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In what ways, and for what reasons, did a shift in attitude towards the monarchy become 

apparent in depictions of Louis XVI from the 1780s and 1790s? 
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This essay charts the evolution of the attitude towards Louis XVI throughout the context of 

momentous political change brought on by the French Revolution. I begin by giving an overview of 

the absolutist role and duties of the Bourbon monarch in the Ancien Régime and how it sought to 

convey legitimacy. Then I trace the transformation of attitudes towards it by analysing and 

contextualising depictions of the monarch both during the constitutional monarchy period and after 

the proclamation of the First Republic. I argue that since Louis XVI was the primary source of 

legitimacy for the Ancien Régime, his image needed to be destroyed by the revolutionaries and 

replaced with a new source of legitimacy. The changes in depiction offer a microcosm by which to 

observe the radical shifts in attitude towards the monarchy during the end of the 18th century.  

While the true extent of their power was by no means absolute, with the Ancien Régime 

characterised by a complex interplay between the centralised monarchy and regional parlements, 

codified privileges and different degrees of autonomy, the monarchs saw their power as upheld by 

divine right.1 As a source of legitimacy, this concept was at once fundamental and extreme enough 

to have implications on the role of Louis XVI’s physical body. Chartier and Cochrane highlight the 

conceptual fusion of the monarch’s corporeal and political bodies into a sacramental entity inspired 

by the Eucharistic model. In other words, the representative became conflated with the 

represented. Consequently, the king’s portrait acquired the same power as the king’s person and 

traditional symbolism was heavily used in portraits in order to convey the role of the king.2 Here, a 

prime example is Antoine-François Gallet’s 1779 painting of Louis XVI in costume de sacre: adorned 

in symbolic fleurs-de-lis, carrying a sword, and posing between an imposing column and the scales of 

justice, the language of the painting reasserts his role as the pillar of France, the dispenser of justice, 

and the protector of the realm.3 The propagandic aspirations of the portrait are evident, particularly 

considering that the Bourbon state purposefully commissioned such works to cultivate their idea of 

the monarchy’s importance.4 However, it was precisely the vision of the monarch as arbiter of justice 

that was becoming untenable. Camus separates justice from what he terms Louis XVI’s discretionary 

divine grace and highlights that the problem of injustice in France arose as soon as “free-thinkers” 

questioned the existence of God.5 Indeed, this arbitrary legitimacy was increasingly challenged by 

rival interpretations during the twilight years of the Ancien Régime. Since the reasons for the 

 
1 A. Camus, The Rebel (London: Penguin Books, 2000), pp. 82-83. 
P.M. Jones, The French Revolution, 1787-1804 (London: Taylor and Francis Group, 2021), pp. 3-6, 11. 
2 L.G. Cochrane and R. Chartier, The Cultural Origins of the French Revolution (Durham: Duke University Press, 
1991), pp. 128-130.  
3 Antoine-François Callet, Louis XVI, (1778-79), Museo Nacional del Prado, oil on canvas. 
4 D. Dowd, ‘Art as National Propaganda in the French Revolution’ in The Public Opinion Quarterly, 15/3 (1951), 

(532-546), pp. 534-535.  
5 Camus, pp. 82-84. 
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downfall of absolutist monarchy are too numerous to provide a systematic overview, I highlight two 

additional aspects relating to perceptions of the monarch’s personal importance: the reaction 

against the sanctified image of the monarch that was well underway by the 1780s and the potency 

of Rousseau’s concept of popular sovereignty. Chartier and Cochrane describe the process of 

disenchantment in which the French subjects began to dissociate their ordinary existence from the 

destiny of the monarch. They propose several reasons for this: the Eucharistic model had lost its 

effectiveness, the increased separation between the king and his subjects, and the new modes of 

critical thinking.6 Two critical shifts in perception were underway: firstly, Louis XVI had lost the 

monopoly on sanctity in the political realm, for the term is also applied in the cahiers de doléances of 

1789 for individual rights, the nation, and deputies. Secondly, the source of the monarch’s sanctity 

no longer seemed to be God, but rather the nation.7 A very similar reasoning was proposed in 

Rousseau’s Social Contract, in which the people, instead of God, create monarchs. Camus offers an 

interesting reading on the Social Contract by claiming that it is an articulation of a new divinity, that 

of the inalienable and sovereign general will. Most radically, he sees the general will as becoming 

inevitably dogmatic and thereby necessitating the destruction of the old king.8 By 1789, a rival 

concept of political legitimacy had therefore taken root and was in direct competition with the old 

order.9 

By the time the French Revolution and the new political paradigm had been inaugurated, France and 

especially Paris had a flourishing engraving industry which served to dissimulate visual propaganda 

among the masses. Indeed, popular prints featured in the design of public offices, cafés, and 

committee halls, one of their purposes was to ridicule any perceived enemies of the fatherland.10 As 

a result, Frenchmen gained possession of a new and growing political vocabulary and capacity for 

political action.11 This industry was essential in morphing public attitudes toward the king, whose 

role for France was now being revaluated. While opinions were diverse, there was a desire to 

incorporate Louis XVI into the revolution, and this was reflected in depictions of him, such as in an 

engraving depicting the events of 10 June 1792, where he was forced by a crowd to toast to the 

health of the nation. The iconography of the real-life event stands in stark contrast when compared 

to the coronation portrait: the king now boasts a Phrygian cap, a symbol of liberty. He is dressed 

more modestly, and his figure has shed all pretence of sanctity, instead assuming a profane, almost 

 
6 Chartier and Cochrane, pp. 122, 134-135.  
7 Chartier and Cochrane, pp. 113. 
8 Camus, pp. 84-87. 
9 A. Caiani, Louis XVI and the French Revolution, 1789-1792 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 
5. 
10 Dowd, pp. 540-541. 
11 Jones, p. 27. 
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vulgar disposition. Crucially, this engraving also asserts the supremacy of the national body, which 

represents a seismic shift from the philosophy of divine right.12 Another engraving depicting the 

same event in almost exactly the same manner is accompanied with a textual passage describing 

how the king had seemingly celebrated the revolution before occultly conspiring against them.13 This 

obviously indicates profound distrust of the engraver towards the sincerity of the monarch. Several 

reasons may be given for this distrust. For one, Louis XVI continued to operate his court in Paris in a 

similar manner than in Versailles, which highlighted his distrust of revolutionary innovations and 

served to aggravate public opinion further.14 Perhaps more crucially, the monarch could not accept 

his new importance being contingent on the will of the nation, thereby rendering him unable to 

work with politicians of a new order.15 Therefore, despite the king and National Assembly working 

together from 1789 to 1791 to reform France and create a constitution, the two elements were 

fundamentally incongruent and in competition: a reformed king implied a subordinate National 

Assembly, and a counter-revolutionary king required a strong parliament. Furthermore, it was 

unacceptable for Louis XVI to be demoted to a civil servant, which provoked resentment in the 

National Assembly.16 In art, a good example of the king’s incongruity with the new regime is 

highlighted in Caiani’s analysis of the only equestrian portrait of Louis XVI, produced by during the 

French Revolution. According to him, the formerly traditional royal insignia now appear 

uncomfortable, the barren landscape behind the king all too noticeable.17 Over the course of the 

early revolution, one can therefore observe a reckoning with the role of the monarch. Attempts to 

incorporate him nevertheless assert the primacy of the nation, attempts to propagandise him 

appear outdated, others still overtly portray him as duplicitous. However, these represented the 

more benign depictions of the king. 

The monarch’s flight to Varennes in June 1791 functions as an inflection point for parliamentary and 

popular attitudes towards Louis XVI because it revealed his true sympathies to the revolutionaries. 

Henceforth, total destruction of his legitimacy became necessary in order to ensure the success of 

 
12 Caiani, p. 99. 
Nouveau Pacte de Louis XVI avec son peuple le 20 juin 1792, l’an 4e de la liberté, [1792], engraving. 
13 Louis XVI avait mis le bonnet rouge : il avoit crié vive la nation, il avoit bu a la santé des sans-culotte,... Eh 
bien ! ce même Louis XVI a bravement attendu que ses concitoyens fussent rentrés dans leurs foyers pour leur 
faire une guerre occulte et exercer sa vengeance [1792], engraving. 
14 Caiani, pp. 7-8.  
15 Caiani, p. 80. 
16 Caiani, p. 10.  
Jones, pp. 44-45. 
17 Caiani, pp. 80-82. 
Jean-François Carteaux, Equestrian Portrait of Louis XVI as Constitutional Monarch (1791), Musée National des 
Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon.  
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the revolution.18 It is difficult to understate the magnitude of the vitriolic invective used in depicting 

the monarch in order to delegitimise him. The historian Cameron outlines the many themes that 

were employed in order to divest the king of authority: he was depicted as a duplicitous traitor, 

infantilised as a child, dehumanised as a vampire and animal.19 The very last example is particularly 

stark: two engravings from 1791 portray the king as either equal to a pig or as inhuman chimaeras 

incorporating the features of many animals.20 These depictions serve as an extreme instance of 

revolutionary propaganda, crossing the line from delegitimization to demonisation. Exactly what 

process is unfolding here? One possible interpretation, invoked by both Roman and Cameron, is 

liminality – a state of meaninglessness encountered during moments of political transition that 

necessitate the construction of new meaning. In this case, Cameron theorises that artists needed to 

find suitable ways to visually represent that change as an explanation for the caricatures, while 

Roman adds nuance by distinguishing three phases social groups undergo during a ritual of passage: 

rites of separation, rites of transition, and rites of incorporation.21 In this view, the previously 

mentioned depictions function as rites of incorporation, with the goal of demonstrating the 

unworthiness of the king. If one were to combine this perspective with Camus’s reading of Saint-

Just’s arguments during the trial of Louis XVI, a complementary picture emerges. According to 

Camus, Saint-Just, deriving from Rousseau, sets out to prove that there is no social agreement 

between the people and the king. The king is a usurper of the people’s sovereignty and that renders 

the crime of royalty permanent and irredeemable.22 His discourse functions therefore as the 

culmination of the rite of separation by completely severing the bond between France and 

monarchy. With this separation, the Revolution could proceed to proclaiming a Republic.  

By tracing and contextualising the depictions of Louis XVI through official portraits, popular 

engravings and caricatures, one bears witness to a dramatic shift in attitude towards the monarchy. 

A process of disenchantment was already underway in the 1780s with the absolutist mantra of 

divine right as a source of legitimacy, in part due to competing visions of political order. The 

constitutional monarchy period saw disenchantment with the king give way to depictions expressing 

 
18 Caiani, p. 70.  
V. Cameron, ‘The Challenge to Rule: Confrontations with Louis XVI’ in Art Journal, 48/2 (1989), (150-154) p. 
150. 
19 Cameron, pp. 150-152. 
20 Face of Louis XVI on a pig, [1791], engraving. 
Les Deux font le paire, [1791], engraving. 
Les Deux ne font qu’un, [1791], engraving. 
21 Cameron, p. 150. 
C. F. Roman, ‘The French Revolution and the Craft of the Liminal Void: From the Sanctity of Power to the 
Political Power of the Limitless Sacred’ in Historická Sociologie, 10/1 (2018), (71-91), p. 74.  
22 Camus, pp. 88-89.  
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distrust, supported by a growing printing industry and exacerbated by the monarch’s actions and the 

incongruency of the new political order. However, there also were attempts to incorporate Louis XVI 

to the new political paradigm, which occurred concurrently with a process of delegitimization as the 

Revolution underwent its liminal phase of its political transition. The end result of this process was 

the complete separation of the monarch from the nation becoming conceivable and ending with his 

execution. 

(1993 words)  
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