Document A (excerpted)

Duc de Saint-Simon became renowned as an authority on affairs at the French court in the 17th century. His memoirs, an excerpt of which appears below, paint a picture of life at the court of King Louis XIV, France's famous Sun King.

His natural talents were below mediocrity; but he had a mind capable of improvement, of receiving polish, of assimilating… he profited greatly throughout his life from having associated with the ablest and wittiest persons… Glory was his passion… he was naturally prudent, moderate, and reserved; always master of his tongue and his emotions… He was also naturally kind-hearted and just…


His mind was occupied with small things rather than with great, and he delighted in all sorts of petty details… it was a great waste of time, and his Ministers turned it to good account for their own purposes, as soon as they had learnt the art of managing him; they kept his attention engaged with a mass of details, while they contrived to get their own way in more important matters. 

His vanity, which was perpetually nourished… was the cause of the aggrandisement of his Ministers. He imagined that they were great only through him; consequently he made no objection when they gradually encroached on the privileges of the greatest noblemen. He felt that he could at any moment reduce them to their original obscurity; whereas, in the case of a nobleman… he could not deprive him or his family of the advantages due to his birth…

He loved splendour, magnificence, and profusion in all things, and encouraged similar tastes in his Court; to spend money freely on… buildings, on feasting and at cards… This was a plague which… became a scourge to the whole country; so that a man of any position is now estimated entirely according to his expenditure on… luxuries. This folly, sustained by pride and ostentation, has already produced widespread confusion; it threatens to end in nothing short of ruin and a general overthrow.
Source: Duc de Saint-Simon: account of the French court under Louis XIV, 1694-1723


 Word Bank:

 prudent – wise
 petty – of little or no importance
 contrived – obviously planned or forced
 aggrandisement – expansion of power
 obscurity – an unknown or unimportant person or thing
 profusion – a great quantity 

 expenditure – spending
 ostentation – display intended to impress others
Full Text Available: Duc de Saint-Simon: account of the French court under King Louis XIV." World History: The Modern Era. ABC-CLIO, 2012. Web. 25 July 2012.  OR  http://www.gutenberg.org/files/3875/3875-h/3875-h.htm
Document B (modified, excerpted)

Peter had a great number of foreign officers - German, French, Dutch, English, Scotch - in whom he placed great reliance. Alexander Gordon, a Scot, had, after serving for a short time under Louis XIV, arrived in Russia about 1694. He was appointed major general by the tsar.

He was at little or no expense about his person, and by living rather like a private gentleman than a prince he saved wholly that great expense which other monarchs are at in supporting the grandeur of their courts. It was uneasy for him to appear in majesty, which he seldom or never did, but when absolutely necessary, on such occasions as giving audience to ambassadors or the like; so that he had all the pleasure of a great emperor and at the same time that of a private gentleman.
He was a lover of company, and a man of much humor and pleasantry, exceedingly facetious and of vast natural parts. He had no letters; he could only read and write, but had a great regard for learning and was at much pains to introduce it into the country. He rose early; the morning he gave to business till ten or eleven o'clock at the farthest; all the rest of the day, and a great part of the night, to diversion and pleasure. He took his bottle heartily, so must all the company; for when he was merry himself he loved to see everybody so; though at the same time he could not endure habitual drinkers, for such he thought unfit for business. When he paid a visit to a friend he would pass the whole night, not caring to part with good company till past two o'clock in the morning. He never kept guards about his person…

Source: General Alexander Gordon, “History of Peter the Great,” 1718


 Word Bank:

 grandeur – the quality or state of being impressive
 facetious – not meant to be taken seriously or literally
 vast – of great size
 diversion - distraction
Full Text Available: http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/petergreat.asp

Document C (modified, excerpted)

An Austrian secretary named Von Korb, who was in Moscow when the tsar returned from Vienna, left in his diary an account of Peter the Great’s reaction upon hearing about the Streltsi, who, by taking advantage of the tsar’s absence, rebelled against him.
How sharp was the pain, how great the indignation, to which the tsar's Majesty was mightily moved, when he knew of the rebellion of the Streltsi [i.e., the Muscovite Guard], betraying openly a mind panting for vengeance! He was still tarrying at Vienna, quite full of the desire of setting out for Italy; but, fervid as was his curiosity of rambling abroad, it was, nevertheless, speedily extinguished on the announcement of the troubles that had broken out in the bowels of his realm…

…He began to have suspicions of everybody's loyalty… No day, holy or profane, were the inquisitors idle; every day was deemed fit and lawful for torturing. There were as many scourges as there were accused, and every inquisitor was a butcher…The whole month of October was spent in lacerating the backs of culprits with the knout and with flames; no day were those that were left alive exempt from scourging or scorching; or else they were broken upon the wheel, or driven to the gibbet, or slain with the axe…

Source: Von Korb, Austrian secretary, diary entry, 1698-1699


 Word Bank:

 indignation – strong displeasure at something considered offensive
 vengeance – desire for revenge
 tarrying – to remain or stay
 fervid – burning, intensely hot
 bowels – interior
 inquisitors – questioners
 scourges – the infliction of punishment or torture
 lacerating – to tear roughly
 knout – a whip
 gibbet – from which the bodies of criminals are hung after execution
Full Text Available: http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/petergreat.asp

Document D (modified)

Absolutism may be summed up best by a statement attributed to France’s King Louis XIV, who famously commented, “I am the state.”  Known as the “Sun King,” Louis XIV ruled during the late-17th century.  A strong believer in his divine right to rule, he became the image of what would be known in France as the ancien regime, or rule by one with absolute power.

Louis XIV brought about many changes that helped solidify his power over the French people and turn France into Europe’s greatest military power.  In one of his first acts, he took control of France from the prime ministers who previously ruled the country for the king.  Louis built a huge “pleasure palace” (called Versailles) at an old hunting site outside of Paris.  He then ordered the prime ministers and all other members of the nobility to live at Versailles so he could keep an eye on them.  He created peace between France, Spain, and Austria by marrying the Austrian queen who was the daughter of the king of Spain.  He enlarged France’s army and expanded the borders of the country.  He loved theater, fashion, refined manners, and the arts and impressed upon his people the importance of all of them.  And, unlike many of the absolute leaders of the time, Louis XIV actually reduced taxes on the common people of France.

But beyond the glittering halls of the palace of Versailles, large parts of France remained much as it had during the earlier medieval period.  The majority of the population was still made up of peasants who continued to labor under the obligations required by their landlords.  Bread shortages often led to public riots and religious differences between Catholics and Protestants continued to create unrest, particularly when the king allowed open persecution of the Protestant Huguenots.  To make his point, Louis XIV insisted that France must have “one king, one law, one faith.”  Spoken like a true absolute monarch.

Source:  Excerpted and adapted from articles found in the ABC-CLIO database and National Geographic’s “Eyewitness to History: From Ancient Times to the Modern Era”
Full Text Available: “Louis XIV.”  “World History: The Modern Era, ABC-CLIO, 2012 and “Eyewitness to History: From Ancient Times to Modern Times,” Stephen G. Hyslop, Bob Somerville, and John Thompson, National Geographic Society, 2011, p. 269 and 274. 

Document E (modified)

In 1692, when Peter the Great took over as tsar of Russia, the country was lagging far behind France and other European countries both economically and militarily.  By the time his reign came to an end, Peter the Great had modernized Russia and turned it into one of the wealthiest and most powerful nations in the world.

Peter the Great was a tall, dominating ruler who wanted to turn Russia into a respectable Western European country.  He toured Europe in an effort to learn how he could make Russia more “European.”  He inspected factories and shipyards, visited European schools, and examined European styles of art and dress.  When he returned to Russia, he began to first “westernize” his government by building a new capital city called St. Petersburg.  The city, which was Western in appearance, was filled with buildings whose architecture exemplified wealth, extravagance, and power.  It also gave the navy Peter was building (and commanding) access to the Baltic Sea and the Atlantic Ocean.  Peter sent Russians to European schools, promoted European-style clothing, and levied taxes on men who would not shave their beards (which was common practice in most European countries but not in Russia).  He coined the first money in Russia and opened the first major museum there.  Under his rule, Russians founded new industry and built factories, canals, and roads.  In terms of foreign policy, he increased trade with other nations and greatly expanded his empire by conquering areas to the west and south of Russia.  

Although he achieved many of the goals he set out to accomplish, the people who lived under the rule of Peter the Great suffered greatly.  Peter was prone to drinking heavily, and that often affected his behavior.  He could be unspeakably cruel to those who were both loyal and disloyal to him.  He set up a secret police force to round up enemies and had torture chambers built in which they were flogged and burned alive.  He passed laws that took away the rights of serfs and legally tied them to the farms on which they worked.  In order to finance his massive building projects, Peter the Great raised the taxes of the Russian people to levels previously unheard of in the country.

Peter the Great died at the age of 53, becoming ill after diving into a river during the middle of winter to rescue sailors who were drowning after their ship capsized.

Source:  Excerpted and adapted from articles found in the ABC-CLIO database and National Geographic’s “Eyewitness to History: From Ancient Times to the Modern Era”.

Full Text Available: “Peter I.”  “World History: The Modern Era, ABC-CLIO, 2012 and “Eyewitness to History: From Ancient Times to Modern Times,” Stephen G. Hyslop, Bob Somerville, and John Thompson, National Geographic Society, 2011, p. 276 and 277.
