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Praise for Marie-Antoinette and Count Fersen



‘A vivid and poignant portrait of the last, desperate days of the Bourbons.’ – Sunday Times


‘Evelyn Farr has a way of blowing the dust off historical fact and thus revealing a set of truths which, in their courageous audacity, make ordinary historical biographies seem comparatively dull.’ – Birmingham Post


‘Thoroughly enjoyable and required reading for anyone fascinated by the most tragic of queens.’ – Amanda Foreman, author of Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire





Marie-Antoinette and Count Fersen: The Untold Love Story



The tragic life of Marie-Antoinette has, over the centuries, assumed almost mythical proportions. As Queen of France she was known as the ‘Austrian whore’ and, victim of political intrigue, accused of every imaginable sexual and political crime. Yet after the French Revolution she was reinvented as a saint.


Born an Austrian archduchess, daughter of the empress Maria Theresa, at the age of fifteen in 1770 she married the heir to the French throne. Never was a couple so mismatched. The vivacious girl had charm and intelligence, while her husband, crowned Louis XVI in 1774, was boorish, gauche and verging on impotent. Rebuffed by him, the young queen engaged in a hectic social life. This book sympathetically charts the decline in her public image and follows her long-term relationship with Axel von Fersen, a liaison of abiding affection and mutual passion that began before revolutionary storm clouds gathered over France. Her love for the chivalrous and hand-some Count, later Grand Marshal of Sweden, although suspected by a few at court, was suppressed or overlooked.


In this definitive new edition of her acclaimed study Evelyn Farr has painstakingly unearthed fresh evidence from contemporary sources that peels back the layers of misinformation obscuring the Queen’s great love affair and its impact on the destiny of the French Royal Family.


Evelyn Farr is a graduate of University College London, where she studied English with French and Italian. Her M.Phil thesis on the influence of eighteenth-century French and English fiction in Jane Austen’s novels led to her first book on Fanny Burney, and it was Burney’s marriage to a French émigré that resulted in a journey through the byways of French history which have fascinated her ever since. She is currently working on another biography for Peter Owen on Anne of Austria, mother of Louis XIV and the French queen at the centre of The Three Musketeers.
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This book is dedicated to the cherished memory of my wise and lovely mother Norah Farr, without whom it could never have been written.
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PREFACE


For romance, glamour, passion and tragedy, few love affairs in history match that between Queen Marie-Antoinette and Count Axel von Fersen, yet few have been so misrepresented for so long. This book uses recently decoded original documents and other previously suppressed sources from the French and Swedish archives to peel back two centuries of myth and misinformation about the deep and enduring passion between the ill-fated Queen of France and the handsome Swedish nobleman who tried to save her from a cruel and untimely end.


The lack of an objective appraisal of their love affair stems in part from Marie-Antoinette’s status as one of the most controversial figures in French history and in part from the ignorance of later generations about the mores of high society in pre-revolutionary France. It is not possible to give an impartial account of this affair if you view it through a nineteenth-century prism, when prudishness and hypocrisy concealed a multitude of sins, or if you fail to take account of the many political reasons why nineteenth-century editors of Marie-Antoinette’s papers were so keen to suppress details of her affair with Fersen. Few people have been so maligned when alive and so beatified after death. During her lifetime, Marie-Antoinette was called ‘the Austrian whore’, accused of every imaginable sexual and political crime. At her trial the vindictive and ruthless Fouquier-Tinville compared her in the act of accusation to Messalina and said she was ‘immoral in every way’, a ‘new Agrippina so perverted and so familiar with every crime that forgetting her role as a mother and the boundaries prescribed by natural laws’ she even committed incest with her six-year-old son.1


It is worth noting that Fersen is mentioned in the trial proceedings as helping the Royal Family to escape their imprisonment at the Tuileries, but there is no suggestion that he was Marie-Antoinette’s lover or, indeed, that she had any lovers at all, despite her alleged insatiable and depraved sexual appetites. The reason is simple; had the Queen been accused of having a long, constant relationship with just one man, particuarly one noted for his elegance and discretion, the charge would have been laughed out of court and would have elicited sympathy for her, not hatred. It would have made her a normal woman, far too human to have committed the many heinous crimes with which she was charged. This should alert the modern reader to the fact that eighteenth-century views on such extra-marital liaisons were very different from those in later periods – for when royal and aristocratic marriages were political alliances arranged between children, and unhappily married couples often separated or spent their lives apart, a single love affair conducted without ostentation was seen as a badge of honour and not a sin.


So, just as it suited the revolutionaries to suppress details of this affair because they wanted to paint Marie-Antoinette as the personification of evil and sexual depravity, under the restored monarchy in the nineteenth century the establishment, guilt-ridden for having abandoned her to her murderers and desperate to distance itself from both the revolutionaries and the ancien régime, tried to reinvent her as a saint, pure and unsullied – a devoted, pious wife and mother who never had a single lustful thought in her entire life. Memoirs were scrupulously circumspect, all rumours of gallantry of any sort were denied, and the very construction of Versailles and the routine of court life were used – quite wrongly – to claim that it was impossible for the Queen ever to have had a lover even if she had wanted one. And so another thick coat of half-truths and lies was added to the already distorted historical portrait of Marie-Antoinette, making it harder still to get a true picture of the woman beneath the crown.


What is difficult to fathom is why so many subsequent biographers still waver between the two extremes of whore and saint, when a careful reading of contemporary sources reveals a far more credible and balanced personality. One sees a woman who, from the day she stepped on to French soil in 1770, was the hapless victim of political intrigue, captive to a destiny she rebelled against but never managed to escape. Hated in France from the outset because she was Austrian, neglected and rebuffed by her husband, the young Marie-Antoinette forgot her sorrows by plunging into a hectic social life. She has never lived down her image as a reckless and extravagant teenager, although she developed into a woman of immense charm, grace, majesty and intelligence. Above all, she was a woman with deep feelings and a loyal and affectionate temperament.


Marie-Antoinette utterly charmed Axel von Fersen, and years before revolutionary storm clouds gathered over France she had become the centre of his whole existence. ‘No one’, he declared, ‘has ever known how to love like her.’ For the Queen, Fersen was ‘the most loved and loving of men’, the one man she loved passionately and wholeheartedly until she was snatched from him by the guillotine in 1793. Their relationship was known to insiders at court during her lifetime but was lost in the mass of horrendous libels spread against her by Orléanists and Jacobins during the French Revolution. When the monarchy was restored in 1814 Marie-Antoinette’s tarnished reputation was given an extensive makeover. Presented as a royal martyr, she ceased to be a human being with human frailties and passions. Memoirs about her (and about the last years of the ancien régime generally) were subject to revisionist censorship, and any diverging from the Queen’s new image were suppressed.


Her loyal femme de chambre and confidante Mme Campan published memoirs in 1823 that are often viewed as the fount of all knowledge regarding the Queen, yet she maintained a staggering silence about Fersen even when describing in detail the Royal Family’s flight to Varennes, which he masterminded. Lord Holland caused uproar when he later suggested in his memoirs that Mme Campan had been less than generous with the truth:


Madame Campan’s delicate reserve is not only forgivable but praiseworthy; her memoirs suppress truths that were known to her but which a woman cannot reveal without neglecting propriety. She was privy to Marie-Antoinette’s amours. Madame Campan, who lived under the Restoration, was not as reserved in her conversation as she was in her writing. She admitted a curious fact, which was that Fersen was in a tête-à-tête with Her Majesty in her boudoir or bedroom on the famous night of 6 October 1789. He escaped without being seen with great difficulty, in a disguise procured for him by Madame Campan.2


One can be fairly confident after reading Fersen’s own papers, which reveal that he had lodgings inside the palace, that Lord Holland was right; and one should also take note that, according to her sister-in-law Madame Elisabeth, Marie-Antoinette herself escaped to the King’s apartments that night dressed only in her shift.3


Axel von Fersen was systematically brushed out of the portrait nineteenth-century biographers painted of Marie-Antoinette, yet he was the person who probably knew her best, and certainly he appreciated her good qualities and loved her the most. People hoping for scandalous revelations when his diary and letters were finally published in 1877 were sorely disappointed. His great-nephew, who edited them, excised all intimate details about Marie-Antoinette, although he let out interesting snippets by default, because of his ignorance of her life. He presented both the Queen and Fersen as models of moral rectitude, reinforcing the Queen’s image as a martyr, grateful for the assistance of a devoted but very respectful Axel von Fersen.


Marie-Antoinette’s papers were subject to similar restrictions. She burnt many during the Revolution, but those surviving in Viennese archives were classified for decades – more for the benefit of the Austrians, who had used her and abandoned her disgracefully, than to shield the Queen herself.


In the twentieth century a more realistic assessment of Marie-Antoinette’s character and place in history emerged, but her grande passion for Axel von Fersen still remains in the shadows. Now that original letters between them have at last been fully decoded, and Fersen’s papers are available for more extensive analysis, it is time to take a fresh look at this fateful love story. Far from being a platonic chivalrous romance, it was an intense and enduring passion between two truly star-crossed lovers.





A NOTE ON SOURCES


This book relies solely on contemporary sources to portray the relationship between Marie-Antoinette and Axel von Fersen, and as far as possible in this revised edition I have used original documents rather than the versions available in printed texts. Even the best of the printed sources are extensively edited, and I have found material in the archives that has been suppressed or overlooked by editors of both Marie-Antoinette’s and Fersen’s papers, either from prudishness or because they failed to realize its significance. Jacques Patarin’s and Valérie Nachef’s work on the letters between Marie-Antoinette and Fersen in the French archives (440AP) proves that even papers that have been freely available for a number of years have never before been properly examined for clues.


Very few of Marie-Antoinette’s personal papers survive in France, and those under 440AP actually come from purchases made abroad between 1982 and 2005. According to Mme Campan, the Queen kept all her correspondence, fully intending to write her memoirs after the Revolution. They would have made fascinating reading. Unfortunately Marie-Antoinette had to destroy most of the letters she had received because she was afraid her correspondents could be arrested if their letters were seized; from 1789 on, letter-writing became a somewhat hazardous occupation in Paris as even diplomatic correspondence was opened and read. However, we do have many of the letters that Marie-Antoinette sent abroad, including those she wrote to Fersen during the Revolution, as well as the correspondence she conducted with the constitutionnels after the flight to Varennes – these letters she entrusted to Fersen for safe-keeping at their last meeting.


This correspondence reveals a woman who is unrecognizable as the feather-brained socialite of popular history. She has a dry wit, sure political instincts and a crisp, incisive style very reminiscent of her mother the Empress Maria-Theresa. Her grammar may not be perfect, but her meaning is always clear. Her letters to Fersen show the same qualities, but in addition to their official correspondence, which was often encoded and deciphered by their secretaries or agents, there are short notes and more personal letters which were on no account to be read by anyone else. In these she writes as a woman does to her lover. After reading so many of Marie-Antoinette’s words in her own handwriting, I can tell which published letters are suspect simply because of their florid style and overblown imagery. She never wasted time with literary flourishes, and so I have avoided relying on such letters altogether – either they are original but have been prettied up beyond all recognition to satisfy a nineteenth-century editor’s vanity, or they have been fabricated entirely. Either way they cannot be trusted.


Highly significant details about the Queen’s private life are also to be found in dispatches the Austrian ambassador in Paris, the Comte de Mercy, wrote to Marie-Antoinette’s mother, Empress Maria-Theresa, and brother, Emperor Joseph II. The latter correspondence in particular yields vital clues on the abysmal state of Marie-Antoinette’s marriage during her liaison with Fersen. Her own letters to both her mother and brother are also helpful, but with her mother she was never entirely frank, and Joseph was far more interested in her politics than her personal life.


Another often overlooked source of corrobatory evidence is to be found in the diaries and letters written by courtiers and close associates of Fersen and Marie-Antoinette at Versailles. These reveal little details about palace life and routine that help to pin down the chronology of their relationship; they are particularly useful in light of the fact that many biographers state that Fersen was in Sweden between 1783 and 1790 when in fact he spent far more time in France than he did in his native country.


Fersen’s papers have now passed into the national archives in Sweden, and there is an abundance of material yet to be explored fully. He kept a diary from the age of fifteen when he set out on his grand tour, but volumes for the years from 1779 to 1791 were burnt by a friend in Paris after the failure of Varennes. However, these gaps can partially be filled by Fersen’s letters to his father and sister and his detailed correspondence register; both are extremely useful for tracing his movements and highlighting the elaborate deception he employed to conceal his relationship with Marie-Antoinette.


The repeated failure of biographers to connect and compare details of Fersen’s life with Marie-Antoinette’s has led to ambivalence about the nature of their love – an ambivalence in no small part owing to the unprofessional editing of Axel von Fersen’s papers. According to O.G. Heidenstam, who in 1913 edited letters between Fersen, the Queen and French constitutionnels, Fersen ‘loved the Queen without one disloyal or sensual thought that could dim the flame of a love worthy of the troubadours or the knights of the Round Table. The Queen loved him in the same way, without ever forgetting her duty as a wife and her dignity as a Queen.’


Heidenstam’s idealism was shared by Baron R.M. von Klinckowström, Fersen’s great-nephew, who had produced a much truncated edition of his diary and letters in 1877. Both manipulated the evidence to support their views and were clearly governed by a sense of honour that made them determined to protect the Queen’s reputation.


Klinckowström published letters between Marie-Antoinette and Axel von Fersen covering only the period June 1791 to June 1792, and even these suffer from numerous deletions. He maintained that Fersen himself erased sensitive financial and political passages before the letters were forwarded to the King of Sweden. ‘Among the papers belonging to Count von Fersen’, he averred, ‘there is nothing which could cast a shadow on the Queen’s conduct.’ This is quite untrue. It is interesting to note, however, that it was Klinckowström who wrote out a deciphered message from the Queen to Fersen which starts, ‘I can tell you that I love you and I only have time for that.’ He left it out of his edition of the letters. It is with the rest of the correspondence in the Archives Nationales, and so far I have not found the original cipher letter to go with it. It is therefore hard to know who obliterated the private passages in these letters. They were certainly never sent to the King of Sweden, and Klinckowström also suppressed many passages in Fersen’s diary concerning his love for the Queen.


It was believed that Klinckowström had destroyed the 1791–2 correspondence after publication to prevent his son using chemicals in an attempt to reveal what lay beneath the black censor’s ink, but these same letters were offered for sale by his descendants in 1982 and are now in Paris. There are clearly letters missing, particularly those that are numbered in the ‘Josephine’ series, which means they were personal. Some originals appear to have been lost or destroyed after Klinckowström copied them out in readiness for publication with sections of text missing. It is still quite possible that in the many boxes of anonymous letters in Fersen’s archives more pieces of his correspondence with Marie-Antoinette may be found. That Fersen himself would have erased any word written by the woman he called ‘my happiness’ is doubtful. He kept every last scrap of paper from her and made a vow to collect everything he could of hers after her death. Could he have buried these letters among other less important papers so that only he could find them?


Significantly, the deletions occur most frequently at the beginning and end of the letters, exactly where personal matters would have been recorded. Marie-Antoinette was not a correspondent who signed off without affectionate words, as the passages decoded and published by Patarin and Nachef (which I have also decoded for verification purposes) clearly show.


Not content with expunging what he considered to be compromising material, Klinckowström also suppressed details of Fersen’s career in France. According to his version of the diary, Fersen was in Sweden for most of the 1780s, when in fact he spent a large part of the decade in France. For this edition I have prepared a detailed chronology of Fersen’s time in France, from his first visit in 1773–4 up to the last time he saw Marie-Antoinette in 1792, pieced together from all the sources mentioned above. It has thus been possible to find out when they were together and how Fersen used to cover his tracks so he could visit her privately at Versailles.


Klinckowström also suppressed Fersen’s expressions of distaste for the Swedish establishment, references to money, health matters – perhaps understandable in view of the nature of Fersen’s health issues – and details of his liaison with Eleonore Sullivan from 1791, which are significant in that they give us a good idea of how he used to conduct his clandestine meetings with Marie-Antoinette.


That Klinckowström knew of Fersen’s love affair with the Queen is evident from his substitution of ‘the Queen’ for Elle in the diary – which was how Fersen referred to her when writing on sensitive private matters. He also seems to have been aware that they corresponded under the code name ‘Josephine’; since a deciphered letter in 440AP from Marie-Antoinette to Fersen marked in Fersen’s hand – ‘8 reçu par Mr. Lasserez, chiffre de Josephine du 3 Juill: 1792, rep le 10 par Lasserez’ (received 8th by Mr Lasserez, code from Josephine of 3 July 1792, replied the 10th by Lasserez) – is also copied out in Klinckowström’s handwriting and marked ‘chiffre de La Reine’ (code from the Queen) like the rest of the political correspondence. He certainly inherited his great-uncle’s discretion.


The most (but by no means totally) reliable editor of Axel von Fersen’s papers was Alma Söderhjelm, who published previously suppressed correspondence and diary entries in 1930 and filled many gaps by including letters for this vitally important period from Fersen to his sister and confidante Sophie. She also traced the elusive ‘Josephine’ correspondence with Marie-Antoinette through notes in Fersen’s correspondence book but claimed to be unable to find any of the actual letters. However, since checking original documents I have found that she was sometimes as selective in her editing as her predecessors had been, and occasionally she changed what Fersen had written either because she struggled to read his handwriting or because she felt that the material was compromising.


Although Söderhjelm undoubtedly cast much fresh light on Fersen’s life, she produced an incomplete picture of his relationship with Marie-Antoinette. She totally ignored the Queen’s side of the affair, overlooking valuable evidence by failing to connect it to crucial dates and events in Marie-Antoinette’s life. By far the happiest phase of their relationship was the period 1783–9, yet Söderhjelm brushed over these years in a few pages. Her forte was Swedish history, not Marie-Antoinette or life at Versailles, and she seemed to share earlier editors’ scruples about the Queen’s reputation.


Perhaps yet more details on the relationship between Marie-Antoinette and Fersen may one day come to light, but by relying on a thorough examination of original documents instead of printed sources it is possible now to present a far more balanced and informed account of it than has been the case so far.





CHRONOLOGY:
TIME SPENT BY AXEL VON FERSEN IN FRANCE 1773–1792


Sources used are indicated in parentheses


1773


15 November: Arrives in Paris after his tour of Italy (diary; letters to father)


18 November: First meeting with Marie-Antoinette, the Dauphine of France, when he is presented to the Royal Family at Versailles (diary)


19 November–5 December: Visits Versailles several times (diary) 6 December: Attends Dauphine’s ball, and again on the 21st, and becomes a regular at Dauphine’s balls (diary; letters to father)


1774


30 January: Marie-Antoinette talks to Fersen for a long time at the opera ball (diary)


31 January: Attends Marie-Antoinette’s ball at Versailles (diary)


1 February–11 May: Regular visits to Versailles and court balls (diary)


12 May: Leaves Paris for London (diary)


1778


22 August: Arrives in Paris from London (diary; letters to father)


23 August: Presented to the Duchesse de Fitz-James – Marie-Antoinette’s friend and lady-in-waiting and a stalwart of their circle for many years (diary)


25 August: Meets Mmes Stegelmann and de Korff, instrumental in the flight to Varennes (diary)


23–26 August: Goes to Versailles and Marie-Antoinette says, ‘Ah, an old acquaintance’ (letter to father of 26 August)


8 September: Marie-Antoinette asks Swedish Ambassador Count Creutz why Fersen does not come to her Sunday card table (letter to father)


1 October: Fersen raises subject of Marie-Antoinette again (letter to father); wants to join French army


15 November: Sees Marie-Antoinette often at court; she wants to see his uniform; his first visit ‘chez la Reine’ (letter to father)


November–May 1779: Becomes a regular in Marie-Antoinette’s private circle of friends (Creutz; letters to father)


1779


January–early February: Illness in Paris; has been bedridden (letter to father)


Spring 1779: People have noticed that Marie-Antoinette is in love with Fersen (Creutz dispatch to Gustav III, Saint-Priest memoirs)


24 May: Gets permission to join the French army (letter to father)


13 June: Praises Marie-Antoinette to father and says he pays his court to her often (letter to father)


28 June: Takes his leave of Marie-Antoinette at Versailles before joining the army, which is preparing to invade England as part of the American War of Independence (letter to father)


1 July: Leaves Paris for Le Havre (letter to father)


23 December: Arrives back in Paris when the invasion is called off (letter to father)


24 December: Goes to a private réveillon hosted by Mme de Lamballe at Versailles to thank Marie-Antoinette for her efforts to get his colonel’s commission (letter to father)


1780


January–March: In Paris; death of De Geer, sorting his effects (letters to father)


27 February: Mentions Marie-Antoinette, says she always walks with him at the opera balls, and people are jealous; ‘c’est une princesse charmante’ (letter to father)


15 March: Plans to go to Versailles for a few days before his departure for the American War (letter to father)


23 March: Leaves Versailles to join the French fleet at Brest


16 May: Last letter from the Jason, off the coast of Finistère. Leaves France for America (letter to father)


1783


23 June: Arrives back in Paris and asks to stay in France until spring 1784 (letter to father); avoids all mention of Marie-Antoinette in letters to his father from this point forward


15 July: Sees Marie-Antoinette ‘chez Elle’ for the first time (diary; Bombelles’s diary)


20 September: Leaves Paris to return to Sweden, having accepted the Royal Suédois despite his father’s objections (letters to Sophie and his father; Fersen’s Letter Register); ‘Josephine’ letters start and continue to 25 May 1784 (Letter Register)


15 October: Joins the Swedish King Gustav III in Germany on European tour (letters to father)


1784


7 June: Arrives at Versailles with Gustav III (letters to father; Geoffroy)


19 July: Leaves Versailles with Gustav III for Sweden


20 July: Letters to Josephine start and continue to 15 April 1785 (Letter Register)


1785


8–9 May: Arrives back in Paris/Versailles. Has a room at the Duc de Luynes house at Versailles (Letter Register)


9–16 June: Secret stay at Versailles. Letter to Stedingk at the regiment saying he is leaving Paris on the 17th; letter to father on the 16th, dated 8th, saying he is with his regiment from 9 June; no letters to Josephine until 22 June (Letter Register; letters to father)


17 June: Leaves Paris for his regiment (Letter Register)


23 July: Arrives back at Versailles for a secret visit to Marie-Antoinette – letters to Josephine 20 and 22 July ‘que je viendrai mardi au soir’, but he had written to Stedingk on 22nd July to say he was going to Brussels and Spa. Next letter to ‘Josephine’ is 1 August (Letter Register)


26 July: In Versailles; tells his aunt ‘that she must take lodgings in Versailles or near by’ (Letter Register)


August–September: With his regiment at Landrecies; letters to ‘Josephine’, 1–31 August (Letter Register)


30 September: Back to Paris/Versailles; rents third floor of house belonging to Mme de La Farre on Rue Caumartin and also has lodgings at Versailles with the Duc de Luynes – letter to Luynes, 26 September; letters to D’Asp 2, 17, 24 September (Letter Register)


4 October: Official arrival back in Paris (Letter Register). No letters to ‘Josephine’ between 26 September 1785 and 2 June 1786


13 October: Fontainebleau with the court (letter to father)


12 November: Back in Paris (letter to father)


December: Possible secret stay at Versailles; tells father he is going to regiment, but no letters to ‘Josephine’ and none to his father from Landrecies


1786


15–28 January: Secret stay in Paris/Versailles; letter on 19th to father, ‘dated from Valenciennes, that I was there on the 15th and will stay there to the 28th or 29th’; no record of trip to Valenciennes (Letter Register)


2 June: Leaves Paris for regiment; letter to ‘Josephine’, 2 June (Letter Register)


11 June: Back in Paris and secret visit to Versailles; letters to ‘Josephine’ ‘que je reviens dimanche 11’ but tells father he is with regiment (Letter Register; letter to father)


25 June: Leaves Paris and France (letters to father; Letter Register)


28 June: Letters to ‘Josephine’ start and continue to 27 April 1787


1787


15 May: Arrives back in France; at Maubeuge with regiment to


20th/21st (Letter Register; letters to father) 20/21 May: Back in Paris – letter to ‘Josephine’ (Letter Register)


10–23 June: Secret stay at Versailles during the illness and death of Princesse Sophie. Letter to regiment that he will arrive on the 23rd or 24th; writes to sister Sophie and his father on 28 June, dates letters 15th and says he has been in Maubeuge since the 13th; tells father he left Paris on 10 June but asks him to send letters to Swedish embassy in Paris, not to regiment (Letter Register, letter to father)


21 June: Leaves Versailles to join regiment(Letter Register)


5–12 July: Another secret trip back to Versailles; letters to regiment; no letters to ‘Josephine’; lies to his family (Letter Register)


11 July: Officially back in Paris (letter to father – claims he is there for the baptism of Staël’s child, who is not yet born)


30 July: Back to Maubeuge; letter to regiment; letters to ‘Josephine’ start 3 August (Letter Register)


1–15 September: Secret stay at Versailles likely; no letters to ‘Josephine’; dates his official arrival in Paris from the 15th with letters to father and Taube on 7th ‘dated from Maubeuge’ (Letter Register)


5 October: Leaves Paris to go back to regiment (Letter Register)


19 October: Return to Paris for winter quarters (letter to ‘Josephine’ in Letter Register)


19 October: Secret visit to Marie-Antoinette on the evening of his return (letter to ‘Josephine’; Letter Register)


19 October–April 1788: Secret stays with Marie-Antoinette likely, using the servants’ quarters ‘upstairs’ he had arranged with her in May and early October (letters to ‘Josephine’ in Letter Register)


1788


15 April: Leaves Paris to return to Sweden (letter to father; Letter Register)


18 April: Letters to ‘Josephine’ start and continue to 10 October


15 October: Returns to Paris (Letter Register).


Fersen remains in France (apart from trip to Aix-la-Chapelle to meet Gustav and Taube in January 1790) until the flight to Varennes on 20 June 1791


1789


January–June: In Paris/Versailles; letters to father and regiment; no letters to ‘Josephine’ (Letter Register)


16 June: Goes to his regiment at Valenciennes (letters to ‘Josephine’ commence)


3 – 15 September: Secret stay in Paris/Versailles likely; letter to Marie-Antoinette on 11 August promising to return after 25 August; letters to father giving later date for his final regimental review; no letters to ‘Josephine’ after 28 August (440AP, letters to father; Letter Register)


15–20 September: Official return to Versailles – staying in the palace (letters to father and Sophie)


5/6 October: With Marie-Antoinette at Versailles when mob storms the palace (letters to father; Letter Register; Holland and Saint-Priest memoirs)


6 October: Returns to Paris with the Royal Family (letter to father)


1790


January: At Aix-la-Chapelle to meet Taube and take instruction for his secret diplomatic mission to the French King and Queen from Gustav III (letters to father and Taube; Letter Register)


February–June 1791: Remains in and around Paris, wherever the court was until 20 June 1791, when he drove the Royal Family out of the Tuileries on the flight to Varennes (Letter Register; letters home: no letters to ‘Josephine’)


1791


1 January–20 June: In Paris (letters to father and home, no letters to Marie-Antoinette)


20 June: Leaves France following the Royal Family’s escape


1792


11 February: Leaves Brussels for Paris travelling under a false identity (diary)


13–14 February: Spends the night with Marie-Antoinette at the Tuileries (diary)


14–21 February: Hides in the attic of Craufurd’s house in Paris to avoid detection (diary)


21 February: At midnight leaves Paris (diary). This was Fersen’s last visit to Paris and the last time he saw Marie-Antoinette





PROLOGUE:
THE OPERA BALL


EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY PARIS was at its liveliest after Christmas, when one of Europe’s biggest carnivals began. There were many fairs, street shows and plays, but what most attracted dancing-mad Parisians were the countless balls. The jeunesse dorée danced the night away in aristocratic mansions, at court balls at Versailles and at the less exclusive and far less sedate masked balls held in the Opera House.


One young man who gavotted and minuetted his way through Parisian high society in the winter of 1773–4 was an eighteen-year-old Swedish nobleman on his first visit to the French capital. Count Axel von Fersen, tall, slim and handsome, soon discovered that much more could be enjoyed at an opera ball than mere dancing, as he recorded in his diary.


Wednesday 5 January 1774. At 12 I went to the opera ball with Bolémany [his tutor]. I found a very pretty and amiable mask there who whispered to me that she was cross I was not her husband so I could sleep with her. I told her that was no obstacle. I wanted to persuade her of it, but she ran off.1


Disappointed, Fersen consoled himself by kissing another masked beauty who had been captured by his more fortunate compatriot, Plomenfeldt. They had a long conversation with her, but, although they concluded she was ‘Mme Bilioni, a singer from the Comédie Italienne who speaks very good Italian and sings prettily’, she refused to reveal her identity.2 Masks gave women a licence to flirt that was denied them on other occasions, and at opera balls they could approach unknown men without fear of reproach. It was the done thing to be daring; otherwise a mask was valueless.


On Sunday 30 January 1774 Fersen left a supper party hosted by the Comtesse d’Arville to go to an opera ball once again. Little did he foresee the profound consequences of his encounter that night with another teasing mask.


At one o’clock I left to go to the opera ball. There was a great crowd of people. Mme la Dauphine, Mgr le Dauphin and the Comte de Provence came, and they were at the ball for half an hour without being recognized. The Dauphine spoke to me for a long time without my knowing her. At last, when she was recognized, everyone pressed around her and she retired to a box. I left the ball at three o’clock.3


The Dauphine Marie-Antoinette, wife of the future King Louis XVI, was just two months younger than Fersen and full of joie de vivre. Although accompanied by her husband and brother-in-law (which was unusual, as both were poor dancers and disliked balls), she took full advantage of her mask to speak at length to the handsome Swede. She had probably already cast an appraising eye over him at Versailles, since he had been presented to the Royal Family and had made regular appearances at court, including at her own weekly balls.


Fersen does not reveal what they spent so much time talking about, but judging from the general tone of opera balls one can assume it was somewhat risqué. Marie-Antoinette’s elder brother rebuked her four years later about the licentious conduct such gatherings encouraged.


Why do you want to go incognita and play a character that is not your own? … The place in itself has a very bad reputation. What are you looking for? Decent conversation? You cannot have one with your friends because the mask prevents it. Nor can you dance. Why then these adventures, this bawdiness? Why do you mingle with such a crowd of libertines, prostitutes and foreigners to listen to these sorts of things and even, perhaps, to say things like them yourself? What indecency!4


Disreputable and light-hearted their chat may have been, but its repercussions were serious. Marie-Antoinette was smitten, and Fersen must have been more than a little intrigued, since he went to Versailles the following afternoon for the Dauphine’s weekly ball and stayed for almost five hours. ‘I went to Versailles at three o’clock and stayed at the ball until 7.45.’5 Although he recorded further meetings with the Dauphine he was maddeningly discreet, and his rough diary notes give away nothing but times and dates. Nevertheless, within the week he had given up dancing in Paris altogether. ‘I go only to the balls given by Madame la Dauphine,’ he wrote on 8 February.6
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A MÉSALLIANCE


CHATTING TO HANDSOME foreigners at opera balls was certainly not the sort of behaviour expected of a future Queen of France. But Marie-Antoinette was not cast in the same mould as the pious Maria Lesczinska, Louis XV’s long-suffering wife, or the previous Dauphine, her husband’s late mother, who had been a solid and solemn matriarch. Royal marriages were seldom made in heaven, and protracted diplomatic negotiations alone had consigned the vivacious youngest daughter of Empress Maria-Theresa to the arms of one of the most unprepossessing princes in Europe.


Archduchess Marie-Antoinette-Josèphe-Jeanne of Austria was born in Vienna at 7.30 p.m. on 2 November 1755, the penultimate of Maria-Theresa’s sixteen children. She enjoyed a happy childhood in the relaxed atmosphere of the Hofburg and the Habsburgs’ smaller version of Versailles, Schönbrunn, just outside the Austrian capital. The informality of the Imperial Court was due largely to the influence of Emperor Francis I, Marie-Antoinette’s father, whom she adored.


Francis had married Maria-Theresa in 1736, when he was merely the Duke of Lorraine and she was the heir to Emperor Charles VI. Maria-Theresa’s accession to the throne on the death of her father in 1740 sparked off a bitter war between Austria (allied with Britain and Holland) and the combined forces of France, Prussia and Bavaria. Prussia wrested the valuable province of Silesia from Austria, while France tried to topple Maria-Theresa from her throne and replace her with a French puppet, the Elector of Bavaria. The strategically important duchy of Lorraine was pivotal to French involvement in what was known as the War of the Austrian Succession. Several towns in the duchy had been seized and added to France in the seventeenth century, and, although Maria-Theresa eventually retained her right to the Imperial crown, Francis had to cede Lorraine to the King of Poland; it reverted to France on the King’s death in 1766. France would never have tolerated Lorraine passing into Austrian hands, and it was bitter hatred of Austria that lay behind the vicious campaign mounted against Marie-Antoinette from the day she arrived in France – despite the fact that she was a princess of Lorraine as well as an Austrian archduchess.


Marie-Antoinette actually had as much French blood, if not more, than her husband Louis XVI, which makes her nickname l’Autrichienne wholly inappropriate. Louis XVI’s only French grandparent was Louis XV, and one of his great-grandfathers was the Habsburg Emperor Joseph I. The House of Lorraine, on the other hand, had frequently inter-married with French nobility and royalty, producing such offshoots as the illustrious Ducs de Guise. Marie-Antoinette was a direct descendant of Louis XIII through her paternal grandmother Princesse Charlotte d’Orléans; combined with her descent from both Anne of Austria (mother of Louis XIV) and Joseph I, this made her Louis XVI’s cousin several times over through both the French and Austrian royal families. Her link to the House of Orléans also made her an even closer cousin to the Duc d’Orléans, who stirred up French hatred against her as ‘the Austrian whore’ during the Revolution.


The marriage of fourteen-year-old Archduchess Antoinette to the Dauphin of France in 1770 was a triumph of diplomacy over political reality. Chief broker of the marriage, which the Austrians wanted far more than the French, was Louis XV’s foreign minister, the Duc de Choiseul. A native of Lorraine and the son of one of Francis I’s most trusted ambassadors, Choiseul was strongly attached to the interests of both Lorraine and Austria. It would have been enormously beneficial to Marie-Antoinette if he had managed to remain in office to assist her through the minefield of French political and court intrigues that greeted her. However, barely seven months after her arrival in France he was ousted from power and replaced by a strong anti-Austrian faction at Versailles headed by the Duc d’Aiguillon, who had a most useful ally in Mme du Barry, Louis XV’s omnipotent mistress.


France and Austria, traditional enemies, had been uneasy allies since 1756. Marie-Antoinette’s marriage to the Dauphin was intended by Choiseul and Maria-Theresa to cement this alliance and deter future French aggression against Austria. The French, however, hankered as always after French hegemony in Europe; an alliance with their most powerful rival was an unwelcome fetter on plans to extend their influence. D’Aiguillon succeeded Choiseul as Foreign Minister in December 1770, precipitating a complete reversal of French policy. Choiseul had been a liberal and a protector of the philosophes and the parlements that – in a very limited way – represented public interests. D’Aiguillon was deeply conservative, pro-Jesuit (Choiseul had banned the order in 1764) and opposed the parlements. As a great-nephew of Cardinal Richelieu he also shared the Cardinal’s entrenched anti-Austrian views. Worse still, he had been a close friend of the Dauphin’s father. Marie-Antoinette therefore found her young husband guided by her enemies. Apart from d’Aiguillon, both the Dauphin’s governor, the Duc de La Vauguyon, and his governess, Mme de Marsan, belonged to the anti-Austrian faction, as did the influential princely Rohan family as a whole. It made for a very difficult marriage indeed.


The day Marie-Antoinette stepped on to French soil marked the beginning of her long, unhappy and ultimately tragic career as a victim of political intrigue.


Archduchess Antoinette (as the Viennese knew her) was woefully ill-prepared for her role as wife to the future King of France. She had received only a superficial education, although Empress Maria-Theresa had ensured that her French was up to scratch by sending for a tutor from Paris, the Abbé de Vermond, who proved to be an admirable Austrian spy when his charge finally settled into her new life at Versailles.


Armed with little more than her charm and good looks, fourteen-year-old Marie-Antoinette left her happy home in Vienna on 19 April 1770. She had already been married by proxy to the Dauphin, and the French courtiers who made up her new household, led by the Comtesse de Noailles, met her on the French border near Strasbourg in a splendid pavilion whose decoration Goethe considered highly unfortunate. ‘As I entered,’ he recalled, ‘my eyes were struck by the subject represented on the tapestry which served as a wall-hanging for the main pavilion. It depicted Jason, Creon and Medea, that is to say, an image of the most disastrous marriage ever recorded.’1 It was in this inauspicious setting that the French subjected their new Dauphine to a humiliating ritual. With her Viennese retainers she was ushered into a room while the French waited outside.


When Madame la Dauphine had been entirely undressed, so that she kept nothing about her belonging to a foreign court, not even her shift and stockings, the doors were opened. The young princess advanced, looked for the Comtesse de Noailles, then threw herself into her arms, asking her, with tears in her eyes, to direct her, advise her and to be her guide and support in everything.2


She was not even allowed to keep the trousseau she had brought from Vienna, which became the lawful property of her new French femmes de chambre. Once she was dressed in French clothes they felt free to admire her, as Madame Campan records. ‘We were seduced by a single smile; and in this enchanting creature, who shone with all the brilliance of a French gaiety, a certain majestic serenity, perhaps also the slightly proud attitude of her head and shoulders, reminded one she was the daughter of emperors.’3


Marie-Antoinette’s looks certainly impressed. Louis de Bachaumont, social columnist of the day, gave ‘an exact portrait’ of her in his Mémoires secrets on 27 May 1770.


This princess is of a height proportionate to her age, slim without being gaunt … She is very well made; all her limbs are well proportioned. Her thick hair is a beautiful blonde; it is supposed it will eventually turn light auburn. Her forehead is noble, the shape of her face a beautiful oval but a trifle long. Her eyebrows are as well defined as a blonde can have them. Her eyes are blue, although far from insipid, and gleam with a spirited vivacity. Her nose is aquiline, tapering towards the end. Her mouth is small; the lips are full, especially the lower one, which everyone knows is the Austrian lip. The whiteness of her complexion is dazzling, and she has natural colour which will spare her the need to use rouge. Her bearing is that of an archduchess, but her dignity is tempered by gentleness, and when one sees this princess it is difficult not to feel respect mingled with love.


Marie-Antoinette’s movements were as light and graceful as her appearance, although the mischievous gleam in her eyes indicated a princess with a rebel streak. ‘That child’, remarked Louis XV when she arrived at Versailles, ‘is a fresh bouquet of wild flowers.’4 Mme Campan, then just seventeen, was devoted to the Dauphine from the moment she set eyes on her and was to serve her as First Woman of the Bedchamber through thick and thin over the following twenty-two years. ‘Never’, she wrote, ‘in any rank, at any time, have I found a woman with a disposition as captivating as that of Marie-Antoinette … I have never seen another woman as heroic in danger, as eloquent when the occasion required, or as unreservedly gay in prosperity.’5


Even the anti-Austrians were forced to admit that she was everything a princess should be, but it made them no less anxious to have her sent home. The fifteen-year-old Dauphin, who showed not the slightest interest in matrimony or his bride, seemed likely to aid their schemes. Comte Florimond de Mercy-Argenteau (known simply as the Comte de Mercy), the Austrian ambassador to France, awaited the young couple’s first meeting on 14 May 1770 with some trepidation. ‘At the first moment Madame la Dauphine’s countenance and speech surpassed my expectations and brought her general applause. All I fear for her is the disgust she may feel for Monsieur le Dauphin’s extreme awkwardness and the traps all the intriguers will set for this young princess.’6


This was masterly understatement, typical of Mercy’s very diplomatic dispatches. A year earlier, when negotiations for this unholy alliance were conducted, he had written, ‘Nature seems to have denied Monsieur le Dauphin everything. This prince … displays only limited intelligence, a great deal of awkwardness, and no sensibility.’7 The French even sent a picture of him following his plough to impress Maria-Theresa. He was hardly the husband of a young girl’s dreams, and he went out of his way to make Marie-Antoinette feel unwelcome.


The marriage was nevertheless celebrated with all due pomp at Versailles on 16 May 1770 and was followed by a banquet and fireworks that passed off very well. In Paris, however, disaster struck at a fireworks display held on the Place Louis XV (now Place de la Concorde) on 30 May; 130 people were killed in a stampede as the crowds became uncontrollable. Marie-Antoinette was extremely upset when news of this tragedy reached Versailles. She and the Dauphin immediately sent a month’s income to Paris to help the families of the victims.


It was this sensitivity and generosity, coupled with her grace and charm, that made the Dauphine so popular with Parisians during her early years in France. When Marie-Antoinette and her husband finally made their official entry into Paris they were greeted with wild enthusiasm and had to show themselves several times to well-wishers who flocked into the gardens of the Tuileries to see them appear on a balcony. The Dauphine was overwhelmed. ‘When she saw all those heads pressed close together, their eyes raised towards her, she exclaimed, “Great God, what a crowd!” “Madame,” replied the old Duc de Brissac, governor of Paris, “without offending Monseigneur le Dauphin, they are all your lovers.”’8


The Dauphin was far from taking offence. He scarcely ever addressed a word to his wife and had made no attempt to consummate the marriage. On 26 May 1770 the Comte de Mercy told the Austrian Chancellor, Prince Kaunitz, that the Dauphin, ‘who at the moment of his marriage seemed to be on the point of maturing’, had ‘now fallen back into the same disagreeable state to which his temperament leads him. Since their first meeting he has not given Madame la Dauphine the slightest sign of liking or interest. Fortunately his rough air of indifference does not overawe the young princess.’9


Never was a couple so mismatched. The future Louis XVI, born on 23 August 1754, although fifteen months older than Marie-Antoinette, was far less mature. The physical contrast between them could also not have been greater. She was beautiful and graceful; he was unattractive and clumsy. His features were ‘noble enough’, according to Mme Campan. He had fair hair and lazy blue eyes, which in portraits appear to squint slightly from beneath drooping eyelids, and his nose was prominent and hooked. Louis’s mouth was full and sensual but indicated a great love of food rather than an interest in pleasures of the flesh. He had a bull-neck and broad shoulders and carried his not inconsiderable weight very badly indeed; many who met him were appalled by his awkward and undignified gait. They were equally put out by his gruffness, lack of politesse and penchant for crude and violent horseplay. He also had a sadistic streak that historians have often ignored. Gouverneur Morris, the American ambassador to France, heard from a boyhood friend of Louis XVI, the Comte de Montmorin, that he used to enjoy roasting cats alive and that when hunting he was utterly indiscriminate in his kills, shooting young deer and boar and even dogs.


Louis was usually deemed to be a victim of his bad upbringing. He was orphaned at the age of twelve, and his education was entrusted to courtiers whose sole aim was to make themselves indispensable by ensuring that he remained dependent on their advice. He was not a clever child and lacked the confidence that comes from a sound education, while his manners and appearance were completely neglected. He was dirty, untidy, brutal and shockingly rude, as his young bride soon discovered. The only matters Louis always took seriously were religion and hunting. What he thought about other things is unclear. He was an inarticulate man, very reserved and secretive. Marie-Antoinette found him uncommunicative in the extreme and would have been amazed at the diverse interests he later developed.


Revolutionary commissioners who toured Louis’s apartments at Versailles in 1792 found not only the blacksmith’s forge where he used to make locks and fiddle with clocks but also stacks of English newspapers and parliamentary debates, numerous maps and globes, a well-stocked library and, curiously enough, a collection of pornographic literature on Catherine the Great. There was also a belvedere containing a telescope that enabled him to spy on everyone in the environs of his palace – perhaps even on his wife.


At fifteen, however, the Dauphin was totally unsophisticated. His wife loved music and the theatre, while he hated them both. When in November 1770 he was presented with a list of plays to be performed for the court at Fontainebleau he threw it on the fire without further ado. As for dancing, which Marie-Antoinette adored, the Dauphin was too ungainly to partner her and was unconcerned when she turned to other men. He was probably very relieved that she burdened him with her company as little as possible. Marie-Antoinette received more warmth and affection from her pug dog, which she had sent for from Vienna. The Dauphine’s high spirits and humour alone sustained her, and for years she laughed off her unhappiness. To use a Viennese expression, the situation was desperate but not serious.


Marie-Antoinette had been set an almost impossible task. She was supposed to found a dynasty that would bind France and Austria together, with a graceless youth who barely acknowledged her existence. In her memoirs Mme Campan attributed the Dauphin’s behaviour towards his wife to a concerted attempt by anti-Austrians to have the marriage annulled on the grounds of non-consummation.


A wounding indifference, a coldness which often degenerated into roughness, were the only feelings the young prince demonstrated towards her. Her many charms had failed to rouse his senses. Out of duty he used to get into the Dauphine’s bed and often went to sleep without speaking a word to her. This estrangement, which lasted for a very long time, was, it is said, the work of M. le Duc de La Vauguyon … Will anyone believe that the plans laid against Marie-Antoinette went so far as the possibility of a divorce?10


Lord Holland reveals that in conversation Mme Campan was more forthcoming on the real reason for Louis’s lack of desire for his wife.


If the calumnies spread against the unfortunate Queen were often atrociously unjust, it is perhaps fortunate for her reputation that Madame Campan, reticent owing to the very nature of the subject, kept silent about the King and the causes for his strange lethargy. Free of the obligations imposed on her by her sex, this lady would have found it difficult to reconcile a sincere exposé of the details with her declared confidence in the virtue of Marie-Antoinette.11


Given that Madame Campan is the only source for rumours of a divorce plot, the King’s ‘strange lethargy’ (or rather, marked antipathy) for the physical side of marriage is a more probable reason for his failure to bed his wife than any political strategy. This may well have suited the anti-Austrians, but neither they nor the Dauphin had reckoned with Marie-Antoinette’s character and determination. Within a few weeks she had won the love of her servants. She was ‘worshipped by her household’, according to one of her pages, Alexandre de Tilly. With commendable thoroughness she also set about winning the affection of her husband. Her personal feelings could hardly have been involved, but Marie-Antoinette was a dutiful daughter of Austria. The Franco-Austrian alliance would never fail through lack of effort on her part.


By dint of ignoring the Dauphin’s rudeness and talking to him as though nothing were wrong, Marie-Antoinette penetrated beneath his unattractive exterior. She found a prince who was excessively shy, afraid of his old governor, the Duc de La Vauguyon, and utterly ignorant of even common civility. To everyone’s surprise she managed to gain his trust and friendship. By 19 September 1770 Mercy was able to report that the Dauphin was ‘gentle, kind and even confiding’ towards his wife. Six months later she succeeded in detaching him ‘from his former governor, the favourite [Mme du Barry] and all their partisans’.12


Viennese charm had for the moment blown the anti-Austrians off course, although it is doubtful the picture was as rosy as Mercy suggests. Even though the Dauphine eventually found ways to amuse her boorish husband – Mme Campan stated that Marie-Antoinette staged private theatricals to draw Louis out of his morosity, with considerable success – she had a greater hurdle to overcome. Her marriage remained unconsummated. The Dauphin was at first unwilling, then apparently unable, to make love to his wife. Three years after their wedding an exasperated Louis XV finally ordered the court physician Lassonne to give them some vital sex education. The Dauphin, Marie-Antoinette informed her mother, ‘spoke to him without embarrassment and with a great deal of common sense. Lassonne is quite satisfied and has high hopes.’13 But four more unfulfilling years passed before those hopes were realized; four years in which Marie-Antoinette earned a reputation as an extravagant socialite as she tried to forget her frustration in a constant whirl of amusement.


Not even the smallest detail of Marie-Antoinette’s early years at Versailles escaped the eagle eye of the Austrian ambassador, the Comte de Mercy. He was devoted to Empress Maria-Theresa and played his role of master spy so perfectly that Marie-Antoinette never suspected him. As he remarked in a letter to Prince Kaunitz, the Dauphine’s weekly activities could have been recorded in a mere two pages, but the Empress preferred long reports. Maria-Theresa instructed her daughter to ‘follow without hesitation and with confidence everything Mercy tells you or asks of you’, and Marie-Antoinette, young, naïve and trusting, obeyed but too well.14 She became a hapless tool of Austrian foreign policy, convinced by Mercy that she was strengthening the alliance, even though the steps Austria demanded of her frequently undermined her own position as Queen of France.


Mercy, born in 1727 in Liège, in the Austrian Netherlands, was enormously rich and lived in grand style in a private hôtel on the boulevard Richelieu (now boulevard des Italiens). He was appointed ambassador to France in 1766, and in 1767 he was naturalized as a Frenchman to avoid forfeiting the Mercy estates in Lorraine. He rapidly lived up to Parisian expectations by taking a mistress – the soprano Rosalie Levasseur, by whom he had a son.


Mercy’s love of theatre and opera was shared by Marie-Antoinette. He must have been a consummate actor himself, for she trusted him implicitly. ‘His feelings for me are those of a father for his child,’ she told her brother Leopold in 1790.15 What would she have thought had she known that for twenty years he had been gathering confidential information about her from spies in her household and among her friends? His most reliable informant was the Abbé Jacques-Mathieu de Vermond (born 1735), a graduate of the Sorbonne whom Mercy had personally selected as French tutor to the Archduchess Antoinette. Vermond became her reader when she married, and he used his audiences with her at Versailles to glean information for Mercy. Although a Frenchman, Vermond was an ardent champion of Austria. Mme Campan was but one of the many courtiers and servants who detested this ‘obscure bourgeois’ whom she described as ‘vain, garrulous, subtle yet brusque at the same time, very ugly and affecting eccentricity, treating the highest born as his equals and sometimes even as his inferiors’.16


Vermond boasted loudly of his influence over Marie-Antoinette and, according to Mme Campan, claimed to revise all the letters she sent to Vienna. This was surely an idle boast. Her succinct prose and her French (with all its grammatical idiosyncrasies) never altered, whether Vermond was in attendance or not. It is also unlikely that ‘he determined all the actions’ of his former pupil.17 Mercy often complained that the Dauphine failed to heed Vermond’s advice, some of which was quite sensible. She unwisely confided far too much in the abbé and Mercy, but certain matters relating to her private life never reached Vienna – either because she concealed them from her two éminences grises or because the latter retained a modicum of decency. Although Mercy painstakingly catalogued all Marie-Antoinette’s peccadilloes for the Empress, he toned down and even overlooked some of her more indiscreet and reckless activities. Even so, her mother was not at all amused by the wordy dispatches she received from France.


Life at the French court was regimented in the extreme. Versailles, built on a magnificent scale by Louis XIV to impress his rebellious nobility, was huge and unwelcoming. Besides the Royal Family and the court, it housed the entire French government – in all, some 12,000 people. To bring order from this chaos, the most basic activities of everyday life were regulated. There were rules for everything, from getting out of bed to eating one’s meals; rules that Mme de Noailles, the young Dauphine’s lady-in-waiting, enforced so rigorously that she was promptly nicknamed ‘Madame Etiquette’. Marie-Antoinette never adapted to the French Royal Family’s public and formalized lifestyle. She ‘used to relate with delight details of the patriarchal customs of the House of Lorraine’ and tried to imitate her beloved father, who had abolished much of the stifling etiquette of the Habsburg court.18 In France, however, people took exception to a foreign princess who refused to play by their rules. French royalty lived in public; they dressed, bathed and ate under the gaze of the public. Their apartments were open to all courtiers whose positions gave them a right of entry, at all times. Thus the Dauphine could stand naked and freezing in her room while maids and duchesses sauntered in and out and decided who was meant to hand her her shift. ‘It’s odious!’ she exclaimed. ‘What importunity!’19 As soon as she became Queen she performed her toilette in private. She scandalized old dowagers by walking about the palace accompanied only by a valet and two footmen; a princess was supposed to be followed by a bevy of ladies to safeguard her virtue. And Marie-Antoinette mortally offended many courtiers who found themselves excluded from her inner circle of friends who received coveted invitations to the Petit Trianon, where she lived ‘as a private individual’ and where the King himself could not enter uninvited.


To do her justice, Marie-Antoinette tried her best to fit into French court life, and no one ever reproached her for the way she carried out her public duties. ‘No woman’, declared the Comte de Tilly, ‘knew better than she did how to perform her part of Queen.’20 She nevertheless fought a constant war against what she saw as unjustifiable intrusions into her privacy, to the despair of both ‘Madame Etiquette’ and her mother. Court routine could be boring beyond belief. A couple of months after her arrival at Versailles, the Dauphine sent her mother details of a typical day.


She rose between 9 a.m. and 10 a.m., said her prayers, had breakfast, then paid a visit to her husband’s aunts. Afterwards she had her hair done and put on court dress before going to mass in the chapel. Dinner followed at 1 p.m. She would then spend an hour and a half either with the Dauphin or alone in her apartments, before amusing herself by playing music, going walking or riding, and presenting herself at the public card-table before supper. ‘I’m making a waistcoat for the King’, she wrote on 12 July 1770, ‘which hardly progresses at all. I hope by the grace of God it will be finished within a few years.’21


Such dry humour is typical. Her mother must have known that Marie-Antoinette could not keep to such a tedious regime for long. Soon Mercy had to report that she was tired of being constantly on public display, disliked having to wear both corsets and heavy court dress and had ‘developed an excessive passion for horse-riding’.22 Worse still, she almost precipitated a diplomatic crisis by refusing to speak to Mme du Barry, whom she described as ‘the silliest and most impertinent creature imaginable’.23 It took a great deal of persuasion from Vienna to get the Dauphine to pacify Louis XV’s favourite by the memorable observation, ‘There are a great many people at Versailles today, Madame.’
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