style soon
spread throughout Europe, producing regional varia-
tions of “country dancing” almost everywhere on the
continent. In one of the ironies of cultural history,
Marie-Antoinette, for instance, brought to the French
court of Versailles an Austrian version of “country danc-
ing” that flourished in her native Vienna in the second
half of the eighteenth century. This style, though, owed
its origins to the taste for country dancing that French
culture had helped to plant throughout Europe at the
end of the seventeenth century.

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800) 79

Dance

69742_AHTE_EE2_069-106.qxd  9/21/2004  2:28 PM  Page 79



FOLK DANCE. Although historians have long sup-
posed that many of the courtly dances performed in Eu-
ropean courts derived from folk dances, the popular
origins of ballroom forms cannot be established given
the surviving documents. It is, nevertheless, logical to
conclude that many dances popular in seventeenth-
century Europe had origins in the customs of village life
and of urban societies. The precise nature and extent to
which folk dancing served to invigorate the elite ball-
room, though, may always be a matter of conjecture.
Many of the best-documented dances of the seventeenth
century had, even then, legendary associations, associa-
tions that cannot be documented and that may mask
their true historical origins. The French dance known as

the passepied, for instance, was believed to derive from
the folk dances of Brittany; the bourrée, another dance
popular in cultivated ballrooms, was thought to come
from the peasant dances of the Auvergne, a region of
southern France. The origins of some dances are better
known. During the sixteenth century a dance known as
the sarabande became controversial in Spanish cities. No-
table for its overt sexuality, the sarabande had by the
early seventeenth century found its way into ballrooms
everywhere throughout Europe. Originally seen as wild
and licentious, its performance grew far more staid, and
it became one of the standards of masked balls in the
first half of the seventeenth century. While Protestant
and Catholic moralists sometimes turned a disapproving
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DANCING REVIVES AT COURT

INTRODUCTION: In 1683, King Louis XIV’s wife died, and in the
period of mourning after her death the king fell under
the spell of Madame de Montespan, originally a gov-
erness to members of the royal household. Over time,
her strict, uncompromising moral influence resulted in a
decline in dancing at court. While great balls continued
to occur on state occasions, the incessant round of dances
and masquerades that had been common at court in pre-
vious decades was curtailed. By the 1690s the young
duchess Charlotte Elizabeth, wife of Louis’s nephew, had
captivated the king, and he allowed a greater degree of
frivolity for her amusement. In one of her letters she hap-
pily described a recent masked ball that occurred at
Marly, a small royal retreat not far from Versailles.

I must tell you about the masked ball at Marly. On
Thursday the King and all the rest of us had supper at
nine o’clock, and afterwards we went to the ball, which
began at ten o’clock. At eleven o’clock the masks arrived.
We saw a lady as tall and broad as a tower enter the
ballroom. It was the Duc de Valentinois, son of Monsieur
de Monaco, who is very tall. This lady had a cloak which
fell right to her feet. When she reached the middle of the
room, she opened her mantle and out sprang figures
from Italian comedies. Harlequin, Scaramouche, Polichi-
nello, the Doctor, Brighella, and a peasant, who all began
to dance very well. Monsieur de Brionne was Harlequin,
the Comte d’Ayen, Scaramouche, my son, Polichinello,
the Duc de Bourgogne was the Doctor, La Vallière was
Brighella, and Prince Camille was the peasant …

The Dauphin arrived with another party, all very
quaintly dressed, and they changed their costumes three
or four times. This band consisted of the Princesse de
Conti, Mademoiselle de Lislebonne, Madame de Chatillon,

and the Duc de Villeroy. The Duc d’Anjou and the Duc de
Berri and their households composed the third group of
masks; the Duchesse de Bourgogne and her ladies the
fourth; and Madame de Chartres, Madame la Duchesse,
Mademoiselle d’Armagnac, the Duchesse de Villeroy,
Mademoiselle de Tourbes, who is a daughter of the
Marechal d’Estrées, and Mademoiselle de Melun, the 
fifth. The ball lasted until a quarter to two o’clock … On
Friday all the ladies were elegantly attired in dressing-
gowns. The Duchesse de Bourgogne wore a beautiful
fancy costume, being gaily dressed up in Spanish fashion
with a little cap … Madame de Mongon was dressed in
ancient fashion, Madame d’Ayen in a costume such as
goddesses wear in plays. The Comtesse d’Estrées was
dressed in ancient French style and Madame Dangeau in
ancient German style. At half-past seven or eight o’clock
masks came and danced the opening scene of an opera
with guitars. These were my son, the Comte d’Ayen,
Prince Camille, and La Vallière in ridiculous men’s clothes;
the Dauphin, Monsieur d’Antin, and Monsieur de Brionne
as ladies, with dressing gowns, head-dresses, shawls, and
towers of yellow hair much higher than are usually worn.
These three gentlemen are almost as tall as each other.
They wore quite small black and red masks with patches,
and they danced with high kicking steps. D’Antin exerted
himself so violently that he bumped in Monsieur de
Brionne, who fell on his behind at the Queen of Eng-
land’s feet. You can imagine what a shout of laughter
there was. Shortly afterwards, my favourite, the Duc de
Berri, went to disguise himself as “Baron de la Crasse”
and came back and performed a very comical dance 
by himself.

SOURCE: Gertrude S. Stevenson, ed. and trans., Letters of
Madame, in Dance and Music of Court and Theater. Selected
Writings of Wendy Hilton by Wendy Hilton (Stuyvesant, N.Y.:
Pendragon Press, 1996): 17–18.
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eye on dancing generally, they usually reserved their
greatest criticisms for folk dances practiced in the coun-
tryside. Moralists condemned the tight embraces of these
dances, as well as the occasions for dance themselves, as
events that led to immorality and fornication. During
the seventeenth century religious attempts to reform the
morality of village life persisted in many parts of Europe.
At this time Calvinist divines were usually among the
most vigorous in condemning the dances of rural soci-
eties as well as those of the urban poor and middling
classes. While Calvinists were widely recognized for their
uncompromising attitudes toward dance, Catholic and
Protestant divines could and did react vigorously to folk
dancing in particular times and places.
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DANCE IN COURT SPECTACLE

INTERMEDI AND THE BALLETS DE COUR. Besides
dance’s role as a cultivated social pastime, the art had
long played a role in the theatrical spectacles staged by
kings and princes as well. In Italy, elaborately choreo-
graphed dances formed the heart of the many intermedi,
or short interludes, that were staged between the acts of
dramas and operas. In France, dance played a central role
in royal fêtes and spectacles, and in the staging of bal-
lets de cours. This form of courtly entertainment had ap-
peared at the end of the sixteenth century, and it differed
from the royal fêtes still popular at the time by virtue of
its adoption of a more unified plot line. The ballet de
cour made use of a printed libretto that was circulated
among the audience, and its long performances included
songs, musical interludes, dances, and poetry that treated
a mythological theme or story. Its primary purpose was

to glorify the figure of the monarch, but at the same
time, the ballets de cour also made use of the knowledge
recently unearthed by Renaissance humanism concern-
ing ancient dance, music, and poetry. Like the Italian
opera with its accompanying intermedi, these French
productions mixed dance, music, and poetry in an at-
tempt to recreate the theater of the ancient world, but
most particularly of the Greeks. In both the Italian and
French forms popular at the time, however, spectacle
predominated, and productions made use of lavish cos-
tumes and sets as well as the most sophisticated stage
machinery available in the period. In 1600 at Florence,
for example, an opera was staged to mark the wedding
of King Henri IV of France to Marie de Medici. In be-
tween the staging of the musical drama, a series of im-
pressive intermedi or interludes diverted the attention of
the audience while scene and costume changes were be-
ing made in the central drama. More than 100 dancers
were required to produce these diversions, but a force of
1,000 stagehands was necessary to run the elaborate stage
machinery necessary to raise and lower the stage, posi-
tion the scenery, and man the many illusionary devices
used in the productions. In France, the massive staging
of the ballets de cours relied on similarly vast quantities
of dancers, stagehands, and machinery to present spec-
tacles that glorified the monarch.

MASQUES. The English equivalent of the French
ballet de cour or the Italian intermedi was the masque.
The origins of the masques stretched back to the time
of Henry VIII, who, in 1512, had staged the first of these
productions at court in imitation of continental enter-
tainments popular at the time. Native traditions of 
wearing masks and of mumming, an early form of pan-
tomime, also merged into English masques as well.
Throughout the Tudor period masques increased in pop-
ularity and complexity at court, and they were usually
staged with their disguised participants presenting a se-
ries of dances and pantomimes in the banqueting hall of
royal palaces. The Stuart king, James I, who ascended to
England’s throne in 1603, was a great admirer of the
masques, and he stepped up the support the royal court
gave to these productions. Inigo Jones’s famous Ban-
queting House, which still stands in London’s White-
hall section today, was constructed in part to provide a
suitably grand venue in which to perform the masques.
While in the earlier Tudor period masques had been per-
formed with scenery that was wheeled into these halls
atop carts, the Stuart masque came to be staged more
and more on a fixed stage. The most lavish productions
were presented as royal entertainments, although the
Inns of Court in London, the guild of lawyers active in

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800) 81

Dance

69742_AHTE_EE2_069-106.qxd  9/21/2004  2:28 PM  Page 81



the capital, also staged their own masques in the first half
of the seventeenth century.

MASQUES OF JONSON AND JONES. The most re-
fined of all seventeenth-century English masques were
those produced by the theatrical team of Ben Jonson and
the stage designer and architect Inigo Jones. Jones’s and
Jonson’s partnership lasted almost 25 years, during
which they produced almost thirty productions. Even-
tually, though, the two fell out, and while Jones con-
tinued to produce masques for the Stuart court, Jonson
no longer lent his hand to the staging of these produc-
tions. While their co-operation lasted, the two provided
a steady stream of entertainment for King James I (r.
1603–1625) and Charles I (r. 1625–1648). The Jonson-
Jones masques did a great deal to develop the tastes in
England for continental patterns of staging and pro-
duction. The architect Jones, for example, adopted the
elaborate style of staging typical of French and Italian

spectacles of the time, while Jonson eventually adopted
the continental custom of interspersing scenes of anti-
masques—that is, scenes of grotesque humor and rib-
aldry—alongside the more elevated themes of the
masque proper. The heart of the masque was, as in the
Italian intermedi or the French ballet de cour, the series
of dances that either loosely or more forcefully conveyed
the theatrical’s chosen text or story line. In Ben Jonson’s
hands, the masque’s poetic underpinnings may have been
elevated to a point of high art, but in most of these spec-
tacles the high point was always the series of dances that
were generally peppered throughout the productions.
Sometimes these series of dances lasted more than four
or five hours. In contrast to the couple’s dances that were
popular in court society, the dances of the masques—as
those of the French fêtes or ballets de cour—were figure
dances. In the complex choreographies they created for
these productions dancing masters created geometric fig-
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THE MASQUE OF QUEENES

INTRODUCTION: Steadily increasing complexity and rising costs
characterized the masques staged at the Elizabethan and
Stuart courts. Under James I and Charles I, the theatrical
partnership of Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones produced al-
most thirty of these productions. The third in this fruit-
ful collaboration, The Masque of Queenes, was staged
for the court in 1609. It included an anti-masque, a kind
of bizarre or grotesque theatrical that preceded the
masque proper. This custom of staging anti-masques had
recently come to England from the Continent. Jonson’s
prologue to the printed version of the masque suggests
some of the sumptuousness of the staging and costum-
ing. Productions like this typically were augmented with
several hours of dancing as well, making the event a long
and imposing affair.

It increasing, now, to the third time of my being
used in these Services to her Majesty’s personal Presenta-
tions, with the Ladies whom she pleases to honor; it was
my first and special regard, to see that the nobility of the
Invention should be answerable to the dignity of their
Persons. For which reason I chose the Argument to be, A
celebration of honorable and true Fame, bred out of
Virtue: observing that Rule (a) of the best Artist, to suffer
no object of delight to pass without his mixture of Profit
and Example. And because her Majesty (best knowing,
that a principal part of life, in these Spectacles, lay in their
variety) had commanded me to think on some Dance, or
Show, that might precede hers, and have the place of a
foil or false Masque: I was careful to decline, not only

from others, but mine own Steps in that kind, since 
the (b) last Year, I had an Anti-masque of Boys: and
therefore now, devised, that twelve Women, in the habit
of Hags, or Witches, sustaining the Persons of Ignorance,
Suspicion, Credulity, &c. the Opposites to good Fame,
should fill that part; not as a Masque, but a Spectacle of
strangeness, producing multiplicity of Gesture, and not
unaptly sorting with the current, and whole fall of the
Device.

His Majesty, then, being set, and the whole Com-
pany in full expectation, the part of the Scene which first
presented itself, was an ugly Hell: which flaming beneath,
smoked unto the top of the Roof. And in respect all evils
are, Morally, said to come from Hell; as also from that
observation of Torrentius upon Horace his Canidia, …
These Witches, with a kind of hollow and infernal Music,
came forth from thence. First one, then two, and three,
and more, till their number increased to Eleven; all differ-
ently attired: some with Rats on their Head; some on their
Shoulders; others with Ointment Pots at their Girdles; all
with Spindles, Timbrels, Rattles, or other beneficial Instru-
ments, making a confused noise, with strange Gestures.
The Device of their Attire was Master Jones his, with the
Invention, and Architecture of the whole Scene, and Ma-
chine. Only, I prescribed them their Properties of Vipers,
Snakes, Bones, Herbs, Roots, and other Ensigns of their
Magic, out of the Authority of ancient and late Writers,
wherein the Faults are mine, if there be any found; and
for that cause I confessed them.

SOURCE: Ben Jonson, The Masque of Queenes. (London: n.p.,
1609). Text modernized by Philip M. Soergel.
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ures, letters, and other symbols by skillfully arranging
dancers, and these figured creations helped to convey
some of the underlying themes and messages of the
masque proper. Sophisticated amateur dancers within
the court performed most of these dances, a fact that fre-
quently elicited criticisms from English Puritan divines
of the day. At the same time as masques grew more so-
phisticated, and as the comedy and ribaldry of anti-
masques became ever more fixed within the masque
structure itself, professional athletes, gymnasts, comedi-
ans, and dancers participated in these productions. The
use of professional performers was just one factor that
caused an enormous increase in the cost of masques in
early seventeenth-century England. The importation of
elaborate stage machinery and the steadily rising costs of
costuming the many participants in these productions
were two other factors that contributed to these increases
as well. By the mid-century these costs were often enor-
mous and produced a growing chorus of criticism. At
that time William Prynne, a Puritan lawyer, published
his Histriomatrix, a work condemning the licentiousness
and sumptuous display of Charles I’s court entertain-
ments. Charles responded quickly and fiercely. He re-
quired the Inns of Court, the association of lawyers in
London, to stage a production of the masque The Tri-
umph of Peace to demonstrate their allegiance to the
crown. The production lasted for hours and was pre-
ceded by an equally long procession through London’s
streets. More than 100 musicians and an almost equal
number of dancers performed in the spectacle, which
cost the prodigious sum of £21,000, the equivalent of
more than several million pounds today. These costs had
to be borne by the Inns of Court. In this way Charles
used the masques as a political tool to quash opposition,
but it was a policy that soon backfired on him.

PURITAN SUPPRESSION OF THE MASQUES. There
can be little doubt that the princely sums expended on
the masques was one factor that aided in their sup-
pression during England’s Puritan Commonwealth
(1649–1660). Yet Puritan distaste for these productions
ran deeper than just a mere distaste for sumptuous dis-
play and profligate waste. The Puritans opposed danc-
ing and the theater as well, and so the masque stood
condemned on multiple grounds. With the execution of
King Charles I in 1649, the court masque ceased to ex-
ist, although during the period of the Commonwealth
masque-like productions continued to be mounted
throughout England, most notably in the country’s sec-
ondary schools where the masque was still considered a
suitable vehicle for teaching knowledge of classical
mythology and literature. In London and other towns,

some of the techniques of staging masques survived in
new plays that were termed “moral representations.”
With the Restoration of the monarchy that occurred in
1660, the court masque was not revived, and the tech-
niques of staging and dance that these theatricals had
once nourished came increasingly to be accommodated
as dramatic interludes within plays and operas.
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THE RISE OF THE BALLET IN FRANCE

TRENDS. Several undeniable trends are evident in
the history of dance in seventeenth- and early eighteenth-
century France. First, dances performed in the theater
became increasingly the preserve of professional dancers
and, second, dance began to acquire enhanced status as
an art form on par with poetry, music, and drama. At
the same time, the modern institution of the ballet
emerged in close connection with the opera. Ballet
troupes, for example, were most often connected to
opera houses, and ballets played a key role within the
action of operas or as a diversionary entertainment
within theatrical and musical productions. This pattern
developed in Paris at the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury as the ballet’s rise to prominence as an art form oc-
curred in close connection with the city’s main opera
house. In 1672, Louis XIV chartered the Royal Acad-
emy of Music, a production company that throughout
its long history came to be known most frequently
merely as the Opera, since its operatic productions were
a primary source of its revenue and fame. Within a few
years the king also gave the Academy’s director, the
composer Jean-Baptiste Lully, the use of a theater in the
Palais Royale, a popular theatrical and commercial de-
velopment near the Louvre. For most of the Old
Regime—that is, until the French Revolution’s onset in
1789—the Opera remained at this location. During its
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first fifty years of existence, the Opera premiered more
than 100 productions, despite chronic bouts of finan-
cial instability and a space that was less-than-ideal for
the performance of opera or the ballet. Because of the
lavishness of its productions, tickets to the Opera cost
twice what they did in other contemporary theaters in
Paris. Dance figured prominently in most of the operas
staged there, and Lully soon founded a permanent dance
troupe within the opera to support his grand musical
creations. The first director of this troupe was Pierre
Beauchamp, an accomplished dancer and choreogra-
pher, who came to have an enormous influence upon
the development of professional dance throughout Eu-
rope. He served as personal dance instructor to Louis
XIV, and in his work with the Opera he codified the
five positions that are still used by ballet dancers to this
day. He also developed a system for notating dances, al-
though Raoul-Auger Feuillet later revised his system.
Beauchamp’s tenure at the Opera began in 1680 and
ended at Lully’s death in 1687. He continued to chore-
ograph dances, particularly for the Jesuit colleges in
France. In his role as a director of the Académie Royale
de Danse (the Royal Academy of Dance), he also came
to have a profound impact on professional dance in
France.

PROFESSIONAL DANCERS. Another impetus to the
development of the Opera’s professional dance troupe
was Louis XIV’s retirement from dancing after 1670.
The king had long been an avid dancer, and had regu-
larly performed in the many ballets de cour that were
mounted at the French court. As he matured, Louis gave
up the art, and his courtiers followed suit. Professionals
were thus needed to mount the extravagant theatricals
that were still popular at court. The early history of the
Opera’s ballet company suggests that many of its dancers
performed both in musical productions in Paris and for
the king and his court at Versailles. The dancers who
performed in the troupe were initially all men, and they
also performed for the king at the court and some chore-
ographed productions staged elsewhere. Women entered
the troupe quite early. The first female performer,
Madame de Lafontaine (1655–1738), appeared at the
Opera in 1681 in a production of Lully’s opera The Tri-
umph of Love. As amateur performers, women had long
been active in court productions, although they had usu-
ally appeared in scenes with other women, or they had
relied on masques to hide their true identities. Madame
Lafontaine’s appearance thus set an important historical
precedent, and female dancers soon made inroads into
the troupe. By 1704, men were still dancing many fe-
male roles in the productions of the troupe, although
women were now employed in the company in roughly
equal numbers. Within a decade, their numbers had sur-
passed male dancers, and the Opera emerged as the site
for a ballet and singing school. In this early stage of its
history the Paris Opera’s ballet school seems to have cul-
tivated technical proficiency in its dancers rather than
dramatic skills. In the course of the eighteenth century,
however, the theatrical and dramatic demands of ballets
rose, necessitating the training of performers with a
greater acting sense. Several key developments in the late
seventeenth century aided in dance’s rise to the status of
a profession in France. The standardization of the sys-
tem of five dancing positions may have only served to
fix with greater accuracy what had already become stan-
dard practice among dancers, but as ballet acquired a
greater precision, it also developed an increasing sophis-
tication in its notational systems. Dance notation al-
lowed for a progression of precise steps to be charted out,
showing their progression across the floor, so that each
time a dance was performed it was executed in a roughly
similar way. Dances that were written down in this way
were more long-lasting than those that were taught by a
dancing master or choreographer to his students for each
new circumstance. In this way the impact of a choreog-
rapher’s work was more permanent, and dances that were
performed in one place could also be reproduced else-
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where through the circulation of manuscripts and
printed dance notations.

NOTATIONAL SYSTEMS. The first dance notational
systems to provide diagrams of how specific dances were
to be performed appeared in France around 1700. In
1697 André Lorin published his Book of Country Dances
Presented to the King, a work that helped to feed the pop-
ularity of the English country dance among the French
aristocracy. In it, he included a series of sketches that
showed precisely how the country dances’ figures were
to be performed. At around the same time Raoul-Auger
Feuillet developed a slightly different system that pro-

vided for a greater specificity of detail. His notation, in
other words, showed how dancers were to place their
arms and feet and how the specific movements corre-
sponded to the music. Like Lorin, Feuillet deployed his
method in printed works that codified country dances.
At the same time, his notational system seems to have
been readily adopted at the Paris Opera, since a num-
ber of dances survive from this era that were set down
using his system. These dances combined many differ-
ent steps in elaborate patterns, although at this time, the
men and women who danced these steps usually did so
in unison. The energetic leaps and bounds typical of the
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THE IMPORTANCE OF DANCING

INTRODUCTION: In the 1660s and early 1670s the great French
playwright Moliére collaborated with the composer Jean-
Baptiste Lully to produce a series of comedy-ballets that
mixed dancing, text, and song. The greatest of these was
The Bourgeois Gentleman or sometimes called in English
The Shopkeeper Turned Gentleman, a play that treated
a humble man’s rise to social distinction. In this scene
from near the beginning of the play, the shopkeeper, Mr.
Jourdain, announces his intentions to employ a fencing
master and a professor of philosophy to teach him the
skills necessary for life in society. His music and dance
masters assure him that dance and music are all that he
needs, because in these two arts is hidden all the secrets
of the world.

Mr. Jourdain: I will learn it, then; but I hardly know how
I shall find time for it; for, besides the fencing master
who teaches me, I have engaged a professor of phi-
losophy, who is to begin this morning.

Music Master: Philosophy is something, no doubt; but
music, Sir, music. …

Dancing Master: Music and dancing, Sir; in music and
dancing we have all that we need.

Music Master: There is nothing so useful in a state as
music.

Dancing Master: There is nothing so necessary to men
as dancing.

Music Master: Without music no kingdom can exist.

Dancing Master: Without dancing a man can do nothing.

Music Master: All the disorders, all the wars that happen
in the world, are caused by nothing but the want of
music.

Dancing Master: All the sorrows and troubles of man-
kind, all the fatal misfortunes which fill the pages of
history, the blunders of statesmen, the failures of
great captains, all these come from the want of a
knowledge of dancing.

Mr. Jourdain: How is that?

Music Master: Does not war arise from a want of con-
cord between them?

Mr. Jourdain: True.

Music Master: And if all men learnt music, would not
this be the means of keeping them in better har-
mony, and of seeing universal peace reign in the
world?

Mr. Jourdain: You are quite right.

Dancing Master: When a man has committed some
fault, either in the management of his family affairs,
or in the government of a state, or in the command
of an army, do we not say, “So-and-so has made a
false step in such an affair”?

Mr. Jourdain: Yes, we do say so.

Dancing Master: And from whence can proceed the
false step if it is not from ignorance of the art of
dancing?

Mr. Jourdain: This is true, and you are both right.

Dancing Master: This will give you an idea of the excel-
lence and importance of dancing and music.

Mr. Jourdain: I understand it now.

SOURCE: Moliére, The Shopkeeper Turned Gentleman, Act I,
Scene II, in The Dramatic Works of Moliére. Trans. Charles Wall
(London: G. Bell and Sons, 1900–1901).

69742_AHTE_EE2_069-106.qxd  9/21/2004  2:28 PM  Page 85



contemporary ballet were largely impossible in this early
era of the art’s development. Heavy costumes, heeled
shoes, masks, and other paraphernalia limited the move-
ments of dancers. Dancing on toe-point, a readily rec-
ognizable attribute of the modern ballet, was largely
impossible, although some steps were performed on par-
tial toes. Instead the emphasis in the theatrical ballets
was on elaborate and ornate patterned movements.
These dances were often quite difficult for men and
women performers alike, but the greatest demonstra-
tions of technical proficiency were usually reserved for
the solo dances of male, rather than female, performers.

BALLET AS AN ACCOMPANIMENT TO OPERA. The
operas of Jean-Baptiste Lully dominated the musical life
of late seventeenth-century Paris and of the royal court
at Versailles. Lully had a long history of using dance in
his musical productions. During the 1660s he cooper-
ated with France’s great comic playwright, Molière, to
produce a series of “comedy-ballets” in which dances
were interspersed between the spoken scenes of the
drama. The last and greatest of these was The Bourgeois
Gentleman, which was produced in 1670. His greatest
achievements, though, were in the production of operas

known as tragédies en musique, or lyric tragedies. These
works became especially popular with the king in the
later years of Louis XIV’s reign, as he adopted a new se-
rious moral tone. Between 1673 and his death in 1687,
Lully composed thirteen of these tragic operas, all of
which show careful attention to the integration of dance
into the drama’s action. He apparently worked quite
closely with his librettist, Phillippe Quinault, to ensure
that dance was an accompaniment and enhancement to
the sung drama. Although dance was still considered a
divertissement, a diversion to the main plot of his operas,
Lully’s operas were long remembered after his death as
a particularly “French” art form, in part because of their
persistent attempts to integrate dance, poetry, music, and
singing into a greater whole. Even in the eighteenth cen-
tury great choreographers anxious to develop the ballet
as an independent medium looked to the operas of Lully
for support in their efforts, and French writers treating
aesthetics were also quick to point to the composer’s art
as an expression of the country’s genius. Still, the con-
nection between dance and drama upon which he relied
was largely implicit, and was consonant with much of
the artistic theory of his time. In the works of artistic
theoreticians of the late seventeenth century, dance was
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extolled for its ability to represent through mimed ges-
tures what might have been represented in words. There
was little sympathy, in other words, for the views that
were to develop later in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries that dancing’s representation might in certain
situations exceed by virtue of its appeal to the emotions
and senses the power of spoken words.

BALLET IN OPERA AFTER LULLY. Lully’s example
in the operatic world remained influential long after his
death in 1687, although changes began to occur soon
after that time in the use of dance within the opera house.
By the end of the century Houdar de Lamotte and An-
dré Campra had created a new kind of performance
known as the opera-ballet that granted a greater impor-
tance to dance. In these productions singing still con-
veyed the essentials of the story line, although the role
of dancing was expanded beyond a mere diversion and
brought into the central flow of the opera’s story line.
Many new production experiments occurred in Paris
around this time, producing works that were termed
“heroic ballets” or “ballet comedies,” all of which ex-
panded the roles given to dancers. Thus dance escaped
the longstanding role that it had played in the diver-
tissements between scenes and acts, and mixed with the
action of the drama proper. One of the most popular
examples of this new style of production was André
Campra’s The Venetian Feast (Les fêtes venetiennes) of
1710, a work that was frequently revived in the first quar-
ter of the eighteenth century. Like most of the new op-
eras produced around this time, The Venetian Feast had
several self-contained acts that were grouped around a
central theme, in this case the foibles and complications
of love. Dancers entered into the action by playing the
roles of gypsies, clowns, gamblers, and gondoliers in the
exotic setting of the city of the lagoons. Like most op-
eras of this kind, the singing conveyed the drama, but
dancers took a greatly expanded role. This was also the
case in the many tragedies that were produced during
the early eighteenth century. Lully’s tragic works had by
this time become an esteemed part of the French oper-
atic canon. His operas were continually revived in the
eighteenth century, but their productions were packed
over time with more and more ballets. Other composers
created music for these dances, or music was adapted
from other Lully compositions. These pieces accompa-
nied the numerous new dance interludes that were 
injected into these venerable operas. The steadily in-
creasing role that dance played in these operas con-
tributed to the expansion of the Opera’s troupe in the
first half of the century. While the troupe had consisted
of about twenty men and women in 1700, its ranks had
risen to more than thirty by 1738 and to 42 in 1750.

DANCE MOVES TOWARD DRAMA. As dance be-
came an important force within the opera, a tension soon
developed between the demands of technical brilliance
and dramatic representation. In a private performance
staged for aristocrats in 1714, two accomplished dancers
from the Paris Opera first performed the concluding
scene of a tragedy by Corneille completely in pan-
tomime. In France, this experiment was not imitated for
many years, although developments underway in Eng-
land staged by the accomplished dance master and
teacher John Weaver eventually influenced French bal-
let as well as dance troupes elsewhere in Europe. In 1703
Weaver produced a short dance work, The Tavern Bilk-
ers, entirely in pantomime. He continued these experi-
ments in dramatic dance, staging a pantomime ballet in
1717 at the Drury Lane theater near Covent Garden en-
titled The Loves of Mars, Venus, and Vulcan. Until En-
lightenment sensibilities began to transform the French
theater in the mid-eighteenth century, however, these in-
novations were not immediately imitated in France. In
the operas of the composer Jean-Philippe Rameau,
Lully’s successor as the dean of French music in the early
eighteenth century, divertissement dances did sometimes
take on a more complete role as miniature dramas within
the structure of an opera. Rameau’s 1736 opera The Gal-
lant Indies (Les indes galantes) included a concluding 
divertissement that was actually a small, completely self-
contained ballet, consisting of its own narrative that was
conveyed through the use of dance and pantomime.
Rameau’s willingness to grant dance a greater role in
some of his operatic productions seems, in part, to have
derived from his partnership with Louis de Cahusac, the
librettist he used for several of his operas. In 1754,
Cahusac published a work on the history and theory of
dance that aimed to promote the art’s ability to express
a greater range of emotions. Although Rameau was open
to the greater integration of dance into his operatic nar-
ratives, most of the uses to which he deployed dance in
his production still remained within the conservative
mold of the Opera at the time. He did not, in other
words, rely on dance to convey central details of plot or
story line.

PROFESSIONAL DANCE ELSEWHERE IN PARIS.
More imaginative and theatrical uses of dance to depict
narratives occurred at other theaters in the city of Paris
during the early eighteenth century. The Opéra-
Comique (literally “Comic Opera”), a Parisian company
formed of vaudevillian entertainers in 1714, performed
pantomime ballets as early as the 1720s. Catering to a
popular rather than elite audience, the origins of the
“comic operas’’ this company produced lay in the com-
media dell’arte, fair entertainments, and other forms of
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street theater that had been widely enjoyed throughout
Europe since the Renaissance. Not all the productions
that this troupe performed were comedies by any means,
but the forms of drama, dancing, and music that the
group cultivated had a broader appeal than the classically-
inspired tragedies performed at the Opera at the same
time. Another similar group active around the same time,
the Comédie-Italienne, produced more than fifty pan-
tomime ballets from 1738 until it merged with the
Opéra-Comique in 1757.

IMPLICATIONS. During the later seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries a greater range of ballet forms
began to appear in connection with the performance of
operas in Paris. New notational systems as well as the
codification of ballet positions provided the foundation
upon which ballet developed as an art form performed
by professional dancers. The center of much of this trans-
formation lay in the Royal Academy of Music, the 
institution that fondly became known in Parisian aris-
tocratic and upper-class societies as the Opera. While the
Opera granted dance a new importance as a diversion-
ary entertainment within musical dramas, it proved re-
sistant to the development of completely independent
forms of ballet. The limits of the Opera’s championship
of dance as an art form able to convey narrative drama
were demonstrated in its revivals of the popular operas
of Lully as well as the productions of Rameau in the early
and mid-eighteenth century. At the same time new forms
of narrative pantomime ballet flourished in more popu-
lar venues in the city. These more popular forms told a
story, and eventually the tendency to narrate an event or
incident combined with the steps and techniques used
in the more refined opera ballet to provide the founda-
tion around which the modern ballet was to coalesce.
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THE BALLET ELSEWHERE IN EUROPE

ITALY. Dance was a vital component in the operas
produced in Italy in the seventeenth century. In Venice,
the home of Italy’s first professional opera house, pro-
fessional productions featured dance from the mid-
seventeenth century on. The relationship between these
ballets and the plot of the opera was usually loose, how-
ever, with composers and librettists devoting far less at-
tention to creating situations in their works in which
dances might arise out of the plot. The typical Venetian
opera of the seventeenth century featured three acts, and
dances were usually concentrated at the end of the first
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ATHLETICS, NOT DANCE

INTRODUCTION: The system of training athletic dancers
who were virtuosi of their craft was very much alive
at the Paris Opera in 1750. While the many ballets
staged and interwoven through operas at the time
had great appeal to many in the audience, they
were attacked by Enlightenment philosophes. In an
entry he wrote for the Encyclopédie Baron Grimm
likened the contemporary practice of ballet within
the Opera to a school in which mediocre students
of athletics performed their moves in front of a
crowd.

The best dancers, however, are reserved to
show off as soloists of pas de deux; for important
moments, they form pas de trois, quatre or cinq or
six, after which the corps du ballet had stopped
moving in order to make way for the masters to re-
group, and finish the ballet. For all of these different
divertissements, the composer furnishes chaconnes,
loures, sarabands, minuets, passepieds, gavottes,
rigaudons and contradances. If once in a while there
is a moment of action, or a dramatic idea, it is a pas
de deux or trois that executes it and then the corps
du ballet immediately begins its insipid dances. The
only real difference between one ballet and another
is the way the tailor costumes the ballet, whether it
be in yellow, white, green, red, following the princi-
ples and etiquette of fashion. Thus the ballet in
French opera is only an academy of dance, where in
public view, mediocre people exercise, make figures
break apart and reform into groups and where the
great dancers show us their most difficult moves by
making noble, gracious and wise positions or poses.

SOURCE: Baron Grimm, “Poème Lyrique,” Encyclopèdie, in
Dance in the Shadow of the Guillotine. Trans. Judith
Chazin-Bennahum (Carbondale, Ill.: Southern Illinois Uni-
versity Press, 1988): 16.
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and second of these divisions. A key figure in shaping
the character of these dances in Venice was Giovanni
Battista Balbi, an impresario (much like a modern pro-
ducer) who designed productions in Venice and chore-
ographed their dances between 1636 and 1657. Balbi
played a key role in the spread of Italian opera through-
out Europe. Anne of Austria, the mother of King Louis
XIV, summoned him to Paris in the 1640s, where he
staged several productions that had a great impact on
French ballet and opera. In the dances that he staged at
Venice, he gave certain kinds of roles to dancers to per-
form. Many Italian operas of the time adopted pastoral
themes, meaning that a procession of forest nymphs and
shepherds frequently appeared on the stage—roles that

dancers might easily perform. Balbi’s productions, in
particular, made use of exotic characters and even in-
corporated live animals into their fanciful productions.
He also staged fantastic dream sequences as dances as
well. Other roles commonly given to dancers in Balbi’s
time included demons and soldiers. While tragedy dom-
inated many of the Paris Opera’s productions, comedy
played a greater role in Italian opera. Many roles for
clowns, buffoons, and jesters were worked into produc-
tions—roles that were also ideal for dancers. As a new
art form, the opera in Italy underwent rapid develop-
ment in the course of the seventeenth century. While
dances and ballets frequently peppered many of the pro-
ductions of the mid- and late-seventeenth century, the
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OF MIMES AND PANTOMIMES

INTRODUCTION: The English dance master John Weaver envi-
sioned the revival of ancient pantomime as a way to 
reinvigorate the eighteenth-century ballet. In his Essay
towards an History of Dancing (1712) he treated the sub-
ject of the pantomime, outlining its adaptability to mod-
ern dance.

After the Romans, by the introduction of the Asiatic
luxury with the conquest of that country, had sunk into
effeminacy and lost all the manly taste of the great arts
as well as arms, the stage (which too often in its ruin has
forerun that of the country) sunk into ridiculous represen-
tations, so that the poet’s part grew the least consider-
able of it. The pompous passage of a Triumph, rope
dance, and twenty other foolish amusements, carried
away the people’s affections and took up the representa-
tion, so that the admirable effects of tragedy and the
agreeable diversions of comedy were lost in noise and
show. Then arose a new set of men called mimes and
pantomimes to restore that imitation without words
which was lost among them. The stupidity of the people
was not moved with the conception that in a manner
confounds credibility, yet the testimonies of eyewitnesses
are too strong to suffer us to doubt of the matter of fact,
but the accounts are so strange, that they almost exceed
the belief of our times, where nothing like it is performed
by any of our French pretenders to dancing. Nay, even
some of our best actors are so little acquainted with this
mimicry, or imitation, that they appear insipid and dull to
any spectator who has any notion of the characters which
they represent.

The mimes and pantomimes, though dancers, had
their names from acting, that is, from imitation; copying

all the force of the passions merely by the motions of the
body to that degree as to draw tears from the audience
at their representations. It is true that with the Dancing,
the music sung a sort of opera’s or songs on the same
subject, which the dancer performed, yet what was
chiefly minded, and carried away the esteem and ap-
plause of the audience, was the action of the pan-
tomimes when they performed without the help of music,
vocal or instrumental.

The actions and gestures of these mimes and pan-
tomimes, though adapted to the pleasure of the specta-
tor, were never thought a general qualification fit for
persons of quality, or gentlemen, from thence to derive a
graceful motion, mien, or handsome assurance in conver-
sation. It is true that many of the Roman young nobility
were very fond of them and attempted to learn their art
till there was a law made that no pantomime should en-
ter a patrician’s house. It is likewise true that Augustus
Caesar gave Laberus, though a mimick, a golden ring,
which used to be the honorary present of soldiers that
had served their country in the war, as we gather from
Pliny and others …

The pantomimes, as I said before, were imitators of
all things, as the name imports, and performed all by 
gesture, and the action of hands, legs, and feet, without
making use of the tongue in uttering their thoughts, 
and in this performance the hands and fingers were 
much made use of, and expressed perhaps a large share
of the performance. Aristotle says that they imitated by
number alone without harmony, for they imitated the
manners, passions and actions by the numerous variety 
of gesticulation.

SOURCE: John Weaver, An Essay Towards an History of Dancing
(London: Jacob Tonson, 1712): 118–121. Text modernized by
Philip M. Soergel.
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reforms fostered by the Arcadian Academy at Rome af-
ter 1695 tended to relegate dancing more and more to
the intervals between acts. The Arcadian theorists wanted
to eliminate much of the comic buffoonery that existed
in the Italian operas of their day, and instead introduce
serious or pastoral themes that treated Arcadian figures
and heroes, in imitation of the earliest operas that had
been performed around 1600. Under the influence of
these reforms, ballet began to be used in many Italian
operas at the turn of the eighteenth century like a French
divertissement. Dances, in other words, became diver-
sionary entertainments staged between the scenes of the
opera. Few documentary sources survive from the Ital-
ian theaters of the seventeenth century. Unlike France
where systems of notation developed to record the pre-
cise steps used in dances, Italian choreographers did not
develop a system to set down their creations. Scattered
accounts of dances are all that survive to provide us with
a glimpse of many of the Italian opera’s ballets. These
suggest that the ballet in Italy was a vehicle for demon-
strating greater gymnastic ability and athletic prowess
than in the relatively refined forms that flourished in
Paris at the same time.

ENGLAND. The Restoration of the Stuart Monarchy
in England in 1660 played a vital role in the history of
dance in that country. Charles II (r. 1660–1685) was a
great lover of the theater, and a steady stream of French
dancers, theatrical producers, and choreographers trav-
eled to England in search of employment in the wake of
his return to the throne. One of these was Robert Cam-
bert, a French composer who is often credited as being
one of the “fathers” of French opera. Cambert came to
England in 1673 to serve as music master in the house-
hold of Louise de Queroualle, a French noblewoman
who was also the Duchess of Portsmouth. Louis XIV had
arranged his appointment there, and at the time the
Duchess was the Stuart king Charles II’s favorite mis-
tress. Cambert established a Royal Academy of Music
similar to the French institution that was just beginning
to take shape in Paris at the time, but the fledgling in-
stitution soon failed. England, in contrast to France and
many other European countries, remained without a
royal opera house until the twentieth century, though
operas were frequently staged in the many professional
theaters there. Cambert’s work in England—especially
his staging of two of his operas, Ariane and Pomone—
helped to establish a taste for French opera in the coun-
try as well as for French dancing. Several other imported
entertainments followed as well. During the last quarter
of the century French ballet thus came to mix with na-
tive traditions in England, especially with the tradition

of the masque. The result produced a new short-lived
genre known as “semi-opera,” the most famous of which
was Henry Purcell’s The Fairy Queen of 1692. These pro-
ductions made use of the ballet practices common to the
French operas of Jean-Baptiste Lully, while drawing on
traditions of production that had been common in the
Stuart Masques and other theatricals. Even as opera be-
gan to flourish as a site for ballet in England, dancing
acquired a greater role in the professional theater of the
period as diversionary entertainments between the acts
of drama. The presence of a number of prominent, pro-
fessional English dancers in London around 1700 reveals
the rising appetite of Britons for professional ballets of
a type similar to those that were already flourishing in
France and Italy. Among these figures, the choreogra-
pher and dancer John Weaver was the most prominent.
Weaver translated Feuillet’s Chorégraphie, publishing it
as Orchesography in 1706. His work in this vein did a
great deal to establish Feuillet’s system of notation in
England and to spread patterns of French ballet in the
country. Hester Santlow Booth, one of the first female
professional dancers in England, was also a fixture of the
theatrical life of the period. She debuted at the Drury
Lane Theater near Covent Garden in 1706, and until
her retirement in 1733 she continued to dance in many
theatrical productions, particularly those choreographed
by John Weaver.

ELSEWHERE IN NORTHERN EUROPE. The popu-
larity of French and Italian forms of dancing spread to
many other parts of Central and Northern Europe in the
later years of the seventeenth century. After suffering
great devastation during the Thirty Years’ War, Central
Europe’s theatrical and musical traditions began to re-
vive in the later seventeenth century. At Hamburg, Ger-
many’s first public opera house was opened in 1678, and
a little more than a decade later, in 1689, Lully’s Acis and
Galatée was staged there. The fashion for the French-style
ballet soon developed in the town’s productions, and the
choreographers at work there derived much of their inspi-
ration from Lully’s uses of dance. Austria was the second
great center of opera production in seventeenth-century
Central Europe. The Habsburg Emperor Leopold I first
began to support the production of these “musical dra-
mas” as early as the 1650s, staging a number of Italian
productions at his court in Vienna, while in mountain-
ous Innsbruck, a Venetian-styled opera house was first
constructed in 1654, the first such theater to exist north
of the Alps. Under Habsburg patronage, the opera flour-
ished for a time in both towns, although Vienna’s dom-
inance in the Austrian operatic world emerged largely as
a result of Habsburg patronage. Similar court operas de-
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veloped around this time in Munich, Dresden, and
Hannover, while in Scandinavia, Stockholm became
home to a vigorous tradition of opera and ballet per-
formance.
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SOCIAL DANCE IN THE

EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

FRENCH DOMINANCE. At the beginning of the eigh-
teenth century French patterns of social dances remained
common in the courts and elite societies of continental
Europe. The stately minuet was the dominant couple’s
dance practiced at this time; its measured and careful use
of the body was believed to reflect one’s grace and de-
portment. At the same time, the straightforward patterns
of French contredanses or “country dances” also had a
general appeal throughout cultivated circles. Knowledge
of these dances had spread quickly throughout Europe
in the later seventeenth century through the publication
of dance manuals, as well as the adoption of Feuillet’s
system of notation for dances. Dance also remained a vi-
tal social skill, practiced by nobles and the wealthy
throughout the continent. As the eighteenth century pro-
gressed, though, a rising standard of living and increased
numbers of leisure hours for many in Europe’s bur-
geoning cities meant that middling ranks of people be-
gan to learn the steps that previously had been confined
to elite circles. Dance halls began to appear in Europe’s
cities, while theaters and opera houses held “masked
balls” as popular forms of entertainment. The general
popularity of dancing can also be seen by the rise of many
forms of classical music in the period that were closely
modeled on the dances of the seventeenth and eighteenth

centuries. The eighteenth century saw spread of the prac-
tice of subscription concerts, paid performances to which
middle- and upper-class men and women bought ad-
vance tickets. In the symphonies, string quartets, con-
certos, and other compositions that were played at these
events dance rhythms and music figured prominently. In
the typical Viennese symphony that appeared at this
time, exemplified in the great works of figures like Franz
Josef Haydn or Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, the minuet
appeared as the third movement, while rondos, another
popular form of dance music at the time, frequently 
figured prominently in many works’ concluding move-
ments. Dance’s influence thus pervaded many other cul-
tural spheres outside the European ballroom.

NEW FORMS. As the century progressed, new kinds
of dances became popular throughout Europe. The pop-
ularity of the contredanse continued everywhere and
evolved into altered and more complex forms. Origi-
nally English in origin, the contredanse had been trans-
formed in the second half of the seventeenth century by
its widespread acceptance in French aristocratic society.
Like many French cultural products, its new, more re-
fined features spread back to England as well as into cen-
tral and southern Europe. In Austria and Germany, it
was embraced enthusiastically, and many new variant
forms developed. By the second half of the seventeenth
century, for example, the contredanse allemande or “Ger-
man country dance” had become the rage in Paris, its
popularity spread, in part, by the Seven Years’ War
(1756–1763). During this conflict, the dance manual
writers of the period noted, French troops had become
familiar with the German forms, which included diffi-
cult patterns of hand holding and under-the-arm passes.
The new form thus came to France’s capital where it
was enthusiastically adopted. Another force that helped
to popularize the contredanse allemande was the marriage
of Marie-Antoinette to Louis XVI. The country dances
of Austria thus came to be danced at Versailles and in
other aristocratic circles as a homage to Marie-Antoinette’s
native country. Most of the contredanses were written
in double meter (that is, 2/4, 4/4, or 6/8 time). To-
ward the middle of the eighteenth century, though,
three new dances spread quickly throughout Europe
that were set to triple meter (3/4 time). The three were
known as the Dreher, Schleifer, and Ländler, and were
all of southern German and Austrian origins. In contrast
to the stately dances that had developed as a result of the
spread of French courtly practices, these new forms were
rapid dances in which couples whirled about each other.
The Ländler, for example, was increasingly known after
1780 by a new name, the Waltzer, the German word for
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A masked ball at the Palace of Versailles around 1720. THE ART ARCHIVE.

Engraving of a May Ball held at the Palace of Versailles in 1762. THE ART ARCHIVE/BIBLIOTHÈQUE DES ARTS DÉCORATIFS PARIS/DAGLI ORTI.
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turning around or twirling. The medical wisdom of the
later eighteenth century rejected such dances as un-
healthy since they might cause dizziness and disorienta-
tion, and moralists, too, decried these fashions as suspect.
Yet the popularity of these straightforward, energetic
forms persisted, and by the end of the century the waltz,
as it had now become known, had emerged as a popu-
lar dance almost everywhere in Europe.

OTHER FORMS. While many common dances were
performed in Europe’s cities and aristocratic courts, re-
gional dances continued to play an important role in the
social life of many areas. In Central and Eastern Europe,
the polonaise was a processional dance of Polish origin.
By the mid-eighteenth century it was danced through-
out the German-speaking world as well. Another Polish
dance, the mazurka, was just beginning to spread

HIJINKS AT A BALL

INTRODUCTION: The great eighteenth-century lover Giacomo
Casanova (1725–1798) began his life as a cleric, but was
soon expelled from his monastery for his lewd conduct.
The following excerpt from his journals shows the rev-
elry that often occurred at balls. Masquerading was a
common custom of the time, and men and women some-
times wore each other’s clothing as an amusement. In
trying to switch clothes with the young Juliette, Casanova
hoped he might obtain her sexual favors. He was disap-
pointed, but the event only caused him to refine his
dance and seductive techniques in the period after his
rebuff.

While the after-supper minuets were being danced
Juliette took me apart, and said, “Take me to your bed-
room; I have just got an amusing idea.”

My room was on the third story; I shewed her the
way. The moment we entered she bolted the door, much
to my surprise. “I wish you,” she said, “to dress me up in
your ecclesiastical clothes, and I will disguise you as a
woman with my own things. We will go down and dance
together. Come, let us first dress our hair.”

Feeling sure of something pleasant to come, and de-
lighted with such an unusual adventure, I lose no time in
arranging her hair, and I let her afterwards dress mine.
She applies rouge and a few beauty spots to my face; I
humour her in everything, and to prove her satisfaction,
she gives me with the best of grace a very loving kiss, on
condition that I do not ask for anything else. …

I place upon my bed a shirt, an abbé’s neckband, a
pair of drawers, black silk stockings—in fact, a complete
fit-out. Coming near the bed, Juliette drops her skirt, and
cleverly gets into the drawers, which were not a bad fit,
but when she comes to the breeches there is some diffi-
culty; the waistband is too narrow, and the only remedy
is to rip it behind or to cut it, if necessary. I undertake to
make everything right, and, as I sit on the foot of my
bed, she places herself in front of me, with her back to-
wards me. I begin my work, but she thinks that I want to

see too much, that I am not skilful enough, and that my
fingers wander in unnecessary places; she gets fidgety,
leaves me, tears the breeches, and manages in her own
way. Then I help her to put her shoes on, and I pass the
shirt over her head, but as I am disposing the ruffle and
the neck-band, she complains of my hands being too cu-
rious; and in truth, her bosom was rather scanty. She calls
me a knave and rascal, but I take no notice of her. …

Our disguise being complete, we went together to
the dancing-hall, where the enthusiastic applause of the
guests soon restored our good temper. Everybody gave
me credit for a piece of fortune which I had not enjoyed,
but I was not ill-pleased with the rumour, and went on
dancing with the false abbé, who was only too charming.
Juliette treated me so well during the night that I con-
strued her manners towards me into some sort of repen-
tance, and I almost regretted what had taken place
between us; it was a momentary weakness for which I
was sorely punished.

At the end of the quadrille all the men thought they
had a right to take liberties with the abbé, and I became
myself rather free with the young girls, who would have
been afraid of exposing themselves to ridicule had they
offered any opposition to my caresses.

M. Querini was foolish enough to enquire from me
whether I had kept on my breeches, and as I answered
that I had been compelled to lend them to Juliette, he
looked very unhappy, sat down in a corner of the room,
and refused to dance.

Every one of the guests soon remarked that I had on
a woman’s chemise, and nobody entertained a doubt of
the sacrifice having been consummated, with the excep-
tion of Nanette and Marton, who could not imagine the
possibility of my being unfaithful to them. Juliette per-
ceived that she had been guilty of great imprudence, but
it was too late to remedy the evil.

SOURCE: Giacomo Casanova, The Complete Memoirs of
Jacques Casanova de Seingalt, 1725–1798. Vol. 1. Trans. Arthur
Machen (1894; reprint, New York: G. P. Putnam and Sons,
1959): 124–127.
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through Central Europe at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury. In Austria and Hungary, the verbunko, a dance of
gypsy origin, came to be performed in the region’s cities
after 1765. In Spain, two new dances—the fandango and
seguidilla—gained popularity before spreading to other
European regions. At the same time, composers of the
eighteenth century frequently inserted Turkish-styled
dances into their operas. Both the choreographies and
music for these pieces were widely Europeanized, al-
though certain steps marked them as exotic. Few social
dances seem to survive that made use of this idiom, and
the Turkish style seems to have flourished more in the
theater than in the ballroom.
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THE ENLIGHTENMENT AND BALLET

PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS. The movement
known as the Enlightenment had an ever-deepening ef-
fect on theatrical dance during the course of the eigh-
teenth century. Throughout the eighteenth century the
thinkers of this broad, international movement argued
that ancient superstitions and outmoded customs should
be eliminated, and that reason should play a major role
in reforming society. Their works were particularly im-
portant for all forms of literature and theater at the time
because in France the leaders of the movement known as
philosophes devoted special attention to the arts. In 1751,
one of the greatest Enlightenment projects, the publica-
tion of the Encylopédie, began in Paris. This project was
directed by the philosophes Denis Diderot (1713–1784)
and Jean le Rond d’Albert (1717–1783). The two com-
missioned other like-minded progressive social figures to
write the 72,000 entries contained in their project. Al-
though the work was not completed for more than twenty
years, its 28 volumes were released as they were compiled,
and many of the subjects treated in it touched upon
themes in music, dance, and the theater. With articles by
such luminaries as Voltaire, Rousseau, and many other
French philosophes, the Encylopédie profoundly influ-
enced the ideas and tastes of educated French men and
women in the second half of the eighteenth century. In
their entries on dance and ballet as well as those on the
theater generally, the philosophes supported the develop-
ment of art forms that gave meaningful expression to hu-

man thoughts, ideas, and feelings, and they disregarded
merely decorative or ornamental forms of art. The aes-
thetic ideas of their movement generally advocated greater
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CRITICISM OF DANCE

INTRODUCTION: In France the Enlightenment thinkers
criticized the conventions of the ballet of their time.
The philosophes who shaped public opinion argued
that the dances that were practiced in the opera
ballets of the day did not serve to further the plot,
but were instead mere gymnastics inserted to
demonstrate the prowess of certain dancers. These
sentiments were circulated widely in France and Eu-
rope through the publication of the Encylopédie, a
massive compendium of Enlightenment thinking
that commenced publication in 1751. Diderot was
one of the editors of this project, and a few years
after it began, he himself criticized contemporary
ballet in a play he wrote entitled The Natural Son.
In the Introduction to the printed version he made
this lament about the dance of his day.

The dance? The dance still awaits a man of ge-
nius; because one seldom finds it used as a genre of
imitation, the dance one sees is terrible everywhere.
The dance should be to pantomime as poetry is to
prose, or more precisely as natural speech is to song.
It is a measured pantomime.

I would like someone to tell me what all these
dances performed today represent—the minuet, the
passe-pied, the rigaudon, the allemande, the sara-
bande—where one follows a traced path. This
dancer performs with an infinite grace; I see in each
movement his facility, his grace, and his nobility, but
what does he imitate? This is not the art of song,
but the art of jumping.

A dance is a poem. This poem must have its
own way of representing itself. It is an imitation pre-
sented in movements, that depends upon the coop-
eration of the poet, the painter, the composer, and
the art of pantomime. The dance has its own subject
which can be divided into acts and scenes. Each
scene has a recitative improvised or obligatory, and
its ariette.

SOURCE: Denis Diderot, “Entretiens sur ‘Le Fils Naturel,’”
in Diderot’s Writings on Theatre. Ed. F. C. Green (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1936): 97–98. Trans-
lated and reprinted in Susan Leigh Foster, Choreography
and Narrative. Ballet’s Staging of Story and Desire (Bloom-
ington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1996): 17–18.
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naturalism in place of the contrived sophistication and
majesty that had been such an important feature of
Baroque aesthetics. The ideas of Enlightenment thinkers
came to fruition in the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury in the emergence of new forms of ballet that at-
tempted to convey meaning, drama, and the human
emotions, eventually giving birth to a new genre known
as the ballet d’action, a dance containing an entire inte-
grated story line. The rise of the new form soon met re-
sistance, although Enlightenment arbiters of tastes like the
philosophes weighed in mightily on the side of these new
art forms. In his play Le fils naturel (The Natural Son)
(1756), the philosophe Diderot had decried the current
state of ballet in his country, a state he argued derived
from the inability of dancers to understand that theirs
was an imitative, and not merely decorative, art. Dance,
he observed, should play a role similar to poetry as an art
form that heightened the expression of the human emo-
tions. To do so, Diderot and other Enlighteners argued it
should adopt the techniques of traditional pantomime and
jettison the elaborate trappings customary in the Baroque
theater. By the 1770s the taste of Europe’s urban audi-
ences shifted in favor of this position, and new danced
dramas became a fixture in many European capitals.

NEW DIRECTIONS. At the same time, powerful
changes were also underway in the day-to-day world of
the ballet. As the art form achieved a new maturity, great
new stars emerged whose careers and performances were
avidly followed by the audiences of the day. As a result
the quickly developing art form also began to acquire a
greater independence from its long tutelage to opera. A
new technical finesse emerged among the dancers of the
eighteenth century, a development that was often at odds
with the Enlightenment’s advocacy of greater naturalism
and sophisticated uses of drama. These competing de-
mands—brilliance in execution and dramatic represen-
tation—often warred against each other, and the greatest
French ballet performers and choreographers of the pe-
riod sometimes left Paris in search of environments that
were more amenable to their own artistic ideas. In this
way the innovations and achievements of the French the-
ater in the realm of dance came to be established in many
of the opera houses of Europe.

RISE OF BALLET STARS. The late seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries had produced a number of
notable dancers, but their careers and reputations were
soon eclipsed by many new stars. Louis Dupré
(1697–1774), a dancer who first debuted at the Paris
Opera in 1714, continued to perform there until his six-
ties. In 1743, he became director of the Opera’s school,
and in this position he trained many of the great dancers

of the later eighteenth century. Dupré was responsible
for expanding the virtuosity of performance, and his
gracefulness and physique were widely admired. Two
ballerinas of the period, Marie-Anne Cupis de Camargo
(1710–1770; Paris Opera debut 1726) and Marie Sallé
(1707–1756; Paris Opera debut 1727) were noteworthy
for expanding the repertoire of steps and leaps practiced
by women and for reforming the conventions that gov-
erned female performance. Camargo was apparently the
first ballerina to practice two leaps, the pas battu and the
entrechat, previously reserved for men, an achievement
that caused the philosophe Voltaire to observe that she
was the “first woman to dance like a man.” She was also
the first woman ballerina to dance in slippers rather than
heeled shoes, and she shortened the length of her skirt
so that she could perform more difficult steps. Such de-
partures earned Camargo both censure and adulation,
although the path that she blazed was one that many
prima ballerinas followed in the next decades. In con-
trast to Camargo’s athleticism, Marie Sallé’s dancing was
noteworthy for its great subtlety and refinement. She,
too, was something of a reformer and a renegade, how-
ever, and her agility engendered jealousy in the Paris
Ballet. Although she was a student at the Paris Opera

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800) 95

Dance

Portrait of the ballerina Marie Sallé. THE BRIDGEMAN ART 

LIBRARY.

69742_AHTE_EE2_069-106.qxd  9/21/2004  2:28 PM  Page 95



for a number of years, she did not make her debut as a
star until she was twenty. In the intervening years, she
divided her time between performing in London and
Paris, first appearing in the English capital in a perfor-
mance of Love’s Last Shift in 1725. The performance that
she staged there in 1734 of Pygmalion was also notable
for its revolutionary costuming and great naturalness.
Sallé discarded the cumbersome costumes and masks that
ballerinas had worn to this point, and instead appeared
with her hair let down and in a simple muslin shift. The
performance was recognized for its innovative appeal
from the start, and her production of Pygmalion ran for
several months. Sallé’s learning, ingenuity, and intellect
also distinguished her among the dancers of her day; she
was one of the first great ballerinas to associate with men
and women of letters. In this way her own art and that
of ballet writ large figured as topics discussed in the bril-
liant French salon culture of the period.

DIFFERENTIATION OF STYLES. Like opera, which
developed several different kinds of genres that were suit-
able to performers who specialized in particular kinds of
roles, ballet’s dance styles became increasingly delineated
and differentiated in the course of the eighteenth cen-
tury according to three distinct dancing styles: grotesque
or comic, noble or serious, and demi-caractère (the coun-
terpart of character roles in acting). While many of the
burgeoning caste of professional performers danced all
three kinds of roles, some began to specialize in one of
these particular forms; as time progressed, the ballet
schools in France came to identify dancers for one of
these three kinds of genres based upon their physique.
Louis Dupré, for instance, was recognized for his great
ability in dancing noble roles, although he still performed
as other kinds of characters. As the eighteenth century
progressed, many more dancers came to specialize in
comic, grotesque, or character roles to feed the French
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audience’s rising appetite for virtuosity and technical
brilliance.

NOVERRE. Perhaps the most influential performer
and choreographer of the entire eighteenth century was
Jean-Georges Noverre (1727–1810), a reformer who was
controversial in his own day but who helped to trans-
form the character of ballet in the second half of the eigh-
teenth century. Noverre was born in Paris and trained at
the Opera’s ballet school under Louis Dupré. In his long
life Noverre became an iconoclast, dedicated to destroy-
ing what he felt were outmoded and antiquated forms of
the ballet. He was also a crusader for a new type of art,
helping to create a new genre of dramatic dances known
as the ballet d’action, works that are similar to the “clas-
sical” ballets of the nineteenth century by virtue of their
enactment of a story. Noverre, in other words, took up
the Enlightenment’s call to create new forms of ballet
that conveyed greater meaning and emotional depth.
While he did not create the genre of ballet d’action single-
handedly, he was so vital to its development that he has
long been accorded the title “Father of the Ballet.” For
inspiration, Noverre turned to the pantomime ballets
that had been performed in London and Paris with in-
creasing frequency in the first half of the eighteenth cen-
tury, particularly those of the English dance master John
Weaver. The ideas of Louis Cahusac—another advocate
for the inclusion of greater drama within ballets—were
important, as well. Noverre also admired the many pan-
tomime ballets that had been performed at the Comédie-
Italienne in Paris between 1738 and 1756. Noverre fused
these elements together in his works, and in a long and
varied career he attempted to establish a philosophical
underpinning to the ballet d’action that was consonant
with the Enlightenment’s demands for a more mean-
ingful art. He was both a dancer and choreographer, and
at times he worked in Paris, London, Stuttgart, Vienna,
Milan, and Lyons. While he often produced the typical
dance divertissements used in operas of the day, his pas-
sion was for the ballet d’action, the first of which he
staged in Lyons in 1751. This work, a pantomime bal-
let, was not enthusiastically received, and Noverre moved
to Stuttgart, a less staid environment, a few years later.
At the same time, he published Letters on Dance, a work
that advocated his dramatic theories and showed the in-
fluence of Enlightenment thinking as well. Its wide-
spread circulation established him as the foremost dance
theorist of the day and as an important writer more gen-
erally on the subject of aesthetics. In the Letters Noverre
argued that dancers should abandon the elaborate cos-
tumes and trappings that hid their expressions from the
audience, and that they should become adept, not only

at the repertoire of steps that comprised their art, but in
the skills of pantomime that might allow them to con-
vey the human emotions and to tell a story. In the early
1760s he brought these ideas to bear while at the Paris
Opera, but they were resisted, and Noverre left again for
more congenial appointments elsewhere in Europe. Over
time, his call for a more naturalistic art that was able to
convey drama and emotional content was heard in the
French capital as it was in many places during the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century. In Paris, the Opera’s
ballet eventually adopted principles more closely akin to
those of Noverre, and in 1776, he was recalled there to
choreograph productions once again.

VIENNA. While Paris had long been the cradle of the
ballet’s development, Noverre’s career shows that new
centers of dance were emerging as important sites for in-
novation during the mid- and later eighteenth century.
Besides Stuttgart, the site for some of Noverre’s most in-
novative productions, Vienna was also home to a flour-
ishing dance culture in the 1750s and 1760s. At the same
time that Noverre was advocating the development of a
more meaningful form of ballet, the Italian dancer and
choreographer Gaspero Angiolini (1731–1803) was also
conducting experiments in ballets d’action in Austria. At
Vienna, Angiolini staged a number of ballets in the city
in partnership with Christoph Willibald von Gluck, 
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Vienna’s then-reigning court composer. In contrast to
Noverre’s calls for greater naturalism and for an art that
was consonant with the emerging philosophies of the
Enlightenment, Angiolini intended to revive the dance
of Antiquity, hoping to stage complete dramas upon the
principles that had been set down by the ancient Greeks.
Like Noverre, Angiolini also produced diversionary en-
tertainments to be inserted within operas and dramas,
but his true allegiance was to dramatic forms of dance.
He staged a number of ballets d’action on pastoral and
mythological themes. One of his most daring produc-
tions was Don Juan, a work that provided great dramatic
force since it ended with the central character being car-
ried off to the torments of Hell at the ballet’s conclu-
sion. In this production Gluck’s music suggested the
terror that gripped Don Juan at this climactic moment.
Gluck was a natural partner for Angiolini’s ambitions
since he had recently come to produce a series of “re-
form operas,” works that aimed to present a broader
range of human emotions and which attempted to inte-
grate musical forms of expression more closely to the
texts being sung. In his collaboration with Angiolini,
then, Gluck provided music that augmented and height-
ened the danced pantomimes that conveyed a story. This
new sophistication in creating a fusion between music
and dancing suggested to the Viennese audience some
of the possibilities that lay within the emerging ballet
d’action’s integration of the two art forms. Elsewhere in
Europe the music for the new pantomime ballets was
usually adopted from pre-existing pieces that did not fit
so closely with the choice of dramatic story line, and the
results were not always as appealing to audiences. While
both Noverre and Angiolini labored to establish the new
tenets of the ballet d’action, the two shared a number of
differences. In contrast to Noverre’s difficult and chal-
lenging intellectualism, Angiolini’s ideas about the new
art form were more straightforward and less complex. As
a result, the two waged a long and sometimes bitter ri-
valry, but in tandem their efforts helped establish the
new dramatic ballets within many key European dance
centers of the day.
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BALLET IN AN AGE OF REVOLUTION

DESTRUCTION AND CHANGE. The onset of Revo-
lution in France in 1789 produced profound changes in
the production of all the arts. Both opera and ballet had
flourished in Paris in tandem with the Opera, a royal in-
stitution that had long been nourished by the court’s pa-
tronage. As the Revolution approached, bankruptcy
loomed as the only way out of an engulfing royal finan-
cial crisis. In the first few years of the Revolution the spe-
cial privileges of the clergy and nobility as well as many
of the ancient prerogatives of the monarch were abol-
ished in a series of progressively tightening measures di-
rected at all forms of ancient privilege. At first, a new
constitutional monarchy was fashioned, but King Louis
XVI’s attempt to escape from France with his queen in
June of 1791 turned the tide of opinion against such an
option, leading to the abolishment of the monarchy and
the establishment of a new republican government. As a
result of these swiftly moving events, Louis XVI’s pa-
tronage of the arts at first rapidly diminished as he was
forced to cut costs to fit with his dramatically straitened
circumstances, and then dried up altogether. As the new
republican government moved to establish its control
over all elements of the state, a pervasive Reign of Ter-
ror ensued in which anyone suspected of monarchical
sympathies might fall prey to persecution and execution.
Many of the institutions that had long nourished ballet
and opera thus faced great trials during the Terror, since
their longstanding ties to aristocratic society marked
them as bastions of privilege. An older musical and dra-
matic culture, sustained by aristocratic sensibilities,
quickly disappeared in Paris and other French cities, and
the political leaders of the Revolution advocated art that
might express the democratic principles and revolution-
ary ideals that lay at the heart of their movement. Such
principles were aptly suited to the rising form of the bal-
let d’action, since its narrative dances provided one way
of presenting stories that fit neatly with the new revolu-
tionary impulses. While ballet did not disappear as a di-
version within the operas of the time, its place as an
independent art form became firmly established by the
end of the eighteenth century in Paris as the revolution-
ary government embraced it to defend republicanism.
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CHANGES IN BALLET. Despite the monumental
changes that were occurring in French society at the
time, the Paris Opera continued to flourish in the tu-
mult of Revolution. As aristocrats disappeared from the
ranks of its audience, new spectators appeared from
among the middle classes. While financial shortfalls were
typical at the institution during the early days of Revo-
lution, they subsided somewhat after the city of Paris as-
sumed its control. At first, the ballets and operas staged
there continued in much the same pattern as they had
over the previous two decades. Many ballets, in other
words, were performed that relied on ancient mytho-
logical or heroic themes. As the fervor of republican sen-
timent grew in Paris in the years after 1790 and the
Revolution grew more radical, the commune—that is,
the city’s own municipal government—demanded that
the company stage new revolutionary dance dramas. The
Opera’s ballet performers were also enlisted to dance in
productions held in other Parisian theaters. During the
Reign of Terror between 1792 and 1794, the revolu-
tionary government commissioned many new ballets and
dances to mark key events in the Revolution. The es-
tablishment of the Civil Constitution of the Clergy and
the execution of King Louis XVI were two events that
were celebrated with the staging of elaborate dances.
Dance dramas commemorated important events in the
Revolution’s history, but they also marked some of the
momentous changes that the revolutionary assembly at-

tempted to implement in France. The Worship of the
Supreme Being, a state-sanctioned deistic religion op-
posed to traditional Christianity, became mandatory
throughout France in May 1794. Within a month a mas-
sive festival was mounted to commemorate the new
change, and an elaborate series of dances that involved
hundreds of participants was staged in the open air.
Dance commemorated the Revolution even as the Paris
Commune and the national assembly’s Committee of
Public Safety exerted a tightening grip on the kinds of
operas, ballets, and plays that were performed in the city.
The Committee of Public Safety, for example, decreed
that from henceforth no aristocrats should figure as char-
acters in any theatrical productions. In this way art con-
formed to revolutionary demands, and the Committee
dispatched police officials and soldiers to supervise bal-
let and operatic productions. These years of the Terror
were particularly difficult for many artists, especially bal-
let dancers and opera singers who had long enjoyed the
patronage and largesse of the nobility. A number of key
French dancers left France during this period, many 
taking up residence and performing in London at the
time. Jean-Georges Noverre, Auguste Vestris, and Jean
Dauberval were just a few of the many Parisian dancers
who took refuge in England. For those who stayed in
France, participation in the new revolutionary ballets,
with their story lines that defended liberty and republi-
can government, provided one way of averting the
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regime’s suspicions and avoiding imprisonment and the
guillotine. In the heightened atmosphere of persecution
that revolutionary demands produced, there was conse-
quently no shortage of volunteers to dance in the Rev-
olution’s ballet spectacles.

GROWTH OF TROUPES. Despite fiscal crises and
revolutionary upheaval, the ballet flourished in Paris dur-
ing the years of the Revolution. Old patronage networks
that had been supported by the aristocracy had disap-
peared, but dance’s new role as a promoter of republi-
can ideals at festivals guaranteed its lavish support even
while the new regime faced chronic shortages of funds
and supplies. Elsewhere in Europe, the final decades of
the eighteenth century were times of great expansion in
ballet troupes as well. In Italy, most major opera houses
employed around forty dancers at this time, while in dis-
tant Stockholm their ranks numbered around seventy.
By 1770, the Paris Opera’s own troupe had risen to more
than ninety performers, and although the chronic fiscal
crisis of the 1780s may have caused these numbers to
shrink somewhat, the elaborate spectacles staged with
professional dancers from the Opera point to its con-
tinuing vitality. By the end of the eighteenth century,
the purpose of these urban troupes was in most places
twofold; the ballet troupes of the time still performed
divertissements, entr’actes, and concluding ballets within
operas as they had done for almost two centuries, but
they also performed pantomime ballets or ballets d’ac-
tion. Ballet’s long apprenticeship to opera had not com-
pletely ended by the year 1800, but the art form had
achieved a striking degree of independence during the
course of the previous century. One sign of this new re-
ality, and a harbinger of even greater innovations to
come, occurred at the very end of the eighteenth cen-
tury as the Italian dancer and choreographer Salvatore
Vigano instituted drastic reforms in costuming and
footwear to the dance troupe at the Venetian Opera.
Vigano introduced light and loose-fitting Neoclassical
dress, and he required his dancers to wear either sandals
or slippers. His emancipation of dancers from much of
the elegant trappings in which eighteenth-century aris-
tocratic society had long placed them opened up the way
for the striking innovations in dance technique that oc-
curred in the nineteenth century.
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S I G N I F I C A N T
P E O P L E

in Dance

GASPARO ANGIOLINI

1731–1803

Dancer
Choreographer

BEGINNINGS. Gasparo Angiolini was born at Flo-
rence and began his career as a dancer at Lucca in 1747.
Like most of the prominent dancers of his time, he made
his debut when he was just a teenager, and his early suc-
cess brought him soon to Venice, the home of Italy’s
oldest opera house. He performed there during several
seasons, but in his early career he was also associated with
the ballets at Spoleto, Turin, and again at Lucca. By his
early twenties he had risen through the ranks of these
companies and was recognized as a choreographer. Af-
ter a brief stint in Rome, he made his way to Vienna,
where he danced with Maria Teresa Fogliazzi. At the
time the notorious eighteenth-century lover Casanova
was pursuing Fogliazzi, but Angiolini successfully won
her hand in marriage. Following successes in Vienna the
two returned to Italy, where they were the lead dancers
at Turin. When Franz Hilverding, ballet master of the
French theater in Vienna, left to direct the Tsar’s ballet
in Russia, Angiolini replaced him. Despite several early
setbacks, the most productive and creative part of his ca-
reer soon began in the Austrian capital.

BALLET D’ACTION. Angiolini’s rise to fame in Vi-
enna coincided with the development of the new genre
of dance known as the ballet d’action, danced dramas in
which performers used gestures and pantomime to con-
vey a story. The first productions that he staged for the
Viennese opera were largely traditional diversionary
pieces common to the time. In 1761, though, the French
theater in Vienna hired an assistant who took over these
tasks, and Angiolini was now free to devote himself to
the creation of major dance dramas. In two of these, Don
Juan and Sémiramis, the ballet master tried to apply an-
cient ideas about dance and pantomime. At this early
stage in his development as a producer of dance dramas,
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Angiolini collaborated with Willibald Christoph von
Gluck, the Viennese court composer whose music and
operas set new standards for dramatic and expressive
powers. Later Angiolini was to write much of the music
for his ballets himself, but his early production of Don
Juan—a theme already highly familiar to the Viennese
audience—was noteworthy for its dramatic conclusion.
Audiences found the final scene in which Don Juan was
carried off to Hell to be a revelation. It showed how
dance’s power might be combined with music to create
a heightened sense of urgency and drama, a sense more
profound than in a mere spoken drama. The collabora-
tion with Gluck was a happy one, although Angiolini al-
ways preferred his latter ballets in which he had complete
control over music, dance, and story line.

MOVE TO ST. PETERSBURG. In 1765 the Habsburg
emperor died, and a long period of mourning began
throughout Austria. Typically during these periods all
theaters were closed, and so Angiolini faced a protracted
period of unemployment. Around this time his prede-
cessor in Vienna, Hilverding left his position in St. Pe-
tersburg, and Angiolini replaced him. His time in Russia
saw the creation of new ballets as well as the staging of
ones that he had already pioneered in Vienna. After leav-
ing Russia a few years later, he worked in Venice, Padua,
and Milan. It was in this last city that Angiolini wrote
his Gasparo Angiolini’s Letter to Mr. Noverre Concerning
the Ballet Pantomime, actually a pamphlet that attacked
Noverre for his claims of originality in staging ballets
d’action. Angiolini demonstrated that the artistic genre
had been first developed by his own predecessor, Franz
Hilverding, at Vienna. Angiolini also criticized Noverre
for an insufficient attention to technique as well as a rel-
ative ignorance of music. The rivalry proved long last-
ing, although the two were by this time among the most
prominent ballet masters in Europe. In 1774, they
swapped posts. Angiolini took Noverre’s position at Vi-
enna, and Noverre assumed the Italian’s at Milan. Other
trips to St. Petersburg followed, where Angiolini staged
productions and became involved with the city’s devel-
oping ballet school. By 1780, though, Angiolini had re-
turned to Milan, and his base of operation remained in
the city for the rest of his life.

HIGH POINT AND RETIREMENT. Between 1780
and 1782, Angiolini’s career achieved its high point while
he was at work staging ballets for La Scala, the opera in
Milan. By this time the choreographer was composing
all of his own music. While he was widely hailed at the
time for his compositional powers, the few scattered
scores that survive show that Angiolini was a composer
with considerable deficits. His lively staging, with elab-

orate machinery and sumptuous costumes, was notable
among the many grand productions of the later eigh-
teenth century. The master’s importance, though, con-
tinues to be recognized in his revival of pantomime
techniques and his advocacy of danced dramas. While
Angiolini sometimes wrote dance theory, he was not as
lively an author as Jean-Georges Noverre, and thus his
relative modern obscurity can be credited to his less cer-
tain rhetorical powers.
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MARIE-ANN DE CUPIS DE CAMARGO

1710–1771

Ballerina

BEGINNINGS. One of two great prima ballerinas in
mid-eighteenth-century France, Marie-Ann de Cupis de
Camargo was born at Brussels to a family of mixed
Franco-Flemish and Spanish heritage. In her youth she
studied with Francoise Prevost, the greatest ballerina in
Paris at the time, and in 1720, she was engaged at the
Brussels ballet. Her Paris debut occurred in a produc-
tion of Les caractères de la danse in 1726, and her per-
formance was so brilliant that it excited the jealousy of
her teacher, who refused to work with her anymore. She
next studied with Blondy and Dumoulin, two other mas-
ters of the time. Between the time of her debut and re-
tirement in 1751, she performed in almost eighty ballets
in Paris. A fierce rivalry developed between Marie Ca-
margo and Marie Sallé, the other great ballerina of the
period. Voltaire, the greatest philosophe of the age, noted
that Camargo’s style was quick and brilliant, while Sallé’s
was more lyrical and expressive. Camargo’s technical fa-
cility was apparently enormous, and she was the first
woman to perform several demanding leaps, including
the cabriole, pas battu, and entrechats—steps that had pre-
viously been reserved for men. Madame Camargo has
also long been credited with establishing the ballerina’s
normative position with feet pointed at a 90 degree an-
gle to the body. Eventually, she shortened her skirts, an
innovation that allowed her to perform even more 
demanding footwork, and which opened up new tech-
nical arenas for ballerinas who followed.

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800) 101

Dance

69742_AHTE_EE2_069-106.qxd  9/21/2004  2:29 PM  Page 101



SOCIAL ACCEPTANCE. Throughout her career her
performances were often associated with the operas of
Jean-Baptiste Lully, the late seventeenth-century com-
poser who had largely fixed the canons of the genre in
France. As revivals of these works were mounted, how-
ever, additional dances were added to the productions
to show off the skills of dancers like Camargo and Sallé.
In one production a male dancer failed to appear on cue,
and Camargo scored a great success by dancing in his
place a fantastically improvised ballet. Camargo’s prowess
on the theatrical stage allowed her admittance into some
of the most cultured spheres of mid-eighteenth-century
Parisian society. She became a darling of the “salon” set,
and her hairstyles, shoes, and hats were widely copied by
upper-class Parisian women. French chefs of the period
named a number of dishes after her, including such del-
icacies as Soufflé à la Camargo and Filet de Boeuf Ca-
margo. Prominent French artists painted her portrait on
several occasions, and her reputation survived long after
her death. During the nineteenth century, for example,
two operas were written about her life, and in 1930, the
Camargo Society of London, a dancing troupe, was
named after her. Despite her widespread fame—a fame
achieved after just a few years of performing in the Paris
Opera—Camargo retired in 1734 to become the mis-
tress of the Count of Clermont. Seven years later,
though, she returned to Paris and continued to perform
in the Opera ballet until 1751, at which time the king
granted her a state pension for the remainder of her life.
Besides her long-term association with Clermont, she did
not marry.

SIGNIFICANCE. Like her rival Sallé, Camargo’s ca-
reer opened up new possibilities for ballerinas who fol-
lowed her. A trailblazer in the realm of technique,
Camargo’s dancing set a new standard of technical ex-
cellence. During the Baroque, rising standards of per-
formance in both the opera and the ballet helped to
create an audience that avidly followed and tracked the
best singers and dancers of the day. The split in opin-
ion that occurred in Paris over the relative merits of Ca-
margo and Sallé was typical of the tenor of the times, as
audiences devoted the kind of attention to these celebri-
ties that modern people do to sports stars and popular
musicians.
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JEAN-GEORGES NOVERRE

1727–1810

Dancer
Choreographer

EARLY TRAVELS. Born the son of a Swiss soldier and
a Parisian woman, Jean-Georges Noverre, the man who
was destined to transform the ballet, studied dance in
Paris from an early age. At first a student of the noted
master Marcel, he later studied with Louis Dupré, at the
time the first dancer in the Paris Opera’s troupe. He made
his debut with the Opera ballet around 1743 in a pro-
duction that Dupré directed of the burlesque ballet Le
Coq de Village (The Village Rooster). In the same 
year he danced for the royal court at the Palace of
Fontainebleau, outside Paris. In these early years of his
career he came in contact with the great naturalism of
the female dancer Marie Sallé as well as with the expres-
sive music of Jean-Philippe Rameau. These two influ-
ences left their mark on Noverre’s career as he labored to
develop ballet as a form of drama. In the years that fol-
lowed his Paris debut, Noverre left Paris for Berlin, where
he performed in a number of productions. By 1747, he
was back in France, where he may have taken a short post
in the city of Marseilles before moving on to Strasbourg.

EARLY BALLETS. In Strasbourg in 1749, Noverre
made the acquaintance of the actress and dancer Marie-
Louise Saveur, whom he married. A year later, he was
called to dance at Lyons, France’s second-largest city,
where he partnered with Marie Camargo, France’s great
female dance virtuoso. In 1751, he staged his first pan-
tomime ballet there, a production of The Judgment of
Paris. In his subsequent engagements as choreographer
and dancer in the next few years at Strasbourg and Paris
he did not continue to stage pantomime ballets, but in-
stead confined his work to more traditional ballets filled
with complex figural patterns and the virtuosic displays
typical of the time. His productions were noteworthy,
however, for their complex stage scenery and costuming.
Because of his failure to garner a permanent position at
the Paris Opera, Noverre left France for London in 1755.
Here he worked with the prominent man of letters and
impresario David Garrick at the Drury Lane Theater
near Covent Garden. At the time, relations between
France and England had turned sour, and an upswell in
anti-French sentiment condemned Noverre’s production
of The Chinese Feast to failure. The crowds who attended
this production even erupted in a riot after one perfor-
mance. Unable to earn a living in England, Noverre re-
turned to Lyons, where he began to work on his book,
Letters on Dance and Ballet. Published in 1759, the book
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was an immediate success and it did a great deal to en-
hance his reputation throughout Europe.

LETTERS ON DANCE. Noverre’s letters on dance de-
veloped ideas that France’s Enlightenment thinkers were
promoting about the nature of the arts. The philosophes,
as they were known, stressed that art was far more than
a mere adornment or ornament to life. The arts pos-
sessed the power to ennoble humankind by presenting
to the race an image of beauty as well as the range of
human emotions. The thinking of the Enlighteners
stressed the ability of the various arts to convey ideas,
thoughts, and feelings in ways that were unfettered by
courtly conventions and elaborate rules. Around the time
that Noverre was writing his book on dance, the famous
Enlightenment dramatist and encyclopedist Diderot
produced his play The Natural Son. In that work he de-
cried the merely decorative and ornamental nature of the
ballet in his time, and he expressed the fervent hope that
a master might come along who could show the art a
way out of its decadence. It was Noverre who took on
this task in his Letters, and in the remainder of his ca-
reer he devoted himself to transforming the ballet into
a dramatic, rather than merely athletic, art.

MOVE TO STUTTGART. While France’s Enlighten-
ment thinkers and literati found his Letters on Dance a
compelling work, Noverre’s colleagues in French opera
houses were not won over. After working at the Opera
for only a short time as a choreographer, he made his
way to the court of the Württemberg dukes at Stuttgart,
which was then home to a more experimental dance cul-
ture than in either Paris or Lyons. Here he produced
about twenty ballets before the company he directed was
disbanded in 1767. At that time he secured his most im-
portant position—ballet master to the Habsburgs at Vi-
enna—where he staged almost forty ballets in eight years.
His productivity in Vienna was enormous, and his most
important ballets date from this period. The resources
of the Habsburg imperial court were considerable, and
their musical culture was among the finest in Europe.
Noverre staged his ballets to music by Gluck and several
other Viennese masters, including Josef Starzer and
Franz Aspelmayr. As a result of these performances, his
reputation as a choreographer spread throughout Eu-
rope. Despite rivalries with other dance masters—most
notably the Italian Gasparo Angiolini—and brief peri-
ods of unemployment, Noverre continued to be in de-
mand as a choreographer throughout the continent for
most of the rest of his life. In 1776, for example, he fi-
nally achieved the position he had long desired as ballet-
master at the Paris Opera. Although he remained in this
position until 1781, the Parisian audience was not re-

ceptive to his artistic vision, and he accepted a semi-re-
tirement from the company in 1779. Many complained
of his choices of themes as well as his refusal to stage bal-
lets that were a part of a larger opera. Noverre, ever con-
vinced of the cause of his art, took some of his
productions to London, and over the course of the fol-
lowing years, he staged ballets and divertissements in Eng-
land and Lyons. He retired, but in the 1790s the inflation
of the French Revolution forced him to return to chore-
ography. At the height of the Terror he fled to London
and produced a number of productions; when his for-
tunes improved, he returned to France, where he spent
the rest of his life in retirement.

INFLUENCE. Noverre’s artistic ideas contained in his
Letters on Dance and Ballet were undeniably his most im-
portant contribution to the theory and practice of dance.
He advocated an art freed from the merely ornamental
and subjected to new dramatic discipline and emotional
expression. Many other ballet masters of the period
openly advocated reforms similar to those of Noverre,
and some of their own innovations preceded this French
master’s. Noverre’s widely published book, however, es-
tablished a place for its author in posterity, so that he
has long been wrongly credited with single-handedly
transforming the ballet into a form of dramatic art.
Noverre’s own theatrical career was checkered with many
failures and a few successes. The high point of his ac-
tivity occurred in Vienna during the late 1760s and
1770s. After this time, the choreographer never matched
the success he had experienced in this environment, al-
though his intellectual influence on dance persisted by
virtue of his widely read Letters.
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GAETANO VESTRIS

1729–1808

Dancer
Choreographer

A DISTINGUISHED FAMILY. Gaetano Vestris was
born into a family notable for its dancers and musicians.
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His elder sister Teresa Vestris (1726–1808) was a promi-
nent dancer at the Paris Opera during the 1750s, before
becoming a courtesan. Gaetano’s younger brother Angi-
olo also became a dancer, performing in Paris and then
later in Stuttgart in the pantomime ballets that Jean-
Georges Noverre produced there. In total, nine mem-
bers of the family were connected with the Opera in Paris
or distinguished themselves in the field of dance or mu-
sic during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Thus
like the Bach family, who provided church and court
musicians for the German principalities throughout the
eighteenth century, the Vestris family was a major force
on the Parisian musical and dance scene. Gaetano him-
self trained at the Paris Opera and performed there be-
tween 1749 and 1780. His career thus coincided with
the rise of the ballet d’action, and he became the leading
dancer of the mid-century. After retiring from perfor-
mance, he continued to teach in Paris, training the male
dancers who carried forward French innovations in bal-
let into the nineteenth century. Thus like Louis Dupré,
who dominated dance in Paris in the first half of the
eighteenth century, Vestris’s long career assured his in-
fluence over professional dance for years following his
death.

TRADITION AND INNOVATION. The Vestris family
had emigrated from Florence to France around 1740,
and certain members seemed already to be well ac-
quainted with Italian traditions of miming. The daugh-
ter Teresa was the first to make her way as a ballerina,
performing in the Esterhazy Ballet in Hungary before
moving on to Dresden and her later Paris debut. In Paris,
she used her influence to obtain for her brothers Gae-
tano and Angiolo instruction at the Opera’s school. As
a student there, Gaetano studied with Louis Dupré, the
greatest dancer and teacher of the first half of the eigh-
teenth century. He acquired the traditional skills neces-
sary to a ballet performer of the time. These included a
ready athleticism, knowledge and mastery of all the steps
and leaps that formed the ballet’s vocabulary of move-
ments, and a thorough understanding of how these were
to be combined with the musical forms that had since
Lully’s time accompanied the opera ballet in France.

CHOREOGRAPHER. Although Vestris’s training had
been largely traditional, he performed in the new pan-
tomime ballets that became popular after 1750. In ad-
dition, as a teacher and choreographer he adapted himself
to the changes in technique that were quickly trans-
forming the ballet. His tenure as ballet master at Paris
coincided with a bleak period in the institution’s history,
and historical assessments have not always been kind to
his choreography. Vestris tried to strike a balance in the

works that he created for the Opera between the new
and the old. While his productions have sometimes been
discounted as too traditional, it must be remembered that
this was a low period in many ways in the Opera’s his-
tory. In 1763, the Opera’s theater in the Palais Royale
burned down, and for seven years, the company was tem-
porarily located in the Tuileries Palace nearby. A new
theater reopened at the same site north and east of the
Louvre in 1770, but it was as cramped and inadequate
as the one it had replaced. When it was damaged in a
fire in 1781, plans were made to house the Opera and
ballet in new, grander surroundings. Besides the prob-
lems of space at the time, artistic differences about the
direction the Opera’s dances should take were numer-
ous. In creating new ballets, then, Vestris appears to have
tried to strike a compromising chord, a chord that seemed
to please few. In these years, though, he continued to
dance and impress audiences with his athletic prowess,
developing a reputation as the best living exemplar of the
“noble style” in French dancing. By the early 1770s, Gae-
tano was in his early forties, and he sometimes deferred
performing to allow his son, Auguste, to dance his roles.
Auguste was even more definite about adopting the re-
forms that were circulating in the dance world of his day.
While previous dancers had sometimes given up the
masks and elaborate costuming to perform more com-
plex roles, Auguste abandoned them completely. He was
thus able to perform with such freedom of movement
and to execute such a range of steps that the longstand-
ing custom of decking dancers out in an array of trap-
pings soon disappeared. Around 1780, both Gaetano
Vestris and his son Auguste undertook a tour to Lon-
don, where their ballets caused a sensation. Both Vestris’s
returned to Paris in triumph, and at his retirement from
dancing a few years later in 1782, Gaetano was celebrated
as a French national hero. He received a state pension as
a result of his distinguished career.

TROUBLES IN THE REVOLUTION. Like many other
dancers who had flourished in the aristocratic society of
eighteenth-century France, Gaetano Vestris’s fortunes
fell on hard times during the early years of the French
Revolution. As a result of the fiscal crisis, the new re-
publican government cut off his state pension, and for
a time, Vestris fell under suspicion of monarchical sen-
timents. He traveled again to London, where he became
ballet master to the King’s Theatre. In 1793, though, he
returned to Paris, and the republican government re-
stored his pension to him. During the 1790s his son,
Auguste Vestris, as well as several of the students that
Gaetano had trained, continued to dominate ballet per-
formance in Paris.

104 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800)

Dance

69742_AHTE_EE2_069-106.qxd  9/21/2004  2:29 PM  Page 104



SOURCES

Susan Leigh Foster, Choreography and Narrative. Ballet’s
Staging of Story and Desire (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana
University Press, 1996).

Ivor Guest, Le Ballet de l’Opera de Paris (Paris: Théâtre na-
tional de l’Opera, 1976).

—, The Ballet of the Enlightenment (London: Dance
Books, 1996).

Spire Pitou, The Paris Opéra: An Encyclopedia of Operas, Bal-
lets, Composers, and Performers. 2 vols. (Westport,
Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1983–1985).

Marian H. Winter, Pre-Romantic Ballet (London: Pitman
Publishing, 1974).

JOHN WEAVER

1673–1760

Dance Master

DANCER AND WRITER. England’s great early
eighteenth-century dancer was born the son of a dance
master, and attended school at Shrewsbury for a time
before settling in Oxford with his father. There his fa-
ther ran a studio of dance, and John Weaver picked up
his techniques there before heading to London around
1700 to make his way as a theatrical dancer. In 1703,
Weaver staged his first ballet, The Tavern Bilkers. Some-
what later, the dancer was to praise his early production
as the first “Entertainment that appeared on the English
stage, where the Representation and Story was carried
on by Dancing, Action and Motion only.” Scant infor-
mation survives about the production, so it is difficult
to tell whether The Tavern Bilkers was actually England’s
first pantomime ballet. Weaver must have been an ac-
complished dancer and choreographer even at this date,
because Mister Isaac, the greatest dance master in Lon-
don at the time, soon befriended him. Under his en-
couragement, Weaver translated Feuillet’s Choreography,
an important French dance manual of the time. He pub-
lished his version as Orchesography in 1706. Around the
same time he also published six of Mister Isaac’s dances,
which he set down using the new Beauchamp-Feuillet
style of notation.

THEORY. Sometime around 1707 or 1708, Weaver
returned to Shrewsbury, where he settled with his fam-
ily. The town served as his home base for the rest of his
life, although he did return to London on several occa-
sions to stage productions. Back in his childhood home,
Weaver soon devoted himself to dance history and the-
ory. Under the prodding of the dramatist and man of
letters Sir Richard Steele, the dance master began to write

a history of dance. This work of scholarship, An Essay
Towards a History of Dancing (1712), treated at great
length the development of dance in Antiquity, but con-
cluded that a new kind of art needed to flourish in con-
temporary times. Weaver supported dance that would
display human manners and emotions and convey a story
line. Thus his work anticipated the great achievements
of pantomime ballet and ballets d’action that were to fol-
low in the mid- and later eighteenth century. In 1717,
he returned to London where he was engaged to produce
the pantomime ballet, The Loves of Mars and Venus, at
the Drury Lane Theater, the site where many of eighteenth-
century London’s experiments in dance were produced.
Weaver styled his Loves as a work made in “imitation of
the pantomimes of the ancient Greeks and Romans,” and
his attempt to revive these ancient arts fit neatly with
much of the eighteenth-century Neoclassical spirit in
Britain. While Weaver was generally admiring of ancient
practices, his own pantomimes did not slavishly imitate
antique art. In his theoretical writings on Greek and Ro-
man pantomime, he stressed that the ancients had used
a single actor to portray many different characters. By
contrast, Weaver himself relied on many professional
dancers to stage his production of the Loves.

SUCCESSES. Weaver followed the success of his first
pantomime ballet with another work, Orpheus and Eu-
rydice. Around this time he began to study the anatomy
of the human body with a special emphasis on how the
musculature supported movement. In 1721 he published
a work entitled Mechanical and Anatomical Lectures upon
Dancing, the first study of the science of human move-
ment. Two other pantomime ballets were to follow: the
first, Perseus and Andromeda, was staged at Drury Lane
in 1728, while the final work, The Judgment of Paris, was
performed during 1733. In this last work, Weaver in-
cluded much pantomime, but he also reintegrated songs
and music into his drama, a return to some of the con-
ventions of ballet that remained in force at the time. Af-
ter the Judgment of Paris, Weaver did not return to
produce ballets in London. He remained at Shrewsbury,
where he continued to serve as a dance master.

IMPORTANCE. Although Weaver was a visionary in
the field of dance, his ideas were not to be taken up by
subsequent masters for several decades. When these new
experiments in dramatic ballet arose, they appeared in
the court theaters of the German- and French-speaking
world, rather than in Weaver’s England. In his own time,
his productions were noteworthy but not widely suc-
cessful. Neither were they widely imitated because the
impresarios of the period concentrated their attentions
on other works that were more commercially viable.

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800) 105

Dance

69742_AHTE_EE2_069-106.qxd  9/21/2004  2:29 PM  Page 105



Lacking the rich budget of a court theater, where subsi-
dies made experimentation possible, Weaver’s vision of
pantomime ballet largely withered on the vine. His lit-
erary importance as a commentator on dance and as a
force that helped to establish Feuillet notation through-
out Europe has ensured the survival of his reputation in
posterity.
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D O C U M E N T A R Y
S O U R C E S

in Dance

John Essex, trans., The Dancing Master (1728)—This trans-
lation of Pierre Rameau’s dance treatise provided per-
formers in England with knowledge of the latest trends
in French dance. Rameau was one of the most impor-
tant theorists of dance in eighteenth-century France. He
explained the precise placement of hands and feet be-
sides cataloguing an enormous number of steps.

Jean-Georges Noverre, Letters on Dancing and Ballets (1754)—
One of the most influential dancing treatises of all time, 
this collection of observations on dance reinterpreted the 
art form according to the theories of the Enlightenment. 
Noverre stressed that dance must strive to be a represen-
tation of the human emotions, that it should adapt a 
greater naturalism, and that it should abandon the cum-
bersome costumes and masks typical of the day. Noverre’s 
theories, which attacked the mere technical virtuosity of 
many contemporary dancers, were controversial, but 
eventually prevailed in the ballet.

John Playford, The English Dancing Master (1651)—This
collection of English country dances was widely avail-
able in the later seventeenth century. Through Playford,
knowledge of country dances spread to France, where
these figure dances were refined and made into an es-
sential part of the ballroom repertoire of the later sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries.

John Weaver, trans., Orchesography (1706)—This famous
translation of Feuillet’s Choreography spread knowledge
of French dance notational techniques in England. It
also established fashion for many French trends.
Weaver’s translation went through several editions, and
was, in turn, re-translated into German, helping to
spread knowledge throughout Europe of the Feuillet
system.

John Weaver, ed., A Collection of Ball-Dances Performed at 
Court (1706)—The Stuart kings’ dancing master, Mister 
Isaac (1640–1720), originally compiled this collection of 
ballroom dances. It provides unparalleled information 
about the precise kinds of steps that were performed in 
the English ballroom around 1700. Weaver, the most 
prominent English choreographer of the early eighteenth 
century, edited it and oversaw its publication.
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I M P O R T A N T  E V E N T S
in Fashion

c. 1600 In Spain, a fondness for somber colors
and restrained but opulent decoration
reigns. Elsewhere in Europe these ele-
ments of Spanish design often meld with
native traditions to produce imaginative,
but sometimes distorted and bizarre re-
gional variations.

1603 Elizabeth I of England dies. As part of the
inventory taken of her goods, scores of op-
ulent dresses are noted in her private col-
lection, most of which come into the
possession of her successor James I’s wife,
Anne of Denmark.

1604 A bill is introduced in the English Parlia-
ment that abolishes all sumptuary laws in
the country. When James I tries repeat-
edly to proclaim sumptuary legislation
himself, his measures are struck down by
Parliament.

c. 1620 The dominance of Spanish fashions be-
gins to fade in court societies throughout
Europe.

The popularity of ruffs, starched collars
pleated into elaborate folds, wanes in
Northern Europe.

c. 1625 Dutch fashions become popular in urban
and court circles. The Dutch favor less re-
strictive styles that are more comfortable,
as well as garments made of wool. Their
clothes are often richly decorated with
lace.

1630 Men’s hairstyles showcase long locks that
are artfully arranged.

1642 Marie de’ Medici, once queen of France
and one of the most fashionable women
in Europe, dies impoverished and exiled
from her adopted country.

1643 Louis XIV assumes the throne in France
as a five-year-old child. As an adult, the
king will dominate men’s style in aristo-
cratic societies throughout Europe.

c. 1660 French fashion begins to become popular
at courts throughout Europe.

c. 1665 The justaucorps, a long outer coat that
stretches to the knees, begins to be worn
at the French court atop a shorter waist-
coat and britches. In tandem, this three-
piece wardrobe will govern men’s styles in
much of Europe over the next century and
will form the basis for the modern “three-
piece” suit.

c. 1670 Wigs become popular as a hairstyle for
men, as Louis XIV in France and Charles
II in England don the new fake hair.

1682 The Palace of Versailles becomes the of-
ficial home of the French court and the
center of state government. During his
years at the château, Louis XIV makes the
ceremony of his rising and dressing,
known as the levée, into a grand center-
piece of Versailles’ system of etiquette, re-
quiring more than 100 noblemen to
attend the king at this ceremonial dress-
ing.

1683 Jean-Baptiste Colbert, Louis XIV’s pow-
erful chief minister, dies. During the pre-
vious decades Colbert has followed the
economic policies of mercantilism, estab-
lishing France’s preeminence in certain
key industries, including the making of
lace and other fine fabrics necessary to
clothing.

c. 1700 In England, the popularity of male wigs,
or perukes, reaches its high point. Differ-
ent professions and types of gentlemen
begin to wear wigs that distinguish their
stations in life, and the taste for these hair-
pieces gives rise to fashions that are fan-
ciful and increasingly artificial.
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1709 Louis XIV suffers disastrous defeats in in-
ternational wars. The resulting financial
weakness in France prompts the court to
pursue a new austerity in dress.

1715 In France, King Louis XIV dies and is suc-
ceeded by his young great grandson, Louis
XV. Because Louis XV is a minor, his un-
cle Philippe, the Duke of Orléans, rules,
and, during this period known as the Re-
gency, a new more opulent and lighter
style in dress and interior decoration
flourishes.

c. 1730 The robe à la française becomes one of the
most popular styles of fashion for women
throughout Europe. The gown is fash-
ioned on women’s negligées and fits tight
at the bodice, but allows contrasting or
identical underskirts to show through,
artfully arranged over a series of hoops or
paniers so that they fall into bell shapes.

1746 Madame de Pompadour becomes the of-
ficial court mistress of Louis XV. During
the years in which she fills this position,
Pompadour establish many styles in
France and throughout Europe, including
pompoms—a play on Pompadour’s
name—which are an arrangement of fur
or feather balls that are placed atop or at
the side of women’s heads.

c. 1750 The popularity of the elegant Rococo
style in France helps to inspire fashions in
dress that are made up of elaborate
flounces and ruffles.

1760 Louis XV purchases several factories and
merges them into a single company that
is charged with the responsibility of pro-
ducing high-quality cottons for the
French domestic market. Its popular
printed cottons become known as toile du
Jouy after the company’s location at Jouy
near Versailles, and the fabrics featuring
exotic motifs or scenes of everyday life are
used for everything from ladies’ dresses to
upholstery.

1764 Madame de Pompadour, King Louis 
XV’s mistress and a fashion trendsetter
throughout Europe, dies.

c. 1770 The production of affordable cottons in
English factories helps to inspire the pop-
ularity of new fashions crafted from these
materials throughout Europe.

1774 Louis XVI begins his reign as the king of
France, during which his queen, Marie-
Antoinette, will set new standards in lavish
dress. As the French Revolution approaches,
the queen and her court adopt the more
free-flowing and informal styles popular
in England at the time.

1775 In Paris, the fashion book, Monument of
the Physical and Moral Costume at the End
of the Eighteenth Century, is published for
the first time. The work accurately reflects
French aristocratic styles of the period and
spawns imitators, including the first fash-
ion magazines.

1778 The Parisian publishers Jean Esnaut and
Michel Rapilly commence distribution of
their Gallerie des modes et costumes français
(Gallery of French Style and Costumes),
which are collections of fashion plates in-
tended to keep consumers up to date on
the latest styles.

1783 Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun, a middle-class
French portrait painter, produces a por-
trait of Queen Marie-Antoinette wearing
a chemise, a simple dress of white muslin
gathered at the neck with a drawstring
and tied at the waist with a sash. The style
is an important departure for a French
queen, whose style of dress has long been
dictated by unbending court etiquette,
and is controversial at court, even while
reflecting the growing popularity of Eng-
lish informal styles among the aristocracy
in France.

1785 The first fashion magazine is published in
Paris under the title Les Cabinet des modes
(The Cabinet of Style). It will soon
change its name to Le Magasin du modes
nouvelles françaises et anglaises (The Mag-
azine of New French and English Styles)
to take account of the widespread popu-
larity of more informal English fashions
in France.
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1786 The Affair of the Necklace captivates
French society. This court intrigue, involv-
ing the alleged sale of an ostentatious dia-
mond necklace to Queen Marie-Antoinette,
becomes an occasion for attacking the
court’s lavish consumption.

1789 The royal prison of the Bastille is stormed
in Paris. In the wake of this event the gov-
ernment requires citizens to wear revolu-
tionary cockades on their hats or lapels,
which are emblems constructed of rib-
bons of white, red, and blue.

1793 The Sans Culottes (meaning “without
britches”) come to the forefront of the
Revolution as a powerful working-class
group supporting the radical Jacobin
cause in the French Revolution. The
movement is comprised of small Parisian

shopkeepers, artisans, and poor workers,
who wear trousers rather than the knee
britches, thereby popularizing the wear-
ing of trousers among those dedicated to
the cause of revolutionary democracy in
France.

1795 The government of the Directory is set
up in France and begins to restore order
to the country following the Reign of
Terror. During the several years of the
Directory’s rule, Neoclassical women’s
fashions will become the rage in Paris and
other French cities and will eventually
spread throughout Europe. These fash-
ions, at once feminine, practical, and rel-
atively inexpensive, mark the end to the
costly aristocratic opulence of the eigh-
teenth century.
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O V E R V I E W
of Fashion

FASHION: THE PRESERVE OF THE ARISTOCRACY.
For most of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries par-
ticipation in the world of fashion was limited to wealthy
aristocrats who lived in royal courts. While wealthy mer-
chants and members of the gentry sometimes imitated
the clothing worn by nobles, very few were able to dress
in the lavish way that the nobility did. Even if they could
have afforded the expense of such clothing, the vast ma-
jority of the European population could not have worn
the luxurious styles due to long-standing moral prohibi-
tions against lavish consumption as well as sumptuary
laws (laws that forbade certain kinds of consumption and
tried to limit the amount that people spent on their cloth-
ing). England was the first country to do away with sump-
tuary laws; the English Parliament repealed all sumptuary
legislation in 1604 because of a legal wrangle with the
Stuart King James I (r. 1603–1625). Although there were
numerous subsequent attempts to enact new sumptuary
laws in England, the ongoing competition between
Crown and Parliament meant that prohibitions against
certain kind of dress disappeared in England far earlier
than elsewhere in Europe. The absence of written laws
did not lead to widespread consumption of extravagant
clothing, however, as the popularity of Puritanism as a
religious creed discouraged lavish consumption of cloth-
ing. While large segments of the population shunned lux-
urious dress, high-ranking members of the nobility
continued to wear extravagant costumes. Elsewhere in
Europe, the austere teachings of many Protestant and
Catholic religious groups and the persistence of sumptu-
ary laws similarly discouraged extravagant consumption
among broad sectors of the population. Usually, though,
items that were prohibited to be worn by the populace
at large were freely permitted to many members of the
nobility. In this way clothing served as one of the most
visible and potent markers of social status.

THE SHIFTING STYLES OF THE SEVENTEENTH

CENTURY. Despite long-standing religious and economic
prohibitions condemning the world of style, fashions

changed nonetheless, albeit only every three to four
decades during the seventeenth century. Every major Eu-
ropean capital and royal court was filled with a cadre of
elites that possessed the resources to indulge changing
tastes. Around 1600, the reigning fashion throughout Eu-
rope favored styles that were originally Spanish in origin,
with ruffs (high starched and pleated collars), farthingales
(hooped contraptions that extended the line of women’s
hips, often to enormous widths), and capes being among
the most popular items adopted from the repertoire of
sixteenth-century Spanish dress. Spanish clothing had
usually been rather austere, with Spanish aristocrats fa-
voring exquisite tailoring and subdued colors instead of
opulent display. As these fashions were adopted through-
out Europe in the later sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries, they were often distorted by local tastes. The
farthingale, the hoop-like contraption on which women
of the time arranged their skirts, was one case in point.
Originally an early sixteenth-century Spanish style, it was
avidly adopted in courtly societies throughout northern
Europe, and in this process its contours became greatly
exaggerated. By the early seventeenth century farthingales
sometimes reached a width of four feet before beginning
to shrink and, by 1620, disappearing altogether. The ruff
presented a similar case in point. A relatively restrained
Spanish item of dress in the sixteenth century, it was
avidly adopted in many places by 1600 and taken to new
extremes of width and complexity before fading into fash-
ion oblivion by the end of the first quarter of the new
century. Both the love of Spanish style and the tendency
to exaggerate these innovations present us with two ten-
dencies that were often to be repeated in the world of
European fashion during the Baroque period. First, aris-
tocratic and wealthy Europeans from throughout the con-
tinent often found inspiration for their clothing in the
patterns of dress favored in the then-dominant power. As
Spain declined in the first quarter of the seventeenth cen-
tury, the rise of the Dutch Republic with its trading em-
pire throughout Europe provided a new and ready source
of emulation. In the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury, the torch of European fashion passed to France,
where the absolutist system set up by King Louis XIV
created the raw materials of an industry that was to dom-
inate European style even into modern times. The rise of
England as Europe’s dominant eighteenth-century power
brought with it a new host of styles that were avidly im-
itated throughout Europe and which came to be adopted,
refined, and exploited by the fashion industry in France.

A TENDENCY TOWARD DISTORTION. The second
tendency that European fashions exemplified throughout
the early-modern period was a tendency to exaggerate 
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innovations, often to a point at which styles became highly
contorted and even bizarre. Here the wig presents a case
in point. Hairpieces had been used in the Renaissance to
make women’s tresses fuller, despite long-standing Chris-
tian prohibitions against the custom. In the second half
of the seventeenth-century wigs gradually became a prized
item of male dress, particularly after King Louis XIV be-
gan to wear them to compensate for his receding hair-
line. From France, the fashion for wigs spread throughout
continental Europe and to England, and by the early eigh-
teenth century male wigs had become increasingly artifi-
cial. Now the wig was not just a compensation for the
middle-age loss of hair, but a fashion accessory very much
like a woman’s hat. Male coiffures sometimes rose to in-
credible heights, and male wigs that were powdered sil-
ver, pink, blue, or lavender became all the rage. By 1750,
though, this trend had largely spent itself, and men in
England and France began to renounce the wig alto-
gether. Similar trends are notable in women’s fashions.
Elaborately coifed hair and wigs rose to enormous heights
and hips were widened to great widths with paniers
throughout the first half of the eighteenth century before
these styles faded. Fashion extremes inevitably bred reac-
tions, with the rise of simpler styles that renounced pre-
vious trends sustaining fashion’s continuous changes and
innovations.

ROCOCO AND REACTION. During the eighteenth
century rising wealth produced new previously unheard-
of levels of consumption in almost every corner of Eu-
rope. Long-standing state and religious prohibitions
against lavish consumption relaxed, producing styles of
undeniable opulence and display. Nowhere were the
forces of this new consumerism more evident than in
France, where the austerity of the later years of Louis
XIV’s reign gave way by the mid-eighteenth century to
an era of unprecedented aristocratic extravagance. This
world of French Rococo fashion continues in many peo-
ple’s minds to conjure up an image of eighteenth-century
style. Elaborate women’s dresses that consumed scores of
yards of costly taffetas, brocades, and other luxury fab-
rics and exquisitely embroidered men’s outfits were two
of the hallmarks of the age. The extravagance of these
costumes was still well beyond the reach of all but a tiny
minority of French men and women. Yet even though
the middle and lower classes lagged behind aristocratic
standards of consumption, new standards in style were
being set across the social spectrum. As the eighteenth
century matured, the inspiration for new clothing styles
came, not only from French aristocratic society, but from
England. Britain stood at the vanguard of the economic
developments that were transforming eighteenth-century
Europe, and by 1750, taste in the English-speaking world

had come to be dominated by a new middle-class sensi-
bility that prized utility, practicality, and understatement,
in contrast to the Rococo fashions popular elsewhere in
Europe. From Philadelphia to Edinburgh and London to
Dublin, members of the English-speaking world were de-
veloping styles notable for their ready adaptability to all
sorts of occupations and ways of living. For men, the
frock coat combined with the vest or waistcoat and
britches to become the uniform of shopkeepers, mer-
chants, gentlemen, and even the aristocracy. For women,
undeniably feminine yet simple and elegant dresses con-
structed of cotton and muslin provided an alternative to
the increasingly artificial fashions that emanated from
aristocratic France. The new sensibilities of the Enlight-
enment, the great international philosophical movement
that argued for an extension of human liberty and the
triumph of reason, accelerated the acceptance of English
fashions throughout Europe. The fashion for things
“English” came in many places to be adopted as a way
of showing one’s support for the greater liberty that many
Europeans sensed lay in the English way of life. By the
1770s and 1780s, the more informal English styles had
made significant inroads throughout Europe, and even in
France, where they were initially resisted, they had begun
to replace the aristocratic artifice of Rococo dress. By the
early 1780s, even France’s queen Marie Antoinette had
begun to adopt English styles as day wear, helping to pop-
ularize these fashions. Adopted by the French middle and
upper classes, many English styles were to survive and to
persist throughout Europe in the nineteenth century.

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION. Clothing had long
played a critical role in early-modern Europe as a marker
of social status, and thus with the coming of the French
Revolution in 1789, political changes soon came to be
reflected in dress as well. In the years that followed the
outbreak of the Revolution, middle- and upper-class
clothing in France continued to reflect the taste for Eng-
lish designs that had flourished in Europe during the
1770s and 1780s. The Revolution, in fact, intensified the
commitment to English styles, particularly among the
French middle classes. English patterns of dress symbol-
ized more than ever before one’s attachment to the prin-
ciples of the Enlightenment and to the cause of political
liberty. By the early 1790s the leaders of the French Rev-
olution were denouncing the highly artificial and opu-
lent clothing worn by the aristocracy during the Old
Regime as a detestable symbol of privilege as well as a
form of despotism over the body. Women’s corsets,
hoops, and tight-fitting bodices became symbols of the
dangers of royal absolutism for, as Revolutionary leaders
cautioned, these styles constricted the body’s movements
even as absolute monarchs limited their subjects’ politi-
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cal freedoms. At the same time, the leaders of the Revo-
lution feared luxury and stylish indulgence, and they
urged citizens to adopt ways of dressing that were prac-
tical and comfortable, and which made use of economi-
cal, monochromatic fabrics. During the high tide of
revolutionary sentiments, though, other more radical
groups agitated for even more extreme changes in soci-
ety, and they relied on their clothing to make statements
about their support for democratic reforms and the abo-
lition of all social privileges based upon rank, birth, or
office. As a result, certain items of dress quickly became
highly charged symbols of one’s support for, or rejection
of, Revolutionary principles. During the first months of
the Revolution the revolutionary cockade (an emblem
constructed of red, white, and blue) had become an oblig-
atory item of dress in Paris. But clothing fashioned from
combinations of red, white, and blue persisted in the early
years of the Revolution to express one’s support for po-
litical change. Soon groups like the Sans Culottes, with
their outfits consisting of long trousers, tri-colored vests,
and the bonnet rouge or “red cap,” were impressing their
demands for greater reform on French society, partly by
wearing clothes that were of lower-class origin. The abo-
lition of all sumptuary laws in France in 1793 also marked
a key change. During the reigns of the Bourbon mon-
archs Louis XV and Louis XVI, these laws had rarely been
enforced, but now the Revolution embraced the freedom
of men and women to choose their dress based upon their
own personal preferences. Many used this freedom to ex-
periment with new styles, and by the end of the eigh-
teenth century, a world of fashion was emerging in which
semi-annual changes in clothes were avidly followed by
large groups of the population. These frequent changes
in dress were now tracked and broadcasted throughout
the European world through fashion magazines that were
printed weekly and bi-weekly. Thus the political changes
of the French Revolution helped to give birth to the world
of fashion that most modern people recognize, a world
in which changes in dress are frequent and occur through-
out a far broader portion of the populace than in the aris-
tocratic societies of the Old Regime.

T O P I C S
in Fashion

THE REGULATION OF CONSUMPTION

THE LONG TRADITION. In both medieval and
early-modern Europe a web of laws tightly controlled
clothing and the consumption of luxury goods. As a

body, these sumptuary regulations—laws intended to
control dress and extravagant feasting and celebrations—
were one of the largest and most universal sets of regu-
lations in European states, although the specifics of
restrictions differed greatly from place to place and over
time. Generally, though, sumptuary law fell into two
broad categories. First, city and state officials tried to
limit the amounts their subjects spent on clothing by
stipulating that certain garments might not contain more
than a certain amount of fabric, lace, or trim, or by lim-
iting the total sum that might be spent on any one gar-
ment. These types of regulations were often very specific,
and as such, they were consequently subject to many at-
tempts to circumvent their intentions. In sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century Italy, for instance, restrictions on
the amount of cloth a woman’s skirt might contain fed
the popularity of chopines, which were large stilt-like
shoes whose platform soles at times reached heights of
twelve to eighteen inches. Perched on these lofty
pedestals, late-Renaissance women required more cloth
in their dresses so that their skirts reached the ground,
another demand of propriety. Thus, as in this case, new
fashions often bred a continued outpouring of restric-
tions, as Italian governments legislated against the
chopines even as they had once turned to consider the
widths of women’s skirts. The second broad type of
sumptuary legislation aimed to confine the consumption
of certain expensive items of dress to members of the
aristocracy. These measures were particularly widespread
in the kingdoms of Western Europe. In France and Eng-
land, for instance, the consumption of costly furs like
ermine or of rare feathers was generally reserved only to
those who were of noble birth. In this way clothing styles
tended to buttress the established social order, to serve
as marks of social distinction, and to encourage attempts
to get around the regulations. Restrictions of one kind
against consumption, then, tended to inspire attempts
to control consumption with ever more specific laws, as
state and city officials constantly labored to defend
against what they perceived were attempts to flout their
authority. In most countries, though, the punishments
meted out to those who violated sumptuary legislation
were comparatively mild when compared against those
reserved for theft and other crimes. A system of fines was
most frequently used to compel those who violated the
laws to comply.

MORAL AND ECONOMIC INCENTIVES. The tradi-
tion of controlling and limiting consumption in West-
ern Europe stretched back into the early Middle Ages
and even had its precedents in Antiquity. The high tide
of sumptuary legislation in Europe, though, occurred 
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between the fourteenth and early eighteenth centuries at
a time when Western industry, commerce, and society
were all growing more diverse, and when industry pre-
sented consumers with more choices of rich cloth than
ever before. At the beginning of this period, problems
related to overpopulation, famine, and the Black Death
of 1347–1351 winnowed away at Europe’s population.
Subsequent recurrences of the plague and outbreaks of
other epidemics meant that by 1450 there were forty
percent fewer people in the continent than there had
been in 1300. It was not until about 1620 that the Eu-
ropean population again reached its pre-plague levels. In
every European region, this massive decrease in popula-
tion produced long-term inflation, as labor became a
commodity that was relatively dearer than previously. In-
flation, in turn, made it more difficult for young cou-
ples to marry, since the cost of establishing a household
was now considerably greater than before. The first rise
in the adoption of new sumptuary laws that occurred
during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries responded
to these realities, as town officials in Italy and elsewhere
in Europe tried to limit consumption—particularly of
expensive clothing—as a way of keeping household costs
low. From the first, these heightened efforts were sanc-
tioned and supported by the religious orders of the day,
and the Franciscans and Dominicans, in particular, rode
to a high tide of popularity by condemning the waste-
ful vanities of contemporary society. Women’s dress fig-
ured most prominently in the sermons of these friars,
and fashion was, it was generally agreed, primarily a
woman’s problem. These judgments were not merely a
form of clerical misogyny directed against women, but
arose from the peculiar facts that surrounded clothing in
both the late-medieval and early-modern world. Cloth
was an expensive but necessary commodity, and the es-
tablishment of any new household required enormous
supplies of linens, bolts of fabric, and other supplies. In
Renaissance Italy, the surviving marriage contracts show
that families were often incredibly attentive to the pre-
cise needs of their children, and the families of prospec-
tive brides and grooms competed against each other to
display their ability to provide for their offspring. In the
weeks immediately before and after a marriage took
place, brides and grooms exchanged a series of gifts, the
most important of which were the dowry payment made
from the bride’s father to the prospective husband and
the trousseau, or women’s clothes given by the groom to
the prospective bride. The dowry payment substituted
for a woman’s share in her father’s inheritance, and al-
though it was not equal to the sum that a son received
when his father died, it was nevertheless a substantial
share of a family’s wealth. As fewer young men and

women were able to marry in the period between the
late fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, the cost of
dowries steadily rose to encourage young men to con-
tract marriages. Yet the rising costs of dowries brought
with it other attendant problems, as the other marriage
gifts that couples exchanged before their wedding—
particularly the trousseau—also rose in magnificence
alongside the increase in dowries. In Florence and other
cities it became customary for prospective husbands to
spend as much as a third of the sum that they received
in a woman’s dowry to shower their future wives with a
trousseau and other rich gifts before the marriage. It was
these customs—customs over which women had little
control—that tended to identify fashion and consump-
tion as primarily a problem generated by women.

PSYCHOLOGY OF LIMITED WEALTH. In modern
times our own economic assumptions have come to 
differ radically from those of the late-medieval and early-
modern world. In the modern world consumer pur-
chasing is taken to be a sign of the health of any
economy, and consumer spending is almost universally 
interpreted as a positive good that aids everyone’s eco-
nomic well-being. The purchase of clothing, luxury
household goods, and other consumables is tracked in
modern economies as a key indicator of economic health,
since it reveals the disposable income that people pos-
sess at a given moment. In the late-medieval and early-
modern world, by contrast, the total wealth of any
society was believed to be scarce and limited, and was
linked in the minds of political theorists and the state’s
officials to the supply of gold and silver coinage that ex-
isted within a country. This psychology of limited
wealth gave rise to the many efforts of sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century kings and princes to limit imports
and to foster national industries that might discourage
consumption of goods made abroad. While cloth and
the other raw materials required in items of dress were
produced everywhere in Europe, key centers of luxury
production were located in Italy and in the Low Coun-
tries (modern Holland and Belgium). The flavor of much
economic regulation at the time was protectionist, en-
couraging products that were produced domestically
while discouraging the consumption of luxury items.
Since many of the luxurious silks, taffetas, and expen-
sive trims that decorated Baroque dress came from rela-
tively few areas throughout the Continent, the efforts to
limit consumption were often motivated by attempts to
prevent imports. Paradoxically, these efforts often stim-
ulated demand, making lace, golden cloth, and other fab-
ulously expensive items have all the allure of forbidden
fruit. These contradictions were observed even at the
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time; the late sixteenth-century philosopher and essayist
Michel de Montaigne pointed out that prohibitions
against the wearing of velvet and gold braid did little
more than “give prestige to these things and … increase
everyone’s desire to enjoy them ….” Then, as now, at-
tempts to prohibit certain items of clothing produced
unexpected results, often encouraging the very same per-
ceived vices as the regulation was intended to curtail.

INCREASING IMPORTANCE OF ECONOMIC ARGU-
MENTS IN SUMPTUARY RESTRICTIONS. If medieval
Franciscans and Dominicans had labored to destroy the
taste for frills and lace, Calvinists and French Jansenists
took up the attack on luxury as a vice in the seventeenth
century. Christian morality remained an important fea-
ture of sumptuary restrictions at the time, but economic
arguments were increasingly being used to justify these
regulations. The seventeenth century saw a rash of new
sumptuary laws throughout Europe, except in England.
By this time the market economy and the trade in cloth
and other items of apparel was a significant force in the
economy of almost every European region. This rising
tide of commercialism, though, was not greeted with
universal enthusiasm, and almost everywhere kings and
princes responded with a host of regulations designed to
keep demand for certain luxurious items in check. Grad-
ually, the old Christian moral arguments used to con-
demn waste in clothing became less important. In
Continental Europe, dress codes now functioned to re-
inforce social hierarchy, and regulations became
minutely concerned with outlining just what items of
dress were permitted to each social class. The dominant
economic theory of the seventeenth century—mercan-
tilism—pointed to the development of a notion of a “na-
tional economy,” and protectionist arguments about
defending a country’s money supply now assumed a
greater importance in defending sumptuary law than tra-
ditional Christian moral arguments condemning extrav-
agance. The aim of most laws enacted at the time was
to prevent imports, rather than to enforce a sober moral
vision. By the eighteenth century the increasing pene-
tration of the cloth industry and market economies
throughout Europe, and a shift in economic arguments
toward new theories that celebrated consumption, was
to make the old order of controlling luxury increasingly
difficult to maintain. In almost every country through-
out Europe sumptuary restrictions gradually disap-
peared, or their enforcement was relaxed at this time, a
recognition of the vital role that consumption now
played in the economic household.

ENGLAND. In England, by contrast, sumptuary law
disappeared a century earlier than in other parts of Eu-

rope. The country’s controls on clothing were abolished
in 1604 when Parliament repealed the previous royal
proclamations of Elizabeth I. During her reign the
queen had frequently pronounced sumptuary procla-
mations that, like their French counterparts, attempted
to enforce a vision of social hierarchy by limiting cer-
tain items of luxurious dress to members of the nobil-
ity or other high-ranking classes in society. The Stuart
King James I who succeeded Elizabeth in 1603 wished
to continue to legislate his subjects’ clothing in this way,
too, but in the later sixteenth and early seventeenth cen-
turies, legislation enacted through royal proclamations
had grown increasingly controversial in England. The
English Parliament attempted to protect its prerogatives
as the legislative power within the state by arguing that
all regulation should originate under its supervision. In
England, sumptuary legislation thus floundered on the
disputes between Crown and Parliament that became
increasingly common in the first half of the seventeenth
century. Numerous new attempts to regulate dress at
this time ultimately failed because of the constant wran-
gling that occurred between king and Parliament 
concerning the nature of their own powers and pre-
rogatives. As these disputes came increasingly to take
on the nature of a religious crisis between Puritanism
and Anglicanism, disputes bristled in the country about
clothing and the excesses of contemporary dress. The
Puritans, in fact, supported a sober and restrained style,
in contrast to the aristocratic Cavalier party that stood
behind the Crown. Puritan settlers took the traditional
regulations of sumptuary law to New England, where
a host of restrictions on dress appeared in the seven-
teenth century. Yet in England itself restrictions on
clothing disappeared, not because they were unpopular
in and of themselves, but because of disagreements
about how they should be formulated and enacted in
the English state.
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FASHION TRENDS IN THE EARLY

SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

SPANISH DOMINANCE. During the later sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries, the styles of Spain dom-
inated throughout Europe. In the long reign of Philip
II (r. 1556–1598) the country was undoubtedly the
most powerful in the continent, enriched as it was
through its New World colonies and vast European
holdings. Despite financial and military setbacks in the
second half of the sixteenth century, Spain dominated
European affairs, and its manners and clothing were
widely imitated by aristocrats and wealthy city people
from Austria and Hungary in Central Europe to the
Netherlands and France in the west. While Spanish style
achieved a general acceptance throughout much of Eu-
rope in the later sixteenth century, its influence did not
persist past the end of the first quarter of the seven-
teenth. Thus the great age of Spanish fashion in Europe
coincided roughly with the period of the country’s in-
ternational prominence. After 1620, Spain’s defeats in
wars against its rebellious subjects in the Netherlands
and its disastrous involvements in the religious and po-
litical intrigues of the Thirty Years’ War in Central Eu-
rope left the country impoverished and in an
increasingly weakened state on the international scene.
Yet in the years that Spain’s dominance over European
affairs persisted, Europe’s aristocrats and merchants
tended to conform to the styles of the Spanish court
and its royal officials, who came to be widely admired
throughout Europe for the elegance yet severity of their
deportment and the somber dignity of their clothing.

ELEMENTS OF SPANISH STYLE. In discussing the in-
fluence of Spain at this point in European fashion, a dis-
tinction must first be made between the styles of Spain
itself and the ways in which they were interpreted and
refashioned elsewhere in Europe. Spanish clothing was
widely known and respected in Europe around 1600 for
the skill displayed in its tailoring and the magnificence
of its materials. Wealthy and aristocratic Spaniards fa-
vored dark and somber colors that set off their jewels
and other elements of decorative trim. Elsewhere in Eu-
rope, the restraint evident in Spanish fashion was fre-
quently jettisoned, and helped to inspire fashions that
were more purely decorative. Indeed the period between
1580 and 1620 saw some of the most elaborate costumes
appear in court societies throughout Europe, and these
were notable for their exaggerated lines and sheer arti-
fice. During the sixteenth century several Spanish in-
novations in dress had spread throughout Europe,
including the farthingale, the cape, and the ruff. The far-

thingale was known in Spanish as the verdugado, and had
first appeared as an element of women’s dress in the
country around 1500. The farthingale was a stiffened
underskirt frequently outfitted with wood or whalebone
hoops that made a woman’s skirt stand out and fall into
a cone-shaped pattern. Elsewhere in Europe this pattern
inspired considerable innovations, as in France where far-
thingales appeared in the second half of the sixteenth
century that were constructed in a simple drum rather
than cone shape. By the end of the sixteenth century
such skirts had often become very wide, as can be seen
in many of the late portraits of the English Queen Eliz-
abeth. To accentuate the lines of these English farthin-
gales, it became common to tie a bum roll around a
woman’s waist so that the skirt stood out even further
from the farthingale’s structure. The ruff was a second
popular Spanish style of the late sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries and one that, like the farthingale, was
open to an almost infinite variety of elaboration and rein-
terpretation. In Spain, these fashions for the neck were
actually quite restrained, but with the introduction of
starch throughout Europe in the later sixteenth century,
they became quite large and complex everywhere else.
The craze for the ruff’s elaborate sculpted ripples and
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cartwheel patterns reached its high point in the early
years of the seventeenth century, but its popularity faded
by about 1620. By contrast, the taste for cloaks or Span-
ish capes proved to be more enduring. The fashion for
these loose-fitting outer garments had spread through-
out Europe in the second half of the sixteenth century,
and had showed considerable variety in length and cut.
Cloaks were worn over both shoulders or artfully draped
over just one. In Spain, capes had usually been con-
structed out of heavy and dignified cloth, but elsewhere
in Europe, they, like other elements of Spanish dress, be-
came elaborately decorated. The cloak had a perennial
appeal as well. It persisted as a man’s style throughout
Europe for much of the seventeenth century, but was re-
placed in the 1670s by the French justaucorps, a long fit-
ted jacket worn over a shorter vest. In the eighteenth
century, though, capes made a comeback, particularly as
an element of evening attire.

CHARACTER OF THE SPANISH STYLE. Like much
of the clothing of the later Renaissance, the Spanish styles
of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries that
were popular among wealthy and aristocratic Europeans
were notably complex, elaborate, and uncomfortable.
The act of dressing itself was a complicated task for the
wealthy, and the aid of servants was frequently necessary
to apply many layers of clothing. In contrast to the mod-
ern world in which Westerners usually wear only under
and outer garments, early-modern Europeans wore many
separate items of dress that combined to create a com-
plete ensemble. Women’s outfits consisted of a farthin-
gale, petticoats, corset, outer skirts, a bodice, sleeves, a
stomacher (a decorative V- or U-shaped garment that
was worn over the bodice), a ruff, and from time to time,
other elements like the cape or the bum roll. Men’s gar-
ments were also multi-layered, and consisted of stock-
ings, hose or britches for each leg, undershirts, an outer
doublet, a ruff, and a cape. Both men and women often
wore corsets. In the period mind, beauty was not nat-
ural, but an achievement of human art. Clothing may
have covered the human form, in other words, but it also
attempted to improve upon it, changing the contours of
the hips, the torso, and so on, so that the figure took on
shapes that were not natural, but highly contrived and
decorative. After 1620, many of these more artificial el-
ements of style softened somewhat before fashions grew
even more formal and contrived in the court dress of the
later seventeenth century.
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THE RISE OF THE NETHERLANDS

A VICTORIOUS REBELLION. Since the 1560s the
counties of the Low Countries (modern Belgium and Hol-
land) had been waging a war of independence against
Spain. To protect Spanish authority in the region, Philip
II had fortified his positions in the region that is today Bel-
gium. At Antwerp, he had created a bastion of Spanish and
Catholic authority, and the religious intolerance that be-
came customary there eventually resulted in the migration
of many Protestants and Jews from the southern Nether-
lands into the free counties of the north. The largest of the
counties that comprised the United Dutch Provinces was
Calvinist Holland, where the revolt against Spanish au-
thority produced a burgeoning population and an increase
in trade. In Amsterdam, the policies of relative religious
tolerance fueled the economy’s swift development during
the seventeenth century, while at Antwerp to the south,
trade and commerce stagnated. In this period, the south-
ern Netherlands remained a center of elite learning and
culture, while Holland became the center of a thriving
trade empire. In this way Dutch influence spread through-
out Europe through the region’s many trading contacts
with other important financial centers on the Continent.

CHARACTER OF DUTCH CULTURE AND COSTUME.
Although a hereditary nobility existed in the United
Dutch Provinces, the character of life throughout the re-
gion was shaped by its cities, where merchant and com-
mercial activity dominated. The Dutch church was
Calvinist, and despite the presence of numerous religious
minorities in the region’s cities, Calvinism shaped the
ethos of the country. In dress, religious convictions came
to be expressed in a fondness for dark colors and a less
ornate and decorated style. In this regard Dutch cloth-
ing came paradoxically to imitate the somber fashions of
Spain that had been prevalent in that country during the
previous centuries. These styles had generally grown
more elaborate and ornate as they had been accepted
elsewhere in Europe, but now the rise of Dutch influ-
ence throughout Northern Europe in particular pro-
moted an increasingly conservative and less artificial
style. In contrast to the clothing worn in the previous
generation, the fashions Dutch traders and merchants 
favored were less constricting and confining and more
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comfortable. Corsets, farthingales, and other examples of
late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century artifice were
now abandoned in favor of outfits that granted their
wearers greater freedom.

DECORATION. Two of the most characteristic dec-
orative items of the time were the ruff and lace. Lace,
the product of an industry that had thrived in the
Netherlands since the Middle Ages, was almost always
confined in Dutch fashions to the wrists and neck. Dur-
ing the seventeenth century Dutch traders conducted a
busy trade in lace, which was primarily woven by peas-
ant and poor city women in the towns of Flanders in
the southern Netherlands. In contrast to the strongly
geometric patterns of the later Middle Ages and the six-
teenth century, this Belgian lace became increasingly or-
nate after 1600, first incorporating floral patterns into
its designs and then elaborate, running scrollwork pat-
terns by the mid-seventeenth century. Somewhat later,
small freestanding ornaments came to be inserted into
the open weave of the fabric at regular intervals. The
techniques used to produce these highly prized designs
relied on a combination of methods that were both na-
tive to the region and which were imported from Italy.
During the Middle Ages Belgian lacemakers had devel-
oped their art by weaving together threads from scores
of bobbins assembled on a frame with hundreds of pins
rising from its surface. The character of this work was
fine, but angular in its orientation since the threads were
woven around numerous pegs. In Venice and other Ital-
ian centers of lace weaving, producers had long relied on
the needle to create designs that were more freely flow-
ing. By the seventeenth century Belgian lace weavers had
developed ways of combining both types of art, thus pro-
ducing work that was highly prized throughout Europe
for its great delicacy and imaginative designs. The trade
in lace thus became a major source of revenue, as the
bolts of fabric from the towns of the Southern Nether-
lands constituted major imports in England, France, and
elsewhere on the continent. At the same time, the trim
was notoriously expensive, and prompted efforts to copy
the work. In France, for example, King Louis XIV’s chief
minister Colbert imported Venetian weavers and issued
a royal grant to underwrite the establishment of a state
industry in lace weaving in 1665. At Alençon, Rheims,
and a number of other centers of production through-
out France, he charged weavers with copying the most
intricate patterns of Belgian and Venetian weavers,
while at the same time prohibiting the import of any
more of the trim. His efforts gradually bore fruit; by the
end of the seventeenth century, lace produced in
France—particularly at Alençon—had acquired a repu-

tation comparable to its Italian and Flemish sources of
inspiration. Colbert’s successful protectionist efforts to
establish a native French industry were not duplicated
elsewhere in Europe, where lace production failed to get
off the ground as little more than a homespun pastime
until the nineteenth century allowed for its production
by machine looms. To stem the tide of Dutch lace im-
ports, most states tried to limit demand for the finery.
In this regard the restriction placed upon lace con-
sumption in the mid-seventeenth century by the Puri-
tan officials of the Massachusetts Bay Colony was typical:
lace was forbidden to all but the wealthiest members of
society. In this way its cachet as a sign of social distinc-
tion only rose in most people’s estimation.

WOOL. Since the Middle Ages the traders of the
Netherlands had been actively engaged in the marketing
of woolen cloth, and the commerce in this valuable com-
modity had helped to transform the European landscape.
Wool from England and Spain had long been the most
coveted form of the material throughout Europe, and
the increased demand for fabric necessitated that more
and more arable land in these regions be given over to
the raising of sheep in the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies. In England, wool was a vital part of the economy
and had spawned a number of acts of enclosure in the
country’s parliament. In these laws the previously com-
mon lands of many towns and villages were turned over
to producers, and the bitter controversies that these dis-
possessions caused was still a bitter memory in the coun-
try during the seventeenth century. The Puritan settlers
who came to colonial North America, for instance, de-
sired to protect the common lands of their villages in
part because of their memories of the depredations that
the wool industry had worked on England during the
previous generations. The Dutch continued to trade in
wool throughout the seventeenth century, yet at the same
time the country’s traders began to tailor their own cloth-
ing from the fabric, an innovation in a world where the
wealthy had long favored silks and velvet. To this time,
woolen cloth had been used for garments primarily by
the lower classes who wove their own homespun or pur-
chased cheap grades of the cloth. In wealthy urban and
aristocratic circles, wool’s use had been largely confined
to stockings, undergarments, hats, and felt slippers. Yet
wool was an imminently practical fabric, especially the
worsted wools that became popular at the end of the
Middle Ages. This new type of woolen cloth, named for
the sheep-raising village of Worstead in Norfolk, Eng-
land, was woven from the shearings of long-haired sheep
and combed to produce a soft fabric that was surpris-
ingly waterproof, resistant to wrinkling, and immensely
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durable. The taste that Dutch merchants helped to in-
spire for garments fashioned from worsteds persisted into
the eighteenth century before linens and eventually cot-
tons surpassed their popularity. The new fashion for
woolen garments also sustained the production of
woolen cloth in England, the United Dutch Provinces’
most active trading partner in the seventeenth century.
By 1700 as much as two-thirds of the value of all British
exports may have derived from the woolen industry, and
outer clothing fashioned from wool had become a ven-
erable staple in the wardrobes of Europeans.

LOCKS, LACE, AND LEATHER. Dutch elements of
style spread easily through Europe because of the com-
mercial contacts of this small but important trading re-
gion. The freer-flowing garments the Dutch favored were
soon imitated throughout much of Northern Europe.
Like the Spanish style that had preceded its rise, Dutch
style was popular largely because of its ready adaptabil-
ity to different circumstances. On the one hand, Dutch
clothing styles provided a practical form of day wear for
merchants, bankers, and other members of the urban
middle classes in Northern European cities. The em-
phasis on a new informality and on comfort, as opposed
to artifice, was enthusiastically embraced in Europe’s
cities, and the clothes that were favored there came to
be relatively unadorned, even severe. Among aristocrats,
though, elements of Dutch style continued to combine
with a fondness for decoration, giving rise to courtly ways
of dressing that favored generous amounts of lace and
other trim by the mid-seventeenth century. By the
1630s, aristocratic dress in much of Europe had pro-
duced a style with a notable fondness for “locks, lace,
and leather.” This way of dressing can be seen in the
many portraits of King Charles I of England and his
Cavalier supporters, many of which were completed by
the great Flemish artist Anthony Van Dyck in the 1630s.
In one of these, Charles I From Three Different Angles
(1636), the king’s two profiles and frontal view are de-
picted sporting the elaborately curled long hair and lace
collars that were then the aristocratic fashion of the day.
Another portrait from the same year, Charles I at the
Hunt shows all the elements then in vogue in noblemen’s
fashions, including a rakishly worn felt hat, an outer
jacket or doublet worn over a lace shirt, and knee-length
britches that met leather boots. The effect that such cos-
tumes produced was refined and elegant while at the
same time allowing for greater comfort and freedom of
movement than the fashions of the later Renaissance. In
this way, then, the elements of Dutch style came to be
combined with aristocratic tastes for luxurious opulence,
and the fashions of the Netherlands, like those of Spain

before them, came to be transformed in ways that were
very different from their original source.
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THE AGE OF LOUIS XIV

FRENCH CIVILIZATION. During the long reign of
Louis XIV (1643–1715) France dominated affairs
throughout Europe. Louis XIV assumed the throne when
he was only five years old, and instability, revolt, and
other troubles plagued his early years as king. During his
minority his mother, Anne of Austria, and his chief min-
ister Cardinal Mazarin dominated royal policy and ad-
ministration. In the years following Mazarin’s death in
1661, though, Louis came into his own, announcing his
intentions to rule without the aid of his ministers. Over
the next half century he devoted himself to his own glo-
rification and that of France as the most powerful state
in Europe. Although he planned to rule alone, Louis nev-
ertheless relied on a series of ministers to place his stamp
on royal policy and administration. The first years of his
independence were notable for rising standards of lux-
ury at court, increased patronage of the arts, and a con-
sequent brilliant flowering of French high culture. In such
figures as Jean-Baptiste Molière (1623–1673) and Jean
Racine (1639–1699) in the theater and Jean-Baptiste
Lully (1632–1687) in the musical world, French taste
set the standards for Europe. While influencing the rest
of the continent, French arts and learning were, in turn,
affected by the absolutist political doctrines practiced by
the king and his chief ministers. Music, literature, paint-
ing, and architecture all flowed from the royal acade-
mies that Louis XIV founded, or which he expanded.
These institutions controlled the production of works
of art and the training of those artists who worked at
court. They promoted tenets of design that were fre-
quently raised to the level of rules that were inflexible
and bound French artists to emulate classical principles.
At the same time, the crafts and industrial production
served as tools of royal government, as Louis XIV and
his most influential minister Colbert nourished native
French industries. The reigning economic theory of the
age was mercantilism, a philosophy that linked a nation’s
wealth to its money supply and which tried to foster 
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exports while limiting imports as a drain on national re-
sources. The rise of mercantilist theory points to the 
importance of a “national economy” in seventeenth-
century Europe. Louis XIV’s ministers and officials care-
fully developed native industries in the production of
lace, fabric, jewelry, and other consumables that might
compete successfully against items that had long been
imported from elsewhere in Europe. Although other cen-
ters of design and production continued to be impor-
tant in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe, the
royal industries that Louis founded influenced styles
throughout the continent, a testimony to the success of
the royal policies that the king and his ministers prac-
ticed. By 1700, the idea of fashion in Europe was in-
creasingly synonymous with the trends set by the French
court and by wealthy aristocrats and members of the
bourgeoisie who lived in and around Paris. As a result
of these developments Paris emerged as the center of Eu-
ropean fashions, a role that it has continued to play un-
til contemporary times.

ZENITH AND DECLINE OF LOUIS XIV’S POWER.
The centralized and absolutist policies of Louis XIV
meant that the royal government in France dominated
and controlled the country’s economy and industries. At
first, particularly under the leadership of Louis XIV’s
powerful minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert (1619–1683),
these economic policies produced brilliant results. Later,
in less capable hands, many of France’s state industries
underwent a period of stagnation before being renewed
under Louis XV in the mid-eighteenth century. By the
1680s, though, most elements of Louis XIV’s regulation
of the French economy were in place. The state super-
vised everything from lace making to road building. At
the same time Louis’ grand pretensions and, in particu-
lar, his penchant for waging costly international wars in-
tended to foster French preeminence meant that his state
always rested on feet of clay. His desire to control his
subjects’ religious beliefs and economic activity proved
increasingly problematic as well. In 1685, the king re-
voked the Edict of Nantes. Since 1598, the terms of this
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OF THE FINEST GOLD

INTRODUCTION: Madame de Sévigné was one of the great let-
ter writers of the seventeenth century. Most of the beau-
tiful correspondence she wrote was sent to her daughter,
Madame de Grignan, a noblewoman who lived away
from Paris and the court. Her mother kept her informed
on many things, including the latest fashions and fabrics
available in the capital. In this excerpt she describes how
the latest style of “transparents” was introduced into
court society through a gift made to Madame de Mon-
tespan, Louis XIV’s then-reigning mistress.

SOURCE: Madame de Sévigné, Selected Letters. Trans. Leonard
Tancock (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1982): 214–215.
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royal edict had guaranteed a degree of religious tolera-
tion to French Huguenots, Protestants who held to the
ideas of John Calvin. Under the influence of his pious
second wife, the commoner Madame de Maintenon, the
king’s attitudes toward divergent religious ideas had
grown increasingly inflexible. In the years following the
Revocation, French Huguenots were forced to convert
to Catholicism or leave the country. The migration of
Huguenots to England, Germany, Holland, and colonial
America proved detrimental to France’s economic life,
since many of them were important artisans and com-
mercial figures. Yet the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes
was only one of many measures that pointed to an in-
creasingly rigid and high-handed royal administration.
With the death of his chief minister Jean-Baptiste Col-
bert in 1683, Louis had been forced to rely on figures
that were considerably less adept and who drew him into
costly international wars. By the final years of his reign
the advances that French industry and commerce had
made paled in comparison to a mounting royal debt, cor-
ruption in public life, and an increasingly unpopular, yet
nevertheless ambitious and grand, royal court. Although
the king had been idolized and glorified throughout
much of his life as the very epicenter of French life and
culture, he ended his days as a widely unpopular figure.

CHARACTER OF COURT LIFE. Despite the long-
term trends of Louis’ reign, it is difficult to overestimate
the importance that France’s court life exercised on the
imagination of Europeans during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. During his reign France’s royal
court became the major force in setting styles and fash-
ions throughout European aristocratic society as nobles
from throughout the continent imitated the elaborate eti-
quette that was practiced in France and adopted inno-
vations in art and dress that had been pioneered in and
around Paris. The stage on which many of these trends
were set throughout Louis’ reign was Versailles, the mag-
nificent royal château that was located just outside Paris.
During the 1660s Louis had begun to shower his atten-
tions on this former royal hunting retreat, using it as a
place for hunts, celebrations, and spectacles. In 1678, the
king decided to expand the palace to truly grand pro-
portions, and in 1682, he moved his government per-
manently there. At Versailles every element of daily life
and court ceremonial was carefully choreographed and
governed according to a formidable set of rules. These
tactics were in large part a response to the series of re-
bellions known as the fronde that had occurred in and
around Paris in 1648 and 1653. At one point in these
revolts the underage king and his mother, Anne of Aus-
tria, had been forced to flee the capital and had even hid

out for a time in a stable to avoid the angry crowds and
rebellious aristocrats of Paris. To insure that he was never
again subjected to such humiliation, Louis defined life
in his court circle in ways that domesticated his nobles,
transforming them into decorous but powerless courtiers.
As was everything else in the life of the court, dress came
to be dominated and defined by the figure of Louis XIV
and his family. Certain costumes were prescribed for cer-
tain occasions, and among the small noble faction that
surrounded the king during his reign, expenditures on
clothing were truly profligate, often reaching standards
of expenditure that were more than 100 times those of
simple shopkeepers and artisans in the city of Paris. The
number of aristocrats that attended the king at Versailles
was relatively small, however, and the Parisian nobles
who rarely attended court functions were far less lavish
in their expenditures on clothing. Despite being confined
to a relatively small portion of the aristocracy, the bril-
liant patterns of consumption at Versailles prompted crit-
icism of the French nobility and aristocracy in general.
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COURT DRESS. As he did in most other areas of
court life, Louis XIV established rules and standards for
the dress of his courtiers. Royal directives concerning
clothing were quite specific. For instance, at each of the
royal palaces and retreats that the court visited a differ-
ent kind of court costume was prescribed. At the small
palace of the Trianon at the far edges of the gardens of
Versailles, men were expected to wear red embroidered
with gold, while at the royal hunting lodge of Ram-
bouillet, those who accompanied the king on hunts had
to don blue outfits made of heavy fabric that were again
embroidered in gold. As in most royal courts, the cere-
mony of presentation was an occasion that demanded a
different kind of finery from the other balls, ceremonies,

and festivities the court celebrated. No one might expect
to move about in the court circles that surrounded the
king without being formally presented to Louis XIV and
the queen. For these ceremonies, women were expected
to wear a dress with a tight-fitting bodice supported by
a whalebone corset. Their dresses were required to have
a long train and an opulent skirt, while the neckline had
to be oval shaped and their sleeves short and decorated
with profusions of lace. Most women’s dresses on this
occasion were made out of black cloth to underscore the
solemnity of meeting the king and queen, although
women who were in mourning sometimes wore white
to emphasize the difference between their own personal
tragedies and the public ritual of presentation. Men’s
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GRAND PREPARATION FOR A ROYAL WEDDING

INTRODUCTION: The Duc de Saint-Simon was one of the most
brilliant diarists of Louis XIV’s and Louis XV’s court. In the
following entry he recounts the preparations for Louis
XIV’s grandson, the Duke of Bourgogne’s marriage to
Princess Marie Adelaide of Savoy. The marriage occurred
in 1697 during the period of austerity encouraged by the
king’s pious second wife, Madame de Maintenon. De-
spite the financial problems of the latter years of his
reign, Louis decided to celebrate the marriage with great
fanfare, causing everyone at court to try to outdo each
other in the clothes they purchased for the wedding.
Saint-Simon relates that there were scarcely enough tai-
lors and workmen to finish the outfits, and one noble-
woman even resorted to kidnapping workers from
another job. The Duc de Saint-Simon and his wife ended
up spending 20,000 livres on their outfits alone, enough
to have fed many peasant families for several years.

The King continued to be delighted with the
princess, who fully merited his affection by her extraordi-
nary precociousness, her charm, intelligence, and response
to his advances. He determined to lose no time after her
twelfth birthday, which fell on 7 December, a Saturday,
before celebrating the wedding. He let it be known that
he would like the Court to be resplendent and himself or-
dered some fine clothes, although for years past he had
dressed with the utmost simplicity. That was enough for
everyone, excepting priests and lawyers, to disregard their
purses, or even their rank. There was hot competition in
splendour and originality, with scarcely enough gold and
silver lace to go round and the merchants’ booths emp-
tied in a very few days; in a word, unbridled extravagance
reigned throughout the Court and Paris, for crowds went
to watch the great spectacle. The thing was carried to
such a pitch that the King regretted ever having made the

suggestion, saying that he failed to understand how hus-
bands could be so foolish as to ruin themselves for their
wives’ clothes, or, he might have added, for their own.
But he had slacked the reins; there was no time to rem-
edy matters, and I almost believe that he was glad of it,
for he loved rich materials and ingenious craftsmanship,
and greatly enjoyed seeing all the fine clothes, praising
the most magnificent and the best contrived. He had
made his little protest on principle, but was enchanted to
find that no one had heeded him.

This was not the last time that he so acted. He pas-
sionately loved to see every kind of splendour at his
Court, especially on State occasions, and anyone who had
listened to his protests would have found themselves sadly
out of favour. Indeed, amidst so much folly there was no
chance for prudence; many different costumes were
needed, and Mme de Saint-Simon and I spent twenty
thousand livres between us. There was a dearth of tailors
and dressmakers to make up the fine garments. Mme la
Duchesse took it into her head to send archers to kidnap
those working for the Duc de Rohan, but the King learned
of it and was not pleased; he made her return them im-
mediately. It is worth noting that the Duc de Rohan was a
man whom he actively disliked and never scrupled to pre-
tend otherwise. He did something else that was particu-
larly chivalrous, and showed how much he wished
everyone to be smart. He personally selected a design for
some embroidery to give to the princess. The embroiderer
said that he would put everything else on one side so as
to finish it. The King would not allow that; he told him
most explicitly to finish all that he had on hand, and only
then work on his order, and he added that if it were not
finished in time the princess would do without it.

SOURCE: Louis de Rouvroy, the Duc de Saint-Simon, Memoirs:
A Shortened Version. Vol I. Trans. Lucy Norton (London: Prion
Books ltd., 1999): 96–97.
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dress was even more highly prescribed on these occa-
sions, although it was not as costly as women’s. For men,
the ceremony of presentation stretched over three days.
On the first day, men were presented to the king in an
elegantly embroidered justaucorps—a close-fitting, long
coat that covered a man’s britches and often had highly
decorated long sleeves. This style had developed around
1670, and the justaucorps was usually worn over an in-
terior vestcoat. These three pieces—justaucorps, vest-
coat, and britches—formed the basis for the modern
three-piece men’s suit, but at the time the rise of this
new fashion replaced a taste for elaborate britches known
as rheingraves that had a wide leg and were decorated

with elaborate lace flounces. With the new fashion for
the justaucorps, French legwear gradually grew more re-
strained, and ornament came to be concentrated on the
outer coat. On the second day of a man’s presentation
at court, he was expected to undertake a hunt with the
king during which he had to wear a vest and britches of
red cloth and an outer coat of grey cloth. Finally, on the
third day, men were presented to the king’s family, and
were expected to wear another outfit that was less grand
than that of the initial presentation to the king.

DRESS AT OTHER COURT OCCASIONS. Court life
demanded specialized clothing for a number of occa-
sions. Besides royal hunts and ceremonies of presentation,
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CLOTHING QUEEN MARIE-ANTOINETTE

INTRODUCTION: At Versailles, an unbending court etiquette
defined almost every aspect of daily life. In the years fol-
lowing the French Revolution, Madame Campan, one of
Marie-Antoinette’s closest ladies in waiting, published
her memoirs and described the often tiresome round of
activities at court that were prescribed by royal protocol.
Her description of the process of dressing the queen each
day runs many pages, from which this excerpt describing
the choosing of the queen’s clothes is drawn.

The tirewoman had under her order a principal 
under-tirewoman, charged with the care and preservation
of all the Queen’s dresses; two women to fold and press
such articles as required it; two valets, and a porter of the
wardrobe. The latter brought every morning into the
Queen’s apartments baskets covered with taffety, contain-
ing all that she was to wear during the day, and large
cloths of green taffety covering the robes and the full
dresses. The valet of the wardrobe on duty presented
every morning a large book to the first femme de cham-
bre, containing patterns of the gowns, full dresses, un-
dresses, etc. Every pattern was marked, to show to which
sort it belonged. The first femme de chambre presented
this book to the Queen on her awaking, with a pincush-
ion; her Majesty stuck pins in those articles which she
chose for the day,—one for the dress, one for the after-
noon undress, and one for the full evening dress for card
or supper parties in the private apartments. The book was
then taken back to the wardrobe, and all that was
wanted for the day was soon after brought in in large
taffety wrappers. The wardrobe woman, who had the
care of the linen, in her turn brought in a covered basket
containing two or three chemises and handkerchiefs. The
morning basket was called prêt du jour. In the evening
she brought in one containing the nightgown and night-

cap, and the stockings for the next morning; this basket
was called prêt de la nuit. They were in the department
of the lady of honour, the tirewoman having nothing to
do with the linen. Nothing was put in order or taken care
of by the Queen’s women. As soon as the toilet was over,
the valets and porter belonging to the wardrobe were
called in, and they carried all away in a heap, in the
taffety wrappers, to the tirewoman’s wardrobe, where all
were folded up again, hung up, examined, and cleaned
with so much regularity and care that even the cast-off
clothes scarcely looked as if they had been worn. The tire-
woman’s wardrobe consisted of three large rooms sur-
rounded with closets, some furnished with drawers and
others with shelves; there were also large tables in each
of these rooms, on which the gowns and dresses were
spread out and folded up.

For the winter the Queen had generally twelve full
dresses, twelve undresses called fancy dresses, and twelve
rich hoop petticoats for the card and supper parties in the
smaller apartments.

She had as many for the summer; those for the
spring served likewise for the autumn. All these dresses
were discarded at the end of each season, unless, indeed,
she retained some that she particularly liked. I am not
speaking of muslin or cambric gowns, or others of the
same kind—they were lately introduced; but such as these
were not renewed at each returning season, they were
kept several years. The chief women were charged with
the care and examination of the diamonds; this important
duty was formerly confided to the tirewoman, but for
many years had been included in the business of the first
femmes de chambre.

SOURCE: Madame Campan, Memoirs of the Court of Marie An-
toinette, Queen of France. (Boston: Grolier Society, 1890):
156–158.
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life in Louis XIV’s court witnessed a steady progression
of banquets, balls, diplomatic receptions, and theatrical
and operatic performances that required sumptuous
clothing. The ceremonies of the king’s and queen’s ris-
ing—known as the levée—and of their coucher—that is,
their retiring in the evenings—also became central fea-
tures of Versailles’ daily schedule. Daily mass, too, was
another occasion that called for finery. During the sev-
enteenth century the cost of clothing a courtier for these
occasions rose to new, unprecedented heights, but even
this level of expenditure was to be vastly outdone by the
excesses of the eighteenth century that followed. Dress
and gambling were the two greatest expenses of those
several thousand nobles who attended the king at Ver-
sailles. For courtiers, a typical day in the life of Versailles
began with the levée. Louis XIV divided his ceremony
of waking up and dressing into two parts, which became
known as the petit levée and the grand levée. At the pe-
tit levée the king was washed, shaved, and dressed by his
most trusted courtiers, and he said his daily prayers be-
fore being presented to a larger circle in the grand levée
that followed. About 100 nobles attended these events
each day, and it became a great honor to be asked to as-
sist the king on these occasions. Daily mass, the hunt,

and a tour through the gardens were other events that
filled the day, but it was in the evening that court fes-
tivities really got underway. Beginning about six o’clock
courtiers were entertained with plays, operas, several sup-
pers, a ball, and gambling that stretched deep into the
early morning hours. During all this time only members
of the royal family were allowed to sit down; nobles who
broke with this key rule of etiquette were dismissed from
court. After catching a short nap in the early morning
hours, the aristocrats who attended the king were ex-
pected to be elegantly dressed and coifed again to begin
the new day by eight the next morning. This daily round
of decorous, often frivolous activities was known to have
physically, morally, and financially exhausted many no-
bles. Some fled court life rather than take part in the end-
less cycle. But for those who preferred royal offices and
who desired to be at the center of power conforming to
Versailles’ routines was a necessary evil in obtaining the
king’s favor. At the same time the monotonous hum of
royal social activity was not always constant. By the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, increasingly
bleak financial realities, the king’s growing piety, as well
as his advancing age meant that the cycle of Versailles’
social events grew more subdued. Still, taking part in the
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rituals of state within the palace proved even then to be
a daunting and expensive affair. While minor innova-
tions were made in court dress during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, the patterns that Louis XIV
stipulated for both men and women persisted until the
French Revolution in 1789. The Revolution swept away
such patterns of dress and abolished the royal court, al-
though the restoration of the monarchy in the nineteenth
century brought with it new prescriptions for court at-
tire. By contrast in England, court apparel came to be
defined and influenced in large part by French examples
in the eighteenth century, but these patterns of dress at
court presentations were amazingly long-lived. Until the
1950s, those presented to the English king and queen
were required to dress with many elements of clothing
that had largely been set down in the 1700s.
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FASHION BEYOND THE COURT

CLOTHING SOCIETY AT LARGE. The fashions of the
court of Versailles are among the best known in Europe
during the seventeenth century, in large part because of
the wealth of testimony that has been left behind in art
and documents of the period. Outside these exalted cir-
cles, though, consumption of clothing was considerably
less grand, even among those nobles who did not fre-
quent Versailles or who went there only occasionally.
Cloth was an expensive commodity, although it was one
of the most universally produced items throughout Eu-
rope. For most of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies the production of cloth was not mechanized as it
was in the wake of the Industrial Revolution, but pro-
duced through a series of steps that have been described
as a “putting out” system. Historians have described these
techniques of production as “proto-Industrialization.” In
this system cloth merchants known as mercers, rather
than entrepreneurs or investors, parceled out various
parts of the production process to families. Raw wool was
purchased and then given over in succession to carders,
spinners, and dyers, who prepared the thread for weav-
ing. Once the cloth had been produced by various cate-
gories of weavers, the fabric was again turned over to
others who were responsible for finishing it and return-

ing it to the great cloth merchants who sold it. While
these techniques provided for certain economies of scale
that had been lacking in ancient and medieval methods
of production, cloth was still an expensive commodity.
Thus one of the most obvious distinctions in the early-
modern world between rich and poor was in the amounts
of fabric their clothes consumed. Female servants, by and
large, did not wear floor-length skirts, but ones that
reached only to the mid-calves or ankles. Male shop-
keepers and workers did not wear the elegant embroi-
dered justaucorps tailored from silk and other expensive
fabrics, but instead wore chemises or shirts, vests, and
jackets constructed of far less expensive cloth. Even a
comparatively wealthy bourgeois woman did not waste
fabric in trains and elaborate skirts that were common
among the wealthiest aristocrats.

HOUSEHOLD INVENTORIES IN PARIS. Another pic-
ture of consumption patterns can be gleaned from the
inventories compiled of household goods at death. These
inventories were undertaken in order to levy inheritance
taxes, and so some families may have eluded taxation by
giving away part of the deceased’s wardrobe before the
inspector arrived. Still in a great city like Paris a num-
ber of these documents survive and their profusion has
allowed historians to gauge consumption patterns in the
city around 1700. At this time about three percent of
the city’s half million people were members of the no-
bility. Great diversity characterized these aristocrats, and
many divided their time between the city, their country
estates, and Versailles. Those with modest incomes con-
sumed clothing in ways that were little different from
prosperous artisans and merchants. But in wealth and
splendor the value of the aristocracy’s clothing as a group
far outstripped even that of the wealthiest merchants in
the capital, although the Parisian nobility, as opposed to
those who resided at Versailles on a full-time basis, spent
comparatively little of their wealth on clothes and jew-
els. Studies of the death inventories reveal that the aver-
age Parisian noble wardrobe, together with its jewels, was
valued at around five to six percent of the family’s total
wealth. At the same time, the deep social divisions that
existed in early-modern society become evident when the
values of the wealthiest of the nobility’s wardrobes are
compared against those of modest workers and shop-
keepers. The greatest noble families spent as much as
200-300 times more to clothe and adorn themselves as
workers with modest incomes did. Thus sumptuous
wealth and extravagant consumption existed side-by-side
in Paris with relative economy, even privation. The con-
sumption habits of Parisian aristocrats stand out in even
greater relief when it is remembered that studies of death
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inventories fail to take account of the substantial por-
tion of the population who were vagrants and paupers,
and thus were not subjected to inheritance tax. No group
in the city was thus able to compete in splendor with
the nobility, and although Parisian aristocrats may have
been considerably more modest in purchasing clothes
than those who surrounded the king on a daily basis,
their standard of wealth vastly surpassed any other group
in the city.

CLOTHING OF THE URBAN WORKING CLASSES.
The clothing of those who worked for a living in Eu-
rope’s largest cities—artisans, shopkeepers, and day la-
borers—still showed great variety, and even the better
off and poorer members of the working classes often
tried to emulate, albeit on a far more modest scale, the
clothes of wealthy aristocrats. Female domestic servants
sometimes received the castoff clothing of their mis-
tresses, which served as partial payment for their labor.
These women sometimes remade these clothes to suit
their own circumstances, reusing the vast quantities of
material that had once been consumed in trains and elab-
orate skirts to fashion new garments. Like those men
and women who served as tailors, milliners, and in the
other industries related to the aristocratic clothing trade,
the servants of the wealthy were often far better dressed
than the poor day laborers or those in the humblest
trades. Yet even at the bottom of the social spectrum,
the poorest of French working women who were known
as grisettes displayed a concern about their clothes. The
term grisette had its origins in the simple gray woolen
cloth out of which these women’s dresses were usually
cut. In literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies grisettes were frequently charged with having ex-
aggerated romantic sensibilities, for falling prey to
unscrupulous men, and for sliding into the world of
prostitution that existed just below their class. At the
same time grisettes, it was often observed, had a single
outfit reserved, much like modern “Sunday best,” for
special occasions. While these outfits were usually made
from materials that were far cheaper than the clothes of
upper-class women, they often imitated the kinds of
fashions worn in aristocratic circles. Such outfits pro-
vided a release from the drab functionality of everyday
dress. The grisette’s custom of wearing these outfits at
public events on holidays and special occasions points
to the increasing importance that clothing had in the
eighteenth-century world as a marker of social distinc-
tion for all urban people. A poor working-class woman,
anxious to better her social circumstances, saw clothing
as an avenue to advancement, and as she dressed for pub-
lic events after the working day, she aimed to project an

image of higher social standing to attract suitors. At the
same time, her efforts marked her, in the minds of those
from higher classes, as an upstart, and spawned criticism
and ostracism.

THE CLOTHING INDUSTRY. At almost all layers of
society, clothing was in constant circulation. Jackets,
shirts, and linens were passed on as prized possessions to
sons and daughters. Clothes were also used to settle bills
with merchants, as part of the annual pay given to ser-
vants, or they were frequently sold or exchanged with
secondhand dealers once they had outlived their useful-
ness. Even the wealthiest aristocrats often rented the out-
fits and jewels they required to attend court functions or
to be seen at fashionable weddings and other social
events. At Versailles and other royal palaces, the dictates
of Louis XIV allowed all Frenchmen free entrance, pro-
vided they possessed the required hats and clothes. Such
decrees stimulated the growth of rental merchants, who
established themselves at the gates of Versailles and other
royal palaces to rent the required dress to those who
wished to gain entrance. In Paris, by contrast, more than
a third of the population may have been employed in all
facets of the clothing industry, that is, from the finish-
ing and sale of cloth to the making of fashion accessories
like wigs. At the apex of the Parisian clothing industry
stood the mercers (purveyors of fabric), drapers, tailors,
and wigmakers, many of whom set up shops in the area
around the Palais Royal in the center of the city and in
other fashionable quarters in town. Tailoring was a pro-
fession that required a great deal of training, and conse-
quently tailors commanded large fees for the production
of their made-to-order clothing. Beneath the shops of
the greatest tailors, milliners, and wigmakers, though,
was a diverse network of cheaper clothiers, secondhand
dealers, and other producers. Cobblers, fan-makers,
glovemakers, milliners, and furriers were just a few of
the many professions that made up the clothing indus-
try, although many of the city’s population consumed
clothes that were bought secondhand, or that were
cheaply made at home or by seamstresses, rather than by
the artisan tailors who catered to the wealthy.

THE RISE OF LINEN. One change during the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries that made a big im-
pact on consumption habits was the increasing use of
linen. Linen, a fine cloth made of threads woven from
flax, had been in use to dress beds and to produce un-
derwear for the wealthiest Europeans since the Middle
Ages. After 1700, however, linen’s use grew enormously
throughout society, and the linen industry emerged as
an important part of the European fashion world. Linen
became a sign of social distinction as well as a marker of
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one’s personal standards of cleanliness. If eighteenth-
century Europeans still did not change their linen un-
dershirts, chemises, and underwear every day as most
modern people do, it was important in urban society to
present an image of freshly starched collars, sleeves, and
wristbands. Dirty linen became increasingly synonymous
with slovenly behavior and sexual disorder. Armies of
laundresses were needed to care for the sheets, shirts,
napkins, and tablecloths of urban households, and in the
countryside, thousands of linen weavers churned out 
various levels of finery in the cloth. In his Confessions
the French Enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques
Rousseau (1712–1778) related his misfortune in suffer-
ing the theft of his linen shirts one Christmas Eve. While
the family was at religious observances, someone stole
42 of the garments from the philosopher’s home. By this
time in the philosopher’s life, he wrote, he had already
come to realize the vanity of style, and the theft freed
him from his last remaining tie to middle-class re-
spectability. Although Rousseau’s comments were, in
part, a condemnation of the reigning fashion for linen,
many Europeans seem to have shared his youthful con-
sumption habits, and with the spread of industrialized
production techniques in the later eighteenth century,

the fashion for linen became even more deeply en-
trenched into European society.

THIEVERY. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s experience with
his linen demonstrates another trend that was common
to the age: theft of clothing. Since clothing was a nec-
essary, yet expensive commodity it was subject to fre-
quent theft. In fact, one recurring literary motif of
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century literature portrayed
the sellers of used clothing—a key industry in all Euro-
pean cities—as dealers of stolen goods. In reality, the ev-
idence suggests that these poor shopkeepers and peddlers
were generally honest business people whose activities
were well supervised by the police. In Paris, most used-
clothing sellers were women, and, in fact, during the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries they seemed to have
played a key role in identifying to the police groups of
criminals who were stealing clothes and trading in them
on a black market. In Paris, the trial records from the
eighteenth century reveal a steadily increasing number
of complaints of clothing thievery. This type of theft
seems to have been practiced mostly in Paris’ poorer
quarters, as the poor robbed the poor. Yet in the later
decades of the century, the victims of many of these
thefts came from the wealthy aristocracy and bourgeoisie
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A THEFT OF FINE LINEN

INTRODUCTION: As he matured, the French Enlightenment
thinker Jean-Jacques Rousseau came to realize the futil-
ity of trying to keep up with contemporary styles. He
gave up all attempts to emulate the wealthy bourgeoisie
and aristocracy, with their frequently changing clothing
patterns and instead practiced a relative economy. Of all
the elements needed by a gentlemen in the eighteenth
century, clean linen was one of the most important, and
despite Rousseau’s relative economy, he continued to
keep a wardrobe that contained 42 linen shirts. One
Christmas Eve, though, his collection was stolen, and thus
Rousseau was deprived of the last element of a gentle-
man’s wardrobe.

However austere my sumptuary reform might be, I
did not at first extend it to my linen, which was fine and
in great quantity, the remainder of my stock when at
Venice, and to which I was particularly attached. I had
made it so much an object of cleanliness, that it became
one of luxury, which was rather expensive. Some person,
however, did me the favor to deliver me from this servi-
tude. On Christmas Eve, whilst the women-folk were at
vespers, and I was at the spiritual concert, the door of a

garret, in which all our linen was hung up after being
washed, was broken open. Everything was stolen; and
amongst other things, forty-two of my shirts, of very fine
linen, and which were the principal part of my stock. By
the manner in which the neighbors described a man
whom they had seen come out of the hotel with several
parcels whilst we were all absent, Thérèsa and myself sus-
pected her brother, whom we knew to be a worthless
man. The mother strongly endeavored to remove this sus-
picion, but so many circumstances concurred to prove it
to be well founded, that, notwithstanding all she could
say, our opinions remained still the same: I dared not
make a strict search for fear of finding more than I
wished to do. The brother never returned to the place
where I lived, and, at length, was no more heard of by
any of us. I was much grieved Thérèsa and myself should
be connected with such a family, and I exhorted her more
than ever to shake off so dangerous a yoke. This adven-
ture cured me of my inclination for fine linen, and since
that time all I have had has been very common, and more
suitable to the rest of my dress.

SOURCE: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Confessions of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau. Trans. William Conyngham Mallory (New
York: Tudor Publishing, 1928): 561–562.
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of the city; evidently thieves were becoming more brazen
and selective in the choice of items that they stole. This
evidence thus points to the importance that new stan-
dards of consumerism were producing in a country like
France, as even the poor desired to possess and trade in
the items prized by upper-class society.

DRESS BEYOND THE CITY. Although the clothing
styles worn in the continent’s cities are better docu-
mented than those of the surrounding countryside, the
vast majority of Europeans in the eighteenth century
were peasants who were relatively unaffected by the fash-
ions generated in urban society. In some regions the per-
centage of people that lived on the land was more than
eighty or ninety percent of the total population. While
in some areas close to large cities country men and
women emulated some dimensions of the urban world,
much of Europe still lived in relative isolation from those
styles. It is consequently inappropriate to use the words
“fashion” or “style” to describe the clothing worn by the
large and diverse class of Europe’s peasants. The wealth-
iest members of this class certainly possessed resources
comparable to artisans and tradespeople in the cities. Yet
almost everywhere, most peasants were relatively un-
concerned with emulating the styles they saw when they
brought their wares to urban markets. The clothes these
men and women wore were most influenced by neces-
sity, and their patterns of dressing changed only very
slowly over time. The fabric used for peasant clothes were
homespun or cheaply purchased woolens, linens, and
sometimes even cloth woven from hemp, the raw mate-
rial for rope. Although there was considerable regional
variation in the clothes that peasant men and women
wore, common items of dress were nevertheless shared
across much of the European peasantry. Costly dyes used
in urban clothes were not common in the fabrics used
in peasants’ outfits. Instead, men’s clothing were most
often brown, grey, and black, while women’s outfits ex-
panded on these basics with occasional flares of blue, yel-
low, and red. The shoe, an invention of the late fifteenth
century, was common in the countryside, although in
many parts of Europe peasants continued to wear
wooden clogs or wooden soled leather footwear known
in French as sabots. Peasant women did not wear corsets
or paniers, the elaborate hoop contraptions used to ex-
tend the line of a woman’s hips. Instead, an almost uni-
versal outfit consisted of a calf- or shin-length skirt
gathered at the waist. Over the top of this garment,
women wore an apron that sometimes included a bib
that covered their fitted undershirts and bodices. Lace
caps were a common form of headgear, while scarves
were often worn around the shoulders, the ends of which

were sometimes tucked into the bodice. Almost every-
where, men wore a form of britches and a vestcoat over-
top a linen, wool, or cotton shirt. Generally, decoration
and embellishment were spare on peasants’ clothes, a sign
of these garments’ function as a creation of necessity,
rather than of style.
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THE HIGH TIDE OF FRENCH FASHION

FRENCH INFLUENCE ON EUROPE. During the sec-
ond half of the seventeenth century France had emerged
as the pre-eminent state in Europe under the rule of
Louis XIV. Although the king’s reign was plagued with
problems, particularly in the years after 1700, France’s
hold over the cultural imagination of Europe in the eigh-
teenth century remained strong. During the eighteenth
century, Paris, one of Europe’s true metropolitan cities,
continued to be the center of the fashion industry.
Parisian fashions were avidly followed elsewhere in Eu-
rope, and the dress of the eighteenth century acquired
a feature that it has possessed until present times: its fre-
quent changeability and constant alteration to suit styl-
ish society’s sense of the times. It was not until the later
years of the eighteenth century that the notion of an
“annual fashion season” really took off and became a
feature of urban societies throughout Europe. But
throughout the century the forces that made fashion an
infinitely alterable landscape—subject to subtle modu-
lations of whims, fancy, and tastes each season—were
gathering steam in Paris. In the early years of the eigh-
teenth century, French fashion dolls outfitted in the lat-
est examples of court and city dresses were sent out from
Paris to merchants and royal courts throughout Europe.
These dolls were displayed in shop windows and kept
women abreast of the latest trends in France. Later in
the century, the fashion magazine replaced these dolls,
performing much the same task of keeping women up
to date on changes in style. The fashion magazine thus
provided a cheaper and more convenient way to inform
women of the latest changes in taste, and allowed for the
circulation of fashion knowledge among an even broader
range of society. Through these marketing innovations
France secured a position in the world of European dress
that it continues to hold even in contemporary times.

128 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800)

Fashion

69742_AHTE_EE3_107-148.qxd  9/21/2004  2:35 PM  Page 128



NEW LIGHTER AND MORE DECORATIVE STYLES.
The French fashions that eventually conquered Europe
were not the elaborate and imposing ceremonial dress
typical of Louis XIV’s Versailles, but a new sort of cloth-
ing that reflected the changing tastes of the eighteenth
century. In the years following the death of Louis XIV,
the tastes of wealthy Parisians began to change rather
quickly. The new king, Louis XV, was the great-
grandson of the Sun King, and when he acceded to the
throne he was only five years old. His uncle Philippe,
the Duke of Orléans, served as his regent. In the later
years of Louis XIV’s reign, the king’s increasingly rigid
piety and France’s involvement in costly and draining
international wars had given a tone of gravity to the
times. Although the French state was heavily indebted
at the time of Louis XIV’s death, the Regent Philippe
favored styles and fashions that were lighter and less grave
than those of Louis XIV’s era. Despite France’s prob-
lems, the early years of Louis XV’s reign were notable
for the appearance of a new “Regency Style,” a style ac-
tively supported by the Duke of Orléans. Philippe moved
France’s government from Versailles back to Paris, where
a glittering aristocratic society was just beginning to de-
velop the salons and other social institutions that were
to discuss the ideas of the Enlightenment. In the houses
of the wealthiest Parisian nobles a new fashion emerged

for rooms that were filled with light and with splashes of
gold. The art used to fill these spaces suggested scenes of
everyday enjoyment, that is, of popular pastimes under-
taken in parks, at fairs, or in the countryside. New fab-
rics made use of patterns inspired by Chinese or Arabic
designs that gave an exotically foreign taste to the inte-
riors of the time. Thus the Regency fashions that flour-
ished in France during the later 1710s and 1720s laid
the foundations for the elegant, yet light and sprightly
features of Rococo style that by the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury defined upper-class tastes.

THE TRIUMPH OF THE ROCOCO AT COURT. Al-
though these new standards of taste were rather quickly
adopted in Paris, the dress of the court was at first barely
touched by them. The prescriptions of Louis XIV on
dress in court circles continued to be respected, particu-
larly at formal state occasions. But by the 1730s and
1740s the winds of change in clothing styles were hav-
ing their effect even there. Although Louis XV moved
the government back to Versailles and relied on the elab-
orately formal etiquette of his great-grandfather’s time,
he carved out a private world for himself, his mistresses,
and family in the grand palace that reflected the lighter,
less serious tastes of the era. In the 1730s he redecorated
an apartment of private rooms in the palace in the new
less ponderous fashions of the day. He relaxed the ob-
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servance of sumptuary regulations in France, helping to
sponsor an era of magnificent display and seeming abun-
dance. During his long reign, women at court and in
Paris’s wealthy aristocratic circles played a new role as ar-
biters of fashion. The expenditures of aristocratic women
on clothing were by this time about twice that of men,
and the greatest women of Louis XV’s court—including
his most powerful and enduring mistress, Madame de
Pompadour—defined the fashions of the era, giving rise
to an era of Rococo indulgence and opulence that now
seems in most modern people’s minds to be synonymous
with the style of the entire eighteenth century.

ROCOCO WOMEN’S FASHIONS. The chief innova-
tion of the period in women’s dress was the garment that

became known throughout Europe as the robe à la
française, a gown that was worn over a bodice decorated
with a stomacher (a decorative V- or U-shaped garment)
and outfitted with hoops or paniers that supported its
skirt. The gown was parted in the middle to form a V-
shaped opening that allowed contrasting or identical un-
derskirts to show through, thus creating an impression of
an abundance of cloth and material. In the 1740s, these
styles were often decorated with a profusion of bows, lace,
elaborate braidwork patterns, or embroidery, and the
sleeves of the gown were cut to make elaborate flounces
at the elbows that were usually decorated with lace. While
trains were common in the early years of the robe à la
française’s appearance, they tended to be ever more re-
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A MORNING GOWN

INTRODUCTION: Eighteenth-century men and women of fash-
ion were avid consumers, and men were every bit as well
informed about the latest fashions for women as their
female counterparts. In the following excerpt from
Samuel Richardson’s novel, Clarissa, the male character
Lovelace describes the attire of his love in the most
minute detail

Thou hast heard me also describe the wavy ringlets
of her shining hair, needing neither art nor powder; of it-
self an ornament, defying all other ornaments; wantoning
in and about a neck that is beautiful beyond description.

Her head-dress was a Brussels-lace mob, peculiarly 
adapted to the charming air and turn of her features. A sky-
blue ribband illustrated that. —But altho’ the weather was 
somewhat sharp, she had not on either hat or hood; for, 
besides that she loves to use herself hardily (by which means, 
and by a temperance truly exemplary, she is allowed to have 
given high health and vigour to an originally tender consti-
tution), she seems to have intended to shew me, that she 
was determin’d not to stand to her appointment. O Jack! 
that such a sweet girl should be a rogue!

Her morning-gown was a pale primrose-colour’d
paduasoy: The cuffs and robings curiously embroider’d by
the fingers of this ever-charming Arachne, in a running
pattern of violets, and their leaves; the light in the flowers
silver; gold in the leaves. A pair of diamond snaps in her
ears. A white handkerchief, wrought by the same inim-
itable fingers, concealed—O Belford! what still more inim-
itable beauties did it not conceal! —And I saw, all the
way we rode, the bounding heart; by its throbbing mo-
tions I saw it! dancing beneath the charming umbrage.

Her ruffles were the same as her mob. Her apron a
flower’d lawn. Her coat white satten, quilted: Blue satten
her shoes, braided with the same colour, without lace; for
what need has the prettiest foot in the world of orna-
ment? Neat buckles in them: And on her charming arms
a pair of black velvet glove-like muffs, of her own inven-
tion; for she makes and gives fashions as she pleases. Her
hands, velvet of themselves, thus uncover’d, the freer to
be grasp’d by those of her adorer.

I have told thee what were my transports, when the
undrawn bolt presented to me my long-expected god-
dess. —Her emotions were more sweetly feminine, after
the first moments; for then the fire of her starry eyes be-
gan to sink into a less-dazzling languor. She trembled:
Nor knew she how to support the agitations of a heart
she had never found so ungovernable. She was even
fainting, when I clasp’d her in my supporting arms. What
a precious moment That! How near, how sweetly near,
the throbbing partners!

By her dress, I saw, as I observ’d before, how un-
prepar’d she was for a journey; and not doubting her in-
tention once more to disappoint me, I would have drawn
her after me. Then began a contention the most vehe-
ment that ever I had with lady. It would pain thy friendly
heart to be told the infinite trouble I had with her. I beg-
g’d, I pray’d; on my knees I begg’d and pray’d her, yet in
vain, to answer her own appointment: And had I not
happily provided for such a struggle, knowing whom I
had to deal with, I had certainly failed in my design; and
as certainly would have accompanied her in, without thee
and thy brethren: And who knows what might have been
the consequence?

SOURCE: Samuel Richardson, Clarissa. Vol. III. (1748; reprint,
Stratford Upon Avon: Basil Blackwell Oxford, 1930): 28–29.
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stricted to court circles, where the train was an obligatory
element of dress. During the 1740s and 1750s the hoops
or paniers of these skirts grew progressively wider. The
fashion soon became popular among wealthy and aristo-
cratic women almost everywhere in Europe, spawning re-
gional variations. In England and Scotland, for example,
women had abandoned the broad hoops typical of French
gowns of this type by the 1750s, and instead favored only
small side hoops at the hips or no hoops at all. The re-
sulting innovation made their skirts trail elegantly behind
them on the ground as they walked. The robe à la française
became one of the most popular upper-class fashions
throughout Europe, and it reflected the reigning taste for
costly silks, brocades, and floral patterned fine cloth of the
day. Many of the fabrics used in these costly creations also
reflected the taste for Chinese and Arabic motifs, and dur-
ing the 1760s and 1770s, the rising popularity of cotton
meant that the garment came to be made out of this fab-
ric as well. At court, more elaborate dresses constructed
of taffeta, brocade, and other expensive fabrics remained
the rule, but cotton offered the advantage of quicker pro-
duction times, and thus a cheaper price tag, bringing the
elegance of the robe à la française into the reach of a
broader number of women in society. Many of the new

cotton fabrics used at this time for dresses were printed,
rather than woven from colored thread, thus greatly sim-
plifying their production. Of all the cotton manufactories
that turned out cloth used in these elaborate aristocratic
fashions the most famous was the French factory at Jouy,
near Versailles, an institution that gave its name to the
toile du Jouy fabric popular in the second half of the eigh-
teenth century. Louis XV had acquired this industry in
1760 at the instigation of his one-time mistress Madame
de Pompadour. For many years, Madame de Pompadour
and her circle at Versailles had disregarded royal regula-
tions against the wearing of richly printed fabrics, fabrics
long acquired from foreign sources. Pompadour’s daring
fashion innovations were thus a force that encouraged
Louis XV in his plans to found a national industry for the
production of printed cloth. The Jouy factory turned out
a succession of prints that were filled with exotic Chinese,
Arabic, and Indian motifs as well as scenes of everyday
life. Since their appearance, these prints have become
known in most European languages merely as toile. The
influence of the fabric stretched throughout Europe and
the many high-quality cotton prints produced there were
avidly copied elsewhere.
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Portrait of Madame de Pompadour wearing a robe à la
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MEN’S WEAR IN THE MID-EIGHTEENTH CENTURY.
For most of the eighteenth century the three-piece en-
semble that included a justaucorps, vestcoat, and britches
remained the dominant pattern of male dress in French
aristocratic society and came to be adopted throughout
many parts of Europe. This style had first appeared dur-
ing the late 1660s at Versailles and in Paris, and it con-
tinued to be elaborated upon in the eighteenth century.
By 1700, the justaucorps worn at court occasions had be-
come increasingly tight fitting, and was now embroidered
at its front opening with gold and silver thread or with
lace made from these precious metals. Floral patterns even-
tually gave way on the justaucorps to more restrained pat-
terns of embellishment, while the interior vestcoat tended
to become ever more elaborate in its decoration. It was
not uncommon for the decoration on these jackets and
vestcoats to cost a great deal more than the velvets, silks,
and taffetas out of which they were constructed. The col-
ors used in the most elaborate of these male costumes in
the first half of the eighteenth century now appear quite
garish to modern eyes. Such dress, though, was worn in
the evening, when the glow of candlelight softened the ef-

fect and refracted the light brilliantly off the bright metal
surfaces and precious gemstones that were used to deco-
rate the buttons. In England and the Dutch Republic, pat-
terns of male dressing were far more restrained than in
France or Germany. The Protestant ethos of these coun-
tries made the elaborate display typical of Continental
dress seem too opulent for daily wear. English men were
said to prefer browns, dark grays, blacks, and blues, and
although aristocratic men donned costumes for ceremo-
nial occasions at court that were almost as grand as those
of their Continental counterparts, men’s costumes were,
on the whole, restrained in England when compared to
France. Men generally avoided a great profusion of deco-
ration on the clothes they wore on the streets of London
or Amsterdam. In contrast to the many different kinds of
women’s dresses that were popular throughout Europe
and the many variations that existed in women’s wear for
different occasions, men’s fashions were relatively stan-
dardized in much of Western Europe by the eighteenth
century. The three pieces that comprised men’s primary
wardrobe—britches, vestcoat, and justaucorps—were
common to men of affairs and commerce almost every-
where, and were only distinguished by the wealth of their
fabrics and decoration.

THE WIG. While the custom of wearing wigs had
been common in the ancient world, it had generally died
out in medieval Europe where religious leaders taught
that false hair was a sinful indulgence. During the six-
teenth century, though, the elaborate styles of hair worn
in Renaissance cities saw the popularity of hairpieces grow
among women. Queen Elizabeth had more than eighty
of these to dress her hair in the elaborate hairdos of the
period, while her cousin, the ill-fated Mary Queen of
Scots, was also known for her great quantities of false
hair. During the seventeenth century wigs had first be-
come common as menswear at the French court of Louis
XIII (r. 1610–1643). For the first years of his reign, his
son and successor Louis XIV avoided wearing wigs since
he was generally proud of his full head of hair. Still the
custom grew among Louis’s courtiers, many of whom re-
lied on wigs to imitate the young king. The years of the
mid-seventeenth century saw wigs make their way into
the fashions of the age, since the tastes of the era favored
long male locks that were elaborately dressed into curls.
When Louis XIV began to go bald around 1670, he, too,
succumbed to the fashion for wearing wigs, and false hair
among French men became all the rage. King Charles II
and his court established the practice in later seventeenth-
century England, and by 1700, the wig was required
menswear in English cities, reaching the zenith of its pop-
ularity in the first few years of the new century. As wigs
became a common fashion accessory for men, their shapes
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Eighteenth-century French caricature showing a woman
weighed down by her wig. BETTMANN/CORBIS.
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and forms altered. Originally intended to serve as a re-
placement for men’s hair, the wig functioned more and
more like an element of fashion. The colors favored grew
increasingly fantastic, first evidencing a flair for grey and
white, later for such colors as pink, blue, and lavender.
In England and elsewhere in Europe, the styles of wigs
men wore also reflected their station in life, with men of
the law generally favoring a different kind of peruke, as
they were then known, than merchants or country gen-
tlemen. Although wigs continued to be worn by men af-
ter the first two decades of the eighteenth century, they
were gradually confined more and more to ceremonial
occasions and to circles of the nobility. Women, by con-
trast, retained a fondness for false hair much longer than
men, although even among women a new fashion for
more naturalistic hairstyles developed in the last decades
of the eighteenth century. During the Rococo period,
women’s hairstyles frequently grew to enormous heights.
Women’s wigs were sometimes outfitted with replicas of
model ships, dressed with turbans in imitation of Arabic
styles, or with pompoms constructed of fur and feathers
(a style inspired by Louis XV’s mistress Madame de Pom-
padour), and with other excesses that were frequently
mocked and caricatured even at the time. Urban legends
grew about women whose wigs had harbored nests of ver-
min, and the doors of carriages grew higher to accom-
modate the styles. Stories of court women who had to
hold their heads outside carriages to avoid spoiling their
hairdos were common. These styles came to a high tide
of popularity in the 1760s and 1770s before beginning
to wane. In the years that followed, a taste for more nat-
uralistic, less artificial hair fashions grew, so that by the
1780s women in portraits were seen sporting rather sim-
ple lace caps or restrained hats placed atop free-flowing,
seemingly natural hair.
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REACTION TO THE ROCOCO

CHANGING TASTES. During the 1770s fashion be-
gan to change in Europe rather quickly. By this time the

tendency toward opulent decoration and to fanciful and
fantastic clothing seemed to many to have been spent.
While richly decorated women’s dresses and men’s suits
remained popular in some court circles for a time, new
and simpler styles first began to appear in England and
then to spread to Continental Europe. English fashions,
although profoundly influenced by the French through-
out the eighteenth century, had long evidenced a fond-
ness for simpler and less artificial lines than those popular
in France. French innovations, such as the use of elab-
orate paniers or hoop skirts, had been widely popular in
the country among women, but had given rise to native
innovations. By the 1750s, English women began to
abandon the paniers altogether or merely to favor hip
pads that widened this area of the body. They also be-
gan to wear dresses in which the cloth was gathered and
elegantly arranged to flow toward a woman’s back. The
reigning fashion common among upper class and aris-
tocratic women in England became known throughout
Europe as a robe à la anglaise, or “English robe.” It was
simpler than its more elaborate French counterpart, but
no less feminine. Where the robe à la française had been
open at the front to reveal a woman’s corset, bodice, and
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petticoats, the English version fit more snugly, and was
all of one piece. The classic formulation of such robes
was far simpler than the elaborate concoctions that had
been popular in France during the height of the Rococo
period. Typically, a robe à la anglaise’s skirts were gath-
ered at the back and allowed to fall in folds. A colored
sash often held these folds in place and was worn high,
just below the bust line. A new fondness for cotton
muslins and for dresses made from white cloth and other
lighter colors as well as the new cotton fabrics replaced
the once great affection for expensive taffetas, silks, vel-
vets, and brocades. English women also began to wear
simple fichus—that is, scarves made of transparent ma-
terial—around their shoulders, one of the defining ele-
ments of the “English style.” The new fashion spread
quickly among aristocratic woman in Continental Eu-
rope, although France at first resisted the greater natu-
ralism of these dresses. Despite the resistance offered by
members of the French court and aristocracy, these fash-
ions had begun to make inroads there by the 1770s.

IMPACT OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT. The new styles
of the era were, in part, inspired by the impact of En-
lightenment thinking in Europe. In France, one of the
most important literary vehicles for conveying the new
values of this movement was the Encyclopédie, a massive,
multi-volume project begun by the French Enlighten-
ment thinkers Denis Diderot (1713–1784) and Jean
D’Alembert (1713–1787). Published in 28 separate vol-
umes during the years between 1751 and 1772, the En-
cyclopédie was not widely read by all French men and
women, although it was avidly consumed by the upper
echelons of society. The enormous work did not convey
a single point of view, but Diderot and D’Alembert en-
listed authors whose opinions often fit closely with their
own. Fashion was one subject touched upon in hundreds
of entries, with the Encyclopédie offering opinions on the
history and usage of scores of items of clothing as well
as giving advice generally on elements of good taste,
manners, and etiquette. As the primary guiding spirits
behind this enterprise, Diderot and D’Alembert cham-
pioned the cause of social utility in clothing, customs,
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KEEPING ABREAST OF STYLE

INTRODUCTION: Before the advent of fashion magazines at the
very end of the eighteenth century, much knowledge
about the latest trends circulated in the letters that aris-
tocratic and wealthy women wrote each other. The 
following excerpts from Betsy Sheridan, an English gen-
tlewoman, were written to her sister, who lived in provin-
cial Dublin to try to keep her abreast of the latest changes
in fashion.

1785. Tunbridge Wells.—Now for Article of fashions.
I like your habit very much. I hope you wear no powder,
all who have fine hair go without and if you have not
quite enough ‘tis but buying a few curls. … My Habit tis
what they call Pitch colour—a sort of blackist green not
beautiful but the most stilish now worn. Dark blues are
very general—indeed all dark colours are fashionable.
Cambric frills and white waistcoat. Rather large yellow
buttons.

Washing gown of all kinds are the ton. … As a
Dress gown I have brought down a Robe à la Turque—vi-
olet colour—the peticoat and vest white–Tiffany, gauze
and pale yellow ribbons—with that a sash and buckle un-
der the Robe. Gauze gowns and clear muslin gowns are
very much worn in full dress. … Miss Belsay has taken a
particular fancy to every article of dress she has seen me

wear and frequently applys for patterns, this I most readily
comply with.

1786. London—However you may tell her as a friend
gradually to reduce her Stuffing as Rumps are quite out in
France and are decreasing here but can not be quite
given up till the weather grows warmer. The handker-
chiefs are not so much puff’d out … the hair loose—curls
without pins and the toupée as if it was curled and a
comb run thro’ it. Aprons very general, chiefly tucked.
Most fashionable collours dark green, pale straw collour,
and a very bright purple.

1788. Hats are also worn, like riding hats. The Hair
universally dress’d very loose in small curls. … As to
gowns—all kinds—Chemises, Round gowns, with flounce
or not. Great coats made very open before to shew the
peticoat. … I must add to my chapter of Fashions that fur
Muffs (very large) and Tippets are universal.

1789. Wednesday they all sup here and there is to
be quite a crowd so I make up a new dyed sattin Gown
for the occasion. We are to have the Prince, Duke of
York, Mrs. Fitzherbert, all the fine people. … We are all
busy making our gowns and aprons for tomorrow
Evening so I must leave off.

SOURCE: Betsy Sheridan, Letter from Sheridan’s Sister to her
Sister in Dublin, in The Cut of Women’s Clothes, 1600–1930.
Ed. Norah Waugh (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1968):
125–126.
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and consumption. They believed, in other words, that
society’s customs and even its clothing should be judged
according to whether they were truly useful. Thus in
contrast to the guiding spirit of opulence and decoration
that had prevailed in the Rococo style, the Enlighten-
ment championed an aesthetic that stressed naturalness
over artificiality. Of course, the ideas of philosophical
thinkers like Diderot and those he enlisted to write for
the Encyclopédie did not immediately shape the clothes
that were worn in aristocratic society. But the criticism
of the artificiality of the eighteenth-century style laid the

foundation for a new taste that cultivated greater sim-
plicity and utility over mere decorativeness.

THE SPREAD OF ENGLISH TASTES. For much of
the eighteenth century, close contacts between England
and France had invigorated the world of fashion in both
countries. While English aristocrats and wealthy Lon-
doners generally avoided the extremes of opulence of
the French Rococo style, they had nevertheless adapted
those fashions to their own purposes, and both men and
women of the upper classes had kept abreast of the
changes in style that emanated from Paris. At the Eng-
lish royal court the styles of prescribed dress closely re-
sembled those worn at Versailles and in other French
royal palaces by the mid-eighteenth century. Yet in their
great rural estates, England’s aristocrats generally fa-
vored clothes that were more rustic and natural than
those worn by the wealthiest French nobles of the pe-
riod. The fondness for hunting and other outdoor pur-
suits gave rise to the creation of the riding habit, a
close-fitting coat and britches worn by both men and
women. These rustic fashions, the Baroque equivalent
of modern “sportswear,” were constructed of simpler,
more practical fabrics like wool and cotton than the

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800) 135

Fashion

Late eighteenth-century women’s fashions. LEONARD DE
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sumptuous silks, taffetas, and velvets worn by the
French upper classes at the time. Although these styles
were initially resisted in France, they had begun to make
inroads there in the 1770s, and by the following decade
were widely popular among the country’s aristocrats. In
the years immediately preceding the French Revolution,
Queen Marie-Antoinette and members of her circle at
court often indulged their love of English informality
by choosing dresses that reflected the more natural and
comfortable styles preferred in Britain. In 1783, the
queen allowed one of her favorite portraitists, Elisabeth
Vigée-LeBrun, to paint her wearing this kind of dress.
When the portrait was displayed that year at the Royal
Academy’s annual salon, it caused a great controversy;
members of Parisian society complained that the queen
had allowed herself to be painted in nothing more than
a chemise, the equivalent of the modern slip. Vigée-
LeBrun’s picture was soon withdrawn from the exhibi-
tion, but the furor that it caused helped to popularize

the simple yet feminine style in French society. These
dresses were usually modeled on the chemise and were
sewn in a simple cylindrical tube shape. Equipped with
a drawstring at the neck, they were worn gathered at
the waist with a sash. Thus in place of the artifice of
hoops, trains, and ruffled sleeves that had long served
to delineate members of the court, the queen and mem-
bers of the French aristocracy sided with the cause of
English informality. Marie Antoinette and members of
her circle indulged their affection for these comfortable
styles at the queen’s retreat, the Petit Trianon, a small
palace at the edge of the grounds of the Versailles, much
to the consternation of many of the traditionalists at
court. When the party returned to the royal chateau to
participate in the grand receptions of state, though, the
tradition of court dress with its rigid and unbending
rules continued to hold sway at Versailles.

MEN’S DRESS. The increasing divide between
French elegance and English informality and practical-
ity were perhaps even more notable in men’s dress than
in women’s. In France, men in the 1770s continued to
wear elaborately trimmed outer and vest coats that were
tailored to show off rich fabrics of silk and other costly
fabrics. By the 1780s, though, English styles were pre-
sent among members of the aristocracy and wealthy
bourgeoisie in France. By this time, the more informal
and comfortable frock coat had become the norm of
middle class and aristocratic dress in England as both
day and evening wear. The frock coat had originally been
an element of hunting clothing worn by gentlemen and
aristocrats in the countryside. Throughout the eighteenth
century its cut had grown simpler, and in place of elab-
orate cuffs and side pleats, English men favored garments
that were elegantly tailored, yet devoid of decoration. By
1750 the fashion for the frock coat had spread almost
everywhere in the English speaking world and was com-
mon attire for men of commerce and political affairs,
country gentry, and even New World colonists. In Eng-
land, the combination of frock coat, waistcoat, and
britches was worn everywhere except at court, and the
elaborately cuffed sleeves had disappeared in favor of
simple slits at the wrists. Decorated side pleats had also
been replaced by a short skirt on the jacket that was held
in place by slightly stiffening the fabric. The most com-
mon element of design in the frock coats of the time was
their relatively small, turned-down collars. Instead of the
elaborate lace flounces that had once been worn under
these garments, English men now favored undecorated
linen shirts and a shorter waistcoat that was of a com-
plementary but lighter color from the dark fabrics usu-
ally used to tailor the frock coat. Simple tan britches
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Court dress worn for the queen’s birthday in England, 1798. 
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completed the outfit. In keeping with this more infor-
mal fashion, men wore their hair naturally or lightly
powdered, and the wig soon fell out of use altogether
except by members of certain professions and among
domestic servants, particularly footmen. While French
men resisted these styles for several decades, they had
gained a foothold amongst the aristocracy and wealthy
bourgeoisie by 1780, and in the years that followed the
frock coat and britches became even more popular. Em-
ulation of English dress was stimulated by the dictates
of fashion, but at the same time the fondness for things
“English” represented an important triumph of Enlight-
enment thinking in France. For most of the eighteenth
century, Enlightenment thinkers like Voltaire, Diderot,
and Rousseau had celebrated the customs and mores of
the island country for their modernity and freedom.
Now, as the French Revolution approached, English
styles became one way in which France’s aristocrats and
bourgeoisie expressed their fondness for the concept of
greater liberty.

THE FASHION PRESS. The taste for the new infor-
mal styles that emanated from England was fed through-
out Europe by the increased production of fashion
plates: engravings of men and women dressed in the
most stylish clothing of the day. By the 1770s fashion
plates had begun to replace the dressed mannequin dolls
that had long been sent out annually from the major
dress and tailoring shops in Paris to courts and shops
throughout Europe. The custom of illustrating clothing
in engravings had long existed, although not until the
later eighteenth century did publishers and designers be-
gin to exploit the possibilities of the press for satisfying
an appetite for news of the fashionable world. During
the sixteenth century German engravers and printers be-
gan to publish large collections of engravings known as
Trachtenbücher, or “costume books.” The purpose of
these volumes had been to illustrate the various types of
dress worn by members of society’s different orders and
professions. As the custom of producing these costume
books spread throughout Europe, these books served by
and large to satisfy an anthropological interest. Costume
books, for instance, had often informed their readers of
the kinds of clothing that were worn in societies
throughout the world, satisfying an innate human cu-
riosity about the exotic customs and manners of other
peoples. In the later decades of the eighteenth century
French artists, designers, and printers began to sense the
commercial possibilities that lay within the medium.
They now used it to satisfy readers’ desires to learn about
the latest styles worn by the country’s aristocracy. In
1775, one of the most brilliant and beautiful of all the

costume books appeared under the title Le Monument
du costume physique et moral de la fin du dix-huitième siè-
cle (Monument of the Physical and Moral Costume at
the End of the Eighteenth Century). The accomplished
artist Jean-Michel Moreau (1741–1814) drew many of
the designs for the plates that illustrated the work, while
the novelist Restif de la Bretonne (1734–1806) wrote
the accompanying text. Today, the work’s illustrations
continue to be widely admired, and their influence on
fashion journalism has long been recognized. In captur-
ing the styles and dress of the period, Moreau and the
other artists who contributed to the series did not pose
men and women lifelessly, but instead, like modern pho-
tojournalists, they showed a young man and woman of
fashion going about their social duties on the Parisian
scene. The work’s prints thus captured its imaginary
characters in the fashionable world in settings that were
by and large natural.

FASHION MAGAZINES. In the years that followed
the success of the Monument other printers in Paris re-
sponded by commissioning series of fashion engravings
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French fashion plate from 1778, showing a couple promenad-
ing through the Palais-Royale, Paris. THE GRANGER COLLECTION.
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from other prominent artists and distributing them in
small collections. By 1778, two Parisian publishers,
Jean Esnaut and Michel Rapilly, commenced the dis-
tribution of their Gallerie des modes et costumes français
(Gallery of French Style and Costumes). Over the next
decade Esnaut and Rapilly produced some seventy dif-
ferent collections of fashion plates that they released
every few months. Each collection contained six col-
ored engravings of costumes currently being worn on
the Parisian scene. The popularity of the Gallery
prompted many leading artists of the day to draw il-
lustrations for these collections and thus high art and
popular tastes for style combined to make the new fash-
ion plates an immediate success. The Gallery’s appeal
soon prompted other imitators, and by the later 1780s
France had a number of regularly published fashion
magazines or journals. The first of these, Les Cabinet
des modes (The Cabinet of Style) commenced publica-
tion in 1785, but soon changed its name to Le Maga-
sin du modes nouvelles françaises et anglaises (The
Magazine of New French and English Styles) one year
later to take account of the widespread popularity of
more informal English dress. The periodical appeared
every two weeks, complete with several fashion plates
and articles that informed readers about the latest
changes in dress. Despite the aristocratic tone of the
magazine, publication continued even during the first
years of the French Revolution, and in 1790, the jour-
nal became known merely as Le Journal de la mode et
la goût (The Journal of Style and Taste). When the
Journal ceased publication in 1793, other fashion mag-
azines continued to proliferate on the scene, some ap-
pearing at intervals as often as every five days. By this
time styles began to change so quickly that Paris’s new
ranks of fashion journalists and illustrators faced a se-
rious challenge in keeping up with the pace of style.
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FASHION DURING THE

FRENCH REVOLUTION

UPHEAVAL. The years following the Revolution in
France in 1789 brought massive upheaval and changes
in French society, which, in turn, produced profound
changes in dress and fashion. Clothing had long served
in France as one of the most visible markers of social
privilege and aristocratic status, so it is hardly surpris-
ing, then, that fashion was deeply affected by the course
of revolutionary changes. The royal court’s dress had
long been prescribed by an unbending etiquette that had
originally been fashioned by Louis XIV, author of the
absolutist system of government that had transformed
the country into Europe’s greatest seventeenth-century
power. During the eighteenth century this system had
grown increasingly unwieldy, corrupt, and outmoded,
and the privileges of aristocracy and the court seemed in
the eyes of many to be an evil that needed to be rooted
out if the country was to move forward. In the first years
of the Revolution many aristocrats and wealthy French
bourgeoisie agreed with this conclusion, and the initial
phases of political change in the Revolution were marked
by relative unanimity concerning the abolition of ancient
noble privileges, clerical status, and distinctions of rank.
A swiftly changing political scene, however, marked the
clergy, the aristocracy, and those who served them as
forces of counter-revolution among those who advocated
more radical changes in government and society. Dur-
ing the Reign of Terror that began in 1792, thousands
of French nobles, priests, and those who sympathized
with them were guillotined. In the midst of these trou-
bles, clothing played an important symbolic function, as
men and women relied upon it to express their political
convictions; dress became alternately a way to support
or to condemn revolutionary change. The aristocratic
fashions of the eighteenth century were seen as an evil
that needed to be suppressed, and the Revolution moved
to condemn those elements of dress that embodied 
traditional aristocratic society. Expensive silks, taffetas,
velvets, and other costly elements of clothing were pro-
hibited as France’s new government tried to dictate a
new order in which fraternity, rather than privilege,
might be realized.

CLOTHING AS SYMBOLS. From the earliest days of
the Revolution elements of dress played a vital role in
the political movement’s identity. In the wake of the
Storming of the Bastille on 14 July 1789, the govern-
ment of the city of Paris decreed that all citizens in the
capital must wear a tricolor cockade, a round emblem
constructed of ribbons displaying the city’s colors of red
and blue as well as the monarchy’s standard white. Even
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THE POLITICS OF COLOR

INTRODUCTION: In early-modern Europe clothing played a vi-
tal role in identifying the status of particular groups in
society. With the coming of the French Revolution the
symbolic role of clothing continued, and men and women
relied on their outfits to make statements about their
support or rejection of the principles of the era. Color
became a particularly important vehicle for showing
one’s political sympathy. In the following excerpt from
The Secret Memoirs of Princess Lamballe, the editor,
Catherine Hyde, the Marquise de Gouvion Broglie de-
scribes problems she had with an outfit she wore to the
Opera, as well as the surly attitude of French soldiers
when she refused to show she was wearing the revolu-
tionary tricolor—red, white, and blue. The writer was an
Englishwoman, married to a French nobleman, and part
of the inner circle that surrounded Queen Marie-An-
toinette.

The reader will not, I trust, be dissatisfied at reposing
for a moment from the sad story of the Princesse de Lam-
balle to hear some ridiculous circumstances which oc-
curred to me individually; and which, though they form
no part of the history, are sufficiently illustrative of the
temper of the times.

I had been sent to England to put some letters into
the post office for the Prince de Conde, and had just re-
turned. The fashion then in England was a black dress,
Spanish hat, and yellow satin lining, with three ostrich
feathers forming the Prince of Wales’s crest, and bearing
his inscription, “Ich dien, I serve.” (This crest and motto
date as far back, I believe, as the time of Edward, the
Black Prince.) I also brought with me a white satin cloak,
trimmed with white fur.

In this dress, I went to the French opera. Scarcely
was I seated in the box, when I heard shouts of, “En bas
les couleurs de d’empereur! En bas!”

I was very busy talking to a person in the box, and,
having been accustomed to hear and see partial riots in
the pit, I paid no attention; never dreaming that my poor
hat and feathers, and cloak, were the cause of the com-
motion, till an officer in the national guard very politely
knocked at the door of the box, and told me I must ei-
ther take them off or leave the theatre.

There is nothing I more dislike than being thought
particular, or disposed to attract attention by dress. The
moment, therefore, I found myself thus unintentionally
the object of a whole theatre’s disturbance, in the first
impulse of indignation, I impetuously caught off the cloak

and hat, and flung them into the pit, at the very faces of
the rioters.

The theatre instantly rang with applause. The obnox-
ious articles were carefully folded up and taken to the of-
ficer of the guard, who, when I left the box, at the end
of the opera, brought them to me and offered to assist
me in putting them on; but I refused them with true cav-
alier-like loftiness, and entered my carriage without either
hat or cloak.

There were many of the audience collected round
the carriage at the time, who, witnessing my rejection of
the insulted colours, again loudly cheered me; but insisted
on the officer’s placing the hat and cloak in the carriage,
which drove off amidst the most violent acclamations.

Another day, as I was going to walk in the Tuileries
(which I generally did after riding on horseback), the
guards crossed their bayonets at the gate and forbade my
entering. I asked them why. They told me no one was al-
lowed to walk there without the national ribbon.

Now, I always had one of these national ribbons
about me, from the time they were first worn; but I kept
it in the inside of my riding-habit; and on that day, in par-
ticular, my supply was unusually ample, for I had on a
new riding-habit, the petticoat of which was so very long
and heavy that I bought a large quantity to tie round my
waist, and fasten up the dress, to prevent it from falling
about my feet.

However, I was determined to plague the guards for
their impudence. My English beau, who was as pale as
death, and knew I had the ribbon, kept pinching my arm,
and whispering, “Show it, show it; zounds, madame,
show it! We shall be sent to prison! show it! show it!”
But I took care to keep my interrupters in parley till a suf-
ficient mob was collected, and then I produced my
colours.

The soldiers were consequently most gloriously
hissed, and would have been maltreated by the mob, and
sent to the guard-house by their officer, but for my inter-
cession; on which I was again applauded all through the
gardens as La Brave Anglaise. But my, beau declared he
would never go out with me again: unless I wore the rib-
bon on the outside of my hat, which I never did and
never would do.

SOURCE: Catherine Hyde, Marquise de Gouvion Broglie in The
Secret Memoirs of Princess Lamballe by Marie Thérèse Louise 
de Savoie Carignan, Princesse de Lamballe. (Washington, D.C.:
M. Walter Dunne, 1901): 219–221.
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Louis XVI bowed to this pressure, and when he was rec-
onciled to the city of Paris following the famous attack
on the royal prison of the Bastille, he and his family
donned the revolutionary cockade to demonstrate their
support for political change. The demand that Parisians
wear the cockade of red, white, and blue became an im-
mediately popular symbol of support for the Revolution,
and spawned new fashions for clothing in the tricolor.
Women wore skirts made from tri-colored fabrics or
shoes with buckles of revolutionary cockades; men wore
red coats, white stockings, and blue britches to express
their support for political change. Yet not all Parisians
bowed to such fashions, and those who supported the
upholding of tradition, aristocratic privilege, and monar-
chical power sometimes wore pure white, the color of
the Bourbon monarchy. In the highly charged political
atmosphere of the early 1790s, however, such acts of de-
fiance could result in arrest and persecution, so most
Parisians accommodated themselves to the new require-
ments. The sudden changes in fashion also deeply af-
fected the clothing industry in Paris. Many of those who
had served aristocratic society in previous decades now
found themselves without customers, as nobles and
wealthy Parisians fled the city. Rose Bertin, once a
prominent milliner and a designer of the queen’s dresses,
even supported herself by selling cockades and other con-
coctions sporting the revolutionary colors. Bertin and
other members of the town’s clothing trade now in-
dulged revolutionary tastes to make ends meet.

IN SEARCH OF A NEW STYLE. While the color of
clothing and of accessories like the cockade played an
important symbolic role in the early years of the Revo-
lution, no immediate change in the style or cut of clothes
occurred at this time. Instead most members of the bour-
geoisie (the French middle and upper-middle classes) as
well as many aristocrats that initially supported the Rev-
olution instead wore the English informal fashions that
had begun to gain popularity in France during the 1770s
and 1780s. In place of the taffetas, velvets, and silks that
were now prohibited as symbols of the old order and of
aristocratic privilege, women’s dresses were made of cot-
ton and linen, usually all of a single color, and men’s
frock coats and britches were constructed of wool, and
their shirts of linen and cotton. The triumph of the new
style can be vividly seen in many of the portraits that
Jacques-Louis David (1748–1825), France’s great Neo-
classical painter, and other revolutionary-era artists com-
pleted during the early years of the new order. In his
1795 portrait of his brother-in-law, Pierre Sériziat, David
painted the sitter as if he was an English country gen-
tleman, complete with tan britches, a dark outer coat,
and a vest and shirt of white. To complete the allusion
to the “English style,” the artist showed his brother-in-

140 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800)

Fashion

Patriotic men’s and women’s dress of the French Revolution.
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law sporting a top hat and riding crop. A similar affec-
tion for the standards of English informality can be seen
in the painting that David completed of his sister,
Madame Sériziat, in the same year. The artist showed
the subject clad in the chemise, the simple tube-like dress
gathered at the neck with a drawstring and here tied with
a green sash at the waist. Instead of the elaborate coif-
fures typical of the world of the pre-revolutionary Old
Regime, Madame Sériziat is shown with natural hair
placed under a lace cap and a simple, yet elegant straw
hat decorated again with green ribbon and bows. The
child at her side wears much the same outfit. It was such
dress that came to be increasingly the norm among those
members of the bourgeoisie who supported the Revo-
lution’s changes, as the course of fashion came even to
be debated in the new national academies and societies
of the time. During 1793 and 1794, the Société Popu-
lar et Républicane des Arts, the institution that replaced
France’s Royal Academy of Arts, debated the question
of clothing in a revolutionary age. David, one of its most
prominent members, took part in these discussions,
which lasted over four months, and his portraits of his
sister and brother-in-law were presented at the institu-
tion’s salon in 1795, in part to demonstrate the soci-
ety’s prescriptions for the reform of fashion. In its
deliberations the Société concluded that clothing should
be hygienic, should not advertise its wearer’s rank or
status, and should allow for free movement of the body.
In particular, the institution enjoined women not to
contort their bodies into shapes through the wearing of
corsets, paniers, or other devices, since these were styles
that flourished under political despotism and which had
largely restricted women’s freedom to move. The body
should not be concealed or contorted by clothes, but
rather enhanced by it. Thus in searching for ways to re-
alize these dictates, French fashion adopted the English
style, a form of dress that ironically had been embraced
in the 1770s and 1780s by the French aristocracy. These
fashions now expressed the Revolution’s longing for
freedom.

OTHER VOICES. As the reigning artist of his day,
Jacques-Louis David tried to steer a path of moderation
through the increasingly turbulent political world of
Revolutionary fashion. Appointed minister of arts by the
government in 1794, David received a commission to
design the uniforms to be worn by France’s judges, mu-
nicipal officials, and civil servants, a controversial duty
at a time when radicals within the Revolution were ad-
vocating for the abolition of any distinction of rank or
privilege. The uniforms that David designed for the new
order thus tried to take account of the need for the

French state’s civil servants to be distinguished from one
another, while at the same time stressing their equality
before the law. Despite his best efforts, David’s decisions
were controversial, and by the mid-1790s, dress and fash-
ion had emerged as important ways for French men and
women to express their political viewpoints. During the
height of the Reign of Terror—that is during the dismal
years between 1792 and 1794 when many thousands
were put to death for “counter-revolutionary” sentiments
—groups like the Sans Culottes advocated for a more
complete reform of French government and society. The
Sans Culottes (meaning “without britches”) were drawn
largely from the ranks of Parisian shopkeepers, artisans,
and poor workers in the city, groups that had long worn
trousers rather than the stylish knee britches of aristo-
cratic and bourgeois society. The group’s uniform con-
sisted of long trousers, a short-skirted coat known as the
carmagnole, a tri-colored vest, and a bonnet rouge (or “red
cap”), and their clothing became synonymous with their
agitation for radical democratic reforms. This trend to-
wards the politicization of clothing met a counter-trend
in the mid-1790s, however, as greater peace and stabil-
ity returned to France under the government of the 
Directory; groups of male incroyables (literally “unbe-
lievables”) and female merveilleuses (“the marvels”) ap-
peared on the Parisian scene whose clothing mocked the
trends of the previous years. The female merveilleuses dis-
played daring amounts of cleavage or wore sheer dresses
that exposed large portions of their legs underneath the
sheerest of fabrics. Their dress thus mocked the Revolu-
tion’s dictates that women’s clothes should provide for
greater freedom of movement by carrying them to a log-
ical conclusion. The incroyables, by contrast, were
dandies that distorted the new fashions the Revolution
had helped sponsor, poking fun at the taste for English
informality by sporting elaborately grand lapels, striped
trousers, and bizarre “dog-eared” hairstyles. While the
Revolution had hoped to found a new society in which
all social distinctions of dress were outlawed, the incroy-
ables and merveilleuses hoped for a time in which men
and women might distinguish themselves purely for the
imaginativeness of their clothing. Although their pres-
ence on the Parisian scene was relatively brief, both
groups pointed to the emergence of a new consumer cul-
ture of fashion, one that now stretched far beyond the
confines of aristocratic society, and which would in the
following generations encompass an ever-larger portion
of the European world. In the daring innovations of in-
croyables and merveilleuses we can see the genesis of the
infinitely changeable and swiftly altering modern world
of fashion. Since that time cosmopolitan Europeans have
struggled to keep up with that world’s seasonal dictates.
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S I G N I F I C A N T
P E O P L E

in Fashion

MARIE-JEANNE BÉCU DU BARRY

1743–1793

Royal Mistress

A SHOP GIRL. The last of King Louis XV’s notori-
ous mistresses, the Countess du Barry, was born into a
poor family and received a convent education before be-
coming a worker in a Parisian dress shop. There she de-
veloped her sense of style and came to the attention of
a nobleman from Gascony, the Count du Barry. She soon
became his lover and began to circulate in Parisian soci-
ety, serving in turn as mistress to a number of French
noblemen. Eventually she came to the notice of King
Louis XV and became his lover in 1768. Since the death
of Madame de Pompadour in 1764, Louis had not ap-
pointed any mistress to the office of maitresse en titre, the
court honor reserved for the mistress of the king. Marie-
Jeanne Bécu was a commoner, and one from an unusu-
ally low social background. To secure her rise at
Versailles, the Count of Barry arranged a marriage of con-
venience between her and his brother, and with the no-
ble title that she thus attained, du Barry was soon
appointed maitresse en titre. In this position du Barry
wielded tremendous influence with the king, although
she rarely dabbled in politics. Shortly after coming to
court she was drawn into a court intrigue that brought
down one of the king’s most powerful ministers. The re-
sults proved disastrous, and du Barry confined her in-
terests ever more to patronizing the arts. She was
particularly interested in the development of the art of
porcelain manufacturing in France, and encouraged the
king to invest in the industry, then located at Sèvres, not
far from Versailles. A generous patron of the arts, she al-
lowed her portrait to be painted on many occasions, and
commissioned artwork for her country house at Louve-
ciennes from the greatest artists of the day. The chateau

at Louveciennes was a gift from Louis XV, but du Barry
set about decorating it in the reigning French fashions
of the mid-eighteenth century, asking the court architect
Anges-Jacques Gabriel to remodel it, and later the French
designer Claude Nicholas Ledoux to build a pleasure
pavilion there similar to the Petit Trianon at Versailles.
Ledoux’s pavilion became one of the first important
monuments of the Neoclassical style in France.

INDIFFERENCE TO FASHION. Madame du Barry in-
fluenced French fashions during her relatively brief reign
as the king’s mistress primarily through indifference. In
contrast to Pompadour, du Barry was little concerned
about her appearance. Her dresses were relatively simple
and her hairstyles less artificial and contrived than those
of other women of the court, and thus du Barry helped,
perhaps unwittingly, to strengthen the tendency toward
greater informality at Versailles. In the years after 1770,
the king’s mistress was drawn into intrigues and dis-
agreements with the Dauphine Marie-Antoinette, the fu-
ture queen of France. Although Louis XV continued to
support her in her role as maitresse en titre, she was soon
banished from the court at his death in 1774. For two
years she was forced to live in a convent before being
given her freedom. She returned to her estates at Lou-
veciennes and lived quietly there until the outbreak of
the Revolution in 1789. At the height of the Reign of
Terror du Barry made several trips to London apparently
to bring funds to French nobles who had fled there. Even-
tually she was imprisoned as a counter-revolutionary and
guillotined in December of 1793. Less benevolent and
popular than Madame de Pompadour, Louis XV’s
longest-reigning mistress, du Barry became a symbol of
the corruption of Old Regime aristocratic society dur-
ing the Revolution. In that society itself, though, she had
long been viewed by many aristocrats as a parvenu, a
lower class upstart. That she was a woman of undeni-
able taste, though, has long been established by the scope
of her collections and patronage of the arts. Her influ-
ence on the world of fashion in France was also felt in
her favoring of styles that were less contrived and more
naturalistic than those common during the height of the
Rococo period.
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JOSEPHINE BONAPARTE

1763–1814

Empress of France
Socialite

COLONIAL UPBRINGING. The woman who was
destined to become Empress of the French spent her
early life and adolescence on the French island of Mar-
tinique in the Caribbean. Her father was from a poor
aristocratic family, and he served there in the navy.
When she was sixteen Josephine married Alexandre, the
Viscount of Beauharnais, and moved to Paris, where she
stayed for several years. Her husband was pretentious
and often offended by Josephine’s colonial manners. As
a result, he did not present her at court, and despite the
fact that the couple had two children, they were soon
separated. Josephine returned to her island home of
Martinique only to be driven back to Paris by a slave
revolt in 1790. Conditions in Paris were not much bet-
ter as the city was then in the throes of Revolution.
Now older and more mature, she became a fixture of
high society parties, but faced a threat in 1794 when
her husband Beauharnais was executed as a counter-
revolutionary. She survived a harrowing imprisonment
and continued her rise to the top of the fashionable
world of Revolutionary France. After her husband’s
death she faced financial crises, although she managed
to gain a modicum of economic stability through her
associations with men as well as several business deal-
ings. Around this time she met Napoleon Bonaparte,
then a rising officer in the French army. Almost im-
mediately he was smitten with her, although she long
remained indifferent to him. Sensing that the match
might be advantageous, though, Josephine agreed to
marry him in a civil ceremony in 1796.

FASHIONABLE SOCIETY. Although now married to
Napoleon, Josephine continued her climb in Parisian
high society. In the early years of their marriage Bona-
parte was often away from the capital, and although he
frequently wrote to his wife, she rarely answered his let-
ters. She was widely rumored to have had a number of
affairs in these years, and by 1798 Bonaparte was con-
sidering divorcing her. Her family convinced him to re-
main married to her, and he returned to Paris and paid
off the large debts she had accumulated. In the next few
years Bonaparte’s rise to power and eventually to the of-
fice of emperor of the French drew the couple closer to-
gether. In 1804, they renewed their wedding vows, but
this time in a religious, rather than civil ceremony. Ini-
tially, Josephine relied on her husband’s position and her
newfound status as empress to make favorable matches

for her two children in European noble houses. But her
extravagant consumption of clothing, art, and furniture
continued to be a sore spot, as was her inability to bear
children, and by 1810, Bonaparte had their union dis-
solved. He was able to have their marriage annulled since
no priest had officially presided at their 1804 religious
marriage. Josephine was given a pension and retired to
her country house at Malmaison. There she continued
to entertain French high society on a grand scale, paid
for by the funds she received from her former husband.
When Bonaparte was forced to abdicate a few years later,
she was protected by the Czar of Russia, although she
died not long afterward, having reigned for almost two
decades over Parisian society at a turbulent point in its
history.

FASHION AND ARTISTIC PATRONAGE. Josephine
was certainly not a woman of formidable intellectual
powers. Throughout her life she labored to overcome her
provincial upbringing, and in this she was largely suc-
cessful. She possessed a single-minded determination to
succeed in high society, and her sense of taste in cloth-
ing and art was an undeniable ally in the achievement
of her goals. She was also widely admired for her good
nature. In art, her patronage was particularly vital to the
development of the Empire style, a fashion that was no-
table for its classical elements, which in many ways con-
tinued the direction of Classicism that had been popular
during the last years of the Old Regime. Her fashion
sense in the choice of clothes was recognized to be im-
peccable, and Josephine wore the Neoclassical fashions
that were just beginning to become the rage in late 1790s
Paris. Like Marie Antoinette before her, she had a fond-
ness for the chemise, the white or light-colored dresses
modeled on nightshirts and undergarments that were
usually made out of simple muslin or cotton. In contrast
to the chemises that had been popular in France in the
years immediately preceding the Revolution, Josephine
wore the style with a high waist, helping to establish the
fashion that since her day has become known as the “em-
pire” waistline.

SOURCES

Evangeline Bruce, Napoleon and Josephine: An Improbable
Marriage (New York: Scribner, 1995).

Eleanor P. DeLorme, Joséphine: Napoléon’s Incomparable Em-
press (New York: H. N. Abrams, 2002).

Nina Epton, Josephine: The Empress and Her Children (New
York: Norton, 1976).

Carolly Erickson, Josephine: A Life of the Empress (New York:
St. Martin’s Press, 2000).

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800) 143

Fashion

69742_AHTE_EE3_107-148.qxd  9/21/2004  2:36 PM  Page 143



FRANÇOISE D’AUBIGNÉ MAINTENON

1635–1719

Royal Mistress

AN UNFORTUNATE EARLY LIFE. Born while her fa-
ther was in debtor’s prison, the early life of Françoise
d’Aubigné Maintenon was filled with trials. Following
her father’s release in 1645, the family emigrated to a
French possession in the Caribbean, where her father
planned to take up a position as a royal governor. They
discovered the post was unavailable upon their arrival,
however, and so her father returned to France; his death
there left his family abandoned in the West Indies. The
young Françoise returned to France and was entrusted to
the care of an aunt with whom she lived for several years.
When she was sixteen, her aunt sent her to live with the
author Paul Scarron, and a few years later the couple mar-
ried, despite a 25-year age difference. Françoise seems to
have had little attraction for her husband, although she
did care for him until his death in 1660.

MAINTENON’S RISE AT COURT. The death of her
husband left Françoise penniless, and so she entered a
convent, although she continued to direct her deceased
husband’s salon, an important group of highly literate
men and women on the Parisian scene during the later
seventeenth century. Through the ministrations of mem-
bers of the salon, she eventually received a pension from
Anne of Austria, the king’s mother. In 1668, she began
to care for and educate the bastard children of her friend,
the royal mistress Madame de Montespan. Since King
Louis XIV had fathered Montespan’s children, he valued
Françoise’s discretion and rewarded her financially. In
1675, he gave her the noble title Marquise de Maintenon,
and she became a lady-in-waiting to the Dauphine, the
wife of the heir apparent of France. As a result, she ceased
to serve as governess to the royal bastards, and instead
embarked upon a career in court society. As her estima-
tion rose in the king’s eyes, she faced the jealousy of her
former friend, Madame de Montespan, and she may have
eventually supplanted her as the royal mistress. When
the queen died in 1683, Louis may have secretly mar-
ried Maintenon in the same year, although this marriage
may not have taken place until 1697. Maintenon was
never named “Queen of France” because of her first mar-
riage, common birth, and the deference that Louis XIV
continued to show to his first wife and their children.
Yet as the consort of the reigning king, she exerted a
powerful influence over the life of the court. Intensely
pious, she began to steer Louis away from the life of in-
dulgence and frivolity that he had led to this point. In
place of the many lavish court entertainments that had

been mounted in the previous decades, Maintenon fa-
vored quieter pursuits. And in general she was responsi-
ble for toning down the lavish excesses of fashion and
dress that had flourished in Versailles and other royal
palaces in the previous generation. Her portrait by Pierre
Mignard suggests the fervent piety that she tried to in-
still in members of the royal family and at court, and as
she aged, the images of Maintenon suggest the increas-
ing gravity of her dress. In these years, too, she also took
up her occupation as a teacher yet again, patronizing a
local orphanage and sometimes teaching the orphans that
lived there. In 1715 at the death of her husband Louis
XIV, she retired to the convent of Saint Cyr, the insti-
tution that controlled the school she had long supported,
and spent the remaining few years of her life in seclu-
sion, mourning the death of her husband. Maintenon
was not a woman of fashion. Her deep piety marked a
very different strain of behavior from that which was
then in fashion when she came to power at the French
court. Through her religious zeal, she exerted a signifi-
cant influence over the fashion of her times, weaning the
French court away for a time from the lavish extrava-
gances of the early years of Louis XIV’s reign.
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MARIE-ANTOINETTE

1755–1793

Queen of France

DESTINED FOR GREATNESS. The woman destined
to become the queen of France was born the eleventh
child of the Holy Roman Emperor and Maria Theresa
of Austria. Indulged as a child, she had few of the skills
necessary to serve as a queen when she wed the future
Louis XVI in 1770. Poorly educated and brought up in
the royal palaces of Austria where court etiquette was
generally relaxed and informal, she was unprepared for
the severe and unbending world of Versailles. When she
arrived at the royal palace in 1770, she was initially ad-
mired for her great beauty, but in the months and years
that followed she was drawn into court intrigues and be-
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came the subject of gossip. Her marriage, too, was ini-
tially unsuccessful since a physical infirmity prevented
her husband Louis from consummating the match for
several years before he submitted to surgery to correct
the problem. Spurned in these early years in France by
her husband, she carved out a life of gay frivolity at court.
These years, too, were marked by feuds with Madame
du Barry, Louis XV’s last mistress and the head of a pow-
erful court party that generally disliked the Austrian
princess. When her husband succeeded his grandfather
as king in 1774, Marie-Antoinette was to see Madame
du Barry and many of her party exiled from Versailles.

GROWING RESPECT. During the 1770s respect for
Marie-Antoinette grew, both at court and in France gen-
erally. As queen, she curtailed her attendance at balls and
parties and concentrated more on her duties as wife of
the head of state. In the decade before the outbreak of
the French Revolution, she bore the king four children,
but a daughter died in childbirth, and her sons suffered
from a genetic disability that proved to be crippling.
Since her arrival in France, Marie-Antoinette had chafed
under the unyielding rituals of Versailles. A daughter of
Austria, she had grown up in a very different kind of
world from that of France’s courtly etiquette. When she
had arrived at the borders of France as a young girl, she
was, as all queens were, ceremonially stripped of her
clothes and redressed in the official outfit of the French
court. During her years as a princess at Versailles, her
dress and demeanor were determined by the standards
that Louis XIV had established, and which were by and
large upheld by Louis XV. Thus as she rose to become
queen, Marie-Antoinette wished to exert greater deter-
mination over her clothes and manners. Ladies in wait-
ing had long dressed the queen in clothes selected by the
royal entourage. Dressing the queen had traditionally
been one of Versailles’ most important daily events, with
attendance at these ceremonies one of the markers of
where one stood in the court’s measures of status. Marie-
Antoinette largely abandoned such practices, allowing
the celebration of such rituals only on important cere-
monial occasions. Instead each day she had her ladies in
waiting and maids bring her catalogues of the royal
wardrobe and she stuck pins beside the items of dress
she wished to wear that day. Such departures from cus-
tom angered some in the court, although a devoted fol-
lowing of confidantes surrounded the queen. Widely
recognized as good-hearted and loyal, she was at the same
time attacked for being impetuous and arbitrary. As her
relationship with her husband matured, Louis XVI
granted her use of the Petit Trianon, the small and very
private palace at the edge of the Gardens of Versailles.

Here she entertained her closest friends and led a more
informal life. These private entertainments at the Tri-
anon became a subject of court gossip, and slanders of
the queen were not uncommon in the Parisian press even
in the early years of her reign. She had the reputation of
being a profligate spender, although her expenditures,
while enormous, were not unusual when compared
against other members of the royal family. Her depar-
tures from courtly etiquette, such as her decision to meet
with her dressmaker, jeweler, and other royal suppliers
personally, generated attacks, too. But although she was
often criticized during the 1780s for her wanton sexual-
ity, Marie-Antoinette seems only to have entertained one
serious infatuation in her short life, that is, for the
Swedish nobleman Count Axel von Fersen. The two may
have had a sexual relationship, but they nourished a spir-
itual affection for one another that lasted through Marie-
Antoinette’s life.

A VICTIM OF FASHION. Given her penchant for in-
formality, Marie-Antoinette was drawn to the English
styles of clothing that were in the 1780s beginning to be
popular in France. In 1783, she allowed her favorite por-
trait painter, Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun, to paint her in a
simple white dress similar to those popular in England
at the time. The portrait was displayed at that year’s an-
nual Salon of the Royal Academy of Arts. The furor that
it caused resulted in the removal of the painting from
the exhibition, and Marie-Antoinette’s decision to allow
herself to be painted without the customary court dress
was widely attacked as imprudent. Criticism of the queen
grew in the following years, particularly as a result of the
Affair of the Necklace of 1785–1786. During this scan-
dal the queen was charged with having secretly purchased
an enormously expensive diamond necklace through the
intermediary of the Cardinal de Rohan, an important
prince of the church, with whom she was also alleged to
have had a sexual affair. Although the accusations were
completely false and the Affair of the Necklace was, in
fact, a plot organized to defraud the monarchy of the
jewelry’s purchase price, the charges made against Marie-
Antoinette as a result of the affair seemed credible to
many French people. The queen’s long-standing repu-
tation for extravagance caused her to be labeled in the
popular press as “Madame Deficit,” and in the years that
followed, despite her efforts, she continued to be widely
vilified.

DURING THE REVOLUTION. During the Revolution
Marie-Antoinette’s relationship with her husband deep-
ened, and in the tumultuous changes that occurred fol-
lowing 1789, she frequently counseled him to stand firm
against demands for reform. Her participation in the
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failed plot to escape Paris during 1791 as well as her cor-
respondence with those who opposed the Revolution
brought her under increasing suspicion, and she was con-
fined to prison, at first with Louis XVI and other mem-
bers of her family. Later she was placed in solitary
confinement for a period of ten months before her trial
commenced on 14 October 1793. She was guillotined
two days following her sentence, wearing a simple white
dress very far removed from the elaborate courtly dress
she had worn for much of her life as queen.

SOURCES

André Castelor, Queen of France. A Biography of Marie An-
toinette (New York: Harper and Row, 1957).

Antonia Fraser, Marie Antoinette (London: Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 2001).

Munro Price, The Fall of the French Monarchy (London:
Macmillan, 2002).

JEANNE-ANTOINETTE POISSON

POMPADOUR

1721–1764

Royal Mistress

TRAINED FOR A CULTIVATED LIFE. The girl that
was to mature into France’s most important eighteenth-
century royal mistress, Jean-Antoinette Poisson, grew
up the daughter of a financier, at the time a profession
notorious for its shady business dealings. Her father was
exiled from France for a time when the young Jean-
Antoinette was only four years old for taking part in a
shady venture, but once he recovered his position he
brought his daughter up to take her place in Parisian so-
ciety. Interested even at this early age in art and litera-
ture, she associated with such important literary figures
as Voltaire before she married Normant d’Etioles. She
soon had a daughter with d’Etioles, but also felt herself
increasingly drawn toward court circles at Versailles. In
1744, when Louis XV’s mistress died, she came to the
king’s attention. She was soon established at court as the
maitresse en titre, that is, the official royal mistress. She
separated legally from her husband and received the ti-
tle Marquise de Pompadour from the king. For the next
twenty years, her influence shaped Versailles’ society.

THE KING’S SECRETARY. Judgments about Madame
de Pompadour’s role in government have fluctuated since
the eighteenth century. During the nineteenth century,
for example, many historians judged her a wicked and
cunning figure who dominated her lover, Louis XV.
French historians, in particular, were anxious to treat the

Bourbon monarchs of the eighteenth century as weak,
dissolute, and corrupt figures in order to justify the Rev-
olution that occurred after 1789. More recent reassess-
ments of Louis XV and Madame de Pompadour have
shown that the king was a far abler monarch than once
assumed. Shy and retiring, he acted through his mistress
Madame de Pompadour, but she did not form royal pol-
icy. Instead the king decided on matters of state and acted
through the more dynamic Pompadour, who was often
able to win over many French nobles to the king’s posi-
tion. As royal mistress she became the king’s private sec-
retary. At first she was installed in a few small rooms high
in the Palace of Versailles, but she soon set about ingra-
tiating herself to members of the royal family and even
to the king’s wife, Marie-Antoinette. In this way her in-
fluence grew, and she eventually moved to grander lodg-
ings within the chateau. By this time, Louis XV had
moved on to other mistresses, although the connection
between the two remained close until Pompadour’s death
in 1764. During the later years of her life she became an
essential fixture in the court, influencing the awarding of
royal contracts, offices, and favors.

FASHION AND ARTISTIC PATRONAGE. Madame de
Pompadour was a woman of impeccable artistic tastes
with a keen eye for fashion. At the time in which she
rose to influence over court society, royal sumptuary reg-
ulation was still in force, although Louis XV’s enforce-
ment of these laws was lax. In her choice of fabrics and
other items of dress Pompadour frequently violated
sumptuary law and encouraged other members of the
court to do the same. Her dresses were among the most
luxurious ever crafted in the eighteenth century, and she
sat frequently for portraitists to record them. For many
years she was the most important figure of fashion in
France, giving rise to the style of high-piled hair that still
today bears the name “Pompadour.” She also inspired
the wearing of “pompoms,” ball-like concoctions of feath-
ers that were worn atop the head in place of hats. Her in-
fluence also reinvigorated France’s cloth industry. In the
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries the fabric
industry in France had entered on hard times, and Pom-
padour used her influence with the king to re-establish
production throughout the country. Printed fabrics, rich
brocades, and other elegant cloth had been prohibited,
in part, because these fabrics often needed to be imported
from abroad. Madame de Pompadour thus encouraged
Louis XV to buy royal manufactories for the production
of these luxury cloths, the most famous of which was the
industrial centered at Jouy near Versailles. The printed
fabrics that were produced there became known as toile
du Jouy and were widely prized throughout France. Their
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exotic motifs with design elements drawn from Chi-
nese or Arabic art as well as their scenes of everyday life
were imitated throughout Europe. Pompadour also
used her influence with the king to have her brother
named director of the king’s works, and together with
the king and her brother, she promoted the classical
style prized in France in the mid-eighteenth century.
Under her influence, the small palace of the Petit Tri-
anon was begun at Versailles, and her brother also laid
out the Place Louis XV, now known as the Place de la
Concorde in Paris. A noble design, its regal and aus-
tere lines became the backdrop for the execution of
thousands of French men and women in the Revolu-
tion, in what was ironically, a grand repudiation of the
culture of aristocratic privilege upon which Madame de
Pompadour had risen.

LATER YEARS. Although her literary and artistic pa-
tronage was largely successful, the king’s favorite mistress
dabbled more and more in politics in her later years,
eventually to disastrous effect. Her party at court sup-
ported France’s involvement in the Seven Years’ War, a
conflict that resulted in the loss of many of France’s colo-
nial possessions. In the wake of the war, powerful fig-
ures at court blamed Pompadour for the king’s policy
decisions, and the final years of her life were thus spent
in relative seclusion in her apartments in Versailles. She
contracted an illness, most likely lung cancer, and died
in 1764 at the age of 42. Despite the relative cloud that
had hung over her at the time of her death, the king
mourned the passing of his favorite mistress and she was
lauded by literary figures and French thinkers of the time
as a force of kindness and justice at Versailles.
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D O C U M E N T A R Y
S O U R C E S

in Fashion

Jeanne-Louise-Henriette de Campan, Memoirs of Madame
Campan (1823)—The author of this collection of remi-
niscences long served as a member of Queen Marie-
Antoinette’s private circle. Her memoirs provide an
unparalleled insight into the court and the world of
aristocratic fashion during the final years of the Old
Regime.

Louis de Rouvroy, Duke of Saint-Simon, Memoirs
(1691–1723)—This extraordinary collection of reminis-
cences is particularly insightful about the world of fash-
ion and style in the time of Louis XIV. Saint-Simon’s
work is also one of the greatest personal journals of the
early-modern age.

Marie de Rabutin Chantal, Marquise de Sévigné, Letters of
Madame de Sévigné (c. 1660–1696)—This collection of
more than 1,500 letters was written by one of the
greatest female writers of the age. Madame de Sévigné
kept her correspondents up-to-date on the latest hap-
penings in French aristocratic society, sometimes in-
forming them about shifts in fashion.

Restif de la Bretonne, Monument du costume physique et
moral de la fin du dix-huitième siècle (Monument of
Physical and Moral Costume at the End of the Eigh-
teenth Century; 1775)—This exquisite collection of
fashion plates shows the progress of a young Parisian
dandy and his female companion through the activities
of daily life in Old Regime France. The Monument was
a highly influential work in establishing the canons of
fashion journalism.

Betsy Sheridan, Letters and Journal (1784–1790)—This col-
lection of diary entries and letters was written by Betsy
Sheridan, a member of a prominent Anglo-Irish family.
Mrs. Sheridan kept her correspondents up-to-date on
the latest changes in fashion emanating from London
and Paris.
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I M P O R T A N T  E V E N T S
in Literature

1599 Edmund Spenser, author of The Faerie
Queene—an heroic work praising Protes-
tantism and an ideal of chaste marriage—
dies. The poet’s brilliance will continue
to produce many admirers and imitators
during the early Stuart period.

1605 In Spain, Miguel de Cervantes finishes his
masterpiece, the picaresque novel Don
Quixote.

François de Malherbe is appointed court
poet in France. His disciplined use of
twelve-syllable Alexandrian verse will
help to establish its popularity among
seventeenth-century French writers.

Shakespeare publishes his Sonnets in Lon-
don, a collection of poetry that will con-
tinue to inspire writers for centuries to
come.

1611 In England, the Authorized Version of the
Bible appears. Over the coming decades,
the work will come to have a great im-
pact on the development of the English 
language and its literature, and will be-
come known affectionately as the “King 
James’ Version” among English-speaking 
Protestants.

John Donne publishes his Anniversaries in
London, the only collection of his ac-
complished poems that is to appear in
print during his lifetime.

1614 Sir Walter Raleigh completes his epic His-
tory of the World, a work that has taken
him seven years to finish while a prisoner
in the Tower of London on false charges
of treason to James I’s government.

1616 William Shakespeare dies at his home in
Stratford-Upon-Avon, England.

Miguel de Cervantes, the great Spanish
novelist and dramatist, dies in Spain.

Ben Jonson is named Poet Laureate of
England.

1617 Theodore-Agrippa d’Aubigné completes
his satirical novel The Adventures of the
Baron de Faeneste in France. Once a sup-
porter of the French king Henri IV,
d’Aubigné will soon become an opponent
of his son Louis XIII’s government and
will be persecuted as a result.

1620 Thomas Campion, a great Elizabethan
poet and lyricist, dies in England.

1623 Jakob Böhme completes The Great Mys-
tery, a work that makes use of late-
medieval and sixteenth-century German
mystical writings and which will help to
establish the religious movement of
Pietism later in the century. Böhme’s
mysterious prose will also inspire many
seventeenth-century German authors in
search of a style in which to compose their
vernacular works.

1624 Martin Opitz publishes his Book of Ger-
man Poetics, a work that aims to create a
cultivated German style through imita-
tion of the rhetorical works of the later
Italian Renaissance. This and other works
by the accomplished author will have an
enormous impact on German writers of
the later seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries.

1627 Honoré d’Urfé completes his L’Astrée, a
pastoral work inspired by the conventions
of late sixteenth-century Italian literature.

1639 The great German poet Martin Opitz
dies.

1649 In January, King Charles I of England is
executed after a parliamentary trial, initi-
ating the period of the Puritan Com-
monwealth. Over the coming decade
literary enterprises in England will be very
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much shaped by the country’s dominant
Puritan reformers.

1655 Cyrano de Bergerac, an accomplished
master of French Baroque prose, dies af-
ter a brilliant career as a political and sci-
entific literary figure.

1656 In France, the last of Blaise Pascal’s
Provincial Letters are published. These
satirical works poke fun at the Jesuits, par-
ticularly at their legalistic notions about
morality, and become widely imitated
works, helping to shape the French prose
of the age.

1659 In France, Paul Scarron completes The
Comic Novel. The work is daring for the
time because it pokes fun at heroic liter-
ary traditions.

1660 Charles II is restored to the throne in Eng-
land, sparking a bold new literature of dis-
sent from oppressed Puritans. Supporters
of the crown will also produce a number
of brilliant works over the next 25 years
of Charles’ reign, an era that becomes
known as the Restoration.

In London, the man of affairs, Samuel
Pepys, begins keeping his famous diary, a
work that provides unparalleled insight
into Restoration-era events and manners
as well as considerable psychological in-
sight into the author’s own character.

1665 The publication of François de la Roche-
foucauld’s Maxims commences a distin-
guished lineage of French works that
consider virtue in a genre of writing that
debates the merits and makeup of the
“honest man.”

1667 John Milton’s Paradise Lost, an epic poem
of redemption, is first published. The
still-extant contract of Milton’s negotia-
tions with his printer is the first such Eng-
lish document to survive from the period.

1669 Hans Jacob Christoffel von Grimmels-
hausen completes his masterpiece, The
Adventures of Simplicissimus, in Germany.

1670 Blaise Pascal’s Pensées or Thoughts are
published posthumously for the first time
in France. These reminiscences and short
reflections are noted for the beauty and
eloquence of the prose, as well as their rev-
elation of the author’s belief in justifica-
tion by faith, a position that he could not
articulate publicly while living.

1677 Aphra Behn, Restoration England’s first
professional female playwright, completes
her popular play The Rover, a work that
helps to establish her career as a success-
ful literary figure on the London scene.
Until her death in 1689, she will be one
of the most prolific dramatists and poets
on the English scene.

1678 John Bunyan writes Pilgrim’s Progress, his
masterful statement of his Puritan beliefs
and a work that will continue to serve as
a source of literary invention and creativ-
ity in England over the coming centuries.

Madame de La Fayette completes The
Princess of Cleves in France. From the
hand of one of the two great female lit-
erary figures of seventeenth-century
France, the work is notable for its under-
stated yet beautiful style.

1681 Richard Baxter publishes his Breviate of
the Life of Margaret Baxter, one of the
great seventeenth-century spiritual bi-
ographies, which treats the life of his wife
and provides a depth of psychological in-
sight into the world of marriage and fam-
ily life of the time.

1688 Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko is published in
London; the work relies on the author’s
own experiences while a visitor in the
Caribbean. It is noteworthy for its frank
sexuality as well as its championship of
the nobility of native peoples.

The “Battle between the Ancients and
Moderns” begins in France with the pub-
lication of Charles Perrault’s Parallels of
the Ancients and Moderns. Over the next
two decades French writers will debate the
relative superiority of ancient versus mod-
ern literature, and eventually writers from
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other parts of the continent, including
England, will enter into the debate.

1694 George Fox’s autobiographical Journal is
first published at London. The work tells
of the Quaker’s persecution at the hands
of intolerant state authorities as well as his
quest for God; it is among the most im-
portant seventeenth-century spiritual au-
tobiographies.

1700 John Dryden completes his Fables, An-
cient and Modern in the year of his death.
The work is a collection of translations of
ancient and medieval fables and ranks
among as one of his most important lit-
erary creations.

1704 The Anglo-Irish writer Jonathan Swift’s
Battle of the Books defends those who have
argued that modern literature is not the
equal of the ancients.

1711 Alexander Pope publishes his “Essay on
Criticism,” a poem that attempts to cre-
ate harmony among supporters of ancient
and modern literature. The work estab-
lishes its author as one of the brilliant lit-
erary figures of early eighteenth-century
England.

Joseph Addison founds The Spectator, an
important literary magazine on the Lon-
don scene.

1715 Alain-René Lesage’s picaresque novel, His-
tory of Gils Bas, is first published in France.

1716 Lady Mary Worthley Montagu publishes
her Court Poems, a collection of works
redolent with references to the ancients.
The author’s status as a member of the
English aristocracy and as a figure of great
erudition helps to establish her as a liter-
ary force in England.

1719 Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe is first
published. It will rank as one of the great
adventure stories of the century.

1721 The Baron de Montesquieu finishes his
Persian Letters, one of the first great works
of the French Enlightenment. The work

argues for tolerance and the acceptance of
pluralistic opinions in society.

1722 Defoe publishes The History and Misfor-
tunes of the Famous Moll Flanders, a work
that will have an important influence on
the development of the eighteenth-
century novel.

1726 Jonathan Swift’s political satire Gulliver’s
Travels appears in London.

The French playwright and literary figure
Voltaire begins a two-year exile in Lon-
don. His residency there will inspire the
Philosophical Letters he publishes in 1734,
a work that praises the greater liberty of
English society as compared to that of
contemporary France.

1731 Antoine-François Prevost’s novel Manon
Lescaut appears in Paris. The work’s tragic
heroine will continue to inspire dramatic
and musical creation over the next 150
years.

1740 Samuel Richardson’s Pamela, often cited
as the first true English novel, is published
at London.

1749 Henry Fielding’s masterpiece Tom Jones
is printed. The work is a novel written as
a comic epic and quickly becomes one of
the most admired pieces of English fic-
tion of the day.

1751 Denis Diderot commences the massive
project of the Encylopédie in Paris. When
completed some two decades later, the
work’s many volumes will treat numerous
issues in contemporary aesthetics and lit-
erature.

1755 Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the Eng-
lish Language is first published in London,
the most comprehensive dictionary of the
language to this time.

1759 Voltaire’s satirical Candide is first pub-
lished. The work’s savage mockery pokes
fun at the philosophical optimism of the
German philosopher Leibniz and argues
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instead that human beings must shape
their own destiny and mold society to suit
the demands of freedom.

1761 Jean-Jacques Rousseau completes Julie, or
the New Héloïse, a story that makes use of
the medieval incident of Abelard and
Heloise’s ill-fated romance but which is
set in the world of eighteenth-century
France. The work’s partially autobio-
graphical strains initially cause its author
some embarrassment.

1765 Samuel Johnson edits and publishes The
Works of William Shakespeare. His atten-
tion to Shakespeare’s works is only one
sign of a growing sense among contem-
porary literary figures of the formative
role of the bard’s works on English liter-
ature and the theater.

1766 Oliver Goldsmith’s masterpiece The Vicar
of Wakefield, a work of gentle humor that
treats the life of an impoverished clergy-
man, is printed in London. It will be-
come one of the most successful of later
eighteenth-century British novels.

1776 Edward Gibbon’s massive work, A His-
tory of the Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire, appears. Its anticlerical strains
credit Rome’s late antique troubles with
the rise of Christianity.

1777 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s The Sor-
rows of Young Werther helps to establish
the Sturm und Drang (“Storm and Stress”)
movement among writers in Germany.
The work’s vivid portrayal of the psycho-
logical torments attendant upon unre-
quited love make it a best-selling work in
the generation that follows, both at home
in Germany and also abroad.

1782 In France, Pierre Choderlos de Laclos’s
Les liaisons dangeureuses (Dangerous Li-
aisons) paints a picture of aristocratic sex-
ual depravity and decadence that quickly
makes it a best-seller.

1791 The Marquise de Sade’s Justine is pub-
lished. The work’s cruel imagery will help
to establish the term “sadism” in modern
European languages.
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O V E R V I E W
of Literature

THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY: AN AGE OF GE-
NIUS. It is difficult to summarize the achievements of
European literature in the Baroque and classical eras, be-
cause they are at one and the same time enormous and
yet enormously varied. From the benefit of hindsight,
though, the years following 1600 witnessed some fun-
damental changes that were to shape the greatest litera-
ture of the age. The examples of Italy, long the
inspiration for the Renaissance’s greatest literary inno-
vations, declined in importance as a source of emulation
for Europeans in the Baroque era. Although great liter-
ature continued to be produced in Italy, much of the ef-
forts of Italian authors in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries found an outlet in new artistic forms like the
opera, where authors were kept busily employed writing
libretti for the country’s insatiable appetites for musical
dramas. The years around 1600 were for Spain a Golden
Age, and in the decades that followed one Renaissance
form of literature popular in that country, the picaresque
novel, came to be widely read and imitated throughout
Europe. Although Spain’s dominance over European
fashion was profound in the early seventeenth century,
it proved to be short-lived. By the 1640s the country’s
costly involvements in international wars—much of it
motivated by the zeal to re-impose Catholic uniformity
on Europe—had led to bankruptcy and a retreat from
the international scene. By the second half of the seven-
teenth century, Spain’s artistic and literary influence in
Europe was decidedly on the wane. In a larger sense,
though, the country’s involvement in religious contro-
versies was symptomatic of the era, and in the seven-
teenth century many European authors became involved
in the working out of religious and moral dilemmas that
the sixteenth-century Reformation and Counter-Refor-
mation had produced. In every country in Northern Eu-
rope, religious debates produced a flood of tracts and
pamphlets, as well as more enduring poetry and prose
that spoke to the doctrinal dilemmas of the age. In Eng-
land, the controversies between Puritans and Anglicans

produced the great but enigmatic poetry and devotional
texts of figures like the Anglican John Donne and the
highly entertaining sermons of the Puritan Jeremy Tay-
lor. In France, the dispute between Jansenists and Jesuits
was similarly creative, inspiring a flood of devotional
works by which each side tried to sway readers to the
rectitude of their position. Among the great literary
products this competition produced was Blaise Pascal’s
immortal Provincial Letters (1757), a work that satirically
and successfully mocked the legalistic hairsplitting of the
Jesuits, and which by virtue of the brilliance of the prose
it presented, survived to influence later generations of
writers. In Germany, a similar dynamic is evident. Al-
though most of the writers that contributed to the coun-
try’s first “national” literature were Protestants, German
presses continued to churn out a host of devotional and
polemical literature that spoke to the religious sensibili-
ties of the age.

THE IMPACT OF DRAMA. Literary endeavor was
only rarely a life’s work in seventeenth-century Europe.
The great works that survive from the period were not
written in pursuit of royalties, as in the modern world,
but rather to present an author’s point of view, to en-
tertain, or to satisfy the demands of aristocratic patrons.
Many who wrote in the period did not publish their
works; their literary creations, in other words, often cir-
culated among friends and associates in manuscript form.
Often, it was only after an author’s death that editions
of his or her major works were printed. The stipulations
of copyright were just beginning to be worked out in the
period, and as a result, publishing a successful work of
poetry or prose did not assure one’s fortunes. Still, the
press was steadily becoming a medium for presenting
one’s ideas and literary accomplishments, but it never-
theless competed against the far more important role that
the theater had as a source of support for authors. In
England, Spain, and somewhat later in France, the the-
ater was the most lucrative way in which authors might
employ their talents. Writing for the stage offered 
authors the possibility of benefiting from a popular pro-
duction, since in most cases theatrical companies divided
the profits from a successful play with their writers. Such
a situation was well suited to provide a career path for
men of relatively humble status to ascend the social lad-
der. In seventeenth-century London, for instance,
William Shakespeare was just one of several successful
playwrights who sprang from modest origins. Later in
the century, the largely “self-taught” Puritan John Bun-
yan used his literary talents to promote his dissenting
views and as a significant source of income. But while
the seventeenth century presents numerous cases of such
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seemingly “self-made” men, literary achievement con-
tinued to be strongly linked to social class and the edu-
cational benefits it often provided. In both France and
England, seventeenth-century royal courts supported
many “literary wits,” figures that often made their way
in these enclaves by virtue of their connections and the
ability to write a passable verse. From the Renaissance,
Europe’s cultured courts had inherited a high sense of
the mission of the poet, and court life offered a number
of occasions that called for the poet’s skills to lend liter-
ary immortality, depth, and grandeur to its rituals.

NATIONAL STYLES AND ANCIENTS AND MOD-
ERNS. Another feature of the age left its mark on the de-
veloping national literatures of the period: the debates
over the rhetoric and style that was best suited to a par-
ticular language. By the seventeenth century most of Eu-
rope’s various languages already possessed centuries of
literary usage. During the Renaissance, however, the re-
vival of a pure style of classical Latin, known as Neo-
Latin, had enriched Europeans’ knowledge of the subtle
and complex skills that ancient rhetoric offered. In
France, England, and many parts of Europe the recep-
tion of humanism—the learning promoted by the Ital-
ian Renaissance—had spurred new debates concerning
the style and rhetoric that was best suited, not only to
Latin writing, but to that in the native, or vernacular
language. These debates persisted in the seventeenth cen-
tury, but they soon expanded, providing the foundation
for the establishment of the French Academy in 1634,
and the various literary societies that were common
throughout Central Europe. England lacked such orga-
nized institutions, yet at the same time, the crown’s per-
sistent appointment of poet laureates, and its support of
literary circles at court, tended all the same to sanction
certain kinds of rhetoric and style above others. In
France, the discussions of the French Academy, as well
as certain literary salons in and around Paris, played a
profound role in shaping seventeenth-century French
Classicism, a severe yet grand style of writing that was
most brilliantly displayed in the verse tragedies of
Corneille and Racine, but which left a more general im-
pact on the poetry and prose of the period, too. In Ger-
many, the many literary societies that emulated the
country’s “Fruit-Bringing Society” led to a literary fer-
ment that failed to produce a single all-encompassing
style, but which led to considerable discussion and cre-
ativity. Toward the end of the seventeenth century in
England, it was the clear and lucid prose and poetry of
John Dryden and his circle that predominated among
intellectuals throughout the country. This form of ex-
pression, often referred to as “Augustan,” was notable for

its lucid, formal, and relatively unadorned style, and it
persisted into the eighteenth century. Considerations
about style inevitably led to questions about the relative
superiority of contemporary literature when compared
against the testimony of the “ancients.” Bristling debates
often erupted in early-modern states between those who
argued that the poetry and prose of ancient Greece and
Rome was the only suitable model for emulation, and
those who argued that contemporary literary efforts
might match and even surpass the culture of Antiquity.
This debate, a part of the intellectual landscape of Eu-
rope since the early Renaissance, continued to erupt
episodically in early-modern Europe. One of its last
episodes occurred in France at the end of the seventeenth
century within the developing French Academy, and the
dispute between French authors soon spread to England
and other parts of Europe. In this late embodiment of
the debate, many figures argued that literatures and lan-
guages evolved and changed over time, and that the lit-
erature of the present had been enlarged by the steady
accretions that had occurred over the ages. Although
such insights did little to quiet the contemporary dis-
putes between “ancients” and “moderns,” they provided
a bridge to the developing ideas of the Enlightenment.
In the eighteenth century that followed, many literary
figures advanced new theories for the criticism of litera-
ture, and in this way the long-standing tutelage of the
ancients that had often been such an important force in
fashioning writer’s works tended to become less and less
important.

MULTIPLICATION OF GENRES. Despite efforts to
develop consistent national styles, Europe’s rhetoricians
never succeeded in establishing a single, unified literary
vision. Indeed, as relative peace and prosperity emerged
in Europe at the end of the seventeenth century, a host
of new genres of literature became popular. Early forms
of the novel—a prolonged, largely invented world of lit-
erary fiction—soon became popular in almost all parts
of the continent. Spiritual autobiographies, a genre as
old as St. Augustine’s fifth-century Confessions, became
popular reading, and diary and letter writing expanded
steadily as well. Both the changing views of the natural
world promoted by the Scientific Revolution and of the
political order expounded in the works of philosophers
like John Locke also produced a flood of new kinds of
social commentary and criticism, as writers turned to ex-
amine their societies along lines promoted by the seem-
ingly “scientific” models of the age. And finally, a new
kind of literary endeavor, journalism, had steadily ma-
tured in the course of the seventeenth century. By 1700,
it was poised to play an increasingly important role in
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politics and in the establishing of literary tastes and
trends. It was in London, Europe’s largest eighteenth-
century city, where the forces that sustained this new
varied literary marketplace can be seen first exerting their
pressures on the public world. Although the city’s presses
had been tightly controlled during the seventeenth cen-
tury by the Stuart kings, the laws upholding the tradi-
tional organs of censorship lapsed in England in 1695,
and were not renewed. In the years that followed, Lon-
don’s Fleet Street became home to Europe’s most vig-
orous center of journalism, and the development of the
city’s newspapers fed a popular appetite for knowledge
of recent events and for commentary on the course of
politics. Many of the figures that took advantage of the
new commercial possibilities the press offered still con-
tinued to fall afoul of British law. Daniel Defoe, for in-
stance, was imprisoned on several occasions for the fiery
tracts he printed attacking government policies. But the
profits to be made in journalism were too attractive for
many to pass up, and the daring that the city’s newspa-
per men often evidenced soon made it difficult for Par-
liament and the Crown to contain the vigorous debate
London’s new journalistic culture inspired.

RISE OF THE NOVEL. One of the most distinctive
literary genres that emerged from this new culture of in-
formation was the eighteenth-century novel, a form of
fiction that was in many ways distinct from the older
forms of the novel that had circulated in seventeenth-
century Europe. Those seventeenth-century forms had
often been romans à clef, in which classical stories had
been peopled with prominent characters drawn from
contemporary life. The popularity of this thinly-veiled
form of satirical examination had, in fact, been sustained
by a category of aristocratic readers anxious to see how
far an author might go in holding up a mirror to pre-
sent circumstances. Another form, the picaresque novel
that had originally appeared in sixteenth-century Spain,
had featured lowborn heroes and had followed these
characters through a series of exploits and adventures in
which they exposed the hypocrisy and venality of aris-
tocratic society. But in early eighteenth-century England,
the journalist Daniel Defoe pioneered a new category of
seemingly realistic fiction in his Robinson Crusoe, Moll
Flanders, and Roxana. To construct these realistic stories
about life in exotic circumstances, Defoe drew upon
older genres, including the spiritual autobiographies and
confessional narratives that had been popular in later 
seventeenth-century England. At the same time, he re-
lied upon a new taste for eroticism and a curiosity about
“how the other half lived” to create a genre of fiction
that steadily grew in popularity. His initial experimen-

tations with the genre laid the groundwork for the great
novels of Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding at mid-
century, works that had a deep influence, not only in
England, but also throughout Europe. As the new form
of realistic or, as it is sometimes called, “bourgeois” fic-
tion made its way through the European continent, it
often gave voice to the disputes and dilemmas of the En-
lightenment. In this process, the novel was raised from
a once “light” and even disreputable form of fiction, into
an elevated vehicle for discussing the great moral and
philosophical problems of the age, a development that
paved the way for the great age of Romantic nineteenth-
century fiction that was to follow.

T O P I C S
in Literature

ENGLISH LITERATURE IN THE EARLY

SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

A CENTURY OF GREATNESS. At the beginning of
the sixteenth century as the New Learning of the Re-
naissance made inroads into England, few signs were pre-
sent of the enormous flowering that was soon to occur
in the country’s language and literature. For much of the
later Middle Ages, England had remained one of Eu-
rope’s more isolated backwaters, and its language, al-
though raised to a level of high art in the late-medieval
works of Chaucer and other authors, was still quite dif-
ferent from the rich and malleable literary forms that
were to be deployed by Shakespeare and his Elizabethan
contemporaries. During the course of the sixteenth cen-
tury the world of international politics as well as the cir-
cumstances of religion helped to propel England into the
ranks of important European powers. If the country’s
status flagged distinctly behind Habsburg Spain, Eliza-
beth I still managed to challenge that power by besting
the Spanish Armada in 1588, as well as her rival Philip
II. And while English power on the international scene
may not have approached that of France under the Val-
ois and Bourbon monarchies, the Elizabethan age still
witnessed relative peace and security at the same time as
France, the Netherlands, and other parts of Europe were
suffering religious wars. During this era of relative sta-
bility England’s theater and its literature witnessed un-
precedented development, development that continued
in the years following Elizabeth’s death in 1603 despite
the worsening political and religious climate in the coun-
try. The Elizabethan era witnessed the plays of Christo-
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pher Marlowe (1564–1593), William Shakespeare
(1564–1616), Thomas Kyd (1558–1594), and a distin-
guished lineage of lesser lights that cultivated a broad au-
dience for the theater in England. It witnessed the
creation of The Faerie Queene of Edmund Spenser (c.
1552–1599) and the works of a number of poets of high
achievement. The period also nourished the develop-
ment of many poets and playwrights, like Ben Jonson
(1572–1637), whose careers lay more in the Stuart age
that followed it, than in the reign of Elizabeth I. And al-
though the accession of James I, the Stuart king of Scot-
land, to the English throne in 1603 brought an end to
the relative domestic tranquility of Elizabeth’s later years,
there was no sudden decrease in the outpouring of lit-
erature in the early seventeenth century. The reign of
James I, for example, continued to be an era of unin-
terrupted and steady achievement, even if disputes over
religion soon bubbled up and combined with angry de-
bates over the respective rights and prerogatives of Par-
liament and the Crown. The first signs of the new
tensions occurred soon after the arrival of James I (r.
1603–1625) in England. As James journeyed from Scot-
land to London he was presented with the Millenary Pe-
tition, a series of requests for greater reforms in the
Church of England, from English Puritans. Yet in the
conference he convened to consider these requests at
Hampton Court Palace several months later, the king re-
jected most of these demands, thus laying the founda-
tions for the beginning of an alienation between the king
and his Puritan subjects that grew worse over time. The
unearthing of the Gunpowder Plot in 1605, an abortive
plan allegedly masterminded by Catholics to blow up
the Houses of Parliament in Westminster, brought de-
termined persecution of the country’s Catholic minor-
ity, too. In the years that followed, James and his son
and successor Charles I (r. 1625–1649) wrangled per-
sistently with the country’s ruling elites, insisting upon,
but never effectively establishing, their ability to levy
taxes without parliamentary consent and to rule like
Continental absolutist monarchs. Despite these trou-
bles—troubles that ultimately led to the outbreak of the
English Civil Wars of the 1640s and to Charles I’s exe-
cution in 1649—the early Stuart period was a time of
continued literary achievement. These accomplishments
can be seen in the vitality of the London stage as well as
in the poetry and prose of the era.

THE AUTHORIZED VERSION OF THE BIBLE. One
distinctive note of relative unanimity in the otherwise
troubled waters of religion and politics in the early Stu-
art era involved the preparation and acceptance of a new
translation of the Bible into English, a work that was

completed with the publication of the so-called Autho-
rized Version of 1611. This text, long known in North
America merely as the King James Version, was the cul-
mination of efforts the king had sanctioned at the Hamp-
ton Court Conference of 1604, the body of church and
political figures convened to consider the Puritans’ Mil-
lenary Petition, as well as other issues in the Church of
England. The resulting text became perhaps the single-
most important work of English prose, helping to es-
tablish a cadence and metaphorical sensibility that made
deep inroads into the literature of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries and which persisted in the centuries
beyond. Although Puritans had supported the idea of a
new English Bible, James I soon granted the program
his enthusiastic aid. To complete this enormous task, 54
translators were eventually asked to serve on six differ-
ent translation teams, two centered in London and an-
other two each at the universities of Cambridge and
Oxford. Each team compiled its translations and then
subsequently submitted them to a central oversight com-
mittee for approval. In completing their work, the trans-
lators of the Authorized Version did not create an
entirely new translation, but instead relied on many of
the earlier English Bibles published in the sixteenth cen-
tury. They consulted, in other words, the “Bishops’
Bible,” an edition of the book that had been first printed
for England’s churches in 1568, and which was subse-
quently made compulsory throughout the Church of
England. At the same time they relied on the so-called
Geneva Bible of 1560, a work very much favored by Pu-
ritans because of the explicit Calvinist-inspired com-
mentary that ran alongside the text. Two other sources
were the somewhat earlier translations of Miles
Coverdale, as well as that of William Tyndale. Tyndale’s
early sixteenth-century translation, while incomplete,
showed great erudition in its rendering of the text into
English, and its influence continued to be decisive in
many cases in the Authorized Version, although the
Genevan Bible’s influence was also vital. Royal edict ex-
pressly forbade the translators from including any of the
Genevan version’s Calvinist commentary, a sign that
James, like Elizabeth before him, intended to steer the
Church of England on a middle course between more
radical forms of Protestantism and Catholicism.

SUCCESS OF THE KING JAMES BIBLE. The result-
ing text may not have pleased all quarters in the embat-
tled Church of England when it appeared in 1611, and
many Puritan congregations continued to rely on the
Geneva Bible for years to come. But the translation
pleased enough of the fractious Church of England that
it soon became the common version of the Bible in the
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country’s churches. Although titled an “Authorized Ver-
sion,” no royal edict ever required its usage. Still, it be-
came the accepted version of the Bible, not only in
England, but in Scotland as well, a country with a very
different kind of reformed church and an English lan-
guage very different from the southern portion of the 
island. In this way King James’s version provided im-
portant ties of continuity between these various parts of
the English-speaking world, and as England became a
colonial power, the text was carried to the far corners of
the world. In this process it helped to forge a common
literary heritage among peoples that might otherwise
have been vastly separated by linguistic differences. And
although the Authorized Version eventually was replaced
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by a series of
revisions, it continued to define the ways in which most
English-speaking peoples perceive the Bible as a sacred
text. For this reason, the King James version continues
to be embraced even now as the authoritative translation
of the Bible by many conservative Protestant sects in
England, America, and throughout the world.

RELIGIOUS LITERATURE AND SERMONS. If the
King James version of the Bible struck a chord of un-
usual unanimity in the divided England of the early sev-
enteenth century, other disputes of the era concerning
religion soon became the stuff from which new literary
forms were crafted. The seventeenth-century English
church produced an enormous outpouring of printed
sermons and devotional literature, written both by Pu-
ritans of all stripes and by Anglicans committed to its
middle path between Catholicism and Protestantism. To
publish a printed book in Elizabethan and Stuart Eng-
land, the state required that texts be submitted to the
Stationer’s Guild, a medieval institution charged since
the mid-sixteenth century with the task of administer-
ing an apparatus of inspection and censorship. Of course,
authors and printers sometimes printed works without
submitting them to these official channels, but the penal-
ties for refusing to do so were great. In 1620, half of all
works recorded in the Stationers’ Guild’s records were
religious in nature, and this portion consisted of polem-
ical tracts defending one’s doctrine or point of view
about reforms in the church, devotional books, and ser-
mons. One issue that divided Puritans from committed
Anglicans—that is, avid supporters of the Church of
England’s settlement—centered on the preaching of ser-
mons. For many Puritan divines, preaching was an oblig-
ation that was to be conducted extemporaneously so that
the minister might reveal the Word of God through the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Printed prayers, like those
of the church’s Book of Common Prayer, as well as the

written sermons used by committed Church of England
ministers, assaulted the sensibilities of determined Puri-
tans, since they seemed an attempt to hem in and limit
the very power of the Word of God and the Holy Spirit.
Committed Puritans who relied on an extemporaneous
delivery in church, though, were often careful to record
their words following their sermons and to prepare
printed editions of their texts. The competition between
Anglicans and Puritans, moreover, sustained a constant
outpouring of devotional works as both Puritans and
committed Anglicans aimed to convince readers of the
correctness of their respective positions concerning the
church and the Christian life. On the Puritan side, men
like Richard Baxter (1615–1691) composed fine devo-
tional texts, best-sellers like his The Saint’s Everlasting
Rest (1650), which were consumed in numerous editions.
And while Puritan churchmen like Baxter attacked sup-
porters of the Church of England as promoters of an
arid, spiritless formalism, the evidence suggests that they
were not such easy targets.

ANGLICAN DEVOTIONAL LITERATURE. Through-
out the seventeenth century committed Anglicans pro-
duced a steady flow of religious and devotional literature
that aimed to inspire “holiness” among readers. The An-
glican attitude toward Christian piety, although quite
different from the highly defined and often theologically
sophisticated and systematic treatments of Puritan di-
vines, was no less firmly Christian in its outlook. Com-
mitted Anglicans sought to present images of the
Christian life and its cycle of sin, forgiveness, death, and
resurrection in ways that stirred the faithful to repen-
tance and amendment of their lives. In the hands of its
most urgent supporters, men like Archbishop William
Laud (1573–1645) who became an enthusiastic perse-
cutor of Puritans in the reign of Charles I, such calls to
holiness earned for Anglicanism an enduring image of
intolerance. Yet the Church of England also nourished
many authors in the early seventeenth century that ably
defended its positions, and who created an enduring lit-
erature of religious devotion that has continued to elicit
admiration across the centuries. Among these figures, the
works of Jeremy Taylor (1613–1667), Henry Vaughan
(1621–1695), and Thomas Traherne (1637–1674) pro-
vided majestic, yet profound defenses of the principles
of Anglicanism at a troubled point in the church’s his-
tory. Although these figures’ works are rarely read today
outside the ranks of literary specialists, the period also
produced John Donne (1573–1631) and George Her-
bert (1593–1633), who are still considered as authors
and poets of the first rank, and who used their eloquence
to defend the Anglican settlement. Donne has long had
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a perennial appeal, in part, because his works encapsu-
lated the religious and philosophical dilemmas of his age
in ways that elevated these concerns into timeless med-
itations on the human spirit and its discontents.

DONNE. The circumstances of Donne’s life were
redolent with the disputes and controversies that the 
Reformation continued to inspire in late sixteenth- and
early seventeenth-century England. Born into a promi-
nent Catholic family, he was schooled at home by
Catholic teachers before entering Oxford and perhaps
somewhat later Cambridge. Prevented from taking a de-
gree because of his Catholicism, he seems to have trav-
eled for a time throughout Europe before renouncing his
faith and becoming a member of the Church of England
in 1593. His religious zeal in these early years, though,
was overshadowed by a taste for adventure, and in the
late 1590s Donne even sailed on several voyages with the
adventurer Sir Walter Raleigh. He participated in the
sack Raleigh’s forces staged of Cadiz harbor in Spain in
1596 and he traveled the following year with the same
force to the Azores in search of Spanish booty. Return-
ing home from these adventures, he began to rise in the
world of politics as a private secretary to Sir Thomas
Egerton, an important man of state affairs in Elizabethan
England. Eventually, he was elected to Parliament
through Egerton’s graces, but in 1601 a disastrous secret
marriage to Ann More, Egerton’s wife’s niece, cut short
his political career. He was imprisoned for a time, and
spent the years that followed trying unsuccessfully to re-
habilitate his reputation. His clandestine, unsanctioned
marriage made him unsuited for public political life, and
for almost fifteen years he and his wife lived off the pa-
tronage of friends and associates. Eventually, James I sug-
gested he undertake a career in the church rather than
in public affairs, and in 1615 he was ordained a priest
and received a clerical appointment from the king. James
forced Cambridge University to grant Donne a Doctor
of Divinity degree, and with these credentials in hand,
he began to acquire a series of positions in the church in
London. Eventually, he rose to become dean of St. Paul’s
cathedral, and in that capacity he became one of the most
influential preachers of the seventeenth century. His style
both in his poetry—which he wrote almost exclusively
for private amusement rather than public consump-
tion—and in his sermons was notable for abandoning
the “soft, melting phrases” preferred by Elizabethan au-
thors. In place of that elegant and light style, Donne pre-
ferred a dramatic, deeply intellectual language that was
often filled with forceful turns of phrase that lamented
and yet gloried in the death and resurrection of the hu-
man spirit. As a preacher, his abilities to create metaphors

and turn phrases that encapsulated the spiritual dilem-
mas of the era earned him an enormous following among
Londoners, and at the same time exemplified the possi-
bilities that might exist in Anglican piety. For genera-
tions, the intensely intellectual, philosophical, and
metaphysical cast of Donne’s writing has been summed
up in his Devotions upon Emergent Occasions (1624), the
author’s own considerable reflections on his sickness and
attendant death. That work, filled with an astute under-
standing of the many shades of fear and longing that at-
tend approaching death, includes the immortal refrains
“No man is an island” and “never send to know for whom
the bell tolls, it tolls for thee.” Yet in the body of poetry
and sermons that Donne left behind, and which was
edited and published by his son after his death, the au-
thor’s works present a diverse range of prose and poetry,
much of it difficult to understand, yet rewarding to those
that have tried to plumb its considerable intellectual
range and depth. Donne’s example soon inspired a num-
ber of poets and authors that followed.

THE METAPHYSICAL POETS. In the late eighteenth
century Samuel Johnson coined the phrase “metaphys-
ical poets” to describe John Donne and a school of 
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poets that had imitated that poet’s difficult, yet forceful
style. Others had already noted a “metaphysical” strain
in Donne’s work and in the poetry of early seventeenth-
century England, a strain that had become less popu-
lar during the Restoration era of the later century, as
authors had come to favor a clearer, less mysterious
style. In truth, none of the figures that have been de-
scribed as “metaphysical poets” in the early seventeenth
century—including George Herbert (1593–1633),
Richard Crashaw, (1613–1649), and Henry Vaughan
(1621–1695), among others—were properly concerned
with the subject of metaphysics, at that time a branch
of natural philosophy that treated the underlying or hid-
den properties of things observed in the natural world.
Nor do many of the poets sometimes connected to this
so-called Metaphysical School seem to share much, be-
yond the use of certain literary conceits and a taste for
ironic and often highly paradoxical treatments of their
subjects. Yet the notion of an early seventeenth-century
group of Metaphysical poets has endured, in part, be-
cause of the serious, religious themes treated in many
of these figures’ works—themes that differed dramati-
cally from the secular, often worldly poetry written at
the time by a group equally long identified as the “Cav-
aliers.” In the works of the foremost practitioners of the
“metaphysical style”—Donne, Herbert, Crashaw, and
Vaughan—certain underlying structural similarities do
seem to exist. One of these similarities is in their fre-
quent recourse to emblematic modes of expression. Em-
blems were symbolic pictures that often contained a
motto. They had first appeared in the Renaissance as a
popular pastime, and books of emblems had figured
prominently in courtly and aristocratic culture since at
least the early sixteenth century. In Baldassare Cas-
tiglione’s classic work, The Book of the Courtier (1528),
for instance, the cultivated circle whose conversations
are recorded in the work spend their evenings unravel-
ing the mysteries encapsulated in emblems. In the
decades that followed, emblems appeared throughout
Europe on many elements of material culture. Artists
inserted them into fresco cycles, or they became popu-
lar symbols incised onto jewelry. Sometimes they were
even reproduced on dinnerware, so that cultivated, hu-
manistically educated men and women might decode
their meanings between the courses at banquets. Even
as they grew more popular, though, the sensibilities that
surrounded their consumption underwent changes—
changes that were, in part, sponsored by St. Ignatius of
Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises and other sixteenth-century
works that advocated a thorough and disciplined con-
templation on visual stimuli in the “mind’s eye” to en-
hance one’s personal meditations. Emblems, once the

preserve of a cultivated society anxious to demonstrate
its knowledge of iconography and literary traditions, now
came to circulate in books that were prized by devout
Catholics, Puritans, and Anglicans alike as an aid to re-
ligious devotion. In books of emblems the emblem itself
now came to be represented with three components: a
motto that encapsulated the emblem’s meaning, a sym-
bolic picture that represented it, and a poem that com-
mented upon its deeper significances. Works like these
were self-consciously difficult, and they called upon the
viewer’s senses to decode the hidden underlying mean-
ings that lay in the emblem’s symbolic language. They
both required and rewarded those who used their wits
and erudition to unlock their many encoded signifi-
cances. This same highly visual and symbolic sense is to
be found in the difficult poems of Donne and his friend,
George Herbert, and it also played a role in Herbert’s
admirers, Richard Crashaw and Henry Vaughan. While
the concerns of these so-called “metaphysical poets” dif-
fered, and their style was extremely varied, there were
thus certain common links in their works that were
rooted in the devotional climate of their age.

THE CAVALIERS. Different sensibilities of style and
content can be seen in a second, albeit equally artificial
group of poets from the early Stuart period who have by
long tradition been identified as the Cavaliers. Generally,
this term was applied to all those who supported Charles
I during the Civil Wars of the 1640s. Yet in literature it
has long been granted to the poetry of figures like
Thomas Carew (1594/1595–1640), Richard Lovelace
(1618–1657/1658), Sir John Suckling (1609–1642),
Robert Herrick (1591–1674), and Edmund Waller
(1606–1687). The first three of these figures were
courtiers in Charles I’s circle, and did not live to see the
Restoration of the monarchy under Charles II. Edmund
Waller and Robert Herrick, by contrast, lived through
the Civil Wars and came to see their fortunes rise again
during the Restoration. Thomas Carew, the elder states-
man of the group, served Charles I in the Bishops’ War
of 1639, an engagement precipitated by the Crown’s dis-
astrous plan to establish bishops in Presbyterian Scot-
land. One year later, Carew’s career as a royalist was cut
short by death, perhaps occasioned by the exertions of
his military endeavors. In contrast to the seriousness and
high moral tone observed in many of the “metaphysi-
cals,” Carew’s poems were altogether lighter and less
problematic, and like other Cavalier poets, they often re-
veal an easy attitude toward sex and morality. Although
he wrote a poem in praise of John Donne, his own style
seems to have owed more to the witticisms of Ben Jon-
son, an English Renaissance poet and dramatist, than to

160 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: The Age of the Baroque and Enlightenment (1600–1800)

Literature

69742_AHTE_EE4_149-206.qxd  9/21/2004  2:38 PM  Page 160



the serious moral tone promoted at the time by Angli-
can holiness. Above all the members in the group, he
seems to have been an excellent literary craftsman with
an often-meticulous attention to detail in his poems, a
quality for which another Cavalier, Sir John Suckling,
criticized him as if he were a pedant. Of the remaining
figures, Edmund Waller was long among the most ad-
mired, and his poems continued to elicit admiration
from critics throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. The great John Dryden (1631–1700) credited
Waller’s poetry with ushering in England’s “Augustan
Age,” and among the specific qualities that he admired
in it was a great “sweetness.” Today, the sophisticated
simplicity of his works continues to be much admired,
although unfortunately only among specialists in Eng-
lish literature; Waller has long since ceased to be a house-
hold name. Born to a wealthy family, he increased his
fortune by several skillful marriages, and when he en-

tered Parliament in the 1620s, he was originally a mem-
ber of the opposition. During the 1630s, he switched
sides to become a royalist, but when he led an unsuc-
cessful plot to seize London from Puritan forces in 1643,
he was banished for a time from the country before be-
ing reconciled to the Puritan Commonwealth and rising
to prominence again under Charles II after 1660. By
contrast, Robert Herrick was the only member of the
“Cavaliers” that never served at court. Granted a rural
living in the Church of England as a reward for military
service to the Crown, he lived out his days away from
London, in considerably quieter circumstances—that is,
as a country parson in a remote corner of Devon in the
southwest of England. Although he originally detested
the countryside, he came to admire the rural folkways of
his parishioners, in part, because he abhorred the ways
in which Puritans were attempting to suppress country
people’s traditional customs. His works were like all of
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FOR WHOM THE BELL TOLLS

INTRODUCTION: The great poet John Donne was also recog-
nized as one of the most accomplished preachers of 
seventeenth-century England. His sermons often dealt
with the mysteries of death, suffering, and Christian re-
demption. In contrast to the doctrinally tinged messages
of Puritans at the same time, Donne and other Anglicans
attempted to stir their audiences to repentance and ho-
liness of life through presenting powerful images, as he
does in this famous passage from his Devotions Upon
Emergent Occasions, texts that were originally delivered
in his office as Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral in London.

PERCHANCE he for whom this bell tolls may be so ill,
as that he knows not it tolls for him; and perchance I may
think myself so much better than I am, as that they who
are about me, and see my state, may have caused it to
toll for me, and I know not that. The church is Catholic,
universal, so are all her actions; all that she does belongs
to all. When she baptizes a child, that action concerns me;
for that child is thereby connected to that body which is
my head too, and ingrafted into that body whereof I am a
member. And when she buries a man, that action con-
cerns me: all mankind is of one author, and is one vol-
ume; when one man dies, one chapter is not torn out of
the book, but translated into a better language; and every
chapter must be so translated; God employs several trans-
lators; some pieces are translated by age, some by sick-
ness, some by war, some by justice; but God’s hand is in
every translation, and his hand shall bind up all our scat-

tered leaves again for that library where every book shall
lie open to one another. As therefore the bell that rings to
a sermon calls not upon the preacher only, but upon the
congregation to come, so this bell calls us all; but how
much more me, who am brought so near the door by this
sickness. There was a contention as far as a suit (in which
both piety and dignity, religion and estimation, were min-
gled), which of the religious orders should ring to prayers
first in the morning; and it was determined, that they
should ring first that rose earliest. If we understand aright
the dignity of this bell that tolls for our evening prayer,
we would be glad to make it ours by rising early, in that
application, that it might be ours as well as his, whose in-
deed it is. The bell doth toll for him that thinks it doth;
and though it intermit again, yet from that minute that
that occasion wrought upon him, he is united to God.
Who casts not up his eye to the sun when it rises? but
who takes off his eye from a comet when that breaks
out? Who bends not his ear to any bell which upon any
occasion rings? but who can remove it from that bell
which is passing a piece of himself out of this world?

No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a
piece of the continent, a part of the main. If a clod be
washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a
promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friend’s or
of thine own were: any man’s death diminishes me, be-
cause I am involved in mankind, and therefore never send
to know for whom the bells tolls; it tolls for thee.

SOURCE: John Donne, Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions
(London: Thomas Jones, 1624): 410–416. Spelling modernized
by Philip Soergel.
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those of the so-called Cavalier group: witty, graceful, so-
phisticated, and laced with a touch of “devil-may-care.”

MILTON AND THE PURITAN COMMONWEALTH.
The execution of Charles I by Parliament in January of
1649 signaled a sudden end to the Cavaliers’ musings,
and although certain poets like Waller and Herrick con-
tinued to write in this vein following the restoration of
the monarchy, the decisive Puritan victory quieted such
voices for a time. During the Puritan Commonwealth,
many Royalist supporters were forced to flee England
before returning, or like Herrick, to exist on the gifts of
their friends before taking up the life they had enjoyed
during the war. During the Puritan Commonwealth de-
votional works, religious polemics, and sensational
prophecies continued to pour from England’s presses, al-
though there was little market in the heated religious cli-
mate of the 1650s for the kind of gracious and elegant
poetry once championed by Cavalier society. One of the
figures that continued to fuel the anxious political de-
bates of the period was John Milton (1608–1674), who
early in life had trained to be a Puritan minister, but un-
til the 1640s had spent much of his time studying and
perfecting his skills as a poet. During the Civil Wars Mil-
ton first became embroiled in the battle between Puri-
tans and Royalists when he published a number of
pamphlets attacking the episcopacy. With the establish-
ment of the Commonwealth, he continued his activities
as a propagandist for the Puritan cause, although he also
served as a secretary to the Council of State. Increasingly
blind, he nevertheless continued to support the cause,
publishing one tract so vehement in defending the Pu-
ritan cause that it was burnt in ceremonial bonfires in
several French cities. As the Commonwealth began to
flounder in the months following the death of its Lord
Protector, Oliver Cromwell, Milton tried to rally sup-
port for the increasingly unpopular government, again
by serving as a pamphleteer. With the restoration of the
monarchy in 1660, though, he was forced into hiding,
eventually arrested, and after a short imprisonment, he
was fined and released. His political career now in ru-
ins, Milton retired to his home in London where he be-
gan to write his masterpieces, Paradise Lost (1667) and
Paradise Regained (1671). Both works still rank among
some of the most challenging reading in the English lan-
guage, filled as they are with a complex syntax, abstruse
vocabulary, numerous difficult classical allusions, and a
complicated epic style. Despite their Puritan religious or-
thodoxy, the two monumental poems present Milton’s
breadth of learning and the complexities of his opinion.
In Paradise Lost the author tells the story of man’s fall
from grace in the Garden of Eden, and presents one of

the most sympathetic portraits of Satan ever recorded in
the Western tradition. Milton treats him in the manner
of a tragic hero, whose fatal flaw lies in the perversions
of sin. Although the story of the Fall recorded in Gen-
esis was well known to Milton’s readers, and had long
been given a host of literary treatments, the poems still
manage to possess considerable originality and breadth
of imagination. It is for this reason that their author has
long been lauded as the English poet whose powers rank
second only to William Shakespeare. Yet the crowning
achievements of Milton’s career as a literary figure were
intricately embroiled in the harsh political realities of the
seventeenth-century state. Had it not been for Milton’s
banishment from public life because of his complicity in
the Puritan Commonwealth, his great life work might
never have been completed.
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FRENCH LITERATURE IN THE

SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

INCREASING REFINEMENT. In France, the begin-
ning of the seventeenth century marked a distinctive
break from the legacy of warfare and domestic religious
violence that had punctuated the concluding forty years
of the sixteenth century. To achieve this respite, Henri
IV had converted from Protestantism to Catholicism in
1595, and three years later he promulgated the Edict of
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Nantes, the royal decree that granted a limited religious
toleration to the country’s Huguenots (French Protes-
tants). Religious controversy did not disappear from
France’s internal politics. In 1610, Henri was assassi-
nated by a Catholic religious zealot, but the peace that
he fashioned proved to be longstanding, lasting until
Louis XIV revoked the edict in 1685, and forced French
Protestants either to convert to Catholicism or to emi-
grate from the country. In the roughly three generations
between these two dates, the distinctive patterns of
French absolutism came to influence society and culture
throughout the country. During these years royal pa-
tronage of the arts was organized around academies, the
descendants of which have often persisted in France un-
til modern times. Literary culture was greatly affected by
the foundation of the Académie Française, an institution
that Cardinal Richelieu organized in the 1630s to es-
tablish standards of usage and rhetoric in the language.
It soon became a powerful organ for shaping literary
French and the drama in the country, yet its rise to

prominence had been prepared by an increasing refine-
ment of rhetoric championed at court and among
learned elites in France from the late sixteenth century.

D’URFÉ AND MALHERBE. In the works of Honoré
D’Urfé (1567–1625) and François de Malherbe (1555–
1628) this quest for an elegant style can be seen. D’Urfé
was from southern France, near Lyons, where his fam-
ily’s château had long served as a center of elite culture
and learning. In his youth, Honoré received a humanist-
influenced education from the Jesuits, and after living
through the dismal years of the Wars of Religion, he de-
voted his energies to the composition of a monumental
work of pastoral fiction, L’Astrée. The pastoral was a lit-
erary tradition that had become increasingly popular
in Spain and Italy in the later Renaissance; it often
treated the conversations and innocent activities of shep-
herds and shepherdesses and was usually set in a beauti-
ful and idyllic environment. The pastoral form inspired
paintings, poetry, and prose, and works like this were
also among the first texts to be set to music in early 
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