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  INTRODUCTION





  THE FRENCH REVOLUTION was a protean and immensely complex phenomenon. At the centre of the storm stood

  Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette; their response to events as they unfolded determined not only their own destiny, but that of the Revolution itself. An enormous amount has been written about the

  king and queen, and especially their terrible fate. Yet their actual policy during the Revolution – whether they were ever prepared to compromise with their opponents, or simply aimed to

  restore the old regime – is still shrouded in mystery. As a result, a significant gap remains in our understanding of an event that shaped the modern world. The picture of Louis and Marie

  Antoinette in these years is still very much what it was over a century ago, when the available sources were surveyed by the eminent German historian Max Lenz. Writing in 1894, Lenz lamented the

  fact that so many had disappeared, but expressed the hope that this might one day be remedied:




  Although the memoirs of contemporaries, all of whom have an axe to grind, are often untrustworthy, we must be glad that . . . a burning desire has now arisen to track down

  the most important sources. It is also my hope that the original material concerning our subject has not yet all been exhausted. It is possible that a few letters may be missing from the most

  valuable archive, the Fersen collection, and that they are still preserved, perhaps in code. And dare we not also hope that the papers of other intimates of the Tuileries, of Breteuil,

  Bouillé, and d’Agoult, Bishop of Pamiers, may one day see the light of day? No one stood closer to the French royal couple than Breteuil, the last prime minister of the old regime. In

  exile he served Louis XVI, not without personal ambition, but at the same time with great devotion, and I have no doubt that his memory, which has often been blackened, would be greatly enhanced if

  his correspondence, with all its importance both for France and for Europe, were to come to light . . . I treasure the thought . . . that my own work might one day be

  corrected or broadened through further research, and would be content if other hands could continue what I have begun.1




  The aim of this book is to continue the work begun by Max Lenz. The major obstacle to this has always been the paucity of clues left by Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette themselves as to their true

  policy during the Revolution. This was largely a product of necessity. From the moment they were forcibly taken by the crowd from Versailles back to the capital in October 1789, the royal couple

  were effectively prisoners of the people of Paris. For their own safety, while publicly endorsing the acts of the revolutionary National Assembly, they had to keep their real views and aims as

  carefully hidden as possible. Despite the obvious dangers, from the summer of 1790 they embarked on a secret counter-revolutionary diplomacy aimed at restoring as much of the royal authority as

  possible. They burned much of this correspondence, however, on the eve of the storming of the Tuileries and the final overthrow of the monarchy on 10 August 1792.




  In any case, Louis XVI himself wrote very little during the Revolution. Possibly this was because he was afflicted with intermittent clinical depression after 1789 – certainly contemporary

  descriptions of his state of mind tally with this diagnosis. As a result, most of the royal family’s secret correspondence with their confidants and fellow European monarchs was undertaken by

  Marie Antoinette. Because the greatest part of this was with her two brothers, the Emperors Joseph II and Leopold II of Austria and their advisers, many of her letters survive in the State Archives

  in Vienna and have been published. Yet in this correspondence the queen was mostly concerned with the practical details of day-to-day diplomacy; only very rarely did she reveal a glimpse of the

  actual political system she and her husband wished to see emerge from the revolutionary maelstrom.




  As Max Lenz stressed, in the absence of detailed memoranda from the king and queen, the only hope of properly reconstructing their secret policy lies in the papers of the tiny band of committed

  royalists who helped them, often at great personal risk, to pursue it. One of them, the Swedish Count Hans Axel von Fersen, has become famous because he was perhaps Marie

  Antoinette’s lover as well as her political confidant. Fersen left substantial papers, which are now in the Swedish State Archives in Stockholm. Many of these were published by one of his

  descendants, baron von Klinckowström, in the 1870s; along with Louis XVI’s few post-1789 writings and Marie Antoinette’s letters, these are an essential source for the king and

  queen’s policy during the Revolution. Yet they contain many gaps. All of Fersen’s diary for the years up to 1791 has been lost, and Fersen himself burned many of his most secret papers

  in Brussels in November 1792 to prevent them from falling into the hands of the advancing French armies. A century later, Klinckowström destroyed those parts of his ancestor’s

  correspondence with Marie Antoinette that he felt might harm their reputations, so we shall probably never be able to reconstruct the true nature of the couple’s relationship.




  The papers that remain, important as they are, also fail to address some crucial questions. Fersen was a doer rather than a thinker, a soldier and not a statesman. All his actions during the

  Revolution were aimed at one very specific goal – to save the queen. He preserved no memoranda or reflections on the crucial wider issues that the king and queen would have had to face the

  moment they reached freedom. These problems, over which the royal couple must have agonized during their long months of captivity in Paris, were central: whether all or only some of the reforms

  made since 1789 should be jettisoned, how to stabilize the country’s finances, whether to continue with the existing National Assembly or replace it with another, or simply return to personal

  rule. Fersen the military man left these questions to the politicians.




  The same is true of the second figure Max Lenz mentions, General de Bouillé. It was to Bouillé, commander of the last army that remained loyal to them, in Lorraine, that Louis XVI

  and Marie Antoinette looked when, in the autumn of 1790, they decided to escape from Paris. From this point until the actual escape in June 1791, Louis and Bouillé kept up a secret, coded

  correspondence about their plans. Yet Bouillé claimed in his memoirs that he systematically destroyed each letter of the king’s after he had received it, since the discovery of even

  one would have been fatal. Max Lenz could not quite bring himself to believe that the general had burned such vital historical documents, but even if some of them do

  survive, they have not yet been discovered.




  Furthermore it is probable, as in the case of Fersen, that Bouillé’s dealings with the king and queen were much more concerned with the practical details of their planned flight

  from Paris and the necessary military dispositions to take once they had reached safety than with their wider political agenda. Although he did allow himself to speculate on this in his memoirs,

  written in exile in London, Bouillé specifically stated that he never knew for certain what policy Louis XVI would have adopted if he had regained his freedom.




  Yet one man unquestionably knew exactly what the king and queen’s true policy was, from the moment they made the decision to flee Paris right up until their deaths. This was the baron de

  Breteuil, the final figure mentioned by Lenz and by far the most important. A distinguished diplomat and politician, in the context of 1789 Breteuil was a staunch conservative. Indeed, it was his

  appointment on 11 July 1789 as prime minister to restore order to an increasingly unstable situation that brought about the storming of the Bastille three days later and touched off the

  revolutionary explosion. Breteuil was forced to flee France for Switzerland, where he lived in semi-retirement for over a year. Yet when Louis and Marie Antoinette, alarmed by the

  Revolution’s increasing radicalism, decided that the time had come to reassert royal authority, it was to Breteuil once again that they turned.




  From this moment on, Breteuil became the king and queen’s secret prime minister in exile, charged in particular with negotiating the support of their fellow European monarchs for their

  policy to end the Revolution. Failing the discovery of new material in Louis’s or Marie Antoinette’s own hand, which must now be highly unlikely, unravelling the mystery of their

  political aims can only be done through a study of Breteuil. Remarkably, this has never been attempted, and even today Breteuil remains a shadowy and enigmatic figure. This book is an attempt to

  fill that gap.




  The quest for the elusive baron has lasted several years and has led to many fascinating and sometimes remote places. In France, the marquis de Breteuil kindly allowed me access to his

  ancestor’s remaining papers preserved at the Château de Breteuil. Yet a problem was soon apparent. In contrast to the baron’s pre-1789 papers, which were

  voluminous, almost nothing survived from the years after 1789. Either they had been burned during a fire at the château in the mid-nineteenth century or Breteuil himself had destroyed them

  during the Revolution for fear they would fall into the wrong hands. Breteuil’s other collaborators in counter-revolutionary activity within France would almost certainly have done the same

  thing for the same reasons, so the hunt for the baron’s surviving papers had to be pursued further afield. Since Breteuil’s main efforts during the revolutionary years were diplomatic,

  aimed at enrolling foreign support for his beleaguered master and mistress, the best hope of tracing his activities seemed to lie in the archives of those countries whose rulers had been his

  correspondents.




  This trail led first to Sweden, to the State Archives in Stockholm. The brilliant and flamboyant Gustavus III, king of Sweden from 1771 until his assassination in 1792, was an old ally of

  France, and the only foreign monarch Louis and Marie Antoinette really trusted to help them during the Revolution. Gustavus had also been a friend of Breteuil, a former French ambassador to Sweden,

  since his childhood. If Breteuil had been likely to confide his plans to any European crowned head, it would have been to Gustavus. Sure enough, a file in the Gallica series in the State Archives

  yielded several long, and previously unknown, letters written by Breteuil to the Swedish king between 1791 and 1792. They contained much new material about French royal policy during these years.

  Gustavus’s letters to Breteuil had been published in Sweden in 1885; those of Breteuil to Gustavus formed the other half of the correspondence.




  In contrast to this, Breteuil’s correspondence with Marie Antoinette’s brother, the Austrian Emperor Leopold II, and his agents, has long been known to historians. It is preserved in

  Vienna in the State Archives, the Haus-Hof-und-Staatsarchiv. It has, however, never been fully published. While several research trips to the Haus-Hof-und-Staatsarchiv did not substantially alter

  my view of Breteuil’s negotiations with the Habsburgs in 1791 and 1792, they added considerable detail to the picture of his activities in these years. More important, the archive did contain

  significant new material about the last phase of the baron’s counter-revolutionary diplomacy, in 1793, when his overriding aim was to save Marie Antoinette from the scaffold.




  Vienna and Stockholm yielded much that was new and important, but not enough for a full-scale book. Frustrating as this was, it increased my respect for my subject.

  Contemporaries had often accused Breteuil of being choleric and impulsive. Yet the figure who emerged from my researches was very different: a subtle and discreet politician who never gave away

  more than he had to, and who was adept at covering his tracks at a time of great tension and danger. He had covered them so well, in fact, cloaking his role in secrecy and keeping his

  correspondence away from prying eyes, that they remained hidden for over 200 years.




  The crucial breakthrough came from a private rather than a public source. Breteuil may have destroyed his own papers, but to carry out the king and queen’s secret diplomacy he had had to

  rely in turn on a handful of trusted agents. The most important of these was Marc-Marie, marquis de Bombelles. Himself a distinguished diplomat before 1789, Bombelles was Breteuil’s chief

  protégé, a substitute for the son he never had. As committed a royalist as his mentor, after 1789 Bombelles was Breteuil’s natural choice as confidant and collaborator. Between

  1790 and 1792, the baron entrusted him with several crucial secret missions on behalf of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette; to the Emperor Leopold II, to the Swiss cantons, and finally to Catherine

  the Great in Russia.




  Unlike Breteuil, Bombelles carefully preserved everything he wrote – and he wrote a great deal. From 1780 until his death in 1822, he kept a regular diary. In the early 1900s, Count

  Maurice Fleury, an amateur historian, had been allowed access to this, and had used it as the basis of two books about the French court and the Revolution. Then, in 1978, a much fuller version of

  the diary began to be published. This contained significant new material about Bombelles’s role in Breteuil’s counter-revolutionary diplomacy. Yet, once again, the diary was very much a

  day-to-day record, and contained little specific detail about the precise aims of Breteuil’s, and the French royal family’s, policy. On the other hand, it was also clear from the diary

  that a substantial cache of Bombelles’s papers still survived. Gaining access to them now became the first priority.




  It soon turned out that Bombelles’s papers had had almost as adventurous a life as their author. Grief-stricken after his wife’s death in 1800, the marquis had gone into holy orders,

  and spent most of the Napoleonic years as an obscure Catholic priest in Prussian Silesia. On his return to France after the Bourbon restoration, however, he had risen

  swiftly through the Church hierarchy, ending as Bishop of Amiens. His sons stayed in Central Europe and entered Austrian service, and the Bombelles soon established themselves as an important

  Habsburg court family. They acquired estates in Croatia, and it was there that they kept their family archives. As the invading German armies approached in 1941, the papers had been sent for

  safekeeping to a cousin, Count Georg Clam-Martinic, at his castle in Upper Austria, Burg Clam, where they still are today.




  Through the generous help of Bombelles’s last direct descendant, Count Jan d’Ansembourg, I was able to secure the Clam-Martinic family’s permission to consult their

  ancestor’s papers, and set out again for Austria. Dating from the twelfth century and perched on a rock near the Danube, Burg Clam provided a spectacular backdrop for the last stage of the

  hunt for Breteuil. The diary Bombelles had so carefully kept for forty-two years was shelved in the castle archives, in ninety-seven manuscript volumes. Yet the real prize lay just next to it. This

  was a large buff ledger, inscribed simply ‘Missions’. It turned out to be a record of every secret mission Bombelles had undertaken on behalf of the French royal family during the

  Revolution. Just as if he had been a regular ambassador and Breteuil his foreign minister, Bombelles had entered copies of all his despatches to the baron, along with the originals of those

  Breteuil had written to him. Here, at last, was a detailed account of Louis XVI’s and Marie Antoinette’s secret diplomacy, written as it unfolded by its two principal agents.




  The ledger was stacked on top of a carton which contained a mass of unbound documents. These too were fascinating: copies of Breteuil’s correspondence after 1789 with Louis XVI’s

  brothers the comtes de Provence and d’Artois, and with another leading counterrevolutionary, the maréchal de Castries. There were also recollections of key events of the Revolution,

  such as the flight to Varennes, written by some of those close to or directly involved in them. Clearly Bombelles had seen himself as not only a political actor but also a historian, and these

  accounts had been written at his request during his twenty-five-year exile.




  Obviously, the Bombelles papers did not yield up every secret of Louis XVI’s and Marie Antoinette’s true policy, but they certainly revealed a great deal.

  Taken together with the diaries, they form an immensely rich source for the history of French royalism from 1789 through to the Bourbon restoration. Much work remains to be done – so far,

  only the diaries up to 1795 have been published, which still leaves twenty-seven years to go. Yet if the Bombelles papers are the single most important new source used in this book, the full story

  of the king and queen’s struggle with the Revolution can only be pieced together if they are combined with the other material scattered across archives in France, Sweden and Austria, as well

  as with what has already been published. I have tried here to assemble as many pieces as possible of this jigsaw and create a detailed picture of Louis’s and Marie Antoinette’s actions

  during their final years.




  In taking this approach I am, by definition, concentrating on one particular aspect of the period. The French Revolution has never ceased to be a controversial subject for historians, and the

  last few decades have been no exception. Since the 1960s there has been a fierce debate over its origins, while the role of cultural and gender history in understanding its complexities is

  currently the focus of much writing and research. Yet important as these debates are, they do not directly concern my story. The subject here is an essentially political one – how Louis XVI

  and Marie Antoinette responded to the Revolution, and on what basis they would have ended it if they had been able to. Yet this too has significant implications for the way we view the period. If

  we stick to the traditional interpretation, that the king and queen simply wished to restore the old regime, by force if necessary, against the wishes of the people, then the Revolution’s

  descent into violence and civil war was tragic, but inevitable. If, on the other hand, we adopt the claims of some more recent historians, that Louis XVI was in fact more willing to accept a

  compromise than has previously been supposed, then the overthrow of the ideals of 1789 by war and terror, while no less tragic, appears avoidable. In the presence of these questions, understanding

  the royal couple’s motives and actions is of critical importance.




  Louis XVI once remarked, cryptically, that he would rather be judged by his silence than by his words. Filling that silence is an extremely difficult task. Many have tried to do so, from the

  king’s contemporaries to more recent historians. Yet ulitmately it can only be done through the writings left behind by those closest to him – his wife,

  certainly, but also his secret servants Breteuil and Bombelles. I hope that their words will bring us a little closer to the truth about the fall of the French Monarchy.
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  Chapter One




  THE KING AND HIS FAMILY
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  AT MIDDAY ON 5 MAY 1789, Louis XVI entered the Hall of the Menus Plaisirs at Versailles to open the first meeting of the

  Estates General to be held since 1614. The king took his seat at one end of the hall, already occupied by 1,200 deputies, on a dais carpeted in violet interspersed with gold fleurs-de-lys. He was

  followed by the queen, Marie Antoinette, the other members of the royal family, the principal officers of the royal household and the keeper of the seals, who arranged themselves around the steps

  of the throne. The king then removed his plumed hat encrusted with diamonds to greet the assembly, which had risen to cheer him as he made his entrance.1




  Even though it had been in abeyance for 175 years, the Estates General was the chief representative body of the kingdom of France. In the past, its deputies had normally been drawn in equal

  proportions from the clergy, the nobility, and the commoners, the third estate. Yet on this occasion, in recognition of the great increase in the third estate’s size and importance over the

  course of the century, the number of deputies it sent to the Estates General had been doubled. A daunting task lay before the assembly: to agree with the king a major programme of reforms to

  regenerate the kingdom and restore its ailing finances.




  Although nobody present could have conceived it then, scattered amidst the throng of deputies were men who would shortly make a revolution. The marquis de La Fayette,

  standing in the ranks of the nobility, had already gained fame as George Washington’s aide-de-camp in the American War of Independence and as a symbol of French support for the cause of

  liberty. As commander of the Paris National Guard after July 1789, he would emerge as a dominant figure in the moderate phase of the Revolution. In the third estate, a young lawyer of surpassing

  eloquence from Grenoble, Antoine Barnave, would soon become one of the outstanding orators of the Revolution, sharing La Fayette’s political principles but divided from him by personal

  rivalry.




  An altogether more exalted figure, sitting with the nobility, was the king’s cousin, Louis-Philippe-Joseph, duc d’Orléans. Already sensing political opportunity in these

  uncharted waters, Orléans would swiftly transform himself into a leader of the Left. In 1793, he would vote for his cousin’s death, without reprieve. Another nobleman, yet symbolically

  aligned with the commons as third estate deputy for Aix-en-Provence, was the charismatic, pockmarked and notoriously libertine comte de Mirabeau. Tribune of the people in 1789 and 1790, Mirabeau

  was to end his Promethean career a year later as secret counter-revolutionary adviser to the king and queen. And somewhere in the body of the hall, anonymous in the sober black of the third estate,

  was an obscure deputy who would end by eclipsing them all, Maximilien Robespierre.




  Everybody present realized the significance of the occasion. The scene around them – the king surrounded by the representatives of the people, the third estate facing him, the deputies of

  the first estate, the clergy, on his right, and those of the second, the nobility, on his left – vividly symbolized the break with the past. By the very act of convoking the Estates General,

  Louis XVI had brought to an end over a century of absolute monarchy, by which, in theory at least, the king had ruled without the assistance of a representative body. Reviving the long-dormant

  Estates General was an exceptional act, as the king reminded the deputies in a short opening speech:




  

    

      Gentlemen, the day my heart has long awaited has finally arrived, and I see myself surrounded by the representatives of the nation which it is my

      glory to command.




      A long interval has elapsed since the last meeting of the Estates General, and although the practice of holding assemblies seemed to have

      fallen into disuse, I have not hesitated to reestablish a custom from which the kingdom may gain new strength and which may open up for the nation a new source of happiness . .

      .2


    


  




  The future shape of the monarchy ushered in by the convocation of the Estates General was less clear. For traditionalists, probably a majority of the first two estates, their summoning merely

  signified a return to earlier practice within the context of an already existing constitution. For radicals, on the other hand, who soon came to include a majority of the third estate, the aim was

  an entirely new political system incorporating equality of rights and many of the ideals of the Enlightenment. Within two months of the king’s speech from the throne, the incipient struggle

  over how best to replace the absolute monarchy, and with what, had led to revolution.




  *




  THE THIRTY-FIVE-YEAR-OLD monarch welcoming the deputies to the Estates General was and has remained an enigma. He was clearly unlike his predecessors. Apart from the

  family Roman nose, he bore little resemblance to his Bourbon ancestors with their dark hair and complexions and beady brown eyes. With his blond hair, large blue eyes and heavy build, he owed much

  more to the German stock of his mother, Maria Josepha of Saxony. Where Louis XIV and Louis XV had been gifted with tremendous physical presence, Louis XVI cut an unimpressive figure in public. Tall

  by the standards of his time and extremely strong, he none the less had bad posture and an undignified walk. He was also painfully tongue-tied in public, which his ministers could only remedy by

  supplying him with ready-made phrases in advance of public receptions. Apart from hunting, the traditional sport of kings, his pleasures were simple and manual; he had a forge installed above his

  study at Versailles, and proved to be a talented amateur blacksmith, specializing in making locks.3




  This unkingly man had a complex and secretive personality, shaped by a series of early bereavements. Born on 23 August 1754 and christened Louis-Auguste, for the first fourteen years of his life

  the future Louis XVI had had no inkling that he would eventually rule France. The second surviving child of Louis XV’s son and heir Louis-Ferdinand, the ‘old

  dauphin’, he only became king in 1774 through a succession of deaths in his family. The cause was tuberculosis, which carried off his three closest relatives in six years. In 1761, it killed

  his precocious elder brother, the duc de Bourgogne, to whom he was devoted. Four years later, his father too succumbed. Within fifteen months, Louis’s mother, Maria Josepha, who caught the

  disease while nursing her husband, had also died.




  The two formative influences on Louis-Auguste were his father, the old dauphin, and his grandfather, Louis XV. Yet by the time the young man was eleven his father was dead, so the dominant

  figure in his life became the old king himself. Outwardly there was little to unite the ageing monarch, still handsome and imposing in his sixties, and his gauche, retiring grandson. The fact that

  Louis-Auguste, as he grew up, showed no interest in sex also formed a strong contrast to the obsessive womanizing that so marked his grandfather’s life. Despite these differences, Louis XV

  and his grandson soon grew close, particularly once they had discovered one great passion in common – the hunt. In private conversations on and off the hunting field, the king patiently

  initiated his heir into the business of government.4




  The intimacy between the two men was cemented by the fact that in one area their characters were very similar. Both were taciturn, watchful and deeply reserved, and probably derived these

  qualities from the same source – early experience of bereavement. Louis-Auguste had lost both his parents and elder brother to tuberculosis by the age of thirteen; his grandfather had lost

  his own mother, father and elder brother to smallpox when he was only two. These traumas were most likely also responsible for a further defect that afflicted both Louis XV and Louis XVI throughout

  their lives – chronic indecision. Louis XV’s vacillation was notorious. As for Louis XVI, his younger brother the comte de Provence once came up with a devastating description of how

  difficult it was to get him to make up his mind: ‘Imagine a set of oiled billiard-balls that you vainly try to hold together.’5




  Louis XVI’s intellectual capacity has traditionally been portrayed as limited. The standard view presents him as dull and phlegmatic, more interested in his hunting

  and locksmithing than in the business of government. In fact, Louis’s surviving work for his tutors depicts a pupil of definitely above-average intelligence, with a particular aptitude for

  mathematics and geography. This was to persist into later life, in the king’s sound grasp of public finance and fascination with cartography. Related to this was his love of the sea and of

  naval affairs; he was to play a significant role in the direction of the maritime aspects of the American war, and helped draw up the instructions for the explorer La Pérouse’s

  expedition to the South Seas in 1785.6 He devoured Captain Cook’s accounts of his voyages as soon as they appeared. Ironically, Louis XVI

  only saw the sea once in his life, when he travelled to Cherbourg to open the new harbour there in 1786. This was the only visit he made to any French province before the Revolution.




  The future king was also a good linguist, with an excellent grasp of Latin, Italian and, more unusually, English.7 Throughout his life he was

  to be alternately attracted and repelled by England, enviably prosperous and powerful and his own kingdom’s greatest rival. As king, he always followed closely reports of the proceedings of

  both the Lords and the Commons. He even kept this habit up during the Revolution. In 1792, during council meetings with the Girondin ministers, whom he despised, he would ostentatiously read the

  English newspapers, translating them on sight if necessary for the business in hand.8




  Louis’s politcal views were shaped in boyhood by his governor, the duc de la Vauguyon, and his collaborators, the Jesuit Guillaume-François Berthier and the future historiographer

  royal, Jacob-Nicolas Moreau. Their method was to set before their pupil a series of maxims, on which he would comment in the form of ‘reflections’. These ‘reflections’, the

  most important of which Louis wrote when he was fourteen, form the best guide to the concept of monarchy he absorbed from his teachers. It was quite uncompromising. In one particularly significant

  sentence, Louis set out a vision of fair-minded but resolutely authoritarian rule: ‘The power of the throne is absolute, nothing can check it, but it must be founded on justice and reason,

  and must always be open to warning and good counsel.’9




  These ringing statements of faith prefigured Louis’s politics for at least the first thirteen years of his reign. Up until 1787 at the earliest, there is no

  evidence that he wavered in his commitment to the absolute monarchy he had inherited from his grandfather.




  The death of Louis XV on 10 May 1774 transformed the dauphin Louis-Auguste into King Louis XVI, and confronted him with the formidable task of ruling France. It also bequeathed to him the

  headship of a large royal family, all of whose members had power, status and their own political agendas. Prime among Louis’s older relatives were his unmarried aunts, Louis XV’s

  daughters, Mesdames Adélaïde, Victoire, Sophie and Louise. He remained deeply attached to them all his life, particularly since they had helped bring him up when he was orphaned. The

  strongest character among them was Mme Adélaïde, imperious, masculine and deeply pious, closely followed by the plump Mme Victoire, whose favourite pastime was playing the

  bagpipes.10 The four sisters could always be relied upon to support tradition in Church, State and foreign policy. They were, however, too

  eccentric to carry much political weight. Horace Walpole, who met them at Versailles, described them as ‘clumsy plump old wenches, with a bad likeness to their father . . . with black cloaks

  and knotting-bags, looking good-humoured, not knowing what to say, and wriggling as if they wanted to make water’.11




  Closest of all the king’s blood relations were his two younger brothers, Louis-Stanislas-Xavier, comte de Provence, born in 1755, and Charles-Philippe, comte d’Artois, born in 1757,

  and his youngest sister, Mme Elisabeth. Intelligent, witty, of a literary bent, Provence was fundamentally cold. He had mistresses, but also possessed a strong voyeuristic streak. This has recently

  been made clear by the publication of a series of obscene letters addressed by him to his friend the duc de Lévis. Written in English in the style of Smollett, these display a prurient

  fascination with every detail of Lévis’s sexual practices with his mistresses.12 As his attitude to his elder brother after

  1789 was to show, Provence’s coldness and cynicism also extended to his politics.




  Artois shared neither Provence’s corpulence nor his brains. Handsome, athletic and promiscuous, his limited talents were initially devoted to the pursuit of pleasure. The crisis of the old

  regime was to transform him into the most prominent defender of the essential core of absolute monarchy – royal authority and the social, if not the fiscal, privileges of the first two

  orders. It was left to Mme Elisabeth to supply the quality Provence and Artois essentially lacked – loyalty to their elder brother. Plump, devout and dedicated to good

  works, Mme Elisabeth was devoted to Louis, and remained with him to the end.




  Around the immediate royal family clustered the princes of the blood – Condé, Conti, Orléans and Penthièvre. The two who were to loom largest in the history of

  Louis’s reign were the king’s cousins Louis-Henri-Joseph, prince de Condé, and Louis-Philippe-Joseph, duc d’Orléans. Fifty-three in 1789, eighteen years older than

  Louis XVI, Condé was the only living Bourbon with a military reputation; as a young general at the end of the Seven Years War, he had won the battle of Johannisberg against the Prussians and

  Hanoverians. He was both ambitious and strongly conservative. Orléans, seven years older than Louis XVI, was very different. By the outbreak of the Revolution he had still found no suitable

  outlet for his energies. His attempt to build a naval career had been unsuccessful, and his extravagance and womanizing were notorious. Orléans’s relationship with his royal cousin was

  also difficult. He felt that Louis had not supported him sufficiently when his conduct during a naval battle in 1778 was criticized, and never forgave him for this.13 The king for his part was well aware of his cousin’s hostility. The opening of the Estates General gave Orléans an irresistible opportunity to purge his

  frustrations.




  The final figure on this crowded stage arrived in France on 8 May 1770. This was Louis XVI’s future queen, the fifteen-year-old Archduchess Maria Antonia, daughter of the Empress of

  Austria, Maria Theresa. On 16 May the couple were married at Versailles, the bride’s name rendered into French and for posterity as Marie Antoinette.




  Outwardly, the new dauphine had all that was needed to please public opinion. She was lively and pretty, with large blue eyes, a high forehead and a short, aquiline nose. The only hint of the

  jutting Habsburg jaw was a rather full lower lip. Her complexion was good, and her hands and arms elegant and well shaped. Although she was still extremely young, her character appeared promising.

  She was lively, vivacious and well-meaning, with a straightforward, spontaneous nature. With time, Marie Antoinette was to mould these qualities into a very particular and memorable presence,

  dignified and imposing yet also simple and unaffected. Her charm was legendary. Something of the impression she made on her contemporaries can be glimpsed in Edmund

  Burke’s famous recollection, in his Reflections on the Revolution in France, of her holding court as a young bride, in the days of glory before 1789:




  It is now fifteen or sixteen years since I saw the queen of France, then the dauphiness, at Versailles, and surely never lighted on this orb, which she hardly seemed to

  touch, a more delightful vision. I saw her just above the horizon, decorating and cheering the elevated sphere she just began to move in, – glittering like the morning star, full of life, and

  splendour, and joy.14




  Marie Antoinette’s intellectual capacities have received even rougher treatment from historians than those of her husband. She has gone down to posterity as stupid and frivolous, forever

  associated with an infamous remark about cake that she probably never made. In reality, the queen was far from a fool, although she never shared her husband’s love of knowledge for its own

  sake. She had a sound if ordinary mind, occasionally lit up by flashes of genuine intuition and discernment. Unfortunately, her early education at the Viennese court had been seriously neglected.

  Until the age of twelve she had had almost no formal lessons.15 It was only the glittering prospect of her marriage to the heir to the

  throne of France, as a human token of Austria’s fidelity to the alliance of 1756, that jolted Maria Theresa into remedying the situation. Versailles was consulted, and in this unaccustomed

  role of tutorial agency sent to Vienna an approved teacher, the abbé de Vermond. Of a humble but talented family (his brother was to become Marie Antoinette’s obstetrician and

  delivered all her children), Vermond skilfully made his task palatable to his unintellectual charge, and established an influence over her that lasted until the Revolution. Vermond was an expert at

  covering his tracks, so that even today his real political power remains impalpable; it is appropriate that the only serious study of him, Eugène Welwert’s article of 1921, is entitled

  ‘L’éminence grise de Marie Antoinette’.16




  The queen’s major defect was an extremely short attention span. This can be ascribed partly to her lack of early education and at least initially to her youth. The result was that her

  interventions in politics were fitful and short-lived, and thus, though often conducted with great sound and fury, usually signified nothing. Unlike her mother, Marie

  Antoinette did not have the stuff of a statesman, because she simply lacked the patience and application to see a policy through from beginning to end. Further, as defining proof that she was no

  intellectual, she saw politics as a matter of personalities rather than issues. These failings are minutely attested in the stream of reports on her progress sent back to Vienna over a period of

  twenty years by the Austrian ambassador to Versailles, the comte de Mercy-Argenteau. They are summed up in Mercy’s despatch of 4 February 1782 to Marie Antoinette’s brother, the Emperor

  Joseph II:




  The queen is beginning to show some qualities of foresight . . . but my zeal for Your Majesty’s service and for the queen’s glory does not permit me to conceal

  the fact that this august princess devotes neither the time nor the effort necessary to gain the solid and preponderant influence that she could have if she displayed a firm and consistent will . .

  . The need for constant amusement disturbs the ideas and method that the queen should apply to serious matters; she does not accept this fact, since she occasionally intervenes in politics with

  vivacity and even force. One points out to her most humbly, not as a real fault but rather as a fear one has for her, that great affairs need great preparation, without which activity displayed

  only at moments of crisis can only compromise her position.17




  The ambassador’s reports remain the most detailed source we possess on Marie Antoinette’s life and political role at Versailles. They also reveal much about their author, who even

  more than Vermond (with whom he worked hand-in-glove) acted as the queen’s confidant, mentor and general minder throughout these years. Florimond-Claude, comte de Mercy-Argenteau, was a

  native of the Low Countries, born in Liège in 1727, and had been Vienna’s representative at Versailles since 1766.18 As a

  diplomat, he was shrewd, subtle and experienced; as a man, his austere figure reflected an inner coldness. ‘The tall and desiccated form of the emperor’s ambassador was espied’,

  was one contemporary description of Mercy’s appearance at a Versailles reception.19 Mercy’s private life was as discreet as his

  public persona: he lived a life of blameless domesticity in Paris with his ‘elderly and tedious’20

  mistress, the opera singer Rosalie Levasseur.




  Apart from his normal diplomatic duties, Mercy had a further and much more private task, specifically ordered by Maria Theresa. This was to act as her daughter’s secret counsellor and

  constant guide, helping her to navigate the eddies and shoals of politics at Versailles. The secret reports that Mercy sent back with his weekly official despatches to Vienna, first to the empress

  and after her death to her son and successor Joseph II, are a minutely detailed record of this work of twenty years. His labours give some idea of the importance that Maria Theresa and her

  collaborators attached to their aim. This was to ensure that Marie Antoinette did everything humanly possible to win the affection and confidence of her husband, and to use this whenever necessary

  on behalf of her native country. In this scheme, the future queen would be not only an adored and adoring wife but a perfectly positioned mouthpiece for the House of Austria.




  It has been claimed that Mercy consistently overstated the extent of Marie Antoinette’s power, portraying Louis XVI in comparison as stupid, indolent and increasingly dependent on his

  wife. This, so the argument goes, was a self-interested strategy by which the ambassador could play up the importance of his own services to his masters (and mistress) in Vienna.21 Yet although Mercy was certainly guilty of some self-serving distortion, his diplomatic credit also depended on the accuracy of his reporting; if the

  picture of Versailles he presented to his chiefs had borne no relation to reality, this would soon have been exposed.




  One facet of Mercy that remains enigmatic is what he felt personally about Marie Antoinette. Did he ever see her as a human being rather than a political object? She was in many ways his

  life’s work; as her Pygmalion, he had shaped and brought her to life at Versailles as queen of France. Yet beneath the formal protestations of devotion in his correspondence, it is difficult

  to feel that he had any real affection for her – if indeed he had for anybody. Whatever feelings lay beneath his polished surface, he kept them to himself. On the other hand, his formal

  respect for the queen remained constant. He never displayed the heartless cynicism of his superior, the Austrian chancellor Prince Kaunitz, who, once Marie Antoinette’s limitations became clear, coldly wrote her off as a mauvais payeur, a bad investment.22




  The major obstacle that Mercy faced in helping Marie Antoinette negotiate at Versailles was Austrophobia. The French monarchy and the Habsburgs had been hereditary enemies since 1494, and all

  the military and diplomatic glories of the reigns of Louis XIII and Louis XIV had been associated with an anti-Austrian foreign policy. This state of affairs had only changed in 1756 with the

  renversement des alliances, by which Louis XV, tiring of the unreliability of Frederick the Great of Prussia as an ally, and deciding that England rather than Austria was now France’s

  principal foe, had substituted for the Prussian connection an alliance with the Habsburgs. Yet the new Franco-Austrian alliance was unpopular from the outset, and almost immediately damned by the

  disasters of the Seven Years War – the loss of French influence in India and the surrender of all her possessions in Canada – which it precipitated. A large section of the French court

  and of public opinion continued to view the Habsburgs as France’s real enemy, and on her appearance at Versailles Marie Antoinette inevitably became a target. Just seven months after her

  arrival in France, the new dauphine’s position became even more precarious when the duc de Choiseul, the foreign minister who had arranged her marriage, was disgraced, and a rival faction,

  far more hostile to the Austrian alliance, came to power.




  Most alarming of all for Marie Antoinette, these anti-Habsburg doctrines were even echoed by her husband. Louis’s father, the old dauphin, whose memory he revered, had been a staunch

  Austrophobe, and had passionately opposed the renversement des alliances. His governor la Vauguyon was a close friend of the old dauphin, and shared these views. La Vauguyon also passed on

  to Louis a family sentiment shared by all Louis XV’s children: a horror of female political influence, epitomized in their eyes by their father’s mistress Mme de Pompadour, whose

  exceptional power they had bitterly resented. Above all they had resented the way in which Pompadour, in partnership with another female politician, the Empress Maria Theresa, had thwarted their

  opposition to the Austrian alliance in 1756. Thus well before Marie Antoinette’s arrival in France, the link between Austrian diplomacy and overbearing women had been forged in Louis’s mind. The queen herself admitted this years later, in a letter to her brother the Emperor Joseph II:




  The king’s natural distrust was first fortified by his governor, well before my marriage. M. de la Vauguyon made him fear that his wife would try to dominate him, and

  his black heart took pleasure in frightening his pupil with all the dark legends invented about the House of Austria.23




  A further, deeply personal factor added to Louis’s initial distance from his wife. For the first seven years, the marriage was unconsummated. The reasons for the royal couple’s

  sexual dysfunction remain unclear and have been the subject of much speculation. The problem was long thought to be that Louis suffered from phimosis, in which an excessively tight foreskin makes

  it difficult – and painful – to achieve a full erection. Marie Antoinette’s first serious biographer, Stefan Zweig, concluded that the difficulty was solved by Louis undergoing an

  operation, probably circumcision, in 1777, after which a first child was quickly conceived.24 Yet there is no clear evidence that the

  operation did take place, and other testimonies give different explanations of the royal couple’s sexual problem. The most notable of these comes from Marie Antoinette’s own brother,

  the Emperor Joseph II. In April 1777 Joseph visited Versailles, partly to further the Franco-Austrian alliance on the diplomatic level, but also to iron out its more delicate personal aspects. In

  particular, he was directed by Maria Theresa to discover why Louis and Marie Antoinette had not so far bolstered the future of the alliance by producing children.




  A forceful and inquisitive character, Joseph lost no time in subjecting his hapless sister and brother-in-law to the most intimate and embarrassing interrogation. In this capacity, Joseph

  displayed a ruthless practicality. He described the result of his sexological investigation to his brother Leopold in one of the most explicit letters ever written by a reigning monarch:




  In the conjugal bed, here is the secret. [The king] has excellent erections, inserts his organ, remains there without stirring for perhaps two minutes, then withdraws without

  ever discharging and, still erect, he bids his wife goodnight. It is incomprehensible, all the more so since he sometimes has nocturnal emissions. He is quite satisfied and

  frankly admits that he performs the act from duty alone and takes no pleasure in it. Ah! if I could only have been there once, I should have put things right. He ought to be whipped, to make him

  ejaculate, as one whips donkeys. As for my sister, she is not amorously inclined, and they are a couple of incompetents together.25




  Possibly Joseph’s real concern here was to exhibit his own carnal knowledge to Leopold and to portray his brother-in-law as a buffoon. Yet this letter remains the most detailed direct

  account of Louis XVI’s and Marie Antoinette’s conjugal difficulties. Also, the sheer bizarreness of the situation it describes, of a monarch who had clearly never been taught to connect

  conception with ejaculation, is testimony to its truth; it is difficult to imagine Joseph making up something so ‘incomprehensible’.




  Whether the result of their own efforts, an operation, or Joseph’s technical advice, in December 1778 Louis and Marie Antoinette finally produced a child. This first offspring was a

  daughter, christened Marie Thérèse in honour of her Austrian grandmother, and in October 1781 a first son and heir appeared, the dauphin Louis-Joseph, followed four years later by a

  second, Louis-Charles, duc de Normandie. From the birth of the dauphin, the balance of Louis XVI’s and Marie Antoinette’s relationship began to shift. The king, in his immense relief at

  having finally sired a successor, grew both more affectionate and closer to his wife. As a corollary, the queen’s power at court began to grow.




  This development was encouraged by the fact that in one important personal aspect, Louis XVI broke with family tradition. Except in the rare cases where they were homosexual, the kings of France

  had usually taken mistresses. Although its main purpose was recreational, this practice also had significant political side-effects. On a symbolic level, in an age in which royal power ultimately

  depended on the perpetuation of the dynasty, it enhanced the image of the king’s sexual competence and potency. On a more practical level, the division of the monarch’s sexual favours

  between a mistress with whom he slept for pleasure but who could lose her position at any time, and a queen who had the secure status of a wife but whose link with her husband was based not on

  affection but reasons of state, had important implications for the conduct of government. Crucially, it gave the ministers an essential freedom of manoeuvre, and prevented

  their access to the king for public business from being blocked by a dominant figure from his private life.26




  In contrast to virtually all his predecessors, Louis XVI never once took a mistress. Remarkably for his time and social station, he was naturally monogamous. As he grew closer to his queen after

  the birth of the dauphin, his increasing affection for his wife remained unchallenged by the emergence of another female partner. The division between royal spouse and royal lover that had

  traditionally benefited the king’s ministers thus ceased to operate. The queen began to acquire significant influence over appointments in the Church and the army and, eventually, the

  ministry. At the same time, an ambitious group of courtiers and politicans, known loosely as the ‘queen’s party’, coalesced around her. By the mid-1780s, Marie Antoinette united

  the emotional ascendancy of a mistress with the permanence of a wife.27




  By now Marie Antoinette was no longer simply a representative of Austrian interests at the French court. There is evidence that by the eve of the Revolution her Habsburg family feeling had

  cooled, and that as mother of a dauphin she felt herself increasingly a French rather than an Austrian princess. When her old enemy, the foreign minister Vergennes, finally died of overwork in

  February 1787, to Mercy-Argenteau’s fury she refused to exert herself in favour of the Austrian candidate to succeed him, the comte de Saint-Priest. It was unfair, she told the flabbergasted

  ambassador, that the court of Vienna should choose the foreign minister of France.28 Yet public opinion did not recognize the queen’s

  changed attitude. Marie Antoinette would always be seen as a serpent in the bosom of the body politic, bent on abasing France for the benefit of the Habsburgs.




  A further aspect of the queen’s personality played into the hands of her enemies. This was her penchant for sentimental friendships with women of her own age, whom she loaded with favours

  and honours. The first of Marie Antoinette’s female favourites was the blonde, highly strung princesse de Lamballe, who was liable to swoon at the least commotion. She was particularly

  allergic to crustaceans, and once memorably fainted at the sight of a lobster in a painting.29 From the mid-1770s, Lamballe was eclipsed by

  the comtesse Gabrielle de Polignac. An exclusive coterie, known at Versailles as the société, soon formed around the queen and her confidantes. Its key

  figures were Mme de Polignac’s sister-in-law, Diane de Polignac, the talented collector and amateur actor, the comte de Vaudreuil, the king’s brother Artois, and the worldly and cynical

  commander of the Swiss Guard, the baron de Besenval. This was a tightly-knit circle in more ways than one; Mme de Polignac was the mistress of Vaudreuil, while Artois was the lover of her sister,

  Mlle de Polastron.




  The main function of the société was innocent – to provide a space in which the queen could relax and act naturally, away from the formality and hierarchy of the court. It

  was this need that inspired the creation of the famous backdrop to its activities, the Petit Trianon. In 1782, Marie Antoinette began to build a ‘hamlet’ around an ornamental lake in

  the park of Versailles, complete with thatched cottages and a model farm. ‘There,’ she once remarked, ‘I can be myself.’30 Yet there was a price to be paid for this artifical fête champêtre. The etiquette and hierarchy of Versailles had a hard and practical function, which

  the queen in her naïveté ignored. This was to ensure that all courtiers had clearly regulated access to the royal family, and a fair share of the posts, favours and pensions that this implied.

  By creating a miniature court within a court, and concentrating upon itself the queen’s considerable reserves of patronage, the société made both itself and its royal

  patron deeply unpopular. It is no coincidence that many of those nobles who first sided with the Revolution came from great court families like the Noailles whose former credit had suffered

  particularly from the rise of the société.31




  It was her relations with the société that inspired the most savage aspect of the mounting attacks on the queen. Whereas the first pamphlets against her had been political

  and anti-Austrian, by the time she was twenty-three they had become personal – and pornographic. It is once again very probable that the first of these libels originated at Versailles itself, with

  courtiers infuriated by Marie Antoinette’s exclusive favour for her coterie. By 1780, the trickle had become a flood; to give just one example, the Essai historique sur la vie de Marie

  Antoinette, an obscene autobiographical ‘confession’ by the queen, was first published clandestinely in 1781, reprinted in 1783 and then annually well into the

  Revolution.32




  These works usually took the form of the rather absurd pornographic tableaux since made familiar by de Sade. In them, Marie Antoinette was invariably represented as a

  sexually voracious monster, prepared to copulate in various permutations with whoever and whatever came to hand. Artois, as the best-looking and most virile of the Bourbons, often figured as her

  partner in these fantasies (this was the theme of one of the more popular pamphlets, Les amours de Charlot et de Toinette). Yet the strongest theme of the pamphlets was that of Marie

  Antoinette as lesbian, with Mesdames de Lamballe and de Polignac as her sexual partners. There is no evidence whatever that the queen or any of her female friends had lesbian or any other

  unorthodox sexual tastes. Yet none of this affected the spread of the underground literature against Marie Antoinette, nor the remarkable extent to which it was believed by the public. By 1789, the

  queen’s unpopularity had begun to threaten the crown itself.




  Ironically, the one personal secret that could have damaged Marie Antoinette never reached the public. This was her relationship with the Swedish nobleman Hans Axel, Count von

  Fersen.33 Tall and elegant, with dark hair and well-cut features, Fersen was considered one of the most handsome men of his day. He first

  met Marie Antoinette during a visit to Versailles in the 1770s before he moved permanently to France in 1783 as colonel of the Royal Swedish regiment. The question of whether Fersen and Marie

  Antoinette were ever lovers in the physical sense has excited prurient speculation for 200 years. Certainly, as an attractive woman married to a reserved and sexually incompetent husband, Marie

  Antoinette had every reason to seek solace elswhere. Against this must be balanced the horrific risks that conducting an extramarital affair posed to the wife of a reigning monarch or heir to the

  throne. If discovered, it would call into doubt the legitimacy of the royal children and fatally compromise the succession.




  In the light of these dangers, it is most likely that the queen’s relations with Fersen only became physical, if they did at all, after 1789, when she had already produced an heir and the

  perils of the Revolution left her with little to lose.34 The truth, whatever it is, can never be known now, since those of Fersen’s

  papers that probably contained his most intimate correspondence with Marie Antoinette were destroyed by a prudish descendant in the 1870s. The surviving letters between the

  two, however, do point to one unquestionable fact: from the late 1770s the queen and Fersen were deeply in love. This love was only heightened by the Revolution, and Marie Antoinette’s

  ultimate fate lends it an imperishably tragic quality. Its strength is attested at the end of a coded letter, written in the winter of 1791–2 by the queen to Fersen: ‘Farewell, most

  loved and loving of men.’35




  Although Fersen was never publicly named as the queen’s lover at the time, it is possible that some senior courtiers and ministers were aware of the relationship. This is stated as a fact

  by the comte de Saint-Priest, himself a minister in the 1780s, in his memoirs. Saint-Priest, however, may well have been settling old scores, since his own wife at one point had a torrid affair

  with Fersen.36 As for Louis XVI, whether he was unaware of Marie Antoinette’s liaison with Fersen, tolerated it because it was

  genuinely innocent, or even eventually played the part of a complaisant husband, will never be known.




  It was an unusual and ill-matched royal couple that faced the crisis of the monarchy. Louis XVI was knowledgeable, fair-minded, and in many areas, particularly foreign policy, a successful

  ruler. Marie Antoinette, herself no fool, was plentifully endowed with that presence and charisma so crucial to the mystique of majesty. After 1780, the succession no longer gave cause for concern.

  Yet this picture also contained shadows. The most ominious was the king’s tendency to indecision. This was compounded by the fact that, unusually for his time and station, he never took a

  mistress. Under Louis XV, the scapegoats for the king’s many inadequacies had been his string of unpopular mistresses. In their absence under Louis XVI, this unenviable role fell to Marie

  Antoinette. The fact that she was a Habsburg, scion of France’s hereditary enemies, fitted her all the more for the part.




  An intelligent but indecisive king; a strong-willed but impulsive queen, whose perceived dominance of her husband made her a magnet for public hostility: in a period of peace and stability,

  these deficiencies might not have proved serious. In a time of upheaval, however, their effect was fatal.




  







  Chapter Two




  THE MONARCHY IN 1789
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  THE MONARCHY THAT LOUIS XVI embodied at the opening session of the Estates General was still a grand if somewhat dilapidated

  edifice. Despite significant domestic turbulence and international eclipse during the previous half-century, it remained a coherent intellectual whole. The king ruled by divine right; he was

  responsible for his actions only to God. The religious basis of his authority was underlined by his honorific titles – the Most Christian King, the eldest son of the Church. Yet this divine

  sanction also limited the king’s powers at the same time as it exalted them. Responsibility to God bound him to behave in a Christian way towards his subjects and not to tamper arbitrarily

  with their lives or property.




  Beneath the façade of absolute authority, the French monarchy was based upon a complex series of tacit compromises between the crown and the social and political elites.1 Below the king and the royal family, French society, like that of all continental old regimes, was divided into a hierarchy of orders, known as estates. Each

  one was legally defined, and had its own rights and duties. The clergy ranked as the first estate, their independence underlined by the fact that they owed allegiance not only to the king as head

  of state, but to the Pope as head of the Catholic Church. As a further concession to their status, they were not taxed directly, but instead voted a don gratuit, or

  ‘free gift’, to the crown at their five-yearly assemblies.




  The nobility too, the second estate, were subjects of the king pure and simple, in contrast to the clergy. Yet in practice the long history of periodic noble rebellion against the crown, and the

  substantial local power retained by the great families despite Louis XIV’s attempt to gather them all under his watchful eye at Versailles, dictated a prudent royal policy towards them that

  respected their privileges. By the end of the eighteenth century, these were social rather than fiscal. True, the nobility were exempt from the main direct tax, the taille, but from 1695

  onwards they had been subjected, along with everybody else, to a succession of income-based contributions, in particular the vingtième amounting to one-twentieth of the

  taxpayer’s revenue, in 1749. Generally, however, they enjoyed a special status that placed them far above the mass of ordinary Frenchmen. On the land, they derived from the remnants of the

  feudal system a whole arsenal of dues and obligations from the peasantry. These ranged from a variety of payments, in money or kind, to the right to hunt over their tenants’ property. The

  nobility also enjoyed a monopoly over all the highest offices in Church and State, from bishoprics and archbishoprics to commissions in the army and ministerial and administrative office.




  Below the clergy and nobility stretched the third estate, composed of all lay commoners. At its head were the professional and commercial middle class, some of whom were very wealthy indeed. Yet

  the bulk of its members comprised the urban working class and, above all, the peasantry, who made up fully 80 per cent of the French population.2 Socially, politically and economically, it was the third estate that paid the price of the unspoken bargain between the monarchy and the privileged orders. Its members bore

  the brunt of taxation, to which were added tithes to the Church and, in the peasants’ case, the burden of feudal dues. In theory, this was justified by the secular protection the king and the

  nobles gave the common people in times of war and unrest, and the religious comfort the Church gave to their souls. However, by 1789 the menace of foreign invasion and internal strife had receded,

  and the revenue from taxation, it seemed, was being frittered away in spectacularly unsuccessful foreign wars. The tax burden, on the other hand, never got any lighter.


  

  France’s representative body, the Estates General, had first developed at the beginning of the fourteenth century. Unlike the English parliament, however, it had never settled

  into a regular rhythm of meetings, and only tended to be summoned at times of internal discord or royal minority. It was also unclear whether its status was purely consultative, or whether and how

  far its decisions were binding on the king. Finally, the way in which the Estates General was composed and functioned, with the clergy, nobility and third estate deputies debating and voting

  separately in their own chambers, ensured that instead of reaching firm decisions it usually degenerated into bickering between its constituent orders. Although it was never formally abolished, in

  the early seventeenth century it fell into disuse.




  The discarding of the Estates set the scene for the classical period of the absolute monarchy. Yet even at its zenith the royal authority was unable to shake itself free of all constraints. When

  the Estates went into abeyance in 1614, the country’s sovereign law courts, the parlements, stepped into the constitutional breach, and remained there until 1789. There were thirteen

  of them, one to each major province, and by far the most important was that of Paris. It sat in the Palais de Justice on the Île de la Cité, which is still today the home of

  France’s highest law courts. The parlements administered the king’s justice, and were staffed by a hereditary caste of magistrates, who bought their offices from the state and

  transmitted them to their sons. This security of tenure also made them formidable potential opponents of the crown, since they could only be dislodged at the price of a tremendous legal and

  constitutional upheaval.




  The parlements stepped into the political arena after 1614 through a variety of motives. Nobles themselves, the magistrates were concerned to protect the interests of their own order

  against the crown’s pretensions. Yet they were also genuinely concerned, in the absence of the Estates General, to act as a constitutional counterbalance to the absolute monarchy and prevent

  it from degenerating into despotism. Claiming that France in fact had an unwritten constitution, based on certain fundamental laws, the parlements set themselves up as its guardians. It was

  never very clear what these fundamental laws were. By the end of the eighteenth century, however, some radical magistrates were claiming that they forbade any taxation that was not approved by the

  Estates General.




  Far more concretely, the parlements disputed the legality of royal edicts they had not themselves registered, and used their right to remonstrate against them to

  delay or defeat government measures of which they disapproved. The result was a bitter debate over the respective powers of the crown and the parlements that dominated eighteenth-century

  French politics and did more than anything else to bring the absolute monarchy to its knees.3 From the 1740s onwards, this struggle centred on

  finance. The series of conflicts in which the Bourbon kings sought to enhance their status in Europe and extend their power overseas – the War of the Austrian Succession and the Seven Years

  War – necessitated major increases in taxation and loans. Alarmed at both these spiralling costs and the lack of French military success, the parlements consistently obstructed the

  crown’s financial edicts.




  Yet the deficiencies in the old regime’s fiscal system went far beyond the recalcitrance of the parlements. They were such that by 1787 the French crown was simply unable to raise

  enough funds to cover the deficit accumulated over the course of the century. The fall of the absolute monarchy had many causes, but the most immediate was this financial collapse. The traditional

  view is that the prime culprit was the exemption from direct taxation of the nobility and clergy, which ensured that the State’s financial burden was borne disproportionately by the much

  put-upon third estate. Yet this exemption of the privileged orders was by no means general, as the clergy’s don gratuit and the nobility’s vingtièmes bore witness.

  Furthermore, widely varying local conditions, combined with resistance and significant tax evasion, ensured that there was a wide gap between the crown’s demand for revenue and its supply.

  For all the myths about eighteenth-century France groaning under the weight of unjust taxation, she was in fact less heavily taxed than England.4




  The distribution of the tax burden was only part of the problem. In particular, the administration of direct and indirect taxes was both inefficient and corrupt. Tax collection was farmed out to

  private individuals, the receivers general for direct taxation and a consortium of farmers general for indirect taxation. This reliance on private individuals inhibited the development of what the

  government needed most, a proper system of public credit.5 The remarkable success of England since the Glorious Revolution had shown what could

  be achieved by a monarchy whose finances were efficiently managed and open to a degree of scrutiny, where loans could be raised by a properly constituted national bank, and

  where the national debt was guaranteed by the representatives of the people. England, in today’s terms, enjoyed investor confidence; France, with its opaque accounting practices, vast

  opportunities for graft, and hand-to-mouth credit arrangements, did not. Thus at the height of the American War of Independence, the English government was able to secure loans at roughly 5 per

  cent interest; that of France was forced to pay almost double that rate, between 9 and 10 per cent.6 For a monarchy determined at all costs to

  preserve its standing in Europe, the message could not have been more clear – military and diplomatic prestige depended increasingly on sound public credit.




  During the first few years of Louis XVI’s reign, the crown’s finances were relatively healthy. In 1778, however, this situation changed with the king’s decision to intervene on

  the side of the Americans in their War of Independence against England. France’s part in the American war was made possible by a new finance minister, the Swiss Protestant Jacques Necker, who

  funded it through a policy of international loans rather than increased taxation. The total cost to France of the war was 1,066 million livres: 997 million of this sum came from loans, with 530

  million raised during Necker’s ministry, at exceptionally high rates of interest that have led his detractors to cast him as the chief architect of the monarchy’s financial

  collapse.7 Yet these vertiginous figures do not prove that the French monarchy’s participation in the American war led ipso facto

  to its financial and political collapse. England at the end of the war actually had a higher debt than France, yet her political system survived intact.8 The difference between English success and French failure lay less in the size of the debt than in the way in which it was serviced. Here again public credit was the key.

  That of England inspired confidence and thus lower interest rates, that of France, despite Necker’s well-advertised best efforts, did not.




  It is just possible that had Necker been given a free hand, he could have remedied this situation. His long-term aim was to improve the crown’s credit through a policy of economies at

  court and streamlining of the financial administration. Yet he was never given the chance to realize this. As a Protestant, he could not sit on the king’s council

  with the other ministers, so his main function was limited simply to finding the funds to meet their exorbitant demands. In May 1781, Necker lost patience and demanded from the king a coordinating

  role over the budgets of all the government departments. His ultimatum was rejected, and he resigned.




  The dominant figure among Necker’s successors was Charles-Alexandre de Calonne, appointed controller-general in November 1783.9 Calonne

  approached the question of credit and confidence differently from Necker, abandoning economies and boosting the economy through public spending. Revenue, however, remained static while expenditure

  rose. The result, according to the most reliable modern estimate, was an addition of 651 million livres to the debt during Calonne’s ministry.10 By August 1786, Calonne calculated the deficit at 112 million livres, a quarter of annual revenue, while almost half of the government’s income was swallowed up in

  servicing the debt. The fiscal system of the old regime had reached the end of the road.




  Calonne’s remedy, which he put to Louis XVI on 20 August 1786, was a vast and ambitious plan of revenue-raising and administrative centralization. At its heart was a new land tax, which

  would replace the old vingtième taxes and finally sweep away the fiscal exemptions of the privileged orders. The new tax would be administered by a system of provincial assemblies

  elected by local property owners at parish, district and provincial level. This central proposal was accompanied by a further package of rationalizing reform, including free trade in grain and the

  abolition of France’s myriad internal customs barriers. This programme, which Louis XVI wholeheartedly endorsed, was the most comprehensive attempt at enlightened reform of his reign. Yet

  however enlightened, it deliberately left the royal authority intact. Calonne regarded the notables as purely consultative, and had no intention of allowing them the right of giving or withholding

  consent to taxation. As he put it to Louis XVI as late as 1789, after his own disgrace and exile:




  It is the inherent right of the sovereign power to make the nation contribute to the cost of its own security, and the monarch’s duty to protect his subjects

  presupposes the duty on their part to furnish him with the necessary means.11




  Unfortunately, the controller-general was the wrong man to sell this visionary scheme to the public. His spendthrift and authoritarian reputation was well known to the

  parlements and had long ago earned him their enmity. This was why he thought it prudent not to submit his programme to the sovereign courts at first. Instead, he decided initially to submit

  them to a hand-picked assembly of notables composed of the old regime’s social and political elite. Yet even this precaution proved inadequate. When they assembled at Versailles in February

  1787, the notables were horrified when the extent of the deficit was revealed to them. They naturally assumed that the slippery Calonne was at least partly responsible. On Easter Sunday 1787, two

  months after the assembly of notables had opened, Calonne was dismissed and hounded into exile. This treatment was unfair on a man who had genuinely tried to make amends for his previous

  spendthrift policies. As the contemporary writer and wit Chamfort put it: ‘He was applauded when he lit the fire, and condemned when he sounded the alarm.’12




  Yet the fall of Calonne had a deeper significance. As the fiscal and political systems of the absolute monarchy were indissoluble, the financial collapse revealed the unsoundness of the whole

  edifice. Until Easter 1787, France’s finances had been managed on the basis of traditional absolutism: secretly, hierarchically, without public scrutiny of accounts or consent to taxation.

  For centuries the monarchy had controlled fiscal policy on its own terms. The unmanageable deficit showed plainly that it had failed. One solution was clearly for the government to follow the

  example of England and open up its finances to greater public control. Politically, this relaxing of the royal grip on finance, the great sinew of power, implied a transition from absolute to

  constitutional rule. Yet even if Louis XVI baulked at this sacrifice, it was obvious that the status quo was untenable. The assembly of notables thus marked the first stage in the fall of the

  French monarchy.




  *




  THE DISMISSAL OF CALONNE sparked two years of growing unrest that historians have given their own, rather cumbersome name: the

  pre-Revolution.13 Between 1787 and 1789, the crown’s desperate attempts to implement reform ran into increasing resistance from all

  sections of the public, most ominously from the nobility and clergy, normally the monarchy’s firmest supporters. As in all regimes on the verge of collapse, the

  politics of this period were both fast-moving and highly complicated. While the crown veered from compromise to confrontation with its opponents, ministers and policies changed with bewildering

  rapidity. The result, however, is clear. By the autumn of 1788, Louis XVI’s authority was dangerously undermined, and France stood on the brink of revolution.




  Under the impact of this crisis, the king’s character began to change. He had enthusiastically supported Calonne’s proposals and was shattered when they were rejected. As Calonne

  grew increasingly embattled from February to April 1787, Louis backed him until his position became manifestly untenable. When the notables’ opposition forced him to dismiss Calonne, the king

  felt this as a personal affront, and never really recovered from the blow. It was his programme as much as Calonne’s that the notables had rejected, and this implied vote of no confidence

  left him deeply disoriented. He had proved a competent ruler within the confines of the traditional monarchy in which he had been raised, yet now the certainties of centuries had collapsed.




  From this point on the king began to seem increasingly detached from day-to-day politics, withdrawing into himself and spending longer periods hunting or at table. Observers noted the change,

  among others the ever-alert Mercy-Argenteau. In August 1787 the ambassador could report to Joseph II:




  The king’s personal state robs him of the resources to combat these misfortunes, and his energies are further diminished by his physical routine. He is putting on

  weight, and his hunting expeditions are followed by such immoderate meals that these lead to lapses of reason and a sort of brusque carelessness that is very upsetting for those who have to put up

  with it.14




  One senses here a man beginning to suffer from a depressive illness.15 From 1787 until his death this had a significant

  influence on Louis XVI’s actions – or lack of them. Throughout the Revolution there are recurring references by those close to the king to behaviour that echoes Mercy’s

  description. At times Louis seemed completely dissociated from his surroundings, in a way suggestive of deep depression, and for periods was prostrated by illnesses which

  contemporaries hint were psychosomatic.




  The king’s difficulties were compounded by the new leading minister. Etienne-Charles de Loménie de Brienne, Archbishop of Toulouse, had the confidence of the notables, but was

  deeply disliked by Louis XVI. Intelligent, equable and witty, his ability was generally recognized. Some contemporaries feared that his talents, while brilliant, were shallow: the writer Marmontel

  described his mind as ‘glittering like a cut diamond from a number of little surfaces’.16 His most important asset was the

  favour of Marie Antoinette; with his appointment the queen moved firmly to the centre of the political stage.




  To have such an unwelcome figure forced on him, not just by his wife but by the notables he himself had summoned, depressed the king still further and accentuated his detachment from politics.

  With little other option, Louis accepted Brienne first as finance and then as principal minister, but qualified this surrender by penning cutting criticisms of the archbishop’s views on

  credit and interest rates. He also made symbolic physical gestures of distaste that those around him could not fail to notice. Knowing that Brienne was afflicted with eczema, he ostentatiously

  insisted on all papers from the archbishop being dusted before he would handle them.




  The king’s withdrawal massively increased the pressure on Marie Antoinette. Yet this was not, as her enemies alleged, a case of an overbearing queen finally fulfilling her long-held

  political ambitions. Rather, Louis XVI’s depression made his ill-prepared and unwilling consort the only alternative rallying-point for the dynasty in the periodic absence of the monarch. The

  queen’s ill-considered excursions into politics of the previous decade now bore bitter fruit. She found herself isolated and alone at the apex of power, as the winds of unrest began to blow.

  Marie Antoinette had the self-awareness to know that her education and training were insufficient for the burden she now had to shoulder, and often confided her fears to her intimates. Her maid,

  Mme Campan, recalls one such occasion, just after Calonne’s dismissal, in her memoirs:




  The queen often bemoaned her new position, and viewed it as a misfortune that had been impossible for her to avoid. One day, as I was helping her to

  arrange various memoranda and reports that the ministers had asked her to pass on to the king, she sighed: ‘Ah! I shall never be happy now that they have made an intriguer of me.’ I

  protested at this word. ‘No,’ replied the queen, ‘that is the right word. Any woman who meddles in matters beyond her understanding, and the bounds of her duty, is no more than an

  intriguer. You will at least remember that I do not spare myself, and that it is with regret that I describe myself so. A queen of France is only happy when keeping herself to herself, and

  conserving only enough credit to aid the fortune of her friends and assure the future of a few faithful servants.17




  Brienne’s initial strategy was to dispense with the notables and instead concilate the parlements by presenting them with a modified version of Calonne’s programme. This

  decision ushered in almost two years of constitutional warfare and growing civil anarchy, as the parlements opposed Brienne’s measures and rallied most of public opinion to the

  standard of resistance to the royal demands. Many historians have claimed that the parlements objected less to the imposition of new taxation than to the fact that it would now fall equally

  on the privileged orders of which they, as nobles themselves, formed a part. Yet there is much evidence that the parlements and the elite they represented were genuinely shocked by the

  crown’s financial mismanagement and unwilling to accept further onerous instalments of taxation without an element of scrutiny and control by other sections of society. In this sense, the

  privileged orders were only echoing the cry of the American colonists, ‘No taxation without representation!’18




  As the crisis escalated, a new and significant feature emerged. This was a growing chorus of calls for the Estates General. After the failure of a last-minute compromise between the crown and

  the parlement of Paris at a ‘royal session’ on 19 November 1787, the provincial parlements immediately petitioned for the convocation of the Estates. With considerable

  insight, and even a degree of modesty, the magistrates increasingly adopted the view that a more representative body than an unelected judicial elite was now needed to resist royal despotism. They

  could not know that once unleashed on the absolute monarchy, the Estates General would swiftly turn on them.




  After six months of political stalemate and growing disorder, Brienne finally lost patience and decided to break the parlements once and for all. He and his

  closest colleague, Chancellor Lamoignon, prepared an audacious plan whereby their opponents were attacked from both above and below. The parlements would be stripped of their

  ‘political’ rights of registration and remonstrance, which would be vested instead in a central court, known as the plenary court. At a lower level, many of the parlements’

  judicial functions would be devolved to forty-seven lower courts.




  On 8 May 1788, the edicts establishing the plenary court and the other reforms were imposed. This coup d’état, as it was swiftly dubbed, created uproar throughout the

  country. For the first time there were signs of serious popular unrest. On 7 June, a crowd in Grenoble rose in defence of their parlement and, in the so-called ‘day of tiles’

  bombarded the troops sent to restore order with roofing from their houses. Order was completely lost in Rennes, where a mob drove out the provincial intendant, Bertrand de Molleville (who was to

  become Louis XVI’s minister of marine during the Revolution). Above all, the May coup destroyed the last semblance of cooperation between the crown and the privileged orders. The assembly of

  the clergy met, voted the minimum possible don gratuit, and demanded the Estates General. The nobility of Brittany, a notoriously turbulent body, held illegal assemblies at Saint-Brieuc and

  Vannes, and despatched a twelve-man delegation to Versailles to protest the edicts. The government’s response was authoritarian, but tinged with a note of hysteria. The Breton deputation was

  arrested and thrown into the Bastille. ‘The parlements, the nobility and the clergy have dared to defy the king,’ thundered Lamoignon, ‘within two years there will no

  longer be parlements, or nobility, or clergy.’19 His prophecy was to come true, though not in the way he intended.




  Most ominous of all, a flicker of unease passed over the army. This did not, however, originate in the ranks. In the ‘day of tiles’ at Grenoble, which left four dead and forty

  injured, the soldiers showed no hesitation when ordered to open fire on the crowd. Ten months later, during the much bloodier Réveillon riots, their comrades in Paris were just as resolute,

  killing twenty-five people and wounding at least as many again. It was the officers whose nerve began to give. Whether this was the product of sympathy with the protestors, hostility to the ministry or simple panic, there were many reports of commanders failing to take the offensive or maintain order. This was sometimes an understandable result of age and

  illness; in Paris the maréchal de Biron was eighty-eight years old, while in Grenoble the eighty-six-year-old maréchal de Vaux was fighting a losing battle with retention of

  urine.20 Already these first symptoms of military disintegration gave grounds for alarm, although their most fatal effects would not be felt

  until July 1789.




  Ultimately, it was not political opposition or even army disaffection that destroyed Brienne so much as spectacular proof that the heavens themselves were out of joint. On 13 July 1788, a freak

  storm producing hailstones the size of grapefruit that killed both men and animals destroyed the harvest of northern France and the area around Paris. Brienne’s ministry was already in great

  financial difficulties, and this natural disaster dealt a crushing blow to its short-term credit. The government was desperately in need of 240 million livres of loans secured against expected tax

  yields, known as anticipations, to balance the books for the year. With the prospect of adequate revenue in 1789 rendered suddenly highly dubious by meteorological disaster, these

  anticipations found no takers. On 16 August, the royal treasury suspended payments and the stock market crashed. Brienne clung on for nine more days amid feverish negotiations to find a

  successor for him, then finally resigned on 25 August.




  Brienne’s resignation took place according to the usual forms; the method of choosing his replacement, however, was completely unprecedented. Marie Antoinette was devastated by the crash

  of 16 August and did everything she could to keep Brienne, who retained her confidence, in place. To this end, she conceived a plan by which he would remain as principal minister, but with Necker,

  whose popularity and reputation were still intact, taking over the management of the finances. The ubiquitous Mercy-Argenteau, a friend of Necker as well as the confidant of the queen and the

  Archbishop of Toulouse, acted as go-between. However, these negotiations failed, Brienne finally gave up hope of staying on and Necker returned to office as director-general of finance.




  In taking it upon herself to reshape the ministry at a moment of supreme crisis, Marie Antoinette was assuming a terrifying responsibility. She accepted it with fatalism, mixed with genuine

  fear. This is palpable in her letter to Mercy of 25 August, the day Necker was reappointed:




  I tremble – excuse me this weakness – that it is I who am bringing him back. My destiny is to bring misfortune; and if he fails as a result of infernal

  machinations, or undermines the royal authority, they will only hate me the more.21




  The queen did not act this way out of pure ambition and desire to grasp supreme political power. In fact, it is more likely that she only assumed the direction of affairs because the king

  himself was unable to do so. The crisis of August 1788 offers further evidence that by now Louis XVI was periodically prostrated by a depression that left him incapable of conducting day-to-day

  policy. Marie Antoinette herself hinted broadly at this in a letter to Mercy detailing her reservations about recalling Necker:




  I fear very much that the archbishop will be forced to leave the field completely, and then who will there be to put in overall charge? Because we must have someone,

  especially with M. Necker. He needs a brake. The person above me is in no fit state, and as for me, whatever happens and whatever they say, I am only ever in second place, and despite the

  confidence of the first, he often makes me feel it.22




  These words are as remarkable for their shrewd assessment of Necker’s failings as for the clues they provide as to Louis XVI’s state of mind. Unfortunately Marie

  Antoinette’s growing powers of insight could not keep pace with the pitiless march of events. August 1788 saw the ship of state rudderless, with the king out of action and the key decisions

  in the hands of the queen and the Austrian ambassador. The second stage of the monarchy’s fall was complete.




  *




  SHORT, HEAVY-FEATURED and high-minded, Jacques Necker was fifty-six when he became finance minister for the second time. Both his style and his substance

  attracted great hatred from his opponents up to and beyond the Revolution. The Genevan’s immense egocentricity and self-belief, coupled with his constant appeals to sentiment and virtue, were

  bound to grate on a court society faithful to the manners and morals of the previous generation. In addition, his most important actions in 1789 carry more than a hint of

  the self-serving and the demagogic, not improved for being dressed up in moralizing language.




  Necker did great damage to the monarchy during the Revolution. This, however, was not through any actions of his own but rather through his very inaction – what Jean Egret has termed his

  ‘systematic abstention’ throughout his second ministry.23 Brought back to power to implement the promise to call the Estates

  General, Necker did almost nothing to equip the crown with a coherent policy towards the Estates once it had been called. It is still unclear why this was so. Necker certainly believed that a

  ‘great consultation was necessary . . . to regenerate France’.24 The fact was that in September 1788 the mood of the nation was

  overwhelmingly in favour of the immediate calling of the Estates. Necker did nothing to stem or direct this current. His passivity at this crucial juncture underlines the most salient feature of

  his political career. He was above all a populist, brought to power twice by skilful manipulation of public opinion. If public opinion clashed with the interests of the traditional monarchy, as was

  now the case, he was bound to side with public opinion.




  The key issue facing Necker was no longer whether or not the Estates General would be called; his own recall had ensured unquestionably that this would be the case. The central question now was

  how it would be composed. If precedent was to be consulted, the model was the last time the Estates had met, in October 1614. In accordance with tradition, this meeting had comprised an equal

  number of deputies, had deliberated and voted separately, and had only authorized conclusions approved by each of the three orders.




  In this highly charged area, Necker, most of the other ministers, and Louis XVI himself, betrayed a fatal uncertainty. If tradition – and the interests of the privileged orders so close by

  birth and status to the crown – were upheld, then it was clear that the forms of 1614 should be respected. On the other hand, the eighteenth-century growth of population, prosperity, literacy

  and informed public opinion had given greatly increased power to the third estate. This estate did, after all, constitute over 90 per cent of the population of France in 1789. In acknowledgement of

  this fact, Calonne’s provincial assemblies had accorded double representation to the third estate, giving it the same number of deputies as the other two orders

  combined. In addition, instead of the traditional vote by order, simple majority voting for the whole assembly, known as voting by head, had been decreed.




  If these principles were extended to the forthcoming Estates General, the implications were incalculable. If the third estate were to be granted 50 per cent of the seats in the assembly, as well

  as voting by head, it would gain the whip hand over all legislation, since it was certain that enough liberal noble and clerical deputies would defect from their own orders to give it a simple

  majority. Thus by the autumn of 1788, the struggle to replace absolute by constitutional monarchy had been superseded by an equally crucial conflict. At its core was the question of whether the

  constitutional monarchy conceded by the calling of the Estates General should be aristocratic, dominated by the privileged orders, or populist, dominated by the third estate.




  In this dangerously charged situation, the king and his council attempted to compromise. On 27 December, they issued a decision, known as the Result of the Council, which they hoped would prove

  acceptable to both sides. As a concession to the non-privileged, the number of third-estate deputies to the forthcoming Estates was doubled, while to mollify the first two orders, voting by head

  was not imposed, but only permitted if each order when convened agreed to it. Significantly, as a further indication of her growing power, on this occasion Marie Antoinette attended a meeting of

  the king’s council for the first time. Equally noteworthy, in view of her growing reputation as a reactionary, is the fact that she supported the concession to the third estate. As the keeper

  of the seals, Barentin, who was present, later wrote in his memoirs: ‘The queen throughout maintained the most profound silence. It was, however, easy to discern that she did not disapprove

  the doubling of the third.’25
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