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Translator’s Note


			The Indomitable Marie-Antoinette is the last in a series of six biographies of the queens, regents and royal mistresses of the French monarchy since the 16th century by the esteemed French historian Simone Bertière. The author describes them as “a sort of family history” of the modern French monarchy. Having read all six of them, among other works by Madame Bertière, I wanted very much to translate them. I was and remain convinced that they are a priceless contribution not only to women’s history, but to history plain and simple. Having read Stefan Zweig’s Marie-Antoinette among other fine biographies of the ill-fated queen, I was overwhelmed with admiration for the author’s ability to bring her and her world to life in a way that no other author had. Madame Bertière’s prose is elegant and stylish, her research is of the highest quality, and her psychological insights into the historical figures she writes about are of astonishing depth and complexity. Remaining aloof from ideological arguments about the protagonists’ actions, Madame Bertière succeeds in making us understand what it must have been like to be those people. For they were simply people – living in exceptional circumstances and positions of great power and privilege, but human beings all the same – with their flaws and virtues like everyone else. If the task of a translator is to reproduce in the new language the same effect upon the reader that the original work achieved, then I hope that the reader will find in these pages the immense pleasure I felt in reading this extraordinary story.

			I wish to heartily thank Madame Bertière for taking the time out from her writings and scholarly work to answer the questions I had about the manuscript, and for generally guiding me throughout. Any errors that might be lurking in the text nonetheless are entirely of my manufacture. My sincere thanks and admiration also go to Madame Bertière’s publisher, Monsieur Bernard de Fallois, for venturing into the uncharted territory of publishing one of his books in the English language.

			Finally, taking a page from Madame Bertière’s book so to speak, I would like to dedicate this translation to the memory of my late husband, Jack Holland.

			Mary Hudson

			1 August 2013
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			To André,

			in memoriam

		

	
		
			
Prologue


			May I begin by revealing something about myself? I did not undertake writing a book about Marie-Antoinette without some apprehension. First of all because of the number of those who preceded me: yet another biography of that unfortunate woman! Yet another, after so many others – some of which of such excellent quality! What else is there to say about a story so often examined, dissected, repeated over and over again, a life about which everyone assumes all is known? Added to this handicap was my predilection for writing books about multiple characters, where many women, queens or favorites, square off against each other, or balance each other out and reveal each other, in what has become a sort of family history of the French monarchy. Alas, Marie-Antoinette took up the entire stage. Her sisters-in-law were uninteresting, her husband modest, taciturn and secretive, without even a hint of a mistress. In the absence of a rival who could challenge her preeminence after Louis XV’s death and Madame du Barry’s banishment, she overshadows her entourage and captures the limelight.

			However, just because I had to aim the lens squarely on her, I could not pass up a gift history offered me: a romantic and tragic heroine. Her story brought to a dramatic close a series on the modern queens of France whose lives I had undertaken to recount. It is a fitting end to the series, answering better than any others did questions fundamental to my guiding principles: What fate awaited a young woman when she married the king of France? How did each of France’s queens adapt to her condition? As the age of French monarchy was coming to a close, Marie-Antoinette provided a good example of how the model that had prevailed until then was decaying. Devoured by revolutionary turmoil, the accepted notion of a queen’s function disappeared with her and the Ancien Régime, which the following century would not be able to resuscitate. As if to compensate me for my audacity and my persistence, my long acquaintance with her predecessors offered me some different perspectives and invited comparisons that, I hope, will shed new light on her personality and her fate.

			Let’s say it straight off: it cannot be denied that her marriage to Louis XVI was a disaster, a disaster for him and, to a lesser extent, for France. It was a disaster for her too. This disaster was not limited to their private life; it was just as much political as personal. The grafting of this child of the Hapsburgs of Vienna onto the stalk of the French Bourbons did not take. The failure was not an accident or a result of happenstance. It was inscribed from the beginning in her very situation, which her personality only aggravated. We sometimes contrast the happy years – when she did not know what lay in store for her – and the terrible years, those of her descent into hell. But there were no happy years; there were frivolous years, which is not the same. Yet her life had begun so well, fairly bursting with promise. How did the dream become a nightmare?

			All the fairy godmothers seemed to have gathered at the cradle of the baby girl: they gave her an illustrious name, very close and loving parents, powerful kin, a family tree so thickly adorned that it lacked none of the great names of the European ruling elite. If they didn’t give her a perfect face, they gave her the gift of grace, more beautiful still than beauty, and the knack for pleasing and winning hearts. They only forgot one thing: wisdom. But there would be time for the little girl to acquire that with age. Even though she was the last of a whole squad of archduchesses to marry off, they promised her the most ostentatious and prestigious prize of all: she would be Queen of France. No one saw the wicked fairy cast a twofold evil spell on her future marriage: she would be the pawn between her homeland and her country of adoption at a time when their alliance was tearing at the seams, and when the absolute monarchy, brought to its point of perfection by Louis XIV, was threatened with ruin.

			At the age of fourteen she was married. Much too soon, merely in order to fulfill political imperatives. Not having the time to prepare her for it, her mother sent her off blindfolded into a universe whose laws were a mystery. At Versailles there was no one to take her in hand. Louis XV’s wife Marie Leszczynska was dead, as was her daughter-in-law Marie-Josèphe of Saxony. All the women who ordinarily ensured the family’s continuity from one reign to the next were gone. No one was there to welcome the newcomer, to protect her, to show her the way. Of the preceding generation, there remained only four aging maiden aunts (one of whom was a Carmelite nun) unbending in their distaste for Madame du Barry, the sparkling creature the king had chosen to show off at his side, in defiance of all decorum. The dauphin, the future Louis XVI, both of whose parents had died, was an unattractive adolescent, cripplingly shy. Marie-Antoinette was thrown into the first rank of the hierarchy, alone and defenseless in one of the most malicious courts in the world.

			We know just about everything there is to know about the ten years from her arrival in Versailles in 1770 to her mother’s death in 1780. As a counterpoint to her own letters, those from the faithful ambassador the empress sent along to chaperon her spare us nothing of the ins and outs of her daily life. And if we want more details, there is no lack of testimony from the French side outlining her days and hours. Even so, we get the impression that we don’t know her. Right from the start, she inspired powerful, contradictory reactions. She drew attention to herself; whether for good or ill depends on one’s point of view. She was talked about; she was either admired or detested. She managed to irritate even the most well disposed. She provoked and stoked conflict. She reacted like an element thrown into an unfamiliar chemical environment. From one observer to another, or even – like the ambassador Mercy-Argenteau – from the same observer from one moment to another, we get an image of her that breaks up and becomes incoherent, whose pieces do not fit back together again. By turns she appeared unassuming or arrogant, compassionate or merciless, candid or dissimulating; and her taste for pleasure was mixed with a tenacious, fundamental melancholy. She was never just one thing, as we are led to believe. She slips through our fingers, our words. She cannot be grasped.

			It would remain so for her entire life, because the ambiguity was within her. This cannot be put down to any depth of character – she had none whatsoever – but to an extreme degree of volatility, as if, unable to stay put, she were endlessly trying to find herself, to define herself, to find her place in a world that was not her own. She gives the impression of being elsewhere, of being a stranger to her own life. To quote François Furet, “Her personality harbors something irreparably closed, a lack of attention to advice and realities that makes her behavior difficult to decipher.” Her trajectory seems just as inexplicable. Once she became queen, the exquisite dauphine adored by the French seemed to delight in flouting them. Sucked into a suicidal spiral, deaf to all warnings, she became increasingly imprudent and wound up triggering a torrent of calumnies that would eventually be her undoing. The “air head” intoxicated with extravagance, would eventually gain some wisdom, but she would not succeed in repairing the damage. We cannot help seeing it all as an absurd waste. Then, suddenly, as she faced the ultimate ordeal, it was another woman who emerged who was firm, dignified, and intelligent – yes, just look at her trial! – to climb the scaffold as a heroine.

			Of what use is it then to pile up more information, accumulate evidence, pore over contemporary records and archives in search of as yet undiscovered anecdotes or details that might have escaped the vigilant eyes of the ferreting researchers? It is better to try to get beyond the contradictions and to understand a bit more clearly the young woman’s personality and what François Furet freely calls her “secret.” Are there two distinct women in Marie-Antoinette, who when struck by calamity, went from weakness to strength and from culpable frivolity to real greatness? The only way to answer this question is to closely reread the basic texts.

			And these texts offer us many surprises.

			The first concerns Marie-Antoinette’s marital life. We know that for the first seven years, her marriage remained infertile, with major political implications. Although at the time all of Europe talked about these secrets of the marital bed, historians of the 19th and early 20th centuries thought it proper to throw a sort of Noah’s cloak over them, omitting in their writings any passages deemed too intimate. Stefan Zweig was the first to propose an explanation for them, based on the originals of the letters between the young woman and her mother, an explanation that gained great authority. The presumed impotence of Louis XVI and his longstanding dread of an operation to remedy a slight physical malformation, have since taken on the mantle of truth. They were supposed to explain Marie-Antoinette’s nervous instability. But Zweig didn’t compare these letters to those between the empress and her ambassador. And the censored passages slumbering in the Vienna Archives leave absolutely no room for doubt: despite the gossip, Louis XVI suffered no malformation and he finally consummated his marriage without ever undergoing surgery. This leads us to reconsider the entire history of the strained relations between the royal couple, and to question the image of the young dissatisfied wife hoping each evening that her husband would finally acquaint her with love.

			Another surprise awaits those who, struck by Marie-Antoinette’s frivolity and her extreme intellectual laziness, see her as an indolent, insipid, lifeless soul, devoid of all but the most mediocre desires and passions, aspiring to a queenly life like that of her predecessors. For the empress Maria Theresa tells us the exact opposite. Complaints about her daughter’s intractability and her great feats of ingenuity in order to get her way return like a leitmotif in her correspondence. “She’s very headstrong.” “Once her mind’s made up she never gives in.” “She follows her own whims and knows how to dodge and weave to get her way.” Echoing these reproaches, the ambassador denounced her “taste for independence, her abhorrence of being governed,” her “extreme cleverness at using any ruse to deflect criticism.” The young woman herself confirmed very proudly to a friend, “You know, when I get an idea into my head, I do not let go.” This stubbornness showed two opposite but symmetrical sides. The relentlessness she deployed to get what she wanted was only equaled by the resistance she mustered to thwart what she didn’t want. To this was added the pride in her lineage and her rank that bridled against all obstacles.

			Much of her energy was invested in futile pursuits because she remained a child for a long time, reduced to a state of irresponsibility by people fearful of what she might do. Her intelligence stagnated while her resolve strengthened. She would learn, and mature, but very slowly. And what she devoted her energy to would change over time. But there was no metamorphosis: it was the same Marie-Antoinette who would address not a single word to Madame du Barry and who haughtily squashed the revolutionary tribunal’s accusations. The immature adolescent became in extremis an adult woman, with the same personality traits, the same faults, the same vehemence, the same aversion to compromise, the same denial of reality. But her stubbornness became courage, and her taste for gratuitous provocation was transformed into heroic defiance.

			A further point must not be left out: we cannot understand Marie-Antoinette without reference to her mother. To Maria Theresa she owed her headstrong character, her impatience, and her strength. She also learned from her the model of a matriarchy where the male-female relationship was turned upside down, where the queen held full authority over states that owed allegiance to her personally. In the eyes of the little girl who had no idea that power entailed responsibilities, only one thing counted: her mother obeyed no one; everyone obeyed her. Attempts to prepare her for a very different destiny would be to no avail. Her mother’s stamp would mark her for life. Upon arriving in France she discovered the confining obligations expected of her. She must make haste to provide heirs for the dynasty, and play her part in the grand spectacle of the royal family’s daily life offered for the benefit of her subjects. Her rejection of this minutely regulated and highly restrictive program was immediate, vehement and complete. She refused to be sacrificed to her role. Throughout her life she was put in an untenable position because she was forced to hide this refusal, but it inevitably broke through in her behavior. Throughout her life she felt like a prisoner, before actually becoming one during her last three years. Throughout her life she struggled to escape from this prison.

			The title I have chosen, The Indomitable, will undoubtedly surprise some readers, because it diverges so sharply from our usual notion of her. I employ it in all of its meanings. It implies first of all a refusal to obey. But someone indomitable is not only in revolt; she or he is also a deserter. When Marie-Antoinette judged her obligations intolerable, she fled from them. After she acceded to the throne, as soon as she felt herself hemmed in, she escaped. She would be seen to reject her wifely and queenly duties, to leave her husband’s bedside for the opera or a ball. She would then abandon the court in the great chateau in order to lead her own private life at the Trianon. Rather than give in, she evaded and dodged. Only when cornered would she confront an issue. Faced with the Revolution, her reaction was also a rejection, very quickly radicalized, all the more violent as the hostility toward her increased. Her desire to escape became an idée fixe. All her attempts to do so would only lead to harsher prisons. Indomitable, she would face the scaffold, finally finding deliverance in death.

			A few words about how I conceived of this book and the difficulties encountered. It is rare to have such a plethora of documentation about an historical figure. But never has any documentation been so unreliable, because it lends itself so readily to affirming everything and its opposite. Certainly no one today still sees in Marie-Antoinette the she-devil dragged through the mud by the revolutionary pamphleteers, or the angelic martyr celebrated by royalist hagiographers. But on the line that goes from one of these extremes to the other her image never stops oscillating, and judgments of her, which range from harsh to indulgent, from sympathetic to censorious, say more about their authors than about their subject. For her fate, sealed by the French Revolution, was tied to the very fundaments of French national culture. It is a touchstone of the feelings and opinions of every one of us. I tried as much as possible to avoid cut-and-dry judgments, because as a general rule I believe it is not easy to distinguish between good and bad people. In her tragedy, which was the tragedy that all of France was going through, responsibility was widely shared, and those who were the most questionable characters were often motivated by the best intentions.

			In addition to the queen, I’ve given a large place to her mother, her brother and especially her husband who is too often belittled as a weakling, and who deserves infinitely better. Of course I have portrayed her idyll with Fersen, highlighting his secret role of adviser to the royal couple, which is less well known. Politics, in which Marie-Antoinette awkwardly tried to play a part and of which she was most assuredly the victim, have carved out the lion’s share of this book, especially in the last section when with the Revolution, her fate was played out alongside that of France. Five bloody years where history went at it, where events collided with each other at a fierce rate in a space of time hardly long enough to contain them all. I have tried to strike a balance and say enough for the readers to follow easily while avoiding overburdening them with information. I hope to be forgiven for the inevitable omissions.

			Regarding the flood of anecdotes conveyed in the memoirs that flourished during the Restoration I had to be selective. Let’s face it; they’re all suspect. But if we discard them all we are left with nothing that can give back to the past its living substance. I chose to keep those anecdotes that had the ring of truth and that convey in a considered and balanced way the ideas and feelings that accord with the facts. My choices do not necessarily discredit those that I didn’t use. They are so plentiful that it was impossible to include them all.

			In order for my narrative not to dissolve into a dust storm of details and in the interest of continuity, I used the same technique as in my previous volumes of not following a strict chronology. Within distinct, succeeding periods of time, I grouped certain chapters around a particular theme. Taking slight detours when doing so in time and space, I sometimes went forward, sometimes back, and ushered the reader back and forth between Vienna and Versailles. I hope the latter will forgive me for imposing these light intellectual gymnastics.

			Lastly, I would like to acknowledge my debt to all of those whose research and publications brought to light the documents that I in turn was able to use; to all those whose studies of these historical figures and their epoch nourished my own reflections and sharpened my curiosity; to all those who suggested to me different points of view or new avenues to explore. To Zweig, in particular, whom I only contradicted with reluctance, because his work was decisive. He set off the spark that gave life back to Marie-Antoinette. All of us since have found warmth at his fire.

		

	
		
			
Part I. 
The Dauphine


		

	
		
			
Chapter 1. 
The Nuptial March


			Germany, April 1770. On country roads, muddied and rutted by persistent rains, proceeds a peculiar cortege made up of supply wagons piled high with the necessary staff and stuff of a fortnight’s journey. At the heart of the cortege at a ponderous pace roll two enormous coaches, dripping with gold trimmings and crowned with bouquets of golden flowers. The interiors are plushily lined and upholstered in embroidered velvet. In one of them the four seasons are depicted against a scarlet background, in the other the four elements against a background of blue. These luxurious, oversized jewelry boxes were manufactured in Versailles expressly for this journey – in duplicate, just in case. In one is ensconced a young girl being sent off to her husband. Along the route people gather to greet her. She smiles, deploying all her grace. She loves being loved; she seems to be the center of the universe. And if a few tears mingle with her smiles, the good people cheering her will not distinguish them from the trails of raindrops streaking the windowpanes. Her head is spinning from the ceremonies, the speeches, the festivities; but she is soothed by the rocking of her carriage as she is shunted from one rest station to another, and numbed by the constant change of scenery and faces. So she sometimes forgets that she has just left her childhood home forever and that she will never again see her “dear mamma.” She had been told so often how happy she should be, that she ends up believing it. Is she not going off to marry the heir to the greatest king in Europe? True, she herself is the daughter of the empress-queen Maria Theresa, who has reigned for thirty years over Austria, Bohemia, Hungary and the Low Countries as well as a few less notable domains. Is she happy? For the moment she is compliant, acquiescing to the wishes of the prince of Starhemberg, who is responsible for delivering her in good condition – excuse me – of “handing her over” in the proper parlance, to her future family, and her future country, France.

			Marie-Antoinette is proceeding toward her destiny.

			The wedding of the century

			Strictly ruled by tradition, princely weddings through the ages did not differ greatly from each other. But some were more loaded with political messages than others. This one would unite the two most prestigious families in Europe and sanctify their very recent reconciliation after decades of fratricidal wars. Only Louis XIV’s marriage to the infanta of Spain had excited this much interest. An Austrian archduchess on the French throne had not been seen since Élisabeth, the retiring and short-lived wife of Charles IX. Two fiancés with more illustrious ancestors than the newly betrothed couple could not be found. In their interlaced family trees were arrayed – if we deign to consider the distaff side – Saint Louis, Charles V, Louis XIII and Philip II, as well as most of the German emperors, not to mention lesser shoots from Lorraine, Savoy, Tuscany, Bavaria, Saxony, Poland and so on. They personified the finest flowering of Catholic Europe. By causing them to be born within a year of each other, he the elder, she the younger, providence seemed to have decreed them destined for each other. People were inclined to see in their marriage a match made in heaven.

			The two courts, despite their chronic financial distress, very much wanted the event to be marked by unforgettable pomp – in Vienna especially, for reasons we’ll come back to. And each one was prepared to make any sacrifice to show itself worthy of its glorious past, and to try to outdo its counterpart in splendor. They agreed without too much difficulty, in private, to the terms of the contract. Louis XV and Maria Theresa acted in good faith; neither tried to finesse the other. Marie-Antoinette would give up her family’s successorial rights, and bring a dowry of 400,000 florins, half in coin, half in jewelry. The French countered with 100,000 écus, and guaranteed her if she were widowed an annual income of 20,000 écus. But they haggled hard over appearances. They would not budge on matters of precedence. Neither party should outshine the other in the many events where they would officiate together. Luckily there were guidelines to help resolve the thorny issues that would inevitably arise: feverishly consulted archives provided a good number of solutions. As for dealing with the unexpected, each side left it up to the savoir-faire of their diplomats.

			It was out of the question for the bride to leave her native country without being joined in holy matrimony to her distant spouse. According to custom, two nuptials were in order, one by proxy in Vienna and the other at Versailles in the actual presence of the two spouses. This way of doing things, aside from putting a stop to any second thoughts on the groom’s side, avoided favoring either side over the other. Each one would have its exact quota of ceremonies and could offer its people the required festivities.

			The young girl would enter France in Strasburg, as had the previous princesses of German descent. The “handing over” would take place on neutral territory, in a structure specially outfitted for the occasion on an island in the Rhine. Nothing impressive here about the organizers’ ingenuity; they willingly followed an example that had a long history. It was noted already in 1530 when Éléonore of Austria crossed the Bidassoa. At the time they merely used a pontoon anchored by chains in the middle of the river. By 1615 for “the exchange of the princesses” on Pheasant Island – Élisabeth of France was going off to marry Philip IV while Anne of Austria was going to join Louis XIII – the technique had improved. It attained perfection in 1660 with the marriage of Louis XIV. The Germans had merely to adopt the formula. Very recently it had been practiced with a slight variation1 when Marie-Josèphe of Saxony married the dauphin, son of Louis XV.

			Having abruptly and simultaneously changed her country and family, the young girl would see her Austrian entourage replaced by members of “the dauphine’s household” in France. It would still be a few more days before she’d meet her husband. The king and his grandson would set forth to meet her – just a few miles, to honor her. But they mustn’t overdo it, not so much as to abase themselves. There too, precedents made the law. Tradition set the rendez-vous at a forest crossroads – in Fontainebleau for those coming from the south, and in Compiègne for those from the east, which was the case here. Despite its pretense at charming spontaneity, the encounter was timed and codified down to the slightest word and deed. The new arrival would leave her coach for that of the king, who would bring her to a chateau for a night or two, enough time to introduce her to the most minute details of etiquette. For early on the day set for her arrival in Versailles, she would be immediately taken in hand by the women responsible for dressing, coiffing and bedecking her with jewels. She would then be whisked off to the chapel to be married again.

			At this point there would be two weeks of uninterrupted receptions, banquets, performances, balls, illuminations and fireworks, all of which were breathlessly anticipated. Everyone would give their considered opinion as to whether the celebrations, if they did not surpass, at least lived up to all the previous ones immortalized by written records and engravings. These were so widely distributed that many have come down to us today.

			Such was the program in store for the little archduchess. Six weeks would go by from the time the marquis de Durfort, France’s ambassador, arrived in Vienna on April 15th bearing the marriage proposal and May 30th when the last Parisian fireworks were spent; six long weeks jam-packed with official duties. The people had to get enough gorging and pageantry to last a long time; it was not every day that the heir to the throne of France was married, and each little town promoted to the ranks of the chosen few that would host the future queen knew that it would never again enjoy such an event within its walls. Would the young girl have the staying power to survive this trial that could overwhelm a much hardier adult? Yes, she would, proving that behind her apparent fragility lay uncommon energy.

			Goodbye to Germany

			As soon as it was clear that the marriage would take place, the little fiancée was removed from the children’s suite, which had become less jolly anyway as one by one her older siblings left it. The runway lights, now squarely on her, flattered her youthful pride. She gracefully received the homage of the noble Austrian and Hungarian guards, and learned by heart a few Latin words to answer the Academy’s pompous discourses. From her balcony she admired the French ambassador and the beribboned cavalcade he led, prelude to the official presentation of the marriage proposal. She was not present at that ceremony, but was summoned at the end of it to receive the letter the marquis de Durfort delivered from her future bridegroom and a medallion containing his portrait, which was solemnly secured around her neck. She had already received five images of him; three engravings representing “the dauphin in the fields” that were supposed perhaps to show his interest in a flourishing agriculture, and two other portraits in royal dress, more likely to rouse the interest of a bride-to-be. This latest one was a piece of jewelry, mostly of symbolic value. That evening was devoted to a show of Francophilia. The court’s theatre gave a presentation of Marivaux’s Mother Confidante – was it a role Maria Theresa was ready to play towards her daughter? – and a pastorally themed ballet The Shepherds of Tempé, choreographed by the famous ballet master Noverre. On April 17th, Marie-Antoinette swore on the bible that she renounced her Austrian inheritance. The party given the same night by her brother the emperor at the Belvedere matched in brilliance the one given by Durfort at the Lichtenstein palace. The ambassador had to rush so that the archduchess could attend before becoming dauphine, as afterwards etiquette forbade him from receiving her under his roof.

			The wedding took place at six o’clock in the evening of April 19th in the Augustinian church. The star attraction wore a long dress of silver cloth. The part of the dauphin was played by an adolescent of his same age, Archduke Ferdinand, the bride’s brother. A quarrel over precedence deprived the cardinal-archbishop of officiating: the ambassador refused to cede place to him. The papal nuncio was therefore pressed into service, but as he wasn’t a cardinal, he had to give way to France’s representative. The sacrament was no less valid, as Versailles was immediately informed. To Maria Theresa’s official letter to Louis XV she added another where the young girl told her “dearest grandfather” of her contentment and desire to please him – in phrases too well turned to be her own.

			In a more private vein – two preventive measures being better than one – Maria Theresa entrusted to the young traveler one of those sentimental letters in which in her halting French she excelled: 

			Good sir my brother, it is my daughter, but rather more Your Majesty’s, who will have the good fortune of conveying this letter to you. In losing such a cherished child, my entire consolation is entrusting her to the best and most tender of fathers. If it please His Majesty, guide and command her; she is of the greatest good will, but I dare pray Him to prove indulgent toward any thoughtless blunders proper to her age. She greatly desires to merit His kindness by all of her actions. I commend her to Him once more as the most tender pledge of happiness between our States and Houses.

			Clearly, the empress harbored a few doubts about her daughter’s judgment. But reading her, one would never suspect that she was even less sure of Louis XV’s aptness for guiding the young person on the right road. We’ll see a bit later what she really thought of him.

			Then it was time for the goodbyes. They were awash in torrents of tears, as was always the case in such circumstances. The journey from Vienna to Strasburg was a carefully orchestrated political maneuver. It resembled a triumphal march. Unlike her Bavarian and Saxon predecessors, Marie-Antoinette was a foreigner nowhere along the route because even outside of Austria, she was in German territory, where everyone – the grand Electors, the holders of the tiniest principalities, monasteries and free cities – was a vassal, at least in name, of the emperor. The journey was designed to honor one or another of them, and to display for all to see, friends and above all potential foes, the might of the Hapsburg family and the solidity of its ties with France.

			In setting up the itinerary they had to take into account each one’s ability to host the royal visitors, which was often greater in abbeys or isolated chateaux than in large towns. They needed to figure out where the 376 horses could be changed five times a day. And the young traveler must not be overtaxed; she could not be expected to undergo more than eight or nine hours on the road a day. Even in a royal coach equipped with good suspension and made draft-proof to protect her from the colds to which she was prone, it was enough to grind her down in less than a week. True, every night she had her own cozy bed with all its frills set up and dismantled at every stage. There were two of everything in her luggage so that the supplies office could send one set ahead in time for the next night. To give her some breathing room, two rest days were set aside with accommodating hosts, but when she was spared the bumpy roads, she had to deal with visiting the local sights and grace the tiresome performances held in her honor.

			On departure day, the 21st of April, she was not overly homesick. Her eldest brother Joseph II accompanied her to Melk where the Benedictines of the famous abbey offered her the staterooms reserved for sovereigns. There was even “the emperor’s chamber” which had often welcomed Maria Theresa and her spouse. Before being able to retire in peace, our travelers were treated to an opera performed by the good monks’ students, which snatched a few yawns from the young girl. The next day they traveled along the Danube to Enns, where they left it to turn south. Near Linz when she saw the good old familiar river disappear, she was overcome with sorrow, and suddenly pleaded to be brought back to Vienna. It was out of the question of course to give in to such childish behavior! As planned, she was brought to spend the night in Lambach, then on to Altheim and Altötting. And so she arrived in Bavaria for a day’s rest. In his summer residence of Nymphenburg, the prince elector lavished a warm reception on her – all the warmer as he had some delicate issues with the Viennese cabinet. How she would love to run around in the vast French-style garden with its “water steps” as smooth as mirrors. She couldn’t, unfortunately; she was hauling behind her a host of courtiers in a hurry.

			The rains didn’t let up. She caught a cold in Bavaria, but she wasn’t coughing too much and her mood remained good, her mother was assured in a letter from Starhemberg. On to Augsburg and Günsberg – another rest stop. The prince complained that she had ordered them to expedite to France the gifts given her by the towns she’d traveled through instead of redistributing them on the spot. On to Reutlingen and Stockach. They took a southern route around the Black Forest. A stop at Donaueschingen, at the home of the prince of Fürstenberg, margrave of Baden, brought back a hint of home. Here are the headwaters of the beloved river, a mere slender stream that eventually becomes the mighty Danube. The next day found her in Brisgau, which the Hapsburgs had owned since the 14th century. Once again, she was at home: Freiburg welcomed its sovereign. But she would soon be torn away. In order for her to arrive at her destination fresh and well disposed, the stages were shortened. In a few miles she was at Schüttern Abbey, where she would spend her last day on German soil, Sunday the 6th of May 1770. The count de Noailles had already arrived to greet her and work out with his Austrian counterpart the final details of the transfer of powers. The little archduchess had only to cross the Rhine for her universe to be transformed.

			The official hand-over

			On the Île des Épis, in the middle of the Rhine, carpenters had been busily putting up a wooden pavilion worthy of the performance about to take place. The term pavilion can be misleading. Spread out from east to west, the structure had a certain allure with its 19 windows and terraced roof enclosed by a balustrade. Both sides were rigorously symmetrical, as they would house both the French and Austrian cast members waiting in the wings. In the middle of the large reception room between them was an imaginary line representing the border. Straddling this central line was a table draped in rich red velvet. Along one wall a canopied armchair, two of its legs in Austria and two in France, awaited Marie-Antoinette. There wasn’t enough time to decorate properly so the furniture left something to be desired, and the archbishop’s attics had to be rifled to dress the walls with the requisite tapestries.

			In Strasburg the preparations were the talk of the town, and crowds of curious onlookers greased the palm of a watchman to get a peek inside the famous pavilion. Admiring murmurs did not drown out the protests of a young student more cultivated than the rest, however. He recognized in the tapestry framing the royal armchair the legend of Jason and Medea. On one side the hero’s new bride Creusa is writhing in pain in the poisoned robe given to her by her forsaken rival; on the other Medea is fleeing in a fiery chariot as Jason looks down in horror at the corpses of their children whose throats she has just slit. The young Goethe – he had just turned twenty-one – was disgusted. Images, he said, are powerful; their meaning is imprinted on the margins of consciousness and there excite presentiments. “Is there nothing else to offer to the first impressions of the beautiful and kindly queen than these appalling specters?” As he was addressing his indignation to the crowd, his friends, fearing a scandal, quickly bundled him out of the room.

			At Schüttern Abbey Marie-Antoinette was not visited by such somber images, but she was weeping. This was the point of no return: she must accept the fact that she would never again see her mother, nor would she ever again see the places where she had spent her childhood. The next day, May 7th, in late morning, she crossed the bridge at Kehl amidst the cheers of the dense crowds that had come in spite of the rain and gusty winds. She stepped inside the pavilion on the Austrian side.

			In the Middle Ages, the “handing over” of the fiancée included an examination of her entire body to confirm that she was hiding no physical deformities. Eventually the custom became more humane. It was enough to strip her of everything she’d brought from her native country and dress her in clothing and jewels offered by her country of adoption, a sort of symbolic naturalization. This ritual too would become less burdensome. If the new arrival’s attire was changed, it was so that it would not clash with the fashions of the new country2. What was fashionable in Austria or Spain might look odd in France. In Marie-Antoinette’s case, this was not an issue. The Viennese couturiers were up on Parisian styles. Her trousseau contained a ceremonial robe cut from golden cloth as well as her traveling apparel. She did not have to give up her childhood jewelry; she could substitute or add to it as she wished from the new gifts of jewelry she would receive.

			The prince of Starhemberg conducted her to the armchair where she listened distractedly to the count de Noailles’ grandiose welcoming address, followed by the reading of the marriage contract. Done: she was now French. Protocol would have it that her entire Austrian suite depart before her new “household” arrived. But overcome by curiosity, the French rushed into the room before their Austrian counterparts had turned their heels. Suddenly presented with the countess de Noailles, the panic-stricken girl ran into her arms and burst into tears: a grave breech of etiquette that the unyielding lady-in-waiting firmly rebuffed and would later try to cover up. The child was obviously overwhelmed, and with good reason. But here too, tradition had mellowed in her favor. Her Austrian ladies were allowed to accompany her to Saverne. And contrary to custom, her tutor, the abbé de Vermond, whom she loved, would follow her to Versailles. True, the abbé was French, but we’ll get back to that.

			Her warm welcome in Strasburg was reassuring. The city had not forgotten that before being conquered by Louis XIV, it was for a long time part of the Austrian Empire. The first magistrate began his speech in German. But she interrupted him, crying “Speak no German, sir, from this day forth I will hear nothing but French.” Words right for the occasion, but they had already been spoken in identical circumstances by Louis XIV’s daughter-in-law Marie-Anne of Bavaria. Marie-Antoinette had been primed, of course, but really, she was playing her role well, and that’s already quite a lot. For fatigue was setting in, and was aggravated by anxiety. And there was the state dinner3, then public appearances, fireworks, the ball, and presentation of the Alsatian nobility. The old cardinal-archbishop was ailing and just about mustered the strength to greet her, so his nephew and assistant bishop would say mass the following day. Under the vaults of the rose-colored cathedral, the prince Louis de Rohan, well turned out in his pontifical robes, waxed eloquent:

			Amongst us you shall be, Madame, the living image of that cherished Empress who has long been admired by all of Europe, as she will be for all of posterity. It will be Maria Theresa’s soul that will be united with the soul of the Bourbons. From such a beautiful union can only be born days of the golden age…

			Back on the road! She had still to cross a jubilant Lorraine, home of her father’s family. In Lunéville, Nancy and Commercy no one had forgotten her grandmother, Louis XIII’s grand-daughter Élisabeth-Charlotte. The latter had been inconsolable when her duchy was taken over by France4, and she had been determined to end her days there. Intense feeling was the order of the day. The cumbersome cortege wound its way through Bar-le-Duc and Saint-Dizier. The next-to-the-last stop was at Châlons. The lady of the hour found it hard to follow the play on offer, Collé’s Henry IV’s Hunting Party, despite having the script in front of her, which she pretended to be engrossed in. Distressed, Starhemberg wrote to her mother that “all the while she made faces, she bit her lips, held her fingers and her handkerchief in her nose, scratched her head constantly, leaned back on her chair, in sum, did not conduct herself as fittingly as I would have desired.” The closer they got to their destination, the more nervous she became, which is understandable. Sunday the 13th, at Soissons, she could rest. The decisive encounter would take place the next day.

			The first meeting

			On the edge of the Compiègne forest, the crowds who had gathered since dawn near the Berne bridge crossroads wiled away the hours admiring the French guards, the musketeers and the gendarmes at their military spiffiest. Even the heavens were cooperating; it was a lovely day. The king and the dauphin arrived, flanked by courtiers. Finally, they would get a look at the future queen. What was she really like? For they knew that in such circumstances, descriptions and portraits were highly flattering. France’s ambassador to Vienna the marquis de Durfort, aware that his dispatch would doubtless be opened by the Austrian secret service, prudently restricted himself to eulogistic generalities:

			She is an accomplished princess both in the beautiful qualities of her soul and in the grace of her person. She has fine judgment, goodness in her character and gaiety in her spirit. She likes to please, greets everyone with pleasant remarks, and possesses to a supreme degree all the qualities that can insure the happiness of a husband.

			About the latter point the empress went even further in an epistle to the dauphin dripping with moralizing sentimentality:

			Your spouse, my dear dauphin, has just left me; just as she brought me delight, I hope that she will make you happy... Therefore, love your duties to God, I tell you, my dear dauphin, as I have also told my daughter. Love the good of your people over whom you will reign all too soon. Love the king your forebear, inspire and nourish his attachment to my daughter; be good like him! Make yourself available to the unfortunate; you cannot, if you conduct yourself thusly, but share their happiness. My daughter will love you, I am sure, because I know her; but the more I answer for her love and her care, the more I ask you to devote to her your most tender affection. Farewell, my dear dauphin, be happy, make her happy! I am awash in tears!

			And she signed, “Your loving mother.”

			We don’t know what effect these mawkish effusions had on the recipient. But we do know that Louis XV was wondering about more trivial things. The painter Ducreux, sent to Vienna especially for the purpose, had enormous difficulty finishing the portrait of the young archduchess, harassed as he was by an empress never satisfied with it. Of course Louis XV said he was enchanted with the one he received. “I like it much,” he wrote to his grandson the infante of Parma. But a few days later he expressed some doubts: “I fear that Antoinette is too hefty for her age.” So there’s nothing like the eyewitness account of an independent witness. Upon his return from Strasburg, the secretary sent to read the contract was questioned by the monarch. “How did you find Madame la dauphine? Is she well endowed?” Embarrassed, the secretary replied that she had a charming face, and very beautiful eyes. “I didn’t ask you that, I’m asking whether or not she has a bosom.” “Sire, I did not take the liberty of casting my regard in that direction.” “You ninny,” the king laughed, “that’s the first thing one looks at in a woman.”

			What were the dreams and desires of her intended? He confided in no one. He was happy enough just to follow his fiancée’s itinerary on a map, as was the practice at the time. We can’t say whether this showed his interest in her or in geography, about which he was particularly fond. As the big day approached, his impatience, already pronounced in the preceding months, had grown. Can we conclude therefore that he was entirely delighted at the idea of getting married? “The groom is counting the days and the places she’s been,” the king wrote on May 7th, “and I think he’s impatient to see her, and for it all to be over with.” In the adolescent, the pride of entering once and for all into the ranks of manhood seemed mixed with a strong dose of worry. He would like for the whole ordeal to be over with.

			The solemn event was about to happen. The cortege was in sight; it was moving forward, greeted by martial music and the acclamations of the people. The king and dauphin were standing in wait. Hardly had her coach come to a halt when the dauphine hastened out of it, and with a light step, threw herself at the sovereign’s feet to kiss his hand. But he did not let her complete her genuflection. He embraced her and presented his grandson, who in turn embraced her. Make no mistake about it; all of these gestures that offered the appearance of charming spontaneity were drawn from ancient models. They had been studied, calculated and timed, as the correspondence between Starhemberg and the empress shows. And we can be sure that Marie-Antoinette rehearsed her role over and over again. But no matter, she played it well, and that’s what counts. She seemed to have a gift for “presentation” – an essential ingredient in the profession of queen. Louis XV declared himself satisfied.

			All the more so as she was quite charming. Was she pretty? Undoubtedly not according to the canons of the day. She was blond, evenly so, tending toward strawberry blond. Once powdered her hair would take on a rosy hue. Her light eyelashes and brows accentuated her blondness. Her pale blue eyes were a bit too prominent, her face with its bulging forehead was of an oval shape, but too long. Her nose, which promised to be aquiline one day, lacked grace, and her somewhat heavy, almost pouting lower lip was a Hapsburg trademark. But she radiated a grace that erased all of these imperfections. On her translucent, pearly complexion, heightened to a delicate pink by emotion, there were a few slight reminders of smallpox, as if to reassure us that she no longer had anything to fear from this redoubtable disease that killed and disfigured. But her defining characteristic was an extreme nimbleness of movement. She walked as if on air. She already held her long neck and head like a queen. Her facial expressions never stopped changing. Her seductive smiles threatened to molt into bursts of laughter. From all of this a quivering life bubbled up, explaining why painters found it so difficult to capture her. She existed in movement only.

			Had she a bosom? No, decidedly not. At fourteen and a half, an age when some girls already look like fully-grown women, she was still a child. Louis XV must have been aware of this, because he knew that she only recently had her first period – at 5:15 in the evening of February 7th to be exact, as the empress informed him via special courier. Of course no one bothered to tell him that there had been no reoccurrence. His fears were groundless; she was not hefty. But her silhouette was that of a girl as yet lacking in curves. The duchess of Northumberland, who happened to see her one day, remarked how very short and slim she was. To her the child looked no older than twelve. She was far from having grown to her full height; all contemporary witnesses agreed, those who called her tall wrote long afterwards. But this delay served her well. Her freshness and fragility added to her appeal; they inspired indulgence and protective feelings for her.

			Before her stood a scrawny, gangly fifteen-year-old boy, who had just had a growth spurt. He was already tall. With his regular features, his linen-hued hair, his eyes like clear water, so dreamy that he seemed nearsighted, he would not lack charm if he were not so terribly awkward in a body that he was not yet quite used to. Ill at ease in the freshly minted frame of a man not yet fully grown, he stepped on his own feet and did not know what to do with his hands. As usual, he said not a word, half out of shyness, half out of respect for his grandfather. Marie-Antoinette hardly looked at him, and for the moment had no opinion of him. Her only thought was to follow her mother’s advice. Seated between them in the coach on the way to Compiègne, she had eyes and ears only for the king, whose heart she had been told to capture. Mission accomplished. He conducted the conversation with ease, proof that he was satisfied. He liked the youngster. He would declare that he was “enchanted” with her.

			Introductions


			It would take no less than a day and a half to acquaint her with everything that mattered in Versailles.

			France’s minister of foreign affairs and the principal crafter of the marriage, the duke de Choiseul, did not want to get lost in the crowd, so he sought and got permission to meet her a bit ahead of the others, and conversed with her in the sole company of Austria’s ambassador to Paris, the count de Mercy-Argenteau. She knew perfectly well how much she was indebted to Choiseul. “I will never forget, sir, that you have brought me this happiness.” “And that of France,” he rejoined weightily.

			Next came the royal family, in the order imposed by protocol. Despite being ill-disposed to the newcomer, the king’s three daughters, Adélaïde, Victoire and Sophie, would not have given up their precedence for anything in the world. Always ready to uphold their rank, they were there to meet their future niece and give her the requisite kiss. At the Compiègne chateau, the princes and princesses of the blood were standing at attention to greet her. Following them the titled lords and ladies came forward. The more taxing festivities were fortunately reserved for the days to follow. After supper she had only to try on different rings to find one that suited her, and she was left to her bedchamber, while the dauphin, who could not sleep under the same roof, went off to lodge with the count de Saint-Florentin, the minister who headed the king’s household.

			In the little notebook the dauphin used to jot down a summary account of his days, he wrote simply “Interview with Madame la Dauphine,” thus causing to rain down on him accusations of crude indifference. But this notebook, or rather these notebooks, as there would be others, had nothing of the intimate diary, as they sometimes have been carelessly named. They were more like daily planners written after the fact. In them he wrote down as dryly as one would in a daily planner, not his upcoming obligations, but an indication of his daily activities – an account above all of his hunting, which explains the large number of negative entries: “Nothing,” he wrote on days when he hadn’t hunted. He methodically mapped out the passing of his time, in the same way that elsewhere he recorded, day after day, the exact state of his personal finances. But never would he dream of confiding any intimacies to these notebooks, especially not his sorrows. “Death of my mother at eight o’clock this evening,” he noted simply on Friday the 13th of March 1767, even though he was deeply affected. The only exceptions to this reserve would come later during moments of intense joy, at the birth of his children, as we shall see. We therefore can conclude nothing from his notebooks’ silence about his relations with Marie-Antoinette.

			The next day brought the last stop before Versailles. A visit was made to the Carmelite convent in Saint-Denis. The king’s youngest daughter, Madame Louise, had just begun her novitiate there, but felt herself no less a member of the family for all that, and wished to meet her new niece. The latter, smiling but collected, made an excellent impression on the community. One nun wrote, “Her features have an air of grandeur, of modesty and of gentleness all at once. The king, Mesdames and especially Monsieur le Dauphin seem delighted with her. They never tire of saying ‘She’s incomparable.’” The rest of the journey was made between crowds of onlookers lining the roads, which got denser as they neared the capital.

			In the evening they arrived at the chateau de la Muette, just outside the Boulogne wood. On her night table she found – it was part of the ritual – a superb set of diamonds. She had already been informed that the bracelet bore a portrait of the king. She hastened to attach it to her wrist, replacing her own, in imitation of her late mother-in-law Marie-Josèphe. “She gets along marvelously with the king, she greets him with the customary courtesies,” the marquise de Durfort pointed out, “… She seeks always to please him.” More introductions: she met the dauphin’s two younger brothers, the counts de Provence and d’Artois.

			When it came time for supper, if she sensed uncommon excitement all around, she could be forgiven for assuming she was the cause of it. She would figure it out later on. For the time being, she replied amiably to the praises of a breathtakingly beautiful young woman in white wearing just enough diamonds to avoid appearing vulgar. If she was told her name she did not retain it. When the mysterious individual sat down at the end of the table, admittedly, far enough from the king – but all the same! – the room fell into icy silence. He dared to do it! He took advantage of the naïve dauphine’s presence to stifle any reaction and impose the company of his new favorite. Seeing the young girl’s glance fall on the smiling countenance of the new acquaintance, the king leaned over and asked her, “How do you find this lady?” “Charming,” came her innocent reply. Soon overcome with curiosity, she in turn leaned over toward Madame de Noailles to ask what place this beautiful lady occupied in the court. For a moment disconcerted, the lady recovered her wits and replied, “Her functions? Why, the king enjoys her company!” “Well,” came her boastful reply, “in that case, I shall be her rival.” She spoke loudly enough to be heard by her neighbors, who lost no time in peddling the phrase at court and in town, much to the mortification of the upstart when she found out about it. Those dictating the dauphine’s conduct could not after all have thought of everything, especially not the unthinkable! They’d felt it morally incumbent upon them to hide from her the moral failings of the grandfather they had portrayed as being blessed with every virtue. “How tharming, this little one!” lisped in turn the radiant du Barry.

			The anecdote was certainly doctored, if not entirely cut from whole cloth, but it conveys accurately an impression everyone had: the dauphine quite made up her mind that no one would dispute her preeminence at court. For the time being, however, the king, delighted to have thus enthroned his beloved, was grateful to his new granddaughter for having provided the opportunity. His letters to the empress brimmed with satisfaction.

			Pomp and circumstance

			The actual wedding was scheduled for the next day, May 16th. The weather was superb as Marie-Antoinette first passed through the gates of Versailles about ten o’clock in the morning. On the second floor, the great bedchamber of the queen destined for her use was not yet ready. Royal finances were not what they should be. The craftsmen working on it had not been paid and didn’t rush. For now she would inhabit the apartments of the previous dauphine Marie-Josèphe of Saxony on the ground floor right next to those her future spouse would occupy until he became king, the very same his own late father had occupied. She was delivered into the hands of the ladies in charge of her wardrobe. Two hours later she emerged, her torso enclosed in a stunning white brocade dress whose immense panniers made her look even more slender. She glided seemingly on air to the king’s cabinet amidst murmurs of admiration. She greeted him and kissed his hand “with great good grace and ease” noted the duke de Croÿ, who knew a beautiful woman when he saw one. The dauphin was there, outfitted in a diamond-studded gold suit crossed by the blue Sash of the Holy Spirit.

			A royal wedding is a spectacle offered by the king to his beloved subjects. Onlookers thickly lined the corridors leading to the chapel, taxing the safety officials. All one needed for admittance was to be dressed to the nines. Persons of quality furnished with invitations gained entry to the galleries and grandstands. The rest were sorted according to how dashingly they were decked out. The most dazzlingly dressed ladies were pushed to the front row, just behind the crowd-containing barriers. There they would make up part of the decor. At the very top of the social ladder a few privileged individuals were admitted to the religious ceremony. At the very bottom – well not exactly, as they did have to be decently dressed – the good people were invited to a fireworks display in the park.

			Slowly the cortege made its way to the chapel, where the sunlight serendipitously streaming in heightened the colors on display and sparkled off all the gold, to the tumultuous strains of the great organ. The newlyweds proceeded to the foot of the altar where the archbishop of Reims welcomed them. They knelt down on the crimson gold-tasseled velvet cushions. As soon as the homily was over, the king and the princes moved forward and stood together behind them, as required by immutable ritual. The prelate blessed the young woman’s wedding ring and the traditional thirteen gold coins5. When the time came to slip the ring on her finger, the dauphin, very moved, turned as per custom to his grandfather, who nodded his assent. Then came the solemn blessing, followed by the mass. Once arrived at the Pater Noster, a silver brocade cloth was held aloft over the couple’s heads. Before leaving the chapel they had to sign the documents for the registry office of the parish of Notre-Dame, which included the chateau. According to protocol, the dauphine signed after the king and the dauphin. She took the quill into her trembling hand and – touchingly, as it reminds us just how young she was – she adorned her four Christian names with an inkblot.

			She withdrew to her suite where all the servants attached to her service would swear their oath of allegiance, one after another, from the highest-ranking officials of her household and ladies-in-waiting to the lowliest scullery maid who scoured her pots. Soon she was brought her wedding gifts in a beautiful coffer that cabinetmakers and goldsmiths had outdone themselves to produce. Aside from a blue enamel pendant on a diamond chain and a few other jewels from the king, she found in it a whole assortment of gifts she was to distribute to her entourage. And in order to avoid any embarrassing blunders as had occurred in the past, each gift bore the name of its recipient. Next she must attend the reception in the great hall whose mirrors cast an infinity of candlelight glowing from the crystal chandeliers. There the public could behold the king and his grandchildren at a gaming table enjoying an innocent game of cavagnole6. The privileged few were seated on little benches, the rest were cordoned off in the narrow passageways behind the barriers, obliged to file past at a regular pace, permitted neither to turn back nor stop, as if being ushered past some sort of icon. Outside the weather had turned awful. The rain was pouring down, and everyone knew there would be no fireworks; they were all sodden. The dejected onlookers turned to go home; their kind were barred entry to the ballrooms.

			Louis XV managed to bring to fruition a project that Louis XIV kept having to postpone for lack of funds: he had the architect Jacques Ange Gabriel build at Versailles a sumptuous theatre equipped with highly sophisticated stage machinery. It could put on all the delights of the lyrical theatre with divinities descending from the heavens or emerging out of hell; but it could also be transformed at will into a large dining hall or a ballroom, thanks to a movable floor that could extend out from the stage to cover the theatre seats. Gone were the days when they had to hasten to turn the riding school into a ballroom. Marie-Antoinette’s wedding saw the inauguration of what remains to this day the chateau’s opera house. And for her wedding there was of course a music-filled dinner “au grand couvert,” that is to say open to the public.

			Flanked on his right by the dauphin and on his left by the dauphine, Louis XV presided over the long table of princes and princesses of the blood – twenty-one guests in all. Various courses were served. Marie-Antoinette hardly touched a thing, even though she seemed not to have had a bite to eat all day. Perhaps she had something in the middle of the day that no one cared to mention, no doubt because it wasn’t on the program. Regarding the dauphin’s appetite, the accounts differ. One detail has caught the attention of nearly all historians. As the young man demonstrated a hearty appetite, the king apparently teased him with a winking admonition not to overdo it. “You mustn’t get too full now, think of tonight.” To which came the naïve reply, “But why not? I always sleep better after a good supper.” The anecdote is said to come from Marie-Antoinette’s lifelong friend Madame de Lamballe via the memoirs of Catherine Hyde, at one time in her service. Very different were the observations of an English visitor, the countess of Northumberland, present for the occasion. She found that he ate little, and seemed lost in his thoughts while staring down at his plate and toying with his knife. It is possible of course that his appetite waned during the course of the dinner. But let’s not kid ourselves. The fact is that, as with Marie-Antoinette squaring off against Madame du Barry, we see at work here the reconstruction of events or simply selective memory based on what happened subsequently. Legend seeps into history and truth is impossible to pin down.

			The supper over, they were conducted to the nuptial chamber, the young woman’s bedchamber, for the bedding ritual, also public. The archbishop blessed the bed. The king must hand his grandson the nightshirt that protocol required the duke d’Orléans to hand the king. Together, they brought him to his own bedchamber for the purpose – a mercifully modest innovation – while the highest-ranking married woman, in this case the duchess de Chartres, handed the dauphine hers. The king led the dauphin back, conducted him to the bed, closed the curtains momentarily while he got in, then opened them wide so that the princesses and courtiers fortunate enough to have the right of “entry to the bedchamber” saw the newlyweds lying side by side and could testify to the validity of the marriage. The king whispered a few bawdy encouragements into his grandson’s ear – that too was required by tradition. After the last curtsies and bows, the two children were left to their own devices in the bed finally closed to the world.

			They looked fresh the next morning when the court elite, devoured by curiosity, came to greet them upon wakening. But no triumphant communiqué graced with military metaphors was forthcoming after this wedding night. On May 16th, the young man noted in his diary My marriage. Reception in the Hall. Royal feast in the opera house. The next day he would write Nothing, which simply meant he didn’t go hunting. Would he have entrusted to his diary any nuptial exploits? Nothing is less sure. But in any case, it is clear that the marriage was not consummated. This is hardly strange, given their age. But for the moment it was not a pressing matter. It would become more pressing as the months turned into years, to the point of preoccupying French public opinion and the chancelleries all over Europe.

			Dazzling festivities that end badly

			Marie-Antoinette was duly wed, but her task was not over yet. On the program were still two weeks of festivities. On Thursday the 17th of May, the stage works were inaugurated as the floor was removed to reveal the new opera house. Tradition dictated the choice of Lully’s Perseus, which the vigorous albeit middle-aged Louis XIV had delighted in when the court transferred to Versailles in 1682. But a lot of hard work had been put into adapting it to current tastes, recounts Pierre de Nolhac. It was reduced from five to four acts; recitatives were cut out and vocals added. A new ballet was added ending with an allegory in honor of the dauphine: the imperial eagle descends from on high to light the flame on the altar of Hymen. Alas, Lully’s music suffered from the butchering; the as-yet untested machines worked badly, and the dauphine failed to hide her boredom. The only time she enjoyed it was when Perseus tripped and tumbled to Andromeda’s feet as he tried to save her from the monster’s clutches. It was wrongly concluded therefore that she wasn’t fond of music.

			A day of rest followed. The dauphin went hunting. She dined alone, but in public. The next day she had to undergo a fearful ordeal: the official grand ball. The atmosphere was a bit tense as quarrels over precedence raged. The house of Lorraine argued that their status as foreign guests and their family ties to the dauphine gave them the right to pass in front of the non-hereditary dukes and duchesses who, furious, decided to snub the event. Upon the explicit order of Louis XV they finally dragged their feet to the ball. The same blue and gold space was again metamorphosed and symbolically adorned with chubby-cheeked cupids cavorting amid dolphins and eagles to represent Psyche. The entire court was arranged in a circle around the dance floor to fix their unforgiving eyes on the couples, who had to follow each other onto the dance floor in the order imposed by the king. The newlyweds had the perilous honor of opening the ball. A minuet facilitated the task. The general consensus was that the dauphine acquitted herself well. Perhaps she danced slightly out of step, as the prince of Starhemberg had noted back in Saverne. But she was so lithe, and light, and graceful, that this was forgotten and some were even tempted to say, as would Horace Walpole later on, that it was the music that was off tempo. Besides, compared to her husband she looked good. Charitably, the king avoided assigning her the more intricate dances. Accompanied by the young duke de Chartres, she only stepped out onto the dance floor again for a familiar German number.

			The postponed fireworks took place that night. The pyrotechnicians produced an amazing show, outdoing anything before seen in the number and ingenuity of the displays. Whirling suns carried aloft France’s coat of arms and the couple’s interlaced initials. The grand finale apparently contained no fewer than 20,000 rockets, something previously unheard of. No sooner did the last spent squibs fall to the ground than the buildings and gardens burst into light. Along the rooftops, the flowerbeds, the pergolas and the hornbeam groves, along the water basins and the fountain edges, glass-encased candles traced shimmering lines, outlining the contours of the chateau and the park. The Temple of the Sun stood majestic at the end of the Grand Canal. Joyful music by the French Guards burst forth from boats whose lanterns flickered to the rhythm of the oars. Hidden among the groves were bands, dance floors and makeshift stages for street performers, acrobats and tightrope walkers; there were even theatres where impromptu shows were put on in honor of the newlyweds. The jubilant populace would celebrate until dawn.

			Fascinated, Marie-Antoinette watched the fireworks from the central balcony. Then, startled as the lights burst forth, she jumped. She had itchy feet, and was keen to go see all of these marvels for herself, to rub shoulders with the crowds, to be engulfed in the universal joy. Alas, the king held her back; dauphines do not do such things. There she remained, fighting back the tears before the forbidden fruit, discovering all of a sudden the servitude of her position. Did the king take pity on her and authorize a brief carriage jaunt among the crowds? Here again accounts differ, so the question must be left unanswered.

			Everyone took a rest on Sunday May 20th in anticipation of the masked ball on Monday. Marie-Antoinette was not in disguise. A simple hooded cape known as a domino, however, prevented her being recognized in the Salon of Hercules where she ventured a turn on the dance floor. She was allowed to enter the rooms where the masked figures were all awhirl, and the great hall where they were feasting at the buffet tables. She had hardly savored this semi-freedom for an hour when she was sent to bed. But she had gotten a foretaste of the enchanting pleasures that her new life could offer.

			The plays chosen later to introduce her to French theatre were not all to her liking. Among the tragedies the first pick was a monumental work, admirable to be sure, but austere, Racine’s Athalie. The dauphin loved it – he knew it by heart – but his little bride found it boring, weighed down by its high-flown rhetoric. Wasn’t there anything more modern? Voltaire, the philosophe of Ferney, was too contentious a figure to be acceptable to the court, but his plays were a must. So his Tancrède and Sémiramis were put on. Next up were a remake of Perseus – better this time – Rameau’s Castor and Pollux, then a ballet by Madame de Villeroy, The Enchanted Tower, the story of a princely wedding that ends with a tournament in which carts are drawn by real horses.

			As the days passed there were fewer entertainments, the schedule was less grueling. But tradition demanded that the people of Paris get their share of the festivities. So on Wednesday, May 30th, there were more fireworks and dense crowds in the Place Louis XV (now Place de la Concorde) and along the boulevards7 lined with fairground stalls. Everywhere there were buffet tables groaning with rustic fare and fountains of wine for the taking. There were light shows and dancing. Many courtiers crowded to the best-placed windows. The Seine was covered in boats. The king unfortunately decided not to attend, and the dauphin had no desire to, but the dauphine insisted on going, and her wish was granted. It was agreed that she could go in her coach toward the end, accompanied by Mesdames her aunts, once the fireworks were over and traffic was a bit more manageable.

			They were in time to see the last of the display, but just then there was an unnerving noise. Their coach stopped. The women watched helplessly as terrified people came running in their direction. They were told as little as possible and were sent back to Versailles in all haste. An enormous stampede had developed in the Rue Royale. The bridges were closed off so that all the construction, the ditches, and the garden gates had turned the northeast corner of the Place Louis XV into a fatal trap, a tangle of bodies and vehicles. According to some witnesses a small fire broke out, aggravating the panic. The death toll reached 132. Most victims were suffocated, run over or trampled to death. They were buried in the nearby La Madeleine graveyard. Distraught when they found out how horrendous the disaster had been, the dauphin and the dauphine, in whose honor the deadly festivities had been held, hastened to donate their monthly stipend to the victims’ families.

			Such was Marie-Antoinette’s first contact with Paris, and more precisely with this Place Louis XV, built in honor of the monarch and the monarchy. At the time perhaps a few superstitious minds saw in this dramatic event a shadow cast on her married life. But who could have guessed that less than a quarter of a century later, on this very spot, by then called La Place de la Révolution, she herself would be brought to the guillotine, and that in La Madeleine’s potter’s field her body would join the corpses of those whose blood had flowed at her wedding festivities?

			Eventually court life returned to its usual rhythm. These outrageously expensive weeks dug a huge hole in the treasury’s finances, but Louis XV had demonstrated that he knew as well as his great-grandfather the Sun King how to make of France the resplendent paragon of taste, luxury and elegance for all of Europe to admire. The festivities were among the most striking any monarchy had ever put on. Along with the famous Pleasures of the Enchanted Island of 1664, they remain to this day the most memorable. The royal residence of Versailles never equaled these two, the first and practically the last of its splendorous festivities.

			In Vienna the empress was happy with her daughter. The child had followed orders. But once does not a habit make. She acquitted herself brilliantly during these rites of initiation, much better than her chaperons had hoped. There were no missteps, or so few. Starhemberg declared himself happily surprised by her perseverance, her presence of mind, her ease and her grace. That’s because her mother’s advice was not hard to follow: she was good at pleasing, shining, winning hearts. A murmur of admiration accompanied her every step. Would the miracle continue? Maria Theresa feared that the task might be difficult for her. For despite the good feelings aired in her letters, she knew full well that relations between Paris and Vienna were not at present very stable, if they ever had been. The marriage that she fought so hard for was of her making. Would her daughter be able to do what was expected of her?

			
				
					1	It was January and the violence of the river was such that the ceremony could not be held. Outside Strasburg’s walls, therefore, a house was found as close to the border as possible and was fixed up according to the model required by tradition.

				

				
					2	Madame Campan, who would only later become her lady of the bedchamber and whose account dates from later still, has often been quoted to the effect that she was subjected to the ancient ritual. But all the contemporary accounts affirm the contrary.

				

				
					3	“Dîners à grand couvert,” or official state dinners, were solemn affairs, where members of the royal family dined before the assembled court.

				

				
					4	More precisely given to Stanislas Leszczynski, for as long as he lived. At his death in 1766 it became French.

				

				
					5	According to a custom dating back to the late 16th century, the thirteen coins – simple farthings for the poorest – were distributed in two parts. Ten were for the priest who kept the marriage contract. The groom took the rest and having placed the ring on the bride’s finger telling her “With this ring I you wed,” he slipped them into her hand and added, “And with my wealth I you endow.” This second element of the ritual had been lost, but the thirteen coins offered to the church survived.

				

				
					6	A game for small stakes similar to our lotto much enjoyed by Marie Leszczynska.

				

				
					7	The whole area was under construction. Place Louis XV, today the Place de la Concorde, would not be finished for another two years, but already at its northern edge the two pavilions by Gabriel could be seen. It was surrounded by a wide drainage ditch spanned by bridges. The Rue Royale connected it to the boulevards, which had just been built over the remains of the ancient ramparts, starting from the church of la Madeleine, also under construction. It was bordered to the east by the Tuileries gardens with its ironwork gates. Access to them could be barred by a swing bridge. Neither the Rue de Rivoli nor the Concorde bridge existed yet. To the west the Place looked out on the embankment and the Cours-la-Reine, which was still in the countryside.

				

			

		

	
		
			
Chapter 2. 
Daughter of the Empress-Queen


			It was not easy being the daughter of an exceptional woman endowed by fate with supreme power. Marie-Antoinette was attached to her mother by a close network of ties, which circumstances would reinforce rather than weaken. Surviving the bumps, the misunderstandings and the quarrels, their relationship would continue by correspondence until the empress passed away in 1780. Upon her death, the empress became larger than life and would remain so, the absolute reference, the model that had to be lived up to and be seen as worthy of. It is useful therefore to become acquainted with this exceptional mother in order to understand all that her daughter owed her.

			A passionate woman

			Looking at what she accomplished politically both at home and in Europe, one is tempted to accentuate her wisdom, level-headedness and prudence. Thrust at the age of twenty-three into ruling over disparate possessions coveted by her neighbors, she managed through clever maneuvering to divide her rivals, and through sheer energy to rally around her even the most recalcitrant of her subjects. Ever after, she would rule with a firm hand over her husband, her children and her states, imposing herself on the European scene as a sovereign of foremost grandeur.

			It is a bit surprising therefore to discover in her an impulsive and ardent woman at times prey to extreme passions. But she remained on an even keel thanks to a deep Christian faith that helped her avoid the traps laid by pride; and thanks to her open mind and heart, she was able to see things from others’ point of view. She was exceptionally clear-sighted thanks to a sense of humor and a sound instinct for the truth. Very strong-willed, she pursued with extreme tenacity any objectives she set, like getting back Silesia, snatched from her one fine day by the king of Prussia. But faced with hard facts, she never fell into self-destructive obstinacy: she would relent in time – at the last possible moment – but in time. She knew how to make a quick decision and stick to it. Her broad and vigorous intelligence, capable of grasping complex realities, exercised rigorous control over her passions. Her strength, and her originality too, came from this rare balance between the contradictory demands of her temperament.

			Fetters dissolved before this powerful temperament. Starting in adolescence, she proved that she would not bow to what others expected of her. When it came time to marry, Francis of Lorraine was not her father’s first choice. But she got her own way, helped by the fact that her choice did not present any overwhelming objections. Her ascension to the throne at the age of twenty-three did not diminish her vitality, far from it. She had received the rigorous and straight-laced education reserved at the time for young women. She loved horseback riding, so much so that even during her pregnancies she refused to give it up, conceding only to ride sidesaddle rather than straddling the horse like a man. When she went to be crowned queen of Hungary, her masterful horsemanship impressed the noble Magyars, themselves peerless horsemen. She threw herself completely into her favorite entertainments like dancing and gambling, especially when Vienna got caught up in the frenetic pre-Lenten festivities. “Sometimes in winter,” wrote one of her biographers, “upon leaving the gaming tables, she would throw a domino over her shoulders and go into town with her entourage to the Dance Hall and stay until it closed. ‘She thought,’ one courtier remarked, ‘that the mask would prevent her being recognized; just to please her, we played along, although her quick and easy gait betrayed her immediately.’”

			She was young. She was beautiful. She could have let it all go to her head. But she didn’t. She never let her pleasures interfere with her duties to the state. After nights of partying, daybreak would find her at her desk, ready to deal with whatever ministers needed her for that day. She enjoyed cast-iron health. Over the years, however, she adopted more regular schedules. With age and the birth of her many children she settled down; her exuberance disappeared. But her naturalness was never far from the surface. It can be called her defining feature. She remained quite unconventional. For her, how things should be never clouded how they actually were. She was so naturally imposing that she needed no trappings of power to gain respect. At any given moment the living woman would burst forth unexpectedly from behind the empress. Just reread her letters. They contain a tone all her own. Although she shunned evasiveness, waffling and euphemism, she was insouciant about grammar, and expressed herself forthrightly, personally, without fear of leaving herself open. She needed neither show nor mask. She didn’t protect herself. She let herself be seen as she was. That does not mean, however, that she expressed everything, even less that she gave in. She would show only a part of herself. But the part she showed had the ring of truth and was therefore persuasive. In 1755, when she made Louis XV her surprising offer to become allies, nothing convinced the king more of her sincerity than her direct way of getting to the point. As the abbé de Véri put it, “she had to a superior degree the art of honest seduction.”
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