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life and work has provided de Meyer with opportunities to enhance 
our knowledge and understanding of the entire period during which 
he lived. De Meyer makes a significant and unique contribution to 
her field and to those of a wide range of scholars. 

Meredith Martin and Gillian Weiss. The Sun King at Sea: Maritime 
Art and Galley Slavery in Louis XIV’s France. Los Angeles: Getty 
Publications, 2022. 256 pp. + 114 illus. $60. Review by Amanda 
Strasik, Eastern Kentucky University.

In their groundbreaking, collaborative study, scholars Meredith 
Martin and Gillian Weiss weave together interpretive methods in art 
history and history to reassess the art, culture, and propaganda of Louis 
XIV (r. 1643–1715). Scholarship from this era overwhelmingly favors 
the visual politics of the Sun King’s image in Paris and Versailles, so 
Martin and Weiss reposition the narrative. They focus on early modern 
Mediterranean maritime art and the visibility of galley slaves—par-
ticularly esclaves turcs (enslaved Turks), who hailed from across the 
Ottoman Empire and Morocco. These figures feature prominently in 
seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century naval works across media, 
appearing in paintings, prints, artillery sculptures, illustrations for ship 
designs, and even live fêtes as multi-layered expressions of royal power 
and sovereignty. Their representations glorify Louis XIV as a “peerless 
Catholic conqueror” and declare his anti-Muslim beliefs, even though 
the king had a longstanding alliance with the Ottoman Empire called 
the Capitulations that benefited France commercially and militarily 
(7). Along with Louis XIV’s self-serving relations with esclaves turcs, 
French religious orders, naval officers, court aristocrats, and even 
artists exploited servile Turks and their images for personal gain (7). 

In what I deem to be one of the authors’ most striking inter-
pretations of enslaved oarsmen from this period, Martin and Weiss 
emphasize the conflation of artistic allegory and contemporary life. 
Audiences can interpret esclaves turcs as regular symbolic motifs in 
royal propaganda, but bound Turks had real presence in Mediterra-
nean France with a rich and complex history. For example, the newly 
constructed naval arsenal at Marseille—one of France’s most influential 
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and multicultural southern port cities during Louis XIV’s reign—was a 
maritime counterpart to Versailles. Forced laborers—especially esclaves 
turcs—participated in the “royal spectacle of subjection” in myriad 
ways (15); their presence was an undeniable and vital part of the city’s 
makeup and after the 1720 Great Plague, its preservation. Enslaved 
Turks’ lived experiences contributed to early modern debates about 
immigration, religion, trade, and pandemics (7)—it is time not only 
to acknowledge their existence but give them their due.

Martin and Weiss contend that galley slaves’ presence and signifi-
cance in artworks associated with the Crown have remained largely 
understudied in art history and history—until now. The neglect of 
this subject matter may have to do with assumptions of esclaves turcs 
as generic triumphal allegories, coupled with France’s “Free Soil” 
doctrine that claimed to confine slavery to its Atlantic territories. 
Also, numerous artforms—like ship carvings and cannons—that 
depicted galley slaves or to which Turks contributed artistically no 
longer survive. In recent art historical and interdisciplinary studies, 
scholars have concentrated on the trans-Atlantic exchange of goods 
instead of actual sea vessels and their multiethnic crews; this approach 
de-emphasizes the cost of human labor and ensuing violence that made 
trade possible (5). I would add that modern-day scholars’ longtime 
privileging of representations of Europeans at the French Court of 
Louis XIV created deeply ingrained racial biases that may have pre-
cluded a closer investigation of enslaved Muslims in maritime art. 
Martin and Weiss place visual representation and material culture at 
the center of their research: their examinations of art alongside broad 
collections of archival texts—ranging from naval registers to travelers’ 
accounts—demonstrate a deeper political interpretation of galley slaves 
and confirm the Crown’s sustained commitment in the exploitation 
of Muslim rowers to shape Louis XIV’s image (6). 

Martin and Weiss divide The Sun King at Sea into four chapters and 
an epilogue. The first chapter, “Turks at Work: Building the Marseille 
Arsenal,” begins in the 1660s with Louis XIV’s desire to stake a claim 
in the Mediterranean while keeping unruly Provençal citizens who 
threatened to align with the Ottomans under his control. The king 
ordered his chief minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert to overhaul the royal 
navy and establish Marseille as a base for galley ships and a center 
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for Levantine trade (15). Pierre Puget designed a new royal arsenal 
that utilized the “the power of architecture to promote order, express 
greatness, and regulate the movement of bodies—whether courtiers, 
diplomats, shipbuilders, or esclaves turcs—all orbiting the Sun King” 
(38). The Crown meant for this massive complex to rival its Mediter-
ranean equivalents in Venice and Istanbul—not to mention England 
and Holland. According to Colbert’s vision, the success of France as a 
major Mediterranean power depended on the sustained procurement, 
exploitation, and public display of Ottoman and Moroccan galley 
slaves (29). Esclaves turcs lived and worked in horrendous conditions, 
but their survival as oarsmen, construction laborers, artists’ models, 
and craftspeople aboard ships for projects like La Réale—the fleet’s 
premier galley—were critical for visualizing Louis XIV’s ability to 
subjugate infidels and proclaim royal power.  

In Chapter Two, “Port to Palace: Mediterranean Dominance at 
Paris and Versailles,” Martin and Weiss explore “how and why repre-
sentations of Louis XIV’s ships, their crews, and the Mediterranean 
ascendency they made possible” moved from France’s southern coast 
to its capital city and royal court (80). The king’s visual propaganda 
campaign from the 1660s to the 1680s presented Louis XIV’s naval 
accomplishments to French and international audiences in Paris and 
Versailles. Artworks included monumental statues and palace decora-
tive motifs for the Ambassadors’ Staircase and the Hall of Mirrors, 
but also ephemera like nautical festivals, commemorative medals, 
and almanac prints (80). Such maritime objects and performances 
featured esclaves turcs to construct a vision of Louis XIV’s majesty 
and Mediterranean dominion. For instance, Charles Le Brun’s 1663 
Reestablishment of Navigation—a centrally located ceiling fresco from 
the Hall of Mirrors that sparked Martin and Weiss’s project—shows 
Louis XIV as a classical conqueror with three captured turbaned men 
underfoot. Le Brun’s aggrandized portrayal suggests Louis XIV’s sei-
zure of Muslims as a commercial and religious victory. This message 
of French conquest became all the more relevant in 1682 and 1683 
when France attacked Algiers over enslaved subjects. The following 
year, the Algerian ambassador arrived at Versailles to ratify a peace 
treaty and toured the Hall of Mirrors. In this esteemed space, the dig-
nitary experienced a program of imagery that touted French maritime 
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supremacy and Louis XIV’s defeat of Islam—a thinly veiled rhetorical 
cover for the Sun King’s past collaborations with the Ottoman sultan 
and his North African allies (82).

Chapter Three, “Civility and Barbarism: Enslaved Turks in Mari-
time Ceremonies and Manuals” moves beyond Louis XIV himself 
to show that galley ships and associated artforms were not simple 
top-down assertions of royal propaganda (130). Martin and Weiss 
primarily examine staged maritime rituals and galley manuals like the 
Album des galères to demonstrate how naval officers and other Mar-
seille elites utilized oared vessels and esclaves turcs as manifestations of 
Mediterranean power, aristocratic civility, and Catholic fervor (18). 
Cartouches within the Album des galères, for example, depict galley 
slaves’ working conditions, where rowers were chained and crammed 
together while officers held whips at the ready. This glorification of 
brutality asks readers to question who, in fact, was the barbarous group. 

In the final chapter, “Spectacles of Suffering: Galley Slaves and 
Plague,” Martin and Weiss look at representations of Turk galley slaves 
during the Great Plague that devasted Marseille five years after Louis 
XIV’s 1715 death. While religious, civic, naval, and medical leaders 
debated the plague’s source, most believed that the infection originated 
from a shipment of contaminated Levantine cloth (172). By 1722, 
nearly half of Marseille’s population succumbed to illness, so officials 
charged the city’s subjugated workforce—convicted criminals and 
Turks—with the gruesome removal of infected corpses from the city’s 
streets to help stop the spread of disease. At once, Turks were essential 
to the city’s recovery while blamed for its Muslim origins. Visual and 
textual sources reveal conflicting associations in representations of 
galley slaves tasked with cadaver collection; namely, artists like Michel 
Serre and Jean-François de Troy showed esclaves turcs as unfeeling 
savages and sympathetic heroes (186–188). This ambivalence toward 
galley slaves as both degenerative and regenerative forces parallels 
French uncertainty over rising immigration, xenophobic anxieties, and 
the price—both human and economic—of global commerce (174). 

Martin and Weiss persuasively demonstrate that enslaved Turks 
were ubiquitous in the age of Louis XIV, despite having faded from 
our view today. The Crown and royal propagandists exploited this 
vulnerable population to inspire a vision of French majesty and iden-
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tity. Galley slavery in the Mediterranean, however, has not only been 
glossed over in modern-day scholarship, but French activists have 
mostly left it out of current discussions on race and racism (227). 
Martin and Weiss published The Sun King at Sea at a pivotal moment 
in our time, when transnational movements across the United States 
and Europe have forced people to directly confront legacies of slavery 
and colonialism. This study is an indispensable resource for scholarly 
audiences of seventeenth-century art and history because it demands 
that we acknowledge inherent biases, look anew, and consider who 
suffered at the expense of Louis XIV’s grandiose image of magnificence. 

Patrick Dandrey. Trois adolescents d’autrefois: Rodrigue (Le Cid), Agnès 
(L’École des femmes) et Hippolyte (Phèdre). Paris: Honoré Champion, 
2021. 204 pp. 23,70€. Review by Sara Wellman, University of 
Mississippi.

Patrick Dandrey’s most recent book offers a fresh perspective on 
three of the most widely studied seventeenth-century French plays, as 
well as new insight into how adolescence was understood, or rather 
misunderstood, by the French society in which these works were 
produced. In the introductory chapter of Trois adolescents d’autrefois, 
Dandrey provides a compelling argument for the importance of 
reading Corneille’s Le Cid, Molière’s L’Ecole des Femmes, and Racine’s 
Phèdre through the lens of adolescence. Dandrey sees the adolescent 
protagonists of these plays as the most representative examples of a 
recurring yet understudied theme in seventeenth-century French the-
ater: Rodrigue, Agnès, and Hippolytus are “allégories de l’adolescence 
impossible” (26) that give voice to the trials and tribulations of an 
age group often silenced by the society of their time. Building on 
but also nuancing Philippe Aries’ monumental study L’Enfant et la 
vie familiale sous l’Ancien Régime, Dandrey argues that adolescence in 
this period was not just confused with childhood, but subject to “un 
effet de tuilage” (18), a conflicting set of expectations that created an 
identity crisis for young people who were alternately treated as children 
and as adults. While Ancient Greek and Roman societies recognized 
adolescence as a distinct, well-defined, and decisive period of life, 


