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                                        T he  French engraving  Le Soir  ( illus.1 ) is well 
known among early music historians for its 

depiction of an evening of musical theatre in the 
 grande salle  of the Palais-Cardinal near the end 
of Louis XIII’s reign (1610 – 43).  Le Soir  is often a 
resource for histories of 17th-century theatre design, 
performance practice and spectatorship, because 
it shows the  grande salle ’s architecture, perform-
ing forces and social organization in rich and 
largely accurate detail.  fn1  1   I take a somewhat differ-
ent approach to the engraving here, reading it as an 
artefact of mid-century French political culture. 
 Le Soir  ’ s political meanings are indicated with the 
identity and content of the ballet performance 
shown on stage — the  Ballet de la Prospérité des armes 
de France  (1641) — as well as the actions of the royal 
spectators in the foreground and the caption at the 
base of the print. Reading these features in the con-
text of royal militarism at mid-century, I argue that 
 Le Soir  ’ s iconography of a royal musical evening 
addressed France’s controversial participation in the 
Thirty Years ’  War.     

  Le Soir  was adapted from an existing  grisaille  now 
in the collection of the Musée des Arts Décoratifs, 
Paris, which shows a scene similar in most respects 
except for the identity of the man seated next to the 
king ( illus.2 ). In the painting Louis XIII’s minis-
ter, Cardinal Armand Jean du Plessis de Richelieu, 
takes pride of place beside the king, in recognition 
of his role as the commissioner and patron of the 
theatres at the Palais-Cardinal (later the home of the 
Paris Opéra). Though many scholars have assumed 
that Richelieu is also shown in  Le Soir , the engraver 
substituted the king’s brother, Gaston d’Orléans, in 
place of the cardinal.  fn2  2   The fashionable courtly attire 
worn by the man to the left of the king in  Le Soir  
would have been inappropriate for the cardinal, and 
a comparison with a near-contemporary portrait of 

Gaston d’Orléans ( illus.3 ) confirms the likeness. To 
the right of Gaston and the king is seated the queen 
and future regent, Anne of Austria, and the young 
dauphin, Louis XIV, with the dauphin’s brother, 
Philippe, held by two ladies-in-waiting.         

 The royal family is the focal centre of the print, 
and the royal presence appears to rivet the atten-
tion of the courtly audience shown in the loges to a 
greater extent than the stage performance itself.  fn3  3   Yet 
the importance of the events on stage is indicated 
by Louis XIII himself, who gestures towards the 
ongoing performance in the background. For some 
time the work performed was thought to be Jean 
Desmarets de Saint-Sorlan’s tragicomedy  Mirame , 
which inaugurated the  grande salle  of the Palais-
Cardinal on 14 January 1641. However, in the 1960s 
theatre historian Ange Beijer argued that the engrav-
ing and the earlier painting both depicted a perform-
ance of the  Ballet de la Prospérité des armes de France , 
which débuted at the Palais-Cardinal on 7 February, 
several weeks after  Mirame . As Beijer noted, the 
scene staged in the painting and the engraving cor-
responds to the seventh  entrée  of the ballet’s first act, 
in which Gallic Hercules defeats an eagle and two 
lions in the presence of Mars, Bellona and the alle-
gorical figures of Renown and Victory.  fn4  4   The text of 
the ballet, printed in the  Gazette de France , describes 
the action of the seventh  entrée  as follows:    

 Monsieur the comte d’Harcourt, representing Gallic 
Hercules, enters in the midst of Mars, Bellona, Renown 
and Victory. 

 With an arrow he makes the eagle fly away, and with his 
club he fends off the lions. He withdraws with Pallas and 
Bellona.  fn5  5       

The engraving clearly shows the figure of 
Hercules fending off an eagle and lion with his spear 
and club, while Mars and Renown (with her large 
quill) appear to his left. (The painting shows a more 
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complete version of the scene than the engraving, 
because in the latter the figure of Gaston d’Orléans 
obscures part of the stage.) None of these characters 
appeared in  Mirame , nor does the décor for the bal-
let’s first act correspond to the designs printed with 
the first edition of that play.     

 The costuming of the mixed consort of instru-
mentalists in the balcony confirms Beijer’s identifi-
cation of the spectacle in  Le Soir  as Richelieu’s ballet 
(see  illus.4 ). Each of the instrumentalists wears a 
feathered head-dress, while from the neck down 
they appear to be dressed in livery. The musicians ’  
peculiar head-dresses almost certainly allude to the 

presence in the third act of  ‘ America ’  and  ‘ three 
Americans ’  who come  ‘ to present their treasure to 
Spain ’ .  fn6  6   Feathered head-dresses were the most char-
acteristic costume elements assigned to American 
Indians in the travel writings, costume books and 
spectacles of the 17th century, and Indian figures 
commonly appeared in ballets and masquerades 
(and, later, operas) produced for French royalty.  fn7  7   
Though the scene shown on stage in the print does 
not include roles for Indians, the visual artists prob-
ably represented actual performance practice in the 
ballet when they graced the accompanying musi-
cians with feathers.  fn8  8   Unlike in the many costume 

  
 1   �      Le Soir  (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France)    
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and scene designs from the period that depict  entrées  
for costumed musicians, the description of the  Bal-
let de la Prospérité des armes de France  does not 
indicate that instrumentalists participated directly 
in the Americans ’   entrée . Some form of the consort 
certainly accompanied the dance that the Americans 
performed in the third act, given here in the reduced 
two-voice version preserved in the Philidor manu-
scripts (Rés. f .497) at the Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France ( ex.1 ).  fn9  9       

 If the musicians ’  costumes in  Le Soir  reflect actual 
performance practice, they may have been given 
 ‘ Indian ’ -style head-dresses for all or part of the ballet 
in order to accentuate the only really exotic aspect of 
the spectacle. This was the most lavish ballet ever per-
formed for Louis XIII, and the provision of expensive 
and exotic feathered head-dresses for the instrumen-

talists was just the sort of gesture that the ballet’s 
sponsor, Richelieu, would have made in homage to 
his king and in demonstration of his own largesse. 

 However,  Le Soir  ’ s political meanings did not cen-
tre on the figure of Richelieu, who was probably dead 
or dying by the time it went to press.  fn10  10   Instead the 
engraving promoted a carefully crafted image of the 
king and the royal family.  Le Soir  appeared as part 
of a series of prints issued in the early 1640s by the 
royal engraver, Michel van Lochon, which depicted 
scenes in the daily life of the royal household.  fn11  11   This 
series displayed the qualities of prudence and mod-
eration that royal propaganda commonly attributed 
to Louis XIII, as in the print,  Le Midi , which showed 
Louis at his midday meal surrounded by the royal 
family and courtiers, and highlighted the balance 
between  ‘ abundance and sobriety ’  that, according to 

  
 2   �      Grisaille  of a theatrical performance at the Palais-Cardinal (Paris, Musée des Arts décoratifs; photo Laurent-Sully Jaul-

mes; all rights reserved)    
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the caption, characterized their daily repast.  fn12  12    Le Soir  
extended the theme of moderation to Louis’s role 
as author and first witness of the  gloire  of his mar-
tial victories. The legend for  Le Soir  that glosses the 
scene in  illus.1  reads as follows:
    

 En fin lors que la nuit vient soulager les peines, 
 Les pourtraits animez des actions humaines, 
 Montent sur un Théatre artistement paré; 

 Il y voit de ses faits les vivantes histoires 
 Mais le feint et le vray de toutes ses victoires 
 Touchent egalement son esprit moderé. 

 When the night comes at last to lighten our troubles, 
 Animated portraits of human actions 
 Appear in a theatre, artistically arrayed; 
 There [the king] sees living histories of his deeds, 
 But the feint and the truth of all his victories 
 Affect his moderate mind equally.     

  
 3   �     Anonymous, after Anton Van Dyck, portrait of Gaston de France, duc d’Orléans, mid-17th century (Versailles, Musée 

national du château et des Trianons; © RMN (Château de Versailles) / Gérard Blot)    
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early 1640s, including acts of near-treason by the two 
members of the royal family shown on either side of 
the king in the engraving. I will discuss the domestic 
politics of the war and its idealized representation 
in Richelieu’s ballet of 1641, before returning to the 
political meanings of  Le Soir  itself. 

  French involvement in the Thirty Years ’  War 

 With the declaration of open war against Spain 
in 1635, French war policy shifted from small-
scale, opportunistic campaigns to a full military 
effort against the Habsburgs on multiple fronts.  fn13  13   
Although France suffered nearly disastrous setbacks 
in the first years of the war, French forces did achieve 
a number of important victories in the late 1630s and 
early 1640s. Particularly important for the  Ballet de 
la Prospérité des armes de France  is the series of victo-
ries achieved in the previous year, 1640: the defence 
of French-held Casale against a Spanish siege, the 
naval defeat of the Spanish fleet at Cadiz, and the 
French sieges of Arras and Turin, all of which were 

  
 4   �     Detail of  Le Soir     

The print’s legend emphasizes the moderation 
of Louis XIII’s judgement in matters of war in spite 
of prominent questioning of that judgement in the 

   Ex.1   �      ‘ Les Amériquains ’ ,  Ballet de la Prospérité des armes de France, 3rd partie     
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memorialized in the ballet, as well as in commemo-
rative engravings.  fn14  14   Despite this string of victories, 
problems stemming from inadequate administra-
tive control, financing, troop recruitment and man-
agement, and distribution of supplies continued to 
plague Richelieu’s and, later, Mazarin’s ministries 
throughout the war. The French also experienced 
notable defeats, as in 1642, when Spanish forces 
recaptured Lens and La Bassée on the Flemish fron-
tier and made incursions into French territory with 
the Battle of Honnecourt. The French victory over 
the Spanish at Rocroi in 1643 is often taken as a posi-
tive turning point for France’s military fortunes, but 
intermittent engagements on multiple fronts con-
tinued to occur, with heavy losses on all sides, until 
the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 ended open warfare. 

 The war was widely reviled at all levels of French 
society, despite the heavy issue of propagandistic 
pamphlets and engravings celebrating royal victo-
ries. It is difficult to speak of a recognizably  ‘ public ’  
opinion in France in the mid-17th century, owing 
in part to the resolutely local nature of collective 
identity and the mutual isolation and animos-
ity of the Estates, as well as widespread illiteracy.  fn15  15   
However, resistance to Richelieu’s militaristic for-
eign policy can be partly gauged by the substantial 
number of anti-war  chansons  preserved by 18th-
century collectors, as in the following irreverent 
verse occasioned by Richelieu’s death in December 
1642:    

 Monsieur le cardinal est mort; 
 Par ma foi, il avoit grand tort 
 De nous laisser ici la guerre; 
 Peut-être que s’il eût vécu 
 Il eût brûlé toute la terre, 
 Ayant, dit-on, le feu au cul. 

 My lord the cardinal is dead; 
 By my faith, it was very wrong of him 
 To leave the war behind for us here; 
 Perhaps if he had lived 
 He would have scorched the entire earth, 
 Having had, it is said, a fire in his arse.  fn16  16       

Anti-war tracts also occasionally appeared in 
print, such as  La voix gémissante du peuple chrétien 
et catholique, accablé sous le faix des désastres et mis-
ères des guerres de ce temps  (1640).  fn17  17   And widespread 
popular revolts occurred in villages, towns and cities 
across France throughout the 1630s and 1640s, partly 
in response to heavier wartime taxation, enforced 

billeting of soldiers, disease, starvation and atrocities 
on the part of troops, which augmented the ordinary 
misery of living conditions for peasants, day labourers 
and poor artisans.  fn18  18   

 Revolt extended well beyond the lower classes. 
Dissent and rebellion also characterized relations 
between Richelieu and the  grands  who were called 
on to provide military leadership.  fn19  19   Several of the 
rebellions that plagued Louis XIII’s reign implicated 
the queen mother herself, Marie de’Medici, and her 
younger son Gaston d’Orléans, heir apparent to the 
throne before the birth of the dauphin in 1638. The 
rebellion involving Gaston d’Orléans that would 
have been foremost in the minds of  Le Soir  ’ s read-
ers was the Cinq-Mars affair of 1641 – 2, in which he 
signed a treaty with Philip IV of Spain promising 
French rebel support for a Spanish invasion. The 
treaty provided for the deposition of Richelieu, and 
Gaston included a protective clause specifying that 
he intended nothing against the will of the king, 
which may have reflected his assumption that the 
king intended to dismiss his minister. The docu-
ment also emphasized that Gaston’s primary motive 
in signing the treaty was the achievement of a  ‘ strong 
peace ’  ( ‘ une forte paix ’ ) between Spain and France, 
bypassing the aggressive war policy advocated by 
Richelieu.  fn20  20   

 Rhetoric on all sides indicated a desire for peace 
as a motivation for their actions. Indeed, Richelieu 
himself proclaimed a desire to institute a  ‘ univer-
sal ’ ,  ‘ sure ’  and  ‘ prompt peace ’  involving all parties. 
While historians have questioned the ingenuous-
ness of Richelieu’s claim, it was unquestionably a 
cornerstone of his defence of French aggression 
in the 1630s and 1640s.  fn21  21   This apology for milita-
rism as a means of achieving peace is also present 
in the ballet that Richelieu sponsored in 1641, where 
it lent finesse to a longstanding ideological tension 
between the celebration of war and the celebration 
of peace in courtly spectacles, a tension that would 
become a defining feature of court ballets under 
Louis XIV.  

  The  Ballet de la Prospérité des armes de France  

 The war effort of 1640 furnishes the topic of Rich-
elieu’s ballet, whose scenes  ‘ represent the fortunes of 
this year on sea and land ’ , as the  Gazette de France  
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noted in its preface to the printed text of the ballet. 
The  ‘ fortunes ’  in question were, of course, military, 
and the  Gazette  explained the ballet’s celebratory 
function as follows:    

 This winter should be like a long festival after long labours. 
Not only do the King and his great Minister, who have 
looked after and worked for the betterment of the state, 
and all these valiant warriors who have so valourously 
executed his noble designs need to enjoy their rest and 
entertainment; but the people too should rejoice that after 
their concern in anticipating a great success, an equally 
great pleasure awaits them in their Prince’s achievements, 
especially those who have contributed the most to his 
service and to his glory.  fn22  22       

The last remark points to the participation in the 
ballet of a number of the noble war commanders and 
other military figures who had led the campaigns 
that the ballet represented. The ballet’s five acts, 
summarized below, allude to the campaigns at Turin 
(in Acts 1, 2 and 4) and at Casale and Arras (Act 2), as 
well as the naval battle at Cadiz (Act 3):    

 FIRST ACT: 
 Following Harmony’s  récit ,  fn23  23    ‘ hell appears in the distance ’ , 
and the demons of Pride, Artifice, Murder, the Ambi-
tion to Reign, Tyranny and Disorder enter, followed by 
Pluto, Proserpina, the Fates and the Furies. Mars, Bellona, 
Renown and Virtue welcome Gallic Hercules, who dispels 
an eagle and two lions by force. 

 SECOND ACT: 
 The first set of  entrées  depicts the French defeat of the 
Spanish siege at Casale. The second set of  entrées  depicts 
the French siege of Arras. Flemish residents of Arras wel-
come the French, and the contest between representatives 
of the Spanish and French is interrupted by Pallas, god-
dess of Wisdom, who makes some of the Spanish forces 
join the French, securing a French victory. 

 THIRD ACT: 
 Following  entrées  for Tritons and Neireids,  ‘ the galleons 
of Spain appear on the sea ’ . Americans present their treas-
ure to Spain, and Spanish women dance with the Spanish 
men who accepted the American treasure. French galle-
ons appear, engage in combat with Spanish galleons, and 
set fire to them. The act concludes with dances for the 
victorious French general and captains, and a dance for 
five enslaved Moors. 

 FOURTH ACT: 
 The muses sing a  récit , followed by  entrées  for Venus, 
Love, and the Three Graces, Mercury, Bacchus and his 
satyrs, Apollo, and Momus with four drummers. Her-
cules returns to combat the eagle and lions a second 
time. Jupiter descends  ex machina , pacifies the eagle 
and lions, and dances a solo  entrées  before returning to 
the heavens. 

 FIFTH ACT: 
 Concord’s  récit  introduces  entrées  for Abundance, Good 
Cheer, Games, Pleasures and Rejoicings. This is inter-
rupted by the dancer Cardelin, performing virtuoso leaps 
and capers. The Skills and Exercises enter and perform 
acrobatics on the backs of rhinoceroses, and four admirers 
of the king’s Glory dance for joy. As the final  entrée  Glory 
dances a solo before ascending to the heavens.      

 Richelieu’s ballet defended French militarism 
as the best way of achieving peace in the face of 
Habsburg  ‘ aggression ’ . The first act opens with a 
maxim  récit  in which a singer personifying Har-
mony warns against the evil of too great an ambition 
for conquest:    

 Ceux qui portent les diadesmes 
 A leur malheur rompent mes loix; 
 Et voulant perdre d’autres rois 
 Ils se perdent eux-mesmes. 
   Tous regnent quand chacun me suit:  
   Qui m’abandonne me destruit.  

 Those who bear diadems 
 Trample my laws at their peril; 
 And wanting to topple other kings, 
 They only bring down themselves. 
   All [kings] reign when each follows me:  
   Whoever abandons me destroys me .     

The verse attributes the error of hubris to the 
Habsburgs, while justifying French militarism in 
the name of restoring political  ‘ harmony ’ . As the 
act proceeds, the forces threatening the peace are 
personified in a series of allegorical  entrées  for the 
demons of Pride, Artifice, Murder, the Desire to 
Reign, Tyranny and Disorder. Later in the act the 
Furies dance an  entrée  in which they  ‘ touch the eagle 
and lions with their serpents in order to inspire 
fury ’ , representing Habsburg militarism. The eagle 
was a standard symbol for the Austrian Habsburgs in 
French iconography, and the two lions stood in for 
the Spanish Habsburgs, whose territory was divided 
between the Spanish Netherlands to the north and 
the Iberian peninsula to the south of French lands.  fn24  24   
The presence of the Fates, introduced by Proser-
pina in the third  entrée , suggests the inevitability 
of a French victory, and in the final  entrée  Gallic 
Hercules, danced by the comte d’Harcourt, ban-
ishes the eagle and lions with his arrows and club. 

 Louis XIII was commonly represented as Gallic 
Hercules in prints issued before and during the war, 
and the presence of Harcourt as his proxy in the first 
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act indicates the permeable boundary between the 
politics of the warring state and the politics depicted 
in the ballet. Henri de Lorraine, comte d’Harcourt, 
had led the French troops into Turin in September 
1640, after a siege of three months. The 39-year-
old Harcourt belonged to an older generation than 
most of the other dancers in Richelieu’s ballet, but 
his presence there was undoubtedly in honour of his 
recent, strategically important victory. Other victori-
ous commanders in addition to Harcourt performed 
significant roles in the ballet. The third act’s repre-
sentation of the naval battle fought off the shores 
of Cadiz also featured a performance by the young 
general on the French side, Armand, Marquis de 
Maillé-Brezé. The marquis danced the roles of 
the first of the four principal rivers of Italy (Act 2, 
scene 1) and of the victorious French general who 
triumphs over the Spanish fleet (Act 3, scene 6). He 
was also the brother of the bride, Claire-Clémence 
de Maillé-Brézé, whose advantageous marriage 
with Louis II de Bourbon-Condé, duc d’Enghien, 
arranged by Richelieu, furnished the occasion for 
the ballet. 

 Act 5 featured staged celebrations of the victories 
depicted in the previous acts. It also repeated the 
earlier apology for warfare as a means of peace, as in 
the  récit  performed by Concord at the beginning of 
the act:    

 Après tant de malheurs que la guerre a fait naistre, 
 Enfin je viens paroistre. 
   La Concorde vous parle, Espagnols et François,  
   Rangez-vous sous mes lois.  

 After so many misfortunes, spawned by war, 
 I have at last appeared. 
   Concord speaks to you, Spanish and French,  
   Submit yourselves to my laws.   fn25  25       

As the culmination of the act and the ballet, the 
Marquis de La Force, personifying Louis XIII’s 
Glory, performed a solo dance to  ‘ the admiration of 
all ’  before ascending to the heavens.  

   Le Soir  as royal propaganda 

 The 1641 performance of Richelieu’s  Ballet de la 
Prospérité des armes de France  and its commemora-
tion in the official  Gazette de France  were political 
cultural acts aimed at presenting French participa-
tion in the Thirty Years ’  War in the best possible 
light, consistent with Richelieu’s policy aims. The 

ballet’s history as war propaganda also informs its 
subsequent representation in  Le Soir . Nevertheless, 
Richelieu’s influence is only indirectly evident in the 
engraving, and his absence among the foreground 
figures in  Le Soir  is particularly striking since the 
king’s rebellious brother, Gaston d’Orléans, appears 
prominently in his place. 

 Gaston’s presence complicates the straightfor-
ward pro-militarism of the ballet’s prior represen-
tation in the  Gazette  and the original  grisaille . The 
 grisaille  positioned the king as the primary witness 
of the  gloire  reflected in the ballet’s representation 
of his military exploits, with Richelieu by his side 
as the facilitating minister, hat doffed in obeisance 
( illus.2 ). However, in the later engraving Gaston 
appears next to the king, positioned even more 
prominently in the foreground of the print (though 
he is seated behind the king relative to the stage). 
In place of Richelieu’s subservient posture towards 
the king in the earlier painting,  Le Soir  shows Louis 
XIII and his brother gesturing in opposite direc-
tions, towards two contrasting symbolic actions. 
The king points towards the stage, as if to under-
score the ballet’s apology for  ‘ defensive ’  warfare, 
but Gaston gestures towards a sleeping dog in 
the right foreground, which I read as a symbol of 
peace. 

 In giving Louis and Gaston opposed gestures, 
the engraving seems to encapsulate the tensions 
between the two brothers on foreign policy. How-
ever, determining the engraving’s stance on the 
royal war policy remains as difficult now as I sus-
pect it was in the 1640s, due to the multiple politi-
cal meanings suggested by Gaston’s gesture in the 
foreground. Two interpretations appear plausible 
in my judgement. In the first and most strongly 
absolutist reading, Gaston’s gesture may have 
reminded viewers of his past rebellions and recon-
ciliations with the king, the most recent of which 
was in the winter of 1642 – 3, following Richelieu’s 
death on 4 December.  fn26  26   The king’s forceful paci-
fication of Gaston and fractious peers would thus 
count among the real-life  ‘ victories ’  celebrated 
in the caption ( ‘ The feint and the truth of all his 
victories / Affect his moderate mind equally ’ ). 
Precedents existed for this way of depicting rela-
tions between the royal brothers, since a number of 
engravings had also been issued in commemoration 
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of the previous reconciliation between Louis and 
Gaston in 1634.  fn27  27   Like these earlier prints,  Le Soir  
(together with the other engravings in the series) 
was concerned with projecting the image of a 
stable dynastic succession, which required peace-
able relations among members of the royal family. 
Of course, the Bourbons ’  recent history hardly 
bore this out. But in a time of war and heightened 
domestic instability, picturing the rehabilitated 
duc d’Orléans by the side of his brother the king, 
Anne of Austria and the dauphin would have been 
a timely gesture aimed at displaying an idealized 
harmony within the royal family. 

 However, there is a second possibility. The king’s 
and Gaston’s opposed gestures might have recalled 
their policy differences, particularly Gaston’s attempt 
to circumvent Richelieu’s policies by entering 
into a direct negotiated peace with Philip IV in 
1641 – 2.  fn28  28   Readers who resented the continuance 
of France’s military conflict with the Habsburgs 
could easily have identified Gaston’s posture in 
 Le Soir  with his opposition to Richelieu’s policies. 
The difficult question is why the king’s engraver 
would have issued a print that left the royal war 
policy open to challenge, even when that chal-
lenge issued from so distinguished a person as a 
 fils de France . 

 It is possible to reconcile even this reading with 
a flattering image of the king and his governance, 
although that does not rule out the presence of a 
more subversive political subtext.  fn29  29    Le Soir  may 
represent a sophisticated effort to align the king’s 
pursuit of war with the quality of moderate judge-
ment attributed to him by the print’s caption, by 
showing him deliberating over possible routes to 
peace. I am not suggesting that  Le Soir  anticipates 
a deliberative model of policy discourse, as con-
ceived by 18th- and 19th-century liberal thinkers.  fn30  30   
There is no need to appeal to such an anachro-

nism, since prior to Louis XIV’s assumption of 
personal rule in 1661, sovereign policy-making in 
France was more collaborative than not. Louis XIII 
was advised above all by his minister, Richelieu, 
but his policy decisions were also influenced by 
personal relations with members of the royal fam-
ily and peers of the realm, as well as, perhaps, by 
indirect  ‘ advisement ’  in the form of political spec-
tacle. Likewise, the representation of Louis XIII 
in  Le Soir  shows a sovereign who is receptive to a 
military ballet staged for his benefit and, implicitly, 
to alternative policies backed by his brother, but 
whose judgement is finally independent of any 
such influences. 

 Both possible interpretations reconcile the rep-
resentation of royal spectatorship in  Le Soir  with 
authorized representations of sovereignty during 
Louis XIII’s reign. Yet it is perhaps worth empha-
sizing in conclusion the print’s polysemy, in 
which royal war policy — symbolized by Richelieu’s 
ballet — is shadowed by the possibility of another 
course of action that, if rejected in actuality, was 
nevertheless troublesome to the reign.  Le Soir  ’ s 
imagery represents a more contested politics than 
is often glimpsed in royal prints, or, indeed, in 
court ballets performed late in Louis XIII’s reign.  fn31  31   
This relatively less stable semiotics depends, of 
course, on 17th-century readers ’  ability and will-
ingness to recognize a divergence between the war 
politics memorialized with the ballet in the back-
ground and those suggested by the actions of the 
royal persons shown in the foreground. We will 
never know exactly what  Le Soir  meant to its users, 
but the widespread resentment of the human and 
economic cost of the foreign wars in the last years 
of Louis XIII’s reign does suggest that, at least 
for some, the engraving could have recalled the 
rejected alternative of an earlier end to the conflict 
through a direct negotiated peace.         
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