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In early modern times, the culture of drama is closely linked to its founding place: 
the court. Therefore, the configuration of history, drama, and mythology takes on 
a specific meaning at the time when drama ‘comes on stage,’ i.e. when theaters 
receive a new status in early modern times, which is expressed by the theater- 
houses founded throughout Europe – first in Italy (Teatro Olimpico, Vicenza) and 
then in England (Shakespeare), before France (Richelieu, later Comédie Française) 
and other courts and countries followed. Once drama has been founded as a 
courtly genre and a fixed place, i.e. theater, it becomes a model for the court and 
baroque culture itself; as Jaques puts it in Shakespeare’s As You Like It: “All the 
world’s a stage/And all the men and women, merely players” (II.7). Establishing 
drama as an institution of early modern courts was a means of constructing an 
artful instrument that helped the sovereignty to strengthen its power.1

One of the best-known examples of a drama reflecting on itself not only as a 
means of metatheater, but most of all as a means of self-fashioning2 and a demon-
stration of the power of drama, is certainly the ‘theater in the theater’ featured 
in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. It shows us clearly how drama was established as an 
institution, and that it had the function to reflect the system of power. Drama and 
courts both wrote and staged history by showing mythological story-telling.3

The French court under Louis XIV epitomizes the self-fashioning of the state,4 
not only because it provided a highly influential and much-debated model, but 
also because it shows how the state worked to conflate history, drama, and 
mythology. All three components entered what was considered to be a ‘natural’ 
relationship. The intertwining of the three elements made them a strong instru-
ment of power, which was a very delicate one nonetheless, since the solidity of 
the entire system was based on it.

Nowadays we tend to think that the court of Louis XIV was situated in 
Versailles, but actually the court and the system of state power only moved to 

1 Déborah Blocker. Instituer un “art”: Politiques du théâtre dans la France du premier XVIIe siècle. 
Paris: Champion, 2009.
2 Stephen Greenblatt. Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare. Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1989.
3 Joachim Küpper. Discursive Renovatio in Lope de Vega and Calderón: Studies on Spanish Ba-
roque Drama. With an Excursus on the Evolution of Discourse in the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, 
and Mannerism. Berlin: de Gruyter, 2017.
4 Cf. Blocker, Politiques du théâtre.
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Versailles at the beginning of the 1680s. From 1661 to the 1680s, Versailles was 
a hunting castle, albeit a very exclusive one, where theater played an important 
role (the so-called “premier Versailles”).

In fact, building a state in such a way that even today we speak of it as the 
“powerful system of the Sun King” required the mythology of Apollo. The shining 
sun became almost naturally related to Louis XIV so that previous uses of this 
myth by the king’s ancestors no longer mattered. Louis XIV ‘wrote history’ in the 
sense that everything he inaugurated was considered innovative, even if this was 
not in fact the case. The splendor of the self-fashioned court was impressive. “All 
the world’s a stage” meant for him that his world was the only legitimate one, 
and, therefore, the king’s stage was the world – as Clifford Geertz famously puts 
it: “Power served pomp, not pomp power.”5 This Eurocentric vision was an effect 
produced by a court that used drama as a model of state power, and this helped 
drama to produce in less than twenty years a considerable amount of staged com-
edies and tragedies which are still today considered the key works of French liter-
ary history (cf. Pierre Corneille, Molière).

It is not surprising that Louis XIV played the sun and other allegorical ele-
ments himself on stage. In 1651, he danced for the first time on stage in the Ballet 
de Cassandre and in the Ballet des Fêtes de Bacchus.6 In consequence, a Royal 
Academy of Dancing was founded 1661, even before the Academy of Music was set 
up. Dancing was not just a means of passing the time, but a duty of courtly practice, 
and this applied to the king himself, too. The famous “faux pas” was the designation 
of a false step taken by the dancing king. This already shows just how closely the 
natural body of the king and the body politic were linked (“the king’s two bodies”).7

In the Louvre as well as in other castles such as Saint-Cloud, Fontainebleau, 
or Versailles, ballets were shown in which the king performed one or sometimes 
even two roles. The list of mythological ballets in which the king appeared as the 
divine Apollo, who also figured as the protector of the arts, is long. This view of 
kingship is featured and reinforced in Corbiau’s film, Le Roi danse (2000), with its 
depiction of the power of courtly dances and the power of the king.8 The charged 

5 Clifford Geertz. Negara: The Theatre-State in Nineteenth-Century Bali. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1980, p. 13.
6 Marie-Thérèse Mourey. “Der König tanzt – choroeographierte Performanzen der Macht.” Die 
verzaubernde Kunstwelt Ludwigs XIV. – Versailles als Gesamtkunstwerk, edited by Ute Jung-Kaiser 
and Annette Simonis. Hildesheim: Olms, 2015, pp. 193–216, p. 195.
7 Ernst Kantorowicz. The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1957. See also Louis Marin. Le portrait du roi. Paris: Minuit, 1980.
8 Annette Simonis. “Gérard Corbiau: Le Roi danse. Zur medialen Inszenierung des Phaëton- 
Mythos in der Oper Quinaults und Lullys und seine produktive Aneignung in Corbiaus Film.” Die 
verzaubernde Kunstwelt Ludwigs XIV., pp. 260–270.
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image of the dancing king is still very much present in contemporary cultural 
memory. The film includes a biography of the musician Jean-Baptiste Lully as a 
framing story in order to parade the splendor and pomp of the Phaethon Myth. 
More than twelve times at least, Louis XIV was seen on stage9 after he had danced 
in the famous Ballet royal de la Nuit in 1653. The courtly feasts and ballets alike 
were documented by the courtly writers so that other courts could be informed of 
the French ‘happenings.’ These transmissions in other media were the key to the 
establishment of the French courtly feasts as a kind of European role model. The 
royal Ballet of the Night remains for us today a precious document, since some 
drawings show the king being masked as the Sun, which fostered the myth of the 
king even further.

Right after Tomaso Campanella’s La città del Sole (1602; the Latin transla-
tion, Civitas Solis, was published in 1623), the use of Apollo on stage became 
a means of self-fashioning for the king – but not only for him as a person who 
had just acquired the trappings of kingship, but most of all for a country that 
had just recently gone through the crisis of the Fronde. Using the myth of the 
Apollonian god, Louis XIV could present himself as a victor over darkness and 
chaos. Whatever he had done in politics, he wanted it documented in history, and 
therefore he used the ballet as a dramatic means of announcing from the stage 
freedom and a happy future. Isaac Benserade had written the text for the ballet, 
and the powerful speech was clearly understood by the court when the king pre-
sented himself as a strong hero: “qui ne voudrait pas avouer ma lumière, sentira 
ma chaleur”10 – “who does not agree with my light, shall feel my heat,” meaning 
his power. It was more of a threat than a simple saying. The blending of a king 
representing his power on stage with the representation of the king showing his 
impact had been accomplished.

The king’s self-fashioning as the god Apollo demonstrates how a meaning-
ful myth was successfully reused by a new king in order to appear just like the 
sun. Yet there is a further twist if one takes into account the so-called Copernican 
Revolution,11 which proclaimed that the Earth orbits around the sun. In this view, 
the Sun King is claiming to rule the world and considers himself a world leader. 
Louis XIV, then, did much more than just rehearse a myth. Indeed, he produced 
a new vision of it. Just like the scientists who strove to show that the sun was the 
center of the universe, Louis XIV wanted to show how the world really ‘turns,’ 

9 Mourey, “Der König tanzt,” p. 196.
10 Quoted in Véronique Perruchon. Noir: Lumière et théâtralité. Villeneuve d’Ascq: Presses uni-
versitaires du Septentrion, 2016, p. 37.
11 Hans Blumenberg. Die kopernikanische Wende. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1965. See also 
Küpper, Discursive Renovatio.
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namely around the Sun King. It is no wonder, then, that the king was a strong 
supporter of the scientists against the criticism of the Church.

To strengthen his image, to “fabricate”12 it, he not only took advantage of 
the myth of the Sun and Apollo, but also integrated the Perseus myth. In the 
Italian Renaissance, this myth was discussed as providing a role model for a hero 
and for perfect ethical behavior. Louis XIV wished to be perceived as fulfilling 
these heroic and ethical ideals. Not only in Italy but also in Spain, the courts had 
already used myths such as that of Hercules to promote the image of the king.13 
The genre of the auto sacramental probably shows best how Christian allegory 
was presented on stage in seventeenth-century Europe.14 Taking this allegorical 
tradition into account, we can clearly see that Perseus and other mythical figures 
were shown and interpreted on stage according to Christian ethical standards, 
so that the pagan pattern delivered only the story of how to succeed, while the 
underlying message remained Christian.

The Perseus myth offers a role model of a hero that made the king not only 
glorious but also worthy. A story was needed in which a hero was able to over-
whelm the enemy, just as Jason fought against the dragon and pulled out  its 
teeth. In France, the Perseus myth was represented again in a volume of the 
Métamorphose d’Ovide figurée, published in 1557.15 In 1628, when Louis XIII cel-
ebrated his victory of La Rochelle, it was again Perseus that had been chosen to 
represent the king’s victory. Henry IV and Louis XIII had also used the heroic 
model of Perseus rescuing Andromeda from the sea monster.

Just as the Medici had ordered a Perseus from Cellini, Corneille was asked to 
present a drama that enabled the presentation of a king as a hero. The celebration 
of Louis XIV begins already in the prologue of Corneille’s Andromède (“Louis est 
le plus jeune et le plus grand des Rois”) and continues by presenting the figure 
of Perseus as symbolizing power, justice, prudence, and temperance, i.e. the four 
central qualities needed to be a hero.16 Corneille thus wrote a drama that is also, 
in an allegorical sense, a “speculum principis.”17 That the example of Perseus, 
both mighty and ethical, also favors drama as an art becomes very clear when 

12 Peter Burke. The Fabrication of Louis XIV. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992.
13 Sebastian Neumeister. Mythos und Repräsentation: Die mythologischen Festspiele Calderóns. 
Munich: Fink, 1978.
14 Küpper, Discursive Renovatio.
15 Bodo Guthmüller. “Henri IV als französischer Perseus: Zur mythologischen Repräsentation 
fürstlicher Macht in der Renaissance.” Wolfenbütteler Renaissance Mitteilungen 23 (1999), pp. 
53–65, p. 56.
16 Pierre Corneille. Andromède, edited by Christian Delmas. Paris: Nizet, 1974.
17 Hélène Visentin. “Oracle et allégorie dans L’Andromède de Corneille.” Analecta Husserliana 
42 (1994), pp. 49–60.
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we note how Perseus saves the life of Andromède, namely by flying to her on the 
horse Pégase and carrying her off from the monster. The act of flying was shown 
as a divine act on stage and was enabled by the machines developed for this the-
atrical effect. In this way, drama itself became a divine art, too.

What we see throughout these two examples, the French ballet of the king 
and Perseus as a role model for heroic virtues, is how the three elements dis-
cussed here, history, drama, and mythology, strengthen and recalibrate each 
other: drama becomes the place to show history in an allegorical-mythical way on 
stage. Drama is used for amusement at the court and at the same time as a means 
to link history and mythology, i.e. to set up mythology as a panegyric invento-
ry that helps paint the historical Louis XIV as the splendid hero. Drama was a 
useful means to show history (as fashioned by the powerful), and mythology was 
useful to legitimize drama. The panegyric system established under Louis XIV 
not only explained and told history by recourse to mythology, but also allowed 
this ‘mythic history’ to be observed by putting its essentials on stage.

To sum up, the dialectical influence of the three elements – drama, history, 
and mythology – helps forge the configuration of the time. Drama is the key 
medium for the king’s self-fashioning, and for his fashioning of history; it also 
enables the theater to become a political tool, and therefore one that is no longer 
banned by the Church. The interaction of history and mythology acts as a guiding 
line through the king’s Sun Empire.


