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INTRODUCTION

The power of politics and how great Leaders like Louis XIV and
Catherine de Medici used ballet as a political tool to influence
society has forever changed the history of this thing we call “dance”.
The importance of dance during these periods was outstanding. The
ability to dance was both a social nicety and a political necessity,
ultimately it was the birthmark of an aristocratic upbringing.

CATHERINE DE MEDICI
• Family had long history of questionable lineage but successful
members
•

Many highly placed members in the Catholic clergy, including Pope Leo X

• Parents married as part of an alliance between France and the Pope
• Born 13th of April 1519 – orphaned within a month of birth
• Married at 14 to Henry - the second son of France's King Francis I
•

Henry later became heir to the throne after his elder brother died from a
fever

• Marriage was difficult
•

Early difficulty conceiving an heir

•

Henry II took a lifelong mistress (Diane de Poitiers)
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CATHERINE DE MEDICI, BALLET AND POLITICS
"She served the passions of
the age, just as she built
magnificent edifices,
commanded armies, painted
noble frescos, sang romances,
loved queens, delighted kings,
devised ballets and fetes, and
ruled all policies."
- Balzac p.235 (Emphasis added)

• Her own wedding to Henry was marked by
festivities lasting 34 days
• Commissioned a Ballet in 1554 when Henry II's
mistress fell ill to try and lure her husband away
from Diane
• "In 1581, in the Balet Comique de La Reyne, Henry
III [Catherine's son] waged a war in allegorical
terms with the vices and evils besetting his
kingdom and was aided by harmonious and
celestial powers to victory" - Strong p. 171
• "Catherine made magnificent with splendid fetes,
enabled her to gather about her the leaders of the
various parties" - Balzac p.191
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CATHERINE DE MEDICI
BALLET AND POLITICS
Fetes allowed Catherine access
to political associations she normally would be kept
from as a woman

They also provided a distraction for nobles – anyone
involved in these fetes would be more concerned with
courtly life than with their internal conflicts

Finally, they provided a way to provide positive
propaganda for herself and her family.
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Catherine de Medici was a woman living in a man's political
climate. Despite the limitations of her gender in this era, she
managed to use her patronage of the arts to increase her
influence over the French courts, as well as her own family as
they negotiated their way through the treachous political
climate of the time.

"DANCE AND POLITICS
MOVE AND MOVE ONE
ANOTHER IN COMPLEX AND
MYRIAD WAYS"
- THE OXFORD HANDBOOK OF DANCE AND POLITICS, P. 1

Though the use of Fetes and Dances was not her only weapon in
the political arena, it was a tool which she knew how to use to
great advantage. By developing a culture in the courts around
dance she was able to openly invite political allies and
opponents into her presence and speak with them in a way she
otherwise would not be able to accomplish. This patronage
helped develop dance in a way that would have otherwise been
uforseen – by laying the groundwork for modern Classical Ballet
(among other dances). Dance moved politics, and politics
moved dance in France during the 1500's.

Works Cited: Balzac, Strong, Kowel et al.

THE SUN KING
(HISTORY)
•

In order to better understand who Louis
is, we first must learn where he comes
from. Louis XIV (The 14th) was born on
September 5th, 1638. Also known as the
Sun King was the son of Louis the 13th.

•

His mother unfortunately had 4
stillbirths, which crippled and impacted
her marriage with her husband. France
lost confidence in her ability to produce
an Heir. before the birth of Louis.
Considering this, Louis was considered a
divine gift of god, giving him the name
Louis the God given.

THE SUN KING (HISTORY) CONT’D
• During the early years of Louis XIV’s reign (Louis
was only 4 years old due to his father dying in
1643) his mother and Mazarin, a soon to be
advisor of Louis XI ruled on his behalf due to his
age, introduced policies that further
consolidated the monarch’s power. In 1648, civil
war broke out due to others discontent of
Mazarin's power. This was known as Fronde.
Louis was 9 when he was forced to flee Paris
due to this war and uprising. Fortunately, this
ended in 1653 and Louis was crowned in 1654.

• Louis XIV worked to centralize and stabilize the
power of the French monarchy during its 72year reign. He diminished the power of the
nobility entirely, who was working to encourage
civil war in the lower class. To establish more
power, he moved his reign to Versailles which is
where the Palace of Versailles comes to life.

• Louis was more interested in the development
of arts and culture than that of politics.
• Around this time, Louis began to learn dance
under the direction of his ballet master
Pierre Beauchamp. Pierre was known for
establishing the method for technique in Ballet.
He even invented the 5 stances that are
used even until this day in Ballet.
• Louis was so invested in Dance that he instilled
Court dancing as a requirement for Nobel life
and would even behead people for not properly
executing steps.

LOUIS XIV - DANCE & POLITICS?
• If you really analyze this time period, you could argue that life at
Versailles, which Louis had built into a palace, (Palace of Versailles) took
the form of an intricately and very purposefully oriented choreographed
dance. Noblemen and women were restricted as to where they could
stand, walk, how they were allowed to enter or exit a room, and even
what type of chair they could sit on. The house was divided into these
very large and elaborate wings, and inhabitants moved between them via
sedan chairs, which functioned as indoor taxicabs. Only the royal family
had their own taxi-chairs. Everybody else had to flag them down which
made this even more powerful.
• Louis XIV’s thought was that nobles couldn’t overthrow the government if
they were too busy attending to trifling matters of etiquette. This is how
he controlled politics through Dance and through the idea of Dance. If
nobles spent all their energy trying to maintain their status, they wouldn’t
have time or ability to revolt against the monarchy. At least not ever
again. And dance was one of the many ways Louis was able to keep the
nobility and ultimately society, in their place.

POLITICS AND DANCE
"FOR AT VARIOUS POINTS IN OUR HUMAN
HISTORY, DANCE HAS BEEN CENTRAL TO
PUBLIC CONCEPTIONS OF PEOPLES AND
NATIONS, AND IT BECAME A CENTRAL FORM
OF ELITE ENTERTAINMENT AT EUROPEAN
OPERA HOUSES"
- THE OXFORD HANDBOOK OF DANCE AND POLITICS, P. 329

Dance and politics have gone hand in hand throughout history,
with France only serving as an example of the many times the
two have intertwined to form genuine political results.
Works Cited: Kowel et al.

POLITICS AND DANCE
WHILE THE POLITICS OF FRANCE MAY HAVE SUCCEEDED
WITHOUT DANCE, THE INCLUSION OF DANCE IN THE
POLITICAL ARENA BECAME A POWERFUL TOOL TO AID BOTH
CATHERINE DE’ MEDICI AND KING LOUIS XIV IN THEIR
POLITICAL ROLES.
THIS LESSER KNOWN PART OF HISTORY CAN HELP US
UNDERSTAND HOW ENTERTAINMENT AND DANCE RELATE TO
OUR OWN LIVES TODAY.
FOR FURTHER READING ON HOW POLITICS AND DANCE HAVE CONTINED TO BE
INTERTWINED IN THE MODERN ERA, WE RECOMMEND THE OXFORD
HANDBOOK OF DANCE AND POLITICS WHICH CAN BE CHECKED OUT AT THE
POINT PARK LIBRARY.
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