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PREFACE





This book is the life story of a woman who refused to behave according to her rank. Drawing on remarkable self-confidence, she strove for and achieved the goal that it took the twentieth-century feminist movement to name “self-realization.”


She played none of the roles assigned to her by tradition and her surroundings: not the role of loving and devoted wife, not the role of mother, not the role of principal figurehead in a gigantic empire. She insisted on her rights as an individual—and she prevailed. That her self-realization did not make her happy is the tragedy of her life—aside from the tragedies that befell her most immediate family, set in motion by her refusal to be co-opted. Elisabeth, Empress of Austria, Queen of Hungary and Bohemia (to list only her most important titles), was at heart a republican, calling the venerable monarchy the “skeleton of former splendor” and an oak tree that was bound to fall, since it had “outlived its usefulness” (see here). She excoriated the excesses of the aristocratic system, and she flouted kings and princes, as she had learned to do from her revered model and “master,” Heinrich Heine.


Class consciousness was not in her nature, foreign to her to such a degree that in the end the Empress-Queen seemed an alien outsider at the court of Vienna, an irritant to the court society living by the traditional rules. This effect Elisabeth deliberately cultivated.


On the one hand, as a proponent of democratic ideals, Elisabeth represents an anomaly (even a curiosity); on the other, her example above all illustrates the power of the antimonarchist ideas current in the late nineteenth century. These ideas did not stop short of princes, who were beginning to question the legitimacy of their (inherited rather than earned) elite positions. The remark Count Alexander Hübner entered in his diary on November 18, 1884, was surely true: “It is a fact that no one any longer believes in kings, and I do not know if they believe in themselves.” And Elisabeth’s friend, the poet Carmen Sylva (Queen Elisabeth of Romania), expressed the same belief even more bluntly: “The republican form of government is the only rational one; I can never understand the foolish people, the fact that they continue to tolerate us” (see here).


This attitude gave rise to considerable conflicts in the area of class consciousness. For though the awareness of his “individuality” made the aristocrat who was touched by modern ideas willing to present himself as merely one among many equals (distinguished primarily by the middle-class virtues of “accomplishment” and “culture”), only too often he would have to recognize that he could not hold his own in the competition (at least not to an extent due his noble origins)—that his individual worth did not, therefore, coincide with his special social standing; these nobles understood that in the last resort they would leave nothing behind but a title they had not earned and a function whose value they did not acknowledge. This was the tragedy of Empress Elisabeth, as it was of her son, Rudolf.


Elisabeth’s life is full of grim, even desperate efforts to gain recognition as an individual. Her first and most successful struggle was to be beautiful. The legendary beauty of Empress Elisabeth was in no way merely a gift of nature; it was also the result of rigorous self-control and lifelong discipline, which in the end became physical torment. In similar fashion she earned her reputation as an outstanding sportswoman, the top woman rider in hunts all over Europe during the 1870s. This was a form of fame that, like the fame of her beauty, could not but wane with increasing age, in spite of all her self-discipline. Her highest hopes for wresting renown from posterity lay in another direction: she would be known as an inspired poet. The evidence of her efforts—poems, hitherto unknown, covering more than five hundred pages, all written in the 1880s—forms the basis of the present study. These lines provide Elisabeth’s most intimate and personal statements about herself, about the world around her, and about her times. But they also clearly show her failure; for the poems in no way justify Elisabeth’s hope for posthumous fame. The lines are interesting not for their literary worth (the dilettantism of the Heine imitation is hard to ignore or gloss over); rather, as the work of an empress and queen, they furnish us with source material for the history of the Habsburg monarchy as well as the intellectual history of an enlightened aristocrat, a cultured woman of the nineteenth century. Finally, Elisabeth’s poetry serves to illustrate the “nervous century,” with an emotional life often transcending the limits of reality.




    





I am deeply grateful to the Swiss federal government and the directors of the Swiss Federal Archives in Bern for granting me permission for the first perusal of these sources, which were kept under strictest secrecy until now. Our friend Dr. Prof. Jean-Rudolf von Salis graciously used his good offices to secure this permission. The circumstance that the Empress entrusted what she believed to be her most valuable possession, her literary bequest, to a republic (though the one she considered the prototype and ideal) best characterizes her attitude to the Austro-Hungarian monarchy as well as to the House of Habsburg.


Besides the Empress’s literary estate, I worked through still other new sources, such as the documents referring to Elisabeth in the archives of Archduke Albrecht (Hungarian State Archives, Budapest); Privy Councillor Baron Adolf von Braun (Imperial Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna); the Imperial Adjutant General Count Karl Grünne (in private hands).


Additional sources include the diaries of Archduchess Sophie (with kind permission of Dr. Otto von Habsburg) and of Prince Karl Khevenhüller (with kind permission of Prince Max von Khevenhüller-Metsch).


I am also indebted to the estate of the archivist and historian Richard Sexau of Munich for a vast amount of new material. Sexau made detailed and reliable copies of sources in private hands which were unfortunately not available to me in the original. The most valuable among these are the diary of the Emperor’s younger daughter, Archduchess Marie Valerie, and the diary of Elisabeth’s niece, Duchess Amélie von Urach, as well as the extensive correspondence of the Empress’s mother, mother-in-law, and aunts to and from each other.


Valuable notes on conversations with Countess Marie Festetics, one of Elisabeth’s ladies-in-waiting, were made available to me in the papers of the historian Heinrich Friedjung (State Library, Vienna, Manuscript Division).


I found several though widely scattered source copies (especially of Elisabeth’s letters to her husband, to her daughter Marie Valerie, and to her mother, Duchess Ludovika) among the papers of Egon Caesar Conte Corti (Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna). However, whenever I worked with sources earlier cited by Corti, I made use of the originals. Without exception, my opinion of what passages were worth quoting differed from Corti’s—though I do not mean even by implication to diminish his merits in interpreting primary sources. It is precisely to this renewed perusal of the following original sources that I owe many new insights: diary of Countess Marie Festetics (Széchenyi Library, Budapest); diary of Count Alexander Hübner (Historical Institute of the University of Padua); estate of the Imperial Adjutant General Count Franz Folliot de Crenneville (Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna); estate of Landgravine Therese Fürstenberg (Fürstenberg Family Archives, Veitra, with kind permission of Prince and Landgrave Johannes von und zu Fürstenberg).


Of course I made use of the diplomatic correspondence, insofar as it concerns the Empress, in the Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna; in the Swiss Federal Archives, Bern; and in the Federal Archives, Bonn. Another rich lode was furnished by the contemporary newspapers preserved in the Periodicals Division of the Austrian National Library.


The days of the Court Circular are gone—every bit as much as are the days of disparaging the Old Monarchy. I feel committed to the scholarly quest for truth, and in this search I consider the figure of the Empress Elisabeth—with all her problems, but also with her surprisingly modern, never ordinary peculiarities—typical of the final days of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. The levelheaded and dutiful “official,” Emperor Franz Joseph, and the unorthodox, highly intelligent, dreamy Empress Elisabeth—these two were like plus and minus, like day and night: opposites that nevertheless affected each other, each one the other’s misfortune. A private tragedy at the end of a dying empire at the close of a century.
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CHRONOLOGY





So as to be able to develop the most important themes, I have occasionally abandoned strict chronological order, preferring to summarize the ample available material by subject. The most significant dates are therefore placed at the beginning to make it easier for readers to get their bearings.












	August 18, 1830

	Franz Joseph born in Vienna






	December 24, 1837

	Elisabeth born in Munich






	December 2, 1848

	Emperor Franz Joseph’s accession to the throne






	1849

	Subjugation of Hungary with Russian military aid






	July 1853 to March 18, 1853

	Crimean War. Consequences: Russia loses her preeminence in Europe to France; enmity between Austria and Russia






	August 18, 1853

	Engagement in Bad Ischl






	April 24, 1854

	Wedding in the Augustinerkirche, Vienna






	March 5, 1855

	Birth of Archduchess Sophie (d. 1857)






	July 15, 1856

	Birth of Archduchess Gisela






	August 21, 1858

	Birth of Crown Prince Rudolf






	June 1859

	Austria wages war against Sardinia and France; Austria is defeated at Magenta and retreats from Solferino






	November 1859

	Peace of Zurich; Austria loses Lombardy






	February 1861

	The King and Queen of the Two Sicilies flee from Naples to Rome






	March 1861

	Victor Emmanuel assumes the title of King of Italy






	September 1862

	Bismarck becomes Prussian Minister-President






	August 1863

	Congress of German Princes, Frankfurt






	April 1864

	Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian accepts the imperial crown of Mexico






	1864

	The Danish War over Schleswig-Holstein, with Austria and Prussia fighting together






	June-July 1866

	War between Austria and Prussia; defeat of Königgrätz on July 3, 1866. War between Austria and Italy; victories of Custozza and Lissa






	August 1866

	Peace of Prague; dissolution of the German Confederation. No territorial losses of Austria to Prussia; loss of Venetia to Italy.






	1867–1871

	Beust serves as prime minister and chancellor






	June 8, 1867

	Franz Joseph crowned King of Hungary






	June 19, 1867

	Emperor Ferdinand Maximilian of Mexico executed







	August 1867

	Franz Joseph and Napoleon III meet in Salzburg






	April 22, 1868

	Birth of Archduchess Marie Valerie






	1870–1871

	Franco-Prussian War; France becomes a republic; the German Empire is created






	1871–1879

	Andrássy serves as imperial and royal foreign minister






	May 27, 1872

	Death of Archduchess Sophie






	1873

	World Exhibition, Vienna






	1875

	Death of Emperor Ferdinand I; Franz Joseph is his principal heir






	1878

	Occupation of the Turkish provinces of Bosnia and Hercegovina






	October 1879

	Conclusion of the Dual Alliance between Germany and Austria






	1879–1893

	Eduard Taaffe serves as prime minister






	1881

	Marriage of Crown Prince Rudolf and Stephanie of Belgium






	May 1882

	Triple Alliance among Germany, Austria, and Italy






	June 13, 1886

	Death of Ludwig II of Bavaria






	June 1888

	Wilhelm II succeeds to the German throne






	January 30, 1889

	Suicide of the Crown Prince at Mayerling






	February 18, 1890

	Death of Gyula Andrássy






	July 1890

	Wedding of Marie Valerie and Archduke Franz Salvator of Tuscany






	1897

	Badeni crisis, with dangerous ethnic riots






	September 10, 1898

	Assassination of Empress Elisabeth in Geneva






	November 21, 1916

	Death of Emperor Franz Joseph in Vienna































List of Abbreviations





The principal sources are cited with the following abbreviations:












	Albrecht

	Hungarian State Archives, Budapest. Papers of Archduke Albrecht. Quoted from the microfilm in Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna, by reel number.






	Amélie D.

	Sexau Papers. Diary of Duchess Amélie von Urach. Partial copy.






	Amélie M.

	Sexau Papers. Memoirs of Duchess Amélie von Urach to her grandmother Ludovika. Copy.






	Bern

	Swiss Federal Archives, Bern. Political Reports of the Swiss Envoy in Vienna: E 2300 Wien.






	Bourgoing

	Jean de Bourgoing, ed., Briefe Kaiser Franz Josephs an Frau Katharina Schratt (Vienna, 1949).






	Braun Papers

	Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna. Papers of Court Councillor Baron Adolf von Braun.






	Corti Papers

	Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna. Papers of Egon Caesar Conte Corti, materials for biography of Elisabeth.






	Crenneville

	Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna. Papers of Count Franz Folliot de Crenneville.






	Elisabeth

	Swiss Federal Archives, Bern. Literary Bequest of Empress Elisabeth of Austria: J I. 64.






	Festetics

	Széchenyi Library, Budapest. Manuscript Collection. Diary of Countess Marie Festetics.






	Fürstenberg

	Fürstenberg Family Archives in Weitra/Waldviertel. Letters from Landgravine Therese to her family.






	Grünne

	Grünne Family Archives in Dobersberg/Waldviertel. Letters from Empress Elisabeth to Karl Count Grünne.






	Hübner

	Historical Institute, University of Padua. Diary of Count Alexander von Hübner.






	Khevenhüller

	Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna. Depot Khevenhüller. Diary of Prince Carl Khevenhüller-Metsch.






	Nostitz

	Georg Nostitz-Rieneck, Briefe Kaiser Franz Joseph an Kaiserin Elisabeth, 2 vols. (Vienna, 1966).






	Rudolf

	Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna. Family Archives, Papers of Crown Prince Rudolf.






	Scharding

	Carlo Scharding, Das Schicksal der Kaiserin Elisabeth (privately printed, n.p., n.d.), with letters from Countess de Jonghe to her family.






	Schnürer

	Franz Schnürer, ed., Briefe Kaiser Franz Josephs I. an seine Mutter 1838–1872 (Munich, 1930).






	Sexau Papers

	Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich. Manuscript Collection. Papers of Richard Sexau. Materials for the biography of Duke Karl Theodor of Bavaria.






	Sophie

	Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna. Papers of Archduchess Sophie. Diary.






	Valerie

	Sexau Papers. Diary of Archduchess Marie Valerie. Partial copy.


























	In addition, the following abbreviations are used throughout the notes:






	AA

	Archiv des Auswärtigen Amtes (Foreign Office Archives), Bonn






	BAB

	Schweizer Bundesarchiv (Swiss Federal Archives), Bern






	BStB

	Bayerische Staatsbibliothek (Bavarian State Library), Munich






	DStB

	Deutsche Staatsbibliothek (German State Library), Berlin






	FA

	Familienarchiv (Family Archives)






	GHA

	Geheimes Hausarchiv (Secret Family Archives), Munich






	HHStA

	Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna






	I.B.

	Informationsbüro






	NFP

	
Neue Freie Presse







	NWT

	
Neues Wiener Tagblatt







	OMeA

	Obersthofmeisteramt (Office of Chief Chamberlain)






	SStA

	Sächsisches Staatsarchiv (Saxon State Archives), Dresden






	StbW

	Stadtbibliothek (Municipal Library), Vienna
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CHAPTER ONE


ENGAGEMENT IN BAD ISCHL
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On Thursday, August 18, 1853—the twenty-third birthday of Emperor Franz Joseph I—a fifteen-year-old girl from provincial Possenhofen in Bavaria took her place in Austrian history. It was on that day that the Emperor asked for the hand of his cousin, Duchess Elisabeth of Bavaria. To no one’s surprise, he was accepted.


Until that moment nothing had occurred to call the bride to anyone’s notice. She was a shy young thing, only just past childhood, a long way from being fully developed. She was remarkably slender, with long dark-blond braids and light-brown eyes with a melancholy cast. She had grown up a child of nature, among seven high-spirited brothers and sisters, far from all the pressures of court life. She excelled at horseback riding, swimming, fishing, mountain climbing. She loved her home, especially the Bavarian hills and Lake Starnberg, on whose shores stood the small castle of Possenhofen, the family summer residence. Elisabeth spoke Bavarian dialect, and her playmates were the children of the local peasantry. Her upbringing and manners left a good deal to be desired. Like her father and her brothers and sisters, she set little store by ceremony and protocol—which did not matter much at the Munich court. Since the ducal branch of the Wittelsbachs had no official function at court in any case, the family could afford to indulge in a colorful private life.


Elisabeth’s mother, Duchess Ludovika, had for some time been searching for a suitable match for Elisabeth, her second daughter. She had already made cautious and not very confident inquiries in Saxony. “I would certainly consider it a great happiness to think of Sisi as one of you … but alas, it is not likely to happen—for the only one who could be hoped for [presumably Prince Georg, second son of Johann, King of Saxony] is unlikely to consider her; first, I seriously question whether he would find her attractive, and then, he is surely looking for a fortune … true, she’s pretty because she is very young and animated, but she has no single pretty feature.”1 When Sisi returned from Dresden in the spring of 1853, it was without a groom.


She stood completely in the shadow of her older sister, Helene, who was much more beautiful, better educated, more serious, and more widely admired; Helene was intended for a higher destiny—marriage to the Emperor of Austria. Compared to the older daughter, Sisi was the family ugly duckling. The fact that it was little Elisabeth who made the most brilliant match of the nineteenth century surprised no one more than herself.




*





The groom, Emperor Franz Joseph, was an exceptionally good-looking young man, with blond hair, soft features, and a very delicate, slender figure, flatteringly emphasized by the close-fitting general’s uniform he habitually wore. No wonder that he was the idol of all the Viennese countesses, all the more as he proved himself a passionate and spirited dancer at the balls of the high nobility.


This charming youngster with the exceptional good manners was one of the most powerful men of his day. His complete title was: Franz Joseph I, by the grace of God Emperor of Austria; King of Hungary and Bohemia; King of Lombardy and Venice, of Dalmatia, Croatia, Slavonia, Galicia, Lodomeria, and Illyria; King of Jerusalem, etc.; Archduke of Austria; Grand Duke of Tuscany and Cracow; Duke of Lorraine, of Salzburg, Styria, Carinthia, Carniola, and Bukovina; Grand Duke of Transylvania, Margrave of Moravia; Duke of Upper and Lower Silesia, of Modena, Parma, Piacenza, and Guastalla, of Auschwitz and Zator, of Teschen, Friuli, Ragusa, and Zara; Count with Princely Rank of Habsburg and Tyrol, of Kyburg, Gorizia, and Gradiska; Prince of Trent and Bressanone; Margrave of Upper and Lower Lusatia and in Istria; Count of Hohenembs, Feldkirch, Bregenz, Sonnenberg, etc.; Lord of Trieste, of Cattaro, and in the Wendic Mark; Grand Voivode of the Voivodeship of Serbia, etc., etc.


In 1848, the year of the Revolution, the eighteen-year-old Franz Joseph ascended to the throne after his feebleminded uncle, Emperor Ferdinand I, abdicated and his father, the weak-willed Archduke Franz Karl, renounced the succession. After the pitiful figure cut by his predecessor, the young Emperor very quickly won popular favor.


Franz Joseph was an absolute monarch: He was commander in chief, and he governed without parliament or constitution, even without a prime minister. His ministers were no more than advisers to their ruler, who alone was responsible for policy. It is probably not wrong to call the young Emperor head of a military monarchy—“by the grace of God,” of course.


Franz Joseph governed his lands by wielding the power of the army and the police, suppressing the democratic and nationalist forces. The old joke of the Metternich period was also applicable to the years of Franz Joseph’s reign: The government was reinforced by a standing army of soldiers, a sitting army of bureaucrats, a kneeling army of priests, and a creeping army of informers.


In 1853, Austria was the largest state in Europe with the exception of Russia. It had roughly 40 million inhabitants, not including the 600,000 soldiers. The multiethnic state consisted of 8.5 million Germans, 16 million Slavs, 6 million Italians, 5 million Magyars, 2.7 million Romanians, about a million Jews, and around 100,000 gypsies. The northernmost point of the empire was Hilgersdorf in northern Bohemia (today’s Czechoslovakia); the southernmost, Mount Ostrawizza in Dalmatia (today’s Yugoslavia); the westernmost, near Rocca d’Angera on Lake Maggiore in Lombardy (now Italy); and the farthest east, near Chilischeny in the Bukovina (now in the Soviet Union).2


Most of the monarchy’s subjects (29 million) made their living from agriculture, the country’s primary source of income. Austria was a world leader in the cultivation of flax and hemp and second only to France in wine growing. Farming and cattle raising were still carried on in conformity with centuries-old customs. Technical progress lagged far behind that of Western nations.


Thanks to brilliant generals, Austria came through the Revolution of 1848 without territorial losses. The Constituent Assembly at Kremsier, a gathering of the intellectual elite of “Forty-Eighters,” was dispersed by force of arms. Many of the delegates were able to escape abroad, many others crowded the prisons. The young Emperor broke his own solemn promise to give the country a constitution at long last.


But in spite of the continuing state of siege and strong military force, signal fires flickered on the political horizon as late as 1853, first and foremost in Hungary and Northern Italy. At the beginning of February, the Italian revolutionary leader Giuseppe Mazzini tried to instigate a popular uprising in Milan. During Carnival, Italian nationalists, armed with daggers, attacked Austrian soldiers. Ten Austrians were killed, fifty-nine were wounded. Some were skewered alive to house doors with long nails—a warning to the central government in Vienna. The rebellion was suppressed within a few hours, sixteen Italians were executed, and another forty-eight were given harsh prison sentences “in irons.”


Equally deceptive was the calm that reigned in Vienna: At the time of the Milanese troubles, a serious attempt was made on the life of the young Emperor. While Franz Joseph was walking on the Bastei—the original city fortifications—one Johann Libényi, a Hungarian journeyman tailor, stabbed him through the neck with a daggerlike knife; the Emperor was seriously wounded. Even in this situation Franz Joseph showed his unusual coolheadedness and bravery. His first words to his mother were “Now I am wounded along with my soldiers, I like that.”3


Libényi considered his crime a principled political act; when he was apprehended, he shouted, “Eljen Kossuth!” He thus saluted the Habsburgs’ archenemy, the Hungarian revolutionary who had proclaimed the Hungarian Republic in 1849 and who was now, in exile, urging the secession of Hungary from Austria.


Libényi was executed. But his deed could not but serve as a warning to the young Emperor that his throne was not founded as firmly as it seemed.




*





While the Emperor’s awareness of his position kept him remote from most people, he had an extremely close and intimate relationship with the one person whose authority he respected: his mother, Archduchess Sophie.


Sophie, a nineteen-year-old Bavarian princess, had arrived at the court in Vienna in 1824, at a time when Metternich ruled the nation. Emperor Franz was old; Ferdinand, his first son and successor, was sickly and feebleminded. The young ambitious Princess with a flair for politics found a vacuum at the Viennese court; it was not long before her strong personality  filled it completely. Even Metternich soon learned that she was a factor to be reckoned with. Sophie was said to be the only man at this court swarming with weaklings. It was she who energetically contributed to Metternich’s fall in 1848. It was her accusation “that he wanted an impossible thing: to rule the monarchy without an emperor and with a numbskull as the representative of the crown,”4 by which she meant her feebleminded and epileptic brother-in-law, Emperor Ferdinand “the Kindly.” Sophie also deterred her husband from assuming the succession—thus relinquishing her chance to become empress and to govern through her husband, who was wholly devoted to her. She was the guiding force behind the accession to the throne of her “Franzi” in December 1848 at Olmütz. Her maternal pride was boundless.


For the rest of his life Franz Joseph was grateful to his mother for her services. He let himself be guided by her sure hand, even if Sophie earnestly declared that “at my son’s accession to the throne, I firmly resolved not to interfere in any matters of state; I felt I had no right, and I also know them to be in such good hands after a thirteen-year period without a ruler—that I am happy with all my heart, after the hard-fought year ’48, to be able to sit by and observe current policy calmly and with confidence!”5


Sophie did not keep her good resolutions. The merciless and bloody sentences handed out to the revolutionaries, the wrongful abrogation of the promised (and, briefly, realized) constitution, the close ties Austria maintained with the church, culminating in the Concordat of 1855—all these were seen by the people, not as the decisions of the diffident young Emperor, but as the work of Archduchess Sophie, who was Austria’s covert empress during the 1850s.




*





That Sophie would give serious thought to her son’s future consort—and by no means solely out of concern for the young Emperor’s heart, but more particularly with an eye to political considerations—was only natural. After the Revolution of 1848, Austria’s policies clearly had Germany in view: The nation strove to remain the leading power in the German Confederation—or, more precisely, to recover and assert its diminishing power against Prussia. It was Sophie’s idea to move closer to achieving this major objective—which was in direct conflict with Prussia’s notion—by means of a political marriage.


There was much talk at court of an alliance between the Emperor and Archduchess Elisabeth from the Hungarian line of the House of Habsburg.6 This plan, however, had no chance of succeeding in the face of Sophie’s strong aversion to anything that came from Hungary. She definitely preferred  a German connection. First she set her sights on the House of Hohenzollern as a way to improve the problematic relations between Austria and Prussia and to secure again Austria’s dominance in Germany. To gain this political end, she would even have put up with a Protestant daughter-in-law, provided only that she convert before the marriage.


So, in the winter of 1852, the young Emperor—naturally under the pretext of political and family occasions—traveled to Berlin and promptly fell in love with a niece of the Prussian King, Princess Anna, who was his own age. Of course, the young woman was already engaged; but Sophie was not one to give up easily. She asked her sister Queen Elise of Prussia “whether there is any hope that this sad marriage, which they are imposing on this charming Anna and which leaves her with no prospect of happiness whatsoever, could be prevented.” Sophie wrote frankly how much the young Emperor was already smitten. She mentioned the




happiness that showed itself to him like a fleeting dream and made an impression on his heart—hélas—much stronger and deeper than I had at first thought…. You know him well enough [to know] that it is not so easy to satisfy his taste and that he is not content with the first pretty face that comes his way, that he must be able to love the creature who is to become his companion, that she please him, that he have a liking for her. Your dear little girl seems to fulfill all these requirements, judge for yourself, then, how greatly I wish to have her for a son who is so much in need of happiness after having had to renounce so soon the freedom from care and the illusions of youth.7





Queen Elise could not win against the Prussian statesmen. An alliance by marriage with Austria had no place in the Prussian calculations. The young Emperor had to swallow a personal defeat; in addition, his visit to Berlin was interpreted in terms that were far from flattering, as illustrated in the remark by Prince Wilhelm, the subsequent Emperor Wilhelm I: “We in Prussia congratulate ourselves on the fact that Austria has testified to its submission in our capital without our having surrendered so much as a foot of political ground.”8


Sophie’s preliminary efforts to achieve a suitable marriage for the Emperor that would at the same time strengthen Austrian influence in Germany next turned to Dresden. This time the object was young Princess Sidonie of Saxony, even though she was sickly and did not appeal to the Emperor.


The tenacity with which Sophie clung to her intention to pluck a German princess for the Viennese court is evident in her third plan, hatched with her sister, Duchess Ludovika of Bavaria. Ludovika’s oldest daughter, Helene, was the right age for the Emperor, even if she constituted a far less distinguished match than the first two young ladies. After all, she was descended merely from a collateral Bavarian line—not, like Sophie, directly from the Bavarian royal house. Nevertheless, next to Saxony, Bavaria was Austria’s most loyal partner in the German Confederation; an additional connection between Austria and Bavaria had clear political advantages.


In the past, there had been no fewer than twenty-one alliances between the Bavarian and the Austrian families. The most prominent marriage in recent years had been that of Emperor Franz to Karoline Auguste, Sophie’s oldest sister. (By her marriage to Archduke Franz Karl, Emperor Franz’s son from his first marriage, Sophie became her sister’s daughter-in-law.)


Duchess Ludovika was something like her powerful sister’s poor relation. She was the only one of the nine daughters of the Bavarian King Max I to have made merely a modest match, marrying her second cousin, Duke Maximilian of Bavaria, who did not receive the title of Royal Highness until 1845. The marriage was an unhappy one, but it resulted in eight beautiful though extremely demanding children.


Ludovika loved her sister Sophie—older by three years—in a submissive, even servile way, holding her up constantly to her children as a model, following her advice anxiously, all in order to remain in Sophie’s good graces. The prospect of marrying off her daughter to the most eligible bachelor of the day was the final touch, turning her into the unquestioning and compliant handmaiden of her forceful sister.


The two women had little in common. By the time of the engagement in Bad Ischl, she had been completely “countrified,” Ludovika reported later. She loved the countryside and unspoiled nature, paying little heed to the dress and society proper to her rank. Ludovika was frightened of the Viennese court. Nor did she have many dealings with the court in Munich, where her nephew, Max II, ruled and where the ducal line of the Wittelsbachs had no official function. Thus Ludovika was a purely private person. She lived for her children, whom she raised herself—an extraordinary practice among the aristocracy of the time.


In contrast to the devoutly Catholic—even sanctimonious—Sophie, Ludovika was not very religious. She proudly boasted of her liberal upbringing in the Bavarian royal household: “When we were young—how we were Protestantized!” To pass the time, Ludovika collected clocks and occupied herself with studying geography—although, as her husband scoffed, most of her learning came from missionary almanacs. She did not know the first thing about politics.9


The father of the prospective bride, Duke Maximilian of Bavaria, was not at all to Sophie’s taste. True, he was the most popular Wittelsbach of his time; but popularity was hardly a quality with which to win the respect of Sophie, who thought in strictly dynastic terms. Max was a man who had traveled widely and read a vast amount. (His library comprised about 27,000 volumes, history being a predominant subject.) He had enjoyed a wholly unaristocratic education. For seven years he attended an academy in Munich, so that his schooling took place in the company of young men of his own age (and not alone with a private tutor, as was customary among the aristocracy). He then took courses at the University of Munich, especially in history and natural history.10


For the rest of his life, Max remained true to the predilections of his student days; he cared nothing at all for conventional decorum, surrounding himself instead with a group of middle-class scholars and artists—his famous “Artusrunde,” or Round Table. Max’s companions were given to considerable drinking, versifying, singing, and composing, but they also enjoyed deep intellectual discussions.


Max’s new palace in the Ludwigstrasse, where Elisabeth was born, had as one of its attractions a café chantant on the Parisian model and a ballroom with an oversize “Bacchus frieze” by Ludwig Schwanthaler; the forty-four-meters-long painting took a liberal view of its subject. The courtyard boasted a circus, with boxes and orchestra seats from which Munich society could admire Max at his riding feats, which he performed proudly, surrounded by pantomimes, crude clown acts, and military spectacles.


Another hobby was playing the zither. Max took the instrument along when he traveled abroad; he insisted on playing his favorite melodies, Bavarian Schnadahüpfel—comic songs in three-four time—even on the pyramid of Cheops, to the openmouthed astonishment of his Egyptian attendants. In 1846, Duke Max published a collection of Bavarian folk tunes.


Duke Max was not a man to turn up his nose at a pretty face, and he did not hold home life in very high regard. He was, however, a stickler for routine: Noontime was invariably sacrosanct; he was available to no one, especially not to his wife or his legitimate children. That was when he dined in his rooms with his two illegitimate daughters, whom he loved dearly.11


Max openly expressed democratic views, if only to annoy those around him. “But if he thought that someone was stepping on his toes, there was hell to pay,” one of his relatives noted.


The spirit of the household came to the fore in 1848, during the Revolution. The royal family fled the disturbances and street riots in Munich by taking refuge in Duke Max’s palace, because here, thanks to the popularity of the master of the house, there was the least likelihood of the doors being battered down.


Max also paraded his liberal views in numerous articles on history that appeared anonymously in various periodicals. His book Wanderungen nach dem Orient (Travels to the East; Munich, 1839) gave proof of his wit; throughout he inserted sections of several blank lines, declaring them to be censorship gaps. Such antics were not designed to make him popular with his sister-in-law Sophie. The existence of Duke Max was all but ignored during the early phases of the marriage plot. He would too easily have compromised the bride’s family, with his odd brainstorms and with his anticourt attitude, which might have brought the whole project tumbling down.




*





The prospective couple—Franz Joseph and Helene—were to meet and get to know each other at the imperial summer resort of Bad Ischl, where the engagement would then take place; such was both their mothers’ wish. The relaxed, somewhat familial atmosphere of Bad Ischl would ease the undertaking. Setting out for the momentous trip to the Salzkammergut, Ludovika took along her second daughter, fifteen-year-old Elisabeth, who was causing her much worry at that time. Elisabeth had fallen in love with a totally unsuitable man, a Count Richard S——, who was in the duke’s service. The idyll was brought to a rapid end; the young man was sent away under some pretext. Though he did return, he was ill and died shortly thereafter.


Sisi was inconsolable. Her broken heart grew heavier to the point of depression. She locked herself in her room for hours to weep and write poetry. (The slim volume with many love poems dating from the winter of 1852–1853 is preserved among the family papers.) Duchess Ludovika hoped that the trip to Bad Ischl would pull the fifteen-year-old out of her doldrums. She also secretly thought that the trip could serve to bring together Sisi and Franz Joseph’s younger brother Archduke Karl Ludwig. Her hope was far from idle. The two young people had been corresponding for years. They exchanged gifts, even simple rings. Karl Ludwig was obviously in love with his cousin. Ludovika reckoned that she had a good chance of succeeding.


The political situation in August 1853, on the other hand, was extremely critical, hardly conducive to romantic engagements. The Crimean War had broken out, muddling international relations. What was at stake were concrete political and economic interests in Turkey, which was facing dissolution. In July 1853, Russian troops occupied the Danube principalities (the nucleus of what was to become Romania). Czar Nicholas was counting on support from Austria—reciprocating for Russia’s help against the Hungarian insurgents of 1849. As an added incentive, the Czar offered Austria the Turkish provinces of Bosnia and Hercegovina, in addition to a promise of his protection should revolution break out anew in Austria—that is, military intervention in support of the monarchy, as he had extended in 1849 in Hungary.


The Emperor’s advisers could not agree among themselves. Count Joseph Radetzky, the old general, favored fighting on the Russian side, but he was not opposed to strict neutrality on the part of Austria. Count Karl Buol-Schauenstein, the foreign minister, and some of the business leaders wanted to move against Russia, siding with England and France. The young, indecisive Emperor was unable to rise to the difficult occasion. He complained to Sophie “[a]bout the ever more complicated Eastern complications.”12 Even during the journey to Bad Ischl he kept himself informed on developments; but once arrived, he hardly allowed higher politics to worry him further. The hesitations and months-long vacillations of the inexperienced Emperor—further distracted by his engagement—had calamitous consequences for Austria.


Duchess Ludovika had other matters on her mind when she and her daughters arrived in Bad Ischl on August 16, 1853. A migraine had forced her to interrupt the journey, so that her party arrived in Bad Ischl with some delay, upsetting all of Sophie’s carefully laid plans for the first day. Furthermore, while her daughters were with her on her arrival, Ludovika was accompanied by neither baggage nor ladies-in-waiting. All three women wore mourning for the death of an aunt. Since the carriage with the light-colored dresses had not yet arrived, they could not change before the crucial meeting. Archduchess Sophie sent one of her own ladies-in-waiting to their hotel.


Care went to providing the designated bride at least with an exquisite coiffure, even though she would have to appear before the Emperor in her dusty black traveling dress. Sisi looked after her own hair—simple long braids. She never noticed that Archduchess Sophie had a watchful eye, not only for Helene, but for Elisabeth as well. At any rate, Sophie later described this hairdressing scene at great length to her sister Marie of Saxony, stressing the “charm and grace” of the younger girl’s movements, “all the more so as she was so completely unaware of having produced such a pleasing effect. In spite of the mourning … Sissy [sic] was adorable in her very plain, high-necked black dress.”13 Next to her completely artless, childlike sister, Helene seemed all at once very austere. The black dress was not flattering to her—and perhaps really did determine the course of her life, as some people later claimed.


Sophie invited Duchess Ludovika and the two young women to tea. Here they met the Emperor. Queen Elise of Prussia was also present at this first meeting, as were two of the Emperor’s younger brothers and other family members. None of those present had the gift of easy small talk. The stiff, embarrassed mood was unrelieved; all of them knew what was at stake.
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It was love at first sight, at least as far as Franz Joseph was concerned. His younger brother, Archduke Karl Ludwig, a sharp and jealous observer, later told their mother “that at the moment when the Emperor caught sight of Sisi, an expression of such great pleasure appeared on his face that there was no longer any doubt whom he would choose.”


Sophie wrote to Marie of Saxony, “He beamed, and you know how his face can beam when he is happy. The dear little one did not suspect the deep impression she had made on Franzi. Until the moment her mother spoke to her about it, she was filled by nothing but the shyness and timidity inspired in her by the many people around her.” She was so excited that she could not eat, and she explained to the lady-in-waiting, “Néné [Helene] is lucky, because she has already seen so many people, but I haven’t. I am so scared that I can’t even eat.” In her confusion, Elisabeth did not notice how intently the Emperor concerned himself with her, rather than with Helene.


The following morning, August 17, the Emperor appeared very early at his mother’s; the Archduchess had only just arisen. Sophie to Marie of Saxony: “He told me, his expression beaming, that he found Sisi charming. I begged him not to act rashly, to think the matter over carefully, but he felt that it would not be right to delay.”


In her diary Archduchess Sophie described that morning at greater length. The Emperor raved, “Oh, but how sweet Sisi is, she’s as fresh as a budding almond, and what a magnificent crown of hair frames her face! What lovely, soft eyes she has, and lips like strawberries.” His mother tried to point him in the direction of the bride of her choosing: “Don’t you think that Helene is clever, that she has a beautiful, slender figure?” “Well, yes, a little grave and quiet, certainly pleasant and nice, yes, but Sisi—Sisi—such loveliness, such exuberance, like a little girl’s, and yet so sweet!”14


Everything was settled. That day Franz Joseph even refused to go hunting, a pleasure he did not usually let slip by. Elise of Prussia, when she heard of this, immediately made a sign to her sister Sophie which meant, “He is smitten.”15 Queen Elise was thoroughly satisfied with the way things were turning out; little Elisabeth was her goddaughter. There was confusion all around. The two young ladies were distressed. Only the Emperor was radiant.


A ball marked the eve of Franz Joseph’s birthday. Helene appeared in a splendid gown of white silk. Ivy tendrils wreathed her forehead, lending her tall, slightly austere appearance a touch of simple romanticism. Back in Munich, when they had made their preparations for the visit, they had concentrated on this night. Little Sisi was more simply dressed, in a plain pale-pink frock, and seemed very childlike next to the handsome figure of her sister.


The Emperor did not join in the first dance—nor did the two Bavarian princesses. For the second dance, a polka, Archduchess Sophie begged Franz Joseph’s aide-de-camp, Hugo von Weckbecker, to “dance with Princess Elisabeth, who heretofore had only taken lessons from the dancing master and required an experienced guide for her first debut [sic].” Weckbecker: “She presented me to the charming Princess, who was stricken with extreme embarrassment and told me shyly that she did not know whether and how she would manage without the dancing master.” Weckbecker reassured the young girl, though he himself was “a little anxious, for I knew that in general—in spite of dancing masters—Bavarian princesses were not good dancers…. Fortunately, Princess Elisabeth was musical and therefore at least kept time well.” It was with some astonishment that Weckbecker observed the young Emperor who, quite contrary to his usual habit, sat out this dance as well, instead merely watching the dancing Sisi, who “floated past, sylphlike, on my arm.” After the dance, Weckbecker whispered to a friend, “I suspect I’ve just been dancing with our future Empress.”16


The Emperor danced the cotillion with young Sisi and afterward presented her with his nosegay—a traditional sign that she was the chosen one. Every one of the onlookers understood—except Sisi herself. In answer to the question whether this mark of attention had not struck her as significant she said, “No, it only made me feel self-conscious.”


Sophie described Sisi’s appearance at length to her sister Marie.






In her beautiful hair she wore a large comb that held back her braids, she wears her hair fashionably combed away from her face. The little one’s bearing is so charming, so modest, so impeccable, so graceful yes almost humble, when she dances with the Emperor. She was like a rosebud, unfolding under the rays of the sun, sitting beside the Emperor during the cotillion. She seemed to me so attractive, so childishly unpretentious and yet quite unaffected with him. It was only the crowd of people that intimidated her.





On August 18, Franz Joseph’s birthday was celebrated in the bosom of the assembled family. Archduchess Sophie wrote to Marie of Saxony, “At the family dinner the Emperor was so proud that Sisi, who was allowed to sit next to him, had eaten with such a hearty appetite! In the afternoon we went on an excursion to Wolfgang. We also walked a little ways on foot. I was in my barouche with the two children and the Emperor. He must like them very much to stand it for so long in the closed barouche! Helene chattered a great deal and very amusingly, the girl has a great deal of charm for me….”


After the stroll, the Emperor requested his mother to make tentative inquiries of Sisi’s mother “if she would have him,” but he also insisted that the two mothers were not to exert any pressure. “My situation is so difficult that, God knows, it is no pleasure to share it with me.” To which Sophie replied, “But my dear child, how can you think that a woman would not be only too happy to lighten your situation with her charm and cheerfulness?”


Sophie then formally informed her sister Ludovika of Franz Joseph’s intentions; Ludovika, “moved, pressed my hand, for in her great humility, she had always doubted whether the Emperor would truly consider one of her daughters.” When Sisi’s mother asked her if she could love the Emperor, she replied (according to Archduchess Sophie), “How could anyone not love that man?” Then she burst into tears and vowed that she would do everything in her power to make the Emperor happy and “to be the most loving child” to Aunt Sophie. “But,” she said, “how can he possibly think of me? After all, I’m so unimportant!” And a short time later, “I love the Emperor so much! If only he were not the Emperor!” Sophie’s comment: “That is what intimidates her—her future position. The Emperor was literally enraptured when I told him these moving words by his bride, since they express such deep and unassuming understanding for him.”


How the talk between mother and daughter really went and whether Ludovika’s and Sophie’s recollections are to be believed must remain an open question. When Ludovika was later asked whether the girl’s feelings had actually been considered in this decision, she always gave the same answer: “One does not send the Emperor of Austria packing.”17
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Each of the nine Bavarian sisters had at one time or another suffered from a broken heart. Each of them knew that, as an eligible princess, she was a political pawn and had no choice but to accept the man selected for her. In order not to confuse the young girls, not to plunge them into conflicts, the reading of love stories was strictly forbidden at the Bavarian court. Even the German classics were banned for the same reason.


Ludovika herself had been an outstanding beauty in her youth. Some even went so far as to claim that she had been far more beautiful than any of her daughters, including Elisabeth. She had suffered from a love affair with Prince Miguel of Braganza, later King of Portugal, whom she was not allowed to marry for political reasons. It was the family that chose the marriage with her cousin Max. He told her frankly that he did not love her and was marrying her merely because he was afraid of his forceful grandfather. He had been hopelessly in love with a nonaristocratic woman, whom he was forbidden to marry for reasons of rank.


The marriage between Max and Ludovika was unhappy from the very first day. Ludovika later told her children that she had spent her first wedding anniversary weeping from morning to night. Only gradually did she learn to tolerate her husband’s restlessness and his many affairs and to remain alone with the growing brood of children. Much later, after she was widowed, she told her grandchildren that, starting with their golden wedding anniversary, Max had been good to her. Fifty bitter years had preceded that day. Elisabeth had grown up hearing her mother’s complaints about the unhappy marriage, and she had often heard Ludovika’s bitter statement, “When one is married, one feels so abandoned.”


Archduchess Sophie was hardly more fortunate. She was forced to marry Archduke Franz Karl, “weak in body and mind,” brother of the ailing Emperor Ferdinand. In Bavaria, it was said that Sophie had spent many nights in tears in despair and fear of this marriage. When her governess reported this state of affairs to Sophie’s mother, she was unmoved and replied, “What do you want? The matter was decided at the Congress of Vienna!”


When Sophie saw that her fate had been irrevocably sealed, she courageously declared that from now on she would be happy with the Archduke. Emperor Franz told her that “given his son’s condition, she would herself have to handle everything.” And so she did, becoming an independent, energetic woman. She loved her good-natured husband “like a child that has to be taken care of,” and she raised her four sons well. As a young woman, she enjoyed a close friendship with Napoleon’s son, the Duke of Reichstadt, whom she nursed touchingly during his fatal illness. Viennese gossip turned the young man into the father of her second son, Archduke Ferdinand Max. In all probability, this gossip had no basis in fact; but it does show that the pretty Archduchess was considered quite capable of a romantic interlude.


Thus, like most princesses of their time, the mothers of the young couple had been forced to renounce love. Of course, they did their duty—even in tears. They could not help but regard the engagement in Bad Ischl as a rare instance of great good fortune: Franz Joseph loved his future bride, as was plain to see. He was young and good-looking, not feebleminded like his father and uncle. He was the Emperor of Austria. The young girl would have no difficulty adjusting to her situation, which, compared to the lots of both mothers, was enviable. No, really, “one does not send the Emperor of Austria packing.”


Archduchess Sophie was still entirely caught up in eighteenth-century thinking. She had no high opinion of individualism, let alone emotion, as an element in court politics—in contrast to her daughter-in-law-to-be. On one occasion, Sophie wrote to Princess Metternich that one should not believe “that individual personalities have any significance.” She had always noticed that one person was replaced by another, without making the slightest difference in the world.18 Now, whether the future Empress was named Helene or Elisabeth made little difference, according to this view. Both came from the same family, were equal in rank, were both Catholic and Sophie’s nieces—and that last was all that mattered in the end.


*


Ludovika communicated Sisi’s acceptance to her sister Sophie in writing. On August 19, at eight o’clock in the morning, the Emperor beaming with happiness, appeared at his bride’s rooms at the hotel. Ludovika wrote about the meeting to a relative: “I left him alone with Sisi, since he wanted to speak to her himself, and when he came back to my room, he looked quite pleased, quite cheerful, and she did too—as is proper for a happy bride.”19


Ludovika’s excitement was every bit as great as her gratitude to Sophie: “It is such prodigious joy, and yet such a weighty and important situation, that I am very moved in every respect. She is so young, so inexperienced, but I hope that forbearance will be shown to such extreme youth! … Aunt Sophie is so very good and kind to her, and what a consolation for me to be able to hand her over to such a dear sister as a second mother.”


Nevertheless, Elisabeth later always referred to this situation with great bitterness, saying, “Marriage is an absurd arrangement. One is sold as a fifteen-year-old child and makes a vow one does not understand and then regrets for thirty years or more, and which one can never undo again.”20


In August 1853, however, those who were present looked on this imperial engagement, in Count Hübner’s words, as “a simple, lovely, and noble idyll.”21


The young couple left the hotel arm in arm to breakfast with the Archduchess and of course the rest of the family, all of whom observed the pair with interest and approval—with the exception of Archduke Karl Ludwig, who had lost the love of his youth. Franz Joseph took this occasion to introduce his adjutants to the fifteen-year-old girl, especially Karl Count Grünne, whose judgment he valued very highly, including his views in matters concerning women.


At eleven o’clock, the party repaired in a body to the parish church. The congregation watched reverently as Archduchess Sophie held back at the door, granting precedence to her young niece: Sisi was pledged to an emperor, and from this time on, she stood higher in rank than the emperor’s mother. With this noble gesture, Sophie expressed her respect for the imperial hierarchy. Sisi, to be sure, hardly understood. Self-conscious and bashful, she entered the church, unpleasantly affected by the attention she aroused. Sophie: “The priest welcomed us with holy water, his eyes filled with tears! On the moment we entered the church, the national anthem was struck up.” After the benediction, Emperor Franz Joseph gently took the girl by the hand, led her to the priest, and requested of him, “I beseech you, Reverend, bless us, this is my bride.”


The priest’s blessing was followed by the good wishes of all those present on this historic occasion.22 Count Grünne then made a speech in honor of the young couple. Weckbecker: “The Princess was so moved and self-conscious that she was barely able to respond.”23 Everyone was in a state of high emotion. The Emperor found it difficult to take his future bride away from the hearty crowd.


Duchess Ludovika, however, was so worried about her daughter’s future that even on this day she complained to Weckbecker, who was a total stranger to her, “with how much trepidation she looked on the hard task facing her daughter Elisabeth, since she was ascending the throne literally straight from the nursery. She also harbored concern because of the severe judgments of the ladies of the Viennese aristocracy.” That these fears were only too justified soon became evident.


Dinner was taken in Hallstatt. Afterward, the party went for a drive. After the previous day’s rain, the landscape was ravishing. Mountains and cliffs were bathed in the light of the setting sun. The lake glimmered. The Emperor took Sisi’s hand and explained the sights to her. Queen Elise of Prussia was enchanted: “It’s so lovely, so much young happiness in such a wonderful landscape.”24 Sophie reported to her sister Marie of Saxony in a letter how tenderly the Emperor had wrapped his betrothed in his military cloak, so fearful was he that she might catch a chill, and how he had confessed to his mother, “I can’t tell you how happy I am!”


That night Bad Ischl was lit up by ten thousand candles and by lamps in the Austrian and Bavarian colors. On the Siriuskogl, multicolored lanterns sketched a classical temple in the sky, enclosing the initials FJ and E in a bridal wreath. This was the first time that young Sisi experienced the jubilation of a benevolent, loyal people gathered in the streets to welcome its future Empress.


The Emperor’s happiness is clearly evident in every report on those days in Bad Ischl. Of Sisi’s feelings we unfortunately know very little, except that she was very embarrassed, very quiet, and constantly in tears. Sophie commented to her sister, “You cannot imagine how charming Sisi is when she cries!” One party followed on the heels of the last. The young girl was presented with gifts from all sides. The Emperor gave her jewelry with precious gems, among them a magnificent blossoming tendril made of diamonds and emeralds, which she could braid into her hair. Sisi, who was visibly growing more elegant, stood at the center of Bad Ischl’s social life. She was the cynosure of all eyes; her charm was widely praised.


The young Emperor was gentle, circumspect, and generous in the consideration he showed his childlike fiancée. To give her pleasure, he even had a swing put up in the garden of the summer estate, and the girl used it with childish glee. Since he saw how much Sisi was afraid of every new strange face, the Emperor arranged for the magnificent coach, drawn by five piebald horses, to be driven not by a coachman but by his adjutant general, Grünne.25 He had noticed that the girl had already grown accustomed to this man, the Emperor’s closest confidant, and that she was fond of him.


Grünne was forty-five years old at that time, and one of the most influential men in the monarchy, an important member of the widely deplored Kamarilla at the Viennese court. As head of the military chancellery, he was the top officer in the Austrian army after the emperor. Grünne accompanied his young master on all trips, was his closest political adviser, and had unique insight into the Emperor’s private life. To this day it is asserted in Viennese society that it was Grünne who arranged romantic adventures for the young Emperor. (After all, Franz Joseph was hardly an inexperienced stripling by the time he became engaged to be married.) The fact that Sisi trusted Grünne from the first gave the Emperor much satisfaction, and he took pleasure in making his adjutant general the guardian angel of his young love during these coach rides à trois.


Three more balls were scheduled in Bad Ischl. According to Sophie’s diary, Sisi continued to be bashful and tractable. When Countess Sophie Esterházy, who was soon to head the Empress’s household, extended her good wishes, saying, “We are so grateful to Your Royal Highness for making the Emperor so happy,” Sisi replied, “You will have to be very patient with me for a while.”26


Unlike the prospective bride, the rest of the young people in the imperial family were in high spirits. During the cotillion they set off rockets and firecrackers; poor Ludovika, whose nerves were badly strained, fled in horror to her sister’s bedroom. The Duchess had still not decided whether to be pleased at the great honor granted her daughter or distressed at the prospect of the emotional burdens in store for the fifteen-year-old girl.


Helene was another source of worry to her mother. The girl was upset and unhappy. She was already eighteen—rather old, therefore, for the preliminaries of a new match. Even Sophie’s magnificent gift, a cross of diamonds and turquoise, and the assurance that Sophie continued to find her extraordinarily charming, could not console Helene. She longed to be back home in Bavaria.


So did Duchess Ludovika, who wrote about her concern to her Bavarian relatives: “Life here is extremely busy. Sisi especially is not at all accustomed to it yet, especially the late hours. I am pleasantly surprised at the way she becomes resigned to speaking to so many strangers and that, in spite of her embarrassment, she maintains such calm.”27


The bride’s father, Duke Max, was informed of the engagement by telegram, as was the King of Bavaria. As head of the Wittelsbach family, the King’s official approval of the engagement of his cousin was required.


Franz Joseph’s letter to Czar Nicholas is remarkable, vouchsafing as it does an intimacy and affection between the two sovereigns that goes a long way toward explaining the Czar’s subsequent disappointment in Franz Joseph’s attitude during the Crimean War. “In the rapture of my joy, dear precious friend, I make haste to speak to you of my happiness. I say my happiness, because I am convinced that my bride has all the virtues and all those properties of mind and heart that will make me happy.”28


Finally, papal dispensation for the marriage had to be applied for; the bride and groom were, after all, first cousins. No one seems to have been concerned about this circumstance. Elisabeth’s parents, too, were closely related—both were members of the Wittelsbach family, and second cousins. Nor, given the state of medical knowledge at the time, did anyone realize that the children of this imperial marriage, especially the hoped-for crown prince, would one day have to bear the full burden of the Wittelsbach heritage as a result of this intermingling of family members.


The Wittelsbach line was not free of hereditary taints. There were several cases of mental illness. Duke Max’s father, Duke Pius (that is, Sisi’s grandfather), was feebleminded and crippled. At times he led a dissolute life, once landing in police custody after a brawl, and he ended his pitiful days as a hermit, living in total solitude.29 (The fact that the two sons of the Bavarian King, Crown Prince Ludwig and Prince Otto, were also mentally ill was not yet known in 1853, since both were still children. Besides, the hereditary debility was attributed to the maternal line, with which the ducal line was not connected.)


On August 24, the Wiener Zeitung published an official statement:




His Imperial and Royal Apostolic Highness, our most gracious Lord and Emperor, Franz Joseph I, during His Majesty’s stay in Bad Ischl, offered his hand to Her Most Serene Highness, Princess Elisabeth Amalie Eugenie, Duchess of Bavaria, daughter of Their Royal Highnesses Duke Maximilian Joseph and Duchess Ludovika, née Royal Princess of Bavaria, after obtaining the approval of His Majesty, King Maximilian II of Bavaria, as well as Their Serene Highnesses the parents of the Princess-bride, and entered on an engagement. May the blessing of the Almighty rest on this event, so happy and joyful for the Imperial House and the Empire.





The report caused a sensation. For a long time, the Viennese, especially in high society, had racked their brains about who would be their empress. Many princesses had been discussed. Elisabeth of Bavaria had never figured in the speculations. Impatiently, the city waited for the first portraits of the imperial bride. During the long hours little Sisi spent sitting for painters and illustrators, the smitten groom kept her company. He sat endlessly by her side, watching her proudly.


Since Vienna knew so little about the future Empress, gossip flourished. The first thing that always happened with newcomers to the Viennese court was critical scrutiny of the Almanach de Gotha. And here the imperial bride was not proof against criticism, for her ancestral line included a Princess Arenberg (the mother of her father, Duke Max). Though the Arenbergs were a family of the high aristocracy, they were not royal—not, that is, a family fit to furnish marriage partners to the House of Habsburg. Grandmother Arenberg, in her turn, was related to all sorts of other aristocratic but not royal families: the Schwarzenbergs, the Windisch-Graetzes, the Lobkovics, Schönburgs, Neippergs, Esterházys. The future Empress, therefore, was not above aristocratic society but merely a part of it—through complex family relations with nonroyal houses. Elisabeth, then, could not meet the one essential condition to unchallenged acceptability at the Viennese court—a flawless pedigree. She would be made to feel this lack only too soon.


Her father also provided ample grounds for talk. His circus riding, his chumminess with the bourgeoisie and with peasants, his disregard for the aristocratic world, his far from refined stag parties in Possenhofen and Munich—all were subjects of gossip. It was said that Duke Max let his children run wild, that though they could ride like little circus artistes, they were barely able to put together a sensible sentence in French, let alone carry on a conversation. The parquet floors of the Viennese court were notoriously slippery.


It goes without saying that Duke Max’s castles were also subjected to critical scrutiny. The new palace on the Ludwigstrasse, built by the popular architect Leo Klenze, was unquestionably in keeping with the Duke’s position. But the summer castle of Possenhofen on Lake Starnberg was far less distinguished. It was not long before Vienna heard of the “beggars’ household” that was said to be the future Empress’s family background.


Even twenty years later Elisabeth’s lady-in-waiting Countess Marie Festetics was still disturbed by these defamatory slanders. She liked Possenhofen: “The house is simple but well kept, clean, attractive, the cuisine is good, I found no pomp, everything is agreeably old-fashioned, but elegant and without a trace of a beggar’s household, such as my counterparts of then and now made so much of.”


The Countess was especially enthusiastic about the situation of the little castle on Lake Starnberg. She extolled the moonlight on the calm waters and the birdsong that woke her from sleep in the mornings: “they rejoiced as if it were spring—I rushed to the window—the view is delightful, deep, deep blue the waters—a paradise of trees, and green all over, and across the lake, on the other side, handsome mountains—everything loveliness and sun—the garden filled with flowers—the old house wreathed in wild vines and ivy—so poetic—so beautiful.” And the lady-in-waiting, who loved her Empress, continued: “yes, her home could not be otherwise, to allow her dreaminess, her love of nature—to develop to this extent!”30


Dreaminess and a love of nature were qualities Elisabeth exhibited even as a child. All the romantic tales of her childhood summers in Possenhofen are true. Love of nature was one of the few shared traits that united Franz Joseph and Elisabeth.




*





The “divine sojourn in Ischl,” to use Franz Joseph’s words, lasted until August 31. The parting—which, Elisabeth noted in her diary, was “very tender”—took place in festively decorated Salzburg. To commemorate the engagement, Archduchess Sophie decided to buy the rented villa where the couple had met and to renovate and expand it into the “imperial villa,” to be used for the imperial family’s yearly summer vacation. The ground plan of the mansion was changed by the addition of two wings into the shape of an E—for Elisabeth.


Franz Joseph’s happiness lasted even beyond his return “to the desk-bound paper existence here, with its cares and troubles.” He even enjoyed sitting for the painter Schwager: “to the extent that I normally find it boring to be painted, I now look forward to every sitting, since I am reminded of Sisi’s sittings in Ischl, and Schwager always brings me her portrait.” He confessed to Archduchess Sophie that his thoughts clung “with infinite longing to the west.”31 The young Emperor’s happy frame of mind also affected domestic policy: The state of siege, in effect since the Revolution of 1848, was now lifted at least in the three cities of Vienna, Graz, and Prague.


(It may appear like a sign of things to come that, shortly after Elisabeth became a part of Austria’s history, the Crown of St. Stephen was recovered. In 1848 it had been buried by Kossuth. The holiest relic of the Hungarian nation was solemnly returned to Budapest—for some, an emblem of reconciliation between Austria and Hungary, though the bond could not be sealed until the Austrian emperor was crowned with this Hungarian symbol. That aim was accomplished by Elisabeth in 1867—her one political feat.)


Sisi was now subjected to an extensive course of study. It was especially necessary that she learn French and Italian as quickly as possible. All that had been neglected in her schooling and upbringing was now to be remedied in the few months that remained before the wedding. Duchess Ludovika was worried, because the lessons were not progressing very well: “Unfortunately, my children have no facility in learning foreign languages, and in social circles here, the speaking of French is noticeably decreasing.”32


The most important subject Sisi had to study was Austrian history. Three times a week the historian Count Johann Mailáth visited her in order to read to her personally from his major work, Geschichte des österreichischen Kaiserstaates (History of the Austrian Empire). Mailath was a short man, very lively and amusing, approaching seventy. He lived in Munich on the income from his books, in very modest, even shabby circumstances. (Only a year later, his financial straits drove him to drown himself in Lake Starnberg.) As a historian, he was not without his critics, because his presentation of history was highly imaginative and uncritical. Among the liberal Hungarians, he was unpopular because of his extremely pro-Austrian stance.


But Sisi liked him. The history lessons tended to last into the evenings, and the circle of listeners kept growing; her sister Helene and her brother Karl Theodor (“Gackel”) joined, as did some of the other tutors and Duchess Ludovika. But Mailath gave his readings only “pour les beaux yeux de Sisi.”33 Even decades later, Elisabeth still talked about this teacher. In spite of his deep loyalty to the central government in Vienna, Mailath was nevertheless a proud Hungarian who related the history of Austria to the future Empress of Austria from the Hungarian point of view. He worked to instill an understanding of Hungary’s special historic privileges and explained to Sisi about the old Hungarian constitution, which Emperor Franz Joseph had abolished in 1849. He, whom the Forty-Eighters thought of as one of the Old Conservatives, even tried to make the future Empress understand the advantages of the republican form of government. At least, Elisabeth was recalling Mailath some years later, when she shocked the Viennese court with the statement, “I have been told that the most appropriate form of government is that of the republic.”34 These cozy readings in history within the bosom of the ducal family in Possenhofen established in the fifteen-year-old imperial bride the soil for her subsequent political views. It would be hard to overestimate their significance.


A correspondence set in between Vienna and Munich—concerning the bride’s trousseau, which had to be assembled in practically no time at all and which kept dozens of Bavarian seamstresses, embroiderers, shoemakers, and milliners busy from morn until night. Archduchess Sophie sent written suggestions, such as the advice that Sisi take better care of her teeth. No effort was to be spared to turn the little Bavarian country girl into a suitable representative of the Habsburg state.


The young woman’s fear of the Hofburg, the imperial palace in Vienna, and of her new, luxurious life grew. She became almost entirely indifferent to the many new gowns, loathed the endless fittings, was unmoved by the jewelry that arrived from Vienna. She was still a child; none of the precious gifts gave her as much pleasure as did a parrot the Emperor sent to Bavaria.


Sisi was not used to being hemmed in by a rigid program all day long. Her family, worried, observed that though the girl was flattered by her success and the excessive attention suddenly paid to her, she also grew more and more silent and melancholy. She wrote elegiac poems about her beloved Possenhofen, still mourned her old love, and was afraid of the new one.


Ludovika’s fears were only too well founded—and no secret. The Belgian envoy reported to Brussels, “In order to spare her daughter the exertions arising from the festivities, the mother is said to want to postpone the wedding until June. If the ceremony were to take place at an advanced season and the major part of the nobility had already departed Vienna, it would be possible to win some dispensation from the events connected with the wedding.”35 This wish—at odds with the prevailing customs in Vienna—was not granted. After all, an emperor of Austria did not get married by excluding the public simply because the future Empress was afraid of the aristocracy.


Another topic subjected to lengthy discussion was the site of the wedding—Munich or Vienna. Ludovika: “No consideration can be given to a proxy marriage, and unfortunately, the Emperor cannot come here. To have the wedding here is, unfortunately, impossible, although it is always the most pleasant! I regret this very much, for if we accompany Sisi to Vienna, that is a great undertaking, such a great court, the large family gathering, Viennese society, the parties, etc…. I am not made for all that … I do not even want to think of it, and until now, I myself don’t know what is going to happen. In general, I do not like to think about Sisi’s moving away, and I would wish to postpone the moment forever.”36




*





Unmindful of the Emperor’s feelings of love, the political crisis to the east grew increasingly complicated. On November 1, Turkey declared war on Russia. The Balkan question became acute. The significance to Austria of this conflict was not realized in Vienna; as late as October, the Austrian army was drastically reduced because funds were no longer available. During these months, Austrian policies presented an extremely confused picture.


It would appear that the politically inexperienced but all-powerful young Emperor did not in the least comprehend the consequences of his wavering. His ministers, most especially his foreign minister, Buol, were weak; nor were they given any responsibility beyond advising, the Emperor. In any case, since opinion was divided, not only among the ministers, but also at the court, Franz Joseph vacillated helplessly; firmly convinced of his imperial sovereignty, he refused to seek guidance from experienced statesmen.


His thoughts dwelled not so much on statecraft as on his bride-to-be. His mind was focused on ever new and ever more splendid gifts; in Vienna as in Bad Ischl, he tried to speed up the building renovations—though he cautioned his mother, who was supervising the work on the villa in Bad Ischl “that the whole if possible cost no more than is proposed, since I am short of funds.”37


Franz Joseph’s frequent complaints about lack of money are astonishing, coming from the ruler of such a powerful empire. But, in fact, the imperial family in Vienna commanded relatively scarce resources. For though Emperor Ferdinand the Kindly had renounced the throne in 1848 and retired to Prague, he had held on to his fortune. The immensely rich imperial estates, which each year brought in many millions of guldens, belonged not to the ruling emperor, but to the abdicated Emperor Ferdinand. Only after Ferdinand’s death in 1875 did the fortune become part of Franz Joseph’s estate. From 1848 to 1875—quite a considerable length of time—the resources on which the Viennese imperial family could draw were by no means unlimited; caution had to be exercised even when it came to buying and renovating a summer residence.


Furthermore, during this time the Austrian economy slid from one financial crisis into the next, all of them caused by the extremely high cost of keeping the military during years of a state of siege. All these worries were pushed aside by the Emperor, who was head over heels in love. He wrote his mother, “I can no longer wait for the moment when I am free to travel to Possenhofen to see Sisi again, I cannot stop thinking of her.”38


Since there was no direct rail connection between Vienna and Munich as yet, the trip was arduous. Proceeding by way of Prague, Dresden, Leipzig, and Hof to Munich, it took far longer than a day. During the engagement period, the Emperor made the journey three times.


Duchess Ludovika was concerned that the Emperor might be bored in her family circle.39 But Franz Joseph had eyes only for little Sisi; in a transport of gratitude, he wrote from Munich to his mother in Vienna, “Never, my dear Mama, will I be able to thank you enough for having brought about such deep happiness for me. Every day I love Sisi more, and I am ever more convinced that no one else could suit me better than she.”


Mindful of Sophie’s advice, the Emperor wrote about his future bride, “Besides many more important good qualities, she is a charming horseback rider—of which, however, following your wish, I first convinced myself. As you advised me, I begged my Mama-in-law not to let Sisi ride too much; but I believe that will be hard to enforce, since Sisi is unwilling to give it up. And by the way, it has a very good effect on her; for since Ischl, she has gained quite a bit of weight and never looks ill now. Thanks to her care, too, her teeth have become quite white, so that she is truly lovely.”40


No improvement, however, was yet evident in the area of public appearances. The Emperor wrote his mother that the tumultuous reception at the Munich theater “embarrassed Sisi very much.” But he reassured Archduchess Sophie by telling her that at the court ball (which he found “truly brilliant” and “very animated”), matters worked out more agreeably: “the entire diplomatic corps was introduced to poor Sisi, and she made conversation charmingly, speaking with everyone.”41


Sisi’s engagement had raised the standing of the ducal family. Even the King of Bavaria was proud of the fact that once again a woman of the Wittelsbachs would stand beside a Habsburg emperor. After decades of discord between the royal and the ducal lines of the Wittelsbachs, the royal house now made overt efforts to court the favor of its ducal relatives. Little Elisabeth was the center of these attentions. But she was not dazzled. On the contrary: She expressed her fear of the future more and more clearly. “If only he were a tailor,” she lamented, speaking of her bridegroom to her equally fearful mother.42


Sisi’s attachment to Franz Joseph grew. But she did not understand his cares of state. Even when he was in Munich, a courier arrived daily from Vienna with the latest news bulletins. The Belgian envoy: “The seriousness of the situation forces the Emperor to hasten his return…. The political situation causes him much anxiety.”43 At his premature departure, Sisi wept so much that “her face was all swollen.”


For Christmas, which coincided with Sisi’s birthday (she turned sixteen), the Emperor brought to Munich the by now obligatory jewelry, which he had selected himself, along with a portrait of himself and a small silver breakfast service for traveling, engraved with an E and the imperial crown.44 He also brought a gift from Archduchess Sophie—a wreath and, in the dead of winter, a bouquet of fresh roses, “which here, where such flowers are not to be found, will have quite an effect.” The Emperor wrote his mother that he had “found [Sisi] very well and blooming. She is always equally dear and attractive, and is now also learning many new and different things.”45


During this visit, too, the Emperor’s eastern policy forced him to return home precipitately. He deeply lamented the fact “that, between love and the vexing affairs, which plague me endlessly even here, all my time is taken up.”46


Only a few days after Franz Joseph’s return, the news arrived that the French and English fleets had set sail for the Black Sea. The Viennese stock market reacted with a panic. Austria’s position in this conflict was still not clear. The Emperor continued to leave his “dear precious friend,” the Czar, in the dark, thus offending him most deeply.


The extent to which court society remained untouched by the complications of war is astonishing. Anyone who did not happen to be a politician or had personal interests in the Balkans continued to ignore events. The preparations for the imperial wedding claimed a large share of the public interest.


The Viennese countesses, for whom the special pleasure of Carnival lay in the fact that they could win a smart young emperor as a dancing partner, suffered a deep disappointment that winter: Franz Joseph would not dance, “which is in keeping with his chivalrous sentiments,” they commented, but soon they began to complain about “Carnival, which so far is very dull. Since the Emperor will not dance, the major interest falls away. So far, there have been only three balls, of secondary brilliance. Everyone seems to be waiting for the wedding festivities.” And: “The countesses sorely miss the best, most splendid dancer.”47


There was, however, a more concrete reason than love for Franz Joseph’s refusal to dance: He was suffering a recurrence of the “affliction of brain disease and half-sight that appeared as a consequence of the attempt on his life”—that is, impaired vision—which compelled him to take it easier.48


Early in March, the marriage contract was signed. In it, Duke Max of Bavaria promised “Her Serene Highness, his daughter,” a marriage portion of 50,000 guldens, “which shall be delivered even before the wedding, in Munich, to the agent especially designated for this purpose by His Imperial Majesty, in return for the appropriate receipt.” Elisabeth was also to be provided “with all requirements of jewelry, gowns, gems, gold and silver utensils, in accordance with her elevated rank.” The Emperor pledged himself to supplement the marriage portion with an additional 100,000 guldens. This meant that the Empress’s private capital was measurably increased. He further promised to make a gift to his bride of 12,000 ducats “after the marriage has been consummated, as a morning gift.” Such a gift was a long-standing custom in the imperial family. As a grant of appanage—lasting even into a possible period of widowhood—the Empress was to receive 100,000 guldens a year, intended solely for “finery, dresses, alms, and minor expenditures.” The cost of everything else—that is, “the table, linens and horses, maintenance and remuneration of servants, and all household effects”—was, of course, borne by the Emperor.49


This stipulated appanage was five times that of Archduchess Sophie, who received a mere 20,000 guldens a year. However, three days before the wedding, the Emperor raised his mother’s yearly income to 50,000.50 (At that time, a workman—provided he could find work at all during this period of pervasive unemployment—working twelve to fourteen hours a day, earned at most 200 to 300 guldens a year, women about half that, and children only a fraction. A lieutenant’s salary was 24 guldens a month, noncommissioned soldiers earned correspondingly less.)


On his last visit to Munich, four weeks before the wedding, the Emperor brought a magnificent diamond tiara inset with large opals, and a matching choker and earrings. The set was a gift from Archduchess Sophie, who had worn the tiara at her own wedding. It was worth more than 60,000 guldens—an enormous value even for the Emperor. Still in Munich, Franz Joseph wrote to his mother in Vienna that she need have no fears, the jewelry would “certainly be very carefully kept and immediately put in safekeeping.”51 Evidently Sophie had no great faith in the orderliness of her sister’s household.


Sisi’s letter of thanks had an extremely awkward ring: “but be assured, my dear aunt, that I am keenly aware of your great goodness to me, and that it is comforting to me to know that always and in all situations of my life I will be allowed to entrust myself to your maternal affection.”52


Aside from the many instances of patronizing and much tactless advice, for the present Elisabeth had little cause to complain of her mother-in-law. Sophie supervised the renovations of the imperial villa in Bad Ischl, and she showered the young girl with jewelry and precious objects of every sort. Her letters to her sister in Saxony never criticized the girl; the Archduchess praised every little thing she noticed—especially Sisi’s simplicity and shyness.


Sophie spent months furnishing the young couple’s apartment in the greatest good taste. These living quarters in the Hofburg consisted of an anteroom, an entrance hall, a dining room, a mirrored room, a drawing room, a dressing room, and a bedroom. If one leaves aside the magnificent furnishings and the size of the drawing room, the whole was rather more like the living quarters of the haute bourgeoisie, though without bathroom, lavatory (chaises percées were still in vogue in the Hofburg), and without its own kitchen. All meals were taken in the bosom of the family; it never occurred to the Archduchess that a young wife might prefer having a household of her own. Sophie personally picked out the tapestries and curtains, the rugs and furniture. She placed great importance on purchasing only domestic products, to promote local trade.


Sisi was to have only the best and most expensive. Her toiletry set, for example, was made of massive gold.53 Sophie placed in the apartment precious objects, pictures, silver, Chinese porcelain, statues, and clocks from the various collections of the Imperial House as well as from the treasure-house and the Ambrase Collection. The inventories have been preserved,54 even down to the Emperor’s personal linens, which were ample indeed. And Sophie knew very well that the bride would not be bringing a trousseau that could match the Viennese provisions.


Sophie was not one to hide her light under a bushel. Her sisters admired the Archduchess’s energy. For example, Queen Marie of Saxony wrote, “My good Sophie is … as always, self-denial incarnate, eager to give everything away and to do without for her future daughter-in-law, and she thinks of every little thing that might contribute to the happiness and comfort of the young couple. Recently Luise [Ludovika] also wrote to me correctly that it is unlikely that a bride was ever looked after so lovingly as is her daughter.”55


A month before the wedding, the solemn “act of renunciation” occurred in Munich. This was Sisi’s waiver of any claim to the succession in the kingdom of Bavaria. The members of the royal and ducal houses, the court dignitaries and the ministers of state, all watched the sixteen-year-old girl, who sat beside the King under a canopy on the dais of the throne room, for the first time in her life. Many eyes saw little Sisi, “having bowed to Their Majesties and Their Most Serene Highnesses her parents, move to the table where the Gospel lay, which is held out to Her Royal Highness by His Excellency the Archbishop.”56 The declaration of renunciation was read out, Sisi was put under oath. Then she signed the document. The somber ceremony was a small foretaste of the formal life awaiting her in Vienna.


The bridal trousseau, twenty-five trunks of it, arrived in Vienna well ahead of the bride. The precise inventory of everything Sisi brought to Vienna has been preserved; it shows clearly that the Emperor’s bride really was not a “good match.” Though the inventory lists jewelry worth at least 100,000 guldens, closer scrutiny indicates that more than 90 percent of the listed pieces had been gifts from the groom and Archduchess Sophie, presented during the engagement period.


The silver effects, at that time the pride of every bride from “a good family,” were more than modest, adding up only to a value of roughly 700 guldens. That amount included every washing pitcher, every silver dish no matter how small, every coffeepot.


Indeed, it could not be considered a trousseau appropriate to her rank, as stipulated in the marriage contract. If we consider the pride even brides from the haute bourgeoisie took in spreading their dowry before inquisitive eyes during this period (Sisi’s daughter-in-law, Stephanie of Belgium, would take great satisfaction in doing so in her time), we will understand the many scornful looks from the Viennese court ladies, the many disparaging comments among the wealthy Austrian aristocracy. Money and property—of course, along with an impeccable pedigree, an essential precondition for acceptance at court—played an excessively large role in Vienna.


At 50,000 guldens, Sisi’s wardrobe represented a considerable asset, though even here the most valuable item, a blue velvet cloak with sable trimmings and a sable muff, was a gift from the Emperor. The future Empress owned four ballgowns (two white, one pink, and one sky blue with white roses); seventeen Putzkleider, “fancy gowns”—that is, formal gowns with trains (starting with the wedding dress, with its overdress of silver moiré, followed by taffeta and tulle dresses in the favored colors of white and pink, but of course also a black gown for the eventuality of court mourning); fourteen silk dresses; and nineteen summer frocks, which were, following the fashion of the day, adorned with embroidered flowers or trimmed with roses, violets, straw, and ears of wheat.


It was still the time of crinolines, and Sisi had three. The hooped skirts went with a narrow waist, which even in such a slender young woman as little Sisi had to be emphasized by tight lacing and corsets; Sisi owned four of these, along with three special ones for riding, since a lady had to allow herself to be laced even for outdoor exercise.


Along with the gowns went appropriate “fancy trimmings,” such as twelve “headdresses” of feathers, rose petals, apple blossoms, lace, ribbon, and pearls, as well as floral adornments and wreaths of flowers, which the ladies carried to ornament and supplement their gowns. There were sixteen hats: white and pink feathered hats, several lace and straw hats, even a garden hat with a garland of wild flowers. That last was the hat Sisi had worn in Bad Ischl, to the Emperor’s great delight.


Even the underwear is listed precisely: twelve dozen (that is, a hundred forty-four) camisoles, most of them of batiste with lace, and three dozen nightgowns. The fourteen dozen stockings were of silk, though a few were made of cotton. There were ten bed jackets of muslin and silk; twelve embroidered nightcaps; three negligee caps of embroidered muslin; twenty-four night neckerchiefs; six dozen petticoats of piqué, silk, and flannel; five dozen pantalettes; twenty-four combing coats; and three bathing shirts.


The number of shoes was considerable. Only six pairs, however, were leather ankle boots; all other shoes (a hundred thirteen pairs altogether) were of velvet, taffeta, silk, or “stuff—hardly suitable, therefore, to be worn for any length of time. It seems that it was particularly in the area of shoes that Sisi had been inadequately provided for. Hardly had she arrived in Vienna than new shoes had to be bought—for the unusually large sum of 700 guldens. The Empress of Austria was not allowed to wear a pair of shoes for more than a day. Then the shoes were given away—a custom to which young Elisabeth could not resign herself and which she later abolished.


The final grouping in the inventory was made up of “other objects.” These included two fans, two umbrellas, three large and three small parasols, three pairs of rubber galoshes. Even tortoise-shell combs, clothes brushes, hairbrushes, nailbrushes, toothbrushes, and shoehorns are enumerated, along with a box of straight pins and hairpins, ribbons, and buttons.


It is not difficult to see in this list the speed, even the excitement, with which this trousseau was assembled. Ludovika had long been preparing and planning for Helene’s expected great match. Improvisation would have to do for Sisi. There was no chance of falling back on previously acquired goods, one had to concentrate on the essential—and what was essential were the “fancy gowns” for gala occasions. Everything else was incidental.


To the sixteen-year-old girl, this provisioning represented luxury such as she had never known. In view of the modest style of life to which she was accustomed, her many new gowns must have made her feel immensely rich, and she never suspected that all her new worldly goods were as nothing by Viennese standards and that only too soon she would be ridiculed for her simple wardrobe. Even the enamored Emperor had written his mother from Munich in October, “With the trousseau, it seems to me, things are not moving ahead well, and I have difficulty believing that it will be pretty.”57


It is only too understandable that clever Ludovika, who loved her children, feared for Sisi’s future. She knew her daughter and the girl’s flights into inwardness, her indifference to outward appearances; and she knew the Viennese court, which cared about nothing so much as outward appearances, rank, and wealth.


On the other hand, the family trusted in Elisabeth’s good star. She had been born one of fortune’s darlings: at Christmas time, on a Sunday; furthermore, at her birth she already had a tooth—a “lucky tooth,” as they said in Bavaria. Elisabeth: 






Ich bin ein Sonntagskind, ein Kind der Sonne;


Die goldnen Strahlen wand sie mir zum Throne,


Mit ihrem Glanze flocht sie meine Krone,


In ihrem Lichte ist es, dass ich wohne.58 










[I am Sunday’s child, a child of the sun; / Her golden rays she wove into my throne, / With her glow she wove my crown, / It is in her light that I live.]
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The danger that Austria would be actively involved in the Crimean War was acute. The summer of 1853 had seen a bad harvest. There were famine, unemployment, poverty to an extent unimaginable today, and a lack of political freedom. The glitter of an imperial wedding would allow all this misery to be forgotten for a brief moment and could nourish hopes for more lenient rule. Many of the commemorative pamphlets contain blatant appeals to the young Empress to mediate between the people and their Emperor; one such screed, for example, referring obviously to 1848, notes, “You are elected by Heaven to crown the reconciliation between a prince and his people and to link forever the parted lovers. What man, wielding the sword of justice, cannot accomplish, woman bearing the frond of mercy will bring about.” And again: “In a confused, tempestuous time, you and your house shall become the beacon that rescues the shipwrecked from perdition, the altar at which we devotedly kneel, to which we look for aid.”1 The various national groups under the Austrian crown, equally afflicted by misery and poverty, hoped for a justice-loving, benevolent empress: “We believe that you will become the mediator between him and us, that you will say what we, timid, do not dare to admit, that by your gentle hand many a matter will be steered to the good.”2


During the past few months little Sisi had learned “many and different things”: the languages of polite society, problems of protocol, a smattering of Austrian history. She had learned to dress correctly and to become a better dancer. She cleaned her teeth more carefully than before. But she had not the slightest idea of the life led by Austrians outside the court, whether or not they had work, whether or not the children in her new empire had enough to eat. She had barely heard of the impending war in the east.


By nature, Elisabeth was warmhearted and fair-minded. Like her sisters and brothers, she had been encouraged from childhood to care for the poor and afflicted. She was devoid of aristocratic pride, was familiar with the homes of the poor around Possenhofen. Most important, she was not superficial in her thinking; quite the contrary: From childhood on, she had a tendency to brood: She wasted little time on appearances, trying instead to fathom the “natural,” the “truth” of things. Though as yet she thought as a child, this was a characteristic which nevertheless developed early and which she kept to the end of her life.


All these good traits, which Sisi demonstrated throughout her unbridled but loving childhood and by her sensitive temperament, were now worthless, even a drawback. To lack aristocratic pride was seen in Vienna not as an advantage but as a deficiency. So was any lack of respect for the formalities. The Viennese court, even the sovereignty of the Emperor and the high position of the imperial family, were based in large part on protocol and ceremony. Truth and authenticity were not important here. The aspects Sisi saw as pure formalities had great political significance after 1848: They raised the ruling family far above ordinary mortals, allowing it to become unapproachable, untouchable; the family was a visible expression of God’s grace. From the day of the engagement, the warmhearted creature the peoples of Austria had hoped for was turned into a public figure representing the Viennese court—though, granted, the most beautiful one Austria had ever had. The seeds of all future conflicts were already sown during these months before the wedding. All had their origin in the discrepancy between a clear-thinking, sensitive woman and her exploitation as a court figure, and a court figure above.





OEBPS/a034_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a003_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/a0ii_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/9780571287567_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

Brigitte Hamann

The Reluctant Empress

A Biography of Empress Elisabeth of
Austria





