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The Representation of the Discourse of Power in French Baroque Men’s Court Attire: An
Iconographic Study of Hyacinthe Rigaud’s Portraits.

Abstract

In seventeenth-century France, during the reign of Louis XIV, men’s court dress transeended its decorative
and ceremonial functions, becoming a strategic visual instrument for representing political authority. Within
the theatrical culture of the Baroque court, clothing functioned as a medium through which hierarchy,
legitimacy, and ideological power were communicated and reinforced.Although ‘Baroque culture is
associated with spectacle, opulence, and magnificence, the use of its aesthetic components in men’s court
attire as a mechanism for legitimizing political authority has received limited,scholarly attention. This study
examines how the aesthetic language of Baroque fashion operated,as a visualjapparatus for representing
and stabilizing power within seventeenth-century French court,culture.

The study examines a coherent corpus of portraits by Hyacinthe Rigaud, one of the leading portrait painters
of the French court, with particular emphasis oryhis renowned portrait/of Louis XIV (1701) as the central
case study. Employing a qualitative, descriptive analytical approach, the research analyzes visual elements
of clothing through three analytical levels descriptive, Gennotative, and ideological. Within this framework,
garments, fabrics, colors, ornaments, and insignia are inter{reted as meaningful visual signs operating
within a broader discourse of power.

The findings show that court attire in Rigaud’s portraits functions as a structured semiotic system rather
than mere decoration. Luxurious textilesiand richvorhamentation signify wealth and aristocratic status, while
royal insignia convey dynastic legitimacy. Through the interaction of costume, posture, and composition,
these elements ultimately naturalize royal auth@sity by aligning the king’s political body with a divinely
sanctioned order. N\

Comparison of Louis XIV’s portrait with other'portraits of members of the Bourbon dynasty and prominent
court figures reveals a three-layered model for the representation of power in court dress. The performative
layer highlights magnificence throu}h the visual richness of fabrics, colors, and decorative details. The
symbolic layer conveys dynastieslegitimacy through heraldic markers and royal insignia. The ideological
layer emerges from the interaction between these visual signs and the compositional structure of the portrait,
through which royal authority is stabilized and naturalized.

Comparative ‘analysis further demonstrates that this visual model extends beyond royal imagery and
functions as a normative visual language within the broader hierarchy of the court. Portraits of royal family
members‘emphaSize hereditary legitimacy, while those of courtiers and cultural elites articulate forms of
acquired presfige and'Social distinction. This diversity reveals the flexibility of Rigaud’s visual language in
representing different manifestations of authority across different ranks.

Methodologically, the study contributes by combining Panofskian iconographic analysis with a systematic
examination of costume elements within a unified corpus of works by a single painter. This approach makes
it possible to trace both the continuity and gradual transformation of visual strategies of power across four
decades. Consequently, Rigaud’s portraits can be understood not merely as depictions of individuals but
also as significant visual documents of France’s political culture and ideological hegemony in the
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Within these works, clothing operates as an effective visual
medium through which hierarchical power is articulated, differentiated, and reproduced within the
representational system of the absolutist court.
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