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If in the course of centuries to come, historical novels are still in fashion, a new Walter Scott will have a difficult time finding a more poetic subject than the expedition of Madame la duchesse de Berry in France during the years 1832 and 1833.


—ADÈLE D’OSMOND, COMTESSE DE BOIGNE, MEMOIRS







Twenty years ago, everyone would have known even the most minor details that we are about to recount. Today everyone has forgotten them. History moves so quickly in France!


—ALEXANDRE DUMAS, MY MEMOIRS
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Introduction



AT HALF PAST five on the evening of November 6, 1832, police raided a house in a quiet residential enclave of Nantes, the largest city in France’s western region. Shoving past frightened servants, they moved methodically from room to room, overturning beds and rifling through wardrobes as twelve hundred soldiers—two entire army regiments—filed into the dark cobblestone streets below to make sure that nobody could escape out the back. They were searching for the duchesse de Berry, the most wanted woman in France.


The mother of the heir to the throne, she had been forced into exile with the rest of the Bourbon royal family after the Revolution of 1830, only to return two years later to launch a bloody civil war. Her dream was to reconquer the kingdom for her eleven-year-old son. All through the spring she had commanded a guerrilla army in a series of battles against the government, but by the early summer she was on the run. And now, after six months of evading capture, the luck of the four-foot-seven duchess was coming to an end.


The police had been tipped off by the duchess’s confidant, a seductive yet volatile man named Simon Deutz. He had pledged undying loyalty to her cause, then turned against her once it appeared that her campaign would fail. For a large cash reward, he had agreed to lead the police to her hiding place in Nantes. But when the agents forced their way into the house, the duchess was nowhere to be found.


Just minutes before, she had slipped into a secret closet behind the fireplace in the attic. Created during the Reign of Terror to save priests from the guillotine, the closet was so small that the duchess and her three accomplices could barely stand up straight and there was not an inch of space between them. Praying for a miracle, she tried not to move while the agents sounded the walls and knocked holes in the roof. She could hear the police commissioner cursing on the other side of the thin partition as he ordered his men to reduce the house to rubble in their efforts to find her.


After sixteen hours, the agents were about to give up the search when one of the soldiers standing guard in the room decided to light a fire. As the secret compartment filled with smoke and the walls glowed red with heat, the duchess did her best to endure the torment. Eventually, though, the trapdoor to the fireplace opened, and out crawled the tiny, soot-covered rebel. Straightening her scorched dress and shielding her eyes from the light, she declared in the most regal manner she could summon: “I am the duchesse de Berry. You are French soldiers. I entrust myself to your honor!”


THOUGH LARGELY FORGOTTEN today, the betrayal of the duchess shocked the world at the time. It made international headlines and engrossed the public for months, all the more so when it emerged that the arrested duchess was pregnant, despite not having had a husband for over a decade. The case fascinated the leading writers of the day: François-René de Chateaubriand and Victor Hugo both wrote significant works about it, while Alexandre Dumas père, the author of The Three Musketeers, returned to the events surrounding the betrayal in a novel, a historical chronicle, his own memoirs, and a memoir that he ghostwrote for the general charged with suppressing the duchess’s revolt.


Beyond its many obvious attractions—a glamorous heroine, a quixotic military campaign, an illicit romance, and a dramatic double-cross—the scandal had major repercussions for French history. It ended the hopes for another Bourbon restoration and helped stabilize the monarchy of Louis-Philippe, who had claimed the throne in 1830 but whose grip on it was still tenuous. But the case also had another, and perhaps even more far-reaching, effect: Simon Deutz had been born a Jew, and his betrayal of the duchess provoked modern France’s first major outpouring of antisemitic hatred.1


Historians often date the rise of modern antisemitism in France to the decade leading up to the Dreyfus Affair of the 1890s. This notorious case, in which a Jewish army officer was falsely accused of treason, is considered a turning point in world history, the moment at which Theodor Herzl, the founder of the Zionist movement, claimed to have concluded that antisemitism made the dream of Jewish integration in Europe impossible. Yet the first real warning bell—the first signal that modernity would not necessarily be good for the Jews—had actually sounded some sixty years earlier, following the betrayal of the duchesse de Berry.2


In 1832 the modern era was just beginning. Charles Darwin’s HMS Beagle arrived in South America that year on the trip that would lay the foundation for his theory of evolution. A young lawyer named Abraham Lincoln was about to enter Illinois politics, and the start of Queen Victoria’s long reign was a mere five years in the future. Recent innovations such as the telegraph were shrinking the world while also speeding it up. Railroads would soon carry passengers between distant cities faster than anyone thought possible.


The changes associated with the birth of modernity gave rise to a great deal of social and political strife, and nowhere more so than in France. By 1832, the country had been fighting over the legacy of the French Revolution for fifty years. France was also in the throes of an industrial revolution that was no less momentous. The period’s unrest was perhaps most vividly captured by Victor Hugo in his epic novel Les Misérables. Set largely in 1832, the novel’s plot unfolds against the backdrop of a failed political uprising, as idealistic young students and starving workers fight to create a republic but are brutally repressed by the soldiers of King Louis-Philippe. What Hugo barely mentions is that at the same moment leftist firebrands were dying on the barricades, the French government was also attempting to suppress the right-wing revolt of the duchesse de Berry.3


Louis-Philippe—from the Bourbons’ rival dynasty, the Orléans—had claimed the throne from the duchess’s son during the Revolution of 1830, and she wanted it back. She believed in the Bourbons’ divine right to rule, but she also believed that only France’s traditional monarchs—and their ally the Catholic Church—could restore stability to a country fractured by revolutionary upheaval. By fighting to bring about yet another Bourbon restoration, the duchess seemed to promise a return to a simpler, better world—a world of religious duties and feudal privileges in which everyone knew their place. This was the key to the force she exerted on those who were engaged in the century-long battle against the French Revolution and the political and economic modernization that it unleashed. Like her idol Joan of Arc, the duchess proposed her own heroic persona as an antidote to the troubles of her time.4


Her betrayal by Simon Deutz turned her into a martyr instead. In the aftermath of her arrest a legend took shape among the duchess’s supporters in which the betrayal became a symbol for the evils that had been ushered in by the French Revolution. This legend was powerful because it told a simple story: a Jew had betrayed the mother of France’s rightful king. The story transformed resistance to modernity into a passion play with the Jew as villain and, in so doing, helped make antisemitism a key feature of right-wing ideology in France.5


Hatred of Jews, of course, predates modernity. Antisemites have always attempted to define who they were by turning the Jew into the embodiment of what they were not. The biblical figure of Judas, the betrayer of Christ, reflects the way that ancient Christians already saw the Jew as corrupt and treacherous. But by the time of the Dreyfus Affair at the end of the nineteenth century, antisemitism had come to mean much more. The Right had turned the Jew into a symbol of everything they were fighting against, from industrialization to cosmopolitanism, secularism to revolution. The betrayal of the duchesse de Berry marks a key stage in this transition, the moment at which modern stereotypes of the Jew crystallized in the popular imagination. Simon Deutz represents a bridge between old and new forms of antisemitism. He is the missing link between Judas and Dreyfus.6


THIS BOOK IS rooted in history, anchored in a specific time and place. But it also has contemporary relevance. With deindustrialization now taking place in much of the West and globalization concentrating wealth ever more intensely, our own moment is experiencing a transformation similar in scale to that of France in the 1830s. And some of those who feel displaced by changes still blame the disruption on Jews and other minorities.


That certain protesters—in France, the United States, and around the world—have turned antisemitic should come as no surprise. Opponents of modernity have projected their fears and anxieties about change onto Jews since the beginning of the nineteenth century. Nor should the antisemitism of radical Islamist movements startle us: they too are at war with modernity, much like the conservative Catholics in the duchess’s time. The specifics have changed, but many of the fundamental features that govern how antisemitic hatred operates have not. People still tell stories about Jewish treachery. They still consume paranoid plots to assuage their fears and explain their failures. The discourse of modern antisemitism still performs much the same function for reactionaries and populists today as it did in the 1830s. Resurrecting the forgotten story of Simon Deutz’s betrayal of the duchesse de Berry sheds light on this discourse by revealing how it first took shape.


But why does it need resurrecting? If it had such a profound effect on the formation of right-wing ideology and on the development of antisemitism, why has the betrayal of the duchess faded from memory? Historians have perhaps been reluctant to examine the betrayal in recent years because of its unsettling nature. Unlike Dreyfus, who was a model victim, or at least a blameless one, Deutz was actually guilty of betrayal. Even more disturbingly, the duchess’s uncommon heroism and alluring wit risk eliciting sympathy for her reactionary politics. The story lacks the clear moral guideposts that make the Dreyfus Affair such a satisfying tale of justice triumphing over prejudice. It offers no “J’Accuse!” moment, no cause for righteous indignation. But this moral ambiguity should not deter us from studying the case; on the contrary, the betrayal of the duchess merits attention precisely because of its ambiguity. It is in the gray areas, the shadows, that history has the most to teach us.













PART ONE



The Duchess













CHAPTER 1



The Volcano’s Edge


NAPLES CURLS INVITINGLY around its bay, the ocher buildings of the city glittering gold against the deep blue of the water. The culmination of the grand tour in the eighteenth century, this capital of southern Italy lured visitors from colder climes with a mix of sunshine, lush natural beauty, antiquarian curiosity, and more than a hint of danger. The threat came not just from the lazzaroni, the rough urban street dwellers thought to lie in wait for unsuspecting tourists, but also from Mount Vesuvius, the giant volcano towering a thousand feet above the city and visible from every point in the dense metropolis, the streets of which were paved with its hardened lava. “Vede Napoli e poi mori” (“See Naples and die”), proclaimed the proverb that visitors interpreted literally as they watched white smoke puff from the volcano’s giant crater. The volcano was particularly active in the late eighteenth century, when seismic pressures of a political nature were also building.


Maria Carolina Luisa di Borbone, the future duchesse de Berry, was born at the royal palace of Caserta, just north of Naples, on November 5, 1798. Her great-grandfather, the first Bourbon king of Naples and Sicily, had constructed the enormous palace on a site slightly to the north of the city to shield it as much as possible from the danger of Vesuvius. Modeled on France’s palace of Versailles, Caserta spread out over more than two million square feet and contained twelve hundred rooms: a grander building could not be found in Italy. Such neoclassical splendor was meant to convey the power and prestige of the Bourbon kingdom in Italy, but by the time of Carolina’s birth, the foundations of the kingdom had begun to shake.1


The future duchess’s grandfather, King Ferdinand, was known as the Re Lazzaroni, the Lazzaroni King, because he was beloved by the urban ruffians. Interested only in hunting and fishing, he left the running of the government to his wife, Maria Carolina of Habsburg, a determined woman who, despite her various public responsibilities, bore him no fewer than eighteen children over the course of their long marriage. The first surviving male of this large brood was the future King Francis I, the duchess’s father. Another child was Maria Amalia, the duchess’s aunt, who would marry Louis-Philippe d’Orléans and become Marie-Amélie, queen of the French, after the Revolution of 1830.2


By the time of the future duchess’s birth in 1798, all European monarchies were feeling the aftershocks of the French Revolution as its leading general, Napoleon Bonaparte, spread revolutionary fervor to the lands he conquered. And nowhere was royalist fear more palpable than in the Kingdom of Naples, where the queen had lost her sister, Marie Antoinette, to the guillotine in France and where the monarchs’ absolutist policies had ignited a liberal opposition. British admiral Horatio Nelson had little trouble enlisting the Neapolitan Bourbons in the fight to beat back Napoleon’s forces in Italy.


After Napoleon conquered Rome in 1798, the queen of Naples and Sicily decided to take no chances. With the help of the British, the Bourbons began moving their treasure from the Royal Palace of Naples onto Nelson’s ships waiting in the harbor. The plan was to transport the entire court and its riches to the island of Sicily, the other capital of the twin kingdom, which the British fleet could protect more easily from French invasion. Once they had been loaded with jewels, gold, paintings, clothing, and cash, the ships moved into deeper waters, out of range of enemy fire, as they waited for the royal family to flee. The transfer of the treasure took place in secret, over the course of several nights, so as not to alert the anxious Neapolitans.3


On the evening of December 21, 1798, the king and queen attended a reception held at the Turkish Embassy. At the height of the festivities, the monarchs slipped out, making their way incognito on foot through the dark streets of the city as their carriages remained in front of the embassy to make it look like they were still at the event. Once back at their palace, they were met by the rest of the royal household. By torchlight, the party passed through tunnels that ran under the palace, directly into the port where British sailors would row them out to the waiting ships.4


During this operation, the future duchesse de Berry was a baby, not yet two months old. Her parents were double first cousins and had been married in 1790. They christened their first child, born in 1797, Maria Carolina Luisa in honor of her grandmother, the queen, and called her Carolina. She joined the other members of the royal family on the first rowboat heading toward the British ship, the Vanguard. It was a terrifying journey out into open water.5


A storm delayed their departure for Sicily for two agonizing days. When they did finally set sail, at 7 p.m. on the night of December 23, 1798, the choppy seas made for a gruesome voyage. Most of the passengers were prostrate with seasickness for the entire forty-eight hours that it took to travel to Palermo. The misery was intense. One six-year-old prince began having convulsions shortly after setting sail, and he died later that night of exhaustion. Baby Carolina, however, survived the journey.6


Palermo was the other capital of the twin kingdom, but it was not one that the royal family had often visited. They took up residence at the barren and poorly heated Colli Palace amid a snowstorm, which was unusual for Sicily, and let the other two thousand Neapolitan refugees find whatever accommodations they could. “Palermo is in full ferment and I expect grave events,” the queen wrote to a friend. “Having neither troops nor arms, lacking everything, I am ready for anything and quite desperate. Here the priests are completely corrupted, the people savage, the nobility more than uncertain and of questionable loyalty.… The dangers we run here are immense and real. You may imagine what I suffer. Before forty days [have passed], revolution will have broken out here. It will be appalling and terribly violent.” The queen also worried about her family’s health: “My daughters are all ill. As for my daughter-in-law [Carolina’s mother], she is dying of consumption.” King Ferdinand did not share his wife’s despair. Having brought his dogs along on the journey, he quickly arranged for a hunt.7


With the help of the invading French army and without the royals in residence, republicans in Naples established the Parthenopean Republic on January 21, 1799. Meanwhile, the exiled Bourbons dispatched an army to reconquer their kingdom. Led by a priest, their forces landed in Calabria and began a march toward Naples, peasants flocking to this growing “army of the faith” as it moved through the countryside. The Neapolitan republicans realized that the tide had turned against them. With Nelson blockading the port, the French withdrawing their military support, and the lazzaroni in revolt, they sought terms for surrender, hoping to obtain safe passage out of the city in exchange for agreeing to a restoration of the Bourbons.8


But Nelson was urged toward ruthlessness in letters from the vengeful queen in Palermo. The fate of her beheaded sister, Marie Antoinette, never far from her mind, Maria Carolina wrote the following on June 25, 1799: “It is… impossible for me to deal tenderly with this rebellious rabble.… We must make an example of the leading representatives.… The same applies to the women who have distinguished themselves during the revolution, and without pity.” Nelson arrested over eight hundred of the city’s republicans, executed hundreds without a trial, and hanged one of their leaders from the yardarm of his ship, refusing him confession and leaving his body to dangle in the wind. The British admiral received a hero’s welcome in Palermo from the king and queen.9


The future duchesse de Berry’s first months were thus spent in an atmosphere of counterrevolutionary fervor. To say she imbibed reactionary royalism and hatred of the French Revolution with her mother’s—or grandmother’s—milk would hardly be an exaggeration; all around her, the embittered Neapolitan Bourbons plotted revenge on their enemies and made plans to reimpose absolutist rule. The royal family would remain for another year and a half in Palermo, and when they returned to their former capital on January 25, 1801, Carolina was displayed in front of a jubilant crowd of lazzaroni from a balcony of the Neapolitan palace.10


This first restoration of the Neapolitan Bourbons did not last long. Ferdinand and Maria Carolina joined the next allied coalition against Napoleon, and in February 1806 the royal family, including young Carolina, was forced to flee to Sicily once again after France conquered Naples. The French succeeded, where the Parthenopean Republic had not, in undoing the feudal structure of the Neapolitan Bourbon regime. They imposed the Napoleonic Code in legal matters, dismantled many of the privileges of the church and nobles, opened schools for the poor, built roads, and illuminated the dangerous streets with oil lamps. Many notable French intellectuals visited Naples during the eight years of French rule, including the writer and statesman Chateaubriand, who observed from up close an eruption of Vesuvius in 1804.11


Carolina, meanwhile, grew up in Sicily surrounded by furious royalists waiting for Napoleon’s downfall in order to retake their kingdom. No one was more furious than her grandmother, who spent her days dashing off letters, taking opium, and complaining to anyone who would listen about the misfortunes that had befallen her family. Otherwise occupied, the queen did not pay much attention to the education of her precociously bright granddaughter, nor unfortunately did her parents. Carolina’s mother had died of tuberculosis in 1801, and the little girl’s father and new stepmother—a Bourbon infanta from Spain—devoted their attention to their rapidly expanding brood. Carolina was raised largely by her governess, the comtesse de la Tour-en-Voivre, a French aristocrat whose husband was an admiral in the service of the king of Naples. A cultivated woman, the countess tried without much success to impart the rudiments of French, Italian, and Spanish, as well as a bit of history, geography, and literature, to the willful girl. The unusual circumstances in which Carolina grew up meant that the future duchess enjoyed far more liberty than was usually accorded to royal princesses.12


As a young woman, Carolina was not a conventional beauty, but most people who met her found her attractive. She was what the French call a jolie laide. Small of stature, she was extremely nearsighted and used an opera glass whenever she needed to see something at a distance. Her eyes protruded, her left eye wandered, and her reddish-pink lids were often enflamed. Her teeth were uneven, and she possessed the pendulous lower lip that ran in the Habsburg family. However, what was most notable about her was her coloring: she would later tell her doctor that until the age of twenty-three she was so blonde as to seem almost albino. Her light hair and translucent skin made her a special object of curiosity for the Sicilians. A very pale girl growing up in a land of very hot sun, Carolina was out of place in Sicily, but she spoke the local dialect fluently.13


The island of Sicily lies just off the toe of Italy’s boot, like a giant rock kicked almost to the coast of Africa. It has always been a crossroads of cultures: a place where North meets South and East meets West. Early-nineteenth-century guidebooks described Sicily as a land of poverty and superstition, of burning streets, ornate fountains, and cool, dark churches smelling of must and incense. “The Sicilians are known for being extremely jealous and vindictive,” warned one French guidebook from the period, which recalled the time in 1282 when church bells announcing the start of vesper services gave the signal for people all over Sicily to slit the throats of their French overlords. In addition to mastering the dialect, Carolina would grow up to be hot tempered and bold, given to making split-second decisions and trusting her instincts. She was deeply loyal to those she trusted and vengeful to those who crossed her. Most of all, she nursed a hatred for the forces of revolution that had thrust her and her family from their home in Naples.14


Fuming at the loss of her power and the inefficacy of her husband, Carolina’s grandmother decided to return to her native Vienna. Soon after, war broke out again between the coalition of European monarchs and Napoleon, who in 1804 had crowned himself emperor, officially putting an end to the French Revolution. However, the Russian invasion of 1812 had badly damaged Napoleon’s army, and he was unprepared for the next great attack by the coalition forces. When the queen of Naples and Sicily arrived in Vienna in 1814, news of Napoleon’s defeat preceded her. She immediately began negotiating for the return of her husband’s Neapolitan throne, but she died of a stroke before the Congress of Vienna made the restoration a reality.15


Because of the political uncertainty in Naples, Carolina did not accompany her grandfather when he entered the city—triumphantly, on horseback—in June 1815 to reclaim his kingdom. Even after the situation had stabilized, an outbreak of bubonic plague on the Italian peninsula kept the seventeen-year-old princess in Palermo during the fall and winter of 1815–1816. As the newly restored Ferdinand tried to undo the liberalizing measures put in place by the French, Carolina pursued her familiar pleasures, occupying her time with music, drawing, and whatever lessons in history and French that her governess could force upon the refractory pupil. It would be her last moment to enjoy the innocent pursuits of childhood. In January 1816 she received word that the French ambassador had made a marriage proposal on behalf of the recently installed French king’s nephew, the duc de Berry. Carolina’s father let her know that the decision whether to accept him was hers to make.


Like their Neapolitan cousins, the fortunes of the French Bourbon royal family had taken a marked turn for the better after Napoleon’s defeat. Two of the younger brothers of the last French king, Louis XVI, had escaped the French Revolution with their heads intact: Louis and Charles. They had spent the twenty-five years since the French Revolution shuttling among various European capitals, urging the allied monarchies to oppose first the Revolutionary republic and then the Napoleonic Empire. After Napoleon’s exile to the island of Elba in 1814, they made their triumphant return to Paris but in the “baggage” of the allied soldiers who occupied the capital, as their critics would put it. Propped up by the other European monarchies, the older of the two remaining brothers became King Louis XVIII.16


The newly restored French Bourbons immediately set about eliminating the traces of the French Revolution. Although it proved too difficult to return all the land that had been confiscated from nobles who had been executed or forced to flee, Louis XVIII ordered an enormous government indemnification—the so-called “billion of the emigrés”—which ensured that the aristocracy would recover its dominant economic position. The Place de la Concorde, which had been called the Place de la Révolution while it housed the guillotine, was renamed Place Louis XV and then, in 1826, Place Louis XVI, after the guillotine’s most famous victim.


Yet for all the symbolic effort to scrub away the recent past, Louis XVIII was a realist. He knew he could never completely set back the clock, and he accepted a constitution, called la Charte (the Charter of 1814), which placed some limits on his power. This effort to placate the liberals and former revolutionaries angered the ultras in his entourage, so named because they were ultra-royalist—which is to say more royalist than the king himself. It was said that the Restoration ultras had “learned nothing and forgotten nothing” from the French Revolution. Among these diehards was the king’s younger brother Charles, the next in line for the throne, and the king’s niece Marie-Thérèse, the duchesse d’Angoulême, whose permanent mourning for her parents, Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, helped set the Restoration’s tone of nostalgia for the Old Regime.17


No sooner had the French Bourbons settled back into the Tuileries Palace than they were forced out once again by Napoleon’s surprise return from Elba in March 1815. The escaped emperor marched on Paris, and much of the French army rallied to him. Louis XVIII and the Bourbon royal family scuttled off to exile once again as the allied powers prepared for yet another war. For a period known as the Hundred Days, Napoleon put back in place the imperial administration that the Bourbons had begun to dismantle. Then came Napoleon’s ultimate defeat at Waterloo and the second restoration of the Bourbons. This time the allies took no chances. They sent Napoleon to the distant island of Saint Helena, in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, and guarded him day and night until his death in 1821. The Bourbons again returned to power thanks to the intervention of foreign powers.


Once back on his unsteady throne, Louis XVIII realized that he needed to address what was perhaps the greatest threat to his regime: the looming crisis of succession. Childless and a widower, the gout-ridden monarch was also morbidly obese; people called him the legless king, le roi sans jambes, because he was so fat he could barely walk. Knowing that the sixty-year-old ruler could not produce an heir and that he was unlikely to live a great many more years, royalists pinned their hope for the perpetuation of the monarchy on the family of his brother, Charles.


More conservative and less intelligent than Louis—he would be known as the headless king, le roi sans tête—Charles had at least managed to have children. But his older son, the duc d’Angoulême, the second in line to the throne, suffered from extreme shyness exacerbated by facial tics. He had married his first cousin Marie-Thérèse, the dour orphan of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, and the already fifteen-year-long union of these two pious souls had produced no offspring. All eyes turned to his younger brother, Charles Ferdinand, the duc de Berry, who at nearly forty had still not married.


If the duc de Berry did not produce a legitimate male heir, the French Bourbon bloodline would come to an end and the throne would pass to the Bourbons’ cousin, Louis-Philippe d’Orléans. Louis XVIII had allowed Louis-Philippe to recover the fortune he left behind when he fled the Revolution. This included the Palais-Royal, the vast residence situated across from the Louvre, which the commercial instincts of Louis-Philippe’s father—called Philippe Égalité (Philippe Equality) because he had supported the French Revolution—had turned into the capital’s first shopping mall and premier entertainment destination. Beneath its covered arcades clustered bookshops, cafés, theaters, and casinos, along with a good portion of the city’s prostitutes. All this was highly profitable and burnished the Orléans’ image with everyday Parisians who felt snubbed by the Bourbons’ hauteur and put off by their reactionary politics.18


Fortunately for the Bourbons, the duc de Berry had already displayed ample proof of his virility. During his long years of exile, Charles Ferdinand fought in various armies, including the Russian, against revolutionary France. In 1801 he settled in London, where, according to gossip in the large French émigré community, he accumulated “debts and scandal.” His debauchery subsided a bit after he began an affair with Amy Brown, the beautiful dark-haired daughter of a Protestant pastor. They had two daughters together, whom he would later acknowledge as his own. When Charles Ferdinand returned to Paris in 1814, he brought his English family with him, setting them up in an apartment on the rue Neuve-des-Mathurins, where he regularly visited.19


Amy Brown was not the duke’s only concubine. The Paris police, who were assigned to protect him, would report regularly to Louis XVIII about his nephew’s movements between various women’s apartments. In 1815 the duke installed a dancer from the Opera on the rue de Valois. Other liaisons, and possibly other offspring, followed. The royal family decided it was time to channel all this fecundity into more legitimate ends.20


During the Revolution, as a penniless émigré, the duke had not been such an appealing marriage prospect. His quest for a royal bride even led him to Sicily in 1799, when his future wife was a baby. Young Carolina’s mother noted in a letter how much she enjoyed meeting the “charming prince” and how “attached” the whole Neapolitan royal family grew to him. This did not stop them from denying him permission to marry Amalia, who a few years later married Louis-Philippe, also an exile. Although his father had voted for the execution of Louis XVI, Louis-Philippe had at least escaped France with some semblance of his fortune intact.21


Needless to say, the situation changed after the restoration of the Bourbons. Despite his reputation as a playboy, as third in line to the French throne the duc de Berry now became one of the world’s most eligible bachelors. The Russian Emperor Alexander tried to make a match with his sister. The duke agreed, but Louis XVIII felt that the Russian royal house was not sufficiently ancient in lineage to provide a mother to future French monarchs. According to one of the period’s most astute memoirists, the comtesse de Boigne, the duchesse d’Anouglême also feared having an independent-minded sister-in-law whom she could not control.22


Carolina of Naples was the perfect choice of bride for the duc de Berry. A distant cousin of the duke, she was also a Bourbon and thus met the king’s standards of royal pedigree. Young and poorly educated, she also fulfilled the duchesse d’Angoulême’s desire for an ignorant sister-in-law to dominate. Furthermore, the newly restored Neapolitan monarchy was an important strategic ally for France as the various powers jockeyed for primacy in post-Napoleonic Europe. Louis XVIII thus dispatched one of his most important ministers, the comte de Blacas, to Naples ostensibly as a diplomatic ambassador but really as a matrimonial one. Blacas soon learned that the Austrians were also sizing up Carolina as a marriage prospect, so he cut short his mission and proposed the marriage on his second interview with the king of Naples.23


Despite eagerness on both sides, a few obstacles remained, including the question of Carolina’s assent to the marriage. Even if rumors of the duke’s promiscuous past had not reached her, what could Carolina have felt for a man she had never met? At the same time the prospect of marrying the nephew of the king of France must have excited her ambitions. No doubt she also realized that if the duc de Berry were to outlive his father and older brother, she would become queen of France and that if she had a son, he would become king. She soon indicated her willingness to accept the proposal.


Blacas still needed to meet the princess to make sure she was presentable, but he was delayed in traveling to Sicily by the outbreak of bubonic plague on the Italian peninsula. When he eventually arrived, he deemed Carolina worthy enough to commission a portrait to send to the duke. The result was not very promising. Blacas found himself obliged to package the unflattering portrait of the wan, thin young girl with his own opinions on the princess’s charms, and he blamed whatever limitations were revealed in the portrait on the lack of artistic talent available in Palermo. “It would be difficult for a painter who is ignorant of the first principles of drawing and who is unable to render a likeness to flatter his subject,” the count wrote. He continued:




The health of the young princess is very good; her face, without being regularly pretty, is agreeable; she has talents and a taste for music; her character is very sweet and very timid, which makes her seem a bit awkward, especially since, as the prince [her father] never consented to providing her with a dancing instructor, she lacks the grace that it would be easy to give her. As for her teeth, it appears nobody has paid any attention to them, and I am assured that they will be fine once some care has been taken.





Blacas perhaps thought it wise not to call attention to Carolina’s extreme nearsightedness and wandering left eye, the features that the sharp-tongued courtiers would latch onto as soon as descriptions of the princess began to arrive in Paris. However, as Jean Lucas-Dubreton notes, a defective eye counted much less than the princess’s general health to a court obsessed with the production of a male heir. The duc de Berry, in any event, was sufficiently reassured by Blacas to proceed with the proposal.24


Pictures of the duke from the era, which Carolina studied intently, show a man with receding blond hair, coiffed in the carefully messy Romantic fashion of the day, and thick sideburns like muttonchops on each cheek. He had a small, almost pug nose; heavy eyebrows; a full, sensual mouth; and a round, slightly dimpled chin. His blue-green eyes bore a devilish glint. This was clearly someone who liked his pleasures. Most observers found him handsome.25


Once the wedding date was set, Carolina and her father returned from Palermo to Naples. All the church bells in the city rang, their chimes merging with cannon fire from the fort and from the ships in the harbor, celebrating her arrival. Crowds swarmed to catch a glimpse of the princess who would soon leave for the court of France. Carolina had not seen Naples since 1806, when she was eight years old. And knowing she would not see it again for many years to come, she set off on a sightseeing tour over the course of the next month. The comte de Blacas accompanied her, and the future duchess came to value Blacas as a precious source of information about the French court. Blacas was especially effusive in his praise of the duchesse d’Angoulême, whom all the members of the French royal family seemed to think would provide a good role model for the inexperienced girl, who would now go by Caroline.
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Charles Ferdinand, duc de Berry








At this early moment Caroline seemed willing to place herself under the older woman’s wing or at least felt the necessity of appearing to do so. In a letter to her future sister-in-law, expertly crafted to ingratiate herself, the young fiancée wrote, “I have the truest friendship for you, which I long to express to you in person, my very dearest sister. I hope that it will merit yours for me, which I value infinitely and will do all in my power to increase.” If the prospect of submitting to the will of the stern, pious, thirty-seven-year-old orphan of the Revolution chilled the blood in her veins just a bit, she wisely did not let it show.26


While Caroline negotiated her relations with her future in-laws, the diplomats negotiated her marriage contract. Dated April 15, 1816, it contained eleven articles. First, it stipulated payment for the special religious dispensation required by the pope because the bride and groom were distant cousins. As for a dowry, the king of the Two Sicilies (as the kingdom was now called) provided his granddaughter with 120,000 Neapolitan ducats, which was the equivalent of 500,000 French francs (roughly 3–4 million dollars today). She would also receive the inheritance she was entitled to from her deceased mother, with interest. In addition, His Sicilian Majesty gave her jewelry valued at 500,000 ducats, and the French king gave her precious stones worth 300,000 francs. In case of the death of her husband, her in-laws would provide her with an annual income of 100,000 francs, “with the right to live anywhere she pleases, whether in France, the lands of her grand-father, or in any other state outside the states of His Very Christian Royal Highness.”27


Although the couple had still not met, they were married by proxy in Naples on April 24. Such long-distance ceremonies were relatively common among royalty at the time because they allowed the bride to be officially married before traveling to meet her husband. The ceremony was followed by an elaborate dinner at the home of the French ambassador to Naples and then by a command performance at the Teatro del Fondo. At the end of the performance a magic lantern projected an image of King Louis XVIII blessing the couple.


In Paris, preparations began for the arrival of the princess. The duchesse d’Angoulême took it upon herself to determine how her sister-in-law’s house would be organized: like herself, she would have six ladies-in-waiting, chosen from among the highest of the nobility, and the comte de Mesnard would serve as her premier écuyer, her first equerry or squire. The forty-seven-year-old Charles de Mesnard had had an illustrious military career before following the royal family into exile during the French Revolution. Her future in-laws saw him as a stabilizing force, capable of monitoring the young duchess and making sure she stayed in line; they would later come to regret their mistake.


Back in Naples, Caroline’s departure was delayed for a few days because of illness. But she finally embarked on May 14, 1816, aboard the Christine, which entered the Gulf of Naples as an enormous crowd of well-wishers stood on shore to wave good-bye. The comte de Blacas decided that three French warships would accompany the Neapolitan vessel both as a sign of respect and as a means of protection, for Barbary pirates still roamed that part of the Mediterranean.


To the annoyance of the welcome party waiting in Marseille, the municipal authorities quarantined the vessels arriving from Naples because of the plague. The duchess spent ten days waiting until it was determined that she did not bear the signs of the dreaded disease. Her first meetings with the French courtiers who had come to greet her thus took place through a protective screen. Along with giving the teenager lessons on how to comport herself at court and training her in the exact etiquette required during her meeting with the king, the French delegation did its best to entertain the isolated duchess, diverting her with military parades and jousting competitions that she could watch from her ship.28


If the young duchess did not grow bored in quarantine, however, it was more thanks to the letters that she exchanged with her still-unmet husband than any of the official entertainments that her hosts provided. Whereas the missives the couple had exchanged up to this point had an official tone and may have been composed for them by their advisers, the letters they sent while Caroline was in quarantine slowly begin to reveal genuine feeling and even a growing passion.


In one letter the duke informs his bride that he has chosen as her ladies-in-waiting women whose virtue and sweet temper he can personally vouch for. He then concludes in a bantering tone: “You were in great danger at sea when you approached that awful island of Elba, the origin of all our troubles last year. I was trembling, but I was happy to learn that you did not display the least fright. The blood of Henri IV and of Louis XIV does not lie.” (The last sentence was a reference to their shared Bourbon ancestors. The founder of the Bourbon dynasty in the sixteenth century, Henri IV, was still known as “the good King Henry”; Louis XIV, the “Sun King,” had reigned over France at the height of its glory in the seventeenth century. Both were symbols of royal authority and prestige whom their descendants looked to as a model.) In another letter the duke makes a reference to their age difference, this time underscoring his hopes for their romantic compatibility: “I’m worried about my thirty-eight years; I know that at seventeen, I found those who were approaching forty quite old. I’m afraid that you won’t find me handsome since the painters in Paris are not like those in Palermo: they flatter.” This was a rather risqué comment for the duke: the romantic desires of royal and aristocratic spouses, especially the bride, were not normally acknowledged.


She attempted to respond in the same bantering, self-deprecating tone: “I feel that I am lacking a great deal, but really a great deal, to be what I would want to be in order to please you, and to live up to the overly flattering idea that they have given you of Caroline.” One can almost feel the duke growing more interested as he realizes his wife was not the timid schoolgirl he had feared she would be, despite the pink paper with garlands of flowers along the border on which her letters were written.29


Not seeing himself rebuffed in his first attempt to play the lover, the playboy pushed the boundaries of propriety much further in a later letter: “Your nice letter managed to completely turn my head and if you continue like this, they will need to lock me up.… I burn with the desire to see you, my Caroline, because you will understand me better in person than you read me!” Even more shocking than the frank display of sexual appetite is the duke’s shift to the informal mode of address: he uses tu rather than the formal vous. It marks an intimacy that most upper-class couples often spent their whole lives together without displaying. And it accompanies an even more bold display of desire on the eve of her departure for Paris: “My heart races, and I think it will race even more when my lips press your pretty cheeks.” At the end of the letter, however, he returns to Earth; she must remember not to use tu when addressing him in front of the king. Such a breach of etiquette would be unthinkable.30


Finally, on May 30, 1816, the diamond-clad bride made her official entry into France, carried from her quarantine in a golden boat that was rowed by twenty-four sailors adorned in white satin and that had white flags bearing the fleur-de-lis, symbol of the Bourbon monarchy, flapping in the wind. From this point forward, the French etiquette experts choreographed every detail of her journey to mimic the royal weddings of the Old Regime, yet another attempt by the Bourbons to pretend that the Revolution had never taken place.


The duchess entered the City Hall of Marseille through the right door, under the flag of her Neapolitan homeland. Once inside, the duchess symbolically said good-bye to her governess and the other friends from her childhood who had accompanied her on the journey (they would all accompany her to Paris). She exited through the right door of the building, over which flew the white flag of France, on the arm of the duchesse de Reggio, her new lady-in-waiting. She had now officially become French.31


AFTER CELEBRATIONS IN Marseille, she began her slow journey to Paris, stopping in towns along the way—Toulon, Lyon, Nemours—to be feted by the local dignitaries. All along the route, she saw crowds of cheering peasants, dressed in their Sunday best and straining to catch a glimpse of the very blonde princess inside her gleaming carriage.32


Finally came the day she had both anticipated and feared: her arrival at the forest of Fontainebleau, outside Paris, where she would meet her husband, and his uncle the king, in a clearing. Two tents made of golden fabric glittered in the June sun. A hundred Swiss guards arranged in battle formation linked the two carriages, which arrived at the same time, one bearing the bride and one bearing the groom, a red carpet running between them. Royal tradition dictated that the foreign bride should descend from the carriage and walk halfway along the carpet, while the king led the royal family to the midpoint from the other direction, a much longer walk than the obese monarch was accustomed to taking. “Madame, here is your husband,” the king said when he saw his new niece, gesturing to the duc de Berry. “I am your father.”


The next day, she made her first entry into Paris, marveling at the crowds celebrating her arrival. On June 17 Caroline and Charles Ferdinand met again in Notre Dame Cathedral, the symbolic and geographic center of Paris, for a royal wedding in the classic French style. The church was decked in yards of blue velvet, on which glittered golden fleurs-de-lis, blue and gold being the Bourbons’ heraldic colors. The groom wore a white satin coat and a golden doublet, along with a hat with white feathers, in the style of their common ancestor, Henri IV. The bride wore a jewel-encrusted white dress with an enormous train.


That night they held a traditional grand couvert wedding feast in the Galerie Diane at the Tuileries Palace. At a long table sat assembled the royal family: they were the only ones allowed to sit; the other noble guests, arrayed in full court dress despite the suffocating heat, had to remain standing at attention (with the exception of women holding the rank of duchess, who were allowed to perch on stools). Each time the king wished to take a drink, the royal cupbearer would loudly signal the event. Otherwise, silence reigned. Perhaps most disconcertingly for the duchesse de Berry, who was accustomed to much less ceremony at her grandfather’s court in Palermo, the common people filed along an elevated walkway to gape at the royal family, as if looking at figures in a wax museum or animals at the zoo. A tradition inherited from prerevolutionary Versailles, the elaborate choreography of the grand couvert was meant to convey the majesty of the monarchy and to remind the postrevolutionary public of the glory of the Old Regime. To the young duchess, it must have been a stark reminder that her every movement would now be on display.33















CHAPTER 2



A Parisian Education


THE RITUALS OF the French court seemed bizarre and alienating to the young bride, but the city of Paris beckoned: a place of excitement, alive with possibility. There were avenues grander than she had ever seen, lined with glittering cafés and glass-covered arcades where exclusive boutiques lured a discerning clientele. But there were also streets so narrow that the houses on either side almost touched in the middle, where no light could penetrate and starving families huddled in freezing sixth-floor attics. Crowds thronged the streets, and carriages scraped along the cobblestones. The noise was infernal, and so was the stench of horses and soot. If people didn’t move quickly, they got run over. Or splattered with the muck that, in the absence of a proper sewer system, ran down the center of every thoroughfare like a black river of rot.


In 1816 Paris had begun the remarkable growth spurt that would transform it from a quaint medieval city into a global metropolis. After losing 100,000 residents—a fifth of its population—to emigration and the guillotine during the French Revolution, it had gained 160,000 since 1800 and would double in size, to more than a million inhabitants, by 1850. A city of migrants, like the duchess, all a little out of place and all struggling to figure out how things worked. It is not a coincidence that so many of Honoré de Balzac’s novels, set during the early years of the Restoration, center on young men who come to Paris to make their fortune. Tens of thousands of newcomers, like the shrewd Eugène de Rastignac in Old Goriot or the handsome and talented Lucien de Rubempré in Lost Illusions, moved to Paris every year. Some, like Rastignac, made it big: they quickly assimilated the codes of the city, shedding their innocence along the way like the unfashionable clothes they had brought with them from the provinces. Others, like Lucien, succumbed, done in by a lack of will or the pangs of conscience. Scholars call these works “novels of education” (bildungsromans) because their protagonists learn how to navigate the maze of the city and master the challenges of the modern world.1


Like one of Balzac’s ambitious young men, the duchess threw herself headlong into the Parisian whirlwind. Her home was the Élysée Palace, located at the foot of the capital’s most famous street, the Champs-Élysées. Built in the early eighteenth century, the Élysée was confiscated from its noble owner during the French Revolution and turned into a gambling parlor. After the fall of Napoleon, Russian Cossack soldiers camped there during their occupation of the city before Louis XVIII returned the palace to its original owner, who then promptly sold it to the duc de Berry. The duke spent a fortune—316,000 francs—preparing it for his seventeen-year-old wife: a crimson drawing room, her bedroom hung with tented silk, enormous vases of fresh flowers everywhere. The linens alone cost 103,800 francs, roughly 700,000 dollars in today’s money.2


Whereas the rest of the royal family largely stayed cloistered at the Tuileries Palace—the king not necessarily by his own choice but because he could not walk—the duchess explored Paris. She became a frequent patron of the city’s most expensive clothing shops, whose owners were only too happy to dress the youngest and most glamorous member of the royal family. Like her great-aunt Marie Antoinette, the duchess eagerly embraced her role as fashion icon and set numerous trends, including the vogue for tall, ostrich-feather head adornments—cleverly intended to add inches to her modest height—and higher hemlines to show off her famously tiny feet.3 Louis XVIII encouraged the duchesse de Berry’s lavish expenditures, which not only spurred the luxury trade—then as now one of France’s leading industries—but also added a much needed layer of gloss to the Bourbons’ stodgy image.4


Establishing their home away from the rest of the royal family meant freedom for the Berrys: freedom for the duchess to get to know the city, but also freedom for the duke to visit his many mistresses. Rumors of her husband’s liaisons soon reached the duchess. “Madame la duchesse de Berry was extremely jealous,” the comtesse de Boigne writes, reporting how the duke enlisted her ladies-in-waiting to distract his wife from the “indiscreet reports that troubled their ménage.”5 When these diversionary tactics failed, the duke prevailed upon the Neapolitan ambassador to explain Parisian customs. The ambassador assured her that “all men had mistresses, that their wives knew it and were perfectly content with the situation.” The duchesse de Berry was not one of those wives but reluctantly accepted what she could not change. She was coming to understand the Restoration’s ambivalent posture toward sexual mores. Dominated by aristocrats who had come of age at the permissive end of the Old Regime, the period was in some ways reactionary, with its showy religious piety, but in others quite liberal, or at least libertine.6


The first months of the duchess’s marriage flew by in a blur of social engagements, recorded in her journal. She went fox hunting on August 15, following the hunters in a carriage through the Sèvres woods. On October 19 she organized a party at the Élysée in honor of her father-in-law’s birthday, at which actors from the Variétés, one of the main Parisian theaters, performed a play written for the occasion. That same week she helped to host the dukes of Kent and Cambridge, sons of King George III, with gala dinners, parties at the British ambassador’s residence, and a hunt at the royal château of Rambouillet, thirty miles southwest of Paris. On October 16 she partook for the first time in one of the mournful rituals relished by the royal family: the anniversary of the death of Marie Antoinette, mother of the duchesse d’Angoulême. While the martyred queen’s edifying last letter was read out in churches throughout France, a private mass was held for the royal family in a chapel newly erected in the very rooms occupied by Marie Antoinette in the Conciergerie prison in Paris.7


The duchess also devoted much of her time during the early days of her marriage to making up for the rather large gaps in her studies. According to the comtesse de Boigne, who no doubt exaggerated slightly, “Madame la duchesse de Berry arrived in France completely ignorant of everything. She barely knew how to read.” Thanks to the best masters and to her natural intelligence, she made quick progress, especially in improving her French and in the subjects she liked, such as music and art. Flower painting was all the rage during the Restoration, especially for women, and the duchess received instruction from the most-renowned practitioners.8


But, according to Boigne, “If they tried to show her how to scratch a keyboard and scribble on a piece of paper, nobody attempted to instruct her how to do her job, which was to be a princess.” Observers noted that she would frequently yawn in church and arrive late for dinner at the Tuileries, delayed by some excursion in town or in the country. As she fumbled to take her place at the table, the king would greet her in stony silence, pointing to his pocket watch with great solemnity but with the barest hint of a smile crossing his lips. Her husband also found her childish temperament amusing. Only the duchesse d’Angoulême, whom the duc de Berry had vaunted as a role model in his letters to his future bride, attempted to correct her behavior. The first order of business was to summon an etiquette expert to teach her how to behave. But the duchesse d’Angoulême’s efforts to dominate the younger woman backfired; the duchesse de Berry began by fearing her sister-in-law and soon came to hate her.9


Marie-Thérèse, duchesse d’Angoulême, was thin and angular, with dark hair, angry eyes, and a beaky nose. She was the physical opposite of her sister-in-law, despite their shared Bourbon and Habsburg genes. Her years in prison as a child, and the murder of her entire immediate family by the revolutionaries, had left her little inclined to liberalism of any sort. Nicknamed the “New Antigone” in reference to the daughter of Oedipus, who lived at her uncle’s court after the death of her family, Marie-Thérèse was forced to marry her stuttering first cousin during their exile from France and found herself childless at thirty-eight, stymied in the one thing she longed most to do: give France an heir to carry on the Bourbon line. This duty now fell to the young blonde princess from Naples, whom Marie-Thérèse considered “silly, frivolous and ill educated.”10


As the only female member of the royal family prior to the arrival of the duchesse de Berry, the “New Antigone” set the tone for the Tuileries, frowning upon all amusement as sacrilegious because the palace had seen so much suffering by her family. Permissible evening entertainments consisted of hushed rounds of loto—a bingo-like game—and the occasional hand of whist. Marie-Thérèse’s ladies-in-waiting had to wear simple white dresses, like nuns. The men of the royal family treated the duchesse d’Angoulême with reverence and publicly celebrated her virtues. In private, however, the king complained about her stringency and pressured her to appear festively adorned, in jewels and elaborate gowns, at public events. The duc de Berry at first tried to support the efforts of his sister-in-law to mold his wife in her image but then found it easier to side with his wife, particularly if it meant that she turned a blind eye to his infidelities.11


The unified public face of the royal family masked not only disagreements concerning style but also deep political divisions. Louis XVIII understood that if the monarchy was to survive, it needed to adapt to the changed circumstances of post–Revolutionary France. He accepted the Charte, the constitution limiting his powers, and pursued policies of reconciliation with various liberal factions, including those granted noble titles by Napoleon and those who had served the imperial administration. The king’s nephew, the duc d’Angoulême, husband of Marie-Thérèse, had returned from exile in London enamored of English-style parliamentary democracy and supported Louis XVIII’s moderate policies, although his natural reticence prevented him from playing a major political role. Charles, the brother of the king and father of the duc d’Angoulême and the duc de Berry, had drawn very different lessons from his own time abroad. The leader of the ultras, the extreme monarchists who accused even the king himself of not being sufficiently royalist, Charles had become a devout Catholic in recent years. His reactionary views were shared, naturally enough, by the “New Antigone.”


During her early years in France, the duchesse de Berry stayed neutral in these disputes, even though her husband sided with his father and the ultras against his brother and his uncle, Louis XVIII. She also tried to act as a bridge to the Orléans family. Despite Louis-Philippe’s efforts to repair the rupture with the Bourbons, the wound opened by his father, who had voted for the execution of Louis XVI, did not close easily, especially given the power wielded at court by the late king’s daughter. Louis XVIII insisted on humiliating Louis-Philippe by not according him the title of royal highness, which he reserved for the immediate family members of monarchs. At ceremonial occasions, when both doors would open to allow all the royal highnesses to enter a room—including Louis-Philippe’s wife, Marie-Amélie, the daughter of the Bourbon king of Naples—one door would swing shut when Louis-Philippe passed through, signaling his lower status.12


Stung by this sign of disrespect, Louis-Philippe remained something of a fifth column within the extended royal family. Historian Munro Price suggests that Louis-Philippe may have conspired with Napoleon during the Hundred Days and it was an open secret that he hoped that the throne would revert to himself or one of his descendants once the elder branch of the royal family went extinct. This seemed increasingly likely. If partisans of the Bourbons had high hopes that the evident attraction that existed between the Berrys would yield a male heir, the duchess soon came to learn that having a son was not as easy as it seemed; two miscarriages came back-to-back, followed by the birth in 1819 of a healthy child, the princess Louise. But according to Salic law, a girl could not inherit the throne. Sensing the disappointment of the royal family clustered around her delivery bed, the duchess is supposed to have remarked with characteristic optimism, “After the girl comes the boy,” and cheerfully welcomed the crowds that quickly surrounded her to celebrate the princess’s birth.13


The following year, the forty-two-year-old duchesse d’Angoulême believed that she too had finally become pregnant and announced the good news, even posing for a portrait clutching her breast in imitation of the famous 1594 painting of the pregnant Gabrielle d’Estrées, mistress of Henri IV. However, the humiliated Marie-Thérèse soon realized that she had mistaken the signs of menopause for pregnancy. All hopes for the Bourbon succession now lay in the womb of the duchesse de Berry.14


Not everyone was anxious for a Bourbon heir. The capital’s bourgeois elites, snubbed by the Bourbons, sided with Louis-Philippe, whereas much of Paris’s working-class population remained fiercely loyal to the memory of Napoleon and called for the restoration of his exiled son. Meanwhile, a determined group of republicans hoped another revolution might bring back a real democracy. This latter faction elected to the Chamber of Deputies the Abbé Grégoire, a radical priest from Lorraine who had declared during the French Revolution, “Kings form a class of purulent beings who have always been the leprosy of the government and the scum of the human race.” Because the Charte granted freedom of the press, Louis XVIII could do little to silence his increasingly vocal opponents, much to the frustration of the ultras.15


As the only Bourbon male capable of producing an heir, the duc de Berry began to receive anonymous letters containing death threats. Rumors circulated of a conspiracy to assassinate him. Refusing the safety precautions recommended by his advisers, the duke expressly prevented the police from arresting protesters who attempted to bar his passage and continued his busy schedule of visits to his various mistresses. This nonchalance did not prevent the duke from playfully joking to his wife about her future widowhood.16


On the night of February 12, 1820, the duke and duchess attended a masked ball. After the duchess complained of a mild indisposition, the duke ordered her not to dance. She nevertheless made a splendid appearance dressed as a queen from the Middle Ages, draped in a cherry-red, ermine-lined velvet cape and coiffed in a black velvet hat topped with red and white ostrich feathers. The next night, a Sunday, the duke and duchess debated whether to attend still more balls or go to the Opera, where three productions were on the bill: Le Carnaval de Venise, Le Rossignol, and Les Noces de Gamache. Feeling under the weather, and also a bit superstitious—it was February 13—the duchess at first thought they should go home after the customary dinner with the royal family at the Tuileries, a plan approved by her doctor. But at 8 p.m., the royal carriage pulled up in front of the entrance of the Opera, which was then located on the rue Richelieu between the rue de Louvois and the rue Rameau, across from the National Library.


The usher opened the door to their loge, decked in blue taffeta with gold trim, and the duchess took her seat on a red plush chair next to the madame de Béthisy, her lady-in-waiting, and the comte de Mesnard, just in time for Le Rossignol. At the intermission, the duke and duchess paid a visit to Louis-Philippe and Marie-Amélie in their box, and the crowd, seeing the amicable relations between the two branches of the royal family, applauded. When the duchess returned to her loge, she began to yawn, and the duke urged her to go home to rest. At first she resisted, hoping to see the ballet in Les Noces de Gamache, but the duke eventually accompanied her to their waiting carriage. (He, of course, had an ulterior motive in being so solicitous to his wife: he planned to signal to his dancer girlfriend that he would visit her that night.17)


What happened next would forever haunt the nightmares of Bourbon loyalists. As the duke moved from the carriage back to the Opera entrance, a young man pushed his way toward him, grabbed the duke by the shoulder, and stuck a knife into his side. At the sound of her husband’s cry, the duchess jumped out of the carriage and flung herself at his feet. The comte de Mesnard and a footman lifted the duke into the lobby of the Opera, where he collapsed onto a banquette after pulling out the dagger himself. Blood shot everywhere, drenching the duchess’s white dress. As the duke lay dying in the vestibule, the performance continued inside. Eventually, doctors arrived, but the duke knew he could not be saved. Word spread through the hall. The Orléans family rushed in; Madame Adélaïde, sister of Louis-Philippe, fainted when she saw the blood-splattered duke and had to be carried away. Singers in costume and ballerinas in tutus—including, it was said, some of the duke’s mistresses—crowded around for a glimpse of the dying prince. Louis Joly of the Paris police, assigned to guard the duke, arrested a saddle maker with Bonapartist sympathies named Louis-Pierre Louvel. Questioned that night, Louvel claimed that he had wanted to avenge Napoleon and had acted alone.18


Over the course of the next few hours, as members of the royal family, including the king himself, made their way to the Opera to bid him a tearful farewell, the duke begged for mercy for his assassin. (The king refused his request, and Louvel would be executed the following June.) Charles Ferdinand also asked his wife to take care of his two daughters by Amy Brown, who hurried with their mother to the Opera to receive the duke’s final blessing. Despite her jealousy, the duchess would remain true to her oath; she made sure that both girls received noble titles and made advantageous marriages.


Never taken very seriously as a political figure during his lifetime, the playboy duke made as heroic an exit as anyone could have hoped. News reports the next day all recounted the edifying deathbed scene: the duke surrounded by his family, performing a last act of Christian charity by begging for the life of his assassin. How different it would have been if Louvel had struck a few hours later when the duke was on his way to visit his mistress! Following his assassination, he became a royalist martyr.
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The duc de Berry’s deathbed








The assassination turned the duchess into a different kind of celebrity. Engravings of the duchess in a heroic posture, clutching her dying husband, her white dress stained red with blood, would be seen for months to come in shop windows throughout France, just as newspapers would endlessly recount her stoic devotion on her husband’s gruesome deathbed. She was no longer the flighty little princess yawning in church; she had become the grieving widow, symbol of royalist suffering.


If the French public was floored by news of the assassination, it was even more surprised by what came next, the kind of coup de théâtre more likely to be delivered on the Opera’s stage than in its lobby: the duchess announced that she was two months’ pregnant. The slight indisposition she had complained about in preceding days was morning sickness. Louvel’s knife had not ended the Bourbon line after all. For royalists, this “miraculous” pregnancy seemed like confirmation of the divine destiny of the Bourbons. To their opponents, it seemed a trick. When the duchess’s waistline expanded in the following months, libelous tracts insisted that she had quickly found a lover to substitute for her husband or that she had put stuffing under her dress and would pass someone else’s baby off as her own when the time for delivery came.19


Whatever joy and hope she may have felt because of the pregnancy, the twenty-one-year-old widow’s sense of loss was very real. She wrote to her half sister, “All I do is cry,” and described the pang of acute sorrow at the sight of her daughter Louise’s smile because it reminded her of the husband she had lost after only four years of marriage. She also described her sense of duty to maintain her good health for the sake of the unborn child: “If God, in his mercy, will grant me a son, that will be my consolation.” To her uncle, the emperor of Austria, she wrote, “If something can, in this awful moment, sustain my courage, it is the heroic and Christian end of the man to whom I was united and who, in his solemn and heart-wrenching farewell, commanded me to live for our daughter and for the pledge of his love that I bear in my womb.”20


To make matters worse, the king forced her to give up her home at the Élysée Palace and to reside at the Tuileries. Built in the sixteenth century at the base of the Tuileries gardens, next to the Louvre, the palace (which was burned to the ground during the Paris Commune in 1871) had housed many French monarchs, including Henri IV and Napoleon. The duke’s bachelor quarters in the Marsan wing of the palace were hastily readied for the duchess, little Louise, and their retinue. Already a gloomy place, thanks to the duchesse d’Angoulême, the Tuileries had become even more somber following the duke’s death. The walls of the duchess’s new apartment had been hung with black cloth, which also covered all the moldings and mirrors. Only the duchess’s bedroom was spared, where the cloth was gray instead.21


The Tuileries palace was not only depressing; it was also unsanitary. More than eight hundred people lived there—royals, courtiers, servants—and it had not been renovated for decades. There were kitchens on every floor and no toilets or drainage pipes. According to the comtesse de Boigne, the presence of “all kinds of filth” was so “pestilential” that one almost asphyxiated when climbing up from the magnificent staterooms on the main floor to the warren of dark apartments above. It was in this setting that the duchess spent the first months of her widowhood, reliving the happy days of her marriage and praying for a son. Even now, the antiroyalists who had murdered her husband did not leave her in peace, and firecrackers were set off under her window to frighten her into a miscarriage.22


The king had planned for the royal birth to take place in the presence of witnesses to dispel any doubts about the pregnancy. On September 28, 1820, the duchess had seemed perfectly fine during the day, giving no indication that the end of her pregnancy was at hand. Around 11 p.m., she said good night to her ladies-in-waiting. Then, at 2 a.m., she had a burst of pain and called out. After a second burst, she delivered the baby just as Madame Lemoine, one of the governesses, arrived in her room.


“It’s Henri,” she proclaimed, as her flustered ladies-in-waiting rushed to her side. Despite her jubilation and exhaustion, the duchess maintained enough presence of mind to demand that the ladies summon witnesses not connected to the royal family to testify to the birth of the boy, whom everyone would soon call the “miracle child.” Madame de Gontaut dashed into the hallway, still dressed in her nightgown, and grabbed the first people she came upon: two soldiers, one belonging to the National Guard and the other to the Royal Guardsmen. “Approach, gentlemen,” the duchesse de Berry said, baring herself for all to see. “You are witnesses that it is a prince and that he is still attached to me.” Disconcerted by this royal spectacle, the two soldiers awkwardly nodded their assent. Once they and several other witnesses, including the duc d’Albuféra, were in place, Dr. Deneux snipped the umbilical cord.23


Soon the royal family arrived, including the limping king. “God be praised, you have had a son!” he declared with joy as he made his way to the duchess. And then he handed her a bouquet of diamonds. “This is for you and this is for me,” he said as he took the newborn into his arms. Despite her own frustrations at not producing the heir herself, the duchesse d’Angoulême was also overjoyed; she would be the child’s godmother. Louis-Philippe, who crowded into the airless room along with Marie-Amélie and his sister Adélaïde, was less enthusiastic. Taking the duc d’Albuféra aside, he made him swear on his honor that the baby really belonged to the duchess. When the gentleman recounted what he had seen, Louis-Philippe offered his congratulations to his niece, reluctantly accepting that his own progeny would most likely never rule.24


That day, twenty-four cannon shots announced the birth of the future Henri V, who would take the provisional title of duc de Bordeaux, and all the bells in Paris rang out. The city erupted into choruses of “Vive le roi! Vive le duc de Bordeaux! Vive la duchesse de Berry!” Soldiers fired off round after round, lighting up the sky. The delighted duchess had her bed pushed to the window so she could drink in the celebration and show herself to the crowd of people below. It is said that during that night Parisians consumed two hundred thousand bottles of Bordeaux in honor of the new duke, their future king.25


IN THE DECADE that followed, as the Bourbons sought vengeance on their political enemies for the assassination of the duc de Berry and their absolutist tendencies grew more pronounced, the duchess began to play a more public role. As the mother of the third in line to the throne, she held a much stronger position within the royal family than she had previously: even the childless duchesse d’Angoulême reluctantly had to accord her consideration. When Louis XVIII finally died in 1824—his body covered in pustulant sores, his toes falling off from gangrene—and his brother became Charles X, the duchesse de Berry attempted to assert her authority in her father-in-law’s court by claiming the title of “Madame” or “Madame Royale,” which had been vacated by the duchesse d’Angoulême, now styled the Dauphine (as wife of the heir presumptive, the Dauphin). Technically, as a widow, Caroline was not entitled to this honorific style, but those in her service and those wanting to curry favor with her began calling the duchess “Madame,” which the royal family firmly opposed. Whenever the duchesse d’Angoulême heard someone use the title, she would ask, “Are you referring to the duchesse de Berry?”26


The duchess attempted to strengthen her hand further by positioning herself between cour et ville, court and city. The reticence of the royal family members and their ultra exclusivity meant that they circulated among their subjects very rarely. Only the highest aristocrats belonging to the oldest noble families had the privilege of attending those mournful parties of loto and whist at the Tuileries, and many among the elite felt excluded, including the large numbers of lesser and Napoleonic nobility and especially the rising ranks of the bourgeoisie: the bankers, businessmen, and professionals whose economic power had only continued to increase after the French Revolution even as their share of political power had decreased dramatically. More liberal than his ultra cousins, Louis-Philippe knew that the future lay with the bourgeoisie and welcomed them to his parties at the Palais-Royal, preparing the ground for his political future should another revolution come to pass. Among the Bourbons, only the duchesse de Berry attended these events and cultivated relations with a relatively broad constituency.27


She was also the only member of the royal family to be seen in the city itself. According to one widely repeated if possibly apocryphal story, when the first omnibus began operating in Paris, she bet her father-in-law ten thousand francs that she would be among the first to ride it. Dressed as a working girl, in a simple gray dress, she was immediately recognized as she stepped onto the bus because of her famously tiny feet. “It’s Madame’s foot!” the conductor supposedly cried, and all traffic ground to a halt. Even if the story is not authentic, it conveys the sense that people had of the duchess as a mobile figure, someone out among them, a kind of “people’s princess.”28


The duchess was everywhere in the 1820s, patronizing the leading Romantic artists, writers, and composers, such as Delacroix, Scribe, and Rossini. Boutiques, such as that of the great fashion designer Leroy, vied for her attention, and newspapers dedicated to fashion, such as the Journal des dames et des modes and later La Mode, which was created with her patronage, chronicled her outfits and hairstyles. “She was everywhere joyous,” wrote one journalist in a retrospective account, “animated, and alert, taking everything in, protecting every industry, intelligent and good, and alive, and a spendthrift, making an assault on the boutiques and throwing money along the way with a royal profusion.” She continued to be at the vanguard of fashion trends, such as the coiffure à la girafe, a very high hairdo, named in honor of the animal sent as a gift in 1827 to Charles X by the viceroy of Egypt, the first of its species in France, which the duchess went to see on several occasions. She attended the theater so frequently that the proprietors of the Gymnase renamed their theater in her honor, calling it, of course, the Théâtre de Madame.29
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Duchess with giraffe hairstyle, portrait by Alexandre-Jean Dubois-Drahonet (1827)
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Fashion plate from La Mode (1829, plate VI)








The duchess circulated outside of Paris as well. In the early years of her marriage she and the duke had purchased the château of Rosny, a sumptuous brick and limestone castle built at the end of the sixteenth century and located a few hours by carriage to the northwest of Paris. This became her refuge from the tedium of life at the Tuileries and Parisian politics. Her first task was to construct an elaborate tomb for the duke on the grounds of the château. Although her husband’s body had been interred at the Cathedral of Saint-Denis, the traditional resting place of French monarchs, the duchess had his heart removed and placed it in the special monument that she constructed on her property.


In addition to this macabre relic, Rosny housed her increasingly impressive collections of paintings and furniture. Advised by an art expert, the duchess purchased paintings by leading Romantic artists of the day, such as Ary Scheffer and the celebrated flower painter Redouté, who gave her lessons. She particularly favored works by contemporary women artists, such as Marguerite Gérard and Pauline Auzou. The catalog of the auction of her objets d’art in 1865 gives a sense of the splendor of Rosny’s contents and of her taste, which ran toward the monumental: voluminous Aubusson carpets, heavy Gobelins tapestries, beds with gilt-bronze columns, intricate Louis XIII clocks, lots of marquetry tables and precious porcelain. The château also had a rich library, featuring eighty-six precious manuscripts and hundreds of beautifully bound books on all subjects, from ancient history to theology. Most of these were probably collected by the duke, and we cannot assume that the duchess read them, but it is a good bet that the volumes of Romantic poetry and especially the historical novels by Walter Scott came from her personal collection.30


During the hot summer months she decamped to Dieppe, a resort town on the Normandy coast, which she popularized. Prior to the arrival of the duchess in 1824, bathing in the ocean was viewed mainly as therapy for the mentally ill. Crowds gathered the first time the duchess took a dip, carried in the arms of an aide-baigneur because it was considered unseemly—and dangerous—for women to convey themselves into the ocean alone. Soon Dieppe became a vacation destination, and large hotels sprung up to cater to the fashionable clientele who followed the duchess’s lead.


She took other trips around France as well, including in 1828 to the Vendée, the province in western France that had been the scene of a brutally repressed counterrevolutionary insurrection in the 1790s. There the duchess felt all around her the warmth of devotion to the Bourbons and received promises that should another revolution break out, she could always count on the brave Vendéen noble leaders, and their devoutly Catholic peasant soldiers, to come to her aid. The memory of this voyage would be decisive in motivating her fight for the throne a few years later.31
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Portrait of the duchess by Thomas Lawrence (1825)








One painting of the duchess from this period gives an indication of how far she had come since leaving that quarantine boat in Marseille a decade before, a scrawny and disoriented adolescent, and perhaps also a sense of what lay in store for her. Painted in 1825 by the English portraitist Thomas Lawrence, it shows a woman in full bloom, wearing a white satin dress—white being the color of the Bourbon banner—with pink roses attached to her bodice and a large white pearl like a teardrop between her breasts. She has a slight smile on her lips and a left eye that wanders slightly, as if on the lookout for excitement. On her head she wears another of her signature fashion statements that would soon be copied around town: a toque à la Walter Scott, a tartan hat in homage to her favorite Scottish author, whose romantic historical novels, many of them centered on female heroines, made her dream of the chivalrous past.


It was perhaps after having read Scott’s The Abbot that the duchess decided, in 1829, to throw a legendary “Mary Stuart”–themed costume ball at the Tulieries: one of the most famous social events of the Restoration, and one of the last. Scott’s novel, published in 1820 and translated into French the same year, describes an episode in the life of the sixteenth-century Scottish monarch who was briefly queen of France before being imprisoned for eighteen years by her cousin Elizabeth I and then beheaded. The duchess assigned each of her guests a historical role to play, and those noble guests descended from members of sixteenth-century aristocrats came dressed as their august ancestors. The role of Mary Stuart went, of course, to the duchess. No expense was spared for the Renaissance costumes, which were designed by the celebrated artist Eugène Lamy. When the duchess appeared, wearing an ermine-trimmed blue velvet gown over a white satin skirt, all eyes were drawn to the real crown jewels glittering on her forehead. Unsurprisingly, the duchesse d’Angoulême disapproved of dressing up as a queen famous for having been decapitated. But the duchesse de Berry didn’t care. She danced the quadrille that night with little regard for her sister-in-law’s feelings or whatever bad omen that her historical playacting portended.32


Sixteen months later, another revolution broke out.


It was precipitated by the ultras pushing their reactionary policies too far. Right from the moment of his coronation in 1824—which was held at Reims Cathedral and modeled on the traditional coronations of the Old Regime—Charles X began undermining the Charte and undoing his brother’s liberalizing reforms. He made public displays of sacrilege—such as profanation of the host—a capital crime. He replaced the popular prime minister with a right-wing one. Then, in July of 1830, he issued a series of four ordinances, which limited freedom of the press, among other antiliberal measures. The next day, Parisians took to the streets, urged on by the very newspapers that the king had attempted to silence. Barricades, constructed of torn-up paving stones and furniture thrown from apartments above, blocked the streets and provided the revolutionaries cover from which to shoot at the government’s soldiers.


From the comfortable remove of his château in Saint-Cloud, outside the city, Charles X ignored the uprising, assuming that it would soon blow over. He had seen riots before and believed that the best thing to do was ignore them. Meanwhile, Louis-Philippe donned a tricolor boutonnière, symbolically aligning himself with the revolutionaries as his father had done in 1789. Urged on by a group of bourgeois moderates who saw him as a compromise between monarchy and republic, he slowly made his way from his country estate in Neuilly to Paris. After years of humiliation at the hands of his Bourbon cousins, the duc d’Orléans dared to think that his time might finally have come.
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